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WFU sTaFF

The mild start 
to winter that 
Mother Nature 
granted us has 

provided ample time for family 
bonding here on the farm. The 
past few months have been spent 
tearing out brush and old barbed 
wire, as we make way for a pasture 
expansion next spring. 

While battling woven wire that 
has melded into the forest floor, 
I've spent a lot of time thinking 
about those who built the fence 
line decades ago. As the pastures 
of yesteryear gave way to fields, 
the old fences on the forest edge 
were no longer tended. Forgotten, 
they yielded to the elements and 
haphazard growth of tree trunks. 
As the project slogs on, I find my-
self wishing others had taken time 
to mend the fences. With some 
care through the years, they might 
still be standing strong. 

That thought has been on my 
mind as I've been digging into the 
archives in preparation for Wiscon-
sin Farmers Union's 90th Annual 
State Convention this month. I'm 
grateful for those who have driven 
the fence posts and mended fenc-
es to keep this organization strong 
for nearly a century. 

Perhaps one of the biggest les-
sons I've taken away from my ar-
chive dive is that any work — wheth-
er mending fences or the heavy 
work of addressing monopolies, 
dark money in politics, and such 
— is better when done coopera-
tively.  Many of WFU's early efforts 
centered around organizing and 

solidarity. It's exciting to see these 
elements coming full circle, central 
to our work in the past year. 

Our history carries countless ex-
amples of farmers pulling togeth-
er in times of need. In the 1930s, 
when drought struck out West, 
Farmers Union members of the 
Wisconsin organization, still in its 
infancy, rallied to send rail cars of 
food to starving Montanans. When 
the 1958 tornado swept through 
Colfax, WFU members raised 
funds to invest in new grain bins 
for local farmers, replacing storage 
that had gone down in the storm. 

The archives have also reminded 
me that many of the issues we face 
are not new — farmer-labor solidar-
ity, monopolies, fair prices and the 
like were already at the heart of 
WFU's work in the 1930s. Rather 
than be disheartened by this fact, I 
say we use this knowledge to fuel 
the fire toward fixing the issues 
facing our farms and food system. 

On occasion, of late, we may find 
ourselves getting hung up on vari-
ance in viewpoints between mem-
bers. When such situations arise, 
let us take a moment to pause, 
reflect on this near-century of work 
that has come before us and the 
enormity of the issues yet to con-
quer, and remember that we can 
agree to disagree on some things 
and still be allies in the larger fight. 
The work we can do united today 
may spare others some grueling 
work in the years ahead, if we can 
reason together. 

This organization was built by 
hardworking women and men 
who had the foresight to know the 
individual farmer is far less power-
ful than the organized one. That's 
true today more than ever.

FROM THE EDITOR

Danielle Endvick 
Communications 
Director



The past year is one that 
many folks are ready to 
put behind them, but in 
many ways it is one that 
has made me proud of 

Farmers Union. WFU and other groups 
have done a lot of work around diversity 
in 2020, not just in encouraging differ-
ent types of agriculture but also looking 
at how to foster inclusion and make sure 
we have diversity in those who are in-
volved in farming and food production.

While our focus in this organization is 
on farming, we also have taken a stand 
on farmer-labor solidarity, economic 
disparities, and basic human rights. We 
recognize that we can't thrive as farmers 
or advance our policies well in the cur-
rent political and economic landscape. 

There is a deep divide in this nation 
that certainly isn't going to magically 
disappear overnight. We have to fig-
ure out how to work together as indi-
viduals but also address the party di-
vide we are facing, which arguably is 
worse today even than on the day of 
the election. 

Farmers Union is a democratic orga-
nization. All members have a voice in 
how our organization moves forward, 
and we want to see members use 
their voices and not be frustrated by 
division. 

I think many of us put a lot of pride into 
the old saying, "let us reason together." 
We recognize that the process through 
which we work out problems at times is 
more important than the issue at hand 
was to begin with. 

In light of what's ahead for this ad-
ministration, with the farm bill process 
starting, we have some big work to 
come. As we move forward, one of 
WFU and NFU's highest priorities is 
supply management and, based on 
recent USDA appointments,  we may 

have our work cut out for us. 
It is critical that we are united in our 

efforts. I hope you'll lend your voice as 
a delegate to the 90th WFU State Con-
vention on January 30-31 and keep an 
open mind toward the issues brought 
forth by other members. 

How do we work together, not only 
as an organization but also as citizens 
of the country, to move the country for-
ward instead of sinking into the stale-
mate of recent years? As we charge 
onward, let's work hard to demand 
more of our legislators, build up an in-
clusive, big tent here in Farmers Union 
and pull together to make farming 
more prosperous in the year ahead.  

Von Ruden dairy farms in Westby and 
is president of Wisconsin Farmers Union.  
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FROM THE PRESIDENT

Finding Unity In Divisive Times 
Darin Von Ruden
President

Grants are available to Wis-
consin Farmers Union coun-
ty/local chapters through the 
Local Initiative Grant Program, 
which seeks to increase local 
WFU outreach and visibility, 
provide education on farm 
and rural issues, expand par-
ticipation, and create collabo-
rative opportunities with other 
organizations.  

Grant applications are re-
viewed quarterly with dead-
lines of February 15, May 15, 
August 15, and November 15. 

Learn more about the Lo-
cal Initiative Grant Program at 
www.wisconsinfarmersunion.
com/chapters or by calling 
715-723-5561. 

Funding available 
for WFU chapters 

This vintage cartoon, drawn by John Baer and appearing in a 1937 issue 
of the Farmers Union Equity News, serves as a powerful reminder.  
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County presidents meet to 
review proposed policy. 

Last day to register as a 
voting delegate to repre-
sent your chapter or vote 
your own vote.

Deadline for WFU board & 
NFU delegate candidates 
to submit bios for delegate 
mailing & introductory 
video clip.

Deadline for non-delegate  
attendee registrations.

Let Us Reason Together —
Convention weekend!

Postmark deadline for  
mail-in ballots.

Visit wisconsinfarmersunion.com/
convention for the latest details  
on the 90th Annual Wisconsin 
Farmers Union State Convention. 

90th Annual Convention90th Annual Convention
January 30-31, 2021  |  Join us virtually!

Ninety years ago, our founders knew family farms were worth  
fighting for. They gathered in solidarity to set policy that would  

improve life on their family farms and in their communities.  
We will continue that important legacy — although virtually —  

as we celebrate Wisconsin Farmers Union's 90th year. 

Enjoy convention from the comfort of home and reduced registration cost 
for members: $20 per delegate or non-delegate family group. 

Register today: wisconsinfarmersunion.com/convention

IMPORTANT: January 11th is the firm deadline for delegate registration,  
as ballots & delegate materials need to be mailed in advance of convention. 

(Non-delegates may register through January 29th.) 

SATURDAY, JANUARY 30 

9:30am    Networking 
10:00am   Convention Opening & Reports
10:30am   Break
10:45am   Bylaws & Policy Discussion
11:45am   Break
12:45pm   Policy Discussion
1:45pm    Break
2:00pm    Policy Discussion continues
3:00pm     Candidate Speeches

SUNDAY, JANUARY  31 

9:45am    Policy Discussion continues
10:45am    Break
11:00am    Policy Discussion
12:00pm     Lunch
1:00pm     Discussion Overflow  
                        (if needed)

*Delegates — whether you plan to 
vote your own vote or represent 
your chapter, please make sure your 
membership is current at the time 
of convention.  If you need to check 
on your renewal date, call the WFU 
State Office at 715-723-5561. 
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Estate Planning event 
recordings available

If you missed the estate plan-
ning series Wisconsin Farmers 
Union hosted in December, you 
can watch the recordings here: 
https://bit.ly/WFUestate

Topics covered include ad-
vanced medical directives, du-
rable power of attorney, marital 
property agreements, beneficia-
ry designations, wills, revocable 
living trusts, irrevocable life in-
surance trusts, advanced revoca-
ble living trusts, asset protection 
trusts, and using business entities 
for planning. 

Connect with January 
WFU coffee chats

Wisconsin Farmers Union is 
creating a space for connections 
with virtual Coffee Chats. Set for 
10:30am on Wednesdays, each 
event features a brief presenta-
tion followed by open discussion 
and time to socialize. 

Jan. 13 – Introduction to WFU
WFU members who joined in 

the last couple of years or non-
members who are interested 
in learning more will have the 
chance to meet new members 
and learn about the organization, 
programs, and opportunities. 

Jan. 20 – Winter Reading Rec-
ommendations

If you have read a book that you 
want to share with other mem-
bers, or if you're looking for ideas 
of good reads, join us for a round 
of brief book reports. 

Jan. 27 - Remembering Our 
Roots: WFU History

This year we will celebrate 
WFU's 90th year. Join us in ex-
ploring the history of Farmers 
Union, from fun traditions of years 
past to the important issues that 
still resonate today.

RSVP at wisconsinfarmersunion.
com/events and don't forget to 
bring your favorite beverage! 

I have heard a few 
times already that 
joining a Zoom 
meeting was not as 

difficult as someone thought it may be. 
As we get ready for the WFU Annual 
Convention January 30-31, here are a 
few tips for getting ready to use Zoom. 

1. Join one of WFU's upcoming 
events, which are all on Zoom, to famil-
iarize yourself with the platform before 
convention. The very first time you use 
Zoom on your computer, the program 
will download. Help yourself be less 
stressed by getting that step done early. 

2. If you have a computer, use it. 
While it will be possible to use a phone 
to talk and hear the convention, joining 
by computer and seeing people’s fac-
es and the presentations will make the 
experience better and possibly easier. 

3. If you have spotty internet (like 
many in Wisconsin), you can call in us-
ing your phone but still use your com-

puter to see people and the screen. If 
you do this, you'll need to mute one of 
your devices to avoid an echo.   

4. Be very familiar with 
the mute button! On the 
computer, mute looks like 
this. On phones you can 
mute/unmute by pressing *6. 

5. You can also change how many 
people you see on your screen. If you 
want to only see the person speaking, 
you can shift to Speaker view. If you 
want to see everyone, you need to be 
in Gallery mode. This can be found in 
the upper right-hand cor-
ner of the screen. 

6. If you are on the phone and need 
to announce you want to talk without 
unmuting yourself and interrupting the 
conversation, press *9. The organiz-
ers will then tell you when to un-mute 
yourself and talk. 

7. If you are a delegate, you will be 
receiving more detailed instructions. 
We will also be holding an open 
house before convention to familiarize 
folks with Zoom. Watch for details on 
that soon. 

