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DID YOU KNOW THAT:

 
Won’t the growth in Canadian cheese consumption 
offset the effect of additional cheese imports from 
the European Union (EU)?

• The 17,700 tonnes of additional cheese imported to Canada will 
 displace local production of 180 million litres of milk, which will 
no longer be produced nor processed here. The result will be $150 
million in lost income, i.e. the annual production of 365 farms or more 
than the annual production of Saguenay-Lac-Saint-Jean. This will also 
have an impact on employment and collective wealth.

• The retail market is roughly 50,000 tonnes, or 90,000 tonnes including 
the institutional (HRI) sector. The 17,700 tonnes of additional cheese 
imports granted to the EU, which includes 16,000 tonnes of fine 
cheese, could take up to 30% of the retail market for these types 
of cheese. Given the fact that the annual growth of the fine cheese 
sector is only 1%, this sector may shrink by a total of 25% by the time 
the 5-year implementation period for the new tariff quota has ended.

Will the imports have a negative impact on Quebec 
cheese, even though Quebecers love their cheese?

• The challenge faced by cheese makers in Quebec, especially artisanal 
cheese makers, is gaining access to grocery store shelves so that 
they can sell their products. Space on grocery store shelves will not 
increase when there are 16,000 tonnes of additional cheese vying 
for them. Furthermore, Quebecers will not all of a sudden start 
consuming 17,700 additional tonnes of cheese. European and Quebec 
cheeses will first compete for retailers and their shelves and then for 
consumers.



• European cheese is made on an industrial scale and 
heavily subsidized. It will enter Canada at dumped prices. 
Retailers may choose European cheeses over local 
cheeses and take advantage of the discount to increase 
the already large margins that they make on cheese sales 
(see below). This will ultimately deprive Quebec cheese 
makers of their main consumer access channel. 

Won’t consumers gain by having access  
to more European cheese?

•   In one kilo of cheese, whether it is sold at the retail level 
for $12 or $60, Canadian milk is still valued at a little less 
than $8. For example, as illustrated in the pie chart on 
the front, when the retail price for cheese is $40.90 per 
kilo, the producer’s share is 18%, while the distributor 
and retailer receive a combined margin of 62%.Even if 
producers donated their milk to cheese makers, the retail 
price would be practically the same.

•   Although retailers purchase European cheese for less 
than Quebec cheese because the milk used to make it 
has been subsidized, retailers will keep the same margin 
or take advantage of the opportunity to increase it. 
Consumers will find it hard to see the difference at the 
retail price level. Furthermore, Professor Maurice Doyon 
(Agri-Food Economics Department at Université Laval) 
recently calculated an average spread of $19/k of cheese 
between Quebec ($37) and Grenoble ($18) for a selection 
of 14 European cheeses sold locally. It has often been 
demonstrated that discounts on raw materials are rarely 
passed on to consumers.

Will the CETA open up new export  
markets for milk producers and cheese 
makers in Quebec?

•  Europe protects its market by subsidizing its dairy 
products so that it can sell its milk to cheese makers 
below the production cost. As a result, the wholesale 
price of European cheese allows it to compete with 
global prices, which protects the domestic market from 
imports. The EU imports only around 1% of its cheese 
consumption.

• World Trade Organisation (WTO) rules allow the EU to 
subsidize producers because the generous subsidies are 
paid on the basis of the crop production area, regardless 
of the type of production. This is called a decoupled 
subsidy. The European Union’s Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP) has an annual budget in the neighbourhood 
of $80 billion. A recent expert report commissioned 
by the European Milk Board (EMB) estimates that the 
percentage of subsidies in the income of European milk 
producers rose from 44% in 2006 to 64% in 2009, not 
including the assistance that the EU allows member 
States to pay their producers.

 

•  However, in Canada, the price of milk is set according 
to the cost of production at the farm level and derived 
entirely from the market without subsidies. That is why 
it is much higher in Europe. Ironically, the WTO decided 
that if we lower our prices to those at the world market 
level, it would be the equivalent of an export subsidy. 
Yet, the condition for entering the European market 
is that there are no subsidies. We can export only 
products made from milk that has been produced at full 
price in the Canadian market.

•  This demonstrates the entire hypocrisy of the trade 
rules. Exporting is allowed if production is deregulated, 
which forces producers in a regulated pricing system 
to agree to produce at a loss and offset these losses 
through decoupled subsidies. However, producers in a 
regulated pricing system are not allowed to voluntarily 
agree to sell their milk at a lower price in order to 
export it.

Didn’t Canada have to make concessions  
on cheese in these negotiations in order  
to reach an agreement?

•  Since 1989 and the first free trade agreement that it 
signed with the United States, Canada has signed nine 
others, including NAFTA. Although supply management 
has always been immediately taken off the negotiation 
table, this has never prevented these agreements 
from being reached since all countries have sensitive 
sectors that they want to protect. In 2009, when the 
negotiations with the EU were announced, both parties 
stated that they would put everything on the table.  
However, while production subsidies were excluded, 
supply management in Canada was included. The 
same situation exists in the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
negotiations, which Canada has just joined.

•  However, even in the days leading up to the signing of 
the CETA, the Canadian government repeated that it 
would be able to reach an agreement without touching 
supply management and that it was fully possible to 
acquire additional access for the pork and beef sectors 
without conceding additional access to the cheese 
market. The CETA that was reached with Europe is,  
just as its name states, an agreement negotiated in  
a comprehensive manner, where concessions were 
made in one sector for another, and not just within  
the individual sectors of the agricultural industry.  
The Canadian government broke its promise at the 
very last minute.


