
Dairy Breeding Impaired by Energy-Short Diets, Farm Finances

Word on the farm and in the artificial insemi-
nation industry is that a dairy livestock breeding cri-
sis is unfolding in the U.S. – particularly in the east-
ern third of the nation – from Texas to Wisconsin and
east. 

Without normal breeding patterns in a few
major U.S. dairy regions, starting last fall, results are
predictable: 

1) The U.S. faces serious shortages of milk
supplies, starting in summer 2010.  By fall 2010, the
milk supply situation in the Midwest and Northeast
should be one **** of a mess. 

2) Shortages of bred dairy cows and dairy
heifers should drive up the value of quality, bred ani-
mals significantly … once a better awareness of such
shortages exist (and there is some money in milk
checks).  Bred heifers, in 2010, are a lot better
investment in money in the bank.

2009 crops lack energy, quality
A growing awareness: a significant percentage

of milk cows (and, to a somewhat lesser degree,
heifers) simply don’t have enough energy in their
diets to be reimpregnated – artificially or the old-
fashioned way.  What’s wrong? 

For many farmers located east of the Rocky
Mountains, weather problems created several prob-
lems during the planting, growing and harvest of
2009’s crops critical to dairy – corn, soybeans, for-
ages and corn for silage.  The 2009 U.S. corn crop
simply lacks energy.  That’s because corn planting
started late, and then, due to unduly cool summer
temperatures, this year’s crop didn’t enjoy enough
heat units during the growing season.  In summary:
the 2009 corn crop never really matured – the starch-
es didn’t mature.  Extreme wet weather during Octo-
ber in many parts of the Corn Belt caused harvest
delays.  Those wet conditions and delays did not
allow the 2009 corn crop to “dry down” (i.e., lose
normal amounts of moisture, pre-harvest).  Bottom
line: the nutritional value of the 2009 U.S. corn crop
is significantly sub-par.  

Beyond nutrition: serious problems with molds
and toxins pervade the 2009 corn crop.  Mold and
toxin contamination problems also impair dairy ani-
mal breeding.

Those same wet, cold conditions that delayed
corn planting also caused the first forage cutting to
be late and of reduced quality.  How important is the
first forage harvest in the Upper Midwest and North-
east?  In Wisconsin, for example, 60% of the year’s
forages are harvested during the first cutting.

Milking cows problematic 
Many farmers and their breeders are finding

great difficulty getting dairy cows and heifers bred.
The problem appears particularly acute in milk cows
in many herds. That’s because the farmers start try-
ing to rebreeding milk cows two to three months fol-
lowing their most recent calving – at a time when the
dairy cow is also producing optimum amounts of
milk each day.  Milking 60-120 lbs. of milk per day
creates a tremendous metabolic demand for nutri-
tional resources on a dairy cow.  If dairy cows’ nutri-
tional balances are not solid, ability to rebreed those
animals becomes impaired.

Breeding problems started in early fall 2009 –
just about the time producers started feeding (in part
or in toto) 2009’s harvests of grain, forages and
silage. Widespread quality/nutrition problems facing
dairy farmers cannot be wished away, nor easily
solved.  Feeding more corn to boost energy may not
be a solution.

Texas, New Mexico: big problems
A well-traveled dairy farm consultant reports

that early 2010 finds a lot of dairy herds in tough
shape. Heavy winter snows leave many cow lots full
of mud and manure. Many dairy cows are off 200-
300 pounds of body condition. Heavy snows have
collapsed several dairy barns.

2009 animal health spending cuts also hurt
Another factor must be addressed in discussing

the evolving dairy animal reproduction problem:
cash-flow problems during 2009 that caused many

dairy farmers to cut back on their spending for herd
health and reproductive maintenance.

In 2009, most U.S. dairy farmers faced their
worst financial year since the depths of the Great
Depression of the 1930s.  Normal, prudent dairy
herd management practices – like regular checks by
veterinarians for herd health and reproductive mat-
ters – were dropped, simply because dairy farmers
couldn’t afford the expenses.  High-producing dairy
herds require sophisticated veterinary and nutritional
oversight … to maintain peak milk flow levels.  To
put this situation in “car talk” vernacular: take away
the “octane” from a dairy cow’s fuel and the whole
engine starts running rough … particularly in the
absence of regular maintenance.  Failure to supple-
ment cows’ diets with minerals is another cause of
reproductive problems.

Once a dairy herd’s reproduction is impaired …
milk production follows. An “ideal” lactation (milking
cycle) lasts for a little more than 10 months following
the cow’s delivery of a calf.  “Normal” lactations
probably last between eleven and twelve months. For
cows that don’t easily rebreed, farmers may decide to
milk a cow for a longer period (at diminished yields),
or else “dry her off” (cease milking) and continue
maintaining her until she again calves and starts milk-
ing.  (The latter presumption is that the cow eventual-
ly does become pregnant again.)

On top of everything all their other headaches,
dairy farmers have little discretionary cash flow with
which to try to address such breeding problems and
maintain milk flow.  The “Milk Price Famine of
2009” will have a very long tail, in terms of impair-
ing this nation’s ability to produce milk to meet the
nation’s consumers’ needs.

by Pete Hardin

Dairy cows often don’t “get it” immediately
… their collective milking response to severe
aberrant weather and crop events often comes the
next year.  The 1988 Drought that smacked the
Midwest provides a telling example of year-after
milk declines following an epic weather event.

