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Bringing farmers’ voice
to the legislative floor

Limited processing
capacity is priority during
Dairy Day at the Capitol
By Missy Mussman
missy@dairystar.com

ST. PAUL, Minn. – While meeting
with Rep. Jeanne Poppe (DFL – Austin,
Minn.), Elinor Opitz shared how
challenging it was finding a market for
her milk when she started dairying within
the last year.
“I called four co-ops before I could
find someone to take my milk,” said
Opitz, who milks 30 cows near Maple
Lake, Minn. “I’m a concrete example of
how challenging it’s getting.”
The limited milk processing capacity
was a major topic of discussion between
dairy producers and legislatures during
Dairy Day at the Capitol on March 16 in
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Minnesota Milk Producer members – (from left) Charles Krause, Morgan Krause,
Elinor Opitz and Pat Lunemann – visit with Rep. Jeanne Poppe (DFL – Austin,
Minn.) during Dairy Day at the Captiol on March 16 in St. Paul, Minn.

St. Paul, Minn.
Marin Bozic, an assistant professor
for applied economics at the University of
Minnesota, led the discussion during the
House of Representatives Ag Committee
hearing.
Bozic said the demand for dairy
products, especially in developing
countries, is expected to increase over the
next 10 years.
“There would be enough demand to
build two to four modern cheese plants,”
Bozic said.
With Minnesota being a leader in
American cheese production, Bozic feels
growth could be beneficial for the state’s
dairy industry.
“If the state is willing and able to
capture that market, it would provide an
opportunity for growth in Minnesota’s
dairy industry,” Bozic said.
In addition to growth in demand,
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The best
decision for
the calves

Zeises build
new barn, install
automated calf feeder
By Missy Mussman
missy@dairystar.com

AVON, Minn. – When Fred
Zeis’ neighbor, Jamie Rosinger,
randomly asked him to look

at automated calf feeders in
January 2013, he did not realize
it would lead to a change in his
calf facilities four months later.
“It was unexpected,” Fred
said. “But I was sold on it right
away.”
In June 2013, Fred and
his daughter, Anna, stopped
using polydome calf hutches
and began raising their calves
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Anna and Fred Zeis check on the calves in their new calf barn. The Zeises built the barn three
years ago and installed an automatic calf feeder on their 68-cow dairy near Avon, Minn.
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Anna Zeis and her father, Fred, stand in their new calf barn on
their farm near Avon, Minn. The Zeises had been using polydome calf hutches prior to their new facility.

in a new calf barn with a Lely
CALM automated calf feeder.
The Zeises milk 68 cows on
their farm near Avon, Minn.
“It’s been great,” Fred said.
“It was definitely an upgrade.”
After deciding to switch
over, the Zeises had to build a
new facility.
“We didn’t have any
existing facilities to work with,”
Fred said.
From the two facilities they

looked at – a solid enclosed
barn and a monoslope loafing
shed – they decided to go with
the monoslope design.
“The calves looked more
active in that set up, and I knew
it would be simple,” Fred said.
“We wanted to make it as simple
as possible.”
The Zeises built a 32- by
32-foot monoslope calf barn.
“It wasn’t very expensive,”
Fred said. “It was a very cost

effective barn.”
The new facility is located
on the south side of the barn and
is in close proximity to the other
two older heifer pens.
“It’s in a central location to
everything,” Anna said.
Fred has seen the benefit of
where the building is located.
“Since it’s set up where the
cattle are, it makes it less labor
intense to move calves in or out
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the growth of dairy in the Midwest has
increased substantially.
“Once again, it is the epicenter for
dairy production,” he said. “Minnesota,
especially, has an abundant water
supply and an existing infrastructure for
processing milk.”
According to Bozic, Minnesota has
19 main dairy processing plants and 23
secondary ones. Fifteen of those produce
cheese; four make milk powder; six
manufacture butter; 17 focus on fluid
milk; 11 make soft products; and 22
produce dairy ingredients.
“That infrastructure is hard to
replicate for other states starting without
the foundation,” Bozic said. “There is
a dynamic future potential for dairy in
Minnesota.”
However, Bozic also said that as of
November last year, the dairy plants in
Minnesota were 93 to 96 percent full while
the state’s milk production had increased
over the last year by 3.7 percent.
“We used to be able to send our
excess milk to South Dakota and other
neighboring states, but their production is
up as well,” Bozic said. “We’re chasing a
limited processing capacity. We need our
milk to find a home in-state.”
Processing plants have expanded for
the past five years to accommodate the
increase in milk production, but it is not
as easy this time around.
“Most of the plants have reached
their limits,” Bozic said. “Some would
have to build a brand new site.”
Looking back on the last 50 years, Pat
Lunemann, president of Minnesota Milk
Producers Association and a dairy farmer
from Clarissa, Minn., said building a new
plant has not happened.
“It’s
only
been
incremental
expansions, but nothing major,” he said.
Hastings Co-op Creamery is one
processor that will need to build a new
site.

