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fans, milking procedure 

training, and using an 

internal teat sealant.”   

4. Make investments in the 

farm wisely, but do 

make them.  When times 

are good, consider put-

ting money into cow comfort, heat stress abatement, 

and disease prevention protocols that improve both 

milk production and quality.  Keep your goals in mind 

when making all investments and consult your re-

source team for help when needed.  If these invest-

ments are made during high milk price times, the low 

milk price times may not sting quite as much because 

the farm may be better prepared to handle the blow.   

5. Travel to other farms, both in and outside of the south-

east, to see what other producers are doing.  While 

neighboring producers should be a source of help and 

guidance, traveling outside the county, state, or region 

could provide a new perspective and ideas that could 

be applied at home. 

6. Avoid relying on neighbors to help fill the milk truck.  

If a neighbor sells out and other producers in the area 

don’t produce enough, cooperatives may no longer be 

willing to travel to that area for pick up.  Producing 

more milk allows for added security to maintain your 

business and increase income.  Ways to increase pro-

duction include growing your herd or improving man-

agement and genetics with the same size herd in order 

to increase production per animal.   
 

   Dairy producers are experts at finding ways to make 

things work on their farms.  Children growing up on farms 

watch their parents and grandparents labor, and then natu-

rally apply those same skills when they are old enough to 

do so themselves.  But, as Computer Scientist Grace Hop-

per once said: “The most dangerous phrase in the English 

language is ‘we’ve always done it this way.’”  Although it 

may have worked great then, sometimes the way grandpa 

did it is no longer the best approach now that we under-

stand more about dairying through research, and as the 

market and industry continue to evolve.  So although easi-

er said than done, southeastern producers can do more than 

just survive on their farms – they can thrive. 

Why we can’t thrive farming like our grandfathers 

Many dairy farms are multi-

generational, allowing for a posi-

tive combination of experience 

and new ideas that no one can 

achieve on their own.  However, 

someone growing up on the same 

farm that they eventually manage 

risks continuing to do things the 

way they have always been done.  

The dairy industry has evolved 

through the years that separate the 

generations, making adjustments 

important in order to keep pace.  

Many of our grandparents milked 

in a time when the legal SCC lim-

its were over 1.5 million cells/mL.  Now the limit is lower, 

and cooperatives set even greater expectations, with much of 

the incentive being simply that a producer can maintain a 

place to sell milk.  If unable to meet the SCC limit or fill the 

tanker, a producer could lose their business to someone who 

can do both.  Milk production in the southeast is declining 

while increasing in the rest of the US, implying that other 

farms may be able to compensate.  Below are a few sugges-

tions on how southeastern dairy producers can thrive in this 

ever-evolving industry:   
 

1. Evaluate current practices and seek information on wheth-

er there is a “better” way.  Utilize available help to create 

a resource team, including Extension Specialists, county 

agents, veterinarians, nutritionists, and other producers.  

Get a second and third set of eyes on your farm to find 

areas for improvement because it is easy to overlook 

something after seeing it every day for years.  Several 

small, low-cost management changes could help make 

major strides in helping you reach goals. 

2. Invest in DHIA to track each cow over time and make 

more educated decisions, particularly related to culling or 

breeding chronic cows.  Once milk quality is better under-

stood through SCC, consider sending in milk cultures or 

do it on-farm to determine what type of mastitis-causing 

pathogens you are dealing with. 

3. Set specific, measurable, attainable, realistic, and timely 

(or SMART) goals. Instead of setting a goal to “decrease 

SCC,” a goal could be to “decrease SCC from 300,000 to 

200,000 from last August to next August by investing in 

Dr. Amanda Stone—Mississippi State University 
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Tri-Springs Jersey Farm 

owned, managed, and operated 

by the Moss Family (Paul, Sa-

rah, and Will) in Cottage 

Grove, TN was selected as our 

featured SQMI participating 

farm. Their engagement in their 

dairy operation reflects the 

goals of our project.  Through-

out our time working with 

them, the Moss family mem-

bers have consistently been 

open to change, tried new ideas, 

and actively sought out ways to 

improve their farm.  Most  

importantly, one of the keys to 

their success seems to be the 

generally positive attitude that they hold towards their dairy.   
 

Current state of the farm 

Tri-Springs Jersey currently houses 165 mature cows and is 

raising 133 replacement heifers.  All heifers are raised from 

birth until they enter the milking herd on the farm.  The Moss-

es are farming a total of 450 acres.  The herd is housed in a 

compost bedded pack barn, to which they transitioned from 

straw bedded packs back in 2007.  The Moss family is cur-

rently in an expansion mindset, so the cows are milked in a 

double-12 parallel parlor that was built in 2008. 
 

