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INTRODUCTION
by James Byrne

So you’re interested in raising elk. This small booklet you’re 
about to read was created to provide answers to some of the very basic 
questions you might have about our industry. It will touch on a variety 
of topics and questions about getting started in elk farming, but not 
all. It will point you in the direction of additional information sources, 
individuals and organizations which can guide and help you along.

As you investigate this truly magnificent animal and the aspects of 
farming elk as livestock, you will want more in-depth information on 
all aspects of elk. We encourage you to visit farms throughout the 
state and to talk directly with elk farmers in your area. Through our 
web page www.mneba.org, you can find contact information for those 
farms you wish to visit. If you become a member of the Minnesota 
Elk Breeders Association, you will be provided with educational and 
informational opportunities through our association newsletters and 
organized meetings throughout the year.

The Minnesota Elk Breeders Association is excited and proud of 
our developing livestock industry. We look forward to meeting you 
as you look further into raising “America’s Greatest Animal”.

To contact an elk breeder in your area, go 
to www.mneba.org & click on Members.
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Why Raise 
America’s Greatest Animal?

 Fifteen years ago, the farmed 
elk industry was relatively unknown to 
most people. Breeding stock availability 
was very limited. Elk meat was largely 
unavailable unless you were lucky 
enough to know a good elk hunter 
who was willing to share their bounty, 
and velvet antler was an unknown 
commodity to U.S. consumers.

One thing that hasn’t changed over the years and will endure forever 
is the fact that elk are one of the most intriguing, beautiful animals 
on the planet. They are truly America’s Greatest Animal! Where else 
can you find a single animal embodied with the largest annual antler 
growth, highest respect, haunting bugle, delicious meat, healthy velvet 
antler supplements, luscious hide, unique ivory teeth, majestic mounts 
and trophy bulls, beautiful antler art, and tremendous intelligence, all 
packaged in one low-maintenance animal? These are just a few reasons 
why the elk industry has grown to become a well-known part of animal 
agriculture today, and why more people are now raising elk!

Four primary elk markets have emerged in recent years which are expand-
ing all across the United States. They include meat, velvet antler, trophy 
bulls and breeding stock. The wide variety of markets serviced by elk makes 
them unique to other types of livestock. While these markets have made a 
lot of progress in recent years, they have not yet reached their full potential!

ELK MEAT
Up until five years ago, most U.S. restaurants advertising “elk” were 
likely serving New Zealand red deer, a cousin to the elk. However, as 
North American farm-raised elk have become more widely available, 
there has been a shift towards serving North American elk to 
U.S. consumers. Several independent producers have also worked 
successfully to create value-added products such as elk sausage, jerky 
and sticks. Today, these products are widely available in hunting and 
sporting goods stores such as Cabelas, Sportsman’s Warehouse, Bass 
Pro Shop, and Gander Mountain, among others.



 Elk meat is perfect for today’s consumer. It’s a delicious red meat 
that can be substituted for traditional red meat in most recipes. It has 
much less fat and cholesterol and fewer calories than just about any 
other meat product available. Growth hormones are not used in elk 
production and antibiotics are rarely needed. Producers are finding 
good success in selling elk meat locally by the quarter, at farmer’s 
markets and also wholesale to meat processors. Once sampled, elk 
meat sells itself; it is truly one of the best meats available!

ELK VELVET ANTLER
Elk are well known for their annual growth and display of antler. 
In the wild, antlers are widely recognized as a major feature of 
superiority. In farmed elk production, not only is large antler 
desirable, it is also seen as an animal resource of great medical 
importance!

The term velvet antler refers to antler which is humanely harvested 
from male elk prior to the onset of calcification, about 55 – 75 days 
after new growth begins, depending upon the size of the antlers. After 
harvest, antlers are frozen until ready for processing. Antlers are then 
processed through traditional cooking and drying techniques and 
made into a nutritional food supplement. In Asia, processed antler 
is used in Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM), one of the oldest 
recorded health systems known to man, as an ingredient used to 
promote health and wellness.

While Eastern medicine has revered elk antler for over 2,000 years, 
there has also been world-wide interest in velvet antler. On-going 
studies in both Canada and the United States continue to be the 
object of much interest to North American consumers. North
America produces only a small portion of the world supply of velvet 
antler. Deer farmers in New Zealand, Russia, Asia and Europe have 
been producing velvet antler for hundreds of years.

Prices for North American velvet have varied greatly over the past 
fifteen years bringing anywhere from as much as $100 per pound to as 
little as $10 per pound. Market fluctuations have been due to a
variety world economic, social and political issues. The volatility of  
wholesale prices for velvet antler have motivated North American elk 
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producers to work at creating 
a domestic market, which will 
ultimately stabilize pricing. The 
nutritional supplement market 
is booming in the United States! 
As additional research and selling 
materials become available, 
producers are finding good 
profits in direct market sales of 
velvet antler. Through years of efforts from elk producers and various 
elk associations, many consumers have heard about velvet antler and 
its popularity is increasing in North America.

SHOOTER BULLS
One of the most lucrative markets for elk today is the shooter bull 
market. Hunting is a significant part of North American culture. 
Hunting on private preserves has taken place for hundreds of years 
all over the world. Trophy bulls are in big demand at hunting
preserves all across the nation. Preserve hunting is the sure way 
to acquire top-scoring trophies. When time is limited, guaranteed 
success is desired, or a disability has limited mobility, shooting 
preserves provide a valuable service to consumers.

As generations of great bloodlines are improved upon, selective 
breeding is creating trophy bull stock with bigger, bolder, extreme 
antler; the industry can now boast several 500+ SCI elk bulls in 
production today! Just as big antler brings excitement to the
hunter, breeding for big antler brings the thrill of success and the 
daily enjoyment of interacting with these magnificent animals to the 
elk producer. This is one of the greatest sources of satisfaction and 
enjoyment for both producers and the general public as they enjoy 
country views provided by elk farms.

BREEDING STOCK
In elk production, the breeding stock market is largely driven by 
wholesale pricing of velvet antler. When velvet antler pricing is 
high, growers are building their herds to produce more velvet, thus, 
breeding stock interest is high. Fewer meat animals are available as 
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producers work to increase herd numbers. Lastly, shooter bulls are
held back several additional years as higher incomes can be realized 
from each year’s crop of velvet antler, which in turn creates a shortage 
of available shooter bulls. All of these factors work together to affect 
the value and availability of breeding stock.

