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Land of milk and money

Critics say Horizon and other mass-production daidon't deserve the organic label -- and
that the USDA needs to come up with a real definiti

By Rebecca Clarren

April 13, 2005 | The happy cow on the label of Horizon organic rfliks across the
carton like some grocery-store superhero. The itoigsi red milk carton in your local
supermarket is like a stop sign for consumers:@#turther, your quest for healthy milk
ends here. The back of the carton assures us tratdd milk is produced on certified
organic farms, where "clean-living" cows "make ntlle natural way, with access to plenty
of fresh air, clean water and exercise." Horizowsare not hopped up on antibiotics,
continues the cheery copy. "Happy, healthy cowslyce better milk for you and your
family."

Just now, though, at one of Horizon's dairy farmsentral ldaho, the cows don't look too happycked amid a stark landscape of
sagebrush and expansive brown fields, long silaendthat hold 4,000 cows are linked like barracksome covert operation. | drive
down a narrow, cracked road toward the dairy's roffine and pass open-air sheds about 20 feet amtagre cows laze in crowded
pens atop the brown hardpan of the Idaho desesttodiside the milking barn, more cows are jamméal an outdoor corral. Amid
clumps of dirt and snow, they are lined up, theiibs touching.

In recent weeks, as revelations of Horizon's fagiractices have come to light, a collection ofstoner groups and organic dairy
farmers have erupted in protest. Horizon and sirdidries are capitalizing on the boom in orgaoieds, they say, but diluting the true
meaning of the term. Contrary to genuine organécices, which entail raising cows on open pastuvbere the animals feed on grass,
experts say that a substantial percentage of cofasras like Horizon's are confined to pens, fetlet of proteins and grains, and
produce milk that, while free of hormones, is nohaalthy as it could be.

At a recent meeting of the United States DepartroBAfgriculture's organic advisory board, 25 ddaymers gave public testimony, and
8,000 farmers and consumers sent letters, claithegby allowing “confinement dairies" such as lHon and Aurora Organic Dairy, a
5,300-cow operation outside Denver (started byfdhader of Horizon), to continue to market themsslas organic, the label's original
promise of excellence is lost.

"People are paying more for organic products bexthey think the farmers are doing it right, tHegytre treating animals humanely and
that the quality of the product is different," s&®@nnie Cummins, national director of tBeganic Consumers Associati@anetwork of
600,000 organic consumers. "There has never bees f&ke Horizon or Aurora in the history of orgesii Intensive confinement of
animals is a no-no. This is Grade B organics."

Cummins and other critics stress that the USDAl®e lax in enforcing current organic standardschviemain vague, and in creating
strict new ones. To them, federal organic standsindsild mandate that cows be raised on pasturéedrgtass. Given the USDA's
failures, they attest, confinement dairies like idon continue to profit at the expense of the mésiemall, independent dairies -- ones
that do follow organic principles and produce tlealthiest milk possible for people, cows and tharenment.

Despite its folksy image, Horizon is emblemati@abt century agriculture. It's a brand of White \W#&woods, itself a division of $10
billion Dean Foods, the largest milk bottler in t@untry. Yet big business doesn't have to betg diord, says Steve Demos, president
of White Wave Foods and overseer of the Horizomdbravho resigned from the company not long afteriierview.

"There's a certain idealistic appreciation formafavith 10 cows grazing on a hill at sunrise," lffeis. "But there are 280 million people
in the Unites States. If moms and consumers caretavoiding hormones and antibiotics, then it'sjoh to fill that need as much as
possible. And if profits are rooted in noble caused honorable intentions, then honesty pays. lamogthey said that small was
beautiful; they forgot to tell you it's not profitie."



Here's a little primer on the cash cow that is niganilk. It sells for nearly double the price egular milk (approximately $4 to $2 for a
half-gallon). Although it currently constitutes ¢ethan 3 percent of the American milk market, shbge increased 23 percent every year
between 1997 and 2003. At its current trajectorganic milk is poised to become 6 percent of theketsby 2010 -- a $2.4 billion
industry. Horizon, with annual sales of $218 miilids already the country's largest organic milkdorcer.

