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Abstract 
 

Wisconsin is known for its historic dairy industry, with the farms serving as a 

longstanding,  crucial cog in the state’s economy and a key aspect of the state’s culture as well. 

Beginning in the middle of the 20th century and accelerating particularly in the past few decades, 

the dairy industry in Wisconsin has become increasingly consolidated, with smaller farms being 

incrementally pushed out of business as large scale farms with thousands of cattle have 

progressively become more common. However, the organic dairy movement emerged in 

Wisconsin beginning with the advent of Organic Valley in the late 1980s, with more and more 

farmers rejecting industrial dairy practices in favor of more environmentally friendly practices 

that also allow farmers to sell their products at premium organic prices. While still comprising a 

small percentage of overall dairy farmers in Wisconsin, the number of organic producers in the 

state has rapidly increased, largely due to co-ops such as Organic Valley providing organic 

producers with support and a consistent buyer for their product. Environmental issues weigh on 

the minds of farmers and the communities they provide for as well, as their practices have direct 

consequences on the greater ecosystem. Mega-farms with thousands of cattle are responsible for 

a series of environmental issues across the state in just the past decade, and these issues are 

becoming more frequent as these large scale farms become more common. Organic dairy farmers 

are much more environmentally responsible, and can produce dairy products in a way that is 

healthy for their cows and healthy for their land as well. Organic farms are subject to more 

stringent regulations than conventional farms, which can discourage some farmers from making 

the switch, in addition to the lack of long-term research done on organic operations and the 

minimal options for insuring organic crops.  
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Introduction 
The dairy industry has long been a staple of Wisconsin’s culture, environment, and state 

economy, providing jobs and support for the state’s highly productive rural community. Since 

the early settlement of the state, milking cows were a household necessity for dairy products, 

which eventually gave way to larger and more economically viable opportunities. For the last 

century, conventional farm management has allowed for these operations to become more 

efficient, implementing new technologies and production strategies. Somewhere along the way, 

the power held on small rural farms across Wisconsin and the greater American heartland shifted 

into the hands of agricultural industrialists and investors looking to capitalize on the commodity. 

Since this transition, the availability and popularity of organic dairy products has emerged and 

prospered to compete with the conventionally produced and more inexpensive product. With 

organic milk next to regular milk on supermarket shelves across America, consumers have 

sequestered the power to choose which practice they support. It is because of this dichotomy that 

more research and support programs for organic dairy farmers are appearing; but is it enough? 

This overview of Wisconsin’s organic dairy farming landscape will account for many of these 

factors and more, as a more progressive approach to our modern farming paradigm has come into 

question.  

 

Our research aims to gain a better understanding of the Wisconsin organic dairy industry 

in order to see what challenges the industry has faced both historically and in the present day. 

We will identify opportunities the state would stand to benefit from if organic practices were 

more widely encouraged and adopted. Our data examine the dairy industry as a whole, with an 
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emphasis on organic producers, through four lenses to come to our conclusions: dairy farm 

economics, environmental considerations, policy advances, and social opportunity. 

 

Geographic Setting 
Our geographic site and setting was the entirety of the state of Wisconsin. We attempted 

to interview farmers from all portions of the state in order to identify any particular regional 

issues or insights, but were unable to obtain responses to our questionnaire.  

 
 

Literature Review  
This literature review will discuss the chronological history of organic dairy in Wisconsin 

and the economic, social, political, and environmental factors that have surfaced as the industry 

evolves and reacts to market forces. Our goal is to understand how this movement began, the 

opportunities farmers have identified, and the obstacles they have overcome within these four 

domains.  

 

We will examine the evolution of dairy farming in Wisconsin and organic dairy’s 

entrance on the scene. Oral histories and anecdotal accounts of the dairy producer’s experience 

will uncover why transitioning was an economically sound decision. The early adopters, 

however, predeceased large-scale support for their dairy products until the Wisconsin 

cooperative, the Coulee Region Organic Produce Pool (CROPP) began distributing certified 

organic produce, and later dairy, to Wisconsin cities in 1988. Evolving in parallel with increased 

interest in the movement came regulations and certification processes as a check on the industry. 
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Congress and the USDA acted to establish formal definitions and national standards for organic 

foods, yet the onset of private certifiers has formalized organic dairy more thoroughly. With 

growing demands for organic products showcased among a backdrop of conventionalism in 

midwest dairy farmers, we will uncover some of the social obstacles that progressive farmers 

faced throughout recent history. Finally, we will address the environmental justifications and 

consequences of organic dairy in Wisconsin as it compares to traditional practices.  

History of Dairy in Wisconsin 

To properly set the stage for organic dairy to advance, we must first understand how 

Wisconsin became America’s dairyland. Formerly a wheat-dominant state, most of the landscape 

was formed by retreating glaciers which left behind fertile soils. Farm life in Wisconsin in the 

1860s was summarized by an anonymous Richland County writer: 

“On every farm would be found a flock of chickens, ducks, and geese, a cow or two and 

one or more pigs, and on the farm wheat, corn, oats, and potatoes were raised and the 

gardens produced the usual variety of vegetables.” (Apps, 2015) 

Around this time, wheat farming became a standard practice from early settlers who appreciated 

the limestone-rich soils and cool northern climate. By the 1850s, wheat was the state's economic 

powerhouse, ranking eighth out of thirty-one states and occupying more acreage than hay, oats, 

and corn combined. By the 1870s, however, lack of fertilization knowledge, disease infestation, 

and the emergence of railroads saw wheat yields fall from 15 bushels per acre to 9 bushels per 

acre (Apps, 2015).  
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Hope was not lost, though, for early Wisconsinites, and they quickly adapted to more 

successful agriculture strategies. During the wheat era, farmers had kept milk cows to provide 

household dairy products, but the livestock had taken a backseat to planting and harvesting 

wheat crops. Some of the first to settle in the town of Lake Mills, including the Pickett family, 

saw an opportunity to capitalize on their milk cows. J.G. Pickett describes his father’s move from 

Ohio in the spring of 1841 with just ten cows to form the state’s first cheese cooperative in the 

state’s history (Pickett, 1878). In subsequent decades, more dairymen from New York and 

elsewhere made the pilgrimage to Wisconsin to get a piece of the action. These pioneer farms 

produced over 400,000 pounds of cheese during 1849, according to the Census of 1850, and by 

1900, cheese production was over 77 million pounds, surpassing New York. Equipped with 

965,000 milking cows and a newfound culture of like minded families, dairymen at the turn of 

the century lacked only the political cohesion to represent themselves. In the three years 

following World War I, 190 farmers’ cooperatives organized in Wisconsin (Durand, 1953). 

