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W hile supermarkets 
compete over ‘price’, a 
small band of frustrated 
dairy farming families 

have stepped up to the plate to 
compete on ‘quality’. Their marketing 
focuses on their distinctive milk 
flavour, guaranteed organic status 
and encourages a loyal customer base 
to shop locally, thus supporting local 
jobs. 

For two NSW families – one at 
Dubbo in Central West NSW and the 
other at Grafton on the NSW North 
Coast – the decision to establish their 
own milk brands and sell direct to 
the consumer has paid dividends, 
with early sales targets met and 
positive consumer feedback.

At Dubbo, Steve and Erika 
Chesworth, together with their 
daughter, Emma and her husband, 

Jim Elliott, launched The Little Big 
Dairy Company and their own 
processing and bottling plant in 
September last year.

Steve and Erika’s sons, Duncan and 
Campbell, are also heavily involved 
in the family business which is just 
one of four dairy farming families left 
in the Dubbo district.

The decision to develop their own 
milk brand was prompted three years 
ago when Emma – then studying 
agribusiness at university – indicated 
her desire to be involved in the family 
business. 

“We also had a sense of isolation as 
dairy farmers at Dubbo, with three 
dairies closing since we came here 

FIGHT 
BACK
Australian dairy farming 
families have had a 
tough run since industry 
deregulation in 2000, 
compounded in recent 
years with the major 
supermarket chains 
waging their own  
‘$1 a litre’ milk pricing 
wars. But launching their 
own brands and selling 
direct has been a boon for 
some enterprising dairy 
farmers.

 ABOVE: Rod Madden now bottles about 25 
percent of his annual production of 1.1 to 1.2 
million litres, milked from 220 to 250 cows.
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from Denman in the Hunter Valley, 
nine years ago,” Erika says.

“Dairy Farmers, who had a 
contract with major beverage and 
food manufacturer, Lion, identified 
districts across the State that were 
deemed too isolated to deal with 
and ours was one of them, turning a 
feeling of isolation into a reality.

“Twenty-five years ago, when we 
were married, we were being paid 
53 cents a litre in a regulated system, 
and that was a price the government 
deemed fair.

“But we closed 2013 on 45.9 cents a 
litre.”

State of the art. The Chesworths 
have always been meticulous about 
cleanliness and meeting industry-best 
farming practices. They know each 
member of their 800-strong Tomargo 
Recluse Holstein cow herd by name. 
In 2010 they built a new state-of-the-
art BouMatic Double 28 Rapid Exit 
dairy with Dairy King feeders, and 
in the basement below, housed all the 
milk metering and a diversion system 
for ultimate control over their milk 
product.

The Chesworths knew there had 
to be a way they could trade on the 

traceability and automation of their 
system, and the integrity and brand 
authenticity of the product it could 
deliver.

With factory training complete, the 
Chesworths and their team began 
bottling, pitching their brand as 
‘single source’ – milk produced from 
a single identifiable source – and the 
repeat orders started flowing in.

“We got to 4,000 litres a week 
within four weeks,” Erika says, 
with milk first stocked at two IGA 
supermarkets in Dubbo.

“Six weeks into it, we were getting 
enquiries from Narromine, Trangie 

and now we also go to Orange.
“There’s a bit of a protest shop 

going on out in the bush.
“What exemplifies the type 

of people we have here is that we 
have fortnightly farmers markets in 
Dubbo, and that happens nowhere 
else locally outside of Dubbo.”

At present, the Chesworths send 
18,000 litres a day to major dairy 
manufacturer, Parmalat, and 5,000 
litres a week to their Little Big Dairy 
bottling plant.

The goal is for their brand to 
receive 16,000 litres a week within 12 
months, and geographically, the Blue 
Mountains is the next target market.

They market full cream, no 
cream, less cream and premium 
homogenised milk, as well as coffee 
and chocolate flavoured milks – with 
the flavours produced on-site.

“The most amazing thing is that 
people thank us for doing it – they’re 
really encouraging,” Erika says. 

“Our customers overwhelmingly 

 ABOVE: Erika Chesworth with her family’s 
Little Big brand milk, which they bottle and 
market themselves.  BELOW: Part of the wide 
range of Little Big products.
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tell us they can tell the difference in 
the flavour and baristas rave about 
it.”

The Little Big Dairy Company has 
become the first dairy processor in 
Australia to be certified as a Fairtrade 
Flavoured Milk producer, committed 
to the exclusive use of fair trade 
cocoa, coffee, sugar and vanilla in the 
production of their flavoured milk 
range.

Driven by price. The motivation 
to develop their own milk brand 
was predictably similar for Rod and 
Jo Madden at Grafton, on the NSW 
North Coast.

But added to the challenges of 
deregulation and pricing wars was 
the devastating impact of back-to-
back floods.

The Maddens began milking cows 
in December, 2008, after building a 
36-bale rotary dairy. They launched 
their Big River Dairy brand and 
opened their factory in September 
last year.

“The farm had previously been 
five separate dairy farms and 
ceased operating as a dairy with 
deregulation in 2000,” Rod says. 

“There are many reasons in 
today’s economic environment that 
have forced us to take this step in 
selling our own milk direct. The most 
important is that we cannot attain 
a reasonable price for our milk, 
with it being controlled by the big 
manufacturers and the supermarket 
chains.”

For the Maddens, it was a simple 
equation. “When we started milking, 
the milk price was 63 cents a litre 
and our electricity bill was $1,500 a 
month,” Rod says.

“We got to the stage where the milk 
price was 39 cents a litre and our 
electricity bill was $3,500 a month. 

“So it doesn’t take long to work out 
that we couldn’t continue the way 
things were going.”

The Maddens now bottle about 25 
percent of their annual production 
of 1.1 to 1.2 million litres, milked 
from 220 to 250 cows at a breed mix 
of about one-third each of Holstein, 
Jersey, and a cross of the two. 

“We began milking 240 cows and 
have continued to milk as many as 
250 and as few as 150, after the 2011 
floodwaters covered the farm,” Rod 
says.

Heavy discounting by other 
manufacturers has not made things 
any easier.

“We ignore that and just go about 

doing what we do, trying to develop 
our own market,” says Rod.

“We’ve priced our milk to what we 
believe is a fair return to the farmer 
and milk producer.”

And as with their Dubbo peers, the 
customer feedback has been fantastic. 

“The people who have bought and 
supported the product have all made 
comments about the taste,” Rod says.

“I think the best thing is that 
people are enjoying having milk the 
way it used to be, and we offer some 
of our milk in glass bottles, which 
people like.

“It’s fairly rewarding when you 
walk into a shop and see someone 
drinking one of your flavoured 
milks – that’s probably the greatest 
satisfaction.”

The Big River Milk slogan is ‘what 
the cow gives us, we give you’, which 
Big River Milk does through over 30 
stores across the Clarence Valley and 
north to Ballina.

“A great opportunity is there, and 
now it’s all about how we best market 
it to make it happen,” Rod says.

“If everyone in our area bought 
local, we couldn’t produce enough 
milk between the five to six dairy 
farms left in the valley, to give 
everyone milk.” Rod says. “We’re 
bottling 5,000 to 6,000 litres a week 
and have gone from three employees 
to 10, in a combination of full-time 
and part-time.” 

 LEFT: The Chesworth’s dairy. They market 
their Little Big brand as ‘single source’ – milk 
produced from a single identifiable operation. 
 BELOW: Rod Madden says consumer 
recognition and appreciation of his Big River 
Milk is a reward in itself.


