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Q: Do dairy farms produce a lot of 
greenhouse gases?

A:  Less than 1% of greenhouse gases 
can be attributed to dairy farms.

I have to admit that I don’t think about greenhouse 
gases very often, but I do focus on raising my dairy cows 
more efficiently and other management practices which 
contribute to lowering greenhouse gases.

In researching this topic I found, according to a report 
released by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, dairy production 
contributes less than 1% of U.S. greenhouse gas emissions. 

I know after the turn of the century there was concern of global warming 
and many people thought dairy cows were a major contributor. So dairy 
farmers, through our national organization DMI (Dairy Management Inc.), 
set out to determine our carbon footprint.

Farmers and others in the dairy community have committed to reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions by 25% by 2020. The reduction of greenhouse gas 
emissions is a priority for the dairy industry.

The greenhouse gas lifecycle assessment report by DMI determined a 
baseline for greenhouse gas emissions for every step along the dairy value 
chain. Lifecycle assessment studies the environmental impact throughout the 
products lifecycle from farm to table. The total emissions for a gallon of milk 
were determined to be 17.6 pounds (per the DMI report).  

So, what am I doing to reduce greenhouse gases? Dairy 
management practices can reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Some of these 
practices are increasing feed efficiency and enhancing herd health. Also, 
reducing enteric methane and having a good manure management reduces 
the carbon footprint.

Some of the things we do on our farm: 
We reclaim and recycle water. We re-use water to clean our milking 

parlor and also as drinking water for our cows. 
We give our cows a balanced feed diet. We use a nutritionist to 

balance the diet to optimize production but not over feed nutrients that would 
upset a cow’s stomach and create extra gas. An example is extra protein in 
the diet causes urea nitrogen which we monitor daily in milk samples. 

We manage cow manure. With manure management, we pump and 
inject manure into the soil so nutrients are not lost to the atmosphere. We 
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also add nitrogen stabilizer to the 
manure so nitrogen stays in soil and 
is used by the crops and not lost by 
water leaching or volatizing to the 
atmosphere.  

In previous articles I have 
mentioned some of these daily 
practices involving milk production, 
herd, feed, energy, and manure 
management. As a dairy farmer I also 
am concerned about our environment 
and implement best management 
practices for water and land use. 
Sustainability is one of our key 
business strategies for the benefit of 
our farm, consumers and the dairy 
industry.

As we look to the future with 
larger global population and 
diminishing natural resources, we 
recognize that we must continue to 
find ways to produce high-quality 
dairy food products efficiently and 
responsibly. U.S. dairy cows produce 
approximately four times more milk 
than the average worldwide dairy 
cow; this helps our environmental 
impact considerably. ■