The practice of artificial insemination in elk began in the late 1990’s, 
and has since been widely utilized. This phenomenon created many 
outstanding, high-producing genetics, never before available. Today, 
there is tremendous opportunity to continue to build upon years of 
selective breeding to maximize profit potential in elk production in an 
affordable fashion. However, the old saying still applies,“You get what 
you pay for.” Many animal traits such as body size, conformation, 
temperament, coloring and antler characteristics are highly heritable. 
Reliable genetic information can be gathered from an animal’s 
registration paper if it has been DNA matched to its sire and/or dam. 
Buying animals just because they are inexpensive may inhibit future 
financial returns if they lack desired characteristics. Starting with 
breeding cows and bulls with deep pedigrees possessing the qualities 
important to the breeder will help ensure the best outcomes for a new 
breeding program.

Elk are native to North America and easily adapt and thrive in the 
farm environment. They are very efficient eaters, utilizing a wide 
variety of available browse and forage. When well managed and 
under minimal stress, they are amazingly healthy and resilient. Elk 
are beautiful and magnificent. U.S. markets for elk products are 
growing. Whether taking the opportunity to continue operating 
the family farm, or providing a new agricultural pursuit for future 
generations, America’s Greatest Animal is very worthy of consideration.
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Raising America’s Greatest Animal

How to Get Started
Everyone who has ever entered the elk business, or has 

even just thought about it, has shared the same big question, “How 
do I get started?” Getting started in the elk industry can be relatively 
simple. Just a few quick phone calls and a little computer research can 
get you well on your way!

Elk are native to North America and adapt surprisingly well to a vast 
array of climates. The bountiful woods, pasturelands and cool climate 
of Minnesota are prime habitat for elk. Elk are excellent browsers and 
will eat just about any variety of forage available. While elk do have 
certain nutritional requirements, these can usually be met by different 
combinations of locally available feeds and supplements.

Most states allow private elk farming operations, however, state 
regulations vary from state to state. To research individual state 
jurisdiction and regulations, see www.aphis.usda.gov/vs/sregs/. 
Minnesota regulations can be found at www.bah.state.mn.us. Also, 
consult your local county officials and find out if there are any land 
use or animal permits needed to raise livestock in your area.

While researching state 
regulations, take a moment 
to learn about health testing 
standards such as Tuberculosis 
(TB) testing, Brucellosis 
certification, and CWD 
Surveillance. If animal sales 

are in your future plan, it pays to start with a herd that has been 
diligent with herd health and testing.

Next, contact the Minnesota Elk Breeders Association, (see www.
mneba.org) and also the North American Elk Breeders Association, 
(see www.naelk.org). Both offer free information packets to interested 
persons. Membership to these associations is a small investment 
which will lead to bigger rewards down the road by helping the new 

While researching state 
regulations, take a moment 
to learn about health testing 
standards such as Tuberculosis 
(TB) testing, Brucellosis 
certification, and CWD 
Surveillance. If animal sales 
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producer better understand the industry. They offer newsletters with 
the latest industry information regarding nutrition, veterinary care, 
market resources, and research developments. More importantly, 
membership to these organizations will link you to a vast number 
of current producers from whom invaluable insight can be gained. 
Association events are a direct link to meeting a good variety of 
producers and vendors who can answer questions and help the new 
producer get well on their way.

When a connection has been 
established with existing 
breeders, it is extremely 
important to visit as many 
elk farms as possible. Talk to 
breeders about the markets 
they are pursuing. Learn 
about the bloodlines that work best for each particular market they 
are involved in. Find out if the herd is TB accredited and what 
CWD Surveillance level has been achieved? Are the animals pedigree 
registered to verify sire and dam? Ask where to buy fencing supplies, 
posts, chutes, waterers, hay, grain and supplements. Who does their 
meat or velvet processing and what costs are involved? Do they receive 
good service?

While visiting other farms, make sure to tour the handling facility 
and view the pastures. What’s the system for working animals? There 
are many successful ways to set up a good, working facility and just as 
many ways to create a facility that may cause future problems. Learn 
how to lay out your fence, gates, alleys and holding pens so both elk 
and equipment can be moved through safely and efficiently. Most elk 
producers are willing to share their experiences, both good and bad, 
with new breeders. Some may even be willing to come to your farm 
and offer suggestions for your own farm set-up.

Call manufacturers and dealers of elk-related equipment. Gather 
current pricing, specifications and recommendations for building 
fence and setting up posts. Request dealer information on handling 
facilities and squeeze chutes. If used equipment is desired, inquire 
during your farm visit, or place a free ad or two in industry 
publications.

about the bloodlines that work best for each particular market they 

8



The North American Elk Breeders Association has created an 
all-inclusive book about elk production called the Elk Farming 
Handbook. It is a must-have for all producers, and contains 
excellent information about farm layout and facilities, nutrition, 
health, management, breeding, marketing and much more. It is the 
perfect reference book for all elk-related questions and is available 
by ordering online at www.mneba.org or by calling the MnEBA 
Office at (320) 543-2686.

Taking time to make a few phone calls, do a little research and 
establish good relationships with existing elk producers will help 
you make solid financial decisions for your future in raising 
America’s Greatest Animal. Take advantage of the knowledge and 
support available. You will always remember your experiences 
“getting started” and someday may get the chance to help someone 
else with their first elk experience. Make it a memorable one!

To read more, see “Maximizing Profit 
Potential” at www.mneba.org & click on 

Editor’s Newsroom.
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ELK FARMING
HANDBOOK

The Elk Farming Handbook is the most complete, most user-
friendly guide to farming elk available. It draws on the knowledge 
and experience of some of the world’s leading farmers and elk 
consultants, covering all necessary elk farm management skills.

Includes:
 • Farm selection and layout
 • Detailed designs for handling facilities
 • Feeding and breeding programs
 • Calving management
 • Velvet antler harvest and handling
 • Marketing of your products
 • And More!

