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Executive Summary
Iowa’s dairy industry represents a stable and in-
creasingly competitive segment of the state’s ag-
ricultural economy, supported by a combination 
of strong production performance, abundant feed 
resources, reliable water access, efficient infra-
structure, and growing processing capacity	 While 
dairy sectors in many regions have experienced 
contraction, Iowa has maintained steady growth 
in milk production, reaching 6	014 billion pounds 
in 2024, alongside gradual expansion in herd size 
and continued gains in per-cow productivity	 This 
growth reflects a system that prioritizes efficiency, 
cost control, and alignment with available markets 
rather than rapid or speculative expansion	

The structure of the industry continues to evolve, 
with fewer but larger and more technologically ad-
vanced operations	 Automation, including robotic 
milking and precision herd management, has im-
proved labor efficiency and production consisten-
cy, allowing farms to remain competitive in an en-
vironment characterized by labor constraints and 
market volatility	 At the same time, Iowa’s strong 
milk quality performance supports premium pric-
ing and reinforces its reputation as a reliable sup-
plier within regional and national markets	

of corn and a major producer of soybeans, com-
bined with a dense network of ethanol plants and 
feed mills, Iowa provides dairy operations with 
consistent access to cost-effective, high-quality 
feed ingredients	 This localized supply chain re-
duces transportation costs, improves ration flex-
ibility, and mitigates risk associated with global 
commodity fluctuations. The availability of distill-
ers grains and specialty soybean products further 
enhances feed efficiency and supports high levels 
of milk production	

One of Iowa’s most significant advantages lies in 
its feed system	 As the nation’s leading producer 

Iowa’s integrated position within the Upper Mid-
west dairy network provides both flexibility and 
stability. Historically, a significant portion of Iowa 
milk has been processed in neighboring states, al-
lowing producers access to diverse markets and 
reducing the risk of localized oversupply	 At the 
same time, new investments in-state processing, 
including large-scale facilities such as the Daisy 
Brand project in Boone, signal a shift toward re-
taining more value within the state	 Increased in-
state utilization is expected to strengthen econom-
ic impact, support job creation, and encourage 
measured growth in milk production	

Transportation infrastructure and water availabil-
ity further reinforce Iowa’s competitive position	 A 
well-developed highway system, ongoing invest-
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ment in roads and bridges, and favorable roadway 
conditions support efficient movement of milk, feed, 
and finished products. In addition, Iowa’s access to 
groundwater resources and rural water systems pro-
vides a reliable and cost-effective water supply, an in-
creasingly important advantage compared to regions 
facing water scarcity and regulatory constraints	

The state also benefits from a mature agricultural fi-
nance system and a coordinated network of support 
organizations	 Specialized lenders, public incentive 
programs, risk management tools, and technical as-
sistance from institutions such as Iowa State Uni-
versity Extension and Outreach reduce barriers to 
investment and support long-term industry stability	 
The statewide branding program, Choose Iowa, fur-
ther enhances market development and provides tar-
geted funding for value-added dairy processing and 
labor-saving technologies	

Manure management represents an additional struc-
tural advantage for Iowa dairy operations	 As a nu-
trient-rich resource, manure provides a cost-effective 
alternative to synthetic fertilizers, supporting crop pro-
duction while reducing input costs	 When managed 
effectively within regulatory frameworks, manure con-
tributes to a closed-loop system that enhances both 
economic and environmental sustainability	

Emerging opportunities in agritourism and on-farm 
processing provide further diversification potential. 
These models allow producers to capture additional 
value, strengthen consumer engagement, and build 
brand recognition in a market increasingly driven by 
local food interest and transparency	

Looking ahead to 2026 through 2030, Iowa’s dairy in-
dustry is expected to experience continued modest 
growth, driven primarily by productivity gains, expand-
ed processing capacity, and ongoing technological 
adoption	 While challenges related to price volatility, 
labor availability, and regulatory requirements remain, 
Iowa’s combination of structural advantages positions 
the state well for sustained competitiveness	

Overall, Iowa’s dairy sector is defined not only by its 
production capacity but by its ability to integrate feed 
production, livestock management, processing, infra-

IOWA DAIRY
AT A GLANCE
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Introduction
Iowa’s dairy industry occupies a unique position 
within both the state’s agricultural economy and 
the broader Upper Midwest dairy region. While 
national trends have pointed toward consolidation, 
regional shifts in production, and increasing oper-
ational pressures, Iowa has maintained a stable 
and gradually expanding dairy sector. This con-
sistency reflects a production system shaped not 
only by farm-level efficiency, but by a combination 
of geographic, economic, and institutional factors 
that influence how dairy operations develop and 
scale within the state.

Unlike regions where dairy production exists in 
relative isolation, Iowa’s industry is closely tied to 
surrounding processing networks, crop production 
systems, and transportation corridors. The state’s 
role as a leading producer of corn, soybeans, and 
ethanol creates a direct connection between feed 
availability and dairy production, while established 
infrastructure and proximity to major markets sup-
port efficient movement of both raw milk and fin-
ished products. These interconnected systems 
shape the cost structure, risk profile, and long-
term viability of dairy operations in Iowa.

Structural shifts within the industry are further re-
defining how value is created across Iowa’s dairy 
supply chain. Fewer but larger operations, in-
creased adoption of automation, evolving process-
ing capacity, and changing consumer demand are 
reshaping production and distribution strategies. 
These developments are occurring alongside con-
tinued pressures related to labor availability, envi-
ronmental expectations, and market volatility, all of 
which influence decision-making at both the farm 
and processor level. Understanding Iowa’s dairy 
industry therefore requires a systems-based per-
spective that goes beyond production statistics 
alone. This report examines the key factors that 
influence dairy competitiveness in the state, in-
cluding milk production trends, processing dynam-
ics, infrastructure, water resources, feed systems, 
regulatory considerations, equipment access, fi-
nancial structures, and emerging diversification 
opportunities. By evaluating these components to-
gether, the report provides a comprehensive view 
of how Iowa’s dairy sector operates today and how 
it is positioned for future growth. 

structure, and market access into a cohesive and 
efficient system. This integration will continue to 
support the state’s role as a key contributor to both 
regional and national dairy markets while provid-
ing a strong foundation for future growth and val-
ue-added development	

IOWA’S CONNECTED DAIRY ECOSYSTEM

FEED 
PRODUCTION

DAIRY  
FARMS

PROCESSING  
FACILITIES

TRANSPORTATION 
NETWORKS

CONSUMERS 
& MARKETS

Understanding Iowa’s dairy industry there-
fore requires a system-based perspective that 
goes beyond production statistics alone.
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IOWA RANKS:

10th

IN TOTAL 
COWS

8th

IN MILK  
PER COW

9th

IN TOTAL MILK 
PRODUCTION

Overview of Iowa’s Dairy Industry
Iowa’s dairy industry stands as a cornerstone 
of the state’s agricultural economy, combining 
long-standing production traditions with increasing 
levels of efficiency, automation, and scale. While 
national consolidation trends have reduced dairy 
activity in many states, Iowa is showing the oppo-
site pattern, with steady growth in both milk pro-
duction and herd size. This performance reflects 
a combination of strong farm-level productivity, 
access to feed resources, and integration with re-
gional processing markets.

In the United States, Iowa’s dairy industry ranks 
10th in total cows, 8th in milk per cows, and 9th in 
total milk production¹. According to 2024 data from 
the USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service 
2025 Iowa Annual Statistical Bulletin, Iowa pro-
duced 6.014 billion pounds of milk. This represents 
a 1.5 percent increase from 5.923 billion pounds in 
2023 and a 12 percent increase compared to 2020 
production of 5.374 billion pounds. This sustained 
growth over multiple years positions Iowa among 
the nation’s larger milk-producing states and ac-
counts for roughly 3% of total U.S. milk production. 
Iowa’s ability to maintain and gradually expand its 
share of national production underscores its con-
tinued competitiveness within the dairy sector.

Milk production gains are closely tied to improve-
ments in productivity. Average milk production per 
cow reached 24,749 pounds in 2024, up slightly 
from 2023 and reflective of ongoing improvements 
in genetics, nutrition, herd management, and tech-
nology adoption. Iowa maintained an average of 
approximately 240,000 milk cows throughout 
the year, a level that remained stable compared 
to 2023 but represents a notable increase since 
2020, when the herd totaled 215,000 head. As of 
January 1, 2025, milk cows that had calved totaled 
245,000 head, up 5,000 from the prior year. These 
figures suggest that herd growth has not been 
speculative. Instead, it has generally remained 
aligned with available markets and processing ca-
pacity.

The structure of Iowa’s dairy industry has contin-
ued to evolve through consolidation. The number 
of Grade A dairy operations has declined over 
time, while herd sizes have increased. This pat-
tern mirrors broader national trends, but in Iowa it 
has not translated into declining milk output. Rath-
er, it has been accompanied by stronger per-cow 
productivity, more intensive use of technology, and 
the growth of professionally managed operations. 
Northwest Iowa counties such as Sioux, Plymouth, 

¹ Rankings pulled from progressive publish.com: https://www.progressivepublish.com/downloads/2026/
general/2025-pd-stats-lowres.pdf

https://www.progressivepublish.com/downloads/2026/general/2025-pd-stats-lowres.pdf
https://www.progressivepublish.com/downloads/2026/general/2025-pd-stats-lowres.pdf
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and Lyon and northeast Iowa 
counties including Winneshiek, 
Dubuque, and Clayton continue 
to serve as important centers of 
dairy activity. Larger operations 
increasingly rely on robotic milk-
ing systems, automated feeding, 
data-based herd management, 
and more advanced manure han-
dling systems to improve labor 
efficiency and production consis-
tency.

From a financial perspective, 
cash receipts from milk and 
cream marketings totaled $1.313 
billion in 2024. This was an in-
crease from $1.116 billion in 2023, though still 
below the unusually strong 2022 level. Average 
returns per 100 pounds of milk reached $21.90 in 
2024. These figures illustrate a central reality of 
the dairy business. Even in a growing production 
environment, financial outcomes remain closely 
tied to price cycles, input costs, and the ability of 
individual operations to manage margins. For that 
reason, Iowa’s structural cost advantages are es-
pecially important.

production, excluding cottage cheese, reached 387.7 
million pounds in 2024. While this level was slightly 
below the immediately preceding years, it remains 
well above 2019 output of 333.9 million pounds,  
indicating meaningful long-term growth in process-
ing capacity. American-type cheeses accounted 
for roughly 212 million pounds, connecting Iowa 
to strong domestic demand and continued export 
growth in cheese markets.

