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By Brooke Bechen
The Country Today

Those who follow Dan Basse, 
president of Ag Resource Compa-
ny of Chicago, know that he 
hasn’t been all that opti-
mistic about U.S. dairy in 
recent years. In fact, Basse 
himself admitted that since 
about 2015 until about the 
beginning of 2019, he had 
been very pessimistic when 
it came to dairy’s outlook.

However, Basse thinks 
things may be turning around, with 
data suggesting a relatively good 
year ahead in 2020.

“It was a relatively good year (in 
2019),” Basse said during a Profes-
sional Dairy Producers of Wiscon-
sin webinar on Dec. 18. “I think 
the dairy industry has seen some 
recovery and now we’ve got some 
things on the counter in terms of 
trade deals and opportunities for 
the year ahead.”

Basse sees several themes 
emerging in the dairy market in 
2020, including the expansion of 

U.S. cheese exports after a recov-
ery was recorded in 2019 for do-
mestic and export cheese demand. 
He also predicted that U.S. feed 
prices should stay lower or even 

fall farther following a De-
cember/January corrective 
recovery, and recommend-
ed those looking to cull 
animals to do so in the first 
quarter of 2020 when prices 
are expected to be best.

But with opportunities in 
feed and pricing in 2020, 
those in the dairy industry 

will still have to manage political 
risk on top of price risk this year. It 
is an election year in the U.S., and 
trade deals, especially the United 
States-Mexico-Canada Agreement, 
the U.S.-China agreement and an 
agreement between the U.S. and 
European Union, are on the front 
of mind for many in the agriculture 
industry.

U.S. and China have agreed to 
Phase 1 of their deal “in princi-
ple,” Basse said, meaning the deal 
is still being translated and exact 
verbiage is being recorded, with 

the two presidents working to 
make this deal. Basse hopes the 
first phase of this trade deal will 
be inked in mid-January, allowing 
a 30- to 45-day window for the 
Chinese to ramp up their pur-
chases of U.S. agricultural goods, 
including dairy and cheese but 
also pork and soy, which is what 
they need most right now after 
their struggles with African Swine 
Fever in 2019.

Tariffs are still in place, in-
cluding tariffs on U.S. dairy and 
red meats into Mexico, Canada 
and China. And while the U.S. 
House of Representatives recently 
approved USMCA, Basse warned 
that other trade deals could easily 
be undone if there is a change of 
presidency at the end of 2020.

“We need to see (the tariffs) 
come down and again remember 
that these trade deals, outside of 
USMCA, are just the strike of a 
pen away from unraveling every-
thing,” he said.

While trade talks may be a bit 
unpredictable, Basse is willing to 
say that the days of sub $15 milk 

have passed; however, rallying val-
ues about $20 (per hundredweight) 
could be difficult with China’s 
import demand. Basse added that 
$16 (per hundredweight) should 
serve as the bottom in 2020, and 
will come in the first quarter of the 
year.

In summary, Basse said we’ll 
need to watch as these three vari-
ables impact U.S. dairy markets 
in 2020: politics, economics and 
weather.

Basse hopes the trend of exiting 
farms will stabilize in 2020 after 
another year of sharp declines in 
farm operations. One trend won’t 
be going away though, Basse pre-
dicts, and that’s the consolidation 
and growth to larger farms. Basse 
said this trend may even accelerate 
in the years to come.

“We believe it’s related to 
management practices and your 
abilities to navigate the markets,” 
he said. “If you can get those 
two things right, we think there’s 
opportunity to expand as your 
neighbor decides to step aside.”

Basse: U.S. dairy markets set to improve in 2020

Basse

By The Country Today

From weather that 
made both planting 
and harvesting a 

challenge to the loss of 
more than 700 dairy farms 
in Wisconsin and political 
bickering that cost the 
state agriculture secre-
tary-designee his position, 
2019 was a difficult year 
in the agriculture industry.

The challenging conditions 
caused by the weather landed 
that story in the top spot on The 
Country Today’s annual Top 
10 story list for 2019. The list 
was formulated through a vote 
by The Country Today editorial 
staff members on a list of 13 
contenders. Staff aimed to deter-
mine the 10 most important or 
impactful stories to readers over 
the past year.