300 pages of information in a convenient paperback format
      

      
$20 

Minnesota Elk Breeders Association
9086 Keats Avenue SW
Howard Lake, MN 55349
(320) 543-2686 • info@mneba.org

Order on-line at www.info@mneba.org
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Raising America’s Greatest Animal

Hunt Bulls
By Larry Winter, Eagle Ridge Outfitters, Linn, MO 

and Bull Run Elk Inc., Princeton, MN

Elk bulls are livestock that are raised to be harvested; how you 
harvest them determines what part of the business you have decided to be 
in. They can be called hunt bulls, harvest bulls, shooter bulls, which ever 
you choose. Since about 2001, hunt bulls have become a very important 
part of the elk industry.

They can create the revenue that keeps the farm operating in these tough 
markets. No one asks who the sire is, they only want to know how good 

the bull is. But, genetics do enter 
into the picture for you on the 
farm. We have seen over the years 
an important change in the age of 
our hunt bulls and when they are 
ready for harvest. In the late 90’s we 
would need to keep the bulls until 
they were between 7 and 9 years old 
before they had nice enough racks 
to sell as hunt bulls. By this I mean 
a bull scoring between 365 SCI and 

425 SCI. Now we can sell 4 year olds over 400 SCI. Genetics is the answer, 
and it does prove out in the bulls.

We used to butcher all the 2 year olds that didn’t cut 8 lbs. of velvet and 
the 3 year olds that didn’t cut 15 lbs. of velvet. Last year we grew out a 
4 year old that only cut 13.69 lbs. at three years and at four he scored 
405 SCI. Pretty nice bull to be butchering. So the way we grade bulls has 
changed and I dare say we don’t butcher bulls any more.

There are several buyers out there for your bulls and they know their 
business. You must learn what your bulls are worth and demand a fair 
price. Everyone has their price, so we won’t get into that here, but ask 
other elk breeders what they are asking so you will be in the right market. 
If you have only one to sell, you might not have as much bargaining power 
as the guy with 30 to sell. You must start to build your reputation as a 
legitimate producer of hunt bulls.

the bull is. But, genetics do enter 
into the picture for you on the 
farm. We have seen over the years 
an important change in the age of 
our hunt bulls and when they are 
ready for harvest. In the late 90
would need to keep the bulls until 
they were between 7 and 9 years old 
before they had nice enough racks 
to sell as hunt bulls. By this I mean 
a bull scoring between 365 SCI and 
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The larger the score of the bull, the higher the price. And usually 
the higher the score, the older the bull is, the longer you have raised 
him, and the more money you have in him. You need to sell him as 
soon as you can and this is where the genetics come in. The better 
the genetics, the better the bull should be at an earlier age if they are 
well cared for

By the end of July you should be getting ready to score your bulls, 
as the buyers need to know their score to make a deal. Remember 
to be honest and don’t pump up the score because most buyers can 
tell by looking at the bull what he scores or he will demand that 
he be allowed to score it himself if it is a large bull and he is paying 
big money. Nothing is worse in the buyer’s mind than someone 
that says he has a 460 bull and it ends up scoring 420. The buyer is 
selling the bull by his score and that is all that matters.

Well over 200 bulls leave Minnesota for hunting preserves around 
the country each year, so the market is there, you just need to have 
a great product to sell. As we deplete the number of available bulls 
the price will go up because the demand for good bulls is increasing 
each year. Good luck and lets keep raising great bulls!

“As we deplete the number of available bulls 
the price will go up, because the demand for 
good bulls is increasing each year.”
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ELK 

America’s Greatest Meat!
People have hunted elk from the beginning of time in North 

America. Native Americans used elk as a food source, the antlers and 
bones for tools and other items, elk hides for clothing, shoes and 
teepees, and elk teeth to adorn clothing and for jewelry. As white men 
began to settle in North America, elk lost habitat, became heavily 
exploited, and eventually, many herds were driven to extinction. 
By the early 1900s, it is estimated there were only 90,000 elk left in 
scattered herds throughout North America, with over a third of these 
located in the Yellowstone area.

Before the 1970s, there were very few commercial elk farms in 
operation. At that time, they were considered “game farms” which 
primarily raised and sold live animals. Commercial development of 
the elk industry largely came about from contact with Asian
buyers of velvet and other products. North American farmers began 
to realize a tremendous market existed overseas for elk products, 
especially velvet antler, and began to grow their herds. By the 
early 1990s, the elk industry began to emerge as a major player in 
alternative agriculture as more producers began to raise elk.

However, it would take several more years to build enough North 
American herds to supply a domestic elk meat market. The fact that 
not every elk is destined for the meat market has played a factor in 

slaughter animal availability. 
Male and female elk that possess 
superior antler genetics are often 
retained on the farm to improve 
herd genetics for antler markets, 
thus limiting the number of 
animals available for slaughter.

New Zealand is the global leader 
in venison production, however, 

they produce primarily elk/red deer hybrid products. The United 
States imports over 2 million pounds of venision annually  

slaughter animal availability. 
Male and female elk that possess 
superior antler genetics are often 
retained on the farm to improve 
herd genetics for antler markets, 
thus limiting the number of 
animals available for slaughter.

New Zealand is the global leader 
in venison production, however, 
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from New Zealand, signaling a ready demand for 100% North 
American elk meat domestically. In fact, New Zealand is poised to 
invest additional funding to market their products in North America, 
a further indication of strong U.S. market potential.
Consumer eating habits continue to trend towards low-fat, wholesome 
foods, causing an increase in demand for healthier meat alternatives. 
Farm raised elk meets the criteria for a healthy diet because it contains 
a high proportion of protein, iron, minerals, and essential fatty acids 
in relation to calories. It’s lower in fat and cholesterol than beef, pork, 
chicken, some seafood, and other game meats. Growth hormones are 
not used in elk production and antibiotic usage is rare. Elk meat has 
little or no “wild game” flavor, and is tender and delicious. It’s easy to 
prepare and is the perfect substitution for red meat in most recipes.

