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MILK WARS: SENATE REPORT LEAVES FARMERS EXPOSED
THE Queensland Dairyfarmers’ Organisation (QDO) said the final report from the Senate Economics committee into the impact of supermarket pricing decisions on the dairy industry was a let-down for farmers, and sent mixed messages about the urgent need for action on the retail milk war. 
Released today, parts of the Senate Report and some committee members delivered scathing attacks on the major supermarkets and the impact that the price war would have and is having on farmers. However there is a split in the Senate Committee and some Senators have made their own recommendations, which QDO supports.
But the main recommendations of the Report and Government Senators failed to make any notable recommendations that would alleviate the disastrous impacts of the retail milk price war of $1/litre and its impact on the value chain and farming families.
“This is a heavy blow to Queensland farmers and the dairy supply chain, including consumers,” QDO President Brian Tessmann said.
“Instead of action, the bulk of the report has focused on suggestions of more studies and reviews. We don’t need more studies and reviews; we need action.
“This year we have lost more than 25 farms from the Queensland industry and the fallout of the milk war has cost Queensland industry and dairy farmers many millions of dollars and the impact is mounting by the day.”
Mr Tessmann said it was extremely short-sighted for some of the Senators to be focusing on supposed “cheap milk” and the alleged benefits of the price war, when it had been made clear that milk was being used as a near or below cost marketing agent and the power of the supermarket duopoly was wreaking havoc on farmers, processors, and smaller milk vendors.
“I ask this: for consumers buying milk at $1/litre, is their trolley-load of groceries less expensive than it was this time last year? I think not. I am sure that trolley-load is more expensive – and that’s because of the thousands of items other than milk that have been bumped up in price.
“The fact is that the supermarkets’ are focused first and foremost on their profits. We know that milk has been used as a marketing agent, while other products have increased in price. So this report, and seemingly the government’s response, is a major disappointment for farmers and consumers.”
Mr Tessmann said the report did contain sensible recommendations from Senators Xenophon, Williams, Heffernan, Madigan and Milne.

“This Minority Report has made sensible and workable recommendations – we call on the government to support it.”
“Any further delay now will only see further devastating impacts wrought on our industry.” 

Mr Tessmann said that it had taken 266 days, five public hearings, and more than 200 submissions and additional information for the Senate to compile its report, and that it was the second such Inquiry and report in two years.
“This has been an agonising process for Queensland dairy farming families, many of whom have been directly impacted by the milk war in the first month and every month since the war started.

“The Queensland industry supplies virtually all of its milk into the fresh drinking milk market, and therefore we are among the most exposed to the ruthless milk discounting war, along with other states including NSW and WA.

“We have been relentless in providing the Inquiry with detailed information on the impacts of the milk war. At the end of the day, it is now clear to everyone that $1/litre milk is not sustainable, and that the huge amounts of power that is wielded by the major supermarkets needs to be reined in for the good of farmers, milk processors, and ultimately consumers.”

“The dairy industry has put forward sensible and realistic recommendations to address the current problems. We now need the Federal Government to work with the dairy industry to have these recommendations put into action as soon as possible.”

The recommendations include: 

· a mandatory whole of supply chain code of conduct, headed by an Ombudsman or Commissioner that can enforce the code, and ensure that contracts, prices and supply conditions are not unsustainable,

· strengthening the Competition and Consumer Act 2010 to prevent predatory pricing and deceptive and misleading conduct including that:

- a definition of unconscionable conduct be inserted into the Act;

 
- an ‘effects’ test be reintroduced; and


- a statutory duty of good faith be enacted as part of the Act.

· for the ACCC to use its price monitoring powers under the Competition and Consumer Act 2010 to monitor prices, costs and profits relating to the supply of drinking milk and marketing tactics used by major supermarkets over an extended period of time. And for the Senate Economics References Committee to examine this information annually for at least five years.
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