Zoom — Not As Scary As You Think 
MEMBERSHIP

Kirsten Slaughter 
Membership &  
Education Organizer
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DISTRICT 2  
Dunn, Pepin, Pierce, and St. Croix Counties

Caleb Langworthy owns and operates Blue 
Ox Farm, a 153-acre, first-generation lamb 
and beef operation with his partner outside 
of Wheeler in Dunn County. They rotational-
ly-graze a 130-ewe flock and 20 beeves on 
pasture with the long-term goal of achieving 
the triple bottom line of economic, social, 
and environmental sustainability. Caleb’s 
long-term love of agriculture developed during his teenage 
years working as a farm hand. Since then, he has worked on a 
number of produce, livestock, and grain farms in the Midwest 
and in Washington state where he earned his Bachelors in Ag-
riculture at the Evergreen State College. Prior to starting Blue 
Ox in 2011, Caleb also worked as a Local Foods Procurement 
Coordinator and as an agricultural educator in both public 
schools and the nonprofit sector. Caleb continually engages 
with organizations that promote pathways to achieving the 
triple bottom line. Langworthy served as the president of the 
Dunn County Farmers Union, working with farmers locally to 
engage in FU and rebuild an inactive chapter into a vibrant 
one. He also participated in the Farmers Union Enterprises 
Leadership program where he learned the breadth and depth 
of collective power that can come from a big-tent organization. 
He has lobbied at NFU’s Fly-In in Washington D.C. and advo-
cates for policies that provide equity to all farmers when talking 
with elected representatives. Caleb has also twice served on 
the policy resolutions committee and served as a delegate at 
state convention. He was also elected to be the delegate to 
NFU convention where he successfully advocated for special 
orders of business on climate change and addressing con-
centration in the agriculture industry. The voices of our mem-
bership and the strength of the Farmers Union organization 
are extremely important to Caleb. He pledges to participate in 
district happenings, listen to members, and ensure the orga-
nization stays aligned to the needs of our farmer community. 
Caleb can be reached at blueoxfarm@gmail.com or 715-308-
7566 if you would like to further chat about his candidacy or 
vision for Wisconsin Farmers Union. 

Sarah Paquette and her husband started 
New Columbia Acres in Menomonie in 2018 
as first-generation farmers. They focus on 
heritage breed livestock. Sarah has served 
in leadership in both the government and 
private sector throughout her career. From 
2007-2014, she served as a civilian with the 
Defense Intelligence Agency, advancing to 
the position of Operations Officer. She planned, coordinated, 
and executed complex operations and supervised teams of 
civilian officers acting on behalf of the U.S. government. Her 
written products were briefed at the highest levels of the US 
government, to include the President, Vice-President, and Sec-
retary of Defense. How did she become a farmer? It was thanks 
to a retired Green Beret who introduced her to permaculture. 
After living in, traveling, and deploying to over 20 countries, 
she understood the connections between national security, 
food security, and resilience as defined in permaculture litera-
ture. Upon leaving government service, she knew she wanted 
to be in agriculture. She wanted to become a positive force, 
using her skills to promote financial health, stewardship, and 
responsible agricultural policies. But before any of that could 
happen, she needed to learn to run a business. In 2015, she 
joined the private sector, first with her brother’s company - 
Stauffer, a full-service digital agency; and second, serving as 
the business operations manager for a general contractor. 
While at Stauffer, she focused on management practices and 
helped develop the company’s long-term strategic plan while 
aiding in the difficult task of a major company-wide restructur-
ing. At the general contracting firm, she transitioned them to 
software systems for accounting, bookkeeping, HR, and client 
records; and created company standards and best practices 
from scratch. Through study, mentorship, and humility, Sarah 
will continue learning and finding ways to serve as a leader in 
this new life she has chosen.

Dave Rosen owns and operates his family 
dairy farm with his brother and father near 
Forest in St Croix County. They milk around 
140 cows and run 700 acres of corn, oats, al-
falfa, and soybeans. He has been a lifelong 
member of Wisconsin Farmers Union, taking 

In January, WFU members have the important task of electing directors to the board and delegates to the National 
Farmers Union Convention. The voting will be by paper ballot mailed to all registered delegates in coordination with 
the 90th WFU State Convention January 30-31.  

Three board seats are up for election in 2021. Below are those who have announced intention to run in response to 
notices posted in the last WFU News, e-news, and special convention issue. It is not too late to announce intent; can-
didates may announce by sending a photo and bio (300 words or fewer) to Danielle at dendvick@wisconsinfarmers 
union.com or 117 W. Spring St., Chippewa Falls, WI 54729 by January 11th for inclusion on the ballot that will be sent 
in delegate packets. Candidates are also asked to submit by January 11th a 5-minute video clip on their qualifications 
and vision for WFU. 

Two delegates will also be elected to represent WFU at the National Farmers Union Convention in March. Find board 
and delegate descriptions and more details at wisconsinfarmersunion.com/convention or by calling 715-723-5561.

Election of WFU directors, NFU delegates to be by mail-in ballot
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part in the youth program, attending WFU Kamp Kenwood in 
Chippewa Falls and All-States camp in Bailey, Colo., and re-
ceiving the Torchbearer award. Rosen took part in the Farmers 
Union Enterprises Leadership program. He also has attended 
the National Farmers Union Fly-in, where he had the opportuni-
ty to participate in lobbying. He has attended the WFU annual 
convention for the past 20 years and was a delegate for the past 
12. He served on the policy committee two different years. For 
the past seven years, Rosen has served as the vice president of 
the St. Croix County Farmers Union. In that role, he helped the 
chapter start a scholarship fundraiser selling cheese curds, with 
proceeds going toward scholarships for high school seniors. 

DISTRICT 6  
Adams, Columbia, Green Lake, Juneau, Marathon, Marquette, 
Portage, Sauk, Waupaca, Waushara, and Wood Counties
(Incumbent Chris Holman has announced he is not running for 
re-election.)

Rachel Bouressa grew up as the 5th genera-
tion on a dairy farm in central Wisconsin. From 
there she went on to UW-Madison, where 
she received degrees in Agronomy and En-
vironmental Science, as well as doing work 
in the Agroecology Masters Program. After a 
barn fire in 2012, Rachel returned to her fam-
ily’s farm and began raising direct-market, 
grass-fed beef cattle, each year adding acres and animals.  In 
addition to the cattle, she also raises 2 children: Natalie (7) and 
Crosby (5). Rachel works for Golden Sands RC&D as a grazing 
specialist, writing grazing plans for new farmers and conduct-
ing outreach events.  She is a board member for GrassWorks, 
a state grazing advocacy organization, and a co-coordinator 
for the Central Wisconsin Graziers' Network.  Rachel is also a 
member of her FSA County Committee. Within WFU, Rachel 
has been an active participant in Rural Lobby days, other lead-
ership events, and committees, as well as a board member with 
her local chapter, Wood-Portage-Waupaca, currently acting as 
President.  She is a member of the state’s Meat Processing Task 
Force, and was most recently appointed to represent WFU on 
the National Climate Change Policy Advisory Panel.  In her free 
time, Rachel says she “likes to hang out with farmers and talk 
about farming."

Sarah Lloyd is interested in serving on the 
Board of the Wisconsin Farmers Union to 
represent the members of District 6. Sar-
ah appreciates so much her Farmers Union 
family and would bring her experience in 
project and financial management and stra-
tegic decision making to this position. Sarah 
farms with her husband Nels Nelson and the 
Nelson family on their 400-cow dairy farm just outside Wiscon-
sin Dells in Columbia County. They run about 1,000 acres of 
crop land to feed and bed the cows. Sarah works off-farm as 
a Food Systems Scientist for the UW-Madison Center for Inte-
grated Agricultural Systems and a Supply Chain Specialist for 

the University of Minnesota Forever Green Initiative, working 
on the Grassland 2.0 Project. This work is focused on bringing 
together farmers and researchers to understand and build the 
infrastructure necessary for regenerative agriculture. She also 
serves as the Director of Development for the Wisconsin Food 
Hub Cooperative (WFHC), the farmer-led cooperative focusing 
on getting access to local and regional markets for fresh pro-
duce, owned by the farmers and the Wisconsin Farmers Union. 
She has a PhD in Rural Sociology from UW-Madison and a Mas-
ters in Rural Development from the Swedish University of Agri-
cultural Sciences. She is the President of the Columbia County 
Farmers Union and the Treasurer of the Board of the Worm-
farm Institute, a non-profit organization that works at the inter-
section of arts and agriculture. The staff and current board are 
doing great work to advance the three-sides of the WFU trian-
gle — Cooperation, Legislation, and Education. Sarah wants to 
be an active and supportive board member, to enact the Farm-
ers Union motto, “let us reason together.” What she loves most 
about Wisconsin Farmers Union is that we have a wide range of 
farms and farm types represented. The membership includes 
farms like her family's — a 400-cow conventional dairy farm, with 
a century-old history, selling milk into commodity markets and 
also smaller-scale farmers that may be new to farming, reach-
ing customers through direct farmers markets and CSA rela-
tionships, for example. By coming together through Farmers 
Union we can understand our shared interests and strategically 
build our voice to gain economic and political power. Sarah 
notes she had the privilege of working as staff for the organi-
zation for over seven years, which gives her additional insight 
into the workings of the organization and the great work that is 
going on. As a board member she will work to make sure that 
all the voices are heard and we can build a strong future for the 
organization together.

DISTRICT 7 
Dane, Jefferson, Kenosha, Racine, and Walworth Counties

Tina Hinchley has been a lifetime member 
of Wisconsin Farmers Union for 20 years. 
Tina and her husband, Duane, have be-
gun the transition process of their farm to 
their daughter, Anna. Together they all own 
and operate Hinchley’s Dairy Farm in Cam-
bridge, just 20 minutes southeast of Madi-
son. In 2018, the Hinchleys moved their 240 
Purebred Holsteins into a new barn with Lely robotic milking 
systems. The new technology has been good to allow more 
time with family and other farm related activities. Tina is very 
involved in promoting agriculture, hosting educational farm 
tours to school groups, families, and international visitors for 
over 25 years. Along with the dairy operation, they raise all of 
their replacement heifers, and farm 2300 acres for feed and 
cash crops of corn, soybeans, alfalfa, winter wheat, and pump-
kins. Their farm uses nutrient management plans and sustain-
able practices to conserve water, soil and prevent erosion. 
Wisconsin Farmers Union is a Hinchley family tradition. Duane’s 
parents were members, too. Their children See page 8 ▶ BIOS
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While we are closely following reports from 
camps who were able to run camps successfully 
in summer 2020, we understand there will likely 
be some uncertainty for a while yet about camps 
in summer 2021. Wisconsin Farmers Union has 
been learning from the best practices of other 
camps, as well as incorporating recommenda-
tions from the American Camp Association and 
the Association of Camp Nursing, to develop a 
plan for Farmers Union Camps at WFU Kamp 
Kenwood next summer. While we hope to run 
modified camp sessions on a limited basis, we 
anticipate that we may have families that 1) ar-
en't able to register due to registration limits or 
2) aren't able to attend due to health concerns.  

