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DAIRY’S PUBLIC IMAGE

Dust off your
dairy’s image

All businesses should want to
project a positive image to
their communities. But for
some, such as farms, doing so
can be a bigger job than

owners are prepared for
By Lee Telega

A positive image in their communities is a
key asset of corporate businesses. Many have
programs that promote communication be-
tween the company and key people in its
communities. These companies anticipate
and respond to community expectations
and concerns. They also contribute finan-
cially to help strengthen their community’s
quality of life.

A study by The Center for Corporate
Community Relations at Boston College
found:

= 85% of U.S. corporations encourage
their managers to get involved in the com-
munity.

= 72% make local financial contributions.

= 68% include statements about commu-
nity relations in their annual reports.

= 53% include community relations in
their strategic plan.

If a similar survey were taken of dairy
business owners, it would probably reveal
that they too have goals to be involved in
their communities and to build positive rela-
tions.

Being contributing members of commu-
nities helps to make the places we live
stronger and does a lot to meet the public’s
demand for information about farming.

“The public wants to know about our
farming practices,” says John Lincoln, New
York Farm Bureau president, speaking at the
recent Think Spring Conference.

“They want to know we are producing a
healthy and safe product in a way that is not
damaging to the environment.”

A good public image mitigates some
concerns over dairy practices. Air seeding
alfalfa isn’t hazardous, but will neighbors
know that?

The real story

A solid and trusted reputation in the com-
munity is an asset many dairy farms may
have overlooked. It takes a plan, commit-
ment, a little money and a person who’s ded-
icated and motivated to seeing that the busi-
ness and family maintain a positive presence
in the community. (See Good farmers make
good neighbors.)

Dairy producers should adopt three key
strategies for building a positive image:

1. Implement responsible and defensible
farm management practices.

2. Become involved in the community
through service or school organizations.

3. Promote the benefits of the dairy to
neighbors and the community.

Check the list of activities on the next
page to see which ones fit into your business.

Today, agriculture needs two public rela-
tions campaigns. One that reaches a broad
public audience and allows people to con-
nect the food they eat to the farms they see
along the country roads. (See That factory
farm image) Organizations such as Farm Bu-
reau are well suited to reach regional and na-
tional audiences.

Every dairy farmer conducts the other
public relations campaign - it’s the message
told to neighbors and local communities
about how their farm operates and benefits
the quality of life in the neighborhood. It’s
the responsibility of each and every pro-
ducer to maintain or, in some communities,
restore a favorable community image that
agriculture has historically enjoyed. [
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= Lee Telegaisa
senior Extension
associate with the
PRO-DAIRY pro-
gram at Cornell
University.

= For copies of
“Examining Con-
sumer Expectations
of Agriculture”
research report, con-
tact your state Farm
Bureau office or
Sherry Cerasoli at
(800) 647-7294.
E-mail: foodresearch
@morganmyers.com.

= Get copies of
“Farming with
Neighbours: A Guide
for Canadian Farm-
ers on Preventing and
Resolving Commu-
nity Conflicts over
Farming Practices”
by writing CFBMC,
75 Albert Street,
Suite 903, Ottawa,
Ontario K1P 5E7.
Tel: (888) 232-3262.
E-mail: council@
cfbmc.com.

= For “Cultivating
Farm, Neighbor and
Community Rela-
tions: Creative Ap-
proaches for Reduc-
ing Farm-Related
Land-Use Conflicts,”
contact Media Ser-
vices at Cornell. Tel:
(607) 255-2080.
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That factory farm image

What kind of stories about farming are
people seeing in the popular media? A scan
of wire services and recent articles in the Na-
tional Milk Producers Federation’s (NMPF)
daily news alert gives this list: low milk price,
struggling farmers, unfair imports, pollution
from manure, factory farms and communi-
ties fighting them.

Factory farms? What are they? Though
farm critics and activists freely toss the label
around, there is no legal definition of a fac-
tory farm. There are, however, many percep-
tions about what constitutes one. Factory
farms contaminate the environment with
pollution from manure, confine animals in
inhumane ways and sprawl out across the
farmstead, so the stories go.

If you search the web for “factory farms,”
an amazing number of sites offer insights
into them. The Grace Factory Farm Project
website says, “Many of today’s farms look
more like industrial facilities, rather than the
peaceful setting of the traditional American
family farm.”

Some websites equate factory farms with
corporate ownership, which is synonymous
with callousness and greed. “Factory farming
is an attitude which regards animals and the
natural world merely as commodities to be
exploited for profit,” is a statement from the
factoryfarming.com website.

Many times, factory farm and concen-
trated animal feeding operations (CAFO) are
one and the same. CAFOs, an Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) designation of
farms of a certain size whose manure and nu-
trient handling are regulated by a permit,
were never intended be defined as factory
farms. Linking the two gives the impression
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that livestock farms of a certain size are pol-

lution hazards.

Many voices misrepresent what happens
on dairies and in agriculture. Who is speak-
ing positively about agriculture? And how ef-
fectively are individual growers and produc-
ers telling their stories to their neighbors
and their communities?

Activities to Promote Good Neighbor Relations

Activity
Community picnics

Farm tours

Farm products

Hay rides

Manure for gardens
Mowing brush/
roadsides

Offer garden space
Mulch hay
Sponsor a sport’s
team

Provide recreational
access

Snow plowing

Towing

Use of farm shop
Build wildlife areas

Communications

Impact
Nothing builds friendships better than a good gathering
with good food
Educational experiences can build understanding of the
science and complexities of dairying and crop production
Sweet corn wins them over every time. Blocks of cheese or
baskets of produce make excellent gifts
A fall-time favorite of fun, excitement and even romance.
(Be sure to check your liability.)
Makes the neighbors’ flower and vegetable gardens all the
more fruitful
Can be expensive & inconvient but makes for neat
looking neighborhood
Allows nonfarm neighbors to connect with the dairy and
nature
A good use for that poor quality hay
Builds goodwill, supports youth development and adult
participation. Puts your dairy’s name in the public eye.
One of the largest benefits a farm can offer. (Check with
your insurance agent on liability risk.)
Nothing is more appreciated than a clear driveway after a
big snow
This is probably best left to a professional towing service,
but there might be times when you can help a neighbor
Shade-tree mechanics welcome a roof in bad weather
Show it to visitors as an example of how your dairy fits
with nature
Printed communication delivers information; face-to-face
communication builds relationships

Source: Adapted from Hilchey, D. and Leonard, N. 1995. Cultivating Farm, Neighbor
and Community Relations
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