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Mapping the Issue: Attempting the (Near) Impossible
	
	Consumption of raw milk in the United States is increasing. The movement toward more natural food intake and concern regarding the possible risks of consuming processed foods is causing more and more people to consider raw milk as an option for their families. Some scientists argue raw milk consumption is unsafe and can lead to a number of conditions, some with chronic health implications, or even death. However, there are those who argue that pasteurization results in nutrient loss and consuming raw milk decreases the risk of developing illness. Others feel people should have the freedom to choose what they eat or drink, and access to raw milk is less about risks vs. benefits and more about the right to food choice in general. The issues surrounding raw milk have potentially significant implications for those who choose to consume it, as well as the population as a whole. Consumption of raw milk has been said to lead to more illness in infants and children and result in more severe symptoms. Yet there are others who extol raw milk and its purported benefits – arguing that infants and children are in fact the ones who stand to gain the most from its consumption. Because the availability of this product seems to be increasing, it is essential to examine all sides of the issue. This will allow for informed discussion of how – or even if – raw milk or raw milk-based products affect public health and whether its consumption should be regulated. This paper will explore three of the leading positions in the raw milk conversation and explain their reasoning and how it relates to history of this issue.
Widespread milk pasteurization, the heating of milk to kill off potential pathogens, is a relatively modern concept. At the turn of the century, certified raw milk – milk that was unprocessed but considered free of pathogens – was available alongside pasteurized milk. Advocates for certified raw milk and advocates for pasteurization worked side by side lobbying for regulated processes that ensured the cleanliness of the milk being produced, whether pasteurized or not (Schmid 2015).  This changed after several articles published in the mid-1940s spread the growing belief that raw milk was dangerous and pasteurization was the only viable way to eliminate the risk of disease. It seemed, the unspoken truce between proponents of certified raw milk and proponents of pasteurization was irretrievably broken. While pasteurization became the standard for milk sales and consumption in the latter half of the 20th century, there has always been a segment of the population who resisted the concept.
Historically, consumption of raw milk or milk-based products has been identified as the source for infections such as E.coli, salmonella, brucellosis, and others. There are numerous studies evaluating outbreaks linked to consumption of unpasteurized dairy products. On the other hand, studies have also been conducted which suggest the health benefits of including raw milk as a part of an everyday diet. There is also anecdotal evidence of its use to treat allergic disease, eczema, and even cancer. Because raw milk consumption and availability has increased over the last 30 years, this topic has become one of renewed interest among those who advocate for its benefits, those who warn against its dangers, and those who just want freedom over what they put in their bodies.
The movement for raw milk is not a new one. A growing number of people argue that raw milk is a better alternative than pasteurized milk and should be an integral part of everyone’s diet. They claim that raw milk improves the microflora of the gut because it is less processed. They argue that pasteurization destroys valuable nutrients necessary for digestion and decreases nutrient absorption. Another claim of raw milk proponents is that a diet of raw milk from an early age decreases the risk of developing allergies, asthma and lactose intolerance. The point to evidence of decreased incidences of these conditions in children raised in farm environments who are raised on a diet of raw milk. Those advocating for raw milk also claim the number of illnesses linked to raw milk being reported are over-inflated. They contend other foods, such as deli meats and packaged salads, are much more likely to cause illness, are still readily available and get far less attention. Proponents of raw milk assume that anyone concerned for their health would find raw milk a welcome addition to their life and people’s mistrust of government positions them as an underdog fighting against the “Big Dairy” of the industrialized milk industry. One source advocating for raw milk’s benefits is a paper published in 2012 in the Journal of Allergy and Clinical Immunology. In this paper, professor and research specialist R.J. Joost van Neerven and his co-authors suggest that raw milk contains certain components also present in breast milk, but in greater quantities. They indicate that these components are known to decrease allergic disease in infants and small children. To put it another way, the larger numbers of these components in cow’s milk suggests that the protection human breast milk offers against allergic disease would be amplified in cow’s milk. Studies like these are often cited by milk right activists as proof that raw milk leads to improved health outcomes and lessens the risk of immunological response to pathogens. 
