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The Need 

Following a year of low milk prices, increasing input costs, 
and good farmers leaving the farm, perhaps the need for the 
subject matter of this year’s Family Farming Conference 
(formerly the Low Input Sustainable Farming Conference) is 
best presented in this email:  
 
Dear Mr. Henning, 
My name is ----- --------.  I live in Wayne County PA on a family 
dairy farm of 60 cows and we are struggling to survive, and yet 
we don't want to give up.  I have read the article about the 
Family Farming Conference on January 20th, in the Farmer's 

Friend.  I am interested to know specifics such as:  The time of the event.  Is it a one day or weekend event?  
Also I would like specific directions to the event once in Geneva NY.   The article is rather appealing as it 
describes the ability to survive on a small family farm that does not require 500 cows.  This is in fact what we 
want.  Any information that you could give us to change from our current dairy farming practices to small 
farming and financially, physically, and emotionally surviving would be immensely appreciated.  Thank you for 
your anticipated response. 
 
Extension’s Response  
� The NWNY Team in collaboration with a group of farmers hosts the annual Family Farming Conference.  
Over 200 people attended this year’s conference – a record breaker for attendance.  About 130 of those 
attended the dairy section.  The conference capitalizes on farmer to farmer education.  This is some of what 
they observed:  
 
Of the five dairy farmer presenters all milked about 35 to 50 cows.  All had herd averages in the 12,000 to 
13,000 pound range.  All grazed.  Three were organic.  Two, the oldest and the newest, were not.  The oldest 
never milked more than 35 cows; has farmed, on his own, for more than twenty years and still sees no reason 
to milk more than 35 cows.  The youngest is having no problems starting a new operation, supporting a family, 
and making all his payments.  One of the organic farmers, feeding no supplemental grain, spent $14,000 on 
capital improvements, $10,000 on his daughter's wedding and paid $45,000 on principal from farm income 
during the last year.  This individual will also have about twenty bred, certified organic, heifers for sale this 
year.  Another organic farmer just made his last farm payment after just ten years of farming.  Every one of 
these farmers reported that they thoroughly enjoyed farming and had time for rest, relaxation, and fun. 
 
The Results 
 Known impacts to date:  Two conventional dairies (Leon Shirk & Floyd Kilmer) want assistance to start 
grazing.  An organic dairy (John Hoover) is seriously considering discontinuing supplemental grain, and one of 
the presenters (Dick Bossard) has offered to mentor one of the conference attendees - a student from SUNY 
Morrisville demonstrating frustration in an education that isn't providing what he is looking for.  By the way, 
those folks from Pennsylvania did attend, along with others from PA and OH. 
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