
attention to enterprise budgeting and costs analysis, alternative
sources of income have the potential to keep the farm not just
viable but profitable. 

This year, organic grain prices are trending downward, and the
overall beef market is facing pressures that have finishing
operations turning their eyes and wallets to the dairy industry
for feeder calves. The trend of the dairy industry to breed their
low-end cows to beef has been a boon to both sectors. This
symbiotic business model has room to expand and continue, if
lessons could be taken from our European counterparts. Their
dairy industry supplies a healthy percentage of their beef
market with animals as can be seen in the feed efficiency of
their popular cattle breeds. The American beef-on-dairy market
as yet holds a small percentage of the feeder-to-finisher
pipeline. 

The bright spots for the organic dairy industry do not
necessarily mean that things are getting easy given this is a
commodity product in a national and global market. There will
always be uncertainty around weather, labor, and geopolitical
issues that everyday people have little to no control over. With
new market opportunities driven by consumer demand and
industry competition, organic dairy is being allowed to come up
for air, and the industry remains alive for the future.
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We’ve all become accustomed to the words “dairy crisis.” Those
of us plugged into agriculture know that it’s true. We know how
important one dairy farm can be to the underpinning of our
state and regional economy. The compounding forces of low
pay prices, high costs of production, and a near monopolistic
milk market in the region is more than enough to drive away
any incoming interest, and cause current business owners to
think long and hard about continuing. 

But, folks … Dairy. Is. Not. Dead! Consumer demand for organic
dairy has been the wisp of air to relight the cold embers of a
smothered industry. Following that demand, processing
companies have made the decision to expand their reach and
sourcing. That reach has started to become broad enough to
make it into the upper reaches of the Northeast, where more
processing options for local-scale dairy are still a relative pipe
dream. Established dairy producers — these ever-resilient,
Yankee-stubborn, hardcore land stewards — found ways to
operate their businesses at a loss until recent industry changes
allowed for pay increases and, most excitingly, newly certified
dairy operations to enter the market. The expansion of
Stonyfield has given market diversity to regions that have been
pigeonholed into less-than-ideal situations. Market demand for
organic milk has been a catalyst driving newer processors like
Maple Hill and Origin to seek sourcing opportunities farther
outside their current range. The market competition is a healthy
 breath of fresh air to an otherwise struggling industry.

Additionally, a look at satellite markets that affect dairy farms
shows that, with some strategic business planning, and

Dairy isn’t Dead
By Jacki Perkins, MOFGA’s Organic Livestock Specialist