These would give them social support and stabilize the price of their milk, cheese, butter, and 

specialty dairy products. As the industry began to grow, competition became fierce, and 

dairymen chased marginal gains to stay ahead. Experimenting with new cattle breeds, feed 

composition, and supplemental livestock and crops, farmers were eager to reach out to research 

institutions for the latest information. The University of Wisconsin College of Agriculture was 

granted with funds to form the Agricultural Extension Service, dedicated to delivering farmers 

with the latest research, and teaching courses to the interested public (Apps, 2015). 

 

During the second World War, a new price support program from the federal 

Government provided a floor for the price paid to the farmer. Around this time, agricultural 
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industrialization embraced larger, capital-intensive operations. Farmers began to have greater 

access to nitrogen fertilizer, which increased crop yields, lowered grain prices, and made feeding 

grain to cows economically attractive. Farmers that owned large herds began to transition more 

and more from grazing to confinement feeding with freestall housing, and artificial insemination 

became a common practice. Antibiotics such as penicillin were more widely available, making it 

easier for farmers to treat ailing cattle. Advancing technology and research favored those who 

could afford it, so investments in machinery, energy, land, and chemicals became the price of a 

successful dairy farm. While these changes improved the efficiency of the industry, they also 

effectively raised the barrier of entry to it as well, with many smaller farms finding themselves 

unable to afford the capital intensive investments required to compete with the efficiency of the 

big farms; and thus, the number of farms in Wisconsin began its slow decline that continues to 

this day. As the size and operating costs grew, off-farm investors began to acquire sizable land 

holdings. By the 1960s, the once-independent dairy farm now had stakeholders interested solely 

in profits, with more farmland owned by fewer people (Apps, 2015). Grazing was largely ousted 

as a marginal loss and the cattle moved to year-long indoor confinement. Between 1974 and 

1997, dairy farms would halve while the profitable operations took advantage of genetics and 

nutrition research to triple milk production per cow (Bell, 1941). The emergence of Bovine 

somatotropin (rBST)  growth hormone, patented by Monsanto in 1993, increasingly polarized 

dairy farmers who wanted to maximize their yields and save the family farm.  

Emergence of Organic Dairy and Cooperatives 

For conventional farms, this new industrial system was advantageous economically, but it 

came with consequences and external costs as well; herd health problems quickly became more 
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numerous and complex, and veterinary bills were much greater than before. As early as the 

1960s, the negative effects of intensive production and the confinement system it required sent 

conventional farmers looking for an alternative to the new norm of dairy farming. A small 

minority of concerned farms in the post-war era rejected the synthetic pesticides and engineered 

growth hormones that were quickly becoming the standard for cropland and pasture. Kevin 

Engelbert was one such farmer; based in New York, he and his father were disillusioned with the 

direction the dairy industry was heading, and attempted to make the switch and register their 

farm as organic in the early 1980s. When they called the farming association in the region to ask 

for the certifications they would have to follow, they were told there weren’t any; they were 

asked to record everything they did on their farm with their cattle and the crops they grew to 

support them, and those practices became the basis for the Organic Crop Improvement 

Association, founded in 1985 (Saucier and Parsons, 243). It was a group consisting of Engelbert 

and several other area farms that worked together to establish uniform organic standards, as well 

as provide a way for organic dairy farmers to connect and share successful practices with one 

another. The OCIA established a chapter in Wisconsin not long after its inception, and it was a 

key step in the advent of the Wisconsin organic dairy industry, which began in earnest just a 

short time later. The growth of the organic dairy movement in Wisconsin can be credited in large 

part to the Coulee Region Organic Produce Pool (CROPP), who began distributing organic 

produce in 1988 to Madison, Milwaukee, and Chicago (Burcham, 2018). The cooperative 

quickly adopted organic dairy and ten years later the Governor of Wisconsin named it the state's 

number one rural initiative. Their success is rooted in their commitment to family farms, 

consistently outperforming the market in milk prices, and promoting environmental 

sustainability (Powell et al 2003). 
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A case study from 2003 by the University of Wisconsin Center for Cooperatives 

interviewed four dairy producers of CROPP. Jim Grimm and Joe Placke, both Wisconsin organic 

dairy farmers with 115 cows between. Grimm noted that his neighbors were mostly conventional 

farmers but he “always knew that organic was the right thing for the soil and for the animals.” 

Placke echoed these reasons including the health of people (Powell et al 2003). In November 

2002, CROPP CEO George Siemon released pay price to Wisconsin members $20.02 per 

hundredweight, nearly double the conventional price around $11. The financial advantages 

showed growing promise on the organic side of dairy as health and environmental degradation 

caught more attention.  

A Dairy Depression 

From 2004 to 2007, organic milk producers could not keep up with the demand. The 

introduction of new regulations on the process of transitioning to organic required a three year 

certification period, so fewer cows were becoming certified. The Organic Consumers 

Association estimated the shortage ranged from 10% to 25%. In 2008, economic depression sent 

regular milk prices down significantly and lower income brought organic milk down with it. 

Although the economy recovered after some time, the traction of plant-based alternatives to dairy 

milk sent prices down again beginning in 2016 (Bailey 2005). 

 

In April of 2018, the National Family Farm Coalition (NFFC) sent a letter to Congress 

and USDA leadership titled “Addressing America’s Dairy Crisis” and the elephant in the room 

was addressed up-front: Dairy farmers across the country received suicide hotline information on 
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their most recent milk checks. Milk prices stalled to $15 per cwt, 46% below the costs of 

production. Net cash income was expected to be 19% lower than 2017. In the same month, 

Organic Valley announced its first financial loss in 20 years in a press release. The Co-op’s 

average dairy price was $32.85 per cwt, a reduced price but nearly double what conventional 

producers were paid. The premium organic milk holds over its conventional counterpart is due to 

the higher costs of production and willingness from the consumer to meet at a higher price point 

(Bailey 2005). In fact, a 2006 study by the University of Wisconsin of Wisconsin organic dairy 

farms concluded that the price of organic milk is not only higher, but more stable than 

non-organic milk. Because of the fluctuating nature of non-organic milk price, the financial 

performance of organic farms is expected to perform best when the national average milk price is 

low (Krieg 2007). 

