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Agricultural Processing: 

Cheese Processing  

In a 2009 study of the Wisconsin agricultur-

al economy Deller and Williams document-

ed that the food processing industry gener-

ates about 252,000 jobs and $15.5 billion in 

income.  This represents just over seven 

percent of all employment and just less than 

seven percent of all income in Wisconsin.  

In addition, the economic activity associated 

with food processing generated just over $1 

billion in state and local government reve-

nues.   This series of factsheets is aimed at 

helping better understand the food pro-

cessing industry in Wisconsin and identify 

policies that may enhance the competitive-

ness of the industry. 

Agricultural process manufacturing, such as 

cheese making, vegetable canning and freezing 

and breweries as well as wineries, remains an 

important part of the Wisconsin economy. 

Equally important, the products that are asso-

ciated with food processing, in particular 

cheese and beer, are an integral part of the 

Wisconsinites self-identity.   Curly Lambeau, 

one of the founders of the Green Bay Packers, 

used funding from his employer, the Indian 

Packing Company, a meat canning processor, 

to fund the early operations of the team.  The 

Milwaukee Brewers are named in recognition 

of the city and state’s long tradition in making 

beer. 

When one thinks of food or agricultural processing in Wisconsin the first sector that comes to mind is 

cheese processing.  In 2010 there were 525 cheese processing plants within the U.S. and 33.1% of those 

are located in Wisconsin.  A simple mapping of cheese plants reveals that there is a strong spatial cluster-

ing or concentration in the upper Midwest, specifically Wisconsin.  There is a smaller scattering in parts of 

the Northeast and California and a more random scattering in other parts of the U.S. 

But from other analysis presented in this series of agricultural processing fact sheets we know that cheese 

processing is a strength for Wisconsin, but that strength is weakening.  This is not because the cheese pro-

cessing sector is not declining, but rather 

the rate of growth in other parts of the 

U.S. is stronger than in Wisconsin.  The 

question then becomes how can the indus-

try expand and capture a larger share of 

the growing national and international mar-

ket for cheese. 

The natural response would be to expand 

the number of cheese processing plants 

and/or expand the size of the existing 

plants.  For Wisconsin this could be focus-

ing on the small but growing artisan cheese 

industry. 
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An alternative approach would be to examine the input supply chain for the existing industry.  A viable economic cluster 

is more than a large spatial concentration of similar businesses it is also an accompanying concentration of firms that fill 

the input supply chain.  Firms, or in this case cheese plants, can buy input supplies from local/regional businesses or input  

from firms outside the area.  Ideally, a viable cluster maximizes inputs from local/regional suppliers and minimizes those 

that are imported.   

Firms could import supplies for one of two reasons.   It may be the case that input suppliers are located within the re-

gion but cheese processors elect to import; this can be called a “disconnect” in the market.  It could be that cheese 

plants are simply not aware of those regional suppliers or the specific needs and pricing required by cheese plants can-

not be met with regional suppliers.  Alternatively it could be that regional suppliers are not available or are too small to 

meet the needs of the cheese processing industry; this can be called a “gap”.  The question is if the “gap” is sufficiently 

large to encourage firms to enter hence creating economic growth and development opportunities within Wisconsin. 

In 2012, the Wisconsin cheese manufacturing industry purchased about $11.9 billion worth of input supplies with nearly 

70% of those inputs being either milk or products from other cheese producers.  Labor (employee compensation) ac-

counts for only seven percent of all purchases.  Only 17.1% of total inputs for cheese manufacturing is imported into 

Wisconsin.  This low level of imports speaks to the vertical integration of the cheese processing industry in Wisconsin.  

There are some inputs which tend to be imported.  For example, 64.8% of plastic containers (bottles), worth some 

$215.6 million, are imported.  Or 58.0% of the machinery used in cheese processing, about $159.4 million, is imported 

into Wisconsin. Could these be regionally sources?     

By examining the input supply chain we can better understand the level of vertical integration.  Further, by identifying 

“gaps” and “disconnects” in the supply chain we can identify potential industries that could be promoted to strengthen 

that supply chain and building a stronger economic cluster. 

http://www.aae.wisc.edu/pubs/sps/pdf/stpap541.pdf