So, we're pleased to announce an alternative 
to enjoy camp at home! A Camp-In-A-Box op-
tion will be available for the cost of the camp 
registration deposit. That way, all campers can 
participate in one way or another. Camp-In-
A-Box will feature fun, educational materials 
and activities paired with online programming 
(some live, some asynchronous) created and led 
by our energetic, creative WFU Summer Staff. 

Look for registration information later this win-
ter. We look forward to engaging with Farmers 
Union camp families in a way that manages risk 
and reaches campers in safe, flexible, and ac-
commodating ways. Stay tuned!

Camp-In-A-Box planned 
amid 2021 uncertainties

attended WFU Kamp Kenwood and are Torch-
bearers. Along with serving on the Wisconsin Farmers Union Board 
of Directors, Tina is the Chairman of the Dairy Committee, a past 
president of Dane County Farmers Union, represents Wisconsin 
Farmers Union as a board member of the Wisconsin Beef Council, 
past director of the Dairy Farmers of Wisconsin, past leader of Cam-
bridge 4-H, and alumni of Cambridge FFA. If it has something to do 
with farming, Tina is interested in it. She is a real farmer that milks 
cows, drives tractors, and can be a voice about the concerns and 
cares about other farmers too. She cares about the environment, 
clean air and water, and sustainable farm practices. Tina and Duane 
are very proud to be cooperative members of United Cooperative, 
United Ethanol, Central Star, and Compeer.

NFU CONVENTION DELEGATE
WFU is entitled to two delegates, in addition to two board members 
and the president, for representation at the National Farmers Union 
Convention. Any current member may be nominated. There are two 
regions for nominations (see map at wisconsinfarmersunion.com/
chapters). All nominees will be placed on the ballot and each  
delegate can vote for 1 candidate from each region. 

Michelle Miller serves as Secretary for Dane Coun-
ty Farmers Union (2019-present) and has been on 
the Wisconsin Farmers Union Foundation board 
since its inception in 1991. A third-generation 
Farmers Union member and 1979 Torchbearer, 
Miller has worked in sustainable agriculture and 
food systems since 1980, largely due to her Farm-
ers Union youth and adult education opportuni-
ties. She has attended three National Farmers Union conventions: 
press room intern 1980, observer 1995 (Milwaukee), observer 100th 
Anniversary (Point, TX). She has participated in numerous state con-
ventions (guest, delegate, committees), and helped to plan the 50th 
anniversary of WFU Kamp Kenwood. Since 1996, she has served as 
a practicing economic anthropologist at 
the University of Wisconsin's Center for 
Integrated Agricultural Systems (CIAS). 
Her current projects are dairy policy, mar-
ket structure and concentration, technol-
ogy in the public interest, and climate 
change mitigation in the food supply 
chain. Before her stint at UW, she worked 
for DATCP on water & soil quality and 
on-farm sustainable agriculture demon-
strations, and World Wildlife Fund on 
pesticide reduction. She served on her 
food co-op’s board of directors for al-
most a decade and is a member of her 
credit union and health care cooperative. 
She has degrees from the University of 
Wisconsin–Madison. Miller is married to 
Bob Stone, with son Sean (17) in the WFU 
youth program. She is a Wisconsin na-
tive, starting out in the Chippewa Coun-
ty youth program, then Eastern Dane 
County youth program (Sun Prairie), 
and since college has lived in Madison.

From page 7 ▶ BIOS
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Remembering Our Roots  FARMERS UNION 
THROUGH THE YEARS

From the Kansas Union Farmer 
Salina, Kansas 

Thursday, November 28, 1935 

WHO IS THE 
FARMERS UNION? 

I shall neither paint you a picture 
of the Farmers Union with wings 
sprouting on its shoulders, nor with 
horns and cloven hoof. 

You can get the truest picture of the 
Farmers Union by holding up a mir-
ror before its members including 
yourself. 

The Farmers Union is no better and 
no worse than its members. It is en-
dowed with the same frailties of hu-
man nature, with which you and I are 
endowed. It has the same potentiali-
ty which you and I have, of sinking to 
the lowest depth of degradation and 
yet it is endowed, as you and I are 
endowed with that peculiar some-
thing  — something which can not be 
expressed in words; that peculiar 
something which enables use to rise 
to heights undreamed of, if we will 
put our mind, our heart, and our soul 
into a sincere and determined effort 
to convert our ideals into a living, 
breathing reality. 

— J. Henry Meyer 
Girard, Kansas 

Special thanks to NFU Honorary 
Historian Tom Giessel for sharing 

these inspiring pieces! 

We pulled this treasure from the WFU archives. It had run in a 1937 
issue of the Farmers Union Equity News, and the sentiment still 
rings true today! 

We must educate ourselves as farmers, to think; in the 
past we have allowed the other fellow to do our think-
ing for us and you know he was perfectly satisfied with 
the arrangement. We were more valuable to the other 
fellow, he can stay in the saddle with less trouble if we 
allow him to do our thinking for us. I have an old mule 

up in Iowa and he and I are the best of friends, yet if old 
Jack should ever arrive at the place where he would 

commence to think, he would be of no value to me. God 
didn't intend you for mules, if he had, he would have 
given you four legs instead of two and fewer brains. 

— Milo Reno, Farmers Union Pioneer 
Speech at Missouri Farmers Union Convention, October 1921



As an agricultural organization with a long 
history of advocating for just laws and eq-
uitable treatment for all people, Wisconsin 
Farmers Union members continually make 
decisions about how to confront discrimina-

tory behavior and promote human rights. Agriculture is our 
business and it is inextricably linked to issues of race, class, 
and gender. Slavery and Jim Crow, colonization, women’s 
disenfranchisement, or waves of hungry and landless im-
migrants illustrate how one’s access to land and freedom, 
or the deprivation of these elements, are interwoven in the 
American story. 

The past year laid bare inequities in food processing 
plants and law enforcement institutions, among many oth-
er wrongs. Many white people were compelled to examine 
their place in life and ask what their race had to do with their 
sense of safety and well-being, and millions of people plot-
ted a plan to be a stronger voice for change. The realities 
of privilege, discrimination, and injustice in the food system 
remain for WFU members, and all those in agriculture, to 
examine and to improve. To stand by in silence would be 
antithetical to who we are as an organization.   

We all get to choose how we behave and act at this mo-
ment in history. What I desire for this organization is the op-
portunity to have respectful, difficult conversations; to keep 
listening with open hearts and minds; and to move forward 
in the interests of ordinary people from all walks of life. 
These values are visibly absent in the wider political sphere, 
but I believe they exist under the WFU tent. 

WFU members can expect to discuss racial justice in agri-
culture in the policy discussion this year and that is certain-
ly a reflection of this moment in history, but WFU has been 
taking more intentional action for several years in our daily 
operations, staff development, programming, and partner-
ships with organizations that serve people of color. Spurred 
by staff, the Board of Directors, and members’ concerns, 
we’ve held multiple informal workgroup meetings inviting 
those interested in diversity, equity, and inclusion to discuss 
ideas and get involved. A comprehensive non-discrimina-
tion statement was updated and codified last year. Multi-
ple meetings have occurred between staff and organiza-
tions including Puentes/Bridges, Black Leaders Organizing 
Community (BLOC), Voces de la Frontera, Forty Acres and 
A Mule, and other agricultural, advocacy, and labor organi-
zations. WFU has also awarded grants this year to these and 
similar organizations.

As executive director, I am in the position to hear from 
many voices, including members, employees, organization-
al partners, board members, and funders. On the critical is-
sue of racial justice in agriculture, BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, 
and People of Color) are not looking for vague platitudes 
about change; they want sympathetic organizations to com-
mit to action. There will be more opportunities to work to-
gether on diversity, equity, and inclusion, particularly in ag-
riculture and the food system. If you are interested in these 
efforts, please reach out to staff. 

Diversity, inclusion, and equity goals cannot be achieved 
without reflection, cooperation, and internal work, and a 
willingness to support the interests of partners, not just your 
own cause. To make change last, our efforts must be authen-
tic, on-going, holistic, and supported top-to-bottom and 
side-to-side. One resolution in a policy book or one work-
shop on racial justice won’t cut it. 

Those of us in the organization know our legacy of cham-
pioning social causes, including the women’s suffrage and 
Civil Rights movements, but our past support for social equi-
ty and fair treatment does not automatically provide current 
credibility as an ally to individuals or groups who have been 
on the receiving end of racism and discrimination. 

Some of these conversations are going to be difficult and 
that is okay, because we are an organization of caring peo-
ple that can have challenging conversations and reason 
together. Some of the best learning opportunities happen 
when we are uncomfortable  — from the time we bruised up 
our bodies learning to walk, to those uncomfortable mo-
ments when co-workers or relatives point out how a phrase 
we might have used all our lives triggers a negative reaction. 
We often see the world only through our familiar lens. I ask 
that each of you consider all the hands in our food supply. 
We have much more in common with each other than with 
those who hold the reins of power.

Reflecting on Our Role in Racial Justice in Agriculture
FROM THE DIRECTOR’S DESK

Julie Bomar
Executive Director

OFFICIAL NOTICE OF STATE CONVENTION Farmers Educational and Cooperative Union 
of America — Wisconsin Division

Notice is hereby given that the annual convention of 
delegates and members of the Wisconsin Farmers Union 
will be convened virtually at 9am Saturday, January 30, 
2021, for and in consideration of action upon any and all 
matters which may lawfully come before said meeting, 
and said meeting shall continue in session from day to 

day until the disposition of all proper business. 
Darin Von Ruden, President & Linda Ceylor, Secretary 



SPECIAL PROJECTS

Building on a Long History of Solidarity 

From the organization’s early history, 
Farmers Union’s farmers have known 

that they need to develop relationships 
of mutual support with laborers, union 

members, teachers, “friendly editors,” and other groups of 
people who share our values of economic justice, strong 
social fabric, and an even playing field for all people to 
succeed. Without building those relationships, how else 
could we possibly build the size of coalition we need to 
create changes that benefit America’s family farmers?

