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ABSTRACT 

Wisconsin's dairy farmers face many stresses 
which have steadily reduced their numbers by 
an average of four percent annually over the 
past decade. Examining perception data from 
two surveys of Wisconsin dairy farmers 
conducted in 1993, this paper describes the 
farmers' perceptions of a variety of problems 
and the farmers' expectations of remaining in 
dairying. 

INTRODUCTION 

Serious problems face Wisconsin's dairy 
farmers. Between 1992 and 1994 their 
numbers fell by five percent to 28,641. Over 
the past year Wisconsin lost 88,000 milk 
cows and its milk production fell 4.5 percent 
By the end of summer 1993, California had 
overtaken Wisconsin as the nation's leading 
milk producer. The declines over the past 
year only highlight longer-term trends. 
During the past decade Wisconsin has 
experienced a net loss of 14,867 dairy herds, 
a decline of 34.2 percent Over the past five 
years Wisconsin's milk production has fallen 
by 9.4 percent and its total dairy herd has 
fallen by 11.7 percent (Wisconsin 
AgricultuIal Statistics Service, 1984, 1994a). 

This paper describes the dairy farmers' 
perceptions of nineteen potential problems, 
both statewide and regionally, indicating those 
areas of Wisconsin where dairy operators feel 
most threatened The perception data were 
obtained as part of two larger surveys of 
Wisconsin dairy farmers conducted during 
the spring and late autumn of 1993. These 
surveys sought information concerning the 
impacts of the adverse weather conditions 
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during 1992 and 1993 upon the state's 
farmers. More detailed analyses of the soci~ 
economic data are provided in Cross (1994a) 
and the response to agroclimatic hazards is 
given in Cross (1994b). 

METI-IOOOLOClY 

Questionnaires were mailed to 788 
Wisconsin dairy farmers in mid-April, 1993. 
Approximately two-fifths of the recipients 
had responded to a drought-response survey 
mailed in 1989 (Cross, 1990, 1992), while the 
remainder were selected by systematic 
random sampling from a complete, current 
listing of all Wisconsin dairy farmers. The 
sampling procedure was designed so that 
approximately the same number of dairy 
farmers would be selected from each of the 
state's nine agricultural reporting districts, 
permitting regional comparisons to be made. 
T he survey procedures, generally based upon 
Dillman's (1 978) methods, utilized an initial 
mailing of the survey and cover letter, a 
reminder post card one week later, followed 
by a second mailing of the survey and a new 
cover letter to non-respondents four weeks 
later. Four hundred and thirty-five farmers 
completed and returned the seven page 
survey, representing a response rate of 59 
percent after those individuals who had 
ceased farming or were deceased were 
excluded Seventy-three percent of these 
respondents completed a four-page follow-up 
survey distributed in mid-November, 1993. 

EvALUATIONS OF PROBLEMS FACING 
FARMERS 

Dairy farmers were asked to indicate the 
degree. to which they considered a variety of 



TABLE 1 

PERCEPTIONS OF VARIOUS CONDmONS AS BEING PROBLEMS FACING 

WlSCONSIN DAIRY FARMERS 


"For each item, indicate whether to you it is 
problem, or not a probJem at all" 

Item Considered: 
Milk Support Prices 
Wholesale Milk Prices 
Prices of Hay and Feed 
Shortages of Hay and Feed 
Shortage of Farm Labor 
Excessive Debt 
High Interest Rates 
Distance from MilkPlant 
Drought Possibilities 
Flood Possibilities 
Hail Damages 
Government Regulations 
Property Taxes 
Labor Costs 
Insect Infestations 
Bran FiresIFire Protection 
Loca1 Urban Expansion 
Stray Voltage 
Health Insurance 