Over the past few years, the lack of infrastructure for a domestic meat 
market has motivated producer groups throughout North America to 
aggressively seek out market potential, develop value-added products 
and establish local markets. Meat sales direct from the farm, farmer’s 
market, and local restaurants have generated much interest in elk 
meat. Several meat companies have emerged to create a viable market 
for value-added products such as sausage, jerky and snack sticks. These 
products are showing up on the shelves of hunting and sporting 
goods stores, grocery stores and gas stations all across the country at a 
rapid rate. This interest has created a ready wholesale market for elk 
meat. Reorders and interest have steadily increased, which indicates a 
strong future for elk meat sales.

Elk is truly emerging to become America’s Greatest Meat! It contains 
all the attributes of healthy eating and above all, tastes great! Elk meat 
has a rich history in North America and is experiencing increased 
awareness and popularity in the 21st century. Enjoy!

To purchase elk meat, 
go to www.mneba.org 
& click on Buy Meat.
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America’s Greatest Meat

RECIPE
Here’s an easy, delicious recipe from the “Cooking With Elk”

cookbook available at www.mneba.org.

Deep Dish (Elk) Pizza
2 lbs. elk burger   2 cups shredded cheese
16-oz. can tomato sauce  1 pkg. crescent rolls
1 pkg. spaghetti sauce mix  3 Tbsp. butter
8-oz. sour cream   Parmesan cheese

Brown elk burger. Mix with tomato sauce and spaghetti sauce mix. Put 
in a 9x13” pan. Spread with sour cream and cheese. Layer the crescent 
rolls on top. Melt butter or margarine and pour over rolls. Sprinkle 
with Parmesan cheese. Bake at 350 degrees for 20-25 minutes.

A comparison of 3 ounces of cooked elk meat versus other lean meats.
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Meat Calories Fat Cholesterol Protein
                 (grams)            (milligrams) (grams)

Elk 146 1.9 73 30.2

Chicken* 190 7.4 89 28.9

Beef 211 9.3 86 29.9

Pork 212 9.7 86 29.9

Veal 196 6.6 118 31.9

Duck 201 11.2 89 23.5

Deer 158 3.2 112 30.2

Antelope 150 2.7 126 29.5

Ostrich 142 3.0 83 26.9

Bison 143 2.4 82 28.4 

Source: USDA Agricultural Handbook 8 - except ostrich, which is weighted average of
major muscles from data obtained in 1993 and 1998 by the Texas A&M University System.
*Skinless



Raising America’s Greatest Animal

How We Diversified Into the 
Elk Meat Business

By Morrie & Daphne Evenson, Prairie Hills Elk, Spicer, MN
 
 I remember the first time we discussed the idea of raising 
elk. Morrie was reading 
some information about 
raising elk. He showed 
me the meat comparison 
chart that shows how 
much leaner and lower 
in cholesterol elk meat 
is, compared to other 
traditional meats. I was 
very impressed. We went 
to visit a couple of elk farms. Within four months, we bought our 
first elk, put up our first fences, and were hooked on raising these 
majestic animals. It was 1995 and elk prices were high and going up. 
We put up more fences and our herd increased each year. We were 
selling breeding stock. The animals were too expensive to butcher 
for meat! We were treated to the taste of elk when we attended the 
conventions of the North American Elk Breeders Association. The 
meat was delicious!

Times changed…the price of elk dropped…we needed to have some 
income from the animals. We started drawing up plans to market the 
elk meat. At one of our Minnesota Elk Breeders’ annual meetings we 
learned about getting a meat license. The first thing we had to do was 
establish a separate building for our meat sales. We had a building 
that we could use, with a few adjustments; the concrete floor had to 
be sealed, the walls had to be insulated and finished, the ceiling would 
need tile, and the upper level could remain a storage loft. We bought 
two freezers. A friend got a scale for weighing meat packages at an 
auction. We had the inspector for our county come for a visit. We got 
permission to purchase a license and we were ready to sell meat.
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By this time we had butchered an elk for our own family. We had 
figured out how we wanted to package the meat and had designed 
our own meat label. The Belgrade Meat Center had done our work in 
the past when we raised beef and they were willing to take on our elk 
butchering for us. We liked the clear-wrapped, vacuum-sealed packages 
they made for us. They substituted elk for the beef in their pepper 
sticks, summer sausage and bratwurst. The end product was equally 
tasty, but of course much leaner. During this time we were trying all our 
favorite recipes, substituting elk for the designated meat. We were eating 
good!

Now we had a business and we knew our product pretty well, but we 
live out in the country. How do we get customers to come to us? We 
had to advertise, but the cost seemed prohibitive. We took out an ad 
in a local “shopper” type newspaper that comes out on Saturdays. For 
a 12-week commitment, we got a business card size ad each week, plus 
one week we would be the featured business and get to have a photo 
and story about our business. It seemed like a lot of money, but we had 
to start somewhere. We coordinated the running of our story with our 
first open house on Memorial Day weekend, promising free elk meat 
samples and door prizes (elk meat gift certificates).

The open house was a huge success. We introduced a lot of people to 
our elk farm and the whole concept of raising elk for meat. Most who 
had tasted elk before were hunters or knew someone who hunted and 
got meat for them. Now, they learned they could buy it from us anytime 
they wanted it.

As successful as the open house was, we knew we couldn’t do that every 
week. We were still skeptical if people would come out to the farm just 
to buy our meat. We felt the need to do something more. The farmers’ 
market in Willmar might be a good outlet. We decided to give that a 
try. It ran Saturday mornings 6 a.m. to noon from the second week in 
July to the third Saturday in October. The cost was $6 per week for a 
single lot. This seemed a lot cheaper than buying advertising. But then 
we had to buy a small upright freezer that would sit in the back of our 
pickup. Next, we wanted and needed a sunshade-canopy over us. There 
were costs that first year, but every week we sold meat at the market and 
talked to a lot of people about raising elk. (Antlers on a table are a great 
conversation piece). Also, every week people came out to the farm to see 
the animals and/or buy meat from the bigger selection in our freezers 
on the farm. We gathered a data base of customers who signed our guest 
book or paid by check.
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When October came, we were ready to be home on Saturdays. 
The customers came less frequently. The first December, we tried 
offering gift baskets of elk meats. We sold one. We offered samples 
at a Holiday Open House at a Health Food Co-op. We sold a couple 
of packages. We mention these times lest one would believe that 
everything we have tried has yielded wonderful results. It hasn’t. 
We have survived and thrived through tough times in the industry. 
These times also offer opportunity for those willing to “think 
outside the box” and “…try, try again…” 

