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Mid Atlantic Dairy Grazing Conference and Organic Field Day 

Agenda 

 
October 8, 2008  Shenandoah Valley Produce Auction, Dayton, VA  

1:00PM  Registration  

1:30PM  Welcome and Introductions  

2:00PM  Tour Lamar Rhodes Certified Organic Grazing Dairy Farm  

 -Overview of Farm Operations / Facility  

-Walk Paddocks  

-Soils and Soil Pit  

-Discussion ï óforage choices and seed sources for grass dairiesô  

 

 

 

4:00PM  Tour Philip Witmer Grazeland Dairy operated on rented farm  

 -Overview of Farm Operations / Facility ï ówhere we are in the organic 

transitionô  

-Walk Paddocks  

-Discussion ï óWhat we have done and what we would do differentlyô  

 

 

6:00PM  Dinner at Shenandoah Valley Produce Auction  

 Producer Panel follows Dinner 

-Lamar Rhodes, Certified Organic, VA  

-Phil Witmer, Grass Dairy on a Rented Farm  

-Cheyenne Christianson, No-Grain Organic Holsteins  

 

 

 

October 9, 2008  Campus of Blue Ridge Community College, Weyers Cave, VA  

7:45 ï 8:45AM  Registration  

8:00 ï 9:00AM  Virtual Tour of Cheyenne Christianson Dairy, No-grain organic Holsteins  

9:00 ï 9:45AM  Break-Out 1  

CLAôs, Omega 3ôs, and our strategy to market grass-derived organic dairy 

products, Ned MacArthur, Natural by Nature, Inc.  

Not All Soils Are Created Equal: Understanding the Potential and Limitations 

of Soils on Your Farm, Jason Teets, West VA NRCS 

9:45 ï 10:00AM  Questions / Discussion of Break-Out 1  

10:00 - 10:15AM  Break  

10:15 -11:00AM  Break Out 2  

Serious Considerations of Unpasteurized Milk 

-Bill Chirdon, PA Department of Agriculture  

-John Beers, VA Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services 

Building and Maintaining Soil Fertility in Organic Gra zing Systems - Bill Bryan, 

West Virginia University 

11:00 ï 11:15AM  Questions / Discussion of Break-Out 2  

11:15 ï 11:30AM  Break  

11:30 ï 12:15PM  Break Out 3  

Good approaches to cow shares and herd shares, Pete Kennedy, Attorney at Law 

Pasture Ecology: Managing Things That We Can Not See,  Ed Rayburn, West 

Virginia University 

12:15 ï 12:30PM  Questions / Discussion of Break-Out 3  

12:30 PM Lunch  

1:15PM ï  Conference Capstone Address ï Joel McNair, editor of 'Graze'  

Followed by Questions and Comments for all the conference speakers 
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Additional Support ers 
¶ ABS 

¶ Alpha Ag 

¶ C&C Farm Supply (local Boumatic, 

Waikato, and Dairy Master dealer) 

¶ Countryside Natural Products 

¶ Creative Genetics 

¶ Dairymens Specialty (local De Laval 

and Germania dealer) 

¶ Ellwood Thompson's 

¶ Farm Credit of the VA's 

¶ FIL Agritech 

¶ First Bank & Trust 

¶ Geno-Global 

¶ Green Acres Fence Supply 

¶ Kencove Farm Fence  

¶ King Agri-seed 

¶ K-Line Irrigation 

¶ Lancaster Ag Products 

¶ Mid-Atlantic Irrigation 

¶ Pennington Seed 

¶ Select Sire Power 

¶ Taurus 

¶ VA State Dairymen's Association 

¶ Whitesel Bros (local Surge/Westfalia Dealer) 
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¶ Geoff Benson ï North Carolina Cooperative Extension 

¶ Catherine Cash- Virginia Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services   
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¶ Ed Rayburn ï West Virginia Cooperative Extension 

¶ Tom Stanley - Virginia Cooperative Extension 

¶ George Teague - Organic producer from Guilford County, NC  

¶ Chris Teutsch - Virginia Cooperative Extension 

¶ James Wenger ï Organic producer from Rockingham County, VA 

¶ John Welsh - Virginia Cooperative Extension 

¶ Philip Witmer  ï Organic producer from Rockingham County, VA 



 