Cheese manufacturing remains one of the stron-
gest segments of Iowa’s dairy econmy	 Total cheese  

Milk quality is another strength. Iowa has main-
tained consistently strong performance in somatic 
cell counts and overall milk quality, allowing farms 

to earn quality premiums within the 
Central and Upper Midwest Federal 
Milk Marketing Order structure. Iowa 
farms have provided a meaningful 
share of pooled volume under Order 
30, reinforcing the state’s reputation 
as a reliable source of high-quality 
milk. In a commodity business where 
margins are often narrow, these qual-
ity advantages matter. They influence 
not only producer pay prices, but also 
processor confidence and the attrac-
tiveness of Iowa milk to new manufac-
turing investment.

The economic impact of the dairy sec-
tor extends well beyond the farm. Pre-
vious economic modeling estimated 
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WHY IOWA IS COMPETITIVE

IOWA 
DAIRY

ABUNDANT FEED RESOURCES
Corn, soybeans, and distillers grains 
provide a reliable, local feed supply.

NUTRIENT CYCLING
Manure application on cropland 

supports soil health and closes the 
agricultural nutrient loop.

WATER AVAILABILITY
Access to quality water supports 
animal health, production, and 
long-term viability.

INVESTMENT & INNOVATION
Continued investment in farms, facilities, 

and technology drives efficiency, 
productivity, and long-term growth.

TRANSPORTATION  INFRASTRUCTURE
Well-connected roads, rail, and proximity 
to major markets enable efficient 
movement of feed, milk, and products.

STRONG PROCESSING BASE
Established processors and 

ongoing investments increase 
in-state milk utilization and create 

value-added products.

dairy-related output in the billions of dollars, with 
tens of thousands of jobs supported directly and 
indirectly through farming, processing, transporta-
tion, feed manufacturing, input supply, and related 
services. Given production growth, inflation, and 
significant new investments since earlier analy-
ses, current statewide contributions are reason-
ably understood to be even larger. Dairy’s value 
to Iowa is not limited to farmgate sales. It lies in 
the year-round business activity and value chain 
development that dairy supports.

intensity of expansion, the pattern of investment 
in Iowa’s dairy sector signals confidence in the 
state’s long-term role.

Several structural advantages help explain this 
performance. Iowa benefits from abundant local 
feed resources, especially corn, soybeans, and 
distillers grains. It also has relatively favorable wa-
ter access, strong rural transportation infrastruc-
ture, and land resources that allow nutrient cy-
cling through manure application on crop ground. 
These interconnected assets contribute to a rela-
tively efficient production environment. While chal-
lenges remain, including milk price volatility, labor 
constraints, regulatory pressures, and the capital  

One of the clearest examples is the planned Daisy 
Brand sour cream and cottage cheese processing 
facility in Boone. The project represents a major 
investment and is expected to create substantial 
milk demand while generating new jobs and re-
taining more value-added processing within the 
state. Facilities of this scale matter because they 
increase in-state milk utilization, reduce depen-
dence on exporting raw milk, and create stronger 
incentives for carefully measured herd growth.

Looking ahead to 2026 through 2030, Iowa is po-
sitioned for continued modest expansion driven 
more by efficiency, productivity, and additional in-
state processing than by rapid herd growth alone. 
That combination is consistent with the way the 
state has developed in recent years and suggests 
that Iowa’s dairy sector will remain an important 
area of agricultural and rural economic opportunity. 
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U.S. Dairy Market Context and Global Market Position
Iowa’s dairy industry operates 
within a national and global mar-
ket that has changed significant-
ly over the past decade. At the 
national level, dairy demand has 
shifted away from traditional flu-
id milk consumption and toward 
cheese, yogurt, high-protein 
beverages, cultured products, 
convenience formats, and spe-
cialty items. This change has 
implications for how milk is pro-
cessed, marketed, and valued. 
States that are well positioned 
for cheese, cultured dairy, and 
value-added manufacturing are 
increasingly better positioned for long-term com-
petitiveness than those tied heavily to traditional 
fluid milk markets alone.

The U.S. dairy industry experienced 
slow but positive annualized revenue 
growth over the 2020 to 2025 period, 
reaching roughly $147 billion in 2025 
according to industry analysis. 

Although profitability was pressured by trade is-
sues, higher equipment costs, and changing glob-
al conditions, the longer-term expectation remains 
positive. Over the 2025 to 2030 period, moderate 
growth is projected for both dairy manufacturing 
and broader dairy market activity. 
Iowa fits within this outlook as a 
state that has continued to grow 
production and is increasingly 
positioned to capture more value 
through processing.

The 2022 Census of Agriculture 
ranked Iowa among the lead-
ing states in milk sales and milk 
production. Even though Iowa’s 
dairy industry has continued to 
consolidate total production has 

remained strong. Iowa remains a meaningful con-
tributor to the group of top milk-producing states 
that dominate U.S. dairy sales and output. In addi-
tion, Iowa has a modest but strategically important 
base of milk processing establishments, includ-
ing plants focused on fluid milk, cheese, specialty 
dairy, goat cheese, and frozen dairy products.

Consumer demand trends are particularly favor-
able for cheese and protein-rich dairy categories. 
Cheese continues to grow globally because it is 
highly versatile across retail, food service, and 
food manufacturing applications. It also aligns well 
with consumer interest in protein, convenience, 
and familiar natural foods. Yogurt and cultured 
dairy drinks have similarly benefited from consum-
er interest in satiety, gut health, and higher protein 

intake. More recently, the growth 
in consumer use of GLP-1 med-
ications has increased demand 
for convenient, protein-dense 
foods, which has contributed to 
innovation in yogurt and cultured 
dairy beverages.

At the same time, the processing 
side of the dairy industry faces 
constraints. Much of the nation’s 
dairy processing infrastructure is 
aging. Older facilities can remain 
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operational, but they are often less efficient, more 
expensive to maintain, and more difficult to retro-
fit for new products or higher throughput. Newer 
product opportunities often require not just new 
equipment, but redesigning utility systems, waste-
water systems, labor structures, packaging lines, 
and food safety controls. For Iowa, this reality cre-
ates both a challenge and an opportunity. It high-
lights the need for investment, but it also makes 
new or expanded facilities in efficient locations 
more attractive.

On the global side, dairy exports remain important 
to balancing U.S. milk supply. U.S. dairy exports in 
2025 approached record levels by value, support-
ed by strong demand for cheese, butterfat, whey, 
and other dairy ingredients in markets such as 
Mexico, South Korea, Japan, Canada, and parts 
of the Middle East and North Africa. Export growth 

is supported by competitive pricing, global protein 
demand, and the need to move value-added dairy 
products into expanding international markets. 
Although not every pound of Iowa milk is direct-
ly exported, Iowa benefits when the national dairy 
system has strong export channels because these 
markets help support product demand and milk 
values.

For Iowa specifically, the national and global con-
text reinforces the importance of continuing to shift 
from being primarily a milk-producing state with 
significant outflow to neighboring processors to-
ward a state that captures more processing and 
value-added activity internally. The national dairy 
market increasingly rewards scale, quality, logis-
tics, and manufacturing alignment. Iowa has many 
of those ingredients in place.

Regional Processing Advantages Specific to Iowa
Iowa’s dairy processing system functions as part 
of a highly integrated Upper Midwest regional net-
work rather than as an isolated state market. His-
torically, a significant share of Iowa’s raw milk has 
moved to processors in neighboring states such 
as Wisconsin, Minnesota, South Dakota, Illinois, 
and Nebraska. This pattern has often been viewed 
as a limitation, but it also reflects a key strength. 
Iowa producers are connected to a broad, flexible 
processing network that can absorb milk efficiently 
and reduce the risks associated with localized ca-
pacity constraints.

Within the Upper Midwest Federal Milk Market-
ing Order structure, Iowa producers benefit from 
pooled pricing mechanisms, quality premiums, 
and access to large buyers. Iowa’s milk quality en-
hances these advantages, since low somatic cell 
counts and reliable production support stronger 
processor relationships and quality-based incen-
tives. Regional integration also protects produc-
ers when individual plants experience downtime, 
capacity constraints, or market shifts. Milk can be 
moved where it is needed rather than becoming 
stranded in a narrow local market.

SHORTER DISTANCES
Lower hauling costs

REGIONAL ACCESS
More processor options

INCREASED RELIABILITY
Milk moves when it’s needed

COST-EFFECTIVE & COMPETITIVE
Strengthening Iowa’s position

THE UPPER MIDWEST  
ADVANTAGE
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DOMESTIC AND 
GLOBAL MARKETS

Iowa dairy products reach 
families, businesses, and 

customers worldwide.

PROCESSING PLANTS
33 plants turn milk into 
cheese, butter, yogurt, 
ice cream, and more.

TRANSPORTATION
Efficient hauling via Iowa’s 

highway network.

DAIRY FARMS
Concentrated in 
Northern Iowa.

FROM FARM TO MARKET: IOWA’S DAIRY SUPPLY CHAIN

Major new facility 
bringing more 
value-added 
processing to Iowa

DAISY BRAND 
(BOONE)

Across 26 counties, 
supporting local 
milk utilization

33 
PROCESSING 
PLANTS

6.014 billion pounds 
of milk produced

240,000 
DAIRY COWS

IOWA DAIRY AT A GLANCE (2024)
Dairy production is concentrated 
in northern Iowa

Processors are distributed 
throughout the state.

Strong interstate network 
supports short hauling distances 
and reliability.

New in-state investments 
increase local milk utilization 
and reduce out-of-state reliance.

WHY TRANSPORTATION 
IS EFFICIENT IN IOWA

>10,000

<500

DAIRY FARMS
Shading indicates relative 
dairy cow population(2024).

DAISY BRAND (BOONE)
New sour cream and 
cottage cheese facility.

PROCESSING PLANTS
33 dairy processing plants 
located across Iowa (2024).

TRANSFER/RECEIVING
7 transfer/receiving stations 
located across Iowa (2024).