Regulations and Certifications  

Transparency between the producer and the consumer has influenced the exhaustive 

processes that farms undergo today between the field and the supermarket shelves. The federal 

and private standards we trust have evolved alongside the agriculture industry in Wisconsin, 

beginning in the late 19th century. Some deceitful farmers were caught cutting their milk with 

water. Other cheese makers substituted lard or stale butter in place of native milkfat to push this 

inferior “filled cheese” product. The state responded to complaints by posting H. C. Thom to the 

Office of the Dairy and Food Commissioner in 1889 (Apps, 2015). In his first annual report, 

Thom eloquently announced that food products be manufactured strictly so that the ‘American’ 

branding on every food product be synonymous with ‘pure’.  
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Environmental Considerations 

By switching to organic production, farmers have the opportunity to markedly improve 

the health of their pastures and soil, and by extension their herd that feeds off the healthier land. 

Organic practices also allow the cattle to live in a more natural setting as opposed to CAFO 

(Concentrated Animal Feeding Operation) systems, which helps cattle health as well. As of 

2008, Wisconsin had 12,000 dairy operations of less than 100 cows; the number of organic farms 

in the state had grown tenfold in the past 10 years, and yet organic farms still only comprised 3% 

of all dairy farms in the state (Brock and Barham, 25). With organic dairy practices being more 

suited to smaller operations, there is great opportunity for expansion of organic practices among 

smaller farms, and the potential for a healthier and sustainable agricultural ecosystem in the 

aggregate across the state.  

One key aspect of organic dairy farming is rotational grazing and organic pasture 

management. These practices are used to ensure that no one area of the pasture is overgrazed, 

and the lack of herbicide and pesticide use in the pasture serves to improve the health of the land 

and make it more resilient to climate change and its associated effects. Intensive rotational 

grazing studied on Wisconsin farms was shown to have sustainability benefits such as 

“reductions in soil erosion, fossil fuel expenditure, nitrogen volatilization, as well as providing 

enhanced dimensions of soil ecological health and better habitats for fauna” (Brock and Barham, 

29).  

Pesticide usage on pasture land and on land used to grow feed crops for the cattle has 

been shown to decrease soil biodiversity, leading to a decrease in soil organic matter and the 
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ability of the soil to retain water. On a year to year basis these slight changes aren’t catastrophic, 

but over time the impact accumulates and inevitably worsens. Many of the farmers we’ve come 

across in our research said they made the switch to organic due to the health concerns associated 

with the chemicals and farming practices associated with conventional agriculture, both to 

themselves and the land they farmed. In one study carried out in the mid 1970s, when farmers 

were asked why they switched to organic, a common sentiment expressed by several farmers was 

this: “The soil was dead.” (Saucier and Parson, 246). The story of Dan Patenaude is largely 

representative of organic dairy farmers as a whole; he decided to transition his Highland, WI 

dairy farm to organic in the late 1970s after he began to worry about his soil health when he 

noticed the “skull and bones on the Furadan (a pesticide) container” (Saucier and Parson, 245). 

Many farmers were also motivated by frustrations stemming from the increasingly expensive 

external inputs needed to keep the conventional farm running and healthy, and Kevin Engelbert 

described his frustrations as such: “You didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to realize that we 

were spending twenty-five thousand dollars a year on fertilizers, herbicides, and pesticides, and 

one thousand dollars a month on vet bills, drugs, and hormones, and, you know, trying to keep 

our cows alive. And we weren’t successful at either.” (Saucier and Parson, 245). A majority of 

producers interviewed “reported significant improvements in herd health after they converted to 

organic management, including less mastitis, better breeding success, fewer cases of lameness 

and hoof problems, more lactations per cow, and much lower vet bills.” (Saucier and Parson, 

249), and greatly reduced veterinary bills is key in helping small farms stay in business. 

By attempting to fight the environment, farmers would constantly be fighting an uphill 

battle; for example, when cramming cows into confined spaces was found to decrease herd 

health, the conventional approach was to treat the issue with increased antibiotic dosages. This is 
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effective in the short term, but the overall over usage of antibiotics to treat livestock leads to 

greater antibiotic resistance, worsening future outbreaks. Similarly, pesticides and herbicides 

only work for so long until the organisms they are meant to cull begin to evolve resistance to 

them, leaving farmers scrambling for new, costly solutions. By decreasing soil health, these 

chemicals create a cycle of reliance; less healthy soil means plants will grow less vigorously and 

have an increased vulnerability to pests and disease as well, requiring increasing amounts of 

chemical inputs to keep crops and pasture healthy. It is a common practice for dairy farmers in 

the Upper Midwest to produce their own feed, which is likely a reason that so many early 

converts to organic dairy were based in this area; the farmers saw the negative impacts of 

conventional agriculture on the land as well as on their herds. While organic dairy farms can’t 

match the production efficiency of conventional operations, they can mitigate this difference by 

minimizing the external inputs needed to run their farms. 

Social Opportunities 

Figure 1. Spatial Spillovers and Clean Technology 
Research from a study conducted by (Barham et 

al 2011) suggests that many farmers are willing 

to switch to organic production, but don’t due to 

concerns over switching to an entirely new farm 

management and the growing pains that come 

with it, as well as concerns over finances during 

the organic transition period. As seen in the 

image to the left, (Barham et al, 251), the rise of 

Organic Valley in southwestern Wisconsin was 
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largely due to farmers being willing to share information with each other and encourage each 

other to switch to organic practices. Even though only 6% of the farms in these six counties were 

organic as of 2011, many organic farms are adjacent to other organic farms, or are clustered 

around others. In 2008, “an average organic dairy farm in this region had 23 other organic dairy 

farms within a 10 mile radius, compared to a non-organic farm, which had only 14.” (Barham et 

al, 252). This drastic increase in the number of organic dairy farms from 1998 to 2008 and the 

clustering effect resulting from it can be explained by multiple factors; firstly, Organic Valley’s 

willingness to get out and actively recruit farmers to switch to organic, and secondly, the 

likelihood that farmers with organic neighbors have a lower fixed cost of learning the transition 

from conventional to organic. For example, securing the optimal mix of feed and forage for 

pasture grazed cows becomes more challenging in organic operations, as farmers don’t have the 

benefit of knowing the exact feed amount each cow is getting, which is easier to manage in a 

CAFO. This issue can make it difficult to identify the source of low milk yields, and having an 

experienced organic neighbor would be a great help in learning how to solve a problem such as 

this. As Greg Siemon, CEO of Organic Valley says: “there is no better teacher than your fellow 

farmer.” (Barham et al, 252). Another study completed in 2015 backs up these findings; a 

nationwide study showed that clusters of organic operations were “more likely to develop near 

organic certifiers that conduct outreach activities than near certifiers that do not” (Delbridge, 3), 

suggesting that a shortage of technical information may make adoption of organic practices more 

difficult, and that having easily available sources of organic knowledge helps to encourage 

farmers to switch to organic production. 

