
Albert De Vries

Department of Animal Sciences
University of Florida

Gainesville, Florida, USA
devries@ufl.edu

Family farm vs. mega farm 
in the USA

Session 39: “Cattle Debate: Family Farm versus Mega Farm”, EAAP, Copenhagen, Denmark, August 25-29, 2014









What is the issue?

• Ownership: family vs. corporation?
• Labor: family vs. hired?
• Size: few cows vs. many cows? 

Almost all very large US dairy farms are owned by families
Most employees have families too



US dairy farm size is increasing

USDA, 2014



2.4% (n=1600) of dairy farms produced 47% 
of US milk in 2008

Census of Agriculture (2008)



Larger US farms

• Cows identified by numbers, not names
• Less access to pasture
• Standardized operating protocols
• Specialized/trained staff
• A business



Large US dairy farms are more efficient

d

Mosheim and Lovell (2009) AJAE91



Cost to produce milk in 2012

USDA-ERS, 2014



Health problems

USDA-NAHMS, 2009



Herd size: DHIA (milk test) results

Dairymetrics, www.drms.org (March 7, 2014)



"At Threemile Canyon Farms, we believe that sound business 
practices and sound environmental practices go hand in hand."

• 32,000 dairy cows
• 36,000 youngstock
• 860,000 kg milk/day
• 16,000 hectares crops
• >200 employees

http://www.threemilecanyonfarms.com
Oregon, USA 



Threemile Canyon Farms

Goals and Expectations
• “Manager: My job is to set the goals, provide training and 

tools to achieve goals, set critical control points (CCPs) 
and monitor progress.”

• “Our focus is on prevention (vaccines, cow comfort, 
nutrition, critical control points)”

• “It is not normal for cows to get sick or to die.”
• “Its about nutrition and management.”
• “We undergo a twice a year animal welfare audit.”
• “Antibiotics and hormones are not looked upon well by 

the general public and are a risk to our operation.”



a US view: larger dairy farms …

• Are the future
– Profitable, efficient, sufficient cow welfare
– Small farms may survive

• Fit in landscape: large open spaces
• Match American attitude of growth, self-

reliance, rewarding success


