
WHY DO WE CARE? 
Groundwater supplies 97% of rural water needs (U.S. Dept. of the Interior. U.S. Geological Survey). 
While drought concerns in NNY and elsewhere in the U.S. have been reduced, the long-term need to conserve 
water has not.  
 
How much do we use? 

Today’s modern dairy facilities will use between 50 to 200 gallons of water per cow per day depending 
on the operation. Water usage on dairy farms can be divided into two general categories: direct and 
indirect use. 

 
Direct water usage involves drinking water for dairy animals (cows, heifers, calves). This typically accounts for 
50% to 75% of a dairy farms water use.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Indirect usage is the water required for the general operation of the dairy facility such as plate coolers, plant 
washing, and general use. Plate coolers, for example can take up to 25% of the total water use on the farm.  

Dr. 

Craig V. Thomas, Michigan State University Extension 

Here is a quick water check to prioritize key water issues and challenge current habit: 

 Check for leaks 

 Water re-use, especially pre-cooler water 

  ‘Hose happy’ people! 

  Waste water disposal 

Function Water used 

 Pre-Cooler 2-4 pounds of water per pound of milk cooled 

Bulk Tank Clean -Up 50-60 gallons per wash 

Milking System Clean - Up 75-125 gallons per wash 

Milking Center Clean - Up 800 – 1200 gallons per milking 

Prepping cows for milking Quarter to half gallon per cow per milking 

  Gallons/head/day 

Calves   6 – 10 

Heifers 10 – 15 

Dry Cows 20 - 30 

Milking Cows 35 - 50 *During periods of heat stress water 
intake can easily double 

continued... 



If you only did one thing… Leaks in water lines lose a lot of water if they are 
not repaired promptly. Many dairies have small “wet spots” in farmyards 
due to leaks at above ground or underground pipe joints.  

A leak the size of a small nail can lead to a loss of 3,718 gallons per day or 
1,357,070 gallons per year. What does a dripping tap or joint cost you? A 
leak of ¼ of a gallon per minute raises water consumption by the same 
amount as increasing a dairy herd by 25 animals.  

 
Make sure plate coolers are using water 
efficiently. Plate coolers can use about 2 to 4 pounds of water to cool 1 pound of 
milk. An Ohio study reduced water flow rate through plate coolers by 50 
percent, with no impact on milk cooling. Plate coolers can account for up to 25% 
of total water use all of which can be recycled.  
 
Overflowing water bowls and stock water troughs also lose a lot of water. At 
least 10 percent of all water troughs and water buckets are going to have water 
waste due to improperly adjusted floats. While it might not look like a lot of 
water, 28 ounces per 10 seconds can result in 700,000 to 1.5 million gallons of 
water per year in excess water use. If this water finds its way to your slurry or 
waste water system, you will also have 
the additional cost of extra hauling. Also, 
evaluate water trough cleaning protocols. 

A brush and bucket can be very effective for some cleaning.  
 
Water is critical to meet sanitation requirements in milking centers. 
Monitor milk house and parlor wash cycles by metering water usage. 
Train employees optimize water use by following proper cow prep and 
milking system cleaning protocols.  
 
Evidence suggests little difference between general milking center 
cleanliness and the amount of water used.  

 
Map farm water system:  

1. Assess opportunities for improvement 

2. Prepare a plan (easy things first) 

3. Get everyone on the farm involved 

4. Review progress every 3 months 
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“Through conservation, we could reduce water usage at least 20 percent without impacting profitability of 

milk production.” Joseph Harner, Biological and Agricultural Engineer at Kansas State University 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  
or jefferson@cornell.edu. 

 

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
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