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Indiana is one of the states in which it is illegal to sell raw dairy products for human consumption.  Unpasteurized cheese that is aged over 60 days above 35 degrees is the only exception.  When we began on-farm processing of our milk in 2000 we initially produced pasteurized cheeses.  Over that first year, however, we noticed a demand for the raw cheeses and slowly began to convert and cater to that market.  At this point the only cheese we sell that is pasteurized is fresh mozzarella and string cheese (since “fresh” would be long gone after 60 days!).


After a few years of selling raw cheeses, we began to get inquiries about raw milk and butter as well.  Since it wasn’t legal, we had to turn down numerous requests.  Some of the calls were from folks with terminal illnesses who were seeking the products to use in treatment, and it was heart wrenching to have to turn them down in the name of being a law-abiding citizen.


The demand did not lessen with time.  Here was a market, a need we could meet, that was coming right to our doorstep.  We believe in the safety and health of our grassfed milk (and drink it ourselves) but we didn’t have the legal ability to share our resource with others who wanted it.  We knew of another farm that was selling raw dairy products as pet food.  We considered the pros and cons of this option.  Benefit #1: it would be legal.  What the consumer chooses to do with it after reading the label is beyond our control.  Disadvantages included having to put a label on that said it wasn’t for human consumption, and I cringed at this principle for obvious reasons.


In the end, we decided to apply through the State Chemist’s Office for a license to sell pet food, and we currently have labels approved for pet milk, butter, cottage cheese, yogurt, whey, buttermilk, cheese curds, cream, and colostrum.  For the educated consumer who knows what he or she is looking for, little to no explanation is needed.  If someone does not understand after we state the facts regarding the legal status of raw milk in Indiana, we simply smile and nod at their occasional comments of the high price of our pet food.  And some people do have very well-fed pets.


I am sharing our story for two reasons, really.  First, I believe in the possibility of small pastured dairies making a difference in the economic vitality of their communities as well as being one source of salvation for the small family farm.  Second, I hope to ward off potential pitfalls that could lead to public health concerns and eventually tighter restrictions for milk sales.  Last I knew, in Canada a farmer could be fined several thousand dollars for feeding raw milk to his own children.  Let’s take nothing for granted.


In the many states where legal access to raw milk is already an acceptable reality, I presume educational resources, standards, and safeguards are working to minimize risk at new raw dairies.  In states such as Indiana some consumers are so desperate to get unpasteurized milk that they will buy from any farmer willing to sell it, unaware in many cases as to whether the milk has been produced from healthy cows in sanitary conditions.  And so I plead with the farmers to put their own safeguards into practice.  Tainted raw spinach growers might not go out of business after an illness outbreak, but raw milk producers would not get off so easy.  It probably wouldn’t even have to be proven that the milk caused the illness.  It has happened before.

Whatever a dairyman’s chosen method for selling his milk, he should be conscientious about the quality and cleanliness of the product.  I believe without a doubt that one of the most crucial criteria for making this happen is that the animals be pasture-fed.  My experience is with cows, so that’s what I talk about, but whatever the species, go for their natural diet.  Even a small amount of grain changes a cow’s body pH and the fatty acid composition in the milk.  The lower pH makes her more susceptible to illnesses, and the changes in the milk affect its natural ability to inhibit the growth of pathogenic contaminants.  Not to mention the health benefits that research indicates come from consumption of 100% grassfed milk (or meat).  Cows fed no grain might not make as much milk, but they will still make milk.  Richer, healthier milk.  It may require a shift in your herd’s genetics that will take some time to implement, but I encourage all dairies that would sell fresh raw milk to consider the option of 100% grassfed.


We use the California Mastitis Test to check each cow after calving before her milk goes into the bulk tank.  Subclinical cases of mastitis may not make the milk appear abnormal, but unless the test is clear we don’t save the milk.  It goes to the pigs.  Sometimes I think a cow can have something else going on in her body unrelated to her udder and it causes her to have a high somatic cell count in the milk.  Again, even if the milk looks okay, if it doesn’t test clear it’s pig food.  We only keep the best because we want only the best for our customers.  


We strive to keep our bacteria count very low.  Cows being in the pasture plays a big role in this, as sunshine and fresh grass make for a more sanitary bed than a barn.  Naturally, sanitizing and thorough cleaning of the teats at milking is important to reduce bacteria contamination as well.  All milking equipment should be thoroughly cleaned and sanitized after each milking, and if your system is not entirely enclosed (milker to pipeline to tank), minimize exposure to air and any other possible source of contamination.  Fresh raw milk from grassfed cows has a built-in protective system—including beneficial bacteria—that guards against pathogens, but I’m sure consumers would rather not test this by drinking contaminated milk.


Another wise safeguard is regular milk testing.  Each month we are required to send a milk sample to the lab to report to the Board of Animal Health.  In addition to the composition, SSC and Standard Plate Count, we also rotate a test for pathogenic bacteria.  There has never been a positive test for any of them.  This clean record not only gives us a pulse for the safety of our milk, but also provides a paper trail for our reliability.


More and more people now desire to know where their food is coming from, that it is safe for them and their families.  It seems to me that in the last year or two especially, the number of folks who want raw dairy has been nearing a critical mass.  There is a market waiting.  We have been blessed by numerous testimonies from our customers who cheated their dogs out of their pet milk and drank it themselves.  Stories of relief from asthma and intestinal distress to weight loss to disappearing eczema.  It’s more than supplying a market’s demand.  It’s about changing lives.

When Jesus said to feed his sheep, I know he wasn’t just talking about physical food.  But I’m also sure that was included in the meaning.  As farmers, we have the privilege and responsibility of stewarding some resources for the good of others.  Let’s feed some hungry sheep…I mean people.