  

Dairy Outlook  
October 2008  

US Dairy Industry Outlook Depends on Global Demand 

US milk supply growth has slowed in response to high production costs 

Scott Brown 

Food and Agricultural Policy Research Institute, University of Missouri 

The outlook for milk prices will continue to depend in large part on the global demand for dairy 

products. Oceania cheese prices had averaged $5,000 per metric ton (about $2.25 per pound) for 

much of 2008, but recently they have slid to $4,500 per metric ton. Even after the recent decline, 

global cheese prices remain well above historical averages. This has provided the US an 

opportunity to commercially export cheese in 2008, which has in turn helped increase domestic 

cheese prices. American cheese exports totaled 33 million pounds in the first six months of 2008 

compared to 22 million pounds over the same period in 2007. As a result of the strong world 

cheese price, US cheese prices have remained in the $1.80 to $2.00 per pound range for much of 

2008. US cheese prices fell to an average of $1.74 for the month of August but have recovered 

back to near $2.00 per pound by the end of September.   

 

Global skim milk powder and butter prices have also remained above historical averages. 

However, these global prices have seen larger declines relative to the record levels seen in 2007 

than has been the case for cheese. For example, European skim milk powder prices are $1,500 to 

$2,000 per metric ton lower in 2008 than the same period a year ago. Similar to cheese, US 

exports of these products have also been larger than those experienced in the past. 

 

The strong international demand has kept minimum class prices higher than many expected for 

most of 2008. The minimum class III price for August is $17.32 per cwt. It appears with the 

recent strengthening in cheese prices, the class III price will climb even higher in September. 

Class IV prices have strengthened since March 2008, driven by butter prices that moved from 

$1.21 per pound in February 2008 to $1.63 per pound in August 2008. 

 

These federal order class prices have translated into US all milk prices above $18.00 per cwt thus 

far in 2008. Unless world dairy product prices experience further large declines relative to 

todayôs levels, it appears that prices will remain above this level for the remainder of 2008. 

 

Current FAPRI estimates suggest that the outlook for 2009 milk prices will be for levels that are 

near those seen in 2008, with the all milk price averaging $18.90 per cwt. 



 

  

Milk supply growth slows 

Near record dairy industry returns in 2004 and 2007, as well as solid returns in 2005 have 

allowed dairy cow inventories to exceed year ago levels for 42 consecutive months. This has 

been unprecedented growth in dairy cows!  

 

The traditional balance that suggested a decline of roughly one percent was needed in dairy cows 

to offset the two percent increase in milk yields so that the net increase in milk supplies would 

not drastically erode profitability has not held true recently. In fact, the industry will have 

experienced four straight years where milk supply growth has exceeded 2 percent annually with 

the close of 2008. However, recently monthly data suggests that milk production growth is 

beginning to slow. After averaging about 3.0 percent from July 2007 through June 2008, with 

only one month registering less than 2.0 percent, data from the August milk production report 

showed growth of only 1.1 percent, following a 1.4 percent growth rate in July.  

 

Rapidly rising production costs are to blame. Despite milk prices that have been at or near record 

levels, returns to dairy producers have been far from record levels as a result of the large increase 

in feed cost the industry has experienced the past couple of years. The cost of producing a 

hundredweight of milk has grown by nearly $4.00 since feed costs began their strong ascent. 

While feed costs have recently moved a bit lower, they still remain at high levels. It is not likely 

that milk prices will soon fall to the lows seen as recently as two years ago given this new level 

of feed costs (remember that class III prices averaged $11.00 per cwt in August 2006).  

 

2008 Farm Bill 

The 2008 farm bill has made modifications to the Milk Income Loss Contract (MILC) program. 

The Milk Income Loss Contract Program (MILC) has been extended, with incremental increases 

beginning in October 2008 for the maximum amount of milk per fiscal year eligible on an 

operation (2.985 billion pounds instead of 2.4 billion pounds), as well as the percentage of the 

difference between the MILC trigger price and the Boston Class 1 milk price that will be used to 

calculate payments (45% instead of 34%). 

