
The dominant feature of the U.S. dairy landscape in the early months of 2014 is clearly the record 
price levels for milk and some key dairy products that determine the milk price. The basic driver of 
the extraordinary current price situation, which is global, not just domestic, is the normal working 
out of the forces of supply and demand. Demand for dairy products grew strongly in 2013, partic-
ularly in the dairy importing countries in east and Southeast Asia, led by China.  At the same time, 
total milk production by the world’s major dairy-exporting countries, including the United States, 
was hardly up at all. 

International dairy product demand growth will likely be more moderate this year compared with 
last, but the key to this year’s outlook will remain the rate at which milk production will increase in 
the world’s largest exporting countries. 
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This chart supplies 
much of the explanation 
for the current very tight 
global dairy situation. It 
shows annual milk pro-
duction for 2012-2014 in 
the five largest dairy-
exporting countries, with 
the 28-member Europe-
an Union considered as a single milk production source. Total milk production in these five, which 
supply over 80 percent of total world dairy exports as well as their domestic consumption, was 
virtually flat in 2013, due to weather issues and high feed costs. Strong international growth in 
dairy product demand last year in the face of this relatively constant supply has produced the rec-
ord high milk prices currently being received by farmers internationally. Better weather conditions 
in most areas and lower feed costs are projected for 2014. The combination of these factors 
will both improve pastures as well as encourage more supplemental feeding in the Southern 
Hemisphere countries, and result in more intensive feeding in Northern Hemisphere milk produc-
tion areas. Milk production is currently projected to grow by approximately two percent in 2014 in 
response to the current favorable price, cost and weather situations in these five key areas. 

USDA is currently predicting that milk production in the United States, which accounts for one-
third of milk volumes shown in the table above, will grow by 2.2 percent in 2014, largely on in-
creases in production per cow. USDA’s forecasts also imply that the U.S. will increase its milk 
output this year by a larger total volume than any of the other four major dairy product exporters. 
Preliminary USDA numbers show U.S. milk production rose about one percent year-over-year in 
January, while milk cow numbers were flat. It is anticipated that the current high domestic milk 
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prices and continued moderation of feed prices will lead more quickly to increased average pro-
duction per cow rather than expansion of total cow numbers. 

U.S. Dairy Trade 

U.S. dairy export growth was exceptionally strong in 2013. Last year, U.S. dairy exporters added 
more volume over the previous year, measured in total milk solids exported, than in any other 
year except 2010, when dairy exports recovered strongly from the depressed levels of 2009. The 
United States exported 15.5 percent of its total milk solids production in 2013, the highest level by 
this measure, as well as by absolute milk solids volume. The previous records were in 2011 and 
2012, when about 13.2 percent of U.S. solids production was exported. 

Export growth was strong in virtually all product categories in 2013, including the major catego-
ries of skim milk powder/nonfat dry milk, dry whey and lactose. Butter exports almost doubled. It 
is estimated that the Cooperatives Working Together (¢wt) program provided export assistance to 
approximately 80 percent of U.S. American-type cheese exports, about 20 percent of total U.S. 
cheese exports and over half of U.S. butter exports last year. 

The United States imported the equivalent of three percent of its production of milk solids in 2013, 
in all dairy products and products containing dairy ingredients, the same level as dairy imports in 
2012. 
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Commercial Disappearance 

Commercial disappearance, including domestic consumption and exports, was up in 2013 over 
2012 in total and for most products except fluid milk and nonfat dry milk. Growth in commercial 
use of other-than-American type cheese was slightly stronger than for American cheese types.  
Growth in commercial use of butter was particularly strong. Fluid milk sales have been declining 
since 2010. The drop in commercial use of nonfat dry milk is somewhat misleading since USDA 
does not include skim milk powder, the protein-standardized form of nonfat dry milk used for ex-
port, in its commercial disappearance calculations. Commercial disappearance of all forms of 
nonfat milk powders increased by about 2 percent in 2013 over 2012. 

 

Dairy Product Production 

Total U.S. production of all dairy products is little changed over the past year, mirroring the mod-
est change in raw milk production over the same period. However, changes occurred in produc-
tion of individual dairy products or categories, some of them significant, reflecting changes in do-
mestic consumption and exports. Total cheese production was 1.6 percent higher in January 
2014 than in January 2013, to supply both increased domestic consumption and exports. Italian-
type cheese production grew by 4.6 percent while production of American types was up 1.1 per-
cent. These differences reflected consumption patterns in the U.S. domestic market over the peri-
od.  

Nonfat dry milk production was down slightly while skim milk powder production grew significant-
ly, reflecting continued strong movement of skim powders to export. 

Inventories 

U.S. dairy product inventories were down this past January over a year earlier. This reflected the 
generally modest growth in production of these products coupled with stronger increases in com-
mercial disappearance. Butter and nonfat dry milk inventories were drawn down significantly.  In-
creased commercial disappearance of butter and greater butter exports were generated primarily 
by drawing down butter stocks, which had become excessive by early 2013. As with its commer-
cial disappearance calculations, USDA does not include protein-standardized skim milk powder in 
its reported inventories of nonfat dry milk.  

The drawn-down U.S. dairy inventory situation, itself a product of strong demand and moderate 
production growth, has been a key contributor to the current record high milk and dairy product 
price situation.   
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Milk and Dairy Product Prices 

February saw the establishment of new all-time record levels for many key prices in the U.S. dairy 
industry. Record-high prices were reported for the USDA/AMS prices for cheese and nonfat dry 
milk, for the USDA/AMS announced Federal Order prices for Class III milk, Class IV milk and the 
Class I mover, and for the USDA/NASS U.S. average all-milk price. The advance Class I mover 
has already been announced for March at more than $1.60 per cwt. above the February record.  
The U.S. average all-milk price also set back-to-back all-time highs in January and February. Jan-
uary’s revised all-milk price was $1.40 per cwt. above the previous record (attained in both 2011 
and 2012) while the February preliminary price is $1.20 per cwt. above that, and could be revised 
yet higher. The dairy futures markets indicate that the March all-milk price could be higher still.  

Retail prices for key dairy products, as reported by the U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of La-
bor Statistics (BLS), continue to show no indication of following the current high wholesale prices 
of those same products. BLS-reported retail prices for fluid whole milk rose modestly in January 
over a year earlier while natural cheddar cheese retail prices dropped. 

Feed Prices 

Corn prices have dropped substantially over the past year, as the record corn harvest in 2013 put 
to rest persistent weather-related market worries that kept prices high earlier in the year. Alfalfa 
hay prices reported by USDA were also down in February, while soybean meal prices remained 
high.   

Moderating feed prices, together with record high all-milk prices are generating very high levels 
for the milk price-feed cost margin formula established in the recently-enacted 2014 farm bill.  
The preliminary monthly value of this margin for February, at $13.59 per cwt., is still about one 
dollar per cwt. below the highest-ever level this indicator reached during a few months in 2007.  
For the dairy Margin Protection Program established in the new farm bill, the margin formula will 
be determined by USDA as averaged over two months for the six consecutive 2-month periods of 
January-February, March-April, May-June, July-August, September-October, and November-
December. For the bill’s Dairy Product Donation Program, the margin will be determined on a 
monthly basis. 
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Dairy Management Inc.™ and state, regional, 
and international organizations work together to 
drive demand for dairy products on behalf of 
America's dairy farmers, through the programs 
of the American Dairy Association®, the National Dairy Council®, and the U.S. Dairy 
Export Council®. 

The National Milk Producers Federation (NMPF) is a farm commodity organization 
representing most of the dairy marketing cooperatives serving the U.S.  