As small- and mid-scale farms across the country literal-
ly disappear, it is becoming more and more important to 
build coalitions with those who don’t farm, but who care 
deeply about the issues impacting rural areas and the 
barriers inhibiting vibrant local food systems. Through the 
social networks of people who truly care about the issues 
impacting farmers and rural communities, we have the 
opportunity to draw more people into the fight for posi-
tive solutions. When we welcome more people in, we also 
bring in new skill sets, new energy, and access to larger 
networks that we can leverage to spread the cause.

So often, the issues that effect farmers are indicative of 
much larger systemic inequities. When we build solidarity 
with other groups on particular topics of shared struggle, 
we also learn how to better frame our struggles in lan-
guage that new audiences can identify with. For example, 
when we say that a lack of rural internet access is hinder-
ing our way of life, there are people who won’t truly be 
able to see the problem. Through their lens on the world, 
they may not imagine what a modern farm business looks 
like. They might dismiss the problem by thinking that poor 
access to the internet was something we “signed up for” 
when we chose a rural life. They may rely on stereotypes 
or think that our problems are not impacting them. When 
we link arms with rural entrepreneurs, small business own-
ers, and teachers to further illustrate how poor internet ac-
cess is also hurting broader rural economics and even the 
education of our youth, more people will be able to iden-
tify with the problem. Suddenly, parents, people who want 
to “shop local” online, school administrators, and regional 
employers can begin to understand how farmers are one 
of the many groups who are being negatively impacted. 
They can start to picture themselves as part of a solution to 
a broader problem in rural communities.

It is through coalition building like this that farmers have 
created some of the most powerful shifts. In the 1910s to 

1920s it was a coalition of farmers, laborers, and eaters 
who brought about the Packers and Stockyards Act to put 
an end to deceptive, extractive, and abusive practices in 
the meatpacking industry – particularly from the largest 
and most powerful players. In the 1930s, farmers linked 
arms with broad constituencies to get the attention of 
politicians and developed cooperatives in the effort to de-
velop a rural electric grid. Through the 1930s and 1940s, 
farmers fought back against the monopoly power of chain 
grocery stores as they swept into small towns across the 
country by building coalitions with the local shopkeepers 
who were being put out of business. Looking at today’s 
landscape, there are a lot of opportunities to continue this 
trend of coalition building to get work done.

Much like rural electrification, many potential partners 
are pushing for rural access to broadband internet. Echo-
ing the run-up to the Packers and Stockyards Act, we are 
seeing extreme consolidation in meat processing and 
abusive practices towards producers and those who la-
bor in these plants. Similar to the Progressive Era, mod-
ern America is facing a need to build broad coalitions of 
working people to ensure that our politicians demand the 
enforcement of antitrust laws and provide equal opportu-
nities for small businesses to succeed.

Farmers have long known that we need people in our 
movement in order to build power and create change. 
Alone, we do not have the power to sway politicians, build 
a level playing field, or push corporations into moral be-
havior. We need to stand on shared ground with a diverse 
community and link arms with those who want to join us 
in these causes if we want to see the future we dream of.

Lauren Langworthy
Special Projects Director

United to Grow Family Agriculture

Committed to enhancing the  
quality of life for family farmers, rural 
communities, and all people through 
education, legislation, & cooperation.

We are stronger together. Join today!
www.wisconsinfarmersunion.com

11United to Grow Family Agriculture
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While agriculture, food, and rural is-
sues didn’t surface much in the race 

for President of the United States, many ag-
ricultural, food, and environmental organi-
zations, including Farmers Union, are work-

ing feverishly to make sure their priorities are addressed in 
the Biden-Harris Administration.

Trade & Aid
When it comes to trade, Biden will likely take a different 

approach than Trump had for negotiating deals. The trade 
war with China, which started when the administration enact-
ed tariffs on Chinese industrial imports, quickly widened to 
include a host of agricultural products, especially soybeans. 
As a result, American farmers lost billions in sales since 2018, 
placing more pressure on already strained farm finances.

Biden clashed with Trump about trade payments in the past, 
correctly asserting that the money had come from American 
taxpayers rather than China, as Trump had claimed. Although 
Biden has been critical of Trump’s trade wars, the transition 
team intends to keep many of the outgoing administration’s 
tariffs in place. It is expected Biden would end Trump's go-it-
alone policy and bring in more allies to deal with China on 
major issues such as currency manipulation and technology 
theft. It is not clear whether Biden will continue USDA’s pop-
ular Market Facilitation Program (MFP) payments, which have 
helped to bolster farm income these last few years.

Conservation & Environment
Outside the uncertainties of trade and direct payments, 

Biden’s plan for other aid to farmers is more clear. The Trump 
administration’s friendliness towards industrial agriculture 
was reflected in how they administered USDA conservation 
policy like the Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP), 
which pays farmers for adopting good environmental prac-
tices. Biden’s stated plans to expand and fortify the CSP and 
other conservation programs would mark a return to the soil 
health-promoting and climate change-fighting priorities es-
tablished in earlier Farm Bills.

The Biden administration could also endear itself to corn 
growers and biofuel producers early on by making a defin-
itive statement that small refinery exemptions will stop and 
the administration will follow the Renewable Fuels Standard 
going forward.

Immigration
Biden proposed an aggressive immigration agenda that 

calls for reversing some of the Trump administration's re-

strictions on asylum and by legalizing as many as 11 million 
undocumented people in the country. Biden has said an im-
migration package would come "day 1" in his administration.

Infrastructure
COVID-19 highlighted the need for continued invest-

ments in expanding broadband, which the Trump adminis-
tration has worked to do through various grant programs, 
including USDA funds. Biden has anchored at least parts 
of his infrastructure plan with a $2 trillion proposal focusing 
on clean energy. Biden's plan also highlights "creating mil-
lions of good, union jobs" on roads, bridges, water systems, 
the electrical grid, and broadband. As the country recovers 
from COVID-19, a large infrastructure plan could stimulate 
the economy and improve the nation's arteries for moving 
goods, but the crux with any infrastructure plan is how it will 
be paid for and whether there will be enough support to get 
it passed in Congress.

Consolidation Concerns
One of the Biden campaign’s central messages to farmers 

was a promise to level the playing field for farmers who are 
feeling the pinch of corporate consolidation. The biggest 
area of concern lately is in the meatpacking industry, where 
the few companies controlling the industry have worked to-
gether to drive down market prices, particularly in light of the 
coronavirus crisis. Biden has pledged to enforce antitrust laws 
and do more to ensure farmers' access to fair markets. Two 
ways to address this issue would be to re-elevate the Grain 
Inspection, Packers & Stockyards Act (GIPSA) and to appoint 
an Attorney General with a strong antitrust background.

House & Senate Agriculture Committee Leadership
On December 3, the House Democratic Caucus approved 

the Democratic Steering and Policy Committee's recommen-
dation of Rep. David Scott (D-Georgia) as chair of the House 
Agriculture Committee. Scott succeeds House Agriculture 
Committee Chairman Collin Peterson (D-Minnesota) who 
lost his bid for re-election after serving 30 years in Congress.

Scott said he is honored to be chosen as the first African 
American to lead the committee. “I owe this historic selection 
to a diverse coalition of members from across our nation," 
he said, "and I will use this critical opportunity to represent 
the values of our entire caucus and advance our priorities for 
trade, disaster aid, climate change, sustainable agriculture, 
SNAP, crop insurance, small family farms, specialty crops, and 
rural broadband. The fault lines dividing our rural and urban 
communities are running deep, and climate change is now 
threatening our nation's food supply. As Chairman, I will lead 
the fight to rise up and meet these challenges.”

If the Senate stays in Republican control after the Geor-

POLICY OUTLOOK 

Agriculture in the Biden-Harris Administration 
Nick Levendofsky
Government Relations Director



gia runoff races are decided in early January, it’s likely U.S. Sen. John 
Boozman (R-Arkansas) will move in to the chairmanship of the Senate 
Agriculture Committee, replacing Sen. Pat Roberts (R-Kansas) who is 
retiring. If the Senate goes 50-50, the majority goes to the party of the 
presidency, meaning Democrats will chair all committees. This scenario 
places Sen. Debbie Stabenow (D-Michigan) back in the chair position.

USDA Secretary
While early on there was a fairly long list of leaders who expressed 

interest in leading USDA, it was a bit of a surprise to many when Pres-
ident-elect Biden announced former Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vil-
sack as his choice to lead USDA on December 10. Vilsack, who served 
as Agriculture Secretary for eight years in the Obama administration, 
was a top rural and agriculture policy adviser during Biden's presiden-
tial campaign.

National Farmers Union (NFU) President Rob Larew released the fol-
lowing statement in response to the news: “After eight years leading 
USDA, Tom Vilsack has the necessary qualifications and experience to 
steer the agency through these turbulent times. He must use his im-
pressive set of skills to implement and enforce rules that protect farmers 
from anticompetitive practices, enact meaningful structural reforms that 
balance supply with demand, restore competition to agricultural mar-
kets, strengthen local and regional food systems, advance racial equity 
in agriculture, and mitigate the threat of climate change.”

According to a POLITICO article announcing the appointment, one 
individual familiar with Biden’s thinking said Vilsack’s previous experi-
ence running the department was instrumental in the decision because 
the president-elect wanted someone who could immediately tackle the 
hunger and farm crises that have been intensified by the pandemic.

Choosing Vilsack also signals Biden wants a moderate leader at USDA 
who would appeal to both sides of the political aisle. Vilsack is seen as a 
confirmable pick, as he was confirmed unanimously in 2009. Currently 
the U.S. Senate sits at 52 Republicans and 48 Democrats, which means 
moderate candidates are likely to get more votes from both sides of the 
aisle. A 50-50 Senate means Vice President Harris breaks any ties, but 
that scenario is not as likely unless the Georgia races both flip blue.

Since the end of the Obama administration, Vilsack has been leading 
the U.S. Dairy Export Council, a trade group that advocates for the dairy 
industry overseas. Vilsack will undoubtedly face questions over the state 
of the dairy industry after thousands of farms went out of business amid 
ongoing consolidation of the industry. As CEO of the U.S. Dairy Export 
Council, he made about $1 million in 2018, his first full year on the job. 

Looking Ahead
Farmers, ranchers, food advocates, environmentalists, rural citizens, 

and their respective organizations should use the time leading up to In-
auguration Day and over the next four years to build coalitions and work 
to bring solid, attainable policy goals and priorities for food, agriculture, 
and environment to the Biden-Harris Administration.