 

The interesting aspect of the new MILC program deals with the dairy feed ration cost adjustment 

provision. This actually allows the trigger price for payments to increase when feed costs reach 

high enough levels, making MILC the only livestock industry program currently in place to help 

counter high feed costs. So how high do feed prices have to get before the trigger adjusts 

upwards? The feed price ration is calculated based on nationally reported prices for corn, 

soybeans, and hay. The ration is assumed to be comprised of 51% corn, 8% soybeans, and 41% 

hay. When the value of feed needed to produce 100 pounds of milk exceeds $7.35, the base 

trigger price of $16.94 per cwt (for a Boston Class 1 milk price) adjusts upward by 45% of the 

difference between the dairy ration cost and $7.35. December 2007 was the first time the $7.35 

threshold was exceeded, but every month since then would have resulted in an increase in the 

MILC trigger, with the ration cost of $10.63 for July feed prices increasing the trigger by $3.40 

 [16.94 *MAX(0,(($10.63 - $7.35)/$7.35 * 45%)]  = $3.40. 



 

  



 

  

 



 

  



 

  

 

 
Cheyenne Christiansonôs Holsteins grazing spring oats. 

Cheyenne Christianson, Certified Organic Dairy, Chetek, Wisconsin 
Producer Panel, Mid Atlantic Dairy Grazing Conference and Organic Field Day, October 8, 2008 

 

Milking herd is 70 Holstein cows and 

growing on 280 acres. 

 

Oats are an important annual in the 

grazing program 

¶ Spring oats fit in well in June when the 

grass started to slow down or the first 

cutting grass hay had not re-grown 

sufficiently to graze. The oats gave a 

couple weeks so pasture could re-grow 

or second cut could be grazed. 

¶ Fall oats could carry us into late fall 

when grass once again slowed way 

down. This was a great help in keeping 

quality food going into the cows right up to winter. 

¶ Purple top turnips are grown with the fall oats. The turnips are very cold hardy so grow well 

after frost and stay green even when the ground is frozen. 

¶  Has have found tilling up some acres for annuals has helped immensely in growing feed 

under dry conditions 

 

Grazing taller forage has been good for cows. 

¶ In Cheyenneôs opinion, there is far too much protein and little fiber in short pasture which 
puts a huge load on the energy reserves of the cow as she excretes the excess as MUN and 

BUN. 

¶ Generally, cows graze paddocks that are 12 inches and higher but NOT fully mature. 

 

Grass hay is offered when pastures are short (early spring) to slow passage rate from the rumen. 

  

Soil fertility is another key 

¶ farm still has some low fertility fields but has addressed trace elements and uses things like 

Ocean Grown and liquid kelp to cover the micros nutrient needs. 

¶ Winter bedding pack is the best way to bring a field back to life. 

¶ Has been feeding free choice kelp for 10 years or so which he feels has helped the cows by 

providing many of the traces that may still be missing from the forages. 

 

Hay quality is very important, it is vital for keeping flesh on the cows. This doesn't mean high 

protein "rocket fuel", just really nice hay with good mineral levels.  Seed-heads are usually 

showing at baling but not overly mature. High moisture baleage allows timely harvesting and 

first cutting is generally 12% to 15% protein. Our Second cutting is generally 15% to 18%. A 

mix of first and second cutting during winter feeding makes a nice balance. Our favorite 

paddocks contain Red clover, timothy, and/or brome.  

 



 

  

 

Cheyenne Christianson Dairy - Chetek, Wisconsin 

 

My wife Katy and I and our 7 children (ages 2 to 15) 

have a 280 acre certified organic dairy in northwest 

WI. We are currently at 70 cows and growing as new 

heifers join the herd. 

 

 We moved on our farm in July 1993 and rented for a 

little over a year. We purchased it in the fall of 1994 

and spring of 1995. We started grazing right away in 

1994. Our farm had very run down soils so fertility has 

always been an issue. I have taken a fairly slow 

approach to bringing in fertility inputs, as we focused 

on paying debt down.  

 

 I started the no grain path in about 1994 or 1995 when we had a lot of acidosis in the herd when 

on pasture. Looking back I feel it was from lack of fiber from too short of pasture, not 

necessarily from the grain, which was cob corn. This was the beginning of our future. We grew 

the last corn in 1997 and then fed some oats in 1999. 

