
How much does it cost to start dairy farming? 
 
Dairy farming is a very capital intensive business – from the cows and calves, to the land and 
the machinery needed to operate the farm, it’s a huge investment. Let’s look at the cost of 
starting a 100-cow dairy. Each cow that you purchase costs on the average $1200-$1600/per 
animal. That is an investment of $120,000-$160,000 just for the cows. On the average you can 
figure two acres of land/cow. Depending on where you have your farm, good tillable land can 
be purchased from anywhere between $1000-$4000/acre. This adds up to an additional 
$200,000-$800,000 for the land needed to feed the animals. You also need a barn and some 
type of milking system to house and milk the cows. This number is harder to come by, 
depending on the type of barn, the age of and condition of the barn, but you can add another 
$100,000-$200,000 for the barn. You will also need some type of farm equipment to help take 
care of these animals. According to the NYS Dairy Farm Business Summary, the equipment 
investment per cow is approximately $2,000/cow. Add this all up and you have an investment 
in the range of $620,000 to over $1,000,000.   
  
This example explains the cost of purchasing all your assets; anyone wanting to get started can 
opt to buy just the cows, a few pieces of equipment, and rent the land and buildings. This 
makes the startup costs much more affordable. Farmers have been doing it both ways and 
some other combinations if they truly want to start farming. As I stated in the beginning of this 
article, farming is a big investment, but if you ask most farmers it’s worth every penny because 
they love what they do.   
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