Doing so will not only help the transition team determine the best 
nominees for additional appointments at USDA, but also to identify pol-
icy priorities within “The People’s Department” and the 2023 Farm Bill. 
Rest assured, Farmers Union will have a seat and a voice at the table, 
and will do everything we can to elevate our organization’s grassroots 
priorities in a constructive and productive way.

WFU Foundation 
announces grants

The Wisconsin Farmers Union  
Foundation announces its fourth 

quarter 2020 grant recipients:

• Foxhead Regenerative  
   Agriculture Project
• Chippewa Falls Friends of the    
   Library
• WI Land+Water
• Family Farm Defenders
• The Food Group
• Lakeshore Natural Resource  
   Partnership, Inc. for the LNRP  
   and the Agricultural Community
• Emerging Farmers Conference
• Organic Eye
• Crawford Stewardship Project
• Wisconsin Holstein Association
• Hunger Task Force
• Red Cedar Watershed Conference
• Wisconsin Agricultural Tourism 
   Association 
• Central Rivers Farmshed 
• National Young Farmers Coalition
• Industrial Cannabis Collective 
   Hemp Pilot Project
• Food pantry donations 

The WFU Foundation reviews grant 
applications quarterly. Deadlines are  
February 15, May 15, August 15, and 
November 15. 

Grant requests must meet the WFU 
Foundation’s mission of supporting 
projects and programs for all ages 
that foster family farming, rural life 
and public education on the import-
ant role of cooperatives and agricul-
ture in society.

Learn more on grant opportunities 
at www.wisconsinfarmersunion.
com/foundation.
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COVID-19 has required a great deal of 
flexibility from farmers this year. Supply 
chain disruptions and cancelled contracts 
resulted in a stressful situation for many 
producers. Farmers are used to thinking 

on their feet, but such a widespread crisis left both producers 
and customers in a lurch in the early months of lockdown. One 
silver lining that many farmers have noticed is increased de-
mand for local food. When grocery store shelves were bare, 
customers turned to local farmers for fresh produce, meat, 
and dairy. Many small scale farmers reported record sales this 
year and have even had to turn away customers due to high 
demand. While there are extra costs incurred when working 
with direct sales and delivery, the COVID-19 shutdowns seem 
to have accelerated the demand for local food and reliable 
local and regional supply chains.  

One group of farmers and foodies in South Central Wiscon-
sin is hoping to take advantage of this moment with a com-
munity-supported cooperative kitchen. Many of the aspiring 
co-op members were active in the local food scene already, 
working with Soil Sisters, local farms, or restaurants. They had 
been dreaming of a food hub in their area that would com-
bine marketing and distribution for a variety of farm products 
and deliver fresh food right to clients’ front doors. A common 
thread among the farmers in this group was the frustration 
with having to be a full-time marketing specialist, full-time 
farmer, and now part-time delivery driver. Having a shared la-
bel to handle sales and delivery would free up time to focus 
on growing good food and caring for their soil. 

When COVID-19 brought restaurant income to a halt, Cow 
& Quince owner Lori Stern opened up her kitchen doors to 
the community kitchen cooperative steering committee. She 
was instrumental in helping to get the pilot program off the 
ground. With her new position as executive director of the 
Midwest Organic and Sustainable Education Service (MO-
SES) taking center stage, Lori has handed over the reins of 
daily operations to the steering committee. The team was 
able to make use of her extra produce, supplies, and kitchen 
space in order to get a running start. Their first pilot program 
shares went out the week of November 16th, with 46 shares 
serving 26 households throughout the region. 

Customer feedback has been largely positive. The kitchen 
team is working with clients’ dietary needs to provide com-
plete meals made from locally sourced ingredients. Shares 
include an entree, soup, bread, and dessert as well as fresh 
seasonal produce. Each meal share includes a newsletter that 
breaks down all the ingredients and highlights the local farm-

ers working with the co-op. Customers have the option to 
add coffee, dairy, and eggs to their deliveries. So far the big-
gest hurdle has been adjusting to a production kitchen scale. 

Lead chef Danielle Matson worked with Cow & Quince 
previously, and is pivoting her meal planning and prep tech-
niques to serve a large number of clients with more substan-
tial home-style portions. After a couple of weeks of tinkering 
with share sizes and add-ons, the team is optimistic about 
their ability to give customers the most bang for their buck. 
Given that all of the food provided is locally grown, much of it 
is organic, and delivery is included, it’s a very valuable service. 

Danielle Matson added, “COVID has made home delivery 
more relevant. With all the farmers doing CSA and deliveries, 
it’s brought it more to the forefront. People don’t want to have 
to go out. It makes it easier to bring the local food right to 
people. If it’s easier for the customer, people are more likely 
to participate.”  

The community kitchen cooperative model gives custom-
ers a way to support their farmers beyond the usual CSA sea-
son and get wholesome, healthy meals delivered without the 
plastic waste of many commercial meal kit programs. They 
are hoping to move into a more permanent kitchen space 
and provide cold storage and processing for farmers during 
the growing season. The committee believes that farmers 
deserve reliable and flexible markets throughout the year, 
instead of having to hustle at big city farmers markets in the 
already hectic growing season. Their current team includes a 
fermentation specialist, Arlo Paust, giving them the ability to 
make pickles and products like kimchi to provide nutritious 
veggies even in the depths of winter. 

Matson was pleasantly surprised by the availability of pro-
duce in December, noting “It seems like every week we have 
a new farmer that we’re working with. It’s been nice to see a 
variety of different veggies from 

Pandemic Sparks Cooperative Community Kitchen
Hawthorn McCracken 
Rural Voices Correspondent

See page 17 ▶ KITCHEN

Photo courtesy of the Community Kitchen Cooperative team
Danielle Matson fills orders in the cooperative kitchen. 



DATCP Deputy Secretary named
Eric Ebersberger will serve as the Assistant Deputy Secre-

tary at the Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade and 
Consumer Protection (DATCP). Ebersberger holds a Mas-
ter’s degree in Water Resources Management, as well as a 
law degree. He has 25 years of experience in state service, 
most recently as a policy advisor to the Secretary of the Wis-
consin Department of Natural Resources (DNR). 

Alliance unveils climate recommendations
The Food and Agriculture Climate Alliance (FACA) was 

formed in February 2020 by four groups: American Farm 
Bureau Federation, Environmental Defense Fund, Nation-
al Council of Farmer Cooperatives, and National Farmers 
Union. The alliance has since expanded to include The Food 
Industry Association, National Alliance of Forest Owners, Na-
tional Association of State Departments of Agriculture, and 
The Nature Conservancy.

Together, the group has developed more than 40 rec-
ommendations based on three principles: agricultural and 
forestry climate policies must be built upon voluntary, incen-
tive-based programs and market-driven opportunities; they 
must promote resilience and adaptation in rural communi-
ties; and they must be science-based. These recommen-
dations share an overarching goal to do no harm. Climate 
policies will impact farmers, forest owners, ranchers, rural 
and limited-resources communities, wildlife, and natural re-

sources and must be thoughtfully crafted to account for any 
potential inequities, consequences and tradeoffs.

Read the recommendations at agclimatealliance.com. 

Support WFU as a convention sponsor
As the WFU Annual Convention will be online this year, our 

sponsorship offerings have shifted but include creative op-
portunities to have a visible presence as a 2021 convention 
supporter. Find more details on sponsorship levels at www.
wisconsinfarmersunion.com/convention or contact Tommy 
at 715-563-2169 or tenright@wisconsinfarmersunion.com. 

Sign up for Conservation Reserve Program
The sign-up period for the Conservation Reserve Program 

will be open from January 4 to February 12, while the CRP 
Grasslands sign-up runs from March 15 to April 23. Both pro-
grams are competitive and provide annual rental payments 
for land devoted to conservation purposes. Through CRP, 
farmers establish long-term, resource-conserving plant spe-
cies, such as approved grasses or trees, to control soil ero-
sion, improve water quality, and enhance wildlife habitat on 
cropland. For more information, visit fsa.usda.gov or contact 
your local FSA county office.   

Groups collaborate on organic conference 
A handful of organizations have joined forces to present a 

six-day virtual conference offering the latest information on 
organic and sustainable farming. The Growing Stronger Col-
laborative Conference takes place online Feb. 22-27.

This 5-in-1 virtual event builds on the country’s largest con-
ference on organic production — the annual MOSES Organic 
Farming Conference — by combining it with the GrassWorks 
Grazing Conference, Midwest Organic Pork Conference, 
OGRAIN Organic Grain Conference, and the FairShare CSA 
Coalition-University of Wisconsin’s Organic Vegetable Pro-
duction Conference. The combined online conference will 
include more than 60 workshops on specific production 
practices, business management topics, and broader issues 
facing the organic and sustainable farming community. 

Admission to the conference is $125. Scholarships are 
available to reduce the price to just $35. See conference de-
tails at bit.ly/GrowingStronger2021.

Emerging Farmers Conference
RECLAIMING OUR VOICES
for farmers,by farmers,with farmers

www.emergingfarmers.org

save the date!

Emerging Farmers Conference 
2021 is a multilingual virtual 
event. Pre-conference events and 
workshops will be offered virtually 
one week prior to the event.

sign up online for conference updates and registration

16th Annual

January
29 & 30, 2021

15United to Grow Family Agriculture
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Though 2020 has thrown some 
challenges at them, members of 

the South Central Wisconsin Hemp 
Cooperative have big dreams for the 
future. Their finished line of certified 
organic CBD oils debuted in June, 
and is now offered at multiple retailers. 
The co-op has partnered with stores 
throughout Wisconsin, with the major-
ity of their retail partners being coop-
eratives themselves. While COVID-19 
is reducing opportunities for in-per-
son sales and affecting foot traffic for 
physical retailers, co-op president FL 
Morris is optimistic about potential for 
growth. 

“I feel extremely confident we’ll 
be able to weather the pandemic," 
Morris said. "I'm proud of our co-op 
members. We've really adapted in an 
amazing way."

The dry, temperate fall weather this 
season made for a much easier hemp 
harvest than 2019’s flooded October. 
Morris was just finishing bucking her 
2020 crop when we spoke. Some 
members chose not to grow this sea-
son and instead focus on sales of the 
previous years’ crop. The coopera-
tive has added a separate member-
ship type to allow growers to remain 
members even if they are not actively 
growing. Now that the infrastructure is 
in place, cooperative members are fo-
cused on marketing. They have part-

nered with a local marketing and so-
cial media specialist to ramp up their 
website and Instagram presence. The 
hemp market is quite competitive, but 
Morris said she has enjoyed the crash 
course in business and marketing that 
this new enterprise brought with it. 