WASH STATIONS
9 wash stations located 
across Iowa (2024).

MAJOR HIGHWAYS
Interstate corridors provide 
efficient access for hauling.

MAP LEGEND

IOWA DAIRY: A STRONG, CONNECTED NETWORK
Dairy farms, processors, and transportation systems work together to deliver efficient, 
reliable access to markets and create statewide economic impact.

Transportation efficiency strengthens this posi-
tion. Hauling costs in Iowa tend to be relatively 
favorable because many farms are located within 
practical distance of regional processors. Shorter 
distances improve reliability, reduce spoilage risk, 
and lower transportation cost per hundredweight. 
For a perishable product like raw milk, this logisti-
cal efficiency is fundamental. It benefits both farms 
and processors and becomes even more import-
ant during seasonal fluctuations in milk production.

From an economic development standpoint, re-
gional processing integration should not be viewed 
as a barrier to more in-state processing. Rather, it 
acts as a stabilizing system that allows Iowa to ex-
pand internal capacity without having to build an 

entirely self-contained milk balancing structure all 
at once. This flexibility is one reason why major 
in-state investments are viable. New Iowa plants 
can draw on dependable milk supply while still op-
erating within a wider regional balancing network.

The Daisy Brand facility in Boone reflects this tran-
sition. Rather than replacing the regional system, it 
captures more of Iowa’s milk locally and increases 
the state’s share of value-added dairy activity. As 
additional processing capacity comes online, Iowa 
has the opportunity to retain more milk in-state, in-
crease labor income associated with manufactur-
ing, and strengthen the connection between farm 
production and rural-industrial development. 
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Infrastructure Advantages
Iowa’s transportation infrastructure plays a central 
role in supporting dairy production and processing 
by lowering costs, improving reliability, and allow-
ing efficient movement of raw milk, feed ingredi-
ents, animals, equipment, and finished products. 
The state is strategically located and is served by 
strong interstate and highway corridors. Interstate 
35 and Interstate 80 intersect near the center of 
the state and provide major north-south and east-
west access. Additional corridors such as Inter-
state 29, Interstate 380, U.S. Highway 20, and 
U.S. Highway 30 strengthen connectivity to major 
dairy regions and neighboring markets.

This network matters because dairy is highly time 
sensitive. Raw milk must move quickly and pre-
dictably from farms to processing facilities. Feed 
ingredients must be delivered reliably. Processing 
plants require consistent access to packaging, in-
gredients, maintenance services, and outbound 
freight options. Even modest transportation ineffi-
ciencies can increase hauling costs, reduce flexi-
bility, and create quality risk. Iowa’s highway struc-
ture helps limit these problems.

State transportation investment has reinforced 
this advantage. Highway and bridge improve-
ments have focused on safety, freight mobility, ru-
ral access, and modernization of important corri-
dors. Major corridor work, including improvements 
along Interstate 35 and connections around Ames 

and central Iowa, supports agricultural freight 
movement and helps reduce bottlenecks that af-
fect milk and feed transport. Long-term progress 
on bridge quality and infrastructure conditions are 
important, especially for rural dairy areas that de-
pend on consistent truck movement year-round.

Road condition itself is often overlooked, but it mat-
ters greatly for dairy. Reliable pavement reduces 
wear on tankers and feed trucks, lowers fuel inef-
ficiency, and helps reduce delays. For processors 
considering new facility locations, roadway con-
dition and freight connectivity reduce operational 
uncertainty and improve long-term competitive-
ness. Iowa’s transportation advantage is therefore 
not simply about location on a map. It is about the 
functional condition and strategic improvement of 
the network that supports dairy movement every 
day.
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Economic Impact

The economic contribution of dairy farming in 
Iowa, along with the value-added manufacturing 
activity directly linked to dairy farm production, was 
evaluated using dairy farm data from the USDA 
in combination with an input-output (I-O) model 
of the Iowa economy. Iowa State University has 
continuously maintained an IMPLAN input-output 
modeling system since the mid-1980s. IMPLAN 
provides annual state and county-level estimates 
of inter-industrial transactions that are then used 
to estimate likely economic outcomes from indus-
trial production changes. 

The I-O model used in this analysis was modified 
specifically to align with dairy sector sales in 2024, 
and all monetary values were adjusted to 2026 
dollars to account for price level changes over 
time. Table 1 is based on the data from the 2022 
Census of Agriculture, while Tables 2 through 11 
are derived from the IMPLAN Input-Output mod-
el. As a result, all modeled economic contribution 
values represent 2024 industry activity expressed 
in 2026 dollars. 

Two primary evaluations were completed within 
the I-O modeling process. The first estimates the 
economic contribution of dairy farming in Iowa. The 
second estimates the statewide economic contri-
bution of dairy product manufacturing, including 
fluid milk, cheese, dry dairy products, and frozen 
dairy product processing. Because dairy manufac-
tures purchase raw milk and related inputs directly 
from dairy farms, the model was modified to re-
move these inter-industry linages to avoid double 
counting economic activity between farm produc-
tion and manufacturing sectors. 

This adjustment allows dairy farming and dairy 
manufacturing to be evaluated independently 
while still reflecting their broader contributions to 
Iowa’s economy. The resulting estimates provide 
a more accurate measure of the combined impor-
tance of dairy production and dairy processing 
activities within the state. Together, these sectors 
support employment, generate labor income, con-

tribute value-added economic activity, and create 
additional economic effects throughout Iowa’s ag-
ricultural, transportation, service, and manufactur-
ing industries.

The I-O MODELING PROCESS

1. DATA INPUT
Dairy farm data from USDA
combined with IMPLAN input-
output model	

2. MODEL APPLICATION
IMPLAN I-O model estimates
inter-industrial transactions and
linkages	

3. TWO EVALUATIONS
Economic contribution of dairy
farming and statewide dairy
product manufacturing	

4. VALUE ADJUSTMENT
All monetary values adjusted to
2026 dollars	

5. OUTCOMES ESTIMATED
Economic contributions
measured for 2024 industry
activity expressed in 2026
dollars	
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Iowa’s Dairy Industry Table 1. Iowa’s Dairy Farms

Source: Milk Cow Herd Size by Inventory and Sales, from 2017 and 2022 
Census of Agriculture, Table 17.

Iowa’s dairy industry consists of 
both on-farm milk production and 
the value-added manufacturing 
activities that process milk into 
consumer products and food man-
ufacturing ingredients. Together, 
these sectors contribute to Io-
wa’s economy through agricultur-
al production, processing activity, 
employment, transportation, and 
supply chain expenditures. 

Key information regarding Iowa’s 
dairy industry was obtained from 
the 2022 Census of Agriculture 
and is summarized in Table 1.

Characteristic 2017 2022

Farms with Milk Cows 1,592 1,016

Milk Cows 218,000 238,087

Other Cattle 212,349 204,220

Milk Sales 
(Thousands of Dollars) $864,781 $1,328,940

Other Cattle Sales 
(Thousands of Dollars) $159,977 $190,955

Total Sales 
(Thousands of Dollars) $1,024,758 $1,519,895

For comparison, data from 2017 is also included in 
Table 1. According to the 2022 Census of Agricul-
ture, Iowa had 1,016 dairy farms generating more 
than $1.5 billion in total sales, with approximately 
87% of those sales derived from milk sales (Table 
1).

Table 1 separates dairy farm activity into milk 
sales, and cattle and calf sales, illustrating the 
diversified revenue structure of Iowa dairy oper-

ations. Further analysis of the Census of Agricul-
ture data indicates Iowa’s dairy farms accounted 
for 4.7% of all farms with cattle and calves in Iowa 
while holding 13.0% of the state’s cattle and calf 
inventory. Iowa dairy farms generated 23.9% of to-
tal sales, including milk, and cattle and calf sales, 
among farms with cattle and calves reflecting the 
comparatively high economic productivity and val-
ue generated by dairy production systems. 
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Table 2. Iowa Dairy Products Manufacturing, 2024

Characteristic
Industrial Output  

(Millions of Dollars)
Jobs

Total Labor Income 
(Millions of Dollars

Fluid Milk $921.16 913.69 $83.75

Cheese $858.60 684.97 $60.54

Dry, condensed, and evaporated 
dairy products $1,025.23 661.87 $90.68

Ice cream and frozen desserts $849.85 1,769.45 $158.28

Total $3,654.84 4,029.98 $393.25
Source: IMPLAN I-O model as estimated by the Center for Agricultural and Rural Development (CARD), Iowa State 
University.

$3.65 
BILLION

INDUSTRY OUTPUT

4,030
 

JOBS SUPPORTED

$393 
MILLION

IN LABOR INCOME

4
 

PRIMARY PROCESSING 
SECTORS

Beginning with Table 2, all IMPLAN input-output 
data represent 2024 economic activity expressed 
in 2026 dollars.  The modeling results indicate 
that Iowa’s dairy manufacturing industry consisted 
of four primary processing sectors in 2024: Fluid 
Milk, Cheese, Ice Cream and Frozen Dessert, and 
Dry, Condensed, and Evaporated Dairy Product 
(Table 2). Combined, these manufacturing sectors 
generated approximately $3.65 billion in industry 
output, which is generally comparable to gross 
sales, while supporting 4,030 jobs and $393 mil-
lion in labor income. Among these sectors, Dry, 
Condensed, and Evaporated Dairy Product Man-
ufacturing accounted for the largest share of total 
output, while Ice Cream and Frozen Dessert Man-
ufacturing generated the greatest number of jobs 
and the highest level of labor income. These find-
ings highlight the significant role dairy processing 
plays within Iowa’s broader agricultural manufac-
turing economy and demonstrate the diversity of 
value-added activity supported by the state’s dairy 
supply chain.
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Dairy Industry Payroll Employment
Despite periodic fluctuations 
from year to year, employment 
within Iowa’s dairy processing in-
dustry has generally trended up-
ward over the past decade (Fig-
ure 9). Between 2012 and 2024, 
dairy processing employment 
increased from 3,221 to 3,931 
jobs, representing overall growth 
of approximately 22% (Source: 
Bureau of Labor Statistics). Data 
from the preceding two tables 
were subsequently used to mod-
ify the I-O modeling system. In 
addition, the production charac-
teristics within the model were 
evaluated to ensure they were 
reasonable and aligned broadly 
with dairy cost of production estimates developed 
by Iowa State University. The Iowa State Universi-
ty Extension and Outreach Dairy Team produces 
a range of cost and return estimates across differ-

ent dairy production systems, which served as an 
important reference point for validating model as-
sumptions and industry relationships (see gener-
ally https://www.extension.iastate.edu/dairyteam).

https://www.extension.iastate.edu/dairyteam
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Inter-industrial models track the buying and selling 
relationships that exist among industries thought 
the economy. Because agricultural sectors pur-
chase goods and services from one another, and 
food processing firms purchase inputs directly 
from Iowa farmers, care must be taken to avoid 
double counting when evaluating the total eco-
nomic contribution of interconnected industries. 

