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The Uruguayan dairy industry has enjoyed dynamic
growth during the past 35 years, with a mean growth
rate of ~4% year!, which contrasts favorably with
the 2.6% year' growth rate of the global economy(").
This high growth started in the 1980°s when the
main orientation of the industry shifted from the in-
ternal to the external market. Indeed, over 70% of
Uruguayan milk is now exported, mainly as milk
powder with or without fat, cheese and butter. This
growth has moved Uruguay to 7t place among
world dairy exporters, only behind New Zealand, the
European Union, the United States, Australia, Ar-
gentina and Belorussia. While milk produced in Uru-
guay is processed by more than 50 companies, it is
a concentrated market with the cooperative
Conaprole processing over 70% of the milk shipped
by farmers, and with 5 other companies they pro-
cess over 95% of the milk("). As a direct result of the
growth in the Uruguayan dairy industry, milk and
milk products now comprise 12 to 13% of all agricul-
tural products exported by Uruguay, which repre-
sents over 60% of the value of all Uruguayan ex-
ports. In addition, the dairy industry employs 7500
people in dairy processing, and 8500 in primary pro-
duction.@ This increase in the international com-
petitiveness of the Uruguayan dairy chain has been
largely based on the low cost of milk production and
low levels of indebtedness. However, the strong in-
ternational orientation of the contemporary Uru-
guayan dairy industry results in high exposure to
milk price volatility since relatively small changes in
international production or demand of milk can rap-
idly and substantively impact on international dairy
prices.

Business and farming strategies of the primary dairy
sector (i.e. farms) explain most of the long-term in-
creased competitiveness of the Uruguayan dairy in-
dustry. The main strategy has been a sustained in-
crease in productivity (liters ha') based on higher
individual milk production per cow and higher stock-
ing rates (i.e. cows per land area), in addition to
higher overall herd efficiency (i.e. higher ratio of pro-
ductive to non-productive dairy cows in herds). This
has occurred without significant change in diet com-
position, but is based on efficient dietary supple-
mentation levels of conserved forages and concen-
trates as grazing conditions change throughout the
year.(® This strategy has also involved improvement
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in agronomic practices such as land use (e.g. >90%
incorporation of zero plugging systems that posi-
tively impact soil conservation and productivity), and
better design and management of rotational grazing
systems that include annual and perennial crops
used for direct grazing or conservation, as appropri-
ate. Productivity increases at the farm level have
also been due to investment in farm infrastructure
such as concrete feeding pads, feed mixers and ra-
tion delivery wagons. As a result, the Uruguayan
dairy system can, be defined as a ‘Pasture-Based
Dairy System’ that has the flexibility to reduce or in-
crease external inputs, mainly feed concentrates
and pasture fertilizers, appropriate for changing ag-
ronomic conditions in order to minimize the cost of
milk production.

A recent event (Foro Inale 20214)) assessed the
competitiveness of the Uruguayan dairy industry
from different perspectives. While the previous par-
agraph highlighted the characteristics that create
competitiveness of the primary dairy sector, the
weakness in the competitiveness of this sector at
the international level includes low productivity of
land (i.e. milk yield per hectare) and labor (i.e. liters
of milk produced per unit of labor), low efficiency of
conversion of the dry matter consumed by cows to
milk solids production, and low efficiency of produc-
tion of replacement cows. While there has been
much improvement in pasture management, as well
as health and animal welfare, there is much that can
be done in herd preventive medicine —especially
that directly linked to reducing the use of antibiotics
in order to enhance the “green” image of our natural
pastoral milk productive system. However, there
have also been negative collateral effects during the
farm intensification process. These include high
losses of farms (over 50%), closure of smaller dairy
processors, negative environmental issues in some
areas linked to dairy farming (e.g. Santa Lucia ba-
sin), and emerging issues related to dairy cow wel-
fare and health. Nevertheless, the environmental
impacts of dairy farming have largely been ad-
dressed at the farm level based on national and in-
ternational research, on pasture-based intensive
dairy systems which have also shown to have good
animal welfare indices. In contrast, the social di-
mension of farm intensification has been little stud-
ied, particularly the reality showing that the mean
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age of dairy farmers is now over 50 years and that
education levels are low. Indeed, only 22% of own-
erslemployees in the dairy primary sector have a
technical or higher education level, and 64% have
not completed high school@. Conversely, an out-
standing aspect of the social dimension is the
mostly cooperative organization of milk production
in Uruguay, and the high level of articulation and co-
operation between farmers organizations, inde-
pendent professional dairy advisory and milk pro-
CEessors.

The Uruguayan dairy industry has faced, and still
does, challenges, but it has the opportunity for fur-
ther growth within a social, environmental and eco-
nomical balance. The key challenge, not previously
attempted, is to align efforts from the public, private,
academic and technical sectors to meet a prioritized
dairy agenda driven by clear and measurable multi-
dimensional targets. However, in so doing, the Uru-
guayan dairy sector must take advantage of its his-
tory, ecological potential and productive culture to
further develop a productive and flexible high-tech
system in order to create a well-monitored and con-
trolled pasture-based dairy system where multidi-
mensional indices of sustainability can be meas-
ured, reported and audited in real time.
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