
Lately, the news has been filled with articles about dairy cooperatives receiving contracts 
for their milk or looking for a new home for their product. Driving by many farms you can see various signs for 
a farmer’s respective cooperative, it could be AgriMark, DFA (Dairy Farmers of America), Jefferson Bulk 
Cooperative, Lowville Producers, or Upstate Niagara. These cooperatives vary in scale and services, but the 
core of their business remains the same, to help members sell their milk to dairy processors.  

Imagine this scenario, you and everyone on your block makes pencils. Each person makes 100 a year and 
there are 40 people on your block. Now you could each try to sell your pencils to each other or to those that 
walk down your block, but you may sell very little if any at all. Now let’s say a nearby office is built and they 
need pencils for the workers but buying pencils from each individual person each time they make one is far 
too troublesome for the office management. So what do you and your neighbors do? You form a cooperative 
with your community with the goal of supplying pencils to the office. Your block can make 4,000 pencils a year 
between all of you. Now pencils need time to be made and the office doesn’t need them all at once but as the 
workers use them, now what do you do? You form a cooperative board and write a proposed contract to the 
office where you propose on building and delivering 80 pencils a week for 50 weeks of the year (take two off 
for holidays). The pencils will be sold at set price outlined in the contract for the whole year with each person 
only have to make 2 a week. If the office accepts your proposal, you have to abide by the contract and deliver 
the pencils as promised. After a year, the cooperative can work on a new contract with the office for the next 
year. Maybe the office doesn’t want as many pencils and you have to cut back production. Maybe they want 
more pencils but of higher quality and will pay a better price, hence you have to invest as a cooperative.  

Now this is a very shallow look as how a cooperative works, but the principle remains the same for each 
cooperative regardless of industry. Replace pencils with hundredweights of milk, your block with local farms, 
and the office with a milk processing plant and you have a working knowledge of how a dairy cooperative 
works. Managing contracts, governing producers ,and providing services to members help cooperatives make 
their members successful and that makes the coop successful.  
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