
How much does it cost to make 
100lb of milk on a small farm in 

Vermont?



Background information

Who am I? 

What inspired this project?

What made it possible?

What was the goal?

Why this scale of farm?

Hasn’t this already been done?



The Farms

● In Lamoille, Caledonia and Orleans Counties
● Milking under 100 cows
● Conventional- Shipping to DFA or Agrimark
● Primarily growing grass/hay as feed crop
● Variability in:

○ Grazing- all had some component of grazing, but some 
just for heifers/dry cows

○ Feeding- some TMR, some just hay and grain, all buying 
grain and feeding hay

○ Labor
○ Production priorities



Methods

1. Development of template
a. Consulted with Rose Wilson and Sarah Flack, drew upon previous business planning work and 

financial data collection experience
2. Farmer interviews/data collection*

a. In person or over the phone, collected data about their farm and production systems as well as 
financial income and expense info

b. Almost always required follow-ups to produce complete data
3. Data consolidation and analysis
4. Farmer meetings to go over data and discuss next steps*

a. Brought in consultants if desired
5. Repeat for 2021 and beyond!
6. Share data, provoke thoughts, incorporate more farms

*please note that all data was kept confidential and this was made clear for farms participating in the study. 



Data collection templates



Data Consolidation 
and Dissemination

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1TEctkwCfpXfV7vNcZ3CS3dA1jdkHktRgXbf2agEB7S4/edit#gid=1325940323

https://www.google.com/url?q=https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1TEctkwCfpXfV7vNcZ3CS3dA1jdkHktRgXbf2agEB7S4/edit%23gid%3D1325940323&sa=D&source=editors&ust=1675877205786812&usg=AOvVaw3vYZzL5Vf1No8ooDxh6Bhd


Results
 This deficit equates to 

$53,853.66 over the 1.1million pound 
average milk production per farm 
which has to be made up via other 
income streams on or off the farm, 
additional debt, savings loss, or most 
commonly asset erosion. 

Keep in mind that $23.37 does 
NOT include owner draw, owner 
labor, or family living expenses

*$21,230 deficit between COP fixed 
and variable and avg price received. 

In what other ways is this deficit  
felt on the farm? 







Key leverage points identified/used to reduce COP

● Ration changes to decrease grain bill
● Forage management/ grazing management
● Water access and mineral and salt access
● Exploration of alternative bedding sources and products
● Reduction of young stock for farms carrying too many
● Bulk tank size discussion for farms with abnormally high freight- usually due to every day 

pick-ups vs every other and stop charges incurred
● Utilization of IBA or other resources  to track down milk quality issues (need more resources)
● Electricity costs- in most cases farms have already worked with Efficiency Vermont to replace 

light bulbs, pumps, and fans, but not always, so it is worth looking into.  
● Hauling (Freight and trucking and other milk check deductions): this is a massive expense for 

these small farms. Any changes made to decrease hauling costs for small farms would make a 
significant impact on COP and thus farm profitability.



Next steps

● Include more farms to build the data set and 
engage with more small farms across the state
○ Collaboration with UVM extension

● Share this data with stakeholders and start 
thinking creatively 

● Small farms cannot compete! Let’s get radical and 
replace band-aids with fresh ideas if we value 
small farms on our landscape. 

● Organic is facing the same issues! Please look at 
similar studies done by NOFA VT and UVM ext

2020 2021 % 
increase

Average Price Received/ 
cwt

18.51 19.58 5.8%

COP fixed and variable 
expenses 

20.44 21.33 4.4%

COP including debt 
service and depreciation

23.37 25.31 8.3%



Thoughts? Ideas? Questions?

To prime your brain:

New markets or processing facilities?

Alternatives to commodity grain markets?

Restructuring (or subsidization) of hauling for small farms?

Pricing structures that incentivise farms to stay small rather 
than grow and value the social and ecological benefits of 
small scale agriculture?

Please reach out! silene@hardwickagriculture.org