factors as being problems facing them. At 
least half of the farmers surveyed statewide 
considered milk support prices, wholesale 
milk prices, property taxes, and health 
insurance as being "major problems," as can 
be seen in Table 1, with property taxes (68.6 
percent) most frequently cited as a "major 
problem". Other concerns frequently 
considered as "major problems" were 
government regulations (44.5 percent), labor 
costs (30.2 percent), and excessive debt (29.9 
percent), although several other concerns were 
cited by at least a fifth of the respondent'). 
Although many fanners suffered crop losses 
during 1992 because of adverse weather 
conditions, drought, flooding, and hail were 
among the least likely conditions to be 
considered as "major problems". 
Nevertheless, many dairy farmers considered 
such conditions as being "somewhat a 
problem." For every item, there were some 
farmers who considered it as being "not a 
problem at all," and there were other farmers 
ranking it at the other extreme. Statewide, 

a major problem, somewhat a problem, a minor 

Major Somewhat a Minor NOTa 
Problem (~} Problem (~) Problem (%) Problem {%} 
50.0 31.4 11.4 7.1 
57.7 31.8 7.4 3.1 
20.2 36.1 27.0 16.6 
21.9 29.8 28.1 20.2 
22.1 28.1 26.4 23.5 
29.9 34.2 18.7 17.2 
18.5 28.8 26.9 25.7 
6.0 6.2 17.3 70.5 

14.1 38.5 33.0 14.4 
4.1 14.8 34.4 46.8 
3.6 19.1 56.2 21.1 

44.5 37.6 12.4 2.5 
68.6 23.8 4.3 3.3 
30.2 31.4 22.9 15.5 

6.7 31.6 43.0 18.8 
7.7 21.8 40.4 30.1 

10.1 16.1 20.9 53.0 
9.8 25.1 30.2 34.9 

59.9 2 1.5 9.5 9.1 

condi tions most frequently ranked as "not a 
problem at all" included distance from a milk 
plant (70.5 percent), local urban expansion 
(53.0 percent), and flood possibilities (46.8 
percent). 

When asked to indicate which of the various 
potential problems listed in the questionnaire 
(excluding health insurance 1 ) was "the single 
most important problem facing dairy fanners 
in your Wisconsin county," 34.9 percent of 
the farmers indicated "wholesale milk prices" 
and 21.4 percent responded with "milk 
support prices," two highly-related 
conditions. Property taxes were considered 
the single most important problem t 20.0 
percent of the respondents with "government 
regulations" receiving 5.8 percent of the 

1 Health insurance concerns were not 
evaluated in the Spring 1993 questionnaire; 
data on health insurance was obtained in the 
Autumn, 1993 questionnaire. 

2 




TABLE 2 

PERCEPTIONS OF VARIOUS CONDmONS AS BEING "MAJOR PROBLEMS" F ACING DAIRY 

F ARMERS WI1RIN WISCONSINS AGRICULTIJRAL REPoRTING DISTRlCTS 


(percent ofFarmers Considering the Condition a Major Problem) 


Item CQn~idered N W .tiC 
Milk Support Prices 60 51 
Wholesale Milk Prices 60 66 
Prices of Hay and Feed 18 23 
Shortages of Bay and Feed 10 12 
Shortage ofFarm Labor 13 20 
Excessive Debt 33 27 
High Interest Rates 25 15 
Distance from Milk Plant 8 8 
Drought Possibilities 13 12 
Flood Possibilities 5 0 
Hail Damages 3 5 

,Government Regulations 51 54 ,Property Taxes 58 78 
Labor Costs 33 32 
Insect Infestations 8 5 
Bam Fires/Fire Protection 5 5:' 

Local Urban Expansion 5 2 
Stray Voltage 14 5 
Health Insurance 54 62 

* Chi-square significance level <.05 
+ Chi-square significance level <. 10 

responses. Excessive debt was listed by 4.6 
percent None of the other considerations 
was mentioned by more than 2.5 percent of 
the re.spondents. Thus, economic factors, and 
in particular milk pricing, were of paramount 
concern to Wisconsin dairy farmers. 