Remember 1988 – THE drought year? In the
personal experiences of those who endured the
1988 Drought, that summer serves as the bench-
mark for H-O-T … particularly for those persons
without air conditioning.  

In 1988, Wisconsin produced 25 billion
pounds of milk.  Carryover rations helped sustain
milking herds’ needs.  But by early 1989, avail-
able feed stuffs were scarce.  Dairy farmers fed
what ever they could find to keep their animals’
bellies full. Wisconsin’s 1989 milk production
nose-dived-down nearly five percent from the
prior year’s figure. 

The 1988 Dought bequested another tough
problem for dairy farmers: breeding problems.
Extreme heat is a very negative factor for dairy
livestock reproduction.  

Here in early 2010, we see a parallel situa-
tion to the 1988 Drought, in terms of carry-over
animal reproduction problems. Except in 2010,
the prior year’s poor crops and poor milk prices
are to blame.

But milk production in Wisconsin did not
significantly decline in 1998, What hay was har-
vested was top-quality.  Farmers resorted to round-

baling corn stover (stalks) to feed their animals
through winter.  Overall feed volume was more or
less adequate, although quality was impaired.
Except in northwestern Wisconsin, 1987 had been
a pretty good crop year and carryover stocks were
reasonable.

But 1989 saw a decline in milk production in
Wisconsin.  With the old Minnesota-Wisconsin
manufacturing milk (Grade B) price series then
used by USDA to set federal order Class III (and
Class I – fluid) milk prices, tight milk supplies in
the region drove the M-W to what were then all-
time peak prices in 1989.   Midwest milk produc-
tion and prices took until fall 1990 to recover from
the 1988 Drought.

Let history be a lesson …
As history is our teacher, the crop problems

(plural) of 2009 will create severe U.S. farm milk
supply problems, as 2010 rolls out.  The corn crop
lacks energy – both corn for grain and corn for
silage. Quality problems abound (mold and tox-
ins) in many cases. Forage quality in 2009 was
impaired by the wet spring.  

Now, dairy livestock breeding problems are
being witnessed on a widespread basis – an indus-
try crisis, in truth.  Sadly, dairy farmers also suf-
fered through the “Milk Price Famine of 2009”
last year.  In tandem, the grain/forage quality and
milk price crisis promise to have one ugly tail
extending into 2010 … and beyond.

When Severe Adverse Weather Hammers Dairy, 
Impact Felt Most Dramatically in Following Year

What’s Up? No New Nominees for National Dairy Board

Three to four months late … there’s no indica-
tion from USDA as to when the next round of dairy
farmers will be appointed to serve on the National
Dairy Promotion & Research Board (NDPRB).
Word from inside is that the White House has reject-
ed all nominees from dairy groups that were offered
last year in an attempt to bring more ethnic and cul-
tural diversity to the board!

In the normal course of events, the USDA Sec-
retary announces the new round of dairy farmer
appointees to the NDPRB each fall, generally in late
September or early October.  That way, nominees
are on board for the annual meeting of the NDPRB,
which usually takes place in early or mid November.

The 36 dairy farmer directors of the NDPRB
oversee allocation of funds generated by the manda-
tory, 15-cents per hundredweight assessment levied
against all dairy farmers’ milk marketings.  

NDPRB directors are appointed by the Secre-
tary of Agriculture for three-year terms.  Directors
may serve no longer than two consecutive terms.
That’s one key bind facing the dairy promotion big-
wigs: how to conduct business … and with which
directors. Word in the industry is that NDPRB direc-
tors whose terms have expired continue serving on
the board.  In fact, one rumor says that Chairperson
Kimberly Clauss, of California, is considering run-
ning for another term as chair, even though she’s
served out two full terms and is due for replacement.

Such incongruities – “expired” directors con-
tinuing to serve on the board and related commit-
tees/organizations – present potential questions
about the legality of actions taken by NDPRB (and
related groups like Dairy Management, Inc. – DMI).     

Meanwhile … word inside dairy promotion cir-
cles is that there is no indication when the Secretary’s
office will announce a new round of 12 NDPRB
directors.  Since those directors are supposed to be
nominated by industry organizations (mainly Dairy
Farmers of America), must USDA engage in a new
round of seeking nominations?  

On January 25, 2010, dairy promotion leader
Paul Rovey sent out the following memo to directors
of dairy promotion groups:

“RE:  NDB/DMI Electors
“As you may recall, the NDB and DMI did not

reorganize their Board’s governance in November due
to a lack of appointments by the USDA for the NDB.
We have discussed this issue with USDA, and it
appears that appointments will probably not be forth-
coming in the near future. Therefore, in order to com-
ply with the bylaws of both NDB and DMI, reorgani-
zation and elections will be conducted at the February
meetings of the entities I have been advised that all
Board members are eligible for election. If some of the
members elected are not reappointed following elec-
tions, those positions will be addressed as a vacancy.

“If you have any questions please contact me.”

by Pete Hardin
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