Policy Brief

THE DECLINE OF DAIRY FARMS

WHAT IS THE FUTURE OF DAIRY IN WISCONSIN?
Dairy has long been a treasured part of Wisconsin’s heritage. But
in recent years, dairy news headlines have been dismal as volatile
milk prices and a flood of milk on the market have contributed to a
downward spiral in the number of farms and the quality of life for
Wisconsin dairy farmers.
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The number of dairy farms in Wisconsin has dropped from over
16,000 in 2003 to fewer than 7,000 in 2021, according to the National
Agricultural Statistics Service. That’s an average loss of roughly 500
farms per year. Those that remain face mounting debt and increased
pressure to expand their operations in order to stay in business.

Data Source:
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VOLATILE, OUTDATED PRICING SYSTEM
Due to an antiquated pricing formula, average milk prices have been stagnant over the years. Meanwhile the input costs associated
with milk production have continued to rise. In 2020, the mailbox price for Wisconsin milk dipped as low as $13.43 per hundredweight
— comparable to what farmers were receiving for their milk in 1990, and not much more than the price they received per hundredweight in the late 1970s and 1980s. The USDA estimates the average cost of production for Wisconsin dairy farmers was $23.21 per
hundredweight in 2019.
GLUT OF MILK ON THE MARKET
Despite the weak milk market, dairy production continues to rise thanks to factors like improved cattle genetics and feed rations, sexed
semen, and other technologies. Annual milk production per cow in Wisconsin nearly doubled from 12,331 pounds in 1980 to 24,152
pounds in 2019. Rather than reining in production to balance supply with demand, farmers are encouraged to ramp up production to
withstand periods of depressed prices.
CONSOLIDATION IN U.S. DAIRY
A 2020 USDA report found that the rate of consolidation
in the U.S dairy industry far exceeds that of most other
agricultural sectors. Wisconsin farmers continue to feel
economic pressure from the proliferation of mega dairies,
particularly out West, that flood the market with excess
milk, depress farmgate prices, and drive smaller competitors out of business. In the year 2000, farms with 2,000+
cows represented 4.5% of milk production; by 2016 those
farms produced 35% of milk in the U.S. We are now seeing
massive industrial dairy farms with 30,000 cows or more.
FARMERS NOT RECEIVING THEIR FAIR SHARE
Dairy farmers receive a dwindling percentage of the retail
food dollar for milk and other dairy products. Sales of
high-value products like flavored yogurts and specialty
cheeses do little to improve farm income, instead boosting
the profits of food companies like Nestle and Danone.
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PROTECTING WISCONSIN’S DAIRY HERITAGE
Federal dairy policy must have the primary aim of producing fair, stable, and predictable milk prices for farms of all sizes. If
Congress fails to enact meaningful dairy market reform, the traditional family farm will soon disappear from the agricultural
landscape, putting our food security, environment, and rural economic health at risk. We need to pull together to rebuild a viable
dairy economy for family farmers and rural communities.

MILK PRICING REFORM

Wisconsin Farmers Union’s grassroots policy supports an overhaul of the Federal Milk Marketing Order system that
would create greater market transparency and allow dairy farmers to capture more of the value in the dairy supply chain.
Such reform could include alternative methods of price discovery, alternative product price formulas, limiting depooling, and/
or amending the milk pricing formula. The dairy industry produces more than enough revenue for all farmers and workers to
earn a liveable income while processors, retailers, and food companies make a decent profit.

BALANCE SUPPLY AND DEMAND

Supply or growth management programs work by sending a market signal to farmers to slow down production growth when
the market is flooded to prevent catastrophic price collapses and to keep prices in line with farmers’ cost of production. In
2019, WFU commissioned an economic analysis of three supply management proposals that were considered in the lead-up
to the 2014 farm bill. The results showed that if Congress had adopted such a program in 2014, it would have produced higher
and more stable milk prices, significantly reduced federal farm subsidies, and prevented the loss of hundreds of dairy farms across
the country. The research proved that it is possible to drastically improve farmgate prices without slamming the door on
international trade or making dairy products too expensive.

ADDRESS CONSOLIDATION IN THE DAIRY INDUSTRY

WFU believes a widespread network of many independent family farms is superior to a few very large food production and
processing companies. This is true in terms of food security, environmental health, and economic resilience. Many small and
medium sized farms in a community will support main street businesses, schools, and infrastructure in ways that a handful
of mega farms can never achieve. In addition to fair prices and limits on overproduction, reasonable income eligibility and
payment limitations for farm subsidies will help level the playing field and halt the trend of consolidation.
The marketplace is not a free or autonomous entity; it requires government policy to function and to exist in the first place.
Rather than allowing those businesses that benefit most from the marketplace to manipulate it in their own favor, the federal
government should create balance between all stakeholders who participate in, contribute to, and benefit from the U.S economy.

RAISE YOUR VOICE

• Contact your U.S Senators and Representatives to urge their support
for dairy policy reform in the 2023 Farm Bill
• Attend a town hall or listening session with your members of Congress
and speak in favor of market reform and growth management policies
• Watch and share information within your networks and on social media.
Dairytogether.com has resources you can use to spread the word
• Connect with fellow farmers or other stakeholders in the dairy industry
and encourage them to get involved
• Join the #dairytogether facebook group to stay connected

Learn more at www.dairytogether.com
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