This consideration is important within Iowa’s dairy 
industry because the dairy manufacturing indus-
try purchases raw milk products and other dairy 
inputs directly from dairy farms. As a result, any 
assessment of the economic contribution of dairy 
processing activity automatically assumes an in-
crease in dairy production at the farm level. To 
separately measure the economic contributions of 
dairy farming and dairy processing, these inter-in-
dustry linkages were removed within the model. 
This adjustment allows dairy farming to be evalu-
ated as an independent sector without purchases 

from dairy processing industries, while dairy pro-
cessing sectors were modeled without including 
dairy farm purchases that had already been ac-
counted for elsewhere in the analysis.

The adjustments were completed using IMPLAN’s 
Industry Contribution Analysis framework. In addi-
tion to removing purchases between dairy farms 
and dairy processors, transactions occurring 
among the four dairy processing sectors were also 
removed to prevent additional duplication within 
the estimates. These modifications allow the mod-
el to isolate the unique contribution of each sec-
tor while still capturing the broader supply chain 
and household spending effects associated with 
dairy-related economic activity.

Once modified, the I-O model provides a depend-
able estimate of the independent and combined 
economic contributions generated by Iowa’s dairy 
farming and dairy processing industries.

Modifying the Modeling System
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The following tables summarize the economic contributions associated with Iowa’s dairy farming and 
dairy processing industry. Input-output models generate several categories of economic information 
that help quantify the broader effects industries have on the state economy. For the purpose of this 
analysis four primary measures are used: Output, labor income, value-added, and jobs.

Output: 
Output represents the value of industry production over the course of a year and is generally comparable to gross sales or 
total business revenue. In food and agricultural processing industries, output reflects the total value of products produced 
regardless of whether all products were sold within the reporting period.

Labor income: 
Labor income includes wages, salaries, employer-provided benefits, and income paid to business owners for labor and 
management activities. Within agricultural industries, this measure captures both employee compensation and returns to 
farm operators for their labor contributions.

Jobs: 
Jobs represent the annualized employment associated with industry activity. These estimates include full-time, part-time, 
and seasonal positions and are expressed as annualized job equivalents rather than full-time equivalent positions. Be-
cause individuals may hold multiple jobs within a year, total jobs reported within an economy may exceed the total number 
of employed people.  
The results also separate economic activity into four levels of contribution: direct, indirect, induced, and total effects.

Value-added: 
Value-added represents the additional economic value created through production activity and includes labor income, pay-
ments to investors such as dividends, rents, and interest, as well as indirect business taxes paid to government entities. 
Value-added is comparable to Gross Domestic Product (GDP), which is the standard measure used to evaluate economic 
activity at the state and national levels.

Direct values: 
Output represents the value of industry production over the course of a year and is generally comparable to gross sales or 
total business revenue. In food and agricultural processing industries, output reflects the total value of products produced 
regardless of whether all products were sold within the reporting period.

Indirect values: 
Indirect effects capture business-to-business purchases occurring throughout the supply chain, including expenditures on 
feed, transportation, utilities, packaging, wholesale trade, professional services, and other production inputs required to 
support dairy-related industries.

Induced values: 
Induced effects reflect the household spending generated when workers employed in both direct and indirect industries 
spend their labor income throughout the economy. These expenditures support additional economic activity in sectors 
such as retail trade, healthcare, housing, restaurants, and consumer services.

Total values: 
Total effects represent the combined sum of direct, indirect, and induced economic activity generated within the Iowa 
economy.

Understanding Economic Impact Terminology
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Milk Production
The first economic contribution summary outlines 
the multiplied-through economic activity associat-
ed with the production and sale of milk by Iowa 
dairy farms. Table 3 indicates that approximately 
$1.29 billion in dairy sales in 2024 directly sup-
ported 2,418 jobs at the farm level, including farm 
operators, while generating approximately $197 
million in labor income.

The dairy farm activity summarized in Table 3 also 
generated substantial economic activity through-
out Iowa’s supply chain. Dairy farms required ap-
proximately $758 million in inputs from other Iowa 
industries, generating $304 million in value-added 
activity within supplying sectors. Supporting this 
level of indirect economic activity required approx-
imately 1,932 jobs, which generated nearly $158 
million in labor income.

Additional economic activity was generated when 
workers employed within both dairy farming and 

supporting industries spent their earnings through-
out the Iowa economy. These induced household 
spending effects generated approximately $241 
million in additional output, supporting 1,314 jobs 
and $72.6 million in labor income.

In total, Iowa dairy farming activity generated ap-
proximately $2.3 billion in total economic output 
in 2024. Of that total, approximately $940.6 mil-
lion was value-added economic activity, including 
$427.4 million in labor income distributed across 
5,664 Iowa jobs.

The following tables summarize these economic 
relationships for Iowa’s dairy farming and dairy 
processing sectors in 2024. The phrase “eco-
nomic contribution” is used throughout this anal-
ysis because the estimates reflect the total mul-
tiplied-through economic activity associated with 
existing industries operating within the state 
economy. In contrast, the term “economic impact” 
is generally reserved for measuring economic 
changes resulting from shifts in demand, policy 
changes, or external economic events.

The sales and output values reported in Tables 1 
and 2 were entered into the I-O modeling system 
as industry “shocks” in order to estimate the mul-
tiplied-through economic contributions associated 
with dairy production and dairy processing activity 
in Iowa. The following table includes a detailed ex-
planation of the individual components and eco-
nomic relationships presented within the model 
results to assist readers in interpreting the infor-
mation provided. Subsequent tables focus primar-
ily on summarizing the total economic contribution 
estimates generated by each sector.

The Economic Contributions of Iowa’s Dairy Production  
and Processing Sectors

Contribution Jobs Labor Income Value-added Output

Direct 2,417.90 $196,706,324 $489,646,116 $1,286,911,652

Indirect 1,932.37 $158,147,523 $304,477,899 $758,332,825

Induced 1,313.90 $72,570,966 $146,432,289 $241,126,782

Total 5,664.18 $427,424,813 $940,556,303 $2,286,371,259

Table 3. The Economic Contribution of Iowa Dairy Farm Milk Sales, 2024
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In addition to milk production, Iowa dairy farms 
also generated economic activity through cattle 
and calf sales. These sales were modeled sepa-
rately using the cattle and calves production com-
ponent of the I-O model, with the results summa-
rized in Table 4. In 2024, dairy-related cattle and 
calf sales totaled approximately $238 million and 
directly supported 1,117 jobs while generating ap-
proximately $24.5 million in labor income.

After accounting for all inter-industry relationships 
within the model, dairy-related cattle and calf pro-
duction generated approximately $394 million in 
total economic output across Iowa. Of that total, 
approximately $128.5 million represented val-
ue-added economic activity, including nearly $63 
million in labor income distributed among approxi-
mately 1,664 jobs statewide.

Table 5 combines the results from the previous 
two tables to summarize the overall economic 
contribution of dairy farming in Iowa. In total, Iowa 
dairy farms generated approximately $2.68 billion 
in total economic output in 2024. Of that total, ap-

proximately $1.07 billion represented value-added 
economic activity, including approximately $490 
million in labor income distributed across 7,328 
Iowa jobs.

Contribution Jobs Labor Income Value-added Output

Direct 1,117.45 $24,460,895 $55,269,289 $238,194,494

Indirect 353.44 $27,894,512 $51,733,567 $120,190,116

Induced 192.68 $10,641,244 $21,471,831 $35,356,826

Total 1,663.56 $62,996,651 $128,474,687 $393,741,436

Contribution Jobs Labor Income Value-added Output

Direct 3,535.35 $221,167 ,219 $544,915,405 $1,525,106,146

Indirect 2,285.81 $186,042,035 $356,211,466 $878,522,942

Induced 1,506.58 $83,212,209 $167,904,120 $276,483,607

Total 7,327.74 $490,421,464 $1,069,030,991 $2,680,112,695

Table 4. The Economic Contribution of Dairy Farm Cattle and Calf Sales, 2024

Table 5. The Economic Contribution of Dairy Farm Milk, Cattle, and Calf Sales, 2024
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Iowa dairy farms supply milk and dairy ingredients 
to processing sectors that manufacture products 
for both household consumption and use within 
broader food manufacturing industries. The fol-
lowing tables summarize the separate economic 
contributions generated by these dairy processing 
sectors within Iowa’s economy.

As discussed previously, supply chain linkages 
within the model were modified to eliminate dupli-
cate economic activity associated with dairy farm 
production and transactions occurring among 
dairy processing sectors themselves. These ad-

justments allow the economic contributions of 
each dairy processing sector to be measured 
independently while still permitting the total eco-
nomic contribution of the industry to be evaluated 
collectively without double counting.

Table 6 indicates that Iowa’s fluid milk processing 
sector generated approximately $1.78 billion in 
total economic output in 2024. Of that total, ap-
proximately $548 million represented value-added 
economic activity, including approximately $283 
million in labor income supporting 3,801 Iowa jobs. 

Milk Products Manufacturing

Iowa’s cheese processing sec-
tor generated approximately $1.5 
billion in total economic output 
in 2024 and contributed approxi-
mately $423 million in value-added 
economic activity (Table 7). Of that 
value-added activity, approximate-
ly $210 million was labor income 
supporting 2,854 Iowa jobs.