REGIONAL DIFFERENCES IN PROBLEM 
P ERCEPTION 

Many of the considerations were viewed 
similarly by farmers statewide (Table 2), such 
as wholesale milk prices, health insurance, 
high interest rates, labor costs, and bam fires 
or fire protection, either being considered 
major problems or of little concern statewide. 
On the other band, significant regional 
differences were evident in the dairy farmers' 
evaluations of several climatic hazards and 
their consequences, distance from a milk 
'plant, urban expansion, debt, government 
regulation, and property taxes. For example, 

Agricultural Reporting District 
NE we C E!: SW s.c .sE 
50 56 50 58 53 40 26 
70 61 55 58 50 53 48 
18 11 17 29 24 18 24 + 
32 13 20 34 26 23 24 + 
18 19 24 31 22 26 24 
20 21 33 39 48 27 21 * 
15 20 22 21 20 17 11 
11 2 2 7 9 2 8* 
15 9 9 22 17 13 16 + 
4 0 0 5 4 11 8* 
4 4 0 3 2 4 8 + 

49 49 39 53 39 31 34 + 
63 75 72 73 72 52 74 + 
22 32 24 44 26 31 24 
9 5 0 10 9 8 5 
7 12 4 10 9 6 8 
0 5 2 14 4 13 50 * 
5 12 12 7 11 10 13 

63 57 56 56 62 59 71 

dairy farmers within northeastern and east 
central Wisconsin were significantly more 
likely to view shortages of bay and feed as a 
"major problem" than farmers in the 
northwestern third of the state (Figure 1). 
Excessive debt was considered a "major 
problem I. by 48 percent of the farmers within 
southwestern Wisconsin, but within three 
agricultural reporting districts it was so 
ranked by only 20 to 21 percent of the 
respondents (Figure 2). 

Distance from a milk plant was most 
frequently considered a problem by farmers 
within the northern third of Wisconsin or in 
the southeastern comer, inasmuch as it would 
increase milk haulage costs and reduce the 
opportunities to market via competing haulers, 
although even in these areas the majority 
considered it as a low level problem, similarly, 
local urban expansion was considered a 
"major problem" by only 10.1 percent of the 
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TABLE 3 

REGIONAL RANKlNGS OF 

"SINGLE MOST1MPORTANTPROBLEM FACING DAIRY FARMERS" 


Agricultural Re.porting District 

Northwest Wisconsin 

North Central Wisconsin 

Northeast Wisconsin 

West Central Wisconsin 

Central Wisconsin 

East Central Wisconsin 

Southwest Wisconsin 

South Central Wisconsin 

Southeast Wisconsin 

Most Commonly Reported Problems - % 

Milk Support Prices 33* 
Wholesale Milk: Prices 30 
Property Taxes 18 
Wholesale Milk Prices 48 
Milk Support Prices 20 
Property Taxes 10 
Wholesale Milk Prices 39 
Milk Support Prices 22 
Property Taxes 15 
Wholesale Milk Prices 37 
Mdk Support Prices 27 
Property Taxes 15 
Wholesale Milk Prices 30 
Property Taxes 21 
Milk Support Prices 21 
Wholesale Milk Prices 35 
Property Taxes 21 
Milk Support Prices 19 
Property Taxes 23 
Wholesale Milk. Prices 23 
Milk Support Prices 11 
Wholesale Milk Prices 33 
Property Taxes 23 
Excessive Debt 13 
Milk Support Prices 13 
Property Taxes 38 
Wholesale Milk Prices 22 
Local Urban Expansion 16 

*Within several regions a few additionaJ respondents grouped wholesale milk support prices and 
milk support prices as a single factor. Thus, total mentions of milk pricing would be increased by 
these percentages in the following regions: NW=7%, NC=5%, NE=2%, WC=2%, C=2% , EC=2%, 
WC=9%, SC=O%, SE=3%. 

respondents statewide, but by 50 percent of 
the farmers within southeastern Wisconsin 
(Figure 3), an area of rapidly declining 
dairying. Dairymen in southern Wisconsin 
were the least concerned about government 
regulations. 

