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Rich resides in Rio Dell, CA with his wife Lana. 
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Good morning Chairman Cardoza and members of the Subcommittee. My name is Rich Ghilarducci. I am the President/CEO of Humboldt Creamery Association; a dairy cooperative owned by over 50 dairy families located along the North Coast of California.  With the milk that our dairy families produce, our processing facilities which are member/owned, manufacture both organic and conventional Ice Cream, Fluid Milk and Powdered Milk products.  Today we employ over 250 people and our products are sold in all 50 states and international markets. Humboldt Creamery Association’s organic program started in 2001 with 3 dairy families, representing less then 5% of our milk supply.  Today organic milk production represents 60% of our milk supply coming from 30 dairy families.
I’d like to thank the subcommittee for the opportunity to testify in this groundbreaking hearing about organic agriculture, which is an important topic for our members, our region, and consumers throughout the United States.
Humboldt Creamery Association was founded in 1929. We are the oldest dairy cooperative in California.  Most, if not all, of the 50 member/owner families are direct descendants of the 152 founding members of the cooperative. Dairying is a way of life for these families.  These families dairy because they love to, and that is a reflection of their culture.  However like other dairy families throughout the United States, they find it has become increasingly difficult to stay in business. Over the years, the economic pressure of conventional dairy markets has devalued milk to where in 2006 the price for conventional milk was equivalent to the price dairymen received in 1960. 
In the last few years, some members of the Humboldt Creamery Association were forced to leave the dairy industry because it was no longer financially feasible to maintain their family dairies. It is especially disappointing to know that this decision was often made when the dairy was to be transitioned from one generation to the next. Not only for Humboldt Creamery Association, but throughout the United States, succession is one of the leading factors in the declining number of family farms.
However, during this same period of time, something very positive also happened. Over 25 of our family farms transitioned from conventional dairy operations to organic dairy operations. In 2006 alone, 15 of our member/owned dairies converted to certified organic. Although the economics of organic milk production were an important factor for many who chose to make the transition, it was not the only motivating factor for the Humboldt Creamery dairymen.  The principles of pasture-based dairying which have been practiced for over 70 years within our region were conducive to USDA organic regulations.
A cornerstone of organic dairy management is pasture grazing which our members do throughout most of the year, except for during the most inclement weather.  Another is a natural preventative approach to livestock healthcare as opposed to the use of antibiotics and other synthetic treatments. These techniques of pasture and livestock management have been the method of dairying in our region for generations, so for many of the cooperative families, organic certification is a validation of a dairying practice that has been their daily routine for many years.   
Organic agriculture is agriculture in its purest form, and Humboldt Creamery Association is proud that organic dairy has become such a substantial portion of our business. We request that this subcommittee recognize the enormous opportunity that organic agriculture offers family farmers throughout the United States to once again fill a roll that has been vanishing – that of the entrepreneurial family farm which contributes to the United States economy. In order to do this, infrastructure must be supported by the United States Congress to ensure the industry’s growth. 
Humboldt Creamery Association believes there are some key topics that need to be supported by this subcommittee: increased funding for the USDA National Organic Program and financial support for technical assistance in transition from conventional to organic. 
In the United States, we are privileged to have the infrastructure in place to govern the national and international production and distribution of organic products.  The USDA Organic Seal is recognized by consumers to mean strict production and environmental standards are behind every product labeled organic.

It is up to the USDA to ensure the credibility of the organic label.  Funding and staffing at the USDA National Organic Program (NOP) must keep pace with the growing marketplace.  Credibility in enforcement of the organic standard is critical to everyone in the organic supply chain – from farmers to consumers.  That requires resources and Humboldt Creamery supports full funding for USDA programs to accomplish these most important functions.  The NOP is doing it’s best to keep up, but it’s clear that they are struggling. The NOP is under-funded and lacking in sufficient resources to audit, enforce and review existing regulations, much less to develop new standards. It would be a shame if consumers lose confidence in the USDA seal because of lack of enforcement, which would result in a negative impact on family farms. 

Making the transition from conventional to organic dairying can be cumbersome to a dairy farmer.  It requires specific knowledge of growing organic crops to feed their dairy animals, as well as specialized livestock management techniques.  In order to ease this transition and help farmers with the change, Humboldt Creamery urges the subcommittee to support authorization for educational programs and technical training in organic production.   The SARE and ATTRA programs have been successful in this area in the past.  In addition organic pasture requirements can increase the need for fencing, watering capabilities and animal travel lanes.  This additional cost burden can be eased through organic-specific cost-share programs authorized under EQUIP.  More ambitious organic transition programs, at least in dairy, should be carefully scrutinized by this committee to ensure they will not disrupt the orderly development of the organic milk supply and allow market economics to dictate supply. 
I have witnessed first hand the benefits of technical training in organic production since Humboldt Creamery Association has hosted for the past 4 years the largest organic dairy producer’s conference in the industry.  This year over 250 dairymen and women attended from throughout the United States to learn about herd health, pasture management and USDA regulations.

For Humboldt Creamery Association, the growing organic dairy market has provided an exciting, viable opportunity for future generations.  Consumers appear to have an insatiable appetite for organic dairy products; dairy products are the second fasting growing segment of organic consumables. This growing demand is a clear indication that consumers care about the same things we do; milk that is free of synthetic hormones, cows that are treated humanely, grazing on agriculture land that preserves our natural environment. For years before the development of the USDA seal, Humboldt Creamery dairymen have practiced sustainable agricultural because of their concern for the environment.  The environmental practices inherent in organic dairy management are one way that our members can meet the increasing environmental regulations on dairy production from State and Federal Agencies.

For our dairy producers, organic dairying can strike the right balance between healthy soil, healthy pasture and healthy livestock – all of which contribute to dairy products that are produced without the use of antibiotics, pesticides and artificial growth hormones. They take this responsibility very seriously.
In conclusion, I want to thank Chairman Cardoza and the House Subcommittee on Horticulture and Organic Agriculture for hearing my testimony.  I am a firm believer in the United States Organic industry and the important role that the USDA plays in the integrity of the industry.  I would be pleased to answer any questions.
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