Keys to success with bedded pack housing 

Cow comfort is a clear priority for the Moss family.  It is easy 

to see this commitment while walking through their housing 

area and observing cows lounging about on a nice, dry, soft 

pack.  In their experience, the keys to accomplishing cow 

comfort are keeping things dry and keeping things well bed-

ded.  Their view is that you cannot have too much bedding, 

and their current bedding strategy is the addition of a trailer 

load of bedding on a weekly basis.  To ensure that they pro-

vide a dry resting surface, the pack is turned twice daily while 

the cows are away being milked. 
 

Importance of housing in milk quality 

The Moss’s dedication to maintaining their pack barns comes 

from the recognition that problems in the pack become prob-

lems in the parlor.  When the pack is not composting as it 

should, they see a substantial shift in subclinical mastitis and 

other milk quality-related issues popping up. 
 

Positive change resulting from engagement with SQMI 

There are two key changes in their milking process resulting 

from their early SQMI 

assessments.  First, they 

altered their milking rou-

tine to include pre-

stripping as part of their 

standard milking routine.  

Second, they have begun 

to take a hard look at their 

pre-dips and are commit-

ted to finding one that 

they are confident is ef-

fective.  This is part of 

their overall strategy for 

maintaining their milk 

quality on the farm, which 

is to focus on all of the 

details. 
 

Attitude is key 

One lesson to share from our work with Tri-Springs Dairy is 

how far overall attitude will take you.  Across all of their man-

agement practices, they take the approach: “If you don’t think 

it will work, then it won’t”, so the only option for success is to 

embrace the changes you are making and expect that they 

should work.   
 

Future direction 

The long-term direction of the farm looks bright.  The Moss 

Family is currently sorting out a plan for the expansion of 

their herd.  They hope to accomplish two goals with this plan.  

First, providing an opportunity to bring another family mem-

ber back into the dairy.  Second, reaching a production level 

that will provide a full load for the hauler. 
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Dr. Peter Krawczel—University of Tennessee 

Cows enjoying a post-milking meal. 

Ample bunk space keeps competition for  

feed low.  

Well-managed pack provides a clean, dry 

comfortable place for the herd to rest. 

Don’t forget genetics when improving milk quality 
Dr. Albert De Vries and Dr. Francisco Peñagaricano—University of Florida  

buy semen from bulls that lower SCC.  Since 1984, the source 

for USDA’s genetic evaluations for SCC has been the infor-

mation collected through the DHI system. The USDA found 

Milk quality and mastitis are primarily determined by man-

agement factors such as a clean environment and good milk-

ing procedures. Genetics also plays a role. Dairy farmers can 

Cow comfort is key at Tri-Springs Dairy. 

https://ag.tennessee.edu/AnimalScience/Pages/PeterKrawczel.aspx
http://albertdevries.weebly.com/
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which includes a lost quality premium of $24 plus $20 for la-

bor, drugs, discarded milk, and milk shipments lost because of 

antibiotic residues. The loss of $44 per lactation is equal to a 

loss of $122 lifetime, which is assumed to be 2.8 lactations. 

As an example, suppose Sire A has a PTA SCS of 2.5 and Sire 

B has a PTA SCS of 3.0. Their daughters are expected to be 

3.0 – 2.5 = 0.5 SCS different, which is valued at a difference 

of 0.5 x $44 = $22 per lactation and $61 lifetime in favor of 

the daughters of Sire A. The right axis in the figure 

shows what the expected change in profit per life-

time is for various SCS compared to an SCS of 3. 

   Emerging genomic testing technologies combined 

with new phenotypic data collection are also shak-

ing up the way milk quality can be improved with 

genetics. Recently, Zoetis launched CLARIFIDE 

Plus, a commercial genomic test that gives dairy 

farmers the ability to genomically select animals 

based on different wellness traits. CLARIFIDE Plus 

allows farmers to identify and select animals with 

reduced genetic risk for six of the most common 

and costly health traits, including mastitis. Zoetis 

has reported that CLARIFIDE Plus can achieve genomic pre-

dictions at an early age with reliability values between 49% 

and 51% for the six health traits. Additionally, the breeding 

company CRV also provides a commercial genomic test 

called HerdOptimizer that allows dairy farmers to genomically 

test young animals for multiple health traits, including clinical 

and subclinical mastitis. These genomic tests are based on 

farm recorded disease cases. Traditional and new genetic in-

formation should be part of any dairy farmer’s tool box to im-

prove milk quality and reduce mastitis. 

that on average, about 12% of the variation in SCC between 

cows is determined by genetics. Genetic values for males and 

females in the “official” genetic evaluations are presented as 

PTA SCS. This stands for predicted transmitting ability (that 

which is transmitted to the offspring) and somatic cell score 

(SCS). The SCS is calculated from the SCC as SCS = log2

(SCC/100,000) + 3. Equivalently, SCC = 2(SCS - 3) x 100,000. 