With USDA Organic certification 
and access to processing secured, the 
co-op is working on building new re-
tail and wholesale relationships. So far, 
their most effective sales have been 
direct-to-customer through mem-
ber’s networks or at farmers markets. 
Morris compared it to selling organic 
produce; there is a lot of relationship 
building and education needed. Co-
operative members are not just sell-
ing CBD oil. They’re talking to custom-
ers about what makes their product 
unique, how the co-op model serves 
farmers, and how Wisconsin Farmers 
Union supports them. Morris hopes 
that next year the cooperative will be 
able to safely participate in more mar-
kets and continue this customer edu-
cation. Once they have an expanded 
customer base, the cooperative will 

support more small-scale growers 
throughout the region. Access to 
direct-to-customer online sales has 
been a challenge, but they are hoping 
to set up online payment and order-
ing as soon as possible.

Though there are many options on 
the shelves from national CBD brands, 
Morris believes the co-op’s product 
offers something that big brands can-
not in its cooperative approach, which 
protects growers and allows them a 
fair price. It includes members who 
are veterans, and is about 50 percent 
women-owned. For folks looking for 
a product to support both their local 
farmers and their own health, being 
able to buy organic oil straight from 
the farmer is priceless. 

Wisconsin Farmers Union is a proud 
supporter of the South Central 
Wisconsin Hemp Cooperative. See 
the ad at right for purchasing details.

Hawthorn McCracken 
Rural Voices Correspondent  

Images courtesy South Central Hemp
Top: South Central Wisconsin Hemp 
Cooperative members. Above: prod-
uct is now available from the co-op. 

Learn more about the co-op 
and find retailers near you at 
southcentralhemp.coop

Follow South Central Hemp 
on Facebook and Instagram 
for co-op updates (and some 
quality dog content.) 

South Central  
Wisconsin Hemp 
Cooperative wraps 
up inaugural year
CBD oil discount available 
for Farmers Union members



100% Wisconsin grown and manufactured
1000mg and 2000mg
Just two simple ingredients
100% USDA Organic CBD
47% women-owned
Fully insured
Marketing materials and CBD training
available

southcentralhemp.coopsouthcentralhemp.coop

NOW AVAILABLE: 
SOUTH CENTRAL HEMP CO-OP

USDA CERTIFIED ORGANIC CBD OIL!

sales@southcentralhemp.coopsales@southcentralhemp.coop

Join us in celebrating this healing
plant based product!

Wholesale pricing with minimum one case
purchase (12 ct/case)
USPS shipping to any location
Distribute to membership, as chapter
fund-raiser, to friends and family

Affordable access for WFU chapters
and individual members:

different farmers. This week we had a beautiful purple kale.” She 
hopes to encourage home cooks to explore new produce and 
seasonal cooking, and is looking forward to expanding the pro-
gram next summer. “If it works in the winter, in July it’s going to 
be amazing!” 

Cooperative steering committee member Dela Ends said that 
she would love to see the kitchen expand into a full grocery co-
operative in the Green County area. Many foodies make the trip 
to Madison to visit Willy Street Co-op, even though there is a 
big local food presence in the area. “We’ve been thinking about 
whether Monroe would support a co-op. I think so, myself.” 

Their next challenge will be to make this delicious hyper-local 
food accessible to everyone, regardless of income. By combin-
ing processing and distribution in a cooperative structure, they 
are already able to reduce overhead costs, while still giving their 
farmers and workers a fair wage. The steering committee is ex-
ploring sliding scale models and compatibility with federal as-
sistance programs in order to offer supported shares soon. They 
are also looking for ways to reduce waste. With continued cus-
tomer support, the cooperative steering committee will be able 
to formalize the business model through incorporation, and to 
expand to support even more eaters and workers. 

The team is hoping to expand the second round of meal 
shares to serve 60 or more people in January 2021. To learn 
more about this project, contact: communitykitchencoop@
gmail.com.

Lloyd

FREE GRANT ADVISING
for WFU members 

Michael Fields Agricultural Institute's  
Grant Advising & Resources can help 
you apply for grants and cost-share  
programs of state or federal sources 

that could help you achieve your 
farming or ag-related business goals.

michaelfields.org/grant-advising-resources

Sign up for the Grants Advising email list: 
grants@michaelfields.org

From page 14 ▶ KITCHEN
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Since summer, I’ve been 
working for WFU with 

one purpose: to strengthen 
our relationships with other 

organizations that share our values and goals. 
By working across industry, geography, race, 
immigration status, and other differences that 
make us the diverse state and country that we 
are, we’ll be a more effective voice for farmers 
and rural communities. This work promises 
long term rewards: the more leaders and ad-
vocates in other political spaces and perspec-
tives carry an alliance with Farmers Union and 
an understanding of our needs and priorities, 
the more momentum we can build when we 
need to push people in power to take action 
on our behalf.

Some of these relationships go way back: 
farmers have been working with labor unions 
since the beginning of industrialization. Some 
of these traditions are radical; some meshed 
thoroughly into the establishment. Many of 
you are likely aware that the Democratic Party 
in Minnesota has the formal name Minnesota 
DFL (Democratic-Farmer-Labor Party). It’s im-
possible to overstate how important coalitions 
are to accomplishing our goals. 

We’ve found some fruitful partnerships that 
make me proud, and I hope when you learn 
more about it, you’ll have found another rea-
son to feel proud to be a member of WFU. 

Overall we’ve had over 50 conversations, 
with representatives from labor unions, rural 
organizers, civic organizations, even a rabbi — 
and importantly, members of WFU past and 
present. These conversations led to the cre-
ation of close relationships with folks I continue 
to check in with to make sure we’re abreast of 
each other's work. We have discussions about 
political and material challenges we face and 
strategize how to accomplish our goals. 

We’ve developed a formula that builds part-
nerships that explore common values. The first 
collaborative in this project was with a group 

of four other organizations: the Main Street Alli-
ance, a new group that is taking on progressive 
issues on behalf of small businesses; Progress 
North, another new organization dedicated 
to fighting for families in the Ashland/Bayfield 
area; the IBEW Local 953, representing thou-
sands of workers from electrical cooperatives 
and other utility-focused operations; and 
AFT-Wisconsin, a union of public university 
workers and others in the public sector, with a 
particularly rural cohort. What, you might ask, 
would all of these groups, representing such a 
broad slice of Wisconsin society, have in com-
mon? 

We landed on the need for broadband, es-
pecially in rural communities. “Our schools, 
small businesses, and farms—and our democ-
racy itself—depend on it,” the op-ed stated. It 
felt like a solid first step, and when it came to 
AFT and the Main Street Alliance, it was just 
the beginning of the fall’s projects. WFU Dunn 
County Farmers Union President Rachel Hen-
derson got an idea to continue: her communi-
ty was home to an AFT local called Stout Unit-
ed, based at UW-Stout. We collaborated on a 
virtual event called “Wisconsin Politics and the 
Wisconsin Idea,” joined by a UW-Stout profes-
sor, our illustrious director Julie Keown-Bomar, 
and then-state senator Patty Schachtner. Rachel 
moderated — and deftly, at that. The conversa-
tion was like no virtual web event I’ve attended: 
a panel of incredibly knowledgeable and pas-
sionate women discussed candidly and with 

Charlie Mitchell
Farmer-Labor  
Solidarity Organizer

Farmer-Labor  
Solidarity Revived

The more 
leaders and 
advocates in 
other political 
spaces and 
perspectives 
carry an  
alliance with 
Farmers Union 
and have an  
understanding 
of our needs 
and priorities, 
the more  
momentum 
we can build 
to push people 
in power to 
take action on 
our behalf.
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moral force the dire issues facing rural 
Wisconsin. They touched on the devas-
tation of Act 10, the need for a revital-
ized faith and investment in public af-
fairs and our connection to each other, 
the connections between rural schools 
and knowledge institutions and the 
farm economy, and a lot more. It was an 
immensely gratifying experience that 
brought the 50 or so people we had 
online considerably closer. These ideas 
can be contagious, and when we put 
them out, it’s my belief that the ripple ef-
fect begins and things start happening.

Over three nights in mid-October, we 
co-hosted “tele-town halls” with Main 
Street Alliance in three important leg-
islative districts that put questions on 
farm issues to candidates across the 
state. Each event was attended by just 
over a thousand people. Another in-
terview was held with Republican Dan 
Kapanke. In one of the town halls, Jon-
athon Hansen made a rousing call for 
supply management in dairy. We pres-
sured candidates from both sides of the 
aisle to listen to our issues. To me, this 
is solid evidence that we are louder to-
gether, and those of us working at the 
grassroots aren’t drowning each other 
out vying to be heard — we’re a chorus 
working together calling for politicians 
to prioritize the grassroots over check-
books and lobbyists.

We also did some old-school farm-
er-labor solidarity: UFCW Local 1473, 
a union of over 10,000 meatpacking 
and grocery workers in Wisconsin, has 
been through a lot during this pan-
demic. Their employers provided haz-
ard pay for a time, when the heroism 
of retail workers was in the news; but 
when pressure faded and headlines 
stopped, so did hazard pay. We took 
to our megaphone to demand the res-
toration of hazard pay and other safety 
protections, because we know farmers 
are not the only ones who feed Wis-
consin. UFCW appreciated this op-ed, 
and made good on that mutual trust 
in a statement co-released detailing a 
vision for the food system that, along-
side worker protections, would make 
slaughterhouses more fair and safe. It 

included our bread-and-butter poli-
cies: antitrust, cooperative economies, 
and supply management. This release 
marked the first time that UFCW — lo-
cal or International — ever publicly en-
dorsed supply management. When our 
dairy policy gets to the bargaining ta-
ble, they will be an essential ally to have 
alongside us.

When that press release went out, a 
progressive website called Common 
Dreams decided it was worth writing 
about and interviewed Hans Breit-
enmoser, who delivered this money 
quote: “I, as Joe Farmer, have more 
in common with Bob, the guy in the 
slaughtering plant, than I do with the 
CEO of a foreign agribusiness corpo-
ration.” Other groups took notice; this 
work made the newsletter of the Na-
tional Farmers Union several times.

When the election came around, 
more of our op-eds flew, taking on 
the urban-rural divide, once co-writ-
ing with the Milwaukee Area Labor 
Council (the AFL-CIO labor council 
that represents thousands of workers 
in the greater area) and another time 
with Black Leaders Organizing Com-
munities (BLOC), a high-profile group 
that organizes on Milwaukee’s North 
Side. We stood together to express 
concern for the open contempt for de-
mocracy that was being shown around 
the country. Exploring the reasons that 
Milwaukeeans and farmers are con-
nected — from the Northwoods to 
the Northside — will lead us to a state-
house and congressional delegation 
that better represents the needs of all 
who are not among the wealthy and 
well-connected in Madison or Wash-
ington.