Contribution Jobs Labor Income Value-added Output

Direct 913.69 $83,749,413 $157,777,713 $921,156,006

Indirect 2,022.54 $151,635,418 $294,115,177 $700,386,932

Induced 864.46 $47,789,253 $96,449,157 $158,782,494

Total 3,800.69 $283,174,085 $548,342,047 $1,780,325,432

Contribution Jobs Labor Income Value-added Output

Direct 684.97 $60,539,495 $130,156,772 $858,598,972

Indirect 1,529.43 $113,696,038 $221,549,218 $530,300,666

Induced 639.28 $35,340,460 $71,324,506 $117,420,779

Total 2,853.68 $209,575,993 $423,030,497 $1,506,320,417

Table 6. The Economic Contribution of Fluid Milk Manufacturing, 2024

Table 7. The Economic Contribution of Cheese Manufacturing, 2024
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Manufacturers of dry, condensed, and 
evaporated dairy products generat-
ed approximately $1.68 billion in total 
economic output in 2024 after all di-
rect, indirect, and induced effects were 
accounted for within the model (Table 
8). This sector contributed approxi-
mately $611 million in value-added 
economic activity, including approxi-
mately $246.7 million in labor income 
supporting 2,865 Iowa jobs.

Table 9 summarizes the economic contri-
bution of Iowa’s ice cream and frozen dairy 
products processing sector. In 2024, the 
sector generated approximately $1.39 billion 
in total economic output, of which approxi-
mately $503 million represented value-add-
ed economic activity. Of that value-added 
total, approximately $299 million was labor 
income supporting 3,730 Iowa jobs.

Contribution Jobs Labor Income Value-added Output

Direct 661.87 $90,681,924 $307,096,795 $1,025,234,200

Indirect 1,452.05 $114,490,434 $220,357,860 $520,839,801

Induced 751.38 $41,545,829 $83,852,433 $138,037,025

Total 2,865.29 $246,718,187 $611,307,087 $1,684,111,026

Contribution Jobs Labor Income Value-added Output

Direct 1,769.45 $158,279,539 $239,826,982 $849,853,264

Indirect 1,049.34 $90,455,001 $161,666,846 $369,788,504

Induced 911.37 $50,405,060 $101,739,233 $167,469,805

Total 3,730.16 $299,139,600 $503,233,061 $1,387,111,573

Table 8. The Economic Contribution of Dry, Condensed and Evaporated Dairy Product 
Manufacturing, 2024

Table 9. The Economic Contribution of Ice Cream and Frozen Dairy Product 
Manufacturing, 2024
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Table 10 combines the previous four tables 
to summarize the total economic contribu-
tion of Iowa’s dairy processing sectors in 
2024. Collectively, Iowa dairy processors 
generated approximately $6.36 billion in 
total economic output. Of that total, ap-
proximately $2.09 billion represented val-
ue-added economic activity, including ap-
proximately $1.04 billion in labor income 
supporting 13,250 Iowa jobs.

Contribution Jobs Labor Income Value-added Output

Direct 4,029.98 $393,250,371 $834,858,263 $3,654,842,441

Indirect 6,053.36 $470,276,891 $897,689,100 $2,121,315,903

Induced 3,166.49 $175,080,603 $353,365,328 $581,710,103

Total 13,249.83 $1,038,607,865 $2,085,912,691 $6,357,868,447

Contribution Jobs Labor Income Value-added Output

Direct 7,565.33 $614,417,591 $1,379,773,668 $5,179,948,587

Indirect 8,339.17 $656,318,926 $1,253,900,566 $2,999,838,845

Induced 4,673.07 $258,292,812 $521,269,448 $858,193,710

Total 20,577.57 $1,529,029,329 $3,154,943,682 $9,037,981,142

Table 10. The Economic Contribution of All Dairy Products Manufacturing, 2024

Table 11. The Economic Contribution of All Dairy Farming and Dairy Products 
Manufacturing, 2024

With the individual dairy farming and dairy pro-
cessing sectors modeled independently to elim-
inate double counting, the combined economic 
contribution of Iowa’s dairy industry can be eval-
uated in total.

Together, Iowa’s dairy farming and dairy process-
ing industries generated approximately $9.04 
billion in total economic output in 2024. Of that 
total, approximately $3.15 billion represented 
value-added economic activity, including approx-
imately $1.53 billion in labor income supporting 
20,578 Iowa jobs across the state economy.

Combined Dairy Farming and Dairy Products Manufacturing Contributions
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Table 12 illustrates the distribution of employment 
generated across industries associated with Io-
wa’s dairy farming and dairy processing sectors. 
The table lists the top 20 industries in terms of 
job support, including both the directly measured 
dairy sectors as well as supplying industries and 
household-serving sectors supported through in-
direct and induced economic activity.

As expected, the largest employment contribu-
tions occur within the dairy production and dairy 
processing sectors included directly within the 
analysis. However, substantial employment effects 
are also observed in industries such as wholesale 
trade, truck transportation, warehousing, restau-
rants, management and support services, retail 
trade, and other sectors connected to the broader 
dairy supply chain and household spending econ-
omy.

Industry Jobs

Dairy cattle and milk production (milk only) 3,535

Ice cream and frozen dessert manufacturing 1,769

Fluid milk manufacturing 914

Cheese manufacturing 685

Dry, condensed, and evaporated dairy product manufacturing 662

Truck transportation 619

Wholesale – Grocery and related product wholesalers 470

Wholesale - Other nondurable goods merchant wholesalers 351

Management of companies and enterprises 348

Other Real Estate 346

Support activities for agriculture and forestry 278

Full-service restaurants 255

Couriers and messengers 229

Limited service restaurants 228

Warehousing and storage 210

Hospitals 191

Employment services 173

Retail – General merchandise stores 172

Retail – Food and beverage stores 166

Monetary authorities and depository credit intermediation 153

Table 12. Top 20 Combined Dairy Production and Dairy Products Manufacturing 
Job Creation by Industry
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Iowa’s Water Advantages
Dairy operations require a clean, consistent 
water supply for cattle consumption, clean-
ing, cooling, sanitation, and other daily op-
erations. Water quantity and quality directly 
influence animal health, milk quality, equip-
ment longevity, regulatory compliance, and 
labor efficiency. For that reason, water ac-
cess is a foundational issue in dairy com-
petitiveness.

Iowa can be considered relatively water 
abundant compared to many competing 
dairy states. The state benefits from multi-
ple aquifer systems, robust rural water infra-
structure, and support from institutions such 
as the Iowa Department of Natural Resources and 
the Iowa Rural Water Association. This gives dairy 
operators access to both well water and treated 
water sources across much of the state.

Iowa’s aquifer systems are particularly important 
because wells remain the primary water source 
for many rural farms. The state’s geology sup-
ports a broad range of groundwater resources, 
giving dairy producers options that many western 
dairy regions do not enjoy. In contrast, major dairy 
states in the western United States continue to 
face long-term groundwater depletion, regulatory 
constraints, and significantly higher water costs. 
That difference is not just environmental. It is eco-
nomic and strategic.

Rural water systems further strengthen Iowa’s po-
sition. Regional rural water associations provide 
treated and softened water, consistent delivery 
pressure, and access to service in areas where 
private well development may be expensive or 
technically difficult. These systems reduce some 
of the risk associated with contaminants, variable 
water quality, and on-farm treatment needs.

For operations that rely on private wells, water 
management still requires attention. Regular test-
ing, treatment where needed, and compliance with 
state requirements remain essential. Many farms 
work with county health departments, certified well 

contractors, licensed drillers, or private treatment 
companies to address iron, sulfur, bacteria, hard-
ness, or other water issues. These systems can 
add cost, but they are manageable within Iowa’s 
broader water framework.

Larger dairy processing facilities operate under 
different rules and require stronger municipal or 
industrial water infrastructure. Iowa’s network of 
public water systems, municipal treatment facili-
ties, and wastewater plants supports these indus-
trial uses. Access to such infrastructure becomes 
particularly important for large-scale dairy manu-
facturing investment, where reliable water quantity 
and wastewater handling are major site selection 
factors.

AQUIFER SYSTEMS
Groundwater resources 
support private wells for 
many dairy operations

RURAL WATER SYSTEMS
Regional systems provide 
treated, softened water 
with consistent delivery	

MUNICIPAL AND INDUSTRIAL 
INFRASTRUCTURE
Regional systems provide 
treated, softened water with 
consistent delivery	
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Wastewater Management at Iowa Dairy Operations
Wastewater management is closely tied 
to water access and is a significant reg-
ulatory and operational issue for both 
farms and processors. Dairy wastewater 
in Iowa is governed through a combina-
tion of federal Clean Water Act require-
ments and state-administered programs. 
The exact regulatory structure depends 
on the source, scale, and whether any 
discharge to waters of the state occurs.

At the farm level, many dairy operations 
function as nonpoint sources under Io-
wa’s nutrient reduction framework, but 
large confinement dairies may fall under 
Concentrated Animal Feeding Operation 
requirements and therefore must obtain 
specific permits and maintain nutrient 
management plans. Even when a farm does not 
require a discharge permit, it still must comply 
with state standards related to storage, separation 
distances, land application practices, and manure 
management. These obligations require capital in-
vestment, planning, recordkeeping, and operating 
discipline.

For processors, wastewater management is often 
even more infrastructure dependent. Milk plant 
wastewater, parlor wash water, and other process 
water must be handled through approved sys-
tems. Some facilities route wastewater to munici-

pal treatment systems under pretreatment require-
ments. Others integrate wastewater into permitted 
storage or approved treatment systems. Noncom-
pliance can become costly quickly, making early 
planning and engineering critical.

Wastewater management is therefore not just a 
compliance issue. It is a strategic part of indus-
try development. Where water treatment capacity 
and permitting pathways are clear, dairy expan-
sion becomes more feasible. Where they are 
constrained, costs increase and projects become 
more complex.
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Iowa’s Feedstuff 
Advantages
For dairy farms, feed is the largest oper-
ating expense and commonly represents 
30 to 40 percent of total operating costs. 
This means that feed availability, quali-
ty, and price have a major influence on 
the competitiveness of any dairy region. 
Iowa’s feedstuff advantage is one of the 
strongest arguments for continued dairy 
growth in the state. Iowa produces more 
corn than any other state in the nation 
and ranks among the top soybean-pro-
ducing states. Its combination of local 
crop production, ethanol co-products, 
and distributed feed manufacturing 
creates a feed supply chain that many 
dairy-producing states cannot easily 
match.

