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THREE years of meetings, an 
overdue cost analysis, and 
a call to action by USDA 
Secretary Tom Vilsack led 

to a dairy gathering last month. The 
American Farm Bureau Federation 
(AFBF) hosted dairy leaders at a Fed-
eral Milk Marketing Order Forum in 
Kansas City, Mo., October 14 to 16 
. . . most of those who attended were 
dairy farmers. The meeting was held 
over the weekend to make it easier for 
some of those farmers to find substi-
tute milkers. 

For AFBF, national policy work 
begins at a county Farm Bureau 
meeting. County resolutions, 
approved by state delegates, are 
then sent to AFBF for extensive 
discussion and consideration by 
the delegates at the AFBF annual 
meeting. It takes time, but this 
grassroots process ensures that 
Farm Bureau is truly “the unified 
national voice of agriculture.”

For over three years, AFBF’s 
Dairy Working Group has been 
studying and discussing dairy 
policy issues, including Federal 
Milk Marketing Orders, providing 
fodder for the Farm Bureau grass-
roots policy development process. 
Thanks to the Working Group’s 
efforts and the proposed resolutions 
from many state dairy commit-
tees and county meetings, AFBF 
has a substantial body of policy 
on Federal Milk Marketing Orders 
(FMMOs) and is well prepared 
to fully engage in a federal order 
hearing, particularly on pricing.

Host a national meeting
Last December, Vilsack asked that 

the dairy industry “get in a room” 
and do the hard work of developing 
consensus on what to do about fed-
eral orders. In January, AFBF’s del-
egates responded by recommending 
AFBF host an industry-wide confer-
ence with dairy farmers as the pri-
mary participants, so that farmer 
voices could be heard clearly along-
side those of the rest of the industry. 

In February, USDA released the 
long-awaited study of cheese, but-
ter, nonfat dry milk and whey 
processing costs by the University 
of Wisconsin’s Mark Stephenson. 
This study has been seen as criti-
cal to updating the make allow-
ances in the federal order price 
formulas. This release was the 
starting gun, if you will, in the 
marathon to develop proposals for 
a potential federal order hearing. 
By mid-October, many dairy orga-
nizations had spent months work-
ing out what they want from fed-
eral orders, and they brought their 
progress to Kansas City.

After a welcome from AFBF Presi-
dent Zippy Duvall and a video mes-
sage from Secretary Vilsack, four 
panels of experts, including farmers, 
USDA, dairy farmer cooperatives, 
proprietary milk processors, state 
and national dairy farmer organiza-
tions, as well as AFBF, presented 
and explained aspects of the order 
system, of the hearing process, or of 
their progress in policy development. 

The four panels covered: 
1. The origins and purposes of

the FMMOs
2. Class I pricing issues
3. Class III and IV pricing issues
4. Simplifying FMMOs
Each panel was moderated by a

state Farm Bureau president, who is 
also a dairy farmer.

Round table discussions
The panels were just preparation, 

though, for the inclusive discussions 
following each panel. All forum par-
ticipants were assigned to one of 
23 breakout tables of eight people 
each, where their discussions gen-
erated lists of ideas, and, perhaps 
most importantly, sets of consensus 
positions. All of these were written 
on flip charts, then the pages were 
collected and the results assembled. 
The consensus positions represent a 
meaningful expression of the farm-
er’s voice in a shared discussion 
with the rest of the industry. 

Many of these consensus posi-
tions overlapped with AFBF policy, 
these include: 

• Return the Class I mover to a
higher-of formula (consensus at
21 tables)

• Increase Class I differentials
to reflect marketplace changes
(15 tables)

• Simplify and add uniformity to
milk checks (12)

• Tighten pooling provisions (12)
• Use modified bloc voting instead

of bloc voting (11)
AFBF and the National Milk Pro-

ducers Federation (NMPF) agreed 
on a joint statement regarding the 
need for FMMO improvements, 
and they were joined by several 
other dairy organizations attend-
ing the event. That statement (see 
sidebar) recognizes the challenges 
of an evolving milk market, includ-
ing those accentuated by the dis-
order of 2020; looks forward to the 
opportunity to update both the price 
formulas and Class I differentials; 
and seeks to continue a cooperative 
dialog in the dairy industry to find 
solutions on common ground.

AFBF is ready to act on its grass-
roots-based policy, which will con-
tinue to evolve with each year’s 
grassroots process. Some of the 
ideas brought forward at the AFBF 
Federal Milk Marketing Order 
Forum may return as resolutions 
from state Farm Bureaus for the 
consideration of AFBF’s delegates 
in January. 

NMPF and the International Dairy 
Foods Association (IDFA) each have 
their own policy process, and both 
organizations had speakers and par-
ticipants at the Kansas City meeting, 
helping generate several of the meet-
ing’s consensus positions.

We did the work. AFBF got dairy 
farmers and other industry profes-
sionals in a room, and we found 
meaningful consensus on what can 
reasonably be done to modernize 
federal orders. The next step will be 
for AFBF and the rest of the dairy 
industry to bring these shared 
ideas to USDA for a hearing that 
will allow those orders to effectively 
serve the entire industry for years 
into the future. 

Federal order forum amplifies farmer voices

The author is chief economist for the American 
Farm Bureau Federation.

American Farm Bureau Federation’s federal order forum develops consensus on five crucial topics.

by Roger Cryan

A LARGE AND DIVERSE CROWD of dairy farmers, USDA specialists, dairy co-op leaders, 
proprietary milk processors, state and national farmer organization members, and American 
Farm Bureau Federation associates filled the room to talk federal orders. 

JOINT AFBF AND NMPF 
STATEMENT

The joint American Farm 
Bureau Federation (AFBF) and 
National Milk Producers Federa-
tion (NMPF) statement reads:

“We support the Federal Milk 
Marketing Order (FMMO) sys-
tem as key to fair market-based 
farmer milk pricing and recog-
nize the importance of periodi-
cally updating the program to 
reflect changes in the dynamic 
U.S. dairy industry. With the 
last major update to the FMMO 
system occurring in 2000, we 
believe it is time to consider 
improvements that better reflect 
today’s milk markets.

“In addition, the pandemic-
related market disruptions of 
2020 also highlighted the need 
to modernize the program so 
that it can better mitigate the 
impacts on producers of dis-
ruptions in milk pricing such as 
occurred then. At that time, a 
combination of federal order 
price formulas, temporary mar-
ket imbalances, and sudden 
demand disruptions created dis-
orderly marketing of milk, to the 
detriment of producers.

“We anticipate the prospect of 
a hearing conducted by USDA in 
2023 that could address FMMO 
price formulas, including all four 
Classes, as well as the Class I 
price surface. An amended pric-
ing system should improve price 
discovery, improve the clarity of 
the program, continue to sup-
port timely payments to produc-
ers, and reduce price incentives 
to depool milk.

“We are encouraged by the 
healthy discussion at this 
week’s Federal Milk Marketing 
Order Forum and look forward to 
continuing the discussion about 
promoting a healthy dairy indus-
try through modernization of fed-
eral order pricing.” 

Organizations participating in 
the event and endorsing the joint 
statement include:
• American Dairy Coalition
•  National Farmers

Organization
• National All-Jersey
• Georgia Milk Producers
• Indiana Dairy Producers
•  Kentucky Dairy Development

Council
• Missouri Dairy
•  Dairy Producers of New

Mexico
•  Ohio Dairy Producers

Association
•  Virginia State Dairymen’s

Association

American Farm Bureau Federation
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