And, yes, building market share requires a clest@sspitch. "Nobody doubts the pure wholesome ofilthe early American heritage
dairy farms,"” Demos says. "We are marketing thg weyth about early milk."

It's a myth that has certainly caught on. "Consgrmaéwvays mention the happy cow," says Blanca Helemof the Hartman Group, a
market research firm for natural foods. "Its braeitiforces their decision that they're buying sdrimgt that's good for their family.” Yet
mainstream consumers, she adds, aren't aware oiheEfies as organic. "They don't know how exaetlproduct should be grown to
be certified. It's not imperative to them. To thehg organic label simply means that their milk besn produced without the use of
hormones or antibiotics. Those are the things tbel for. It's what gives them peace of mind."

What most consumers don't know is that at Horizbigglairies, such as the one in Idaho, the cowsaised in a manner that most
experts don't consider organic. According to fortderizon Idaho dairy workers, who asked to remaiorgymous for fear of
jeopardizing their current jobs, Horizon cows grémeonly four or five hours a day and during ottlyee months in the summer. While
Horizon claims the cows get plenty of fresh aigtthbecause the barns are open structures. Tvesr@an see the fields but mostly
aren't walking around in them. "Most of the tinteg tows are inside the barn," says one former graplavho worked on the Idaho
farm for eight years.

Like the steady stream of Mexican immigrants whikitiem every eight hours, Horizon cows work handdaho, they are fed a steady
diet of alfalfa hay, oats, soybeans, and graink ssdarley and corn (all organic!), according tdagizon spokesperson. This starch diet
pushes the bovines to produce extra milk. Whileydedws on many pasture-based farms are milkedetaiday, Horizon's cows

produce enough to be milked three times daily.

In general, says Dr. Hubert Karreman, a dairy cetefinarian, "grain-heavy diets aren't good for s arreman is an animal
husbandry expert who also serves on the Nationgdu@c Standards Board, a federal advisory boardisG@ve evolved to eat grass,
which is why their four stomachs, filled with arrar of anaerobic bacteria, function like fermemtatvats at a brewery. When the
majority of a cow's diet comes from grain and ottedily fermentable carbohydrates, their rumea fitlst of those four stomachs,
becomes acidic and the cows can become sick amtatieaturely.

Former employees say they have no evidence oh#gpening at Horizon. The company, according teftskesperson, generally sells
its cows at an average age of 6 years old to brgctile in general many organic dairy cows caa to be 13.

"It's fundamental to organic that cows are eatirggg that's rooted in the ground," says Karremasedbin Lancaster County, Pa. "I'm
not in favor of large confinement farms. | likesee cows out on grass, eating in the sunshineyiagjthe landscape. Organic should
mean that pasture is the true source of nutritiwritfe animals."

Linda Tikofsky, a veterinarian at Cornell Univeysiagrees. "Cows are healthier when they're owrass,” she says. Tikofsky explains
that while there's nothing in Horizon milk that vidturt anyone, for her, an organic label would maaustainable system where the
health of the animal and the environment is mongoirant than manipulating cows to maximize milkgarction. "I feed my kids organic
milk but not Horizon," she says.

There remains a serious debate about just how gnileds for anyone. Ask any vegan. Regardless, mautyitionists say the most
nutritious glass of milk comes from cows that eash grass. Studies in the Journal of Dairy Scisnggest that grass-fed cows produce
milk that is higher in beta carotene, vitamin A aftdmin E, and has five times more cancer-fightingperties. This also contains an
equal ratio of omega-6 and omega-3 fatty acidsnEreounts of these two fats result in lower riskaficer, allergies, obesity and
diabetes, according to a 2002 study in Biomed Pheotherapy.

Still, while the milk from Horizon and Aurora's dimement dairies may not be the cream of the atgpfar from the milk produced by
conventional factory dairies such as Borden, Alea®and Meadow Gold, all bottled by Dean, Horizpaent company. These days,
regular dairies can have up to 30,000 cows thataased in huge contained barns with big lagoordsaf manure out back. To keep all
those cows healthy in such a confined space, theymped full of antibiotics. They're fed hormotecrease their milk production,
and these conventional cows eat a tasty arraysifgme-laden feed. As calves, they're fed chiakemure because it's high in protein.
Such milk is laced with a cocktail of pharmaceudtiand hormones such as rGBH, a controversial pgraduced by Monsanto.

