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Dairy has long been a treasured part of our 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 dairy prices and the 
quality of life for American dairy farmers.  

In the past 15 years, the number of dairy herds in Wisconsin 
was cut nearly in half, dropping from 16,000+ herds in 2003 
to only 8,372 as of Sept. 1st, according to DATCP records. 
That’s an average loss of 507 dairy herds per year.
Volatile, Outdated Pricing System
Due to an antiquated pricing formula for milk based on 
the Chicago Mercantile Exchange, dairy prices have not 
changed much through the years — although the cost of 
milk production has inflated over time. In 2016, the average 
price for Wisconsin milk dipped as low as $14.80/cwt — 
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.

Data collected in a Wisconsin Dairy Producer Survey conducted by Farmers 
Union in 2016 showed that farmers were operating at a loss, reporting an 
average cost of production of $15.77/cwt and the milk price received in that 
period averaging $14.81/cwt ($0.96/cwt loss.) The UW-Madison Center for 
Dairy Profitability, which tracks this information comprehensively, calculates 
the average cost of production over the last three years, including a valuation 
of family labor and management, at $19.63/cwt.

Glut of Milk on the Market
Despite a weak milk market, production continues to rise thanks to improved 
cattle genetics and feed rations, the advent of sexed semen, etc. Annual 
milk production per cow in Wisconsin nearly doubled from 12,331 pounds 
in 1980 to 23,725 pounds in 2017. Rather than reining in production to 
balance supply and demand, farmers have been pushed by programs like 
Dairy 30x20 to ramp up production. This has been exacerbated by farmers 
being encouraged to expand herds to stay afloat with current loans.

Outside Investment & Ownership in Dairy Farms
Wisconsin farmers continue to see increasing pressure on the market  from 
outside investment and expansion of mega CAFOs from out-of-state owners 
and milk being cheaply sourced from flooded markets out-of-state. With 
commercial giants like Wal-Mart investing in their own infrastructure to pro-
cess dairy, the outlook for dairy markets to naturally balance out is bleak.
The Farmer’s Share
Also contributing to the issue is the fact that farmers are not receiving a fair 
portion of the profit. According to figures compiled with Wisconsin Center for 
Dairy Profitability data from 2009-2014, dairy farmers received as little as 
3 cents of profit for every gallon of milk sold, considering cost of production. #dairytogether
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In early 2018, Wisconsin Farmers Union hosted two farmers from the Dairy Farmers of Ontario, who toured 
the state, met with hundreds of farmers, and shared how supply management works in Canada. Why does 
WFU think this system is important? 

1) We believe it’s important for American farmers to see that it is possible to have a dairy system that benefits 
farmers, processors and consumers — a system that works for everybody. 
2)  It is especially compelling to see what the Canadians have accomplished considering the lack of fair and stable 
prices for U.S. dairy farmers and inability to control the supply of milk and match it to market needs. 

What are the lessons from the Canadian system that can help U.S. farmers? 
1) It is possible for all sectors of dairy — producers, processors and government policy — to work together. 
2) A system to manage dairy overproduction can be largely overseen by farmers and processors and does not need 
excessive government involvement. 
3) A fair program for dairy farmers is also a fair program for rural citizens, benefiting our rural communities.
4) We can have supply management in the U.S. It will look different than the Canadian system. It will have a different 
structure, but it is possible and needed.

Why should we invest our time in considering oversupply management? 
Because something has to change. These are dire times for Wisconsin dairy farm families. The industry is in a 
desperate situation, as evidenced by:  

• Since 2013, net farm income for U.S. farmers has declined 50 percent. Median farm income for 2017 is      
projected to be negative $1,325. Many commodities remain below the cost of production.

• Dairy price volatility is contributing to the loss of 500 dairy herds/year in Wisconsin (on average since 
2003, according to DATCP license records).

• There is a direct correlation between farm economics and farmer mental health. Farmer suicide rates are rising; 
people working in agriculture are more likely than any other occupation to take their own life. 

• Federal court data shows western Wisconsin had the highest number of farm bankruptcies in the U.S. in 2017.

What is Wisconsin Farmers Union proposing? 
We have a chance to write a new Farm Bill in 2018. This bill needs to include:

• An emergency relief provision for dairy farmers
• Practical dairy supply management that includes both farmers and processors 
• Stable prices for farmers 

How can you take part in this movement?                     
• Visit www.dairytogether.com to view a filming of a recent Dairy Together meeting 

to learn more — and share it with others in the dairy industry!
• Join the Dairy Together Facebook forum group to share ideas and 

use the hashtag #dairytogether to keep the issue trending!
• Want to share your thoughts on what is happening in the 

dairy industry? Farmers Union has staff available to help 
you pen a Letter to the Editor or opinion piece.

• Share this info sheet to help educate others!

To create change in the dairy industry, it’s going to 
take a movement of farmers, farm organizations and 
other stakeholders— it’s time to Dairy Together. 
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