 

Most of what we learned was by "accident" and observation, like planting oats for grain but 

ended up grazing them off and it worked great. For many years we did very little tillage (10 to 20 

acres spring and fall), but that changed when it got dry, as we have found that tilling up some 

acres for annuals has helped immensely in growing feed under dry conditions. For years we grew 

some oats in the spring and again in the fall. The spring oats fit in well in June when the grass 

started to slow down or the first cut wasn't off in time for new growth. The oats gave us a couple 

weeks so pasture could regrow or second cut could be grazed. We found the fall oats could carry 

us into late fall when grass once again slowed way down. I feel this was a great help in keeping 

quality food going into the cows right up to winter. We added purple top turnips to the fall plan 

about four or five years ago. The turnips are very cold hardy so grow well after frost and stay 

green even when the ground is frozen. As soil fertility improves so pasture grows better, tillage 

may be less important, but I feel it helped us a lot to till a field that would grow very little fall 

grass, but would still grow nice fall oats. 

 

Somewhere through the years we started grazing taller and taller pasture. I feel this is one of the 

keys to low/no grain. There is far too much protein and little fiber in short pasture which puts a 

huge load on the energy reserves of the cow as she excretes the excess as MUN and BUN. 

Obviously,  the cow will get thin if energy is lacking or being used to excrete excess protein. I 

tend to graze at 12 inches and up. I've even grazed at 3 to 4 feet tall with decent results. This is 

short term and very dependant on grass varieties. Orchard grass doesn't work. Red clover, 

timothy and brome work well. By grazing tall I don't mean fully mature as energy declines again. 

I am doing high stocking to some degree as we give the cows only what they need and often 

move them twice during the day and again at night. If I don't have the height I want because of 

drought or in early spring I will feed a grassy hay to balance things out, slow them down, and let 

the pasture grow. I use manure consistency as my guide. I want to avoid loose manure always. In 

the spring we keep cows on the pack at night so they are full of hay when we let them go pick on 

early grass. Over two to three weeks we transition cows onto full grass. I think it helps the rumen 



 

  

adjust to new lush feed. We only graze on a few acres so the rest can grow before we graze it. 

 

 I think soil fertility is another key so the plants have the minerals needed to raise the Brix and 

provide the nutrition the animal needs. My farm still has some low fertility fields but I have 

addressed traces and use things like Ocean Grown and liquid kelp to cover the micros. The 

winter bedding pack is the best way to bring a field back to life. With all the dry years we've had 

it is amazing how the higher fertility fields will produce compared to low fertility ones. We've 

been feeding free choice kelp for 10 years or so and I think that has helped by providing many of 

the traces that may still be missing. 

 

Hay quality is very important, especially if you milk through the winter. It is vital for keeping 

flesh on the cows to have top quality hay or baleage. This doesn't mean high protein "rocket 

fuel", just really nice hay with good mineral levels. I usually have heads showing when I bale, 

but I don't let it get too mature, and baleage allows baling when it needs to be. My first cut would 

fall in the 12% to 15% protein range and second from 15% to 18% generally. When I mix the 

two in winter it makes a nice balance. We had a lot of poor quality feed from 2007 as it was very 

dry. Much of the hay we bought wasn't that great or possibly low mineral density. By spring 

2008 we had a few cows that lost condition which reaffirms the need for quality hay. Also, much 

of what we bought was alfalfa and it doesn't have enough energy to keep cows fat. Alfalfa also 

has a lot of soluble protein which must be excreted. 

        - Cheyenne Christianson 

 

The following is a article written by Joel McNair, editor of Graze magazine about Cheyenneôs 

dairy grazing operation:  It appeared in the February 2006 issue of Graze 

Well-fed, no grain organic Holsteins 

Chetek, Wisconsin ð Cheyenne Christianson has a simple answer for grazing-based, organic 

dairy producers besieged by escalating costs for purchased grain.  

Don't feed any.  

While he doesn't recommend that everyone follow his route, Cheyenne hasn't fed a kernel of 

grain for nearly six years. And he is making no-grain work under what would seem to be less 

than ideal circumstances.  