Horizon is on a populist mission to produce milkheut hormones and make it accessible and affoedaldveryone. In Idaho and at a
3,000-cow farm in California, from which Horizonymimilk, cows eat feed produced without pesticises|e producing milk, they are
given no hormones or antibiotics. Horizon also bk from several hundred small dairies where coegraze on pasture. A
company spokesperson estimates that 30 percestraflk comes from the company's farm in Idaho arsimilar operation in Maryland.

But because that figure doesn't include the adduitimnilk it purchases from the California dairydaa5,300-cow dairy in Colorado,
critics say that's a low figure. Based on its owarket analysis, the Cornucopia Institute, an adjrical think tank, says it's more likely
that nearly 50 percent of Horizon's milk comes fromws that are not raised on pasture.

Given that significant percentage, critics saydhgy is disregarding the intention of the orgdaiss. "Factory dairy farms are playing
loose with the organic rules," says Mark Kastalectior of theCornucopia Instituté'We cannot allow corporate profiteering to besimirc




the organic marketplace. When consumers buy orgtirgy think they're supporting family farms witthigher environmental and
animal husbandry ethic."

Over the past several months, the institute had ftiree formal complaints with the USDA, allegthgt the agency is being lax in its
enforcement of the pasture regulation at Horizdalsy in Idaho and at the other dairies in Coloradd California, where Horizon buys
milk. While there is no timeline for when the USD#ust respond, if the government fails to take if8sie seriously, Kastel says his
group may sue.

His position was bolstered this past March at tleeting of the National Organic Standards Boardedefal advisory panel
recommended that the USDA clarify its regulationstsat they more explicitly state that organic gaiows be confined in bad weather
to protect the safety of animals, often duringtiirgy. It also advised the USDA to interpret thetpasrule to mean that at least 30
percent of animals graze grass for at least 126 dfthe year.

This rule is controversial because big dairies hlagizon's Idaho operation currently don't meet gtandard. It would also require big
dairies to invest in more land and new milking gares. It is now open to public comment and vélMoted on in August. Yet whether
the USDA will heed these recommendations is anatieter entirely. Horizon has been able to get awifty a creative interpretation of
the pasture standard because the USDA hasn't besemagth the public or farmers about just whahians to be an organic cow.

The USDA doesn't actually go out to every farm givé it a stamp of organic approval. Rather, sutimgwork is done by a
hodgepodge of state agricultural agencies, nonggadups and for-profit companies; there are 9fedéht organic certifiers in total.
These entities verify all aspects of a dairy's pigalan by inspecting records to ensure, for eXantpat the fields have been chemical
free for at least three years and by visiting tirenfto examine the conditions of the cattle, thiing parlor and the surrounding pasture.

While there are hefty federal penalties for illdgatamping a dairy organic, the system is fraugitit potential conflict of interest.

Kevin Elfering, a director of dairy food and measpection for the Minnesota Department of Agricdiistates that the pell-mell
certification process lacks rigorous and transgasearsight. He says it's too easy for certifierdénd the rules, allowing dairies to stay
in business and keep the certifiers in the blackelt "There are always a small percentage of [gelopking to amass higher profits
without following the rules," Elfering says. "Yowawe any number of certifying organizations and tiveyt business. The certifier
would be biting the hand that feeds them if thefpere the regulations.”

Indeed, John Cleary, certification director of thertheast Organic Farming Association of Verman20-year-old nonprofit certification
organization, says he would never stamp Horizoh @it organic label. "It doesn't appear to me tiey {Horizon] have access to
pasture in the way we understand the rules," he. $&rganic is about balancing the amount of laitd the amount of animals and the
health of the animals. | don't see how these cenfent operations can do that.”

