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The foundation of the meat goat industry is commercial goats.  This level of production is where the true function of meat goats comes to fruition… that of goat meat.  Commercial goats have provided that foundation from the beginning of time and they will always do so.  If there is not profit at the commercial level, there likely will not be at the other levels.  It should be noted however, that the show goat and market wether portions of the industry are often motivated by reasons other than profitability.   Such reasons include owning the winner, producing the winner or simply being represented in the show ring.  Economists tell us that a producer will not produce if there is no profit as it is irrational.  Such economists have never met goat producers or any livestock producer for that matter.  However over the long view, producers will not continue to produce without a profit motive as the economic infrastructure will crumble disabling the production process.  Meat goat production verifies this economic principle as many have entered the industry only to leave in a few months or years after discovering that raising meat goats is not a get rich quick scheme.  This is particularly true of the commercial production sector.  

Meat goats were bred and are genetically designed to convert roughage into meat.  Thus the cheaper the roughage source and the less the amount of concentrates included in their diets the lower the cost of production.  Cost of production [particularly feed cost] will determine the profitability of the commercial goat enterprise.  Those who live in an environment where they can graze 12 months of the year will have a comparative production advantage over those who must feed supplemental feed for 5-6 months of the year.  Cost of feed must also be balanced with the quality of the feed as often the cheapest source of feed is not the most economical for gain.  For example, a few years ago I received a call from a producer who was looking for grazing ground.  They had purchased a commercial flock after winning a contract to graze the goats in Willard Bay [North of Ogden Utah] where they would be paid to graze public land.  How could you go wrong when the feed was not only free but you were being paid to harvest the feed with the goats?  There were so many bugs in the area that the goats lost weight and were not in good health, thus the search for new grazing.  Other production costs include proper facilities, which in the case of commercial goats include good fences or a herder and good water sources.  Buildings are generally a detriment to production as they cause more problems that they solve.  Production costs are a key factor in the success of commercial goat production.

Another key factor is marketing.  You can actually be profitable by feeding commercial goats for 6 months [or more] of the year, if you can sell your kids for a premium price which is often easy to do.  Heavier weights, higher sales prices, lower death losses are advantages often associated with more intensive production systems.  Often these systems are located near urban areas where the higher land prices eliminate longer grazing periods.  MSMGA was developed with a main goal of assisting producers in marketing their goats for the best prices available by accessing larger markets and decreasing transportation costs.  Membership in MSMGA will greatly assist in the marketing effort for commercial goats, often it will virtually eliminate the time and effort needed to market effectively.  Kidding time directly impacts your marketing program.  In years past, I have recommended that most producers in the west kid after Memorial Day and based on the weather patterns of this year [4” of snow and 18 degrees at our ranch on May 24th ] I am about to recommend kidding after June 15th!  Seriously, many producers kid too early in my opinion and they lose kids to cold and pneumonia [from sheds].  Looking at the other end of the year [the selling time] many are ready to sell kids in August and September when prices are often at the lowest point of the year as the Texas kids are all going to market.  Peak prices occur in February through April, when the kid inventory is at the lowest point of the year.  Kidding in late May or June will often result in the kids being about right for marketing in January-April when you can reap the benefits of peak prices.  The MSMGA marketing program has historically included options for shipping to a feeder [Richard Gilton] where kids can either be sold upon delivery or fed on retained ownership program allowing the owner to reap the rewards of additional gains.

Perhaps the most overlooked key to successful commercial goat production is genetics.  Many cattle producers will not purchase a bull unless it has EPD’s or comes from a reputation seed stock herd.  On the other hand, many commercial goat producers assume that any buck from any flock or even from a sale barn will suffice for a herd sire.  Then they wonder what could have possibly gone wrong when their kids are substantially lighter at sale time than the quality kids from another producer.  Building quality does is critical to long term success and that cannot happen without quality genetics.  I cannot stress enough how important it is to create a quality breeding program that is based on the very best genetics available.  Particularly now with kids at premium prices, much greater effort should be placed on searching out and acquiring the best stud bucks available.  Selection criteria should include teat structure, genetic makeup which not only can be, but should include heterosis based on quality composite bucks not mutts.  Creating quality composite sires is a rather daunting task that will require a multiple year commitment as well as a substantial financial commitment.  Thus when you purchase the results of such a program, you need to expect to pay at least as much if not more than for a Fullblood sire.  Fullblood programs can and do work as well but they must include an adaptation program that includes both producer and goat.  Fullblood programs require particularly stringent selection for udders, phenotype and disposition [if Spanish sires are being used].  

Commercial goat production can be very rewarding and may well provide the best long term return on investment of not only any sector of goat production, but also of any livestock species.  Several years ago, I attended a national presentation on future demographics.  I readily admit that not much of the endless slide presentations impressed me until at the end of the presentation when the I heard the following statement.  “The fastest growing sector of our population is the Hispanic sector, so if you want to be successful in the future, you will want to be producing something that they will want to purchase”.  Goat meat is their preferred meat and there is not nearly enough of it produced in the United States currently to meet the demand.  Expansion of our industry is critical to meeting that demand or they will ultimately switch to another protein source.  Thus there is ample opportunity for the efficient producer to enter commercial goat production and be successful.