The figure shows the relationship between SCS and SCC on 

the left axis.   

    The genetic 

trait SCS is 

one of 12 

traits included 

in the lifetime 

profit selec-

tion index Net 

Merit. The list 

of the top 20% 

Holstein sires 

available in 

the US, as 

sorted by Net Merit in the August 2016 genetic evaluation 

(1,780 sires), shows that the lowest PTA SCS is 2.4 (SCC = 

66,000) and the highest PTA SCS is 3.21 (SCC = 116,000). 

The average PTA SCS of the 1,780 sires is 2.80 (SCC = 

87,000). To lower the SCC by means of genetics, dairy farm-

ers should look for sires with low PTA SCS. USDA says that 

“selection for lower SCS reduces the labor, discarded milk, 

antibiotic, and other health costs associated with clinical mas-

titis”. Lower PTA SCS may also lead to higher milk prices, 

depending on the quality premiums paid.  

   The economic value of 1 point greater PTA SCS per lacta-

tion in the Net Merit index was set at −$44 by the USDA, 
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Former SQMI graduate student lands job at major land-grant university 

they both looked up to her as a milk quality specialist and 

teacher.  It was evident at every farm visit that Amanda wanted 

to do all she could to help the dairy producer, who soon real-

ized the positive influence she had on their operation.  Many of 

the students she has mentored have gone on to present data 

from the SQMI project at national and regional meetings. 

   Amanda’s determination to help both dairy producers and 

students made her highly sought after as she looked for faculty 

positions as graduation approached.  Amanda has recently 

been hired as an Assistant Professor and milk quality extension 

specialist at Mississippi State University, where she continues 

to be involved in the SQMI project.  Each one of us involved 

in the SQMI project could not be happier for her or more excit-

ed as she continues the SQMI journey with us.  We look for-

ward to seeing her grow as she continues to influence the lives 

of both the dairy producers she works with and the young dairy 

specialists she mentors.  

   Congratulations Dr. Stone!   

Amanda Stone got her start in 

the SQMI project as a PhD 

student at the University of 

Kentucky.  She took on the 

large task of being the lead on 

96 farm visits, assessing milk 

quality all over the state of 

Kentucky.  During the long 

drives and many short nights, 

Amanda found her love of 

working with dairy producers 

and students, teaching both 

about the importance of milk quality.  Over the course of these 

visits, Amanda would spend extra time explaining the im-

portance of management procedures and answering any ques-

tions producers might have.  Throughout the year, Amanda 

gained the trust, respect, and friendship of not only the pro-

ducers she worked with but also the students she mentored, as 

Derek T. Nolan, Graduate Student—University of Kentucky 



Thank you for your interest in the Southeast Quality Milk Initiative (SQMI).   

 

 

For further information on how to improve your milk quality, visit www.sequalitymilk.com.    

If you have specific questions, comments, or suggestions to enhance milk quality in your area,  

please contact your local SQMI representative listed below. 

 

Florida—Dr. Albert De Vries at devries@ufl.edu or 352-392-5594 ext 227 

Georgia—Dr. Stephen Nickerson at scn@uga.edu or 706-542-0658 

Mississippi—Dr. Stephanie Ward at srhill@ads.msstate.edu or 662-325-8773 

Kentucky—Dr. Jeffrey Bewley at jbewley@uky.edu or 859-257-7543 

Tennessee—Dr. Steve Oliver at soliver@tennessee.edu or 865-974-7172 

Virginia—Dr. Christina Petersson-Wolfe  at cspw@vt.edu or  540-231-4767 

 

 

Enclosed is a Spanish version of the newsletter;  

feel free to copy and distribute this to the Hispanic dairy community.  

 www.sequal i tymilk.com      
  A USDA-NIFA Project  

Fall 2016 

This project is supported by Agriculture and Food Research Initiative Competitive Grant  

no. 2013-68004-20424 from the USDA National Institute of Food and Agriculture. 

file:///C:/Users/Laura/Documents/2014-03-24 desktop cleanup
mailto:devries@ufl.edu?subject=SQMI
mailto:scn@uga.edu?subject=SQMI
mailto:srhill@ads.msstate.edu?subject=SQMI
mailto:jbewley@uky.edu?subject=SQMI
mailto:soliver@tennessee.edu?subject=SQMI
mailto:cspw@vt.edu?subject=SQMI