“We’re chasing a
limited processing
capacity. We need our
milk to find a home
in-state.”
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“The city is asking the creamery for
a large amount of money to do that, but
eight miles away in Wisconsin, they’re
offering them a much better deal,” said
Jerry Jennissen, a dairy farmer from
Padua, Minn. “It’s important to all of us
to keep them here.”
Dave Frederickson, Minnesota’s
Commissioner of Agriculture, saw that
importance, too.
“We don’t want to lose that,”
Frederickson said. “We need to work on
that to keep the industry growing.”
For some processors, an expansion,
no matter the size, may not be worth the
investment.
“Their return on investment in some
cases will be low,” Bozic said. “The
federal milk price is part of the problem
and the world markets are playing a big
role.”
Because of this, Bozic said farmers
who sell milk to Land O’Lakes have
received letters about a new milk base
system.
“It guarantees the sale of a certain
level of milk, but anything above that,
farmers will be charged more for their
milk if they can’t find a place to sell it,”
Bozic said. “The timing for this isn’t
good for dairy farmers with the milk price
low and projected to decrease further in
2016.”
For farmers who recently expanded,
that can be a big challenge.

“It’s difficult to do an expansion
when milk processors are implementing
more hurdles,” Bozic said.
Mike White agreed.
“It can become impossible for the
next generation to get started,” said
White, who milks cows near Pine Island,
Minn.
Bozic said the dairy industry could
undergo one more year of growth in
production.
“But I’m concerned for late 2017
if there is no action,” he said. “If it’s
not addressed with legislative policy or
private funds, I see a problem in the milk
market occurring in the next year or two.
We need to encourage the milk processing
sector to expand.”
Knowing this, Lunemann said there
are several areas the legislature could
help achieve growth in the processing
sector.
“We need to address the
infrastructure,” he said. “It’s important
the roads and bridges be up to par to not
only bring feed to the cows, but milk
and beef to market. We would support a
significant bond to get ahead of the game
on that.”
Poppe agreed.
“Go big or go home,” the legislator
said. “We would be at a disadvantage if
we don’t fix the roads and bridges. We
have to figure out a sustainable path to fix
them.”
Lunemann also said water resources
should to be made more available to
processors and farmers, especially for
those expanding.
But overall, Lunemann stressed
the need of direct incentives for the
processing sector to expand.
“Every plant we add will allow
more cows and add more business to
Minnesota,” he said.
Beyond emphasizing the need to
strengthen Minnesota’s milk-processing
sector, farmers again stressed the
importance of tax relief for farm
transitions and beginning farmers.
“There will have to be a changing
of the guard,” Lunemann said. “There’s
a high cost for the next generation to get
onto the farm.”
Lunemann suggested tax incentives,
specifically for the retiring generation
to sell their farm to the next generation
and for the state’s depreciation schedule
to be in line with the Federal schedules –
Section 179.
“We want the next generation to
come back so we can maintain the cow
count in the state,” Frederickson said.
Besides infrastructure improvements
to the roads, producers stressed the
importance of having safer roads.
“With numerous undocumented
workers, having a driver’s training
course for them would help us have safer
drivers,” Lunemann said. “That way, they
can do right and obey the laws.”
Environmental regulations were
another topic of discussion, including
streamlining the permitting process to be
consistent, clear and timely.
“We still have high standards but
we have to make decisions on the fly,”
Lunemann said. “We don’t want to wait
until our window of opportunity closes.”
Continued support for the dairy
research facility on the University of
Minnesota-St. Paul campus was requested
again.
“The data we could obtain from this
would help us take the dairy industry to a
whole new level,” Lunemann said.
At the end of the day, Lunemann
drove home that Minnesota is a great
place for dairy.
“We have the land, infrastructure,
water and people,” Lunemann said. “We
can do it all in Minnesota including
having a thriving dairy sector.”

