
CHAPTER 1

FIRST THINGS FIRST

People keep livestock for many reasons: eggs, dairy, meat,
vegetation control, manure for compost, to sell, as pets, for showing,
for breed conservation, because they like a particular animal, or any
combination of these. Your reasons for keeping farm animals will
determine your livestock philosophy and methods, as will your
location and terrain.

Regional factors to consider include seasonal temperatures and
length of daylight. Egg laying, for example, is influenced by the
amount of daylight. Areas with mild winters will allow for year-round
grazing, while colder areas with more snow will limit pasture and
forage. Climates with harsh winters will require sturdier housing and
wind breaks. In climates with sweltering summer heat, you will need
to provide shade and plenty of fresh water. Breed choices may be
affected by these conditions too. Long-haired Highland cattle will
thrive in cold climates, while the Florida Cracker is well adapted to
hot climates. Nubian and Savanna breed goats are more heat than
cold tolerant, while Saanens and Oberhaslis adapt better to cold.
Most animals will do well on any terrain, although rocks and steep
hills will make fencing and barn building more challenging!

Country acreage offers the broadest possibilities for keeping
livestock, but many mid- and small-size homesteads keep a variety
of mid- and small-size animals to meet their family’s needs. These
include urban and suburban homesteads where people raise
chickens, rabbits, and miniature breeds of goats and pigs.



Once you know your area, start researching livestock laws. The
state, county, town (if you are within city limits), and homeowners
association (if you have one) will all have something to say about
what animals you can keep and how you can keep them. In urban
and suburban areas, you will likely have limits on the kinds and
numbers of animals you can keep; for example, you may be allowed
up to three chickens (hens only) in your backyard. You may find that
some animals can be kept as pets, such as rabbits, miniature pigs,
or even miniature goats. In rural areas there are other laws you will
need to know, such as fence laws. All states have a definition of a
“legal fence.” If your fencing doesn’t meet those specifications, you
may find yourself without legal recourse if your neighbor’s goats
break in and gobble down your garden.

Knowing what the law allows ahead of time can save a lot of
headaches later on. However, even discouraging laws can be
changed through proper channels. See Chapter 1 Resources on
page 137 for some ideas on how to do that.

Next, evaluate the property itself. Here are some things to consider.

Animal housing. Cleared land, existing fences, and a barn will give
you a head start toward acquiring your first critters. Or perhaps there
are outbuildings that could be converted to animal housing? If you
will need to build, check your local building codes first. Some folks
say “it’s easier to ask forgiveness than to get permission,” but make
sure you’re able to pay potentially hefty fines to get that forgiveness.

Water sources. Does the property have a pond, spring, or well? Will
you be buying from the municipal water supply? If a creek or river
runs through or borders the property, check state laws regarding
waterways and buffer areas. You may be prohibited from damming
or diverting it, or your livestock may be forbidden access to it.



A farm landscape with duck pond

Regulation on sale of animal products. If you are considering
livestock as part of your homestead income, you need to be aware of
laws governing the sale of animal products for human consumption.
The sale of milk and dairy products, for example, is highly regulated
and will determine everything from your milking and milk-handling
facilities to how the health of your animals is tested. Some states
have cottage industry laws which allow the sale of homegrown eggs
without a permit, while other states require certification. Selling
animals for meat comes with its own set of rules. I’ll discuss this in
more detail in Chapter 7, Eggs, Milk, and Meat.

Locally available breeds. In your planning stages, I recommend
researching what kinds and breeds of livestock are locally available.
I spent many hours researching breeds of goats, only to discover
that the breed I wanted wasn’t available anywhere within several
states of my location. By browsing local sales papers and websites,
you can get a better sense of what’s available, plus what you can
expect to pay.

Local feed stores. Scout out local feed stores and feed mills for
equipment, supplies, feeds, and farm seeds. Don’t overlook the
places where you do your family shopping. I can buy chicken feed,



chicken scratch, and rabbit feed at my local grocery. Our Walmart
even sells hog feed and horse wormer. Your county cooperative
extension agent can be helpful as you get started, especially with
information specific to your area.

Livestock vet. You will need to find a good livestock vet, one who
specializes in large animals. Most veterinary practices are geared
toward small pets and aren’t always knowledgeable in the ailments
and care of farm animals. Many of us with livestock have to do much
of our own vetting, but a good vet is an invaluable resource. Also, a
mentor is a great asset: someone with experience who is willing to
answer questions and show you how to do things such as trim hoofs
or give shots.

Stocking rates. Probably the most common questions are “How
much land do I need?” and “How many animals can I keep on my
property?” Called “stocking rates,” the answers to those questions
are often unsatisfying, because they depend not only on the amount
of land but on the quality of forage, as well as the kinds of animals
you want to keep. I will give you a better idea on that in the next
chapter, Best Breeds for Self-Reliance.