For one thing, the northwestern Wisconsin combination of brutally cold winters and late, chilly 

springs boosts energy requirements in the 55-cow dairy herd well beyond those for cattle in 

friendlier climes.  

The milking cows are overwintered on covered and uncovered bedding packs, while dry cows 

and heifers are outwintered on pasture with natural shelter. The other thing that would seem to 

make no-grain tougher here is that Cheyenne is working almost entirely with Holstein genetics. 

They aren't the sort of Hol-steins that win shows, and they don't have the latest hot milking 

genetics. But mature weights average close to 1,500 lbs.  



 

  

Seeing is believing: In October the Christianson Holsteins were in very fine flesh. Granted, they 

were milking 40/lbs./day en route to shipping 11,000 lbs./cow for the year (not counting at least 

1,000 lbs. fed to calves).  

On the flip side, these Holsteins produced a 4.1% average fat test in 2005, never dropping under 

3.91%, and hitting a high of 4.34% on winter rations (calving is April through November). Cell 

counts usually run at 200,000-300,000. Over the past three years, Cheyenne culled 26 cows, for a 

15-20% annual culling rate. And with a $21.76/cwt. milk price (simple monthly average) for 

2005, he is making money at this.  

By later this year Cheyenne, 34, and his wife, Katy, intend to be debt free - 12 years after 

purchasing a worn-out, 280-acre farm (250 tillable/grazeable) from the Farm Credit System. 

Though Cheyenne had grown up on a 25-cow dairy farm, his lack of assets caused some trouble 

in finding a lender. His father co-signed the initial cattle loan and shared some machinery during 

the early going.  

Since then, the Christiansons' net worth has grown from $17,000 to more than $1,000,000 with 

appreciation, or $600,000 without it. After starting with nearly $200,000 in debt - most of it at 

10% interest - Cheyenne says the family has paid at least $1,000 per cow in loan principal each 

year. All debt would be gone by now if the Christiansons had not purchased $230,000 in new 

equipment over the past three years. And the farm has paid for every dollar of family living for 

seven children from a gross income that averaged $120,000 in recent years. "But we do live 

modestly," Cheyenne notes.  

Scoff if you like. Cheyenne and Katy paid only $500/acre for their farm. In hindsight, Cheyenne 

says that perhaps they could have spent more money on improving the fertility of a farm where 

some fields had phosphorus readings below 7 ppm, and less on rapid debt reduction.  

While Cheyenne thinks that no-grain can work for others, he doesn't guarantee success for 

someone with a greater debt load, a non-organic milk market, or management problems that 

might prevent satisfactory performance. And living this cheaply "does require some sacrifice," 

Cheyenne notes.  

But the fact of this matter is that no-grain can work with well-managed pastures and organic milk 

prices.  

Like most farmers in their 20s, Cheyenne worked hard during the early years here. But he suffers 

from narcolepsy, and soon burned out. "For a couple of years, all I wanted to do was sleep," he 

relates. "I had to simplify things. I had to learn to pace myself." In his case, this meant 

eliminating many tasks that dairy farmers and dairy consultants hold near and dear.  

Cheyenne's great streamlining effort coincided with his transition to organic certification in the 

late 1990s. (He got on the CROPP/Organic Valley truck in December 1999.) He stopped filling 

silos, and eventually went to both dry and high-moisture round bales. 1998 was the last year for 

growing corn, and the cattle ate their last grain (oats) in 2000.  



 

  

Milk testing went out the door. So did artificial breeding: For the past six years he has been 

selecting bulls from his own herd.0net income held steady through most of the past six years, and 

increased sharply last year despite the lower herd average. "And it's so much simpler not to feed 

grain," Cheyenne says.  

There are other reasons for this choice. One is Cheyenne's view that the Bible tells us not to do 

too much tinkering with natural systems. He is also convinced that someday markets for "grass-

fed" milk will be more lucrative than conventional organic. Cheyenne would like CROPP to get 

more serious about marketing grass-fed products. "Our operation is gearing up for pasture-fed 

milk, either through CROPP, or by ourselves," he explains.  

