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A reduction in the size of the dairy herd in the region 

is driving the presentation of a webinar on alternate 
uses for dairy facilities (see companion story on Page 
5 ).

Fred M. Hall, Iowa State University Extension dairy 
specialist for 23 counties in northwest Iowa, pointed 
to about a seven percent reduction in the dairy herd in 
Minnesota and about nine percent in Wisconsin. 

Iowa has about 80 fewer herds.
That equates to a lot of empty facilities that represent 

a quarter of a million dollar investment each. The webi-
nar will provide ideas how owners can make money on 
those investments.

Depressed dairy prices, now in the fifth year, are driv-
ing down the number of herds, said Hall.

“Guys are making the decision that they can’t lose 
any more capital. They want something for retirement 
and they want to sell what they have,” he explained.

A reduction in the number of dairy herds does not 
equate to a reduction in the number of dairy cattle in the 
nation, or at least it hasn’t up until recently.

Other dairy producers were buying the herds that 
were being liquidated.

Hall said in the last 60 days, though, the cow numbers 
across the United States have been decreasing.

“Up until then, the number was ticking up re-

ally slightly. Now a much higher percent are going to 
slaughter,” he said.

Fewer dairy cattle, however, hasn’t necessarily meant 
less milk production.

“The numbers are all tied in a real tight knot,” said 
Hall. “Fewer cows but more milk per cow.”

However, that is changing, too. 
Hall said that milk production has decreased slightly 

recently.
“We discussed that in a dairy team meeting. There 

was terrible weather and we kind of think they didn’t 
put in feed that was as good,” he explained. “Cows have 
to have quality feed to make milk, and there has been a 
depression in the volume of milk produced.”

A lot of the silage piles put up last fall haven’t been 
opened until now, he added, so more of the depressed 
production could be seen.

The consumption of dairy products depends on the 
price but Hall added that the amount consumed per per-
son is about the same. What has changed is what people 
are consuming.

“Fluid milk - people are drinking less than in the 
past,” said Hall. “They’re eating more cheese, eating 
less yogurt. But as a whole, we are not eating less dairy. 
We’re eating about the same. It’s just a different prod-
uct.”

The dairy export picture has changed, too. Hall said 

an export report released on Wednesday showed a sig-
nificant downturn for some of the products. Hall added 
that a strong U.S. dollar affects the dairy export, as do 
trade disputes.

The figures for December showed nonfat dry milk ex-
ports down 17 percent compared to a year ago, butterfat 
exports down 29 percent and whey exports down over 
35 percent.

“Trade is important to dairy,” said Hall.
With dairy producers liquidating their herds, will it re-

sult in fewer dairies producing more product, especially 
when the market increases?

“That’s a really interesting question,” said Hall.
His answer examined herd size and risk management.
About 125 dairies are located in the 23 counties that 

Hall serves; several are dairy goat herds but the majority 
are cow herds. Hall said several producers in northwest 
Iowa haven’t purchased a new piece of equipment and 
haven’t taken on debt for a while. The reason is the 
management; the size of their operation is right where 
they want it to be.

Hall said the producers that are often having diffi-
culty did some type of recapitalization in 2010 and 2011 
when the price of milk was higher. Now it’s down to $15 
per hundred weight.

 
DAIRY, see Page 5 

Managing risk in dairy production

Industry continues to adjust to fewer herds, lower margins


