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ALTERNATIVE  LIVESTOCK ON  FARMS

BACKGROUND

The quinquennial Census of Agriculture provides Statistics Canada with the opportunity to
gather information on livestock species that are not part of the Agriculture Division’s regular
estimation program.  This publication summarizes information on twelve of these species for
the census occasions that data are available.  It includes the number of animals or birds, the
number of holdings they are located on, the average number per holding  and the percentage
change from each reporting period to the 2001 Census.

HIGHLIGHTS

While Canadian farms have always supported a variety of livestock beyond the traditional
cattle, hogs, sheep and poultry, in the 1980’s livestock producers began to explore non-
traditional species as a means of diversifying farm income and utilizing marginal agricultural
land.  At the same time, health conscious consumers with increasing disposable incomes
sought out alternative livestock products for their novelty or advertised health benefits.

During the 1990’s many of these species expanded rapidly, driving breeding stock values
upwards.  In some cases, the 2001 census found this growth trend continuing, yet for other
species population numbers have leveled, or in some cases declined.  Those species that
declined did so because of production problems or in some cases, lack of consumer
acceptance for their products.

Most consistent in their growth have been bison and elk, indigenous species well adapted to
our climate that fit in well with current livestock operations, as well as llamas and alpacas.  On
the other side, ostrich and emus experienced substantial growth in their numbers between
1991 and 1996, but declined substantially by 2001.  Goat numbers continue to show good
growth since 1986 in response to the demand for goat milk and meat.  Most surprising in 2001
has been the increase in ducks on farms, an increase of 74% from 1996 to 2001, mostly
occurring in Ontario and Quebec.

For the past five census periods, the most popular “other” type of large livestock on farms
remains horses and ponies, whether kept for work, breeding or recreation.

METHODS AND DEFINITIONS

These numbers include only animals that are located on agricultural holdings.  The definition of
an agricultural holding has varied since 1981.  In 1981 and 1986, the definition included a
farm, ranch or holding that had sold $250 or more of agricultural produce in the previous 12
months or that the operator intended to sell $250 of agricultural product in that calendar year.
In 1991, 1996 and 2001 the definition was changed so that the $250 threshold was dropped
and it was only necessary that the operation had sold or intended to sell agricultural produce.
As well, starting with the 1996 census, Christmas tree production was included in the definition
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of agricultural produce, expanding the Census coverage.  These definitional changes starting
in 1991 could have resulted in more animals being accounted for than in previous censuses.

Users of this data should be aware that there is potential for greater numbers of alternative
livestock in Canada than what the census data reports.  For example, animals kept on
operations that are not agricultural holdings are not included in this data.  Horses are the most
notable in this regard, as horses on holdings or in stables that do not produce breeding stock
or sell other agricultural produce are not included.  Other examples would be animals in petting
zoos or kept as pets.

Horses and Ponies – includes all horses and ponies on agricultural operations, including
operations involved in the collection of pregnant mare’s urine (PMU) for the pharmaceutical
industry, horses raised for slaughter, kept for recreation, breeding or work.

Ranched deer - includes a variety of species; fallow, red, sika, white-tailed, reindeer and those
just reported as deer.  It does not include wapiti (elk), nor does it include wild deer that range
on a farm, ranch or holding.

Ducks and geese – please note that when respondents reported ducks and geese together,
the combined number is reported in ducks.
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