
Trends in U.S. Dairy Production 
The U.S. dairy industry has undergone significant alterations since the turn of the century.  These changes have 
impacted all elements of the industry, from the farm to the processor and the consumer.  Growth and consolidation 
are two buzzwords that have been applicable to many segments of the industry since 2000.  This bulletin will examine 
some of the changes in milk production trends from 2000 through 2021.

The first five graphs in this bulletin depict milk production, production per cow, the number of cows, the number of 
herds, and the average number of cows per herd for the U.S. dairy industry.  These graphs contain yearly data from 
2000 through 2021 along with the trend line for that time-period.  The final five graphs in this bulleting depict this data 
for the eight states in the Central Order for select years from 2000 through 2021.

Cyclical price fluctuation is a phenomenon common

to most segments of production agriculture in the

United States, including the dairy industry.

“Normal” cyclical price fluctuation, however, may

not adequately describe dairy price volatility in

recent years.  An examination of Federal order

prices indicates an eye-opening $12.48 per

hundredweight spread between the highest and

lowest Class I base prices over the last 13 years.

Class I base prices from January 2000 through

December 2012 are depicted in the graph on the

last page of this bulletin.

Federal order Class I prices hit a 30-year low in

March 2009 when the base price declined to $9.43.

Prior to this, the lowest post-reform Class I base

prices occurred in 2002 and 2003. The most recent

month with a price lower than March 2009 was

more than 30 years earlier in September 1978 with

a Class I base price of $9.33 per hundredweight.

The “benchmark year” for Federal order prices was

2007 with four of the ten highest Class I base

prices. Three of the remaining top ten were

recorded in 2011, while the years 2004, 2008, and

2012 each had one Class I base price among the

ten highest. The record high price occurred in

September 2007 when the Class I base price

reached $21.91 per hundredweight.

Dairy producers, processors, and retailers are all

affected by Federal order Class I prices.  The

graphics contained in this bulletin depict monthly

Federal order minimum Class I prices along with

surveyed* retail homogenized milk prices for five

cities in the Central Order from January 2000

through December 2012.

Federal Milk Order Class I Prices: Record Highs and 30-Year Lows ...

plus, Central Order Retail Milk Price Survey Update
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The methodology used for the monthly survey of  retail

prices is detailed on the following page.
*

November 2022

The source for data in this bulletin is:  United States Department of Agriculture, 
National Agricultural Statistics Service, Milk Production https://usda.library.cornell.
edu/concern/publications/h989r321c

*

Overall milk production has been trending up over the last 20 years peaking in 2021 at 226.26 billion pounds.  On 
average production increases 1.45% each year and is up 35.03% from 2000.  The only years milk production 
decreased were 2001 (-1.23%) and 2009 (-0.34%).  Milk production in 2021 was up 1.32% from 2020 and 8.51% from 
2015.  For the first 5 years depicted by this graph it stayed relatively consistent only increasing 0.40% on average per 
year; however, since that time it has been increasing at an average rate of 1.67% per year.  
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The number of cows hasn’t changed drastically over the last 20 years hitting a high of 9.45 million in 2021 and a low 
of 9.01 million in 2004 with an average of 9.32 million. Compared to 2000 the number of cows in 2021 is only up by 
2.63%, registering a slight increasing trend in recent years with a dip in 2018 and 2019. The number of cows in 2021 
went up by 0.60% compared to 2020 and 1.19% compared to 2019. The overall trend seems to be that the number of 
cows has an ebb and flow to its growth which can be seen in the above graph.