CROP BASE ADVANTAGE
Iowa’s crop base is central to this advantage. The state har-
vested record corn yields in recent years and remains one 
of the largest soybean-producing regions in the country. For 
dairy rations, corn provides energy through grain and forage 
through silage, while soybeans support the protein side of 
the ration through soybean meal and specialty products. The 
scale of crop production helps moderate supply risk and re-
duces the need for long-haul feed imports.

CORN SILAGE & ETHANOL LEADERSHIP
Corn silage availability is particularly valuable because 
high-producing dairy herds depend on stable forage quali-
ty and volume. Iowa’s production of corn silage provides a 
dependable forage base for many operations and supports 
integration between dairy farms and local crop ground. In ad-
dition to grain and silage, Iowa’s role as the national leader in 
ethanol production creates one of the state’s most distinctive 
dairy feed advantages.

ETHANOL & DISTILLERS GRAINS
The ethanol industry generates large volumes of distillers 
grains, including DDGs and modified distillers grains, which 
are widely used in dairy rations as protein and energy sourc-
es. Iowa’s network of ethanol plants means these co-prod-
ucts are available throughout the state. Proximity matters 
because it lowers freight costs, allows access to wet or mod-
ified products where appropriate, and gives producers and 
feed mills flexibility in formulation. This relationship between 
ethanol and dairy is one of Iowa’s clearest examples of agri-
cultural synergy. Corn production supports ethanol, ethanol 
supports distillers grains, and distillers grains support dairy.

SOYBEAN-BASED PROTEIN SOURCES
Soybean-based protein sources provide another important 
piece of the ration. In addition to conventional soybean meal, 
Iowa has access to specialty products such as mechanical-
ly expelled soybean meal with higher rumen undegradable 
protein and higher fat levels. Products such as SoyPlus pro-
duced in Iowa give dairy nutritionists and producers more 
tools to increase feed efficiency, support milk fat, and fine-
tune amino acid delivery for high-producing cows. These 
products are especially important where producers seek to 
improve productivity without simply increasing crude protein 
levels.
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FEED MILL INFRASTRUCTURE
The feed advantage is rein-
forced by Iowa’s extensive feed 
mill infrastructure. The state has 
a geographically dispersed net-
work of commercial feed mills, 
cooperative feed departments, 
and custom blending operations. 
This gives producers relatively 
short-distance access to ration 
formulation, premixes, specialty 
ingredients, and bulk delivery. It 
also improves resilience. When 
disruptions occur, producers often 
have multiple sourcing options 
rather than relying on a single dis-
tant supplier.

CUSTOM FEED SOLUTIONS
Iowa’s feed mills range from large 
cooperative systems to inde-
pendent custom manufacturers. 
Many provide precision blending 
and delivery for specific classes 
of cattle, from calves and heifers 
to high-producing milking cows 
and transition groups. Turnaround 
times for custom blends are often 
short, which is important when 
forage quality shifts, commodi-
ty markets move, or herd needs 
change.

THE BOTTOM LINE
Taken together, Iowa’s feed sys-
tem provides a significant struc-
tural advantage. Ready access to 
corn, corn silage, soybean prod-
ucts, distillers grains, hay, and cus-
tom manufactured feed improves 
ration flexibility and supports low-
er-cost milk production. It reduc-
es exposure to supply chain vol-
atility and strengthens the state’s 
long-term ability to support dairy 
growth without depending heavily 
on imported feed resources.
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Manure Management and Nutrient Utilization

Value of Manure as Fertilizer

Iowa’s dairy industry benefits from an important 
but often underappreciated advantage in manure 
management. Unlike many agricultural byproducts 
that require disposal, dairy manure represents a 
valuable resource that contributes directly to farm 
profitability, soil health, and long-term sustainabili-
ty. For operations that integrate livestock with crop 
production, manure provides a practical and eco-
nomically meaningful alternative to synthetic fer-
tilizer. This creates a closed-loop system in which 
nutrients produced on the farm are returned to the 
land, reducing input costs and strengthening over-
all operational efficiency.

Dairy manure contains all thirteen essential plant 
nutrients, including nitrogen, phosphorus, and 
potassium, which are the primary nutrients re-
quired for crop production. The economic value of 
these nutrients can be significant when evaluated 
at commercial fertilizer prices. A herd of 200 full-
grown dairy cattle, each weighing approximately 
1,000 pounds, can generate more than 6.5 million 
pounds of wet manure annually based on standard 
production estimates. Within that volume, the ma-
nure contains substantial quantities of plant-avail-
able nutrients.

Estimated nutrient content from that level of ma-
nure production includes more than 39,000 pounds 
of nitrogen, over 16,000 pounds of phosphate, and 
more than 26,000 pounds of potash. When valued 
at typical nutrient prices, this represents tens of 
thousands of dollars in fertilizer equivalent. Nitro-
gen alone can account for more than $18,000 in 

value, while phosphate and potash can each con-
tribute more than $11,000 depending on market 
conditions. These values illustrate that manure is 
not simply a waste management issue, but rather 
a significant on-farm asset.

For dairy farms that grow their own feed, manure 
can be applied directly to cropland, offsetting the 
need for purchased synthetic fertilizers and reduc-
ing exposure to fertilizer price volatility. This is par-
ticularly important given the rising and often un-
predictable cost of commercial fertilizer inputs. In 
situations where manure production exceeds on-
farm land capacity, producers may also establish 
agreements with neighboring crop farmers. These 
arrangements can include direct manure sales, 
custom application agreements, or exchange sys-
tems in which manure is traded for feed or other 
inputs. In either case, manure contributes mea-
surable economic value to the farm.

ANNUAL MANURE PRODUCTION
from 200 full-grown dairy cattle  
(~1,000 lbs each)

NUTRIENT CONTENT
(Plant-Available)

>$18,000

>$11,000

>$11,000

ECONOMIC VALUE
(at typical prices)

MANURE: A VALUE RESOURCE

>6.5 
MILLION LBS
wet manure

>16,000 LBS
PHOSPHATE

>26,000 LBS
POTASH

P2O5

>39,000 LBS
NITROGENN

K2O
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Nutrient Variability and Loss

Manure Systems and Regulatory Environment

Despite its value, the nutrient content of manure 
is not fixed and can vary significantly between 
operations. Factors such as animal diet, bedding 
material, storage method, handling practices, and 
environmental conditions all influence the final 
nutrient composition. As a result, actual nutrient 
levels may differ from standard estimates, and 
testing is often required to determine precise ap-
plication rates.

Nutrient loss is another important consideration. 
Nitrogen is particularly susceptible to volatiliza-

tion, where it is lost to the air as ammonia. This 
loss can occur rapidly if manure is not incorporat-
ed into the soil shortly after application. Phospho-
rus and potassium, while more stable, can still be 
lost through runoff and leaching, especially when 
manure is applied to open lots or during unfavor-
able weather conditions.

Management practices have a direct impact on 
nutrient retention. For example, manure that is 
scraped and removed from barns on a daily basis 
retains significantly more nutrient value than ma-
nure that accumulates and is removed infrequent-
ly. Studies have shown that solids scraped once 
per year instead of daily can lose up to twice the 
nutrient value. Similarly, open lot systems without 
adequate runoff control can experience substan-
tial nutrient losses during precipitation events.

Because of these factors, effective manure man-
agement requires more than simple storage and 
application. It involves timing, incorporation meth-
ods, storage design, and coordination with crop 
nutrient needs. When managed properly, nutrient 
losses can be minimized and the economic value 
of manure can be more fully captured.

Manure management in Iowa operates within a 
defined regulatory framework that balances envi-
ronmental protection with agricultural productivity. 
Iowa Code Chapter 459 governs animal feeding 
operations and establishes requirements related 
to manure storage, handling, and land applica-
tion. These regulations are administered primarily 
through the Iowa Department of Natural Resourc-
es and are designed to prevent water contamina-
tion while allowing farms to utilize manure as a 
nutrient resource.

Larger dairy operations, particularly those classi-
fied as concentrated animal feeding operations, 
must comply with additional permitting require-
ments and maintain detailed nutrient management 
plans. These plans govern how manure is stored, 

- CHAPTER 459 -
ETHICS IN AGRICULTURE

I O W A C O D
E

OFFICIAL 
CONDUCT

PROHIBITED 
GIFTS

DISCLOSURE 
REQUIREMENTS

ENFORCEMENT 
& INVESTIGATION

CONFLICTS OF 
INTEREST
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transported, and applied to land, including appli-
cation rates, timing, and setbacks from sensitive 
areas such as waterways and wells. Even smaller 
operations that are not classified under these cat-
egories must still follow state standards related to 
manure handling and environmental protection.

The regulatory structure influences both costs and 
opportunities. On one hand, compliance requires 

investment in storage structures, recordkeeping, 
and management systems. On the other hand, it 
creates a framework that supports responsible nu-
trient use and helps maintain public trust in agri-
cultural practices. As environmental expectations 
continue to evolve, manure management will re-
main an area of focus for both regulators and pro-
ducers.

ADDS ORGANIC MATTER 
Enriches topsoil and 
builds fertility

IMPROVES  
WATER RETENTION 
Helps soil hold  
more moisture

ENHANCES  
MICROBIAL ACTIVITY 
Increases beneficial  
soil life

IMPROVES  
SOIL STRUCTURE 
Promotes stable 
aggregates and 
root growth

SUPPORTS LONG-TERM 
PRODUCTIVITY & 
RESILIENCE 
Stronger soils for 
sustainable yields

Comparison to Synthetic Fertilizer
When compared to synthetic fertilizer, manure 
offers both advantages and challenges. From 
a cost perspective, manure can significantly re-
duce reliance on purchased inputs, particularly for 
farms with sufficient land base to utilize nutrients 
effectively. The ability to recycle nutrients within 
the farm system provides a level of independence 
from global fertilizer markets, which are often sub-
ject to price volatility driven by energy costs, geo-
political factors, and supply chain disruptions.

Manure also contributes to soil health in ways that 
synthetic fertilizers do not. In addition to supplying 
nutrients, manure adds organic matter to the soil, 
improving structure, water retention, and microbi-
al activity. These benefits can enhance long-term 
productivity and resilience, particularly in cropping 
systems that rely heavily on continuous corn or 
corn-soybean rotations.