Friends in the elk business are great sources of inspiration. Once we 
were sharing our gift basket disaster with a couple who had success 
with gift boxes. So, over the past two Christmas seasons, we have 
offered gift boxes of elk meat. We send flyers out to everyone in our 
data base the week after Thanksgiving. We have shipped elk meat 
all over the country, and our jerky even went to Iraq this year. Gift 
boxes are easy to ship; they fit inside the U.S. Postal Service flat 
rate shipping boxes. We even packaged eight boxes for a fellow at 6 
p.m. on Christmas Eve who hadn’t done any Christmas shopping 
yet. Needless to say, the gift box idea has gone over a lot better than 
the baskets did. We have now spent three summers at the Willmar 
Farmers’ Market. We have regular, repeat customers who are trying 
to live a healthy lifestyle and eat a healthy diet. It’s fun to be a part 
of that mindset.

“We have regular, 
repeat customers who 
are trying to live a 
healthy lifestyle and 
eat a healthy diet. It’s 
fun to be a part of that mindset.”
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ELK VELVET– 
America’s Greatest

NUTRITIONAL SUPPLEMENT
What is Velvet Antler?
Velvet antler is a nutritional food supplement made from the inner 
core of an elk’s antler when humanely harvested in the velvet stage 
of growth. In North America, velvet antler is considered a food 
supplement; in Asia it has been a medicinal ingredient essential to
the practice of Traditional Chinese Medicine for over 2,000 years, 
second only to ginseng.

An important concept in Chinese medicine is that nature is divided 
into two opposing cycles called Yin and Yang. Yin is the restful phase 
and Yang is the action and activity phase. In Chinese medicine, Yin 
and Yang must be properly balanced to maintain good health. The 
animal thought to have the greatest Yang energy is the “deer”. Antler 
from members of the deer family is considered one of the most 
important medicinal substances available and is still used today for 
the same preventative and healing purposes it was 2,000 years ago!

Many active ingredients known to be important to good health are 
found naturally in velvet antler. These include protein (including all 
the essential amino acids), collagen, lipids (all essential fatty acids 
including omega 3 and 6), glycosaminoglycans (contains high levels 
of chondroitin sulfate), growth hormones and growth factors. It also 
contains many essential minerals including calcium, iron, potassium, 
magnesium and phosphorus.

Why is Velvet Antler America’s Greatest Nutritional 
Supplement?
Millions of North Americans suffer from moderate to severe pain 
caused by osteoarthritis, rheumatoid arthritis and other joint 
disorders. Unfortunately, ant-iinflammatory drugs commonly 
prescribed to treat these conditions have exhibited dangerous, even 
life-threatening side effects! Many arthritis sufferers are looking for
natural alternatives to find relief. 

19



Velvet antler has been scientifically substantiated by research and 
clinical studies in compliance with FDA regulations “to support 
healthy joint structure and function” resulting from both osteoarthritis 
and rheumatoid arthritis. Velvet antler has achieved this status 
because of the presence of significant levels of chondroitin sulfate 
and collagen which are naturally found in velvet antler.

1. Studies from around the world have proven velvet antler’s    
    effectiveness:

Velvet antler has been the object of studies from all over the 
world which continually validate its effectiveness, not only for 
pain and inflammation, but many other uses as well. A wealth 
of positive studies have been conducted in countries such as 
Russia, Japan, Canada, New Zealand and the United States
showing proven positive effects in reducing pain and 
inflammation caused by arthritis, reducing high blood 
pressure and cholesterol levels, boosting the immune system, 
and aiding in faster tissue repair and restoration after intense
exercise, wound healing and surgery.

2. Minimal side effects: 
 The only known adverse side effect when taking velvet
 antler in very high doses is an upset stomach, which typically   
 goes away when the dosage is discontinued. As a natural food   
 supplement which has been consumed for over 2,000 years,   
 the safety of velvet antler is well substantiated.

3. Velvet Antler is a renewable resource: 
    Velvet antler is produced by male members of the deer   
 family every year. Previous year’s antlers “cast” or fall    
 off in the springtime as new growth emerges from within.   
    Testosterone levels in elk are very low at this time and   
    continue to stay low until the approach of the rut season in 
    late July. As testosterone levels rise, antlers begin to calcify,

          harden and complete their growing cycle.

 Velvet antler weight increases each year age until 8 – 10 years  
 of age and then stabilizes or gradually declines. Elk will grow
 anywhere from 6+ pounds of antler as a two year old, to 40  
 – 50 pounds of antler at their peak! The average mature elk  
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bull will produce 20 – 25 pounds of velvet per year. Antler used 
for the velvet antler market is humanely harvested in late May 
or June. At this point, the tips are still rounded and smooth and 
calcification of the antler has only just begun. Antler removal is 
done safely without injury or harm to the animal.

North American Research Yields Exciting 
New Findings

1. Velvet antler and athletes: 
Velvet antler has been shown in numerous studies to have 
several performance-enhancing effects for athletes. Studies 
conducted in Russia, New 
Zealand and the U.S. have 
shown enhanced muscle 
composition endurance and 
recovery time results. A recent 
study conducted at Benedictine 
University of American weight 
lifters further validated these 
findings. At the end of the 
study, weight lifters that had been taking velvet antler showed 
greater aerobic capacity, less muscle damage after heavy 
workouts and greater strength and stamina.

2. Velvet antler and pets:     
Osteoarthritis is a painful condition seen in people and also 
in pets, especially dogs. It is common for older dogs to develop 
joint pain, stiffness and other conditions such as hip dysplasia. 
In February 2004, the Canadian Veterinary Journal published 
exciting results from a new University of Montreal study which 
scientifically evaluated the health benefits of velvet antler 
supplement administered to dogs suffering from osteoarthritis. 
The results of the study showed that velvet antler significantly 
improved the dog’s gait, daily life activities and vitality. This is a 
whole new marketing area which could generate great demands 
for velvet antler!
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The longevity of elk velvet antler in Traditional Chinese Medicine 
combined with numerous positive studies from around the world 
truly make velvet antler America’s Greatest Nutritional Supplement! 
Velvet antler is effective, safe and renewable. North American elk 
producers look forward to producing this exciting product for 
today’s consumer as society continues to seek health products that 
support a pain-free lifestyle filled with energy and good health for 
both people and pets!

