HOW WE WENT SEASONAL

Kate Yegerlehner

I would not go back to non-seasonal dairying.  At least not unless someone else would milk cows in the winter for me, or if Indiana stopped being cold!  As I write this, I’m looking forward to enduring another morning of half-frozen fingers during tomorrow’s milking, and it’s still October!  Thankfully the saying “If you don’t like the weather in Indiana, just wait a day and it’ll change” can refer to good changes, too, as spring-like weather patterns are forecast for this week and next.

There may be a few disadvantages to being seasonal, but the scales are tipped by far towards advantages in my thinking.  In latitudes without extended temperature extremes, the scales may be less unbalanced.

For us, the most significant challenge is the non-constant milk supply.  This is one of the primary reasons why our initial product of choice in on-farm processing was cheese, because it has a long shelf life and can be sold all year long.  That is, provided we can build up enough inventory to last through the winter.  Not having any product to sell for a few months can create serious cash flow issues without careful planning!

One of the most obvious benefits to seasonal dairying includes the synchronized dry period (i.e. vacation!), which reduces the workload considerably for 2-3 months.  The 24-7-365 schedule discourages some would-be dairy farmers (and wears out those who already do it).  We say on our farm we feel like we go 90 miles an hour from March till Christmas, and then we get to slow down a little (or at least do something different) and recuperate for another round.  It’s the break during the winter that helps us keep going at the pace we do the rest of the year!

There are other benefits as well.  It keeps things fresh.  Calving season.  Breeding season.  Weaning.  Dry-off.  I like not having the exact same routine all year around.  From about August on I’m usually looking forward to not milking cows for a while, but after a period of rest, when March rolls around I’m always excited for a new calf crop and to see the milk flowing again.

Being both grassfed and seasonal go hand in hand because of how the management systems dovetail with each other and the laws of nature.  We don’t have to store or buy high-quality food for lactating cows when it’s not readily available.  When the cows are dry, their diet is mostly brown (stockpiled grass and supplemental hay), and as calving approaches, the green returns along with a higher nutritional value.

The first year we went seasonal (1992, I believe) we actually calved in the fall.  Dad said in the years leading up to that most of our cows were calving in the fall anyway.  It was good in some ways, but he quickly saw that it wasn’t ideal for this climate.  So he decided to switch to spring-calving seasonal.  

To accomplish this, we delayed breeding 6 months and had a really long lactation cycle.  If my memory serves me correctly, we bought a few cows that winter that calved in the spring of ‘93.  This helped to bolster the milk supply a bit.  In those days we still fed a little grain, and I had a greater number of higher-producing cows in the herd.  Of the 100% grassfed cows I have now, if I were making the switch today I would probably have far more cows with an extended dry period than extended lactation cycle!  (IMPORTANT NOTE:  I attribute this maybe even more to a change in genetics, and once-a-day milking, than cutting grain out of the diet!)  This is an important factor to consider for your cash flow if your aim is becoming a seasonal dairy.  

For various reasons, we bought several cows for a few years after going seasonal.  Now I basically have a closed herd, another factor that would limit my options during the transition.

At the time we made all these changes, we still grew some corn and soybeans, which dad says helped a little with the cash flow as well.  If you have any other enterprises or holons, you may be able to use them to help subsidize your transition period.

It’s important to note that though it appears we often made big changes cold turkey, in reality there were often a few years of preparation (even if not purposefully for that particular change) leading up to the change.  For example, we may have transitioned the whole herd to seasonal calving in one year, but in reality many of the cows were already clustered toward calving around that time.  And when we decided one year to quit feeding grain, the change was not incredibly drastic because the levels of grain fed were already very low (and only during lactation).  If your herd is currently calving all year, you may decide to transition over 2-3 years, delaying breeding a few months each year.  