At the same time, manure is more complex to 
manage than commercial fertilizer. Nutrient con-
tent is less uniform, application requires special-
ized equipment, and timing must align with both 
agronomic and regulatory considerations. Trans-
portation can also be a limiting factor, as manure 
is bulky and expensive to move over long distanc-
es compared to concentrated fertilizers.

Despite these challenges, manure remains a clear 
competitive advantage for Iowa dairy operations, 
particularly those that integrate livestock and crop 
production. The ability to convert what would oth-
erwise be a disposal challenge into a valuable in-
put reinforces the efficiency of Iowa’s agricultural 
system and supports the long-term sustainability 
of dairy production within the state.
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Iowa DNR Regulations and Compliance Framework 
Manure management in Iowa is regulated through 
a structured framework administered by the Iowa 
Department of Natural Resources, with oversight 
grounded in Iowa Code Chapter 459 and related 
administrative rules. These regulations establish 
requirements for manure storage, handling, and 
land application to protect water quality while al-
lowing continued agricultural use of nutrients. 
Dairy operations that meet the threshold for con-
centrated animal feeding operations are required 
to obtain construction permits for manure storage 
structures, submit manure management plans, 
and follow specific application guidelines that ac-
count for crop nutrient needs, soil conditions, and 
environmental risk factors. These plans include 
requirements for application timing, incorporation 
practices, and setback distances from water bod-
ies, drainage features, and wells.

Even operations that fall below regulatory thresh-
olds are expected to follow best management 
practices to prevent nutrient loss and surface water 
contamination. The permitting process also gov-
erns the design and capacity of manure storage 
systems to ensure adequate containment during 
periods when land application is not appropriate. 
Compliance is monitored through recordkeeping, 
inspections, and reporting requirements, and vi-
olations can result in enforcement actions and 
financial penalties. While these regulations intro-
duce additional management and capital consid-
erations, they also provide a standardized frame-
work that supports responsible nutrient utilization, 
reduces environmental risk, and reinforces public 
confidence in Iowa’s dairy industry.

Regulatory and Compliance Landscape

Dairy Licensing Framework
As a food product, the milk industry is regulated in 
Iowa. Both the production side of fluid milk and the 
processing side of milk products fall under regula-
tion.  

The processing and sale of milk and milk products 
from the farm falls under regulation from the Iowa 
Department of Agriculture and Land Stewardship. 
Dairy plant regulations cover permits for operation, 

milk quality standards, and facility requirements, 
with specific rules for sales and milk hauler/grader 
licensing. 

Key requirements include having a valid permit to 
handle milk, adhering to specific sanitary and con-
struction standards for facilities like milking barns 
and milk houses, and ensuring all milk is whole-
some and properly handled.  
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Grade A vs. Grade B Constraints

• Milk Plant Permit: mandatory for any facility re-
ceiving, storing, processing, or selling milk or
milk products.

• Grade A vs. Manufacturing Grade:

	○ Grade A: licensed for bottled milk, yogurt,
cottage cheese. A Grade A license is man-
datory for any fluid milk sales.

	○ Manufacturing Grade: permits cheese, but-
ter, ice cream. Grade B is typically meant
to indicate manufacturing of dairy products.

• Renewals & Fees: Annual fees up to $200–
$1,000; hauler/driver permits up to $50/year.

	○ Permits are issued bi-annually.

Facilities cannot produce both categories without 
separate infrastructure, significantly raising costs 
for diversified operations. This separation creates 
particular challenges for processors wanting to of-
fer both fluid milk and manufactured products.

Plan Review Challenges and Inspections

If farm products will go beyond direct-to-consum-
er and include manufacturing, packaging, labeling 
and storage for sale to wholesale, retail, restau-
rants, institutions, etc., then an additional license 
is needed from the Iowa Department of Inspec-
tions, Appeals and Licensing. 

• Processors must apply at least 30 days prior;
based on Iowa Administrative Code 481 Ch.
31, sales determine fee ($75–$500).

• Plan Review mandatory before licensure—fa-
cility layouts and food safety protocols are as-
sessed.

Producers frequently encounter uncertainty around 
equipment certification, especially when sourcing 
used or out-of-state items. Weld quality, material 
standards, and A3 certification for milk-contact 
surfaces require verification. 

To receive any license, testing must be conducted 
in accordance with Iowa Code Chapters 192 and 
194, which regulate milk sampling procedures, 
temperature control, tank agitation, storage con-
ditions, and testing containers. These chapters 
also establish the standards for Grade A and Man-
ufacturing Grade dairies, as well as the conditions 
under which licenses may be suspended. Appli-
cations for a dairy plant license are made at an 
early stage, with initial floor plan designs. This will 
require a facility inspection upon completion. The 
permit is valid for two years.

- CHAPTERS 192 & 194 -
SOIL & WATER PROTECTION

I O W A C O D E

LOCAL 
LEADERSHIP

TECHNICAL 
ASSISTANCE

WATERSHED 
PROTECTION

MONITORING & 
ENFORCEMENT

CLEAN WATER 
FOR IOWA

VOLUNTARY 
PROGRAMS
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FDA/USDA Standards 

Dairy plants must also meet the Food and Drug 
Administration’s Pasteurized Milk Ordinance, 
which sets sanitation, pasteurization and handling 
requirements for fluid milk and milk products. This 
prevents foodborne illnesses like Listeria, Salmo-
nella and E. coli. Products potentially crossing 
state lines also means FDA oversight. IDALS en-
forces regulations, but the basis for governance is 
outlined by the FDA.

•	Facilities must meet FDA Pasteurized Milk Or-
dinance for Grade A and USDA standards for 
Manufacturing Grade products.

Food Safety & Inspection  

Dairy plants require a HACCP plan – a hazard 
analysis critical control points plan to outline the 
steps of the manufacturing process, determine 
food safety risk points and develop procedures 
and plans to mitigate risks. These standards en-
able consumers to have trust in the product and 
ensure that Iowa milk and milk products can safely 
enter supply chains. 

•	Routine inspections by IDALS dairy inspectors. 

•	Protection Task Force guidelines (temp con-
trol, HACCP, recalls) is essential.

Environmental & Zoning Requirements

Depending on their size, Iowa dairies may also 
need Department of Natural Resources (DNR) 
permits. Anything over 1,000 animal units requires 
a construction permit. Any dairy utilizing earthen 
storage for manure requires a permit, regardless 
of the size of the dairy. Dairies under 500 cows 
are still subject to state and county regulations. 
The Iowa DNR provides a siting atlas to assist 
with planning. The construction permit will include 
provisions for both air and wastewater control and 
emissions. For assistance in siting, please contact 
the Coalition to Support Iowa’s Farmers.

Local Equipment in Milk Processing and On 
Farm Dairy Systems

Iowa benefits from a well-established network of 
dairy equipment suppliers and service providers 
that support both milk production and dairy pro-
cessing. This local equipment ecosystem lowers 
downtime, reduces service delays, and improves 
access to modern technology. In an industry that 
depends on continuous operation, local support 
capacity is a major asset.

REGULATORY FRAMEWORK

1. LICENSING & PERMITS
Grade A and Manufacturing 
Grade permits govern dairy 
operations	

2. PLAN REVIEW
Facility plans and equipment 
are reviewed before approval	

3. FEDERAL STANDARDS
FDA and USDA standards 
establish production 
requirements	

4. FOOD SAFETY
HACCP plans and inspections 
ensure product safety	

5. ENVIRONMENTAL 
COMPLIANCE
Permits protect water, air, and 
land resources	

6. EQUIPMENT SUPPORT
Local suppliers and service 
improve dairy operations	
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On the farm side, Iowa has access to parlor de-
signers, automation vendors, robotic milking 
dealers, cooling system suppliers, hygiene prod-
uct distributors, and service technicians. These 
businesses are concentrated particularly in major 
dairy regions, giving producers faster response 
times and greater confidence in adopting more ad-
vanced equipment. Rapid access to parts and 24-

hour service coverage matter greatly when milking 
systems fail or cooling systems are disrupted.

This ecosystem supports continued adoption of 
robotic milking and automation. For farms in the 
small to mid-sized range, robotics can reduce la-
bor pressure, improve scheduling flexibility, en-
hance data collection, and support more consis-

tent cow management. In Iowa, the 
presence of local dealers and tech-
nicians makes these systems more 
practical than they might be in regions 
with weaker service coverage.

Processing equipment support is 
also important. Pasteurizers, vats, 
tanks, packaging systems, cleaning 
systems, and specialty manufactur-
ing lines require installation, mainte-
nance, and technical guidance. Iowa’s 
processors and on-farm value-added 
businesses benefit from access to re-
gional and in-state suppliers who un-
derstand both the technology and the 
regulatory environment. The ability to 
coordinate production and processing 
equipment decisions locally helps re-
duce project complexity and supports 
more efficient capital investment.

Resources in Iowa
Iowa offers a broad and interconnected network 
of resources that support dairy producers, pro-
cessors, and related businesses at nearly every 
stage of development. These resources provide 
advocacy, technical support, regulatory guidance, 
education, marketing assistance, and business 
development support.

Industry organizations provide representation and 
policy support. Promotion groups support con-
sumer education and dairy demand. Iowa State 
University Extension and Outreach provides pro-
duction analysis, financial tools, labor manage-
ment training, robotics evaluation, manure plan-
ning support, and educational programming. State 
agencies oversee permitting, quality standards, 

inspections, and branding initiatives. Veterinary 
diagnostic and laboratory services support herd 
health and milk quality testing. Community col-
leges and workforce partners provide training rel-
evant to dairy and processing labor needs.

This network matters because dairy success is 
not determined by a single factor. It depends on 
how well farms and processors can access exper-
tise, solve problems, adapt to new requirements, 
and identify growth opportunities. Iowa’s strength 
lies partly in the fact that these resources are not 
isolated from one another. They form a broader 
support structure that improves resilience and en-
courages long-term investment.
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Banking and Financial Support Structure
Modern dairy production and dairy processing are 
highly capital intensive. Land, buildings, parlors, 
robotic systems, feed storage, manure systems, 
cooling equipment, transportation, and processing 
machinery all require substantial capital invest-
ment. For that reason, a state’s financial ecosys-
tem plays a major role in whether dairy business-
es can survive, modernize, and expand.