To purchase elk velvet supplements for 
people or pets, go to www.mneba.org

& click on Buy Velvet.
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Raising America’s Greatest Animal

A Lifetime of Adventures
By Larry & Mary Gerdes, Valley Springs Elk & Trout Farm, Bay City, WI

Larry & Mary Gerdes have one son and two daughters, and seven 
grandchildren. They have been in several adventures over the years and 
have many stories to tell, some of which they shared for this publication.

 Larry’s parents started in the fish business in the early 
1960s. Before taking over the farm, we lived in Eagle River, WI 
for five years. We had a fish hatchery and fish-out ponds for the 
public. We took over the trout business in the early 1970s and 
also sold Arctic Cat snowmobiles and Suzuki motorcycles. The 
trout we sell are for stocking private lakes and ponds and also 
for sport shows in several different states. In 1975 until the late 
1980s, we had motorcycle hill climbs at our place on a 500 foot 
hill. We also sponsored three national hill climbs. Lastly, we also 
repaired beer barrels for several different breweries and micro-
breweries.

In 1990, due to the fact that our farm did not have enough acres 
for agricultural crops, we decided to get into an alternative farm 
business. After talking to several different people, we decided on 
elk farming. We started out with six cows and Hans as our herd 
bull. We have 35 acres fenced in with some of it fenced on the 
hillsides.

Then the next thing you know, we were velveting. The first time 
we were going to velvet, Carole and the late Lorin Heins came 
over to show us how to do it, which was a big help. At that time, 
velvet antler was selling for good money. Then when the velvet
market started to drop, we had to think of another way to use 
or market the velvet. In July of 1998, we were delivering fish 
in the Brainerd, MN area and decided to go look at the freeze 
dry machines we had heard about. We ended up buying two 
machines. 
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This purchase made up our next adventure in 1999. After doing a lot 
of research on what elk antler can do for people, we looked into drying 
the antler with the freeze dry machines and having the antler made into 
capsules to sell directly to the public. With the help of a lot of people, we 
gave it a try.

The process works like this: After eight 
weeks in the freeze dryer, when the antler is 
dried, we strip off the skin and hair then chip 
the inner core into small pieces. It is then 
bagged and shipped to several pharmaceutical 
companies to have made into capsules. Our 
product is marketed under the “Nature’s 
Finest” label. We ship to several different states.

We also process antler for other elk producers. They can get their own 
product back and use our label or their own custom label. All product is 
tested for aerobic plate count, E. coli, salmonella, yeast and mold. A copy 
of the test is provided. All antler has to be tested before the pharmaceutical 
companies will encapsulate the antler. By offering this service to other 
elk producers, we believe the selling of the capsules has picked up and 
hopefully will keep growing.

More recently, we have been working on animal supplements for dogs. 
There are several people who have been having good results with their dogs.

Over the past several years, we have offered our business as a collection 
point for elk producers to pool their velvet antler for Global Velvet to buy.

We have also diversified into butchering elk with the help of Greg Lubinski, 
Cheryl and the late Kevin Kruckeberg using Lorentz Meats in Cannon 
Falls for processing. The market slowed down after the CWD scare, but has 
slowly come back.

We have enjoyed working with all the elk and trout customers and hope to 
work with them for many years to come. Thank you all.

Contact Larry or Mary to inquire about details on how to have your antlers 
custom processed at (715) 594-3534 or email mjsder@redwing.net.

Converting Green Antler to Encapsulated Bottled Antler Velvet Supplements
(Sample conversion equation)

40 lbs. green antler = 10 lbs. dry antler = 283 bottles of 250 mg. /60 count bottles

We also process antler for other elk producers. They can get their own 

Converting Green Antler to Encapsulated Bottled Antler Velvet Supplements
(Sample conversion equation)

Converting Green Antler to Encapsulated Bottled Antler Velvet 
(Sample conversion equation)

Converting Green Antler to Encapsulated Bottled Antler Velvet 

40 lbs. green antler = 10 lbs. dry antler = 283 bottles of 250 mg. /60 count bottles
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Raising America’s Greatest Animal

Hard Antler Art
 “Hard antler” refers to elk antlers that have fully calcified. 
Some producers will harvest calcified antler as soon as it has 
completed it’s growing process in late August, while others wait 
until they are naturally shed the following spring. Each set of 
antlers, grown annually by bull elk, is 
unique. Besides the obvious style and 
symmetry differences, coloring can also 
be a large contrast, depending upon 
what trees, shrubs, etc. are available as 
“rubbing posts” for the elk to rub the hair off the antler once the 
growing cycle has been completed.

Antler Art
Artists create beautiful items from these wonders of nature. In 
antler art, no two pieces are exactly alike because each is made from 
a natural, distinctive item.

The beautiful chandeliers, coffee tables, and lamps created from 
hard antler complement many styles of furnishings. Other unique 

items such as candle holders, 
steak turners and fireplace sets 
can also be created. Some elk 
breeders sell sheds or harvested 
trophy antlers to companies 
that manufacture and sell antler 
art, and 
some create 
their own 

products to sell by mail order or at local outlets. 
Hard antler is also used to produce decorative 
items such as knives, jewelry, and buttons.

items such as candle holders, 
steak turners and fireplace sets 
can also be created. Some elk 
breeders sell sheds or harvested 
trophy antlers to companies 
that manufacture and sell antler 
art, and 
some create 
their own 
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Raising America’s Greatest Animal

Why We Got Into the Elk Business
By Mark, Michelle & Joey Lucas, Misery Creek Elk Farm, Hamburg, MN

Mark Lucas, his wife Michelle and son Joey reside just outside of Hamburg, Minnesota. Along with 
partners Dennis & Ann Goebel of Cleveland, MN, they own and operate Misery Creek Elk. 