Cleary faults the USDA for not doing a better jdlmeerseeing the certification process. "I've asi¢arizon and Aurora] how they're
meeting these standards and they say, 'We'reiedréihd we couldn't be doing this if we weren't timgethe standards.' The USDA
needs someone with a backbone to stand up andlgaty don't raise your cows on pasture, it justatequalify as organic. There's an
uneven playing field out there now."

According to Cleary and a host of consumer grotiEslJUSDA has been about as vigilant as cops atighadwt shop. Since the final
organic rule was released in December 2000, theAJIE3n't implemented any of the organic standaodsdis more than 50 policy
recommendations. It has yet to create a peer rep@el to oversee the accreditation process,ragjisred by law, or to create a
program manual for certifiers that specifies altlaf rules and regulations.

"The staff at the USDA that is running the orggmiogram continues to be cagey. The lack of tramsmar makes us wonder what they
have to hide," says Urvashi Rangan, of the Conssitdeion. Rangan wonders whether certifiers albfolthe same standards for
ensuring that milk is organic. "The quality of somigk may be less than others and the USDA needsctify the situation. | think the
envelope is being pushed as wide as it actually'can

Even without overalls or a red barn (his are gretind-generation dairy farmer Jon Bansen evokegifiys when milk really did arrive
on our doorsteps at dawn. With his wife and fournygblond children, Bansen raises 200 Jersey aoweeishadow of Oregon's coastal
mountains. On a recent clear morning, as frostaeheath a bright sky, cows with names such asicénd Trish crowd around
Bansen, rubbing their noses on his jeans.

"I'm a grass farmer first -- if | don't grow grassll, there's nothing for the cows," Bansen ex@alit's all about the health of the cow; it
starts with healthy soil, and that relates to dthgalant, and it just goes all the way up thedahain. Really, if people just use common
sense, it's an absolute no-brainer. If an animagathier, what they produce will be healthier.”

Bansen describes how he rotates his cows to gitieeedt sections of his 310 acres of grass sottieatand isn't overgrazed and
trampled. During the winter months, when the Oregons make grazing dangerous for the cows, Bafessts the animals pickled grass
that he cut last season. Today, Bansen sells ligonDrganic Valley, a cooperative owned and rymbarly 700 families with an
emphasis on pasture. In 2004, it sold $208 miliamth of milk, butter and yogurt. He and his wifake an income comparable to that
of doctors or lawyers and he has three employeesmake up to $35,000 annually.

Yet if the USDA continues to allow big companidgelHorizon to play by different standards, Bansgysshis livelihood will be at stake.
If large dairies don't invest in the cost of land pasture, they can sell their milk for less. WHhite large demand for a limited supply of
organic milk has kept prices high for everyone, amworries that when more large confinement dalike Horizon enter the market,



they will dictate cheaper prices.

"We can't compete with somebody milking 6,000 cevi®'s doing it in a manner that doesn't cost aspide says, sitting in his living
room that overlooks a broad green field. "Big @grihreaten the structure of rural America, whicbdntingent on living-wage jobs.
Organic has provided for small family businesses."”

Already, some small dairy farmers say the big daidre squeezing them off the shelf. About 30 nsitegheast of Bansen's farm, Franz
Wenz, owner of Noris Dairy Inc., the only indepentderganic milk producer and bottler in the Nortlstyesays only large operations
like Organic Valley and Horizon can afford to spdrig bucks on flashy marketing and offer superm@rkeclusive deals at lower
prices.

"The big guys can bury us," says Wenz, an Austnitive with bushy eyebrows and heavy jowls. "Thay make exclusive deals and
say, 'You just take our product and we'll give yogood deal.' The stores don't understand thatréhleyrting themselves when they
depend on just one company that can then conggbtice."

To stay in business, Wenz and his family have chotg a niche by selling and personally delivetimgjr glass-bottled milk, yogurt,
cheese, ice cream and sour cream directly to rhare300 customers in the Portland and Eugene \Weaz says he and his family
intend to stick it out, despite hard financial tsne

As the sun rises high above the morning's cloakhofe fog, before us stretches the mythic Americaritage dairy. Happy cows graze
in a broad pasture of green grass. Only this timaepicture is real.
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