Our members showed amazing 
support during these efforts. We cir-
culated a powerful pledge of solidar-
ity — to sign it, go to wisconsinfarmer-
sunion.com/farmer-labor — and 100 
members signed it. Many enclosed 
powerful statements of solidarity and 
became critical vehicles for this work. 
Thanks to all of our members who 
helped make this work happen. 

We’re not done. New partnerships 

Make a Difference 
this Summer!

Do you love the outdoors? 
Enjoy spending time with kids? 

Seeking Summer Staff! 
Employment available 

Mid-May through August 2021 

Each summer, Farmers Union hires 
motivated, energetic and co-op mind-
ed individuals to fill staff positions at our 
educational summer camp and for out-
reach at special events around the state. 
WFU Kamp Kenwood is near Chippewa 
Falls. Work and live in an outdoor setting 
at a beautiful lakeside camp facility. 

Staff develop and lead educational 
lessons as well as  recreation for youth 
ages 7-18. Staff training is in May and 
camps are in June, July and August. 

To apply, contact Cathy at 715-214-7887  
or cstatz@wisconsinfarmersunion.com

are sparking and progressing every 
day. A podcast is in the works; we’re 
going to continue to learn and write 
more about our history of gaining po-
litical power through solidarity, and we 
anticipate more national press. We’ve 
got so many books and projects to 
share with you all so that you can stew-
ard this work of relationship building 
with us. Hopefully these relationships 
will continue and the will to fight for 
farmers will proliferate.

Mitchell is developing grassroots 
power through unity among farm and 
labor groups. He can be reached at 
cmitchell@wisconsinfarmersunion.
com. Learn more at www.wisconsin 
farmersunion.com/farmer-labor. 



Optimism around direct marketing 
meat and building up the local 

food scene has taken a hit over the 
past year as a struggle around meat 
processing capacity sweeps across 
the state. Wisconsin Farmers Union 
has heard rumblings from members 
throughout the state about struggles 
to secure processing appointments. 

The need for more meat process-
ing infrastructure was identified as 
a Special Order of Business at the 
WFU convention in January 2020, 
as, even before the COVID-19 pan-
demic, members were experiencing 
a bottleneck in processing. The issue 
was exacerbated as COVID-19 led to 
the closure of large packing plants, 
diverting some animals to mom-and-
pop butcher shops, backing up con-
ventional livestock markets, and even 
leading to the euthanization of hun-
dreds of thousands of hogs. 

Local meat processing is crucial for 
family farms who sell processed meat 
directly to consumers or through food 
co-ops and other retail venues. This 
allows farmers to set their own price 
rather than having to sell animals 
through unpredictable conventional 
markets; it’s an important pathway to 

ensuring a future for family farms in 
Wisconsin. 

The lack of processing capacity is 
a stumbling block that also hinders 
farmers from growing to meet con-
sumer demand. 

On a national level, meat process-
ing has become increasingly vertically 
integrated, with four companies con-
trolling a majority of U.S. meat pro-
cessing. Fifty meat plants slaughter 
and process 98 percent of the national 
meat supply — investing in processing 
is an investment in the security of our 
food supply.

True to the Farmers Union triangle, 
WFU is taking a three-pronged ap-
proach to this issue, tackling it through 
education, cooperation, and  legisla-
tion: 

EDUCATION 
The WFU staff has been exploring 

the challenges and opportunities 
around meat processing in the state 
and invites members to be a part of 
the discussion with a series of Winter 
Meat-ings. Farmers, processors, and 
other stakeholders have been joining 
in to learn more and consider creative 
solutions. 

Upcoming events will delve into the 

topics of mobile slaughtering and on-
farm solutions, cooperative and com-
munity efforts, state and federal policy, 
labor struggles, and creative market-
ing approaches. 

On a December webinar hosted by 
WFU, Brandon Clare of J.M. Watkins 
Meats in Plum City shared his perspec-
tive as a processor in rural Wisconsin. 
His business has grown immensely in 
the seven years that he has owned it, 
but a lack of skilled and willing work-
ers is a struggle point. 

"The biggest problem we have is 
the labor side of things," Clare said. 
"This is pretty labor intensive work … 
it’s hard to find people who want to do 
that sort of work."

Recognizing the need for skilled 
butchers in the state, WFU offered 
scholarships for fall 2020 for the Artis-
anal Modern Meat Butchery program 
at Madison Technical College. We 
continue to seek out ways to encour-
age the next generation of butchers. 

Many small-town Wisconsin proces-
sors are working in outdated build-
ings, often in areas where a town has 
sprawled around them and stifles  
the opportunity growth, Clare noted. 
"Freezer space is limited here, be-
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THE MONOPOLY ON MEAT
Is the lack of local  
processing capacity  
the next big threat 
to family farmers? 

By Danielle Endvick 
WFU Communications Director
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cause we're in town ... it's lim-
ited space for expansion." 

Like many processors in 
the state, he's booking pro-
cessing dates over a year 
out. He notes, "2022 is prob-
ably 85 percent filled for us." 

One thing most proces-
sors and farmers can agree 
on  is a need for consistency.

"Right now, the biggest 
support we need is farmers' 
patience," Clare said. "For us, 
the consistent work is by far 
the best scenario, because 
we know what we're going to 
be doing." He encouraged 
farmers to get to know their 
processors and work to get 
on as regular of a processing 
schedule as possible. 

"We need consistency," 
agreed Brodhead farmer 
Jen Reimer. "We have had to 
go to a couple different plac-
es to get processed but they 
have different recipes, label-
ing situations, packaging." 

Such variations in product 
may not meet customers' ex-
pectations and can cut into 
profits. 

Trying to schedule pro-
cessing dates a year or more 
in advance comes with its 
struggles, added Reimer, 
who markets grass-fed beef, 

hogs, sheep, and poultry. 
"We've been booking into 

2022 and just today had 
an issue with lamb dates," 
she said. "I had two lambs I 
would have liked to have let 
grow for a while longer, but I 
don't have dates in a couple 
of months, so we had to take 
them in smaller. It's not the 
end of the world, but a bit of 
a loss in profit and quality." 

Colfax farmer Ken Schmitt 
markets his cattle mostly on 
the conventional market, 
partly because of the time 
commitment involved with 
direct marketing and coor-

dinating lots of processing 
dates. "In the past we've had 
trouble and ended up going 
quite a distance from home 
to get them butchered," he 
notes. 

"What we're hearing all 
over is the biggest problem 
is labor," Schmitt says. "A lot 
of these small town butch-
ers would welcome another 
processor or two in town; 
it's just too much for them to 
keep up with."  

COOPERATION
Cooperatives and com-

munity investment have a 
role to play in strengthening 

this weak link in local food 
chains. When WFU was ap-
proached by a group of 
Farmers Union members 
about an opportunity to 
collaborate on reopening a 
shuttered meat processing 
facility in Vernon County, 
the organization recognized 
the value of taking a collab-
orative approach. WFU was 
among eight investors who 
committed $200,000 to the 
venture, which opened in 
August as Nordik Meats. 

Mount Horeb farmers 
Jess and Rich Bernstein are 
among farmers who have 
benefited from Nordik open-
ing and expanding options 
for regional processing. 

"I couldn’t get processing 
dates until I heard about 
Nordik, then got a date a few 
weeks away," notes Jess. 

She is among a growing 
group of farmers who would 
support mobile or on-farm 
slaughtering options. 

With Nordik's success, 
WFU was recently able to 
sell its shares back to the oth-
er investors, while turning a 
profit. The WFU board will 
be considering additional 
opportunities for investing in 

Challenges & Opportunities for Wisconsin
Meat Supply Chains & Family Farms

WINTER MEAT-INGS

Mobile Slaughtering and On Farm Solutions
Cooperative & Community Solutions
State and Federal Policy Solutions
Labor Struggles and Solutions
Creative Marketing Approaches  

January 14
January 28
February 11

March 11
April 8

Noon events | Virtual or Call-in | All are Welcome 
 RSVP: www.wisconsinfarmersunion.com/processing 

Learn more:  
wisconsinfarmersunion.com 

/meatprocessing

See page 25 ▶ MEAT



As we head into 
the new year, 

most of us are ready 
to put the chaos and uncertainty of 
2020 behind us. A global pandemic, 
economic crisis, and a heated election 
will long remain in our memory, and 
we will surely feel the impacts of this 
tumultuous year in 2021 and beyond. 
This is especially true with regards to 
the state budget, which is projected 
to see a $370 million shortfall over the 
next two years, according to a report 
by the non-partisan Wisconsin Policy 
Forum. 

As we face a tighter budget and mul-
tiple competing priorities, it is critical 
for Wisconsin Farmers Union to voice 
our support for the things that matter 
most to family farmers and rural com-
munities. The Government Relations 
team recently met with the Governor’s 
office to share our budget priorities 
for the coming biennium. These prior-
ities are based largely on the Special 
Orders of Business adopted by the 
members at the 2020 Annual Con-
vention, and are also informed by the 
unforeseen challenges caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Badgercare Expansion 
Perhaps the most important lesson 

of 2020 is that healthcare is a public 
and not a private issue. 

Any one of us can become danger-
ously ill at any time simply by breathing 
the air around us. WFU has long sup-
ported a national policy of universal 
healthcare as well as expanded public 
health insurance at the state level. Ex-
panding Badgercare in the next bud-
get will provide coverage to those who 
need it most while building support for 
broader healthcare reform. And impor-

tantly, accepting federal funds to ex-
pand Badgercare will alleviate some of 
the strain on the state budget. Had the 
State accepted federal Medicaid ex-
pansion funds in the last budget cycle, 
we would have covered an additional 
80 million people while saving over 
$300 million. Both the public health 
and fiscal impacts are even more crit-
ical today.    

Rural Infrastructure
Rural broadband has long been a 

priority for Wisconsin Farmers Union. 
As schools and businesses across the 
state have closed and more people 
are working and learning from home, 
access to the internet is an absolute ne-
cessity. WFU is advocating for broad-
band expansion grants and targeted 
pandemic relief funds to expand rural 
broadband access across the state.  

Similarly, WFU members expressed 
the need for expanded meat pro-
cessing infrastructure even before the 
pandemic caused supply chain dis-
ruptions. WFU is advocating for grants 
for new meat processors and existing 
small plants to fund facility upgrades, 
cutting equipment, and cold storage 
to increase processing capacity, as well 
as additional state meat inspectors 
as needed to accommodate growth 
in processing infrastructure. We are 
urging the State to direct future pan-
demic relief funds to expanding meat 
processing to deal with the immediate 
bottleneck and to meet increasing con-
sumer demand for locally raised meat. 

