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Growing pains: cheese is dairy’s future

| The producer checkoff-funded Real California

Cheese (RCC) campaign — created and operated
by the California Milk Advisory Board (CMAB) -
was recently selected by the prestigious Columbia
University School of Business as a case study of
a highly successful strategic marketing program
(the 30-page reporr is available ar www2.gsb.co-
lumbia.edu/divisions/markering/research/under
“Columbia Markerting Cases”).

CMAB's ourstanding work and success in mar-
kering California cheese has broughr us to the

| point where the market is on the verge of ourpac-
| ing the supply. We need more California cheese!

Ler’s review how we got here and where we are
O,

Back in the early 1980s, it was difficult to con-
vince California milk producers to promore any-
thing but Class I fluid milk. However, the erystal
ball gazers saw that milk production was rapidly
growing while fluid milk sales were barely holding
on. Where was this milk to go? The Stanford Re-
search Institute was commissioned ro do a study
to help forecast the marker for milk, This now
famous report indicated thar cheese - branded,
nonbranded and specialty - was che furure of
dairy. And cheese is where CMAB put its focus,
thus building the strength and success of Cali-
fornia’s industry. Bur, there were other factors in
play as well.

Attractive option

Any cheesemaker in che 1980s who was look-
ing to expand operations needed two things - a
growing, competitively priced milk supply and a
scrong market. At the time, California’s rapidly
expanding producrion base, low prices and com-
petition, and generic promotion program made it
an attractive option. The fact that products that

| eouldn’t be markered through rraditional chan-

nels still had an outlet in the Commaodiry Credic
Corp. made it a no-brainer,
The first big plant was built in Corona and ook

[ in 3 million pounds of milk each day - making it

the biggest cheese plant in the country. Today,
few major cheesemakers would build a plant chat
small. This thriving business environment laid
the foundarion for others - including companies
like storied Hilmar Cheese Co. - to build large and
highly respecred cheese plants in the state. There
seemed to be no end to cheese plant construction
and expansion...and then came the 1990s.

The 19905 ushered in a2 new decade marked
by consumer awareness of and interest in the en-
vironmental scewardship pracrices of California

agriculrure. Consumer groups - mortivared by
genuine consumer interest and also self-interest
- began asking questions that agriculrure didn’t
have the dara to answer. Varying departments
within local, srare and federal organizarions mo-
bilized to protect their respective corners - for
some, groundwarer, ochers surface water and so
torch - with each deparrment, down to the county
level, having its own set of regulations. This made
for an impossible environment to produce milk.
Producers and processors worried abour a stable
milk supply joined in with regularors and univer-
sity personnel to create a solution, which took the
form of che California Dairy Qualiry Assurance
Program. This educarion program was the first
of its kind to bring rogether diverse departments
and organizarions that had never worked collec-
tively ro produce a producer educarion oprion
with credentials,

What does this have to do with the RCC pro-
gram? In the 1980s, the growth of milk produc-
tion fueled rthe inrensiry of the RCC program.
Per capita cheese consumption is up and so are
sales of Real California Cheese. RCC has created
demand to the point where supplies of cerrain
varieries of California cheeses are nearly maxed
out. Milk production continues to rise in Cali-
fornia, however, constraints on milk production
due ro consumer pressures relared to environmen-
tal srewardship issues are slowing this expansion
considerably. The only way to remove these con-
straints while addressing consumer confidence
issues is to generare good, science-based dara for
regularors and create compliance solutions thac
can be implemented efficiently and economically.

Started in California

This is not a California-only issue. Like so many
things, consumer awareness of environmental
stewardship started in California bur will find its
way across the country o wherever agriculture
EX1SLS.

In shore, California needs oo recreate the
growth environment that existed in the 1980s
While the demand for Real California Cheese
grows, the milk supply is in danger of missing the
mark. This dampens enthusiasm for companies
to build cheese plants. By raking a business ap-
proach to addressing consumer issues and pro-
ducing the scienrific dara necessary for removing
consumer questions over California production,
California cheese and the RCC campaign can ex-
pand o |:|ring high-qualil:}' and nurritious cheese
to all Americans. Wl
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