Studies have also shown that organic dairy farmers report having a higher quality of life 

on average when compared to conventional dairy farmers. One study conducted in 2008 showed 
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that only 5-10% of conventional dairy farmers reported being satisfied with farm income and 

quality of life (Brock and Barham, 32), and this 5-10% was likely composed of large scale 

conventional farmers who can capture economies of scale that smaller farms simply cannot 

compete with. In the same study, 56% of organic dairy farmers reported being satisfied with 

farm income, and 76% were satisfied with their quality of life. Much of this is likely due to the 

fact that at the time of the study organic milk was selling for 60% more per gallon than 

conventionally produced milk (Brock and Barham, 32), but it proves that small scale dairy 

farmers are happiest and most successful financially when producing organically, and small 

conventional producers struggling to turn a profit should look at switching over to organic 

production practices.  
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Methods 

Questionnaire 
Our primary method of gathering data was a seventeen-question questionnaire (see 

Appendix) sent to Wisconsin certified organic dairy farms. We chose questions based off the 

four lenses described in our research goals, as well as four general introductory questions. These 

first four questions were asked to gain basic information about the operation, such as the farm 

name, the size of their herd, how long they have raised their herd organic, and their processor. 

Knowing the number of cows a farm milks annually as well as the total herd size would help us 

understand the scale of each farm, because published statistics from the USDA Census of 

Agriculture presents clearly defined herd size brackets. Additionally, identifying who, or what 

type, of processor the farm sends their milk to would allow us to draw conclusions from 

following questions about the emergence of cooperatives.  

 

Questions five through seven aim to reveal environmental changes and concerns. We ask 

if the farm had issues implementing a pasture management plan. An effective plan for organic 

dairy farming creates an environment where microorganisms in the soil are healthy and sufficient 

for the livestock’s digestive system, but also catalyze the process of cycling nutrients and energy 

from soil, air, and sun to the forage, the cow’s gut, manure, and back into the earth (Beetz 2002 

pp. 2-4). Question six asks what percentage of the average cow’s forage comes from pasture and 

the same from organic feed. This is an important distinction to make because, first, the amount 

forage from grazing is directly related to the acreage of land a farm maintains a pasture. Second, 

the composition of manure is a direct result of the feed provided. Both land use and manure are 

pertinent topics to identify environmental effects of this type of herd management. Lastly, we ask 
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if the farm has noticed changes in soil health, water quality, or biodiversity over the course of 

raising organic dairy cows. This question acts as a catchall for the farm to identify any successes, 

failures, or general changes they have observed.  

 

Questions eight through ten ask about social factors related to organic dairy farming. 

Question eight asks the farm to name any social barriers to become an organic producer and what 

impacts this transition might have had on relationships within the agriculture industry. The 

following question asking if a generational ideology gap exists with respect to organic dairy 

similarly aims to identify how conventional farmers respond to transitioning or established 

organic operations. We know that a shift in practice and ideology like this will incite different 

reactions from the outside, so questions eight and nine were asked to identify the basis for these 

reactions, whether positive, negative, or neutral. Question ten addresses cooperatives and how 

they allow dairy farmers to better compete with conventional farms. We know through our 

literature review that cooperatives like Organic Valley support farmers in many facets, so this 

question is intended to reveal more individual responses.  

 

Questions eleven through fourteen transition to economics and finance focused topics. 

We asked how the fluctuation of milk price over the last three years has affected their farm. 

Here, we hoped to gauge the level of comfort each farm felt with their margins and profitability 

without being too invasive. Question twelve refers to the decline in milk consumption and how 

organic farms have responded. Financial repercussions resulting from consumer patterns are 

often absorbed by middlemen such as the government or cooperatives, so we decided to ask this 

question to understand how the farmers receive these changes, if at all. The question asks if they 
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expect the number of organic farms to increase because their first-hand experience in the space 

may present reasons that published statistics cannot capture. Question thirteen asks about 

diversification of income streams that an organic dairy farm might choose to take advantage of. 

The answers we would receive should point to a need for supplemental income beyond raw milk 

sales. Finally, question fourteen asks, more specifically, a price point where the farm would be 

profitable and how difficult they perceive reaching this number is. While we did not expect these 

farms to divulge their complete financials, we hoped this question would point to a pattern of 

profitability that we could draw some broad conclusions. 

 

The fourth and final lens that we asked questions under were about politics and 

certifications. Question fifteen asks what policy changes the farm would like to see relating to 

the organic certification process. We learned through our literature review that this process is 

lengthy, time consuming, and evolving to fit the needs of farmers and consumers. Question 

sixteen asks a similar question, but for changes in government price support for specifically 

organic dairy farms. We understand that this is a financially and politically charged subject, but 

immensely pertinent to the survival of small- to medium-herd farms.  Question seventeen, the 

final question of the survey, asks if the farm feels their government does enough to support them 

and the organic dairy industry. This was intentionally left broadly stated so we could receive any 

suggestions or feelings the farmers have related to government assistance.  

 

To gather responses representative of Wisconsin, our questionnaire was sent to dairy 

farms with addresses on file with the USDA Organic Integrity Database. Listings from this 

source from USDA-Accredited Certifying Agents. For the state of Wisconsin, MOSA Certified 
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Organic is the largest organic certifying agent of dairy and livestock which reports operations to 

this database. After filtering through the farms by “State” and “Certified products” to narrow our 

geographic range to Wisconsin and products to milk cows. Of the results this query produced, we 

selected operations with email addresses on file. This query gave us forty-four farms to which we 

sent our questionnaire.  

 Publications 

The second portion of our research was aimed at gathering published articles, studies, 

statistics, survey results, and agricultural census data that we could compare our survey 

responses to and extract valuable conclusions about the organic dairy industry. Again, we used 

the same established four lenses to perform this research. First, agricultural economics data was 

largely drawn from various U.S. Department of Agriculture sources including the Census of 

Agriculture, National Agricultural Statistics Service, and Economic Research Service. For this 

section, we condensed the wide breadth of information on agricultural economics down to three 

key measures: Herd size, costs and returns, and milk price. Within these topics, we looked for 

comparisons between conventional and organic management practices, change over herd size, 

and change over time. Although the USDA continuously aggregates data for most topics, 

information on organic dairy was often difficult to come by, infrequently gathered, or not 

specific to our research goals. For this reason, many of our findings were limited to small time 

frames, large time intervals, few herd size distinctions, and relatively recent milk price changes.  

