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Milk Prices, Production and Cow Numbers 

The good news is milk prices are increasing. The Class I price for October milk is $22.68/cwt 

which is $3.37/cwt higher than the July price and an increase of $1.29 compared to the 

September price. The Uniform blend price for August milk was $19.95/cwt an increase of $1.34 

over the previous month. By all current indications of the futures and cash market the price of 

milk should continue to increase during the next several months. On September 20
th

 the CME 

cash block cheese market traded at $2 per pound for the first time since November 16, 2011, 

and has remained above the $2.00 mark. On September 25th both the block and barrel cash 

cheese markets traded above $2.00/lb with blocks at $2.05/lb and barrels at $2.00/lb. Cash 

butter traded for $1.94/lb, the highest level since September 8, 2011. On September 25
th

 the 

Class III milk futures market for October through December closed at an average of $20.60/cwt, 

up $0.53/cwt from the previous day. 

 

 On September 19
th

, the USDA Milk Production report was released for August. Milk production 

in August for the 23 select states totaled 15.3 billion pounds, down 29 million pounds (0.2 %) 

from August 2011. This is the first decline since January 2010. Milk per cow for these states 

averaged 1,803 pounds in August, down 10 pounds from last year. The total number of milk 

cows in these states was 8.5 million head, up 32,000 head (0.4 %) compared to August 2011, 

but 4,000 head less than July 2012. California milk production was 3.3 billion pounds in August, 

down 203 million pounds (5.8 %) compared to last year, this is the largest year-over-year 

decline since September 2009. The primary reason for this decline was milk per cow, which 

declined 125 pounds (6.3 %) to 1,850 pounds in August. Colorado had the largest percentage 

increase in milk production from last year at 6.2 %, up 16 million pounds to 274 million pounds. 

Overall, nine of the 23 states declined in milk production while 14 increased. 

 

Milk production for all 50 states for August was at 16.4 billion pounds, down 0.3 % from the 

prior year. The last time milk supply declined year over year was January 2010. Year-to-date 

milk production remains 2.3 % above last year. The decline in total milk volume is attributed to 

a 0.5 % (9 pounds) decrease in milk per cow to 1,776 pounds for the month. 

The U.S. herd size, although lower than last month, is still up 0.2 % (20,000 head) from last year 

at 9.22 million head. From last month, the U.S. herd declined by 6,000 head and is 

115 lower than the peak in July 2008. 

 

Dairy cow culling for August increased substantially with 30,000 more head culled compared to 

the same time last year and 36,000 more head than the previous month. This increase is 
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probably driven by tight feed supplies and higher feed cost. The percentage increases are even 

more dramatic, up 12% over a year ago and up 15% over July.  

Culling was up across the country, but Region 6, which includes New Mexico and Texas, 

reported the biggest increase, up 25.6% over July. Region 9—Arizona, California and Nevada—

reported an increase in culling of 19.4%. The Southeast was up 15.3%. The Midwest reported 

the largest numerical increase over July of 10,000 head or 13.2%. As of September 1
st

, 2.09 

million dairy cows have been culled this year which is up 105,900 head (5.3 %) from the same 

period last year. 

 

Feed Prices 

Now for the bad news, feed prices are at an all time high for many of the basic feed 

commodities.  The following table contains the prices of some the basic feedstuffs used in dairy 

rations around the United States. 

 

Prices reported the week of Sept. 17-20 by professional dairy nutritionists  

or commodity brokers in five key dairy regions* plus prices for SE Louisiana**  

  

Corn,  

fine ground or 

steam-rolled 

Soybean meal 

(48%) 

Whole 

cottonseed  

Premium  

alfalfa hay 

(170-185 RFV) 

  Truckload quantities delivered to the dairy ($/ton)  

SE Louisiana 
$365a $640c $350 $350 

Eastern 

Wisconsin 

$288a $509c $329-$365 $240 

SE 

Pennsylvania 
$334

a
 $602

d
 $300 

$245 (very 

scarce) 

Texas 

Panhandle 
$315-$320

a
 NA $385 $300 

Southern 

Idaho 
$333

a
 $562 $395 $240 

Central 

California 
$323

b
 $556 $405 $270-$275 

a
 Fine ground shelled corn 

 

b
 Steam-rolled or steam-flaked corn  

c
 46 percent to 48 percent soybean meal 

 

d
 47.5 percent soybean meal 

 

** approximate prices for dairy producers in Southeast Louisiana 

* Source: Dairy Herd Management’s Nutritionist e-Network  



 

Animal Industry News Update September 2012 Volume 13, Issue 3 

 

However, there may be a ray of sunshine concerning feed prices in the near future.  For the 

past several days the futures market for corn has been trading below $7.50/bu and 48% 

soybean meal has been trading below $500.00/ton, which is a substantial decrease for both 

commodities. For producers in Louisiana the cheapest feed source will be high quality forage 

particularly winter annuals such as ryegrass and oats.  With planting and fertilization cost of 

about $200.00 per acre for ryegrass or oats, depending on the utilization of the forage, the cost 

per pound of dry matter will probably be about $0.03 to $0.05/lb compared to $0.19/lb dry 

matter for dairy quality alfalfa hay.   

What affects profitability more: milk production, milk price or feed cost? 

According to a study of California dairy farms published in 2009, milk production was the 

driving force for profitability, regardless of milk price or feed cost. Considering our current high 

feed prices, it is important to remember this. 

This study compiled data provided by the California Department of Food and Agriculture from 

150 dairy farms ranging in size from 140 to almost 5,000 cows per farm. The herds in these data 

include Holstein, Jersey and cross-bred herds. Milk prices varied by more than $6.00 per cwt in 

the two years data were collected (2006 and 2007). Feed cost per cow was higher for high 

producing herds. However, the high producing herds were the most profitable. 

Reference: Rodriguez, L.A. and J.M. Defrain, 2009. Factors affecting profitability of western 

dairies. Proceedings: Southwest Nutrition and Management Conference pp 79-89. 

 

 


