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California Department of Food and Agriculture

Re:
Milk Price Testimony

Dear Gentlepersons:

I am a labor attorney that works primarily with dairies.  In my work, I travel our great state, and am thankful for the opportunity to meet and work with the families that are the backbone of California’s dairy industry.  Every time my children drink a glass of milk, I am proud of the small role that I play in helping these family farmers to achieve success.  I can tell you from personal experience that dairy families are people of tremendous pride and integrity; the financial disaster that has been visited upon them as a result of the collapse of the dairy economy has taken an emotional, as well as a financial toll.

My practice has never been as difficult or as sad as it has been over the last year.  As I visit with dairies from San Bernardino to Marin County, I see hard working, industrious dairy families facing the extinction of their family legacies.  In many cases, dairy families see the work of generations evaporating as milk prices remain below the cost of production.  Sadly, I have no answers for them.  Unlike many other businesses, dairy farmers are at the mercy of the milk price.  When, as now, that price falls below production costs, the dairy is forced to take a loss no matter how efficiently and productively they operate their business.  These families cannot pass on their cost increases to the consumer, and must only hope for an increase in milk prices.  In my area of specialty, I have seen layoffs of loyal dairy workers, wage cuts, and loss of benefits as dairies desperately search for ways to survive.  

What is happening in our dairy industry is nothing short of a tragedy for our state.  Much has been said of the value to society of the family farm, and this is an industry made up almost entirely of family farmers.  Once it is lost, it cannot be regained.  We must act now to preserve an important part of our social and economic well being.  I want my children to drink milk from California.  I am proud that our state’s dairy products are a key to a healthy diet for children and adults nationwide.  If we want to preserve this critical industry, we must act now.  The time for words has passed, and the time for action has arrived.
Over the last year, we have seen the government extend massive bailouts to Wall Street and to the automotive industry, businesses who created their own crisis with decisions and actions that were at best ill conceived, and at worst, unethical.  It is time for our government to act to help those who did not create this crisis.  Farmers that I speak to do not seek a bailout or a handout.  All they want is a helping hand so that their businesses can be viable.  If we give them an opportunity to make a profit, they will do the rest.

These circumstances are particularly egregious, as dairy farmers are asked to shoulder the burden of the economic conditions alone.  Retail prices do not reflect the reduction in the price paid to dairy producers.  We have failed our farmers by asking them to take the full brunt of the consequences of this economic collapse.  The time has come to say “no more.”

The answer is simple.  Milk prices must be tied to the cost of production, at least for the short term, to allow our dairy families to survive while the larger economic structure of this industry is examined, and long term solutions are put in place.  

Farming, especially family farming, is a critical component of our society and our economy, but it appears to have been forgotten in our modern age.  We must make a choice to preserve this heritage as part of our state’s future or risk its irrevocable loss.  I, for one, am not willing to take this risk.  I implore you to act now to stabilize this industry, and to work to preserve it for future generations. 
Sincerely,

Anthony Raimondo
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