 

Findings related to policy and regulations were conducted by accessing USDA 

information as well as political leaning data from government sources. The focus of this section 
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was to create a graphic to highlight key organic dairy states and how their experience with 

regulations relate to the political leaning of that particular state. To do this, we used the 2019 

Organic Survey within the 2019 Census of Agriculture and chose two fields to compare. First, 

we chose organic cow’s milk production by weight. Not every state had reported numbers of this 

field. The second field we chose to compare was found under the “Major Production Challenges” 

section of the survey and is specifically the percent of farms who indicated they faced 

“Regulatory Problems” in 2019. The USDA explained the specifics of this question in their 

documentation: 

“Respondents were asked to identify any major challenges they faced as an organic 

farmer. The choices were regulatory problems, price issues, production problems, market 

access, management issues, or other challenges.” (USDA Organic Survey, 2019) 

These two fields were compared to political leaning for each state. To show this, we displayed 

the U.S. Senate representatives by party for each state. We chose to use the Senate rather than 

presidential voting results because the number of candidates is large enough to reduce the 

polarity of a single candidate. With these three fields, we created a multivariate choropleth map 

with ESRI ArcGIS online. We assigned the color of the state to political leaning, with categories 

indicating how each Senate seat is filled by party affiliation. Then, to express organic cows milk 

production for each state, we chose to use graduated circles where the size represents the 

magnitude of production. The final variable in this comparison, percent of farms facing reported 

regulatory problems, was expressed by white-black color ramp where the darker symbols 

represent more regulatory problems and lighter symbols represent fewer reported regulatory 

problems. 
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For our environmental research, we turned to articles and case studies that explore 

problems specific to the geography of Wisconsin. We explore manure spreading practices 

reported by local authorities and how they affect the land and water bodies across the state. The 

case of Kewaunee County and its large-scale industrial farms is a particularly dire pattern of 

manure spreading which sequesters the greater land and waterways with pollutants. The Central 

Sands region of the state and its similarly detrimental practices are also addressed with respect to 

water quality.  

 

Finally, to identify social forces acting upon the dairy industry, we turned to the 

Wisconsin Dairy Producer Survey’s latest release which sent 7,081 surveys to dairy farmers 

across the state. 2,871 surveys were returned, a response rate of 41 percent, and the results were 

compiled into tables. Because we do not know how non-respondents would have answered, we 

cannot generalize the results to all dairy farmers. It is also necessary to acknowledge that most 

responses were received before the major consequences of COVID-19 were in effect. The survey 

reported that some comments about the pandemic were reported, but it does not significantly 

influence the results. Results were presented by herd size based on number of cows and rolling 

herd average.  
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Results and Analysis 

Farm Economics 

From the surveys and data we gathered in the second portion of our research, the 

economic performance of conventional and organic dairy farms are perhaps their most diametric 

characteristic. Our literature review suggested the factors contributing to economic performance 

are multi-faceted, so the data we present will address three primary measures: farm size, milk 

price variability, and cost comparisons.  

Table 1.  Milk production has shifted to larger herds 

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service, National Agricultural Statistics Service, Census of 

Agriculture 

The USDA Economic Research Service released a report in July, 2020 titled 

“Consolidation in U.S. Dairy Farming” in which they discussed the geographic transformation 

and financial factors facing U.S. farmers. This transformation is in part due to a shift to larger 
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commercial operations at the cost of small and mid-size farms. The cost advantages large 

consolidated dairy operations experience coincides with a decline in the number of small 

commercial dairy farms and the economic incentive to consolidate.  The incentives, the USDA 

report found, for consolidating farms include lower costs of production as herd size increases. 

Figure 2 and Table 1 show this change in inventory share on dairy farms from 1992 to 2017. 

Small herds of less than 100 head made up 49.4% share in 1992 of milk cow inventory in the 

United States; in 2017, farms in the same herd size bracket only account for 12.6%. The largest 

farms carrying 1000 head or more saw the opposite change over the same 25 years, increasing 

their domestic share from 9.9% to over 55% (MacDonald et al 2020). 

Figure 2.  
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In addition to farm size, the difference between costs and returns are paramount to a 

successful dairy farm. Here is where conventional farms see a different picture than organic 

farms. Costs can be categorized into operating costs and allocated overhead (Table 3). Feed 

makes up a large portion of operating costs, but others include veterinary services, bedding, 

marketing, fuel, electricity, repairs, and other expenses. Allocated overhead costs come from 

labor, both hired and unpaid, and capital recovery. Capital recovery cost represents the annual 

expenditure required to replace machinery, equipment, and buildings over their lifespan on the 

farm. Table 2 breaks down these costs against returns per herd size for both conventional and 

organic producers.  

Table 2.  Milk Costs and Returns, by Herd size and Management 

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service, National Agricultural Statistics Service, 

Agricultural Resource Management Survey, Dairy, 2016 
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This data only accounts for 2016, so it is necessary to point out how these costs and 

returns can vary significantly across multiple years. Additionally, the costs involved in 

transitioning to organic farming are not included in this breakdown. These items considered, it is 

clear that both operating and overhead costs are, on average, higher on organic farms than 

conventional farms in the same herd size category. Of farms with 10-99 head, total production 

costs were 46 percent higher on organic farms and 50 percent higher on farms with 100-199 in 

their herd. As herd size increases, feed costs did not significantly increase nor decrease, and 

overhead costs decreased per hundredweight.  

Figure 3. 
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Costs are only half the story as we assess the profitability window between both 

management practices. Organic dairy farms with herds of 50 – 99 and 100-199 head saw gross 

returns of 205 percent and 208 percent higher than conventional herds, respectively. The 

combination of higher costs and higher returns benefitted small organic producers over small 

conventional farms -10-49 head - with a loss difference of $2.24 per hundredweight. The next 

largest farm category also benefited the organic farms with a loss difference of $6.72 per 

hundredweight. Midsize organic farms with 100-199 head saw a net return of $2.45 per 

hundredweight, $2.84 higher than the respective sized conventional farm. I point to these 

margins because they represent the profitability of dairy farms per size and management practice. 

In fact, the 2016 results show that, on average, conventional farms were not profitable with herds 

of less than 2000 head, whereas organic producers broke even with 100-199 cows. This 

represents a financial incentive for midsize to large conventional farms to consider a transition to 

organic management instead of pushing the population of their herd in pursuit of profitability.  

In multiple simulated production systems, Rotz et al (2008) used their Integrated Farm 

System Model to compare production and returns of organic and conventional farms, holding the 

land and number of cows constant. The simulation showed that milk prices are the primary 

determinant of net returns. The difference in annual net returns between organic and 

conventional practices was reduced by 12 percent when the price differences saw a 10 percent 

decrease.  They also found that net farm return showed less variability across on organic farms 

when expressed proportionally to the annual average (Rotz et al, 2008). While this study targeted 

more specific grazing strategies in Pennsylvania, their conclusions suggest that the economic 

future of organic dairy farming will depend on the price difference with conventional milk. If 

this difference is minimized, then organic producers will need to compensate for their higher 
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costs of production. It begs the question, will the price gap between organic and conventional 

milk eventually close? Since certified organic milk is a relatively recent commoditized product, 

long price histories do not exist. However, we can look at a three-year snapshot between 2018 

and late 2020 to understand the current price margin (Figure 4).  

