
Last month’s Compass highlighted the impact of 
expanding butterfat supplies. This month, we’ll 
continue our deep dive into milk composition by 

focusing on protein. The protein shift hasn’t been as 
quick as the increase in butterfat, but it is becoming more 

pronounced. Feed improvements 
have powered the surge in the 
butterfat content of milk in recent 
years while genetics and breeding 
have steadily driven the slower 
rise in the protein. For processors, 
the story isn’t only about more 
milk, it’s also about component-
rich milk and the compounding 
value and efficiency that higher 
components bring.
	        In April, USDA reported that 
U.S. milk production was 1.5% 
higher than a year earlier, with 
year-to-date production through 
April nearing a 1% increase. This 
growth tells an optimistic story of 
recovery, especially since spring 
2024 provided an unusually 
weak baseline for comparison 
due to the impacts from highly 
pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI). 
However, behind the topline 
growth lies a more nuanced 
development. Expansion isn’t 
only occurring in isolation, it’s 
also being matched by targeted 
investments in capacity across 
product categories, including 
cheese, butter, milk powders, ice 
cream, cultured dairy, products, 

and extended-shelf life (ESL) milks. 
	 The consistent increase in solids makes today’s 
milk different. Over the past five years, the true protein 
content of milk has grown at a compound annual rate of 
1.4%. This incremental growth translates into significant 
efficiency gains on the processing side. In 2020, the 
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average farm delivered milk with 12.86% total solids. As 
of last year, the solids content had climbed to 13.27%. 
For cheese processors, using the VanSlyke formula (with 
91% butterfat retention and 38% moisture), the increased 
protein results in an 8.3% increase in cheese yield. That’s 
nearly an additional pound of cheese for every hundred 

Milk’s Processing Value Improves 

Ken’s Corner

        The United States is not 
alone in its pursuit to improve 
the value of milk through 
increasing its component levels. 
The European Union and New 
Zealand—both which facing 
constraints on herd expansion 
because of environmental issues 
or land-use policies—are also 

trying to raise component yields to today’s ever-
growing global demand for dairy products without 
adding milk cows. 	
        While component levels in the European Union 
have held relatively steady in recent years, individual 
member states have successfully grown the average 
butterfat content in milk. Between 2020 and 2023, for 
example, the butterfat level in Ireland’s milk improved 
from 4.17% to 4.3%, and in France it grew from 
4.06% to 4.12%. 
        Likewise, in New Zealand, between the 2019-20 
and 2023-24 seasons, the average butterfat content 
in milk increased from 5% to 5.15% and protein rose 
from 3.96% to 4.03%. The genetic makeup of New 
Zealand’s milk herd has played a major role in  the 
country’s success. More than 60% of New Zealand’s 
dairy cows are Holstein-Friesian-Jersey crosses, a 
genetic blend that delivers high-component milk. 
       For the United States, where most milk cows 
are predominantly Holsteins, that means that the 
potential for further gains in milk components is still 
considerable. MCT



			     MCT Forecast		  		
	 Block*	 Barrel*	 Class III	 Butter*	 Class IV	 Whey**	 NFDM**
May	 1.8450	 1.8075	 17.91	 2.3525	 12.22	 0.5100	 1.5100
Jun	 1.8425	 1.8250	 17.76	 2.5275	 18.16	 0.5175	 1.2075
Jul	 1.9625	 1.8750	 18.98	 2.6475	 18.83	 0.5175	 1.2250
Aug	 1.9300	 1.8200	 18.69	 2.7725	 19.42	 0.5150	 1.2325
Sep	 1.8825	 1.8200	 18.25	 2.8300	 19.86	 0.5150	 1.2550
Oct	 1.8950	 1.8325	 18.40	 2.7550	 19.75    0.5250	 1.2800	
* CME prices. 		
**NASS prices.
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Undervalued Prices Rise 
In the final days of May, CME dairy and milk prices 
climbed. Spot Cheddar traded as high as $1.9475/lb., 

sending third-quarter futures above the $2/lb. mark. 
Markets sensed that U.S. butter was undervalued, 

and within two trading sessions, 
the spot price had reached $2.52/
lb. and continued climbing. That 
drove futures prices higher. 
Nonfat dry milk futures pushed 
into the $1.30s, surpassing 
European prices, which closed 
the gap between U.S. and world 
prices. MCT

 
... increasing solids lead to more challenges
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pounds of milk.
        Powder manufacturers are also benefitting. 
Five years ago, the average milk stream produced 
approximately 9.22 lbs. of nonfat dry milk (NFDM) for 
every hundredweight of milk. Today, a hundredweight 
of milk yields 9.34 lbs. of  NFDM. While these 
gains may appear small on a per-unit basis, large 
processing operations see tremendous gains.
        Of course, progress is rarely without 
complications. Because the growth of butterfat in 
milk has outpaced the rise in protein, some cheese 
processors are encountering challenges. Too much 
fat in the vat can create imbalances that lead to 
quality issues in finished products. For processors 
who aren’t equipped to standardize milk or reallocate 
excess fat into cream, the shift can be more of 
a burden than a benefit. Thus, when it comes to 
milk, even favorable changes need to be carefully 
managed.
        Whey, another byproduct of rising protein levels, 
has often been overlooked. When true protein levels 
hovered near 3%, whey comprised about 20% of 

true protein or 0.6% of solids, with the remainder being 
casein. As protein levels climbed, whey output increased 
accordingly. Sweet whey powder that once averaged 
11-12% protein on a dry basis now approaches 13% 
protein. NFDM has seen a similar trend, with protein 
contents increasing from 35.5% to 36.5% or more. 
These shifts highlight the importance of process control 
and standardization, particularly as interest in protein-
rich foods grows.
        The implications for processors are clear. As 
the composition of milk evolves, so too must the 
strategies to extract milk’s full value, whether that 
means investing in separation and standardization 
technologies, rebalancing product portfolios, or 
rethinking how milk streams are managed within 
facilities. For dairy processors focused on maximizing 
return, these component gains represent a significant 
opportunity. “Valorization” isn’t just a buzzword—it’s 
becoming a fundamental business strategy. In a 
market where efficiency, yield, and protein content 
increasingly define profitability, the milk of today is 
providing new pathways for success tomorrow. MCT 