Following is the final Top 10 
list for 2019, as developed by 

The Country Today editorial 
staff:

Weather
From beginning to end, the 

weather made it difficult for 
farmers to catch a break this 
year. Heavy snows caused 
numerous roof collapses on 
farm buildings early in the 
year; then wet ground made 
it difficult, and in some cases 
impossible, to get into fields for 
planting, and by harvest season, 
more rains made it difficult for 
farmers to find a good-weather 
window to get anything done 
and early snows stranded many 
crops in the fields.

The 2019 planting season 
opened with already heavily 
saturated soils, according to 
the 2019 Crop Progress Re-
view from the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture’s Wisconsin 
Ag Statistics Service. Below 
normal temperatures and fre-
quent rain events kept soils wet 
throughout the cropping season, 
causing significant delays to 
fieldwork. Overwintered crops 
were damaged by ice storms in 
January and February, followed 
by spring flooding and multiple 

freeze-thaw cycles in March, 
April and May. Late snow and 
cold soil conditions in April and 
May delayed planting signifi-
cantly and suppressed crop 
emergence and pasture growth.

Deep mud and high grain 
moistures delayed the start of 
fall fieldwork, and remained 
major problems throughout the 
rest of the year. A Halloween 
snowstorm dumped up to 8 
inches of snow across south-
ern Wisconsin. Below average 
temperatures in early Novem-
ber helped firm the ground, 
improving access to muddy 
fields but stalling fall tillage. 
Frequent snow and rain in 
November kept grain mois-
tures high, prompting some 
farmers to delay harvest even 
further. Delays to the harvest 
in turn delayed or prevent-
ed fall tillage, plantings and 
manure spreading, resulting in 
the slowest fall tillage progress 
in the past 40 years of Crop 
Progress data, Wisconsin Ag 
Statistics Service’s report said.

Dairy losses
Dairy farmers continued 

to struggle in 2019, not only 

in Wisconsin, but across the 
United States. In 1970, the 
U.S. boasted 640,000 dairy 
farms, but today, there are less 
than 40,000 licensed American 
dairy farms.

As of Dec. 1, Wisconsin 
had lost 826 dairy farms in 
2019, surpassing last year’s 
record-high loss of 691 dairy 
farms in the state. According 
to the final USDA’s National 
Agricultural Statistics Ser-
vice Wisconsin Field Office, 
Wisconsin was home to a total 
of 7,337 dairy farms — a far 
cry from the approximately 
13,500 dairy farms recorded in 
Wisconsin just 10 years ago in 
2009.

At a dairy-centered meeting 
in early November, UW-Mad-
ison professor emeritus Bob 
Cropp predicted better milk 
prices in 2020 due to a number 
of factors, including no big 
jumps in milk production; a 
slowing increase in milk per 
cow; modest growth in domes-
tic demand; a higher number 
of dairy exports; and a signed 
trade agreement with Mexico 
and Canada.

WEATHERING  
THE STORM

Photo by Nate Jackson
Top: Workers cleared snow from the roof of a barn Feb. 26, at Hamlin Valley Farm east of Eleva. Heavy snows and winds caused the col-
lapse of roofs of four barns at the farm.

See DAIRY, Page 2A

Difficult growing 
season, dairy farm 
losses named top 
stories from 2019

See TOP, Page 2A

!htnom rep
 242$

sa wol sa
 stnemyap

 kced rewom tcennoCotuA & redaol krap-kciuQ htiw elbitapmoC •
ytnarraw niartrewoP *rh 000,2/rY-6 •

evird leehw-4 dna gnireets rewop noitarepo ysaE •
tsrfi semoc
 revehcihw*

.laicnaniF ereeD nhoJ yb lavorppa ot tcejbus gnicnaniF .sliated rof
 relaed ees ,ylppa snoitidnoc emoS .0202 ,3 yraurbeF sdne reffO

moc.lartneCrotcarT

rotcarT tcapmoC E3201 :edalb raer ”06 & rewolb wons hctih-kciuq ”74 htiw


