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Cooperatives in the dairy sector  

      a critical look

COOPERATIVES VS PRIVATE DAIRIES

Private dairies
operate very
often more
transparently +
more efficient

Cooperatives tend to
take more bad risks
since they rely on
members’s capital
contributions → less
pressure

Farmers in cooperatives
often receive lower prices
since the focus lies on
securing the cooperative’s
survival

PROBLEMS FOR PRODUCERS IN COOPERATIVES THAT ARE ALSO PROCESSORS.
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Originally, cooperatives focused on serving the interests of their members, offering
solidarity and a local, manageable structure, ensuring economic benefits for
members. People joined forces to benefit from synergy effects. Even though the
landscape has evolved and nowadays, many cooperatives do not operate along those
lines anymore, the cooperative “myth” persists.

Declining
influence of
producers in big
cooperatives

Producers are
economically dependent
on their cooperatives,
which limits their ability
to voice criticism

Sometimes producers
who are no longer
active are still
members of coops:
conflict of interest

Sometimes
there is a lack
of time and
expertise in
the board

Private companies
must act more
competitively in
the market 

A cooperative refers to an association or union
of persons for the purpose of engaging in
commercial activity or promoting the economic
or social well-being of its members through a
jointly managed business operation.

WHAT IS A COOPERATIVE?



Cooperatives still
play an important
role but their
structure and
influence are evolving

The line between
producers and
processors is
increasingly
blurred

Interest groups
contribute to
cooperatives
receiving privileged
treatment 

COOPERATIVES NOWADAYS

COOPERATIVES ARE NOT INHERENTLY BAD. 
THEIR ORIGINS WERE WELL-INTENTIONED AND

THERE ARE STILL GOOD EXAMPLES TODAY,
HOWEVER MANY LARGE COOPERATIVES HAVE

EVOLVED INTO STRUCTURES CLOSER TO
CORPORATIONS, SO THESE SHOULD BE TREATED

ACCORDINGLY.
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Coops tend to take more
bad risks, which
sometimes leads to a
lack of economic success
in certain areas.

SOLUTIONS TO STRENGTHEN FARMERS’ ROLE IN THE MARKET

The idealised image of cooperatives as inherently farmer-oriented structures should be
reconsidered, as this no longer reflects the reality of how most cooperatives operate today.

Cooperatives should not be seen as producer organisations to negotiate on behalf of their
members if they are processors, in which case they should be seen and treated as
processors and cannot act as producer organisations. 

Members of cooperatives should be allowed to also be members of producer organisations
that negotiate with processors (cooperative members should no longer be excluded from
producer organizations that negotiate with processors on behalf of producers)

Cooperatives should no longer benefit from legal exceptions and must be treated in the
market like private dairies. So in case processors are for example obligated to sign
contracts with producers then this should also apply to cooperatives.

Ensure equal treatment and transparency between cooperatives and private actors in the
dairy market.

Cooperatives should have the costs of their members calculated by neutral institutions in
order to obtain a realistic cost-price picture for their members. 