Conservation
Ongoing environmental crises like 

climate change and water pollution 
must not be ignored as we address 
the immediate public health and eco-
nomic crises. WFU is continuing to ad-
vocate for increased funding for coun-
ty conservation staffing grants, DNR 
monitoring and oversight of CAFOs, 
statewide groundwater testing and 

mapping, farmland preservation, and 
producer-led watershed grants. We 
are also advocating for a new state-
wide grazing program and incentives 
for practices like cover crops, reduced 
tillage, and diverse crop rotation which 
will help combat climate change.    

Antitrust Enforcement
Consolidation in agriculture remains 

a major threat to family farmers and 
breaking up monopoly power is a 
priority issue for Wisconsin Farmers 
Union. The state can play a major role 
in promoting economic competition 
and preventing further consolidation 
by stepping up antitrust enforcement 
at the Wisconsin Department of Jus-
tice. WFU is advocating for additional 
staffing at the Consumer Protection 
and Antitrust Unit of the Wisconsin 
DOJ to carry out investigations in anti-
competitive business behavior.

Your voice matters
It is important to keep in mind that 

these budget priorities are dynamic. 
New priorities may emerge during 
the 2021 annual convention, and we 
will continue to voice support for the 
issues that matter most to our mem-
bers. We encourage you to share your 
stories around these issues. WFU can 
offer support for writing opinion piec-
es and organizing around issues at the 
chapter level. We also encourage you 
to reach out to your legislators and 
make your voices heard. Visit www.
wisconsinfarmersunion.com/policy for 
resources around these issues.

Together, we can engage in grass-
roots organizing and advocacy around 
the state budget. Now that 2020 is 
(thankfully) in the rearview mirror, let’s 
set our sights on the opportunity to 
emerge from this crisis stronger and 
more resilient than we were before.   

Wilson can be reached at bwilson@
wisconsinfarmersunion.com. 
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State Budget an Opportunity to Organize on Rural Issues
Bobbi Wilson 
Policy & Special  
Projects Coordinator
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The spotlight has 
 truly never been 

brighter on the need 
for broadband in rural Wisconsin.  In 
every corner of our state, there is talk 
about bridging the digital divide be-
tween rural and urban. We are leaving 
our rural schoolchildren behind and 
encouraging them to move away from 
our communities.  We need to ensure 
access to telemedicine is available for 
all. We need to support our farmers 
who more than ever depend on tech-
nology to improve efficiencies. Most 
importantly, we need to stop talking 
about how important it is and start do-
ing something to fix the problem.

Real solutions are needed not only 
for today, but for the future.  The world 
we are moving to will require more and 
more data, and connectivity is needed 
whether at home, in a combine, or in a 
dairy barn.  Precision agriculture and 
advances in livestock and the dairy in-
dustry will leverage massive amounts 
of data with artificial intelligence to 
improve production.  These processes 
need real-time broadband connec-
tions.

In January the Wisconsin State Leg-
islature will begin their next biennial 
session and broadband will be a key 
focus.  This past July, Governor Evers 
announced a Broadband Task Force 
consisting of key stakeholders charged 
with improving access to 23% of the 
underserved rural population. In No-
vember, the FCC completed their Rural 
Opportunity Fund Auction that creates 
new federal spending on broadband 
but more will be needed. 

Our legislators must act boldly, not to 
simply bridge the gap but to build for 

the future.  Today’s broadband or high-
speed internet standard is 25Mbps 
of download speed with 3Mbps of 
upload.  This simply won’t cut it in the 
future.  It’s unlikely the Wisconsin legis-
lature will approve massive amounts of 
spending, however, there are real solu-
tions that every Wisconsinite should be 
advocating for with their representa-
tives and senators.

First, easement reform on existing 
infrastructure.  Utilities across the state 
have massive amounts of poles and 
wires. These structures can be used as 
a conduit for new fiber optic cable at-
tachments. Traditional approaches of 
burying fiber in the ground increase 
construction costs by five to six times.  

A one mile stretch of underground fi-
ber can easily cost $60,000 to $70,000.   
Lowering the cost by using existing 
easements relieves some of the ROI 
challenges. Using overhead lines that 
already exist can bring this cost down 
below $15,000 per mile.

Secondly, in areas of need, every 
new road construction project should 
require conduit to be placed in the 

ground and buried with fiber or at least 
be held for future expansion.  This will 
increase road construction costs but 
its significantly cheaper than burying 
fiber later on.

Third, broadband grants should be 
awarded based on technical merits 
such as the types of technology being 
used and the speeds that will be pro-
posed, not purely based on project 
need, service area, and cost. Today 
many of the grants that are submitted 
are based on technology to simply 
catch up, not to launch Wisconsin into 
the future.  The way to solve this long-
term challenge is through fiber optic 
cable. Grants and programs should 
favor these programs, especially in sit-
uations where little or no other access 
is available. 

Lastly, every community should 
adopt the Broadband Forward! cer-
tification offered by the state of Wis-
consin.  This program provides the 
necessary tools to create a resolution 
and adoption framework by counties, 
towns, cities, and villages.  This des-
ignation signifies the importance of 
broadband and provides increased 
efficiencies in the approval projects 
for providers willing to invest in those 
communities.

These solutions require no new state 
spending. They simply address the 
connectivity challenge and build for 
the future. The pandemic has created 
new opportunities to improve the effi-
ciencies of our rural economies; with 
common sense approaches, there will 
be a renewed sense of interest in rural 
America. Over the past year, our rural 
economies have suffered but increas-
ing our connectivity and access will 
help launch us into the future.  Take a 
few minutes this winter to reach out to 
your Wisconsin senators and represen-
tatives and let them know how import-
ant rural connectivity is for our future.

GUEST OPINION

Closing the Gap on Rural Broadband
Nate Boettcher
President & CEO, 
Pierce Pepin  
Cooperative Services

We need to stop talking 
about how important 

[rural broadband] is and 
start doing something  
to fix the problem ...  

The world we are moving 
to will require more data, 
and connectivity, whether 

at home, in a combine,  
or in a dairy barn.
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Gambling on the Future of Food, Rural America

T hree events that 
happened on 

consecutive mid-No-
vember days show 
farmers, ranchers, 

and all Americans where U.S. agri-
culture now is.

Event One: On Nov. 18, the Iowa 
Capital Dispatch, a not-for-profit 
news website, detailed allegations 
on how managers at Tyson Food’s 
hog-killing plant in Waterloo, IA, lit-
erally gambled on employee lives as 
the coronavirus took root last April.

“In mid-April,” related the Dispatch 
from information contained in a re-
cently disclosed lawsuit, Waterloo’s 
“plant manager Tom Hart organized 
a cash-buy-in, winner-take-all betting 
pool for supervisors and managers 
to wager how many plant employees 
would test positive for COVID-19” as 
he continued its 19,500-hog, daily kill.

What empowers a plant manag-
er to, allegedly, run a betting pool 
on how many of his employees will 
become infected with a sickening, 
sometimes fatal, virus during the rise 
of a global pandemic?

Equally important, what do you call 
a company that harbors such an em-
ployee?

A day after the news broke, the As-
sociated Press called Tyson Foods a 
coronavirus super spreader. The bet-
ting pool, it explained, operated “as 
the virus spread through the Water-
loo plant, ultimately infecting more 
than 1,000 of its 2,900 workers, kill-
ing at least six and sending many 
others to the hospital. The outbreak 
eventually tore through the broader 
Waterloo community.”

Event Two: On Nov. 19, one of 
Tyson’s key competitors, Smith-
field Foods, settled several federal 
lawsuits filed by plaintiffs “who had 

sued the company over the stench, 
flies, buzzards, and truck traffic com-
ing from its industrial swine farms in 
North Carolina,” noted the Food & 
Environment Reporting Network, or 
FERN.

In the opinion that led to the set-
tlements, one of the appellate judg-
es who denied Smithfield a retrial, 
asked a simple question: “How did it 
come to this?”

Judge J. Harvie Wilkinson III’s an-
swer, based on the facts he had 
heard in the case, was as succinct as 
his question: “…The decades-long 
transition to concentrated animal 
feeding operations (CAFOs) lays 
bare this connection … (between) 
animal welfare and human wel-
fare…”

In short, “The dangers endemic 
to such appalling conditions [are] 
always manifested first in animal 
suffering” and, afterwards “…the 

ripples of dysfunction would reach 
farm workers and, at last, members 
of the surrounding community.”

  Every farmer and rancher knows 
what the judge meant; it’s a small 
step from mistreating your animals 
or land to mistreating your employ-
ees, neighbors or, worse, family.

That’s the slippery slope seen 
both in the Tyson allegations and 
the Smithfield settlement: The more 
power given to corporations by lax 
government or local communities 
desperate for jobs, the more power 
the corporations take.

This power underlies the “dysfunc-
tion” that Judge Wilkinson warns 
will, soon or later, “reach… members 
of the surrounding community”—
you, me and Smithfield’s long-suffer-
ing neighbors and, allegedly, Tyson’s 
Waterloo employees.

Event Three: New research proves it.
According 

Alan Guebert
Correspondent

See page 25 ▶ GAMBLE



to research made public Nov. 19, the day of the Smith-
field settlement, corporate ag’s increasing power “has 
resulted in numerous negative impacts on farmers, 
workers and their communities as well as consumers, 
who have experienced higher prices and less innova-
tion.”

The study, completed by Mary Hendrickson of the 
University of Missouri, Philip Howard of Michigan State 
University, Emily Miller of Family Farm Action Alliance, 
and Douglas Constance of Sam Houston State Univer-
sity, has a singular, inescapable point:

Today’s “concentration of ownership, wealth and 
power… (is) directly related to who… make(s) deci-
sions in food and agriculture…”

And, “We observe that these decisions have increas-
ingly migrated from a more community or public are-
na into the realm of… those within the biggest firms… 
(who) have their eye on increasing their power… and 
although this may increase their profits, it does not 
usually align with enhancing the public good.”

In short, the more power we give corporate ag, the 
more it takes and the more it takes, the more it gam-
bles on the people and communities who grow and 
deliver everyone’s food.

And, as recent events have shown again, that’s a bad 
bet for rural America.

© 2020 ag comm — The Farm and Food File is pub-
lished weekly in the U.S. and Canada. Learn more at 
www.farmandfoodfile.com.
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processing infrastructure. 
WFU also has met with 

the Wisconsin Economic 
Development