
 
    

Municipal Regulation and FAQs about 
URBAN GOATS 

 
Communities across the United States have taken a keen interest in agricultural goals, such as elevating 
production standards, establishing long-term food security, and reconnecting agriculture with urban 
environments. In response, cities including Austin, Texas; Chicago, Illinois; San Francisco, California; Portland, 
Oregon; and San Diego, California have adopted ordinances that allow for urban and backyard goat rearing to 
provide cheese, milk, fiber, lawn, and weed maintenance to residents.  
 
What Communities are Regulating:  
Many aspects of urban goat rearing can be controlled in local ordinances, including:  
 

 Permitting & Fees  
Some cities require official permitting for urban livestock with a one-time fee and inspection visit. The 
permit typically includes guidelines for size and location of enclosures and the number and type of 
animals. Typically, follow-up visits are conducted only if community complaints are filed.  

 Sales & Slaughter  
Most ordinances ban the sale of backyard goat products, allowing only personal consumption. Under 
USDA regulation, all meat and poultry produced for retail must come from animals that are slaughtered 
and processed in inspected and approved facilities. Communities who wish to allow slaughter for 
personal consumption should consider regulating time, location, and sanitary conditions to ensure food 
safety. In cities allowing the sale of non-meat products, ordinances surrounding the hours of operation, 
deliveries, and signage are common. Most backyard operations are exempt from business licenses, 
except in the case of income generation greater than $12,000/year or if non-family members are 
employed.  
Confinement & Enclosures   
Nearly all ordinances require “proper” enclosures to minimize community disturbances. Enclosures 
must be securely built, adequately sized for the type and number of animals, provide animals with 
adequate light and ventilation, and be maintained in a manner that does not allow flies or other pests to 
breed or cause odor. Most ordinances require animal enclosures be at least 15 feet from any buildings, 
not including your own. Grazing animals must be contained in a way that does not allow them to reach 
public property or waterways, unless contracted to specifically do so. 

 Herd Management  
Goats tend to be very playful, particularly in confined settings. Their horns are susceptible to injury by 
getting stuck in fencing and other objects. Urban goats must be dehorned, ideally within three weeks of 
birth, to minimize discomfort. Bucks (intact male goats) may become aggressive or protective, and may 
emit a foul odor, which makes them unsuitable in an urban setting. As a result, local ordinances 
typically do not allow for male goats, or require that they be castrated. In the absence of male goats, 
does (female goats) may be taken to professional breeders for herd expansion. 

 Breed Regulations & Size  
Some goat breeds are better suited for certain activities than others. Dwarf, Sable, and Saanen are 
common for producing dairy products, while Spanish Boer and Kiko are better suited for meat. Pygmy 
and fainting goats are typical pet breeds, and Angora and Cashmere produce long hair for fiber and 
fabric. Ordinance restrictions on either size or breed are common, with Miniature, Pygmy, and Dwarf 
breeds most commonly allowed. 

 Herd Size & Stocking Rates 
Ordinances typically allow two to four goats per dwelling on private property; some allow one additional 



    
 

animal for each additional 5,000 square feet in excess of 20,000 square feet. Most allow up to two 
animals without a permit, requiring approval only for farms with more than two animals.   
Odor  
Most odor ordinances require that odor is limited to "what a reasonable individual could tolerate" at a 
distance of more than 200 feet from the urban property. Many ordinances also require neighbor 
approval prior to pursuing backyard goating, which allows communities to address odor concerns 
individually. With the exception of bucks and older males, goat droppings are nearly odorless and do 
not pose a concern.   

 
Frequently Asked Questions  
 
Do goats make noise?  
Goats are herd animals and prefer to be accompanied by at least one other goat. If left alone, they may 
become noisy, but the average goat bleat is quieter than the average dog bark. Goats are considered a prey 
species and if threatened, rather than bleating, they remain still and quiet.  
 
What happens with the waste? Does it smell? 
Goat manure is naturally pelletized and moderate in nitrogen making it a desirable fertilizer for gardens or 
lawns. The pelleted droppings make it easy to move, spread, and work into gardens or grass, and also create 
air pockets when composting. Unlike horse or cow droppings, goat manure does not typically attract insects, 
and with the exception of male goats, it is virtually odorless. 
 
Are there safety concerns with goats?  
Goats are friendly animals that are not aggressive when spooked. Safety concerns surround unhygienic 
handling practices. Handlers should wash their hands after touching a goat or working in their enclosure. 
Eating in the enclosure should also be avoided and young children should be supervised at all times. If 
consuming goat milk, pasteurization following the National Dairy Council’s standards is recommended.  
 
What are the most common uses for goat products?   
Does (female goats) can lactate for up to 10 months after giving birth, providing milk, cheese, and other value-
added products. Longhaired goats may provide fiber, others may be used to control brush or mow grass, and 
their manure makes excellent fertilizer. Goats are highly intelligent and enjoy companionship, making them 
good pets, and in some areas they have been trained in therapeutic roles.  

What happens to the doe after she stops lactating?  
A doe will lactate for 5 to 10 months after giving birth. Once she stops lactating, goat herders may choose to 
rebreed her for another kid (baby goat) and subsequent milk production, or keep her in the herd as a pet or for 
fertilizer or weed/grass maintenance.  

How high can goats jump?  
Goats are known for their ability to jump and are commonly coined as “escape artists.” Many can clear a 3-4 
foot fence, thus an appropriate enclosure has at least a 5-foot tall fence.   

Resources  
Austin, Texas Ordinance 
California Case Study 
Dairy Food Safety – National Dairy Council  
Manure Management on Small Farms – Michigan State University  
Portland Backyard Animal Ordinances    
San Diego Ordinance  
San Francisco Ordinance  
Seattle Ordinance 
Slaughter and Processing Options and Issues for Locally Sourced Meat - USDA 
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http://www.farmlandinfo.org/austin-texas-urban-livestock-and-beekeeping-ordinances
http://www.airdrie.ca/index.cfm?serviceID=929
http://www.nationaldairycouncil.org/SiteCollectionDocuments/footer/FAQ/food_safety/FoodSafetyFactSheetPDF.pdf
http://msue.anr.msu.edu/news/proper_manure_management_is_important_for_everyone_including_small_scale_li
http://www.portlandoregon.gov/bps/article/362065
http://www.sandiego.gov/development-services/pdf/news/keepinggoats.pdf
http://sfgov2.org/index.aspx?page=1056%20-%20sec27
http://www.seattletilth.org/learn/resources-1/city-chickens/citychickensregulations
http://www.ers.usda.gov/media/820188/ldpm216-01.pdf

