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Fall in price, less demand,
high production costs have
made for a tough year.

BY WILLIAM PACK
wpack@express-news.net

Just two years ago, dairy farmers
were riding high, generating some of
the strongest profits in what was
forecast to be a record year for agri-
culture-sector earnings.

Now, with the global recession sap-
ping demand and production costs
gobbling up profits, dairy producers
are glum.

“This is nationwide. People are
really hurting,” said Pete Schouten,
who operates a 750-cow dairy near
Stephenville southwest of Fort
Worth. “(Producers) are holding on,
hoping for a turnaround in prices.”

A drop in milk prices, which has
claimed about a third of the commod-
ity’s value over six months starting
last fall, did not hit full force until
the summer lull in milk production,
he said. While Schouten says he is
not as buried in debt as some pro-
ducers, he knows prices have to get
better for him and others to survive.

“How long I can go along like this,
I don’t know,” Schouten said.

A combination of low commodity
prices, high input costs and tough
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Cows are milked at Floresville’s Promised Land Dairy, which was bought by a larger operator this summer.
Many dairies have run into hard times, but officials said Promised Land wasn’t sold because it was struggling.

Sour times for milk producers

One agricultural economist said a collapse
in milk prices was caused primarily by
weakened export markets.

credit markets that make it difficult
for farmers to refinance debt have
punished dairy producers like few
events in memory, dairy experts said.

Todd Vineyard, the Texas AgriLife
Extension Service agent in dairy-rich
Erath County, said some producers
contend they are losing from $4 to
$4.50 per head per day.

Vineyard said one dairy expert be-
lieves that half or more of the 150 dair-
ies in Erath and two surrounding
counties could be sold if prices don’t
improve by January.

“There’s a lot of red ink being spill-
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Leading
dairy
states

1. CALIFORNIA:

1.8 million dairy

cows

2. WISCONSIN:

1.3 million dairy

cows

3. NEW YORK:

623,000 dairy

cows

4. IDAHO:

552,000 dairy

cows

5. PENNSYLVANIA:

545,000 dairy

cows

6. MINNESOTA:

469,000 dairy

cows

7. TEXAS:

428,000 dairy

cows

8. NEW MEXICO:

327,000 dairy

cows

TOTAL U.S. DAIRY

COWS: 9.3 million
SOURCE: USDA
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ed” said Chris Galen, a
spokesman for the National
Milk Producers Federation.
“And it’s not over yet.”

Roger Hoskin, an agricultu-
ral economist with the U.S. De-
partment of Agriculture, said
the price collapse early this
year was caused primarily by
weakened export markets, not
falling domestic demand.

USDA projections show the
domestic use of all milk prod-
ucts will grow slightly this
year — to 186.8 billion pounds
— and in 2010.

But export markets in the
Pacific Rim, the Middle East
and elsewhere that fueled high
prices in 2007 and 2008 have
dried up. Both the global re-
cession and the return of pro-
ducers in Australia and New
Zealand after a long period of
drought spelled trouble for
U.S. exporters, officials said.

Galen said U.S dairy oper-
ators hoped that 11 percent of
their production would go to
international markets this
year, as it had last year In-
stead, less than 8 percent of
U.S. dairy production could be
sold internationally.

Even a small change in ex-
port demand can cause a big
change in prices, Hoskin said.

The benchmark all-milk av-
erage price for dairy products
reached a high of $21.67 per
hundredweight in the third
quarter of 2007, fell to less
than $20 per hundred pounds
during 2008 and then crashed
to $12.23 per hundredweight in
the first quarter of this year.
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Olivia Reynolds helps at a family farm in Alburgh, Vt. Gov
jections show domestic use of milk products will grow slig

ernment pro-
htly this year.