 

Figure 4  

 

 

It is important to note that these are not the prices received by farmers, but rather the 

retail prices for each product. For the purposes of this paper, this metric will suffice to identify 

general trends. The prices reflected in this model point to a slight decrease in price of organic 

milk and a slight increase in price of organic milk. The coefficient of variation of conventional 

milk price is 0.023 and 0.036 for organic. Though these values are similar, the lower value for 

conventional milk would suggest that the price is slightly more volatile. However, a larger 
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dataset spanning over 10 years would provide a more accurate assessment of variation. What we 

can conclude is that the price difference between the two products has noticeably decreased over 

the past 34 months. If this trend continues and the gap is closed, then, as Rotz et al (2008) 

pointed out, organic producers will have to capitalize elsewhere to make up for their 

substantially higher costs of production.  

 

Overall, farm consolidation, specifically with conventional producers, has become a 

pattern among dairy farmers in the United States. Consolidation has led to lower prices, and 

therefore pressuring smaller operations to reduce their costs to stay profitable. Organic 

producers, however, have managed to keep up economically while staying comparatively small, 

but their profitability is largely tied to milk price. With the prices in constant flux, the future of 

organic dairy farming is uncertain; consumer behavior, marketing, and other extraneous factors 

will impact how dairy farmers turn a profit in years to come.  

Environmental Considerations 

The overall consolidation of the dairy farming industry in Wisconsin has also come with 

significant environmental issues. Higher cow densities mean higher manure densities, which 

increases the likelihood that it runs off a farm field or seeps into the groundwater. Wisconsin has 

an abundance of lakes, and manure runoff can poison them by increasing phosphorus levels, 

increasing aquatic plant and algae growth which leads to oxygen depletion. A single farm with 

1,000 cows produces as much waste per day as the entire city of Fond Du Lac, population 42,000 

(Barrett and Bergquist, 2020). As such, larger farms are required to have larger manure storage 

capacity and must have detailed plans showing how and where they’ll spread their manure. 37% 
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of Wisconsin’s nine million acres dedicated to agriculture are covered by these plans (Barrett and 

Bergquist 2020). While it’s a positive sign that there are efforts to monitor manure spreading, the 

sheer scale of the area covered by these manure management plans shows why they are so 

difficult to enforce. Additionally, the plans lack nuance, and what works in one area may not 

work in another due to geographical differences: to give an example, in just the past 5 years, 

drinking water in the Central Sands region of Wisconsin has been seriously degraded, largely 

due to the actions of just one farm. The Central Sands Dairy and Wysocki Produce Farm in 

Nekoosa, WI, is the home of 4,000 cows that simply produce more manure than the area can 

handle; the Central Sands is aptly named, with 80-100 feet of highly permeable sand below the 

relatively thin layer of topsoil and bedrock. This makes it easy for the 37.5 million gallons of 

manure and wastewater the Central Sands Dairy farm produces and spreads (legally!) annually to 

percolate downwards into the groundwater supply and cause pollution, which is exactly what 

happened: of the 100 or so private wells in the general vicinity of the farm that were tested, 41% 

of them tested positive for nitrate levels above the federal standard for safe drinking water 

(Gaffney, 2019), with many of them seeing levels 4 to 8 times higher than what is deemed safe. 

This is despite claims from the farm back in 2007 saying that “their cropping practices would 

improve the quality of soil and water of the Central Sands area.” (Gaffney, 2019). The DNR 

can’t be everywhere at once; there is little oversight on manure spreading, and an extensive audit 

completed in 2017 by the DNR found that upwards of 25% of CAFOs inspected were guilty of 

violations of manure spreading requirements (Barrett and Bergquist, 2020).  

 

In August 2018, a farm near the Sheboygan River irresponsibly spread manure before 

heavy rains, resulting in manure being washed into the river and killing the fish in a 575-foot 
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section of river. A landowner along the Sheboygan River described the situation as thus: “The 

farms are getting so big and they only have so much room to put their manure on...We don’t like 

it, but we don’t feel there is much you can do” (Barrett and Bergquist, 2020). Kewaunee County 

borders Lake Michigan and contains 16 industrial farms, 3rd highest among all Wisconsin 

counties (Cosier, 2016). When tested, every river that flowed through the county on its way to 

Lake Michigan failed the water quality standards for phosphorus, a direct result of manure and 

fertilizer pollution. Several wells in the county have been found to be contaminated with bacteria 

as a result of manure tainted water seeping into the groundwater supply. One well owner, whose 

land had been polluted by a neighboring farm that he himself used to run, remembers spreading 

manure on his land, but not nearly approaching the quantities that modern farmers are spreading: 

“(We used to spread manure) ...But not like they do today. There’s just so much of it, they don’t 

know what to do with it.” (Barrett and Bergquist, 2020)Organic dairy farms in Wisconsin have 

65 cows on average (Brock and Barham, 29), and regulations require them to be much lower 

density operations than what CAFO systems practice. This allows organic operations to be more 

conservative with their manure application, able to choose responsible times for spreading 

instead of being forced to spread for lack of waste storage, which leads to pollution via spreading 

too large of quantities at non-ideal times. Although it has been shown that manure spreading 

cannot effectively be monitored, the federal government still incentivizes large facilities and the 

high waste densities they cause. 

Policy and Regulations 
Part of what scares many farmers away from organic agriculture, but a necessary evil of 

the industry, is the hassle factor associated with the organic transition process and with continued 

organic certification. Organic and transitioning farmers have to keep extensive records of all 
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inputs applied to their cattle and crops in order to ensure organic legitimacy, and they are also 

required to host annual inspections to maintain their organic certification. While this may be an 

inconvenience to already busy farmers, a high level of regulation is needed in the organic 

industry to ensure premium quality; consumers need to believe that the price premium they pay 

for organic goods is truly worth it, and just a few instances of organic fraud can cause consumer 

trust to decrease significantly: “The value of the organic label is dependent on consumer 

perception that organic production requirements are rigorously enforced.” (Delbridge et al, 6).  

