From the desk of Michael J McCloskey, DVM
CEO, Select Milk Producers
Founder, Fair Oaks Farms
February 2, 2016
As an eight year old boy whose father had just passed away and whose
mother, through necessity of providing for her 6 children, uprooted her
family from Pittsburgh back to her native Puerto Rico, I was lost.
Fortunately, my veterinarian uncle took me under his wing and it was
through the many days of accompanying him on farm visits and tending to
our own small but diverse farm with everything from chickens to pigs to
cows, that I learned to understand and appreciate the blessings that animals
provide us. I understood that the better these animals were taken care of,
the better they were able to provide for us.
This fascination with animal agriculture continued throughout my life it
culminating in having a successful and respected dairy centric practice in
Southern California through the 90’s. It was here that I helped dairy farms
grow milking a few hundred cows to a few thousand. And it was during this
time that I partnered in my first dairy farm of 300 cows.
Today, my partner and I milk over 15,000 cows. What’s particularly
interesting is that even though we are considered by many to be a factory
farm, our values, our principals and our knowledge of how to care for our
animals, farm with environmental sensitivity and produce a safe and
nutritious food has only grown by leaps and bounds since the days of being
a “small” farmer.
In this day and age in the U.S.A., less than 2% of the population is directly
involved in agriculture. The vast majority of farms are family held and are
multi-generational. Farmers, both large and small, are the ultimate
environmentalists, the providers of our sustenance and the backbone of the
civilized world. We used to be a respected lot but, today, we find ourselves

at the scrutiny of every person with access to an ever growing body of
information and communication.
And, that’s not a bad thing.
It was because of this ability to broadcast information through modern
media and the internet that in the 2000’s we farmers had to pull our heads
out of the sand and realize that we had a responsibility to communicate
with the consumer. We could no longer just assume that the consumer had
faith in our practices and products. We need to speak as loud or louder than
the large acronym organizations who, in many cases, screamed outright lies
about our farms.
So in 2004, I, along with my wife and fellow dairy farmers, founded Fair Oaks
Farms, an agri-tourism attraction in Northwest Indiana. We started with a
few exhibits, a movie and a bus ride through one of our dairy farms. We
invited the public to come learn and see for themselves how we, as large,
modern dairy farms, took care of our animals, our land and produced a safe
and nutritious food for their families. We believed that by allowing the
public to have access to our farms and by communicating our values to them
directly from our mouths that we could, at the very least, provide some
counter to the misperceptions and mistruths that are rampant and so easily
embraced by today’s consumer.
Last year, we had nearly 500,000 people visit our campus. We have added
attractions that include a modern 3,000 sow pig farm, a pork education
center that is a fun, kid-centric experience, a state of the art egg laying barn,
our own orchard and vegetable farm and a café serving our own cheese and
ice cream. Winfield Solutions, a subsidiary of Land O’Lakes, is set to open
their Crop Adventure this year, a 10,000 square foot experience highlighting
the story of soil, seed and sustainability. And to finish your day, a true farmto-table restaurant where most of the menu is sourced from less than a mile
away on our own beef, dairy, pig, chicken and vegetable farms.

What we have found over the last 12 years and millions of visitors is that the
average consumer simply wants to know that we, as farmers, are doing our
best and looking to be better everyday. Yes, they are amazed by our manure
digesters that produce electricity and a renewable fuel that replaces 2
million gallons of diesel fuel annually. Yes, they smile and laugh at the antics
of the baby pigs. Yes, they marvel at watching a dairy calf being born right in
front of their eyes. But, in our minds, our biggest satisfaction and
accomplishment is that our visitors walk away trusting that we are doing
right by our animals, our land, our employees and by our communities. And,
we couldn’t be more proud.
But while we, at Fair Oaks Farms, have been able to persuade the consumer
that big is not bad (and can actually enact many progressive practices
because of the scale of economy), we still promote that a farmer is a farmer
is a farmer, whether they are milking 50 organic cows or 15,000
conventional cows. We believe that it will take all kinds of farming and
farmers to feed our growing planet; from small to large, organic to
conventional, from the wheat fields of Kansas to vertical farming in a
warehouse in Chicago. We believe that modern farming provides us, the
citizens of the United States with an abundance of choice, a luxury of
affordability and a security of safety that no other country has. We as an
industry need to speak this same message to consumers and to support
each other’s practices and products. It does no one any good to be divisive
or to cast doubt about the safety of our food production and our regulatory
bodies should act accordingly. There is enough misconception and
misunderstanding coming at the consumer from all angles. It should be
every organization’s goal to foster a sense of security for the consumer
while allowing them access to all the information they need in order to
develop their own opinions.
We have recently seen the benefits of this active transparency in our
cooperative’s health and wellness subsidiary, fairlife, a company based on
innovation that produces high protein, low sugar, lactose free milk products.
The fact that the consumer has an open invitation to visiting one of the
farms and directly speaking to the farmers that provides the milk for fairlife

is unheard of. It has been an incredible marketing tool that, we believe, has
been so successful because it is so authentic and sincere. We also believe in
bringing the consumer along on our journey, in sharing with them our
knowledge and innovation and in providing them with everything that they
need to feel confident that we have their family’s health and wellness at the
forefront of our endeavors.
To conclude, we at Fair Oaks Farms and our sister company, fairlife, believe
that transparency and an authentic voice are the new tools that should be in
every farmer’s toolbox. We believe that all agencies, from our cooperatives
to the USDA, should work together with the single intention of ensuring the
consumer that all farmers and farming practices are safe and that there
should be no divisiveness that would confuse the consumer in an already
cluttered world of information.