Production per cow has increased by 5,747 pounds since 2000 a 31.58% increase.  On average milk per cow has 
gone up by 1.32% every year hitting a high of 23,948 pounds in 2021.  Production was up 0.72% in 2021 over the 
previous year and has gone up by 7.04% compared with 2015.  Cows have been making more milk every year 
with 2001 being the only year that production decreased (0.23%).   Total production and production per cow have 
very similar growth rates, only differing by 0.13% which is to be expected since the number of cows hasn’t varied 
substantially.  
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Licensed herds have been declining steadily at an average of 4.64% every year. In 2003 there were 70,375 herds 
while in 2021 there were only 29,858 a reduction of 57.57%.  From 2020 to 2021 herds declined by 5.67% and are 
down 28.60% over the last five years.  2019 also had the largest year over year decrease in herds declining by 3,279 
an 8.75% reduction.  The rate at which herds have declined has nearly doubled recently from 2003 to 2017 it averaged 
a 3.91% negative growth rate then jumped to 7.17% from 2018 to 2021.  

The average cows per herd in 2021 is up 141.22% from 2003 increasing at an average rate of 5.05% each year.  
From 2003 to 2017 the growth rate was averaging 4.12% but has doubled in recent years to 8.28%.  From 2015 to 
2021 herd sizes have gone up by 104 cows an increase of 49.06%.  2019 had the largest year over year growth of 
9.75% with herds increasing by 24 cows.   This increased growth along with a massive reduction in herds, indicates 
substantial consolidation amongst farms.  
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Central Order States
The following graphs depict milk production, production per cow, number of cows, number of herds, and the average 
number of cows per herd for states in the Central Order.  Data for each state is for the years 2000, 2010, 2015 and 
2021.  A cursory examination of these graphs reveals substantial differences among these states, both in absolute 
numbers and in overall trends during this period of time.  However, the overall trend among most states is increasing 
production, production per cow, and average number of cows per herd.  Conversely, the number of licensed herds 
has decreased across the board, while the trend in the number of cows varies substantially among these eight states.
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 Oct '22 Sep '22 Oct '22 Sep '22 Oct '22 Sep '22
Northeast 24.77 24.82 2.96 5.00 30.18 30.86
Appalachian 25.80 26.53 ----- ----- 71.59 73.38
Florida 27.70 28.58 ----- ----- 85.03 84.71
Southeast 26.28 27.17 ----- ----- 78.9 82.91
Upper Midwest 22.03 20.28 0.22 0.46 5.88 6.11
Central 22.79 22.20 0.98 2.38 27.54 28.32
Mideast 22.99 22.64 1.18 2.82 39.37 39.13
California 22.88 21.80 1.07 1.98 19.83 21.48
Pacific Northwest 23.14 22.54 1.33 2.72 22.26 22.91
Southwest 23.38 22.55 1.57 2.73 27.77 28.75
Arizona 24.11 23.81 ----- ----- 28.14 30.92
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In accordance with Federal civil rights law and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) civil rights regulations and policies, the USDA, its Agencies, 
offices, and employees, and institutions participating in or administering USDA programs are prohibited from discriminating based on race, color, national 
origin, religion, sex, gender identity (including gender expression), sexual orientation, disability, age, marital status, family/parental status, income derived 
from a public assistance program, political beliefs, or reprisal or retaliation for prior civil rights activity, in any program or activity conducted or funded by 
USDA (not all bases apply to all programs). Remedies and complaint filing deadlines vary by program or incident.

Persons with disabilities who require alternative means of communication for program information (e.g., Braille, large print, audiotape, American Sign 
Language, etc.) should contact the responsible Agency or USDA's TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and TTY) or contact USDA through the 
Federal Relay Service at (800) 877-8339. Additionally, program information may be made available in languages other than English.

To file a program discrimination complaint, complete the USDA Program Discrimination Complaint Form, AD-3027, found online at How to File a Program 
Discrimination Complaint and at any USDA office or write a letter addressed to USDA and provide in the letter all of the information requested in the form. 
To request a copy of the complaint form, call (866) 632-9992. Submit your completed form or letter to USDA by: (1) mail: U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, D.C. 20250-9410; (2) fax: (202) 690-7442; or (3) email: 
program.intake@usda.gov.  USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender. 