Additionally, the organic dairy industry suffers from a lack of research and corresponding 

information. Much of the research done on farms is funded and conducted by farm input 

suppliers (fertilizers, feeds, anything chemical related), and it does not do them any good to do 

organic research, as organic farmers try to eliminate these inputs as much as possible. With this 

lack of scientific research on organic farming, farmers may feel less confident about switching to 

organic practices without being able to refer to vast amounts of resources to help them solve 

problems during the transition process. Another policy barrier to entering the organic market is 

the relative lack of insurance options available to organic producers. Although insurance has 

become easier for organic farmers to obtain in recent years, until 2011 the federal crop insurance 

program would not insure organic crops at organic prices, and “achieving adequate risk 

management during an organic transition remains a challenge” (Delbridge et al, 4) to this day. 

One way that organic farmers are solving this issue is by partnering with private sector entities 

such as co-ops who will pay them organic premiums for transition products, in exchange for 

forming a long term partnership with the farm once the transition period is over. These 

partnerships are beneficial to both the farmers and the dairy co-ops both, as they give the farmer 
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a consistent buyer of their product and the private sector organization reliable access to organic 

goods. 

Besides the barrier to entry and structure of processors for organic dairy farmers, we 

wanted to show, graphically, how different parts of the country experience regulatory issues. 

Figure 5 illustrates the political landscape in the United States against organic agriculture metrics 

derived from the 2017 Census of Agriculture. When farmers were asked, “Which of the 

following would you consider a major challenge to you as an organic farmer?” the percent that 

chose “Regulatory problems (excessive paperwork/record keeping, certification costs, etc.)” are 

displayed in Figure 5 alongside the organic milk production per state. 
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Figure 5.  Regulatory Problems with Organic Agriculture in a Politically Divided Landscape 

 

 

 

 
 

Wisconsin, the focus of our research, stands out as one of the larger producers of organic 

milk with over 440 million pounds, but, compared to some other major producers, experiences 

relatively lower regulatory problems with only 51 percent of farmers. If we compare this state to 

Texas and California, the two largest producers in the country, we see two opposing experiences 

of regulatory problems. Farmers in California produced the most organic milk with over 889 

million pounds, but 67 percent of organic farmers experienced regulatory problems. In Texas, 
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821 million pounds of organic milk were produced, but only 50 percent of farmers experienced 

regulatory problems. Taking into account each state’s senate representatives, we could infer that 

an association may exist between democratic states and high reported regulatory problems.  

Social Obstacles 
As we discovered in the economic research we conducted, the number of licensed dairy 

herds has fallen nationwide by more than 50% since 2002. This rate has accelerated since 2018 

with dairy farms consolidating and industrializing. At this current trajectory, at the end of 2021, 

only 31,500 licensed herds will be in operation, down 2,687 from 2019 (MacDonald et al. 2020). 

For our fourth and final lens to capture the state’s identifying agricultural product, we wanted to 

assess what effects this downward trajectory has on the social lives of these farmers, as well as 

other social factors that may discourage a farmer from switching to organic production. 

 
Figure 6.  Farmers and Mental Health, by herd size  

Almost 10% of respondents have felt the need to access mental health services in the past year 

due to challenges on the farm. 6% received MHS.  

Source: Dairy Producer Survey, 2020 
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The first obstacle that we wanted to address was mental health for dairy farmers. In our 

literature review, we discovered that in 2018, the dairy farmers across the country began to 

receive suicide hotline information on their milk checks because prices received were becoming 

dire. From the 2020 Wisconsin Dairy Producer Survey, almost 1 in 10 respondents felt the need 

to access mental health services (MHS), the most concerned herd size bracket being midsize 

farms (200-299 head). Of all farms surveyed who indicated the need for MHS, only two-thirds 

received MHS.  

 

Another concern amidst a decline of small to midsize farms was how current farmers 

intend to handle the farm after retirement. Figure 7 shows the results of the same survey asking 

what the primary decision-maker’s retirement means for the succession or lack-there-of.  

 

Figure 7.  What Will Happen To Farm after Primary Decision-Maker Retires 

 

Source: Dairy Producer Survey, 2020 

 

The results show 41 percent of farms surveyed plan to continue milking when the farm 

turns over to the successor, but the herd size distinction of this category confirms our prior 

findings. Only 30 percent of small 1-49 head dairy farms plan to keep milking, while 72 percent 

of large, 700 (and more) head farms can say they will continue milking. A greater percentage of 
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small to midsize farms will stop milking but still turn the farm over to a successor than large 

farms, and only 7 percent of surveyed farms indicated they would be selling their farms upon 

retirement. A substantial 3 out of 10 farms were unsure what will happen to the farm, most of 

these being the smaller herd sizes. In a study conducted in 2008, 70% of organic farmers 

expected to remain in the dairy industry, compared to just 24% of conventional farmers 

expecting to remain in the industry over the long term (Brock and Barham, 34), demonstrating 

that going organic has been a way for many farmers to overcome the industry trends that 

increasingly favors consolidation into larger and larger farms. 

This feeling of uncertainty around the future of dairy farming is not solely associated 

with post-retirement. Over the next five years, surveyed farmers believe a number of disruptors 

will have an affect on their operations (Figure 7).  

Figure 7.  Top Dairy Industry Disruptors in Next 5 Years, 2020  

The number one concern of all farmers surveyed was balancing milk supply and demand. The 

next two greatest concerns were trade policies and regulations. Groundwater concerns were the 

least chosen disruptor by the surveyed Wisconsin dairy farmers.  

Source: Dairy Producer Survey, 2020 

 

We begin to see some patterns emerge, with the addition of Figure 8, which reveals the 

primary challenges to continue milking. Again, regulations are among the top three concerns, as 
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well as extreme weather conditions and day-to-day expenses. We can see that the farms surveyed 

were supported with services in their areas and access to land, or at least was of lesser concern 

than other areas. Small to midsize herds were disproportionately concerned with aging facilities 

and managing day-to-day expenses compared to larger operations. Conversely, larger operations 

were more concerned with finding labor, regulations, and manure management and disposal.  

Figure 8.  Primary Challenges to Continuing Milking, 2020 

 

The number one challenge as selected by Wisconsin dairy farmers was extreme weather 

conditions. Tied for second most challenging area were managing day-to-day expenses and 

regulations.  

Source: Dairy Producer Survey, 2020 

In addition to the challenges highlighted above, other social factors may get in the way of 

farmers wanting to switch to organic. One of the major reasons is that many in the farming 

community aren’t proponents of organic farming, and with the vast majority of dairy farmers in 

the state continuing to produce conventionally, this social pressure is something that cannot be 

overlooked: “several studies have found through interviews and surveys that prospective and 

current organic farmers must contend with the beliefs of their families and neighbors that organic 

farming is not a responsible or efficient way to farm or that it is dependent upon misinformed 

consumers for the price premiums required to maintain profitability in organic systems.” 
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(Delbridge, 5). Many farmers still feel as though organic farming is a gimmick or a fad, skeptical 

of the reliance on price premiums, and see organic production overall as something that cannot 

be relied upon to keep a farm financially successful over the long term. 

