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By ROBERT A. WRIGHT

Special to The New York Times

. SAN ANTONIO, Texas, May
26—Associated Milk Producers,
Inc., the dairy-farmer coopera-
tive whose political role looms
so large in the impeachment
proceedings against. President
Nixon, changed its manage-
ment in early 1972.

Still the cooperative continues-
under fire—from charges by
Ralph Nader and others that
‘milk price supports were raised
by President Nixon in 1971 in
return for AMPI’s pledge of $2-
million in contribution to Mr.
Nixon’s reelection campaign,
.from members who feel the new
ileadership has failed to sweep
icleanly with its new broom, and
|from pending antitrust suits
filed by the Department of Jus-
'tice and a number of smaller
competing cooperatives.

In January, 1972, Harold S.
Nelson, a San Antonio lawyer
and a prime mover behind the
formation of AMPI, resigned
under pressure as general man-
ager and was replaced by
George L. Mehren, former as-
sistant Secretary of Agriculture.

Mr. Mehren declines through
ja spokesman to be interviewed,
land President Nixon has denied
ithe connection between the
irise in the milk-price supports
and the campaign-contribution
'pledge.
| Expenditures Pared

|
| As soon as he took over, Mr.

{Mehren began an austerity pro-
lgram to pare expenditures from
ithe high Nelson level, but he
Imade no attempt to cut back,
/in the coop’s political activities.

i

George L. Mehren re-
placed Harold S. Nelson,
below, as general mana-
ger of Associated Milk
Producers, Inc., in 1972.
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{ Indeed, Mr. Mehran, noting|bers at all levels and elements!

jthat governmental actions had,|of government . . .”

idirect and. major impact on|
|dairy  farmers’ livelihoods, '
-pledged to members last year

“to continue to fulfill our ob-]tion) program, under which

|
i

AMPI continues its so-called|

tape (from Trust for Thorough|
Agricultural

Political Educa-!

lek Coop’s Political Activism

To Continue Despite Pressure

20 States Covered
—Leaders Shifted
in Early1972

" untarily contribute $99.90 a

year for political uses. The
checkoffs of contributions stop
below $100 to.avoid what the
bookkeeping required by law
when donations exceed that
amount. Thus, with some 40,-
000 members, AMPI hag a po-
tential of raising close to
$4-million each year to fuel its
political machinery.

AMPI's members are spread
over 20 states, from South Da-
kota to Ohio and from Min-
nesota to Texas. The coopera-
tive supplies more than 75 per
cent of the milk in such major
markets as Chicago, Indianapo-
lis, Houston, Dallas, Memphis
and Oklahoma City.

That means big money. Sales
totalled $1.1-billion in the year
ended last June 30.

In Collective Bargaining

In addition to lobbying and
monitoring Government activ-
ity, AMPI is the collective bar-
gainer for its members on prices
and terms with the creameries
that process the coop’s raw
milk. It also handles the col-
lection and transportation of
the milk to the plants and the
diversion of surplus milk from
one area to another in deficit
supply, and it collects and ac-
counts for creamery payments
and distributes  the income to
members.

With a staff of about 175
persons, AMPI is divided into
three operating regions head-
quartered in San Antonio, Chi-
cago, and Sibley, Iowa. It has
a manufacturing division at
Mason City, Iowa, that oversees

139 plants with some 3,500 em-

ployes that make milk by-
products, " including the coun-
try’s largest cheese plant at
Portage, Wis.

AMPI also has subsidiaries

that make loans to members
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and produce and distribute pri-
vite-label ice cream, butter and
cheese products.

The formation of large re-
gional cooperatives such as
AMPI grew out of years of
chronic excess milk supplies in
the nineteen-fifties and early
sixties and low returns to farm-
ers. Between 1940 and 1964
milk production rose in the na-
tion from 111-billion pounds a
yéar to almost 127-billion as
per-capita consumption declined
from 818 pounds to 631 a year.
Milk producer income reached
a,Tow of .33 cents per hour of
labor in 1960. The number of
farms with milk cows declined
by almost two-thirds from 1955
to 1965. .



~Some internecine competition
dgveloped among cooperatives.
Seuthern producers charged
that nothern coops undermined
their markets by shipping sur-.
plus milk  to the southern
market. - - )

 Between 1950 and 1958 the
number of dairy cooperatives!
shrunk nearly 50 per cent to
1,100. At the same time the
processing industry began mov-
ing from mostly local opera-
tions into regional and national
concerns, and food chains en-
tered the business. Both of
thése had greater ability to dic-
tate prices to producers.

To better control their mark-
ets, cooperatives started to or-
ganize into federations, and
merged with each other.

| Mr. Nelson, the San Antonio
lawyer behind AMPI, was al
njoving force behind one of the
early federations, the Texas
Milk Producers, which hired
him as manager. )

In 1967, Mr. Nelson became
mamnager ‘of Milk Producers,
Ing., formed by .the consolida-
tion of six producers organiza-
tion of six producer organiza-
Texas and Arkansas. About this
time, Mr. Nelson also formed a
working partnership with David
L, Parr, the manager of one
of the Arkansas cooperatives
mérged into MPI and a major
fund-raiser for Representative
Wilbur Mills, Democrat of|
Atkansas and chairman of the|
House Ways and Means Com-|
mittee.