Iowa’s dairy sector benefits from a mature agri-
cultural finance structure that includes special-
ized agricultural lenders, community banks, pub-
lic incentive programs, risk management tools, 
and technical support organizations. Relation-
ship-based lending remains especially important. 
Many dairy businesses are financed through lend-
ers who understand agricultural cycles, herd pro-
duction risk, land values, collateral structure, and 
the importance of management quality.

Farm Credit institutions play a major role in this 
system, providing operating lines, real estate fi-
nancing, equipment loans, and dairy-specific 
expertise. Patronage refunds can reduce the ef-
fective cost of borrowing and help support cash 
flow. Community banks also remain important, 
particularly for family-owned and mid-sized oper-
ations where long-term relationships, local market 
knowledge, and flexibility are valuable.

State and federal programs strengthen this frame-
work. Beginning farmer programs, tax incentives, 
grant opportunities, and USDA-backed loans can 
all help reduce barriers to entry or support specif-
ic types of capital investment. In the dairy sector, 
this is particularly important for projects involving 

labor-saving equipment, new processing capaci-
ty, value-added production, or environmentally re-
quired infrastructure.

Risk management tools also matter. Programs 
such as Dairy Margin Coverage and Livestock 
Gross Margin insurance provide partial protec-
tion during periods when margins become com-
pressed by milk price declines or feed cost spikes. 
These tools do not eliminate risk, but they support 
lender confidence and improve the financial sur-
vivability of farms during difficult periods.

Iowa’s broader support system further improves 
finance access. Extension specialists, support 
coalitions, and agricultural development groups 
often provide financial modeling, feasibility work, 
enterprise budgets, and expansion analysis that 
help both borrowers and lenders evaluate projects 
more effectively. In an industry where a single ex-
pansion can involve millions of dollars, that analyt-
ical support is not a minor service. It is part of the 
state’s competitive infrastructure.

1. PLANNING
Evaluate needs 

& set goals

2. FINANCING
Secure funding 
& manage risk

3. CONSTRUCTION
Build & install 
infrastructure

4. PRODUCTION
Operate efficiently 
& manage costs

5. EXPANSION
Invest in growth 

& innovation

CAPITAL INVESTMENT LIFECYCLE
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Choose Iowa and How the Program Works

Agritourism and On Farm Processing and Stores

Choose Iowa serves as one of the most visible 
statewide initiatives supporting local food and val-
ue-added agriculture. For dairy businesses, the 
program combines branding support, market de-
velopment, and direct financial assistance. It helps 
connect consumers to Iowa-made products while 
also helping producers and processors invest in 
equipment and market access.

The branding side of the program allows partici-
pating businesses to use the Choose Iowa identi-
ty to signal local origin and strengthen consumer 
recognition. This can be especially valuable for di-
rect-to-consumer products, on-farm stores, small 
processors, and agritourism-focused dairy opera-

tions. The digital passport and related promotional 
tools improve visibility and help consumers dis-
cover Iowa dairy businesses.

The grant side is equally important. Dairy Inno-
vation Grants support projects related to on-farm 
processing and labor-reducing technology. For 
small and mid-sized dairy businesses, cost-share 
support can make the difference between delay-
ing and moving forward with major purchases 
such as pasteurizers, packaging systems, robot-
ic units, or cleaning technologies. Because these 
grants require project readiness, matching funds, 
and documentation, they also help reinforce disci-
plined investment planning.

Choose Iowa is important not only for the indi-
vidual businesses that receive support, but for 
what it signals about state priorities. It reflects 
recognition that dairy growth will not come from 
production alone. It will come from stronger links 
between farms, processing, branding, and direct 
market engagement.

Visit Choose Iowa for more information about the 
Choose Iowa Program.

Agritourism and on-farm processing represent an 
increasingly important diversification strategy for 
Iowa dairy operations. These models allow pro-
ducers to capture a larger share of the consum-
er dollar while also building public understanding 
of modern dairy production. In a market where 
commodity milk margins can be thin, value-add-
ed sales and farm-based experiences can provide 
useful supplemental income and stronger brand 
identity.

Examples across Iowa show how this works in 
practice. Farms that integrate production with bot-
tling, cheese making, ice cream production, retail 
stores, tours, events, or school visits can create 
multiple revenue streams from the same core ag-
ricultural business. These models strengthen the 
relationship between consumer and producer and 

help farms differentiate themselves in a competi-
tive marketplace.

https://www.chooseiowa.com/
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Looking ahead, Iowa’s dairy industry appears po-
sitioned for continued but measured growth. The 
most likely path is not explosive expansion in cow 
numbers, but steady gains driven by improved 
productivity, continued automation, better milk uti-
lization within the state, and stronger integration 
between production and processing.

New and expanded processing capacity will be 
a major factor. As more milk can be processed 
in-state, Iowa has the opportunity to retain more 
economic value, support additional jobs, and 
strengthen its dairy manufacturing base. This shift 
will also improve the economic multiplier associat-
ed with milk production and reduce dependence 
on exporting raw milk to neighboring states.

Feed availability will remain a major advantage. 
Iowa’s crop system, ethanol co-products, soybean 
resources, and feed mill network give dairy pro-
ducers unusual flexibility and cost efficiency. Wa-
ter availability and transportation reliability also 
continue to support long-term competitiveness 
relative to regions facing higher environmental 
stress or infrastructure limitations.

On-farm processing allows producers to retain 
more value by converting raw milk into products 
with higher retail margins. Agritourism adds anoth-
er layer by monetizing the farm experience itself. 
Tours, educational programming, events, and re-
tail traffic all increase visibility and can reinforce 
loyalty to local dairy products. These models also 
align well with broader consumer trends favoring 
local food, transparency, and direct connection to 
food production.

Challenges remain, including labor, liability, regu-
latory compliance, and seasonality. Even so, sup-
portive legislation, branding programs, and con-
sumer interest continue to make agritourism and 
on-farm value-added production attractive options 
for some Iowa dairy businesses.

Outlook for 2026 Through 2030 
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SUPPORT SERVICES & RESOURCES

Conclusion
Iowa’s dairy industry is supported by a rare com-
bination of production capacity, feed access, in-
frastructure, water resources, financial systems, 
technical support, and expanding value-added 
opportunity. The state has not simply preserved 
a dairy sector through a time of national restruc-
turing. It has continued to build one that is more 

efficient, more integrated, and increasingly more 
attractive for future investment.

The state’s long-term competitiveness rests on 
several reinforcing strengths. It produces abun-
dant feed locally. It has water resources and rural 
infrastructure that remain favorable compared to 
major western dairy regions. It operates within a 
flexible regional processing network while gradu-
ally increasing its own in-state processing capac-
ity. It supports producers and processors through 
specialized finance, equipment access, Exten-
sion programming, and public initiatives such as 
Choose Iowa. It also offers opportunities for diver-
sification through agritourism, on-farm process-
ing, and local branding.

As dairy markets continue to shift toward cheese, 
cultured products, protein-rich foods, and val-
ue-added manufacturing, Iowa is well positioned 
to grow with those changes. The state’s opportuni-
ty is not merely to produce more milk. It is to cap-
ture more value from the milk it already produces, 
support stronger rural economies, and reinforce 
dairy as a long-term pillar of Iowa agriculture.

Technology adoption will likely continue, especially 
in robotic milking, data-based herd management, 
labor-saving systems, and specialized processing 
equipment. These technologies are particularly 
important in an environment where labor remains 
difficult to secure and operating consistency mat-
ters more than ever.

At the same time, the industry will continue to face 
risk. Milk price volatility remains unavoidable. Reg-
ulatory expectations related to water, wastewater, 
manure, and environmental performance will con-
tinue to evolve. Capital costs remain high, and 
older processing infrastructure nationally creates 
both urgency and expense. Even so, Iowa enters 
this period with multiple structural advantages that 
reduce these risks relative to many competing re-
gions.

Thorough pre-planning, including early consulta-
tion with IDALS and ISU Extension and Outreach, 
reduces delays and costly revisions.

• Iowa State University Extension and Outreach
helps with design, safety, business planning,
and permits.

• Coalition to Support Iowa’s Farmers will help
with siting considerations.

• Dairy Products Control Bureau at IDALS pro-
vides forms, permits, and technical support.

• Department of Inspections, Appeals and
Licensing provides forms, licensing and tech-
nical support.

• Grants & Technical Assistance available
through Choose Iowa Dairy Innovation Grants
and Dairy Business Innovation Alliance
(DBIA).
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THE ECONOMIC IMPACT OF

ALL DAIRY
FARMING & MANUFACTURING

in Iowa

$9.04
BILLION
OUTPUT

20,578
JOBS

70.3%
DAIRY PRODUCTS
MANUFACTURING

25.3%
DAIRY FARM
MILK SALES

16.7%
CHEESE
MANUFACTURING

1.8%
FLUID MILK
MANUFACTURING

18.6%
DAIRY FARM
MILK SALES

15.3%
ICE CREAM
MANUFACTURING

4.4%
DAIRY FARM CATTLE
AND CALF SALES

13,250 JOBS

$1.04 BILLION
LABOR INCOME

$6.36 BILLION
OUTPUT

2,418 JOBS

$427 MILLION
LABOR INCOME

$2.29 BILLION
OUTPUT

2,854 JOBS

$210 MILLION
LABOR INCOME

$1.51 BILLION
OUTPUT

3,801 JOBS

$47.8 MILLION
LABOR INCOME

$159 MILLION
OUTPUT

2,865 JOBS

$247 MILLION
LABOR INCOME

$1.68 BILLION
OUTPUT

3,730 JOBS

$299 MILLION
LABOR INCOME

$1.39 BILLION
OUTPUT

1,664 JOBS

$63 MILLION
LABOR INCOME

$394 MILLION
OUTPUT

PERCENTAGE EACH SECTOR CONTRIBUTES TO TOTAL OUTPUT

$1.53
BILLION

LABOR INCOME

IOWA RANKS:
10TH IN TOTAL COWS
8TH IN MILK PER COW &
9TH IN TOTAL MILK PRODUCTION

DATA SOURCE:   
USDA CENSUS OF AGRICULTURE 2022

ECONOMIC IMPACT OF A 
SINGLE COW: $36,890
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