 I first learned about elk farming at the MnEBA State Fair booth and became 
immediately drawn to the industry. I grew up on a farm with a lot of livestock, but the idea of 
elk behind fence was new to me and I was interested. I asked a few questions and found out 
that elk were raised for their velvet antler that was used for Chinese medicine. It was explained 
to me that they use it like Ibuprofen for inflammation. I thought if it can help arthritis patients 
with their inflammation problems, maybe it can help me with my back pain. I have a congenital 
spinal disease that has caused severe degeneration in the discs in my back. After several years 
of doctoring, physical therapy and prescription drugs, I suffered many bad side effects from the 
medication and found little relief. In fact, the side effects were almost as bad as the disease. So I 
thought, why not try velvet antler.

After about two weeks on velvet antler, I began to notice a real difference. That was 13 years ago 
and I have taken velvet antler virtually every day since then. I will always have a disc problem, 
but I am off the prescription meds and other over the counter pain killers. Velvet antler made 
my condition manageable. We went from living in town where mowing the lawn was often a 
difficult task, to living on a small farm. I started raising elk with the thought, if this stuff works 
as well for others as it did for me, this will be a great business to get into.

Dale & Lucille Michel and Fred & Eleanor Neubert assisted us in getting started. Both couples 
were very helpful and big advocates of the elk business. I would recommend that new elk 
producers visit a lot of farms and learn from other’s mistakes. It can save you a lot of time and 
money. Most elk folks love to talk elk and are happy to help. Also Brenda and Lance Hartkopf 
of Howard Lake were very helpful to answer all my dumb questions as a newbee. I must have 
called Brenda a dozen times in the first year. Brenda is the executive secretary for the MnEBA 
and a great source of information regarding the elk industry.

Off the farm, I work as a Risk Management Consultant with FCStone, LLC, in St. Louis Park. 
I have worked for 20 years in this industry, working with ag and energy risk consulting. In 
my spare time, I enjoy raising and riding horses, gardening, and outdoor sports like fishing, 
hunting and snowmobiling.

We have been members of MnEBA for nine years and I have served a three-year term as a 
MnEBA Board member where I held the office of Vice President. I highly recommend that 
anyone even remotely interested should consider running for the board. You will learn more 
about our industry than you can imagine, and it is very rewarding.
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Health  Management Calender

For Elk
By Glen Zebarth, D.V.M.

January – February
• Whole herd test for TB
•  Worm all animals when in chute using appropriate wormer based on fecal tests & 

past parasite problems in herd. Worm for both external & internal parasites.
• Vaccinate for Lepto; 8-way Clostridial; tetanus toxoid
March – April
• Assure high level of nutrition for calves and bulls
• Record button casting dates of bull
• Assure adequate exercise and nutrition for cows
• If indicated, vaccinate cows for neonatal calf diseases
May – June
• Udder check cows and group close calving cows
• Observe for calving difficulties, orphan calves, scours in calves
• Tag newborn calves
• Velvet bulls
• Weigh and worm bulls
•  Increase nutrition for cows by providing forage & begin supplementing grain
• Submit registration of calves
July – August
• Keep cows and calves on good forage and give added grain if needed
• Check fecal samples for parasites
• Select bulls for breeding
• Semen test bulls at the end of August
• Creep-feed calves
•  Get velveting bulls to maximum weight for optimum velvet yield the following year
• Remove velvet re-growth
• Remove hard antlers on spikers
• Forage test hay
• Review ration formulation
September – October
• Wean & weigh calves
• Vaccinate and worm calves
• Put bulls in for breeding; change to back-up bull after 5-6 weeks
• Worm and weigh cows – body condition score at 3 and increasing
• Start tick treatment
• Submit breeders report
• Draw purity test blood samples
• Collect blood or hair for DNA testing
November – December
• Remove bulls November 1st or 15th
• Assure high energy diet for bulls to regain weight
• Provide calves with excellent quality forage and grain supplement
• Repeat tick treatment
• Worm for internal and external parasites
• Collect and freeze semen for insurance purposes of select bulls
• Pregnancy check cows
• Separate for Winter: Calves–Yearling heifers–Adult cows–Yearling bulls–Adult bulls
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Frequently Asked Questions 
Regarding Farmed Cervidae

Minnesota Board of Animal Health
625 Robert Street North • St. Paul, MN 55155

(651) 201-6800 • www.bah.state.mn.us

Am I required to register my cervid herd with the Board of Animal 
Health (BAH)?
Yes. A person may not possess live cervidae in Minnesota unless the 
person is registered with the Board of Animal Health and meets all the 
requirements for farmed cervidae.

Is there a registration fee with the Board of Animal Health?
Yes. For each herd, the owner or owners must, on or before January 1 of each 
year, pay an annual inspection fee equal to $10 for each cervid in the herd 
as reflected in the most recent inventory submitted to the Board of Animal 
Health up to a maximum fee of $100.

Am I required to participate in the Chronic Wasting Disease (CWD) 
Surveillance Program?
Yes. The CWD surveillance program is mandatory. Mandatory surveillance 
includes the following:
a. an inventory for each farmed cervidae herd must be verified by an 
accredited veterinarian and filed with the Board every 12 months.
b. movement of farmed cervidae from any premises to another location must 
be reported to the Board of Animal Health within 14 days of such movement 
on forms approved by the Board, and
c. all animals from farmed cervidae herds, over 16 months of age that die or are 
slaughtered must be tested for Chronic Wasting Disease.

Do my animals need to be identified?
Yes. The BAH requires all cervids to be identified.
a. The identification must be visible to the naked eye during daylight under 
normal conditions at a distance of 50 yards.
b. The preferred identification are custom made plastic ear tags that 
are imprinted with the state designation “MN” and the herd premises 
identification number followed by another number of the producer’s choice.
c. USDA approved metal ear tags and North American Elk Breeders 
Association (NAEBA) ear tags are also acceptable.

What is a premises ID number and how do I find out what mine is?
A premises ID number is a 5-digit number that is assigned by the Board. This 
is a unique number for each premises and must be used for all disease control 
programs. If you don’t know what your premises ID number is, you can find 
out by calling the Board.
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How long do I have to place ID numbers on newborn animals?
Newborn animals must be identified before December 31 of the year in which the 
animal is born or before movement from the premises, whichever occurs first.