If you want to be 100% grassfed, ease into it as well.  One concern about dropping out the grain is unfavorable conception rates.  We didn’t detect any noticeable change.  I will say that we sold a lot of good cows in the early years that didn’t fit our calving window.  My assumption is that this was partly due to the fact that higher-producing cows don’t always breed back as quickly.  However, bull fertility and other factors could have played just as significant a role.

Conventional genetics truly are different than grassfed genetics.  I believe many animals are able to adapt reasonably to gradual changes, but to expect the same output immediately from a radically different management scenario will likely be an expensive experiment.

In holistic resource management, many (dare I say all?) factors play into decisions you make about operating your farm or business, including resources of land, people, and money.  Look at how everything could either contribute or be affected by the changes you implement.

Your resources include your climate.  Those in the southern U.S. with hot, humid summers (when cows don’t eat as much, don’t milk as much, and don’t breed as quickly) and milder winters would probably have more success calving in the fall.  Central latitudes with both extremes (we border on that area) could possibly go either way, using some high-energy annuals to cushion during the extremes.

One of the things we have learned over the years since we quit feeding grain is the importance of timing of calving in relation to weather/climate.  We used to begin calving the first of March.  Initially, the supplementation of grain provided some needed extra energy to freshening cows, but we had to delay the calving window with no grain because of the lack of growing grass here in early March.  Even at the end of March, we are pushing the envelope because we occasionally have metabolic problems for about two weeks if cows are calving and the grass is too short and lush.  Cold weather and watery grass provide the only environment in which we ever have to deal with milk fever.  For the cows’ sakes we ought to push back calving at least a couple more weeks, but we are not set up well for milking in extreme cold, so milking longer into the winter isn’t always a viable option, either.


There are also those who have a blended herd of fall and spring seasonal.  This might be a favorable option (in terms of cash flow stability) for those with a larger labor resource.  It wouldn’t work for us since our labor force is comprised of about 4 people and 100 milk cows, all of who require a season of rest!


Another aspect I want to touch on is that seasonality meshes well with on-farm processing.  Particularly if you have products like cheese, butter, or ice cream that have a long shelf life (we freeze the butter and dry curd cottage cheese and continue to sell it as long as it’s available through the winter).  On a commercial market, if you’re not selling milk there is no income.  When you have created your own marketing system for your value-added products, there can be more uniform income distribution throughout the year.


I am unashamedly an advocate of 100% grassfed cows because ruminants were designed to eat forages.  That’s just the way it is.  But I realize there are those who find it difficult or choose not to break free of some paradigms.  If you are grazing your cows and want to be seasonal but have no intention of direct-marketing your milk in any form, then you still need to be competitive on the commercial market to stay in business.  In any system of marginal returns, volume is the issue.  You may choose to milk more cows, or to feed more grain (a trade-off with the increased grain prices), but something must increase if you’re not able to set your own milk prices.


We were there for a while.  We went seasonal, still fed low levels of grain, and still sold all the milk on the commercial market.  But dad could see even with our lower costs of production, it wasn’t going to be enough unless we expanded.  That was not our goal, which is why we made the additional changes we did.


It is difficult to find success on the conventional market with unconventional farming practices because they’re two different paradigms.  It has become nearly impossible to maintain the “small family farm” without pioneering down the road less traveled.  This brings me to one of the unexpected opportunities we’ve been given.


The uniqueness of our farm (just like the uniqueness of your own) now has the capacity to both nourish and educate.  Thanks to great organizations like Slow Food (as well as the negative publicity of mass contaminations and recalls) more and more people desire to know where their food is coming from and want a relationship with their farmer.  These relationships and resulting educational opportunities have allowed us to communicate the seasonality of life, really.  For instance, when the cows dry off, we get to teach people why there will be no milk for a few months (and to eat more cheese in the meantime!).  Mama simply needs a rest before the next baby.  To everything there is a season.  For those who understand the reason, a greater appreciation for our food and our earth is usually the result.  

So I encourage you to take risks if necessary and pursue the road less traveled.  We did.  And it has made all the difference.