‘Mr. Nelson and Mr. Parr pro-

d

vided much of the impetus be-

hind the cooperative merger|

movement.

‘MPI brought in other organi-
zations in the southwest and
midwest and in 1969, merged
with 14 cooperatives, primarily

in-the  Chicago milk area to|.

form AMPI,

An a study. of the- coopera-
tive movement in August, 1971,
Ronald D. Knutson, then as-
sogiate . professor of agricul-
tural economics at Purdue Uni-
versity in Indiana cited AMPI
and other large cooperatives as
models for agriculture gener-
ally. i ) )

'Noting their success in rais-
ing milk prices paid by pro-
cessors, Mr.  Knutson, now
supervisor of farmer coopera-
tive services in the Department
of . Agriculture, wrote:

“This bargaining- experiment
may be one of the first times
coeperatives have succeeded in
raising farm prices of a ma-
jor . agricultural  product
throughout a large area of the
country. The - dairy .experience

ngw makes cooperative bar-
gaining a tool for producers
of ‘other farm products to con-
sider seriously.” )

That was before Watergate,
and.* before allegations that
AMPI and other large dairy co-
operatives had become involved
in illegal political contributions.

From its inception AMPI has
emphasized the need for polit-
ical.action to foster the interest
of 'its members.

At the cooperative’s first an-
nual meeting in San Antonio in
1968, it ‘attracted Representa-
tive- Mills and Senator J. Wil-
liam' “Fulbright,  Democrat *of

|Arkansas, and another local
politician, President Lyndon B.
Johnson, also a Democrat. At
the 1971 convention in Chicago,
40,000 members sat down - to
dinner in the McCormick Con-
vention Center with President
Nixon. )

AMPI under Mr. Nelson was
what one member describes as
a ‘“very high-cost operation.”
Some members say privately
that they believe they were not
receiving their fair share of
what the cooperative was col-
lecting from processors.

Mr. Nelson, whose salary was
$100,000 a year, and his staff,
used four airplanes to survey
their widespread operations.

Mr. Nelson, is awaiting trial
on charges that he perjured
himself last September in testi-
fying before a Federal grand
jury in Little Rock, Ark, in-
vestigating illegal = campaign
contributions. Mr. Parr, and
another departed AMPI offi-
cial, Keiter L. Howard, pleaded
guilty to the same charges and
were. firled $2,500 apiece and;
placed on 18-months probation.

‘Mr. Mehren, who joined
AMPI as a consultant in 1968
after serving as Assistant Sec-
retary of Agriculture in the
Kennedy and Johnson Admin-
istrations, has gotten rid of
the airplane fleet, except for
one, owned by the late Presi-
dent Johnson's holding com-
pany. . e _

AMP] pays the holding com-
pany, Western Wildflower, a

suit that he went to the LBJ|
Ranch in October, 1972, to seck|
the advice of former ‘President
Johnson on a solicitation’ from |
a Nixon fund-raiser for more
than $500,000. Mr. Mehren caid
he finally decided to limit* fur-
ther AMPI contributions to
Congressional candidates.

Mr. Mehren also has testified
in a deposition taken by a Sen-
ate - investigator that he at-
tended a meeting on March, 16,
1972, with then Secretary of
the Treasury John B. Connally.
Also at this meeting in the
Secretary;s office were Mr. Nel-
son and J.Lake Jacobsen, an Aus-
tin, Tex., lawyer and long-time
friend of Mr. Connally’s.

Connally Made. Call

At that meeting, Mr. Mehren
told the investigator, the Gov-
ernment’s antitrust suit was dis-
cussed with Mr. Connally, who|
then picked up a telephone and!
spoke “rather harshly,”  appa-
rently to former Attorney Gen-.
eral John N. Mitchell, then.
director of the Committee for'
the Re-election of the President, |

Outside of the. political ken,|
AMPI still faces that host -of
antitrust suits. While Federal
law permits the formation of
cooperatives as  monopolies
within certain bounds, the or-
ganizations are subject to:the
same trust laws as other corpo-
rations once they are estah-
lished. .

The pending suits charge that
AMPI conducted such predatory
practices as flooding markets

minimum of $94,000 a year for
(first call. on a 13-seaf turbo-

\prop craft stationed at the LBJ
Ranch, about 50 mileg north of
'San  Antonio. Mr. Mehren at-
tempted to terminate the lease,
only to find that Mr. Nelson,
just’ before he left as general
manager, had signed a binding
contract extending the agree-
‘ment into 1977. Mr. Mehren
has subsequently signed the|
contract himself, an action|
questioned by some AMPI |
members. |

Another criticism heard about|
the present management is that/
Mr. ‘Nelson, although resigned
1as general manager in January,
1972, was retained on the AMPI
payroll as a consultant until
'Oct. 15, 1973.

Mr. Mehren testified in a dep-
osition in connection with the
Justice D.epartment’_s antitrust|

with milk in unfair competition
with competing cooperatives.’
But, says.a spokesman for
AMPI, “that’s. not really our
problem. Our big problem is
these tremendous increases in
costs to dairy farmers over the
last year. Our problem is in
finding a price consumers are
willing to pay ‘that will leave
some profit for farmers.” .