Does the Board of Animal Health have any fencing requirements?
Yes. All perimeter fences for farmed cervidae must be at least 96 inches in 
height and be constructed and maintained in a way that prevents the escape 
of farmed cervidae or entry into the premises by free-roaming cervidae.

What should I do if any of my animals escape?
You must make all reasonable efforts to return escaped animals to their 
enclosures as soon as possible. You must notify the Department of Natural 
Resources if animals are not returned or captured within 24 hours of their escape.

What should I do if wild deer get into my enclosures?
You must destroy wild cervidae that get into your confinement area. You 
must report the incident to your local conservation officer or the Department 
of Natural Resources at (651) 296-6157 within 24 hours. The Department of 
Natural Resources will instruct you on how to dispose of the carcass.

If I want to sell my animal to another state, what do I need to do?
Because rules change so frequently, the producer or the veterinarian must 
contact the state of destination prior to exporting animals. If I want to bring 
a cervid into Minnesota, what do I need to do? A permit must be obtained 
from the Board of Animal Health before the animal/s can enter the state.

Am I required to participate in the Tuberculosis (TB) and/or 
Brucellosis program/s?
No. Participation in these two programs is voluntary.

Where should I submit samples for CWD testing?
All samples should be submitted to: 
 University of Minnesota Diagnostic Laboratory
 1333 Gortner Ave. • St. Paul, MN 55108
 Metro Area: 612-625-8787 • Outside Metro Area: 1-800-605-8787

Who should I contact at the Board of Animal Health if I have 
further questions? Minnesota Board of Animal Health
        625 Robert Street North • St. Paul, MN 55155
        (651) 201-6800 • www.bah.state.mn.us
Who should I contact if I have questions regarding slaughtering my 
animals and/or selling the meat? Minnesota Department of Agriculture:

Heidi Kassenborg at (651) 201-6625 • Heidi.Kassenborg@state.mn.us.
Nicole Neeser at (651) 201-6225 •  Nicole.Neeser@state.mn.us.
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Information Directory
Associations

Minnesota Elk Breeders Association
9086 Keats Avenue SW • Howard Lake, MN 55349
(320) 543-2686 (office) • (320) 543-2983 (fax)
info@mneba.org or www.mneba.org

MnEBA serves its members through education, bi-monthly newsletters, 
lobbying and legislative endeavors, and public education of meat, velvet 
antler, shooter bulls and breeding stock markets.

North American Elk Breeders Association
4985 West Blue Hill Rd • Ayr, NE 68925
(402) 756-3355 (office) • (402) 756-4356 (fax)
info@naelk.org or www.naelk.org

NAEBA serves its members in many ways by offering a purebred registry 
program, NAEBA Journal and bi-monthly newsletters to keep its members 
informed of pertinent situations and issues affecting the elk industry, and an 
Annual Convention and International Antler Competition.

Government Offices
Minnesota Board of Animal Health
625 Robert Street North • St. Paul, MN 55155
www.bah.state.mn.us

 Elk & Deer Division
 Dr. Paul Anderson
 (651) 201-6800 or paul.anderson@bah.state.mn.us
Dr. Anderson can answer questions about herd registration, testing programs 
or importation.

Minnesota Department of Agriculture
625 Robert Street North • St. Paul, MN 55155
www.mda.state.mn.us

 Ag Marketing Services Division
 Paul Hugunin
 (651) 201-6510 or paul.hugunin@state.mn.us
 Jessica Rovie
 (651) 201-6170 or jessica.rovie@state.mn.us
Paul and Jessica work with the Minnesota Grown program and Minnesota 
Grown Directory.



 Dairy, Food & Meat Inspection Division
 Heidi Kassenborg
 (651) 201-6625 or Heidi.Kassenborg@state.mn.us
 Nicole Neeser
 (651) 201-6225 or Nicole.Neeser@state.mn.us
Heidi and Nicole can answer questions dealing with dairy and food licenses, 
meat processors, and farmers who offer meat products for sale.

To find state-inspected locations for butchering elk, see
www.mda.state.mn.us/ams/meatplants.pdf

Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (DNR)
500 Lafayette Road  •  St. Paul, MN 55155
(651) 296-6157
www.dnr.state.mn.us
Minnesota cervidae producers must make all reasonable efforts to return 
escaped animals to their enclosures as soon as possible. The Department of 
Natural Resources must be contacted if animals are not returned or captured 
within 24 hours of their escape.

Diagnostic Laboratories
University of Minnesota Diagnostic Laboratory
1333 Gortner Avenue  •  St. Paul, MN 55108
Metro Area (612) 625-8787 •  Outside Metro Area (800) 605-8787
All Minnesota CWD samples should be submitted to this laboratory.

National Veterinary Services Laboratories
1800 Dayton Road •  Ames, IA 50010
(515) 663-7266

Legislative Endeavors
Minnesota State Legislature
75 Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd. • St. Paul, MN 55155
(651) 296-2146 • (800) 657-3550
www.leg.state.mn.us
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 M I N N E S O T A

  Elk Breeders Association

Application for Membership
Or join online and pay by credit card at www.mneba.org

Name_______________________________ Spouse_____________

Farm, Ranch, or Company Name____________________________

Address_______________________________________________

City______________County_______State______Zip Code_______

Phone(Residence)_____________________Work_______________

Fax___________________E-mail Address_____________________

Premises ID# _______# of elk owned______Referred by__________

======================================================

MEMBERSHIP CATEGORY (Check membership desired)

$ 125_____ACTIVE (Must live in MN and own elk---full voting rights)

$ 50_____ASSOCIATE (For out-of-state membership and MN 

residents who do not own elk---no voting rights)

$ 50_____JUNIOR (18 yrs old & under who own elk---full benefits)

$1,000_____LIFE-TIME (Entire lifetime membership)
Memberships run from January 1st to December 31st each calendar year. 
Please make checks payable to:
 Minnesota Elk Breeders Association
 9086 Keats Ave. S.W. • Howard Lake, MN 55349
 (320) 543-2686 • (320) 543-2983 (fax)
 info@mneba.org  •  www.mneba.org
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