Regionally, dairy fanners also differed 
somewhat in what they considered as their 
single most important problem (Table 3). 
Although milk support prices and wholesale 
milk prices, when combined, led the list of 
concerns in all nine agricultural reporting 
districts except southeastern Wisconsin, the 

4 

proportion of farmers in each stnct 
believing that milk pricing was their most 
important problem ranged from 32.4 percent 
to 72.5 percent. The greatest concern were 
expressed about milk prices in north cenlral 
Wisconsin, while dairy operators in 
southeastern Wisconsin were the least likely 
to believe pricing was their single greatest 
problem. As can be seen in Figure 4, farmers 
in northern Wisconsin were more concerned 
about milk pricing than farmers in the 
southern third of the state. Conversely, 
concerns about property taxes led the list of 
other concerns for far more southern 



Farmers' Perceptions That Farmers' Perceptions That 

~h,..r."""'.. of Hay and Feed Excessive Debt 
Is "Major Problem" 

Percent of Percent of 


Dairy Farmers Dairy Farmers 


5.0 - 10.0% D 19.0 - 25.0% 
015.1 -25.0% ED 25.1 - 35.0% 
.~ 25.1 - 35,0% 35.1 - 48.0% 

Figure 1. Farmers' perceptions that excessive Figure 2. Farmers' perception that shortages 
debt is a "major problem". of hay and feed are "major 

problems", 

Farmers' Perceptions That Farmers' Perceptions That 

L Ul..C11 Urban Expansion Milk Pricing Is Their 

"Most Important Problem" 

Percent of Percent of 
Dairy Farmers Dairy Farmers 

D 0.0-7.0% D 32.0 - 46.0% 
0J 7.1 -14.0% lEI 46.1 - 60.0% 
- 50.0% - 60.1 - 73.0% 

Figure 3. Farmers' perceptions that local Figure 4. Farmers' perceptions that milk 

urban expansion is a "major pricing is their "most important 

problem". problem". 
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TABLE 4 

PERCEPTIONS OF VARJOUS CONDITIONS AS BEING PROBLEMS F ACING 
WISCONSIN DAIRY FARMERS AND FARMER SOCIO-ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS 

(Significance Levels of Significant Chi-Square Relationships) 

Item Considered 

As Potential Problem: 


Milk Support Prices 

Wholesale Milk Prices 

Prices of Hay and Feed 

Shortages of Hay and Peed 

Shortage of Farm Labor 

Excessive Debt 

High Interest Rates 

Distance fro m Milk Plant 

Drought Possibilities 

Flood Possibilities 

Hail Damages 

Government Regulations 

Property Taxes 

Labor Costs 

Insect Infestations 

Barn FireslFire Protection 

Local Urban Expansion 

Stray Voltage 


NS = Not statistically significant 

Socio-Economic Characteristics* -
Income Land Off-farm 

.A2e Chan i:e Ownership Income 

NS .00016 N S NS 
.00090 NS .07269 NS 
.08653 .02233 NS NS 
NS .00264 N S NS 
.00362 NS NS NS 
.00288 .00506 NS .08342 
N S .00968 NS .01245 
N S N S NS NS 
N S .00528 NS NS 
NS NS NS NS 
NS NS N S NS 
.00870 NS NS NS 
NS NS .08040 NS 
.05066 NS NS NS 
.00407 .05868 NS N S 
NS NS N S NS 
NS NS NS NS 
N S .00450 NS NS 

*Age considered in 3 groups: <45 years, 45-60 years, >60 years. 

I ncome Change in 4 groups: <50%, 51-75%, 76-100%, >100%. 

Land Ownership in 4 groups: <80 acres, 81-160 acres, 161-240 acres, >240 acres. 


Wisconsin dairy operntors than for those in 
northern Wisconsin. One of the stresses 
related to urban expansion is increased 
property values, forces property taxes 
upwards in many areas of southern 
Wisconsin. Indeed, the average value of 
agricultural land sold within Southeastern 
Wisconsin was $1 ,929, for land continuing in 
agricultural use, and $3,679 fOT land diverted 
to other uses in 1992. Within north central 
Wisconsin the figures were $487 and $464, 
respectively (Wisconsin Agricultural 
Statistics Service, 1994b, 12-13). 