Without the grain crutch, Cheyenne has had to focus greater effort on grass management. He has 

tightened his paddock subdivisions, and now prefers to turn milking cows in on 12- to 15-inch 

forage. "In the early years I had them grazing short pastures without enough feed, and ended up 

with acidosis problems," Cheyenne explains. He feels the taller stands offer more dry matter, 

energy and fiber. Cow body condition has improved since the shift.  

The grazing herd is not required to graze down to proper re-growth levels - Cheyenne is willing 

to clip where required. He'll also allow occasional grazing of shorter stands, and judge the 

quality of the ration more by body condition and manure consistency, and less by the bulk tank 

stick.  

Annual grazing crops such as oats and turnips play the quadruple roles of boosting forage 

quality, extending grazing seasons, renovating substandard paddocks, and aiding fertility by 

providing ground on which to apply bedding pack material.  

Many of his older stands are dominated by an early maturing orchardgrass variety that the cows 

don't like. Cheyenne is in the process of renovating about 15 acres each year to timothy, 

bromegrass and red clover, along with some alfalfa and perennial ryegrass.  

His only tillage tool is a Howard Rotavator. In spring, Cheyenne will tear up sod to plant oats for 

mid-summer grazing. Cows get 12-hour breaks, and the oats amount to half of their ration over a 

two- to three-week summer period, with permanent pasture and just a little dry hay making up 

the rest.  

In mid-summer Cheyenne plants other acres to oats and oats/turnips for fall grazing. Oats is 

grazed in October, providing up to 50% of the total ration through strip grazing. The oats/turnips 

mix is targeted to November. Usually he'll plant about 1 to 1.5 bushels of oats and close to 2 lbs. 

of turnip seed per acre. Turnips survive late into fall, while providing additional protein to 

complement late-season forages.  

Cheyenne has also improved his winter forage program, with much of that improvement tied to 

the recent major investment in haymaking equipment. "In the end, we make more money by 

making our own feed with our own machinery, rather than buying," he asserts.  



 

  

 
Cheyenne Christiansonôs Holsteins grazing spring 

oats. 

Lately, Cheyenne has shifted more emphasis to dry bales. "The cows like the baleage, but I like 

the dry hay because there's less risk. I noticed some cows limping when I was feeding more 

baleage, and I was worried about acidosis," he explains.  

Compared to five years ago, Cheyenne feels he now much closer to having the no-grain system 

figured out. "Forage quality is more even. Milk production doesn't bounce around as much as it 

used to, and the cows are in good flesh," he explains. "We're not too worried about milk 

production, because we're profitable."  

After several years, he feels the herd is largely acclimated to going without grain. Culling is now 

mainly a product of cell counts, breeding performance and attitude, as even 11,000-lb. producers 

are profitable in this system.  

With the debt gone this year, and with an eye toward getting his children into the business, 

Cheyenne wants to improve and enlarge on what he has developed. The Christiansons are saving 

all their heifers. This year, they have tentative plans for installing a New Zealand-style swing 

parlor in the tie-stall barn. Cheyenne wouldn't be surprised if he is milking more than 70 cows in 

the fairly near future.  

"We used to think 30 to 40 cows was as big as we wanted to be," Cheyenne notes. But with an 

easy system in place, and his children getting older, he says it seems like the time to head into a 

moderate expansion.  

Cheyenne says he may go back to doing some artificial breeding, probably with New Zealand 

genetics. Another goal is to tighten the calving window to avoid having to harvest as much dairy 

quality hay. He also wants to concentrate more on soil fertility, perhaps through buying more 

bedding straw for compost, tilling down crops, or buying additional lime and/or rock phosphate.  

"I  think we can double our (crop) 

production," Cheyenne asserts.  

And he thinks he can continue to be 

profitable while not feeding any grain. 

Could he make more money if he fed 

some? "Probably a little, if I grew my 

own," Cheyenne responds. If he 

maintained the 15,000-lb. average he had 

when feeding cob corn, the organic milk 

check would likely produce more income. 

He has the land base to make this work.  

"I never tell people to quit feeding grain," Cheyenne emphasizes. "That has to be an individual 

decision."  

But growing grain requires labor that Cheyenne doesn't want to provide. He certainly doesn't see 

any profit in buying expensive, organic-certified grain. With their debt gone, and their Holsteins 

acclimated to the system, the Christiansons feel they are in position to take advantage of future 