An additional social challenge that may give farmers pause over the decision to switch to organic 

production is the potential for chemical drift from other properties. Pesticides, herbicides, or any 

other non-organic chemical spray can travel many miles if they are applied on a windy day, and 

chemical drift can be a serious issue for organic dairy producers. Many organic dairy producers 

in Wisconsin produce their own feed, and if  non-organic spray were to drift onto the organic 

producers crop or pasture land, farmers are required to report this and can no longer market their 

product as organic if they sustain their cattle on these tainted feeds. The farmer would either 

have to spend money on an alternate organic food source, or take the loss and sell his products as 

conventional, unable to reap the organic price premium that makes up for lesser efficiency when 

compared to conventional farms. The vast majority of Wisconsin dairy farms are conventionally 

run, and farmers may not want to risk having their organic operations repeatedly adversely 

impacted by the actions of their conventional neighbors. 
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Conclusion 
Our research into the organic dairy industry in Wisconsin from four lenses revealed a 

number of concerns that future producers will face. First, the economy around organic cow’s 

milk is anything but dependable, as milk prices have evidently caused suffering to dairy farms 

nationwide. With farms shifting to larger herds and capitalizing on volume over margins, small 

dairy farms have been disappearing at rapid rates. The organic business model, however is 

incentivized, albeit slightly, to remain smaller and avoid consolidating, as their higher margins 

allow them to be profitable at lower volumes than conventional costs and returns allow.  

The current environmental impacts of dairy farming are also quite severe. Manure 

spreading has detrimental effects on the lakes and rivers so abundant in Wisconsin. With limited 

oversight and enforcement to protect the local communities from drinking contaminated water, 

dairy farms are not incentivized to stop their current practices. Organic farms, which abide by 

stricter rules than conventional producers, are generally smaller and spread less manure.  

It is no secret that organic operations face more rules and regulations from multiple levels 

of government. It is because of these strict guidelines that their products sell for higher prices. 

While the system for transitioning, certifying, and growing an organic dairy farm is complicated, 

costly, and time consuming, evidence points to downstream benefits that will increase 

profitability. We summarized the national landscape of regulation frustrations with a graphic 

highlighting some key differences across state lines, where political leaning and organic dairy 

productivity see varying levels of regulation demands. We are limited in what we can say about 

the impact of politics on organic regulation, but we would be hard pressed to say they are 

mutually independent.  
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Finally we addressed some revealing survey results from Wisconsin dairy farmers that 

point to unease among farmers themselves about the future of their farm. Mental health was a 

concern for a substantial proportion of farmers and most were able to seek professional care. The 

primary concern among these farmers looking at the next five years was supply and demand, but 

challenges to continue milking in general is predicted to be extreme weather conditions. While 

transitioning to an organic herd may not directly suspend these concerns, we have found that 

other aspects of the environment benefit from eliminating conventional systems such as CAFOs.  

Further Research 
Over the course of our research into this subject, we were presented with our own share 

of obstacles that, given more time and fewer social restrictions, could be evaded to uncover more 

in-depth conclusions. To begin, we will address the challenges that COVID-19 presented in our 

methods and how more information could be gathered once society returns to pre-pandemic 

conditions. The primary source of data we set out to gather was rooted in our questionnaire, 

which was sent via email. Without any restrictions in place, we know that visiting multiple 

organic and conventional farms in-person and having face-to-face interviews with farmers would 

have opened so many more opportunities for first-hand experiences. Due to the limitations of a 

single semester and farms closed to the public that might otherwise be open, we could not 

effectively do this.  

 

Second, the fact that our efforts sending out questions received no timely responses 

indicates some improvements to our methods that could be fixed. First, posing seventeen 

questions to every potential respondent may have been too many. If we were to narrow our focus 

and ask five to ten specific questions, we may have retained more respondents. Additionally, we 
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sent our questions to forty-four farms when there exists potential to reach a larger audience while 

keeping our setting within Wisconsin. With more time to reach out to cooperative 

representatives, certifying agencies, and other dairy farming organizations with a network of 

farmers, we know that our questions could reach more eyes. For reference, the Wisconsin Dairy 

Producers Survey of which we reference in our results and analysis section reached over 7,000 

farmers and received a 41% respondent rate. To gather more effective environmental data 

associated with organic dairy farming, we would have greatly benefited from visiting locations 

like the Central Sands region we discuss in our results section and speaking with farmers, 

members of the community, and officials with the Department of Natural Resources to ask more 

pointed questions.  
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Appendix 

Questionnaire 
1. Please state your name and the name of your farm:  
 
2. Who processes your milk?  Is your milk used for any specialty products (eg cheese, yogurt, 
butter, cream, and so on)? 
 
3. What is the size of your total herd? How many cows do you typically milk? 
 
4. Have your cattle always been raised organically? If so, why? If not, what prompted the 
change, and when? 
 
5. What issues, if any, did you have with implementing your Pasture Management Plan for 
organic certification?  
 
6. For an average cow on your farm, about what percentage of its forage comes from pasture? 
About what percentage from organic feed?  
 
7.  Have you noticed any changes in soil health, water quality, or biodiversity on your farm over 
the course of your organic dairy operations? 
 
8. Are there any social barriers to becoming an organic producer? How has it impacted 
your relationships with others in the agriculture industry?  
 
9. Do different generations of farmers have different opinions of the effectiveness of 
organic dairy?  
 
10. There are several organic dairy cooperatives in Wisconsin. Do you feel they allow organic 
dairy farmers to better compete with conventional dairy producers? 
 
11.  How have organic milk price fluctuations over the past three years affected your dairy 
operation? 
 
12. Milk consumption per capita in the U.S. has steadily declined over the last 35 years 
(USDA, 2019). Has the overall expanding market for organically produced goods and livestock 
benefited your farm? If so, do you expect the number of organic farms to increase in the 
future?  
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13. In the past 5 years, have you diversified your farm to generate more sources of income 
(Agri-tourism, specialty crops, creamery)?  
 
14. What price point ($ per gallon) do you need to sell your milk at to remain profitable? Has this 
number ever proved difficult to reach? (Why is it so difficult to maintain a profitable price point 
for dairy farmers?) 
 
15. What policy changes would you like to see to the organic certification process?  
 
16. What changes would you like to see in government price supports for organic dairy 
producers? 
 
17. Do you feel the government (local, state, or national) does enough to support the organic 
dairy industry? Why or why not? 
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