PROBLEM PERCEPTION AND FARMER 
Socro-EcONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS 

The farmers' perceptions of problems facing 
dairying were significantly related to a variety 
of socio-economic characteristics (Table 4). 
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For example, 40.2 percent of the dairy 
farmers with berds exceeding 60 cows viewed 
excessive debt as a "major problem," 
compared with 25.9 percent of the farmers 
with fewer cows. Mid-sized operators, with 
between 30 and 60 cows, were more likely to 
consider government regulations as a "major 
problem" than either smaller, or in particular, 
larger operntors. Grade B dairy farmers 
(32.8 percent) were significantly more likely 
to cite prices of hay and feed as being a 
"major probJem" than Grade A farmers (18.1 
percent). Farmers between 45 and 60 years 
old were significantly more likely to indicate 
that wholesale milk prices were a "major 
problem" than either younger or older 
farmers. Likewise, older farmers (over 60 
years of age) were least concerned with 
excessive debt 



TABLE 5 


DESIRE TO SELL TIfEIR DAIRY FARM WITHIN 

WISCONSIN'S AGRICULTIJRAL REPORTING DISTRICTS 


"Would you like to sell your farm?" 

Agricultural Rgx>rting District YES (Spring %) YES (Fall %) 

Northwest Wisconsin 41.0 43.5 
North Central Wisconsin 28.9 45.0 
Northeast Wisconsin 26.3 34.8 
West Central Wisconsin 22.6 25.8 
Central Wisconsin 15.6 18.8 
East Central Wisconsin 39.3 38.1 
Southwest Wisconsin 43.9 42.4 
South Central Wisconsin 11.1 12.5 
Southeast Wisconsin 15.6 10.7 

WISCONSIN TOTAL 27.8 30. 1 

NOTE: Farmers owning no land, or fewer than 5 acres, are excluded from this table. Regional 
differences in desire to sell =0.00240 significance level for Spring responses and 0.01632 for Fall 
responses. 

DESIRE TO SELL FARM 

Dairy farmers were asked, "Would you like 
to sell your farm?" Twenty-eight percent of 
the fanners statewide, who owned at least part 
of their farmlands, wished to sell, with 
significant regional differences noticed (Table 
5). The greatest proportions of dairy fanners 
wishing to sell (during spring 1993) were 
located in southwest Wisconsin, northwest 
Wisconsin, and in east central Wisconsin, 
where 44, 4] , and 39 percent, respectively. of 
the farmers wished to sell (Figure 5). 
Although such desires of dairy fanners within 
the northern third of Wisconsin have been 
previously noted, as this region had the 
greatest participation rates in the Dairy 
Termination Program during i 986 (Cross, 
1989) and the largest proportion of farmers 
wishing to sell following the 1988 drought 
(Cross, 1992), the large proportion of 
southwest and east central WlSCOnsin dairy 
farmers wishing to sell is a recent 
development In contrast, only 11 percent of 
the farmers within south central Wisconsin 
wanted to sell, on1y slightly less than within 
central and southeast Wisconsin. By the end 
of fall 1993 the proportion of respondents 

wishing to sell their fanns had risen to 30.1 
percent, with the greatest increases occurring 
within the northern third of Wisconsin. Thus, 
the long standing forces causing dairy 
fanners to leave the northern part of the state 
(Cross, 1989) continue, with fanners in this 
region least able to resist any added stress. 

Pessimism about remaining in dairy farming 
was similarly shown in a recent survey by 
Barham and Wood (1994), who found that 
over 40 percent of their respondents intended 
to leave farming within the next half decade. 
Furthermore they discovered that 63.7 percent 
of their respondents indicated that they 
somewhat agreed or strongly agreed with the 
statement, "With the prospects for fanning as 
they are today, I would not encourage a 
young person to become a farmer." 

ExPECTATION THAT CfnLDREN WIll FARM 

Farmers were asked in my survey, "Do you 
expect that a son, a daughter, or another 
relative will operate your dairy farm after you 
retire?" Statewide, only 42.2 percent 
answered aftinnatively during spring 1993 
(Table 6). Although the expectation was 
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TABLE 6 

DAIRY FARMERS' EXPECTATIONS THAT CHILDREN WILL CONTINUE FARMING 
WITHIN WISCONSIN'S AGRICULTURAL REPORTING DISTRICTS 

"Do you expect that a son, a daughter, or another 
relative will operate your dairy farm after you retire?" 