While some campaign for the potential health benefits of raw milk, another viewpoint in the raw milk conversation states raw milk should be avoided, and ardently denounces raw milk consumption of any kind. The main claim of opponents of raw milk is that it can pose severe health risks, including death. They argue raw milk has been linked to illnesses such as E.coli, salmonella, brucellosis, and others, referencing epidemiological evidence of reported illnesses linked to raw milk consumption. Another claim in the campaign against raw milk states that increase in raw milk availability will lead to increased incidences of disease. They reason the data available shows outbreaks of disease linked to raw milk occur more often in states where raw milk is legal and/or more readily available. The assumption, in this case, is that as raw milk consumption becomes more widespread more people will become infected with these pathogens. Lastly, as a rebuttal to the pro-raw milk claim of nutrient loss as a result of pasteurization, those advocating against raw milk claim pasteurization does not negatively affect the nutrient content of milk. They contend that the modifications resulting from the process of pasteurization are statistically insignificant and, as such, offer a less risky option to raw milk. A source central to this position in the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). In studies examining disease outbreaks linked to unpasteurized milk, the CDC reviewed epidemiological evidence going back to 1993 and concluded that, when compared to pasteurized milk, raw milk is more likely to make people sick, manifest more severely, and affect children more than adults (Langer et al 2012, Mungai et al 2015). The concern of those warning against the consumption of raw milk stems from studies like this one, which suggest raw milk is almost twice as likely to be linked to outbreaks of disease than pasteurized milk, even while encompassing less than 1% of total milk consumption in the United States.
In spite being on seemingly opposite sides of the same issue, both positions have some common ground. The main point of intersection for both positions seems to be that milk itself is an important source of vitamins and nutrients. A large part of the pro-raw milk argument stems from the purported benefits of drinking milk as part of a daily diet. Agencies that warn against drinking raw milk, such as the U.S. Department of Agriculture, still recommend daily consumption of dairy as part of a balanced diet. Both positions also agree milk and milk products provide nutrients the human body needs and so should be carefully regulated to ensure the safety of consumers. The differences in their perspectives, however, are seemingly innumerable. Raw milk proponents argue raw milk maximizes the nutritional content of milk, and claim pasteurization significantly degrades milk’s nutritional value. Alternatively, the anti-raw milk perspective contends that pasteurization’s effect on the nutritional content of milk is negligible. While both sides agree that all milk will unavoidably contain some level of pathogenicity, their views on the “why” and “how” vary. Advocates for raw milk claim the pathogenicity of raw milk comes from external factors such as the cleanliness of the producing dairy, its equipment and its employees. They assert modern dairy practices eliminate most of the factors historically linked to the discovery of pathogens in raw milk and so raw milk sales should be legalized nationwide. On the other side of the coin, those who claim pasteurization is the key to decreasing milk’s pathogenicity argue other avenues of contamination (such as diseased cows, mastitis, and bacteria living on the animal’s skin) maintain the risk of disease-causing pathogen contamination and therefore insist raw milk should not be consumed under any circumstances. They reason that outbreaks occur more often in states where the sale of raw milk is legal and so the sale of raw milk for human consumption should not be allowed. 
The legality of raw milk sales leads to the third position in the raw milk conversation, a person has the right to consume the food of their choice. Advocates of this position claim buying and consuming food unprocessed and directly from the source (in this case, dairy farmers) is deeply ingrained in our nation’s history and so represents a fundamental right. They argue food safety regulations are a modern invention and contradict the history of small business and direct commerce upon which our country was built. Another claim of right to food choice activists is that public health and right to food choice are not mutually exclusive. They contend the boost to local business and farming resulting from decreased regulation of products such as raw milk would increase their quality and, in turn, decrease potential risks. A source supporting the right to food choice viewpoint is attorney Emily Semands’ 2014 article in the Oklahoma Law Review titled “Food Choice: Should the Government Be at the Head of the Table?” In her paper, Semands argues that  freedom from governmental intrusion into choice of food is a fundamental right and so should be protected. She argues that a government insisting its citizens do not have the right to choose the food they eat constitutes an infringement on said citizens’ penumbral rights and questions the constitutionality of assuming such regulatory authority.
Like the pro-raw milk and pro-pasteurization positions, the food choice contingent does not negate milk consumption as essential to a person’s health. There is also consensus in the importance reducing the risk of contamination plays in preventing illness. That being said, all three perspectives differ on how to accomplish that. While raw milk proponents push for legal yet regulated raw milk sales, advocates for pasteurization believe it should be the legal standard for all milk sold for human consumption. Food choice advocates, however, argue there should be no government oversight and it should be up to the individual to assess the quality of the product they consume. Another major difference is the motivations behind the three positions. The perception of regulation as an example of excessive government control is a driving force of the right-to-food-choice position, while raw milk proponents are simply interested in a more natural, holistic way of living, free of processed foods. On the other hand, the pro-pasteurization viewpoint is centered mainly on epidemiological data and reports of illness linked to raw milk consumption. It would be easy to postulate pro-raw milk advocates and pro-food choice advocates have similar motivations and, as such, a common enemy. However, doing so would overlook a vast difference in these two viewpoints. While pro-raw milk advocates strive for acceptance and validation by the government and greater scientific community, proponents for the right to food choice do not believe either have any place in their kitchen. 
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