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Management Practices on U.S. Dairy Goat Operations
NAHMS Goat 2019 Study 
Information Brief March 2023

INTRODUCTION 
Goat milk production in the United States has experienced continuous expansion over the last decade. 
Specifically, the dairy goat inventory increased by 60.7 percent from 334,754 head in 2007 to 537,799 head in 
2017.1 Furthermore, the number of farms raising dairy goats has grown from 27,481 in 2007 to 35,682 farms in 
2017. 

Management and biosecurity practices are typically more rigorous on dairy goat operations than meat or other 
goat operations due to the more intensive management required for milk production. Enhanced management 
and biosecurity practices help ensure milk quality and goat health. Additionally, operation size and location may 
directly impact production and management of the goats. The location of the operation may change the general  
requirements of management practices due to weather throughout the year and large operations may choose to 
implement different management practices to condense labor requirements.

NAHMS GOAT 2019 STUDY 
In collaboration with the National Agricultural Statistics Service, the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s National 
Animal Health Monitoring System (NAHMS) conducted its second national study of the U.S. goat industry in 
2019. The NAHMS Goat 2019 study gathered information on goat health and management practices on U.S. 
goat operations. The study occurred in 24 of the nation’s major goat-producing states on selected operations 
with five or more adult goats (figure 1). 

As part of the effort to collect information on goat management, NAHMS requested producers who milked any 
dairy does in the previous 12 months and had five or more dry or in-milk dairy does on September 1, 2019, 
complete a supplementary dairy questionnaire.2 This information brief covers the inventory, general  
management, and kidding management practices on these dairy goat operations. 

KEY TERMS 
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Figure 1. States/regions that participated in the NAHMS Goat 2019 study 

Regions: 
     West 

  East 
*Texas and Oklahoma were divided on a line corresponding to north-south Interstate 35. The western halves of the
States were included in the West region, and the eastern halves were included in the East region.

PEAK DOES MILKED 
The peak number of does milked represents the highest number of dairy does milked at one time in the previous 
12 months. The median peak number of does milked comes from ordering the peak number of does milked on 
each operation at any time and calculating the middle number within each herd size category. The median peak 
number of does milked increased as herd size increased, with a median peak of 4.4 does on small operations, 
27.1 does on medium operations, and 113.8 does on large operations milked during the previous 12 months 
(figure 2). 

Figure 2. Median peak number of does milked in the previous 12 months, 
by herd size 

 
 

LACTATION LENGTH AND DRY-OFF 
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Lactation length is the period that a goat produces milk after kidding. A doe will begin lactating after kidding and 
produce milk until dried off, or no longer being milked, in preparation for subsequent kidding. Does were milked, 
on average, for 304.8 days across all operations (figure 3). Does on large operations were milked longer than 
does on small and medium operations (333.3, 247.2, and 264.0 days, respectively). 

Although the average doe lactation length was about 10 months, some goats have longer lactation lengths 
through breeding. The study asked operations to report their maximum lactation length for any doe milked on 
the operation in the previous 12 months. These lactation lengths could be longer than a year. The average 
maximum lactation length on all operations was 568.4 days. Similar to the average lactation length, the doe 
average maximum lactation length was longer on large operations (701.0 days) than on small and medium 
operations (328.2 and 352.6 days, respectively).  



Figure 3. Average lactation length of does and average 
maximum lactation length of does, by herd size 
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Dry-off Protocol 
*Common ‘other’ responses included end of show season, producer's health, producer's preference, time of year, and no longer needing milk.

The recommended dry period for does is 28 to 60 days to allow the doe’s udder to rest and prepare for kidding.3 
Across all operations, the doe average dry period duration was 76.7 days (figure 5). As herd size increased, the 
doe average number of days dry decreased, with does being dry for an average of 147.1 days on small 
operations, 97.2 days on medium operations, and 51.2 days on large operations. 
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Drying off does, or stopping milk production, allows producers to address any udder health issues, such as 
mastitis. Although an insufficient dry-off period in dairy cows can result in reduced milk production, this doesn’t 
seem to be the case in goats.3 However, operations may choose to dry-off does for multiple reasons, such as 
being on a set schedule due to seasonal milking, a decrease in milk production, or health reasons. Overall, a 
higher percentage of operations used a set schedule or milk production level (55.7 and 50.8 percent of 
operations, respectively) to determine when to dry-off any does compared with the presence of mastitis or high 
somatic cell count or other protocols (figure 4). 

Figure 4. Percentage of operations that used the following protocols 
to dry-off any does in the previous 12 months 
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Figure 5.  Doe average number of days dry, by herd size 
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WEIGHING MILK AND POUNDS PRODUCED  
On operations that regularly distribute milk or keep records of milk production for sale and show purposes, 
weighing milk may be an essential aspect of the business. Overall, 47.9 percent of all operations weighed any 
milk produced on the operation in the previous 12 months (figure 6). A higher percentage of medium and large 
operations (67.2 and 81.2 percent, respectively) weighed any milk produced on the operation in the previous 12 
months than small operations (41.6 percent). However, there were no differences in the frequency of weighing 
milk by herd size (not shown). 

Figure 6. Percentage of operations that weighed any milk produced on the operation 
 in the previous 12 months, by herd size 
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For operations that weighed milk produced on the 
operation, the average milk production was 6.3 pounds 
per doe per day. There were no differences by herd size 
or region in the average milk production per doe per day. 

KIDDING MANAGEMENT  
Kidding management practices, such as average time to first kidding, the average kidding interval, and kid 
feeding protocols may depend on the operation’s overall milk production and kid use goals. Examples include 
using doe kids as replacement does to enter the milking herd and to sell buck kids as a supplemental source of 
income. 

All operation's average time to first kidding was 20.2 months of age (figure 7). This time was shorter on large 
operations (14.7 months) than small and medium operations (20.9 and 18.8 months, respectively). The average 
kidding interval on all operations was 12.2 months. There were no herd size or region differences in the 
operation average kidding interval (not shown). 

Figure 7. Operation average age of does at the time of their first kidding, by herd size 
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Depending on an operation’s goals and strategies, they may leave kids with the dam or separate them. Overall, 
about one-half of all operations chose to leave kids with the dam during the first four weeks of life (figure 8). A 
higher percentage of large operations separated kids from the dam during the first four weeks of life. 

Figure 8. Percentage of operations that left kids with the dams or separated kids 
from dams and offered milk at each feeding as their typical feeding protocol 

during the first four weeks of life 
 

18.8 months 
Medium 

14.7 months 
Large 

20.2 months 
All operations 

Week 4

Week 3

Week 2

Week 1

Left with dam Separated from dam and offered milk 

41.7% 

45.3% 

44.2%

45.2% 

58.3% 

54.7% 

54.8% 

55.8%

Percent operations 



• Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service •

CONCLUSION  
General management practices and kidding management practices on dairy goat operations depend on the 
operation’s goals. However, the herd size of an operation tended to impact these practices. In general, as herd 
size increased, the number of does milked increased, the average lactation length increased, and the dry-off 
period decreased. Although a higher percentage of large operations weighed any milk, there was no difference 
in daily pounds of milk produced per doe by herd size. Lastly, large operations tended to have a shorter period 
to first kidding, and a higher percentage of large operations separated kids from the dam during the first four 
weeks of life. 
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