Agricultural Reporting District YES (% Spring) YES (% Fall) 

Northwest Wisconsin 34.9 23.1 
North Central Wisconsin 33.3 2 1.7 
Northeast Wisconsin 46.7 38.5 
West Central Wisconsin 54.4 58.3 
Central Wisconsin 43.5 38.2 
East Central Wisconsin 40.7 41.9 
Southwest Wisconsin 42.6 30.6 
South Central Wisconsin 42.6 34.4 
Southeast Wisconsjn 36.8 29.0 

WISCONSIN TOTAL 42.2 362 

These regional differences were not statistically significant in Spring and were significant at the 
0.10 level in Fall. 

highest within west central Wisconsin (54 those for whom "excessive debt" was "not a 
percent) and lowest within north central (33 problem at all," those desiring to sell rose to 
percent), northwest (35 percent), and 27.1 percent, possibly indicating the number 
southeast Wisconsin (37 percent) the of older fanners, lacking major debts, who 
differences were not statistically significant. wished to sell for retirement purposes. 
Although a few farmers explained that they Farmers' concerns about high interest rates 
were unmarried or had no relatives who could and a shortage of farm labor were also 
succeed them, the tresses of family fanning significantly related to desires to sell their 
were emphasized by one Ozaukee County farms. Expectations that children would 
farmer who wrote, "I wouldn't wish it on my continue operating the family farm were 
worst enemy." significantly related to the dairy farmers' 

perceptions that shortages of farm labor and 
By the end of 1993, when the respondents property taxes were problems. For example 
were resurveyed, the proportion expecting of those ranking labor as a major problem, 
their children or other relatives to operate their only 31 percent expected that their children 
farms had fallen to 36.4 percent Regional would continue farming, compared to 48 
differences were statistically significant at the percent who ranked labor as either a minor or 
0.10 level. Within both northwest and north somewhat a problem. 

central Wisconsin, fewer than one in four 

dairy fanners expected their children to CONCLUSIONS 

continue operating their fanns (Figure 6). 


The response of Wisconsin farmers to a 
Statewide, 37.5 percent of the dairymen variety of problems and stresses may well 
ranking "excessive debt" as a "major detennine their survival. . This stress comes 
problem" wished to sell their farms, compared from a wide variety of factors, ranging from 
with only 16.7 percent of the farmers who low milk prices, high debt, and shortages of 
considered "excessive debt" as only farm labor to weather related crop failures. 
"somewhat a problem." Surprisingly, of With the state losing between four and five 
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Percent of Dairy Farmers 
Wanting to Sell their Farms 

Spring 1993 

Percent of 

Dairy Farmers 


D 10.1 - 22.00/0
fEd 22.1 - 34.00/0 

34.1 - 46.00/0 

Figure 5. 	Percent of dairy farmers wanting to 
sell their farms - Spring, 1993. 

percent of its dairy fanners annually, it is 
clear that for many farmers the problems are 
insurmountable. His likely that these same 
problems discourage many new and potential 
farmers, as the state's dairy industry only 
attracts one new dairy fanner for each two 
who exit farming (Cross, 1994a). The 
fmding that only two-fifths of W isconsin's 
dairy farmers statewide expect their children 
or another relative to continue operating their 
farm upon their retirement is indicati ve that a 
better understanding of the problems facing 
the state's dairy farmers is needed, together 
with solutions to those problems, if 
Wisconsin's claim as the "dairy state" is not 
to suffer further erosion. Unlike the dairy 
operations in California and elsewhere in the 
southwestern U.S., Wisconsin's dairy 
production is dependent upon the success of 
its family fanners. 
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Percent of Dairy Farmers 
Expecting Children to Farm 

Fall 1993 

Percent of 
Dairy Farmers 

D 21.1 - 34.0010 
U] 34.1 - 45.00/0 
- 45.1 - 59.0% 

Figure 6. 	 Percent of dairy fanners expecting 
children to farm - Fall, 1993. 
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