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Milk and Feed Prices 

The year 2011 was a banner year for milk prices with pay price for the year the highest ever at 

$21.60/cwt not including deductions.  Unfortunately, feed prices for most of the year were at an all-time 

high. Therefore, profit margins were slim. 

Starting in 2012, the January pay price was very similar to the December price but February’s 

pay price was $1.75 to $2.15/cwt lower than the January price.  The cash price for dairy products and 

futures has been declining since the end of 2011. However, the focus shifted in Class III futures and cash 

prices for barrels and blocks during the past week. The talk has gone from milk surpluses to marginal 

increases in demand for both block and barrel and warm weather. On one hand, you have commercial 

buyers pulling forward processed cheese purchases for the summer-time grilling season and, on the 

other, you have what is anecdotal chatter about marginal surge in export demand, all alongside 

promotional season. A late winter heat wave is making it possible for people in the Midwest to grill like 

it is Memorial Day weekend instead of St. Patrick’s Day. This has resulted in the continued firming of the 

Class III milk futures and finally with good volume and respectable increases. 

According to the USDA's Livestock, Dairy and Poultry report, feed prices are expected to be 

higher during 2012 than 2011. The corn price is expected to average $5.90 to $6.50 per bushel for the 

2011-12 crop year, which is an increase from the $5.18 average in 2010-11. Soybean meal prices are 

forecast higher than in February at $310 to $340 per ton, but lower than the $346 posted in 2010-11. 

The increase in the soybean meal price forecast this month is due to reduced supplies from South 

America. The higher feed prices expected this year will continue to pressure the milk-feed price ratio.  

The preliminary February milk-feed price ratio was 1.58, well below 2.01 posted in February 

2011. This producer profitability indicator is unlikely to improve as the effect of higher feed prices will be 

exacerbated by forecast lower milk and dairy product prices this year. 

The February Milk Production report showed January milk production 3.4 % above January 2011 

as both milk cow numbers and output per cow were above expectations (USDA, National Agricultural 

Statistics Service). Prices for replacement heifers, which will enter the herd during 2012 and into mid-

2013, also were above expectations, suggesting that there is demand for dairy replacements and further 

expansion. 

Based on these facts, February’s forecast cow numbers were increased this month to 9.2 million 

head for the year and production per cow was raised to 21.7 million pounds. Most of the gain in cow 

numbers is expected to come in the first half of 2012. The relatively mild winter temperatures in most of 

the United States were ideal for milk production, boosting yield per cow in the first half of 2012. 

However, weaker producer returns are expected to lead to herd contraction and lower milk per cow in 

the second half of the year. Milk production is forecast at 199.7 billion pounds this year, an increase 

over 2011 and slightly higher than February’s forecast. 

Prices for cheese, butter, NDM, and whey, were lowered this month. Expanded milk production, 

and slightly lower than earlier forecast economic growth is expected to pressure prices. This month, 

annual cheese prices are forecast at $1.600 to $1.660 a pound. Butter prices are projected at $1.510 to 
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$1.600 a pound for the year. NDM prices are forecast at $1.345 to $1.395 for the year and whey prices, 

which had bucked the previous trend toward lower product prices, are now forecast lower this month at 

57.0 to 60.0 cents a pound, but are still expected to finish the year above 2011 prices.  

Lower dairy product prices resulted in lower milk prices for March than February. The Class III 

price is projected at $16.35 to $16.95 per cwt. The Class IV price forecast is reduced to $15.85 to $16.55 

per cwt, and all milk price is lowered to $17.60 and $18.20 per cwt. 

 

Milk and Weight Loss 

Maybe calcium is not the key to weight loss after all. There could be a multitude of factors in 

dairy products — or just one magical compound — that is responsible. 

That is the conclusion from a study published in the January issue of the Nutrition and 

Metabolism journal. Researchers found that a high-calcium diet containing nonfat dry milk reduced 

weight gain in obese mice better than high calcium alone. In fact, high calcium by itself did not really 

help, and may have made matters worse. Researchers in the aforementioned mouse study say that 

further investigation is needed. If calcium is not the factor behind weight loss, what is? 

Greg Miller, president of the Dairy Research Institute and executive vice president of the 

National Dairy Council, says there are many different factors in dairy products, such as whey protein or 

branched chain amino acids, which might explain the weight-loss advantages. “Conjugated linoleic acid 

is another potential bioactive that may have an effect on body fat accumulation,” he says. 

 

Make Mine 3X 

There are many different methods of feeding calves milk replacer, or milk, such as 1 time per 

day, 2 times per day or numerous meals with an automated feeding system. What about 3 times (3X) 

per day? 

A study was recently conducted by Don Sockett, veterinary microbiologist at the Wisconsin 

Veterinary Diagnostic Laboratory in Madison, Wisconsin, to compare 3X to 2X feeding. During the study, 

all calves were fed the same amount of a 28% protein, 20% fat milk replacer daily. The only difference 

was the 3X calves’ portion was split into three meals, with the extra feeding taking place at 2:30 in the 

afternoon. Otherwise, both groups were fed at 8 a.m. and 9 p.m.  

Results indicate that the additional milk replacer feeding yielded some pretty powerful results 

— 97.1% (or 34 out of 35 calves) went on to become lactating animals in the herd. “That’s unheard of in 

the Holstein industry, absolutely unheard of,” Sockett says. “The national average is about 80 percent.” 

And that is exactly how the calves fed twice daily performed. Eighty percent, or 28 out of 35 of 

the calves, entered the milking herd. That means, for every six calves fed three times a day, one 

additional heifer entered lactation. “When you look at the reasons why calves in the twice-a-day feeding 

didn’t make it as mothers lactating in the herd, it wasn’t any one particular thing,” Sockett says. 

Mostly, it was common reasons — like death prior to weaning, the heifer did not get bred or she 

aborted — that expedited her departure from the herd. 

The calves fed three times per day calved 16 days earlier and averaged 1,136 pounds more milk 

during their first lactation. They also had better starter intake, growth and feed efficiency during the 

pre-weaning phase — what you would expect of calves fed to a higher plane of nutrition.  

“Obviously this work needs to be repeated to make sure it’s a repeatable finding,” Sockett adds. 

However, the evidence so far presents a strong case for feeding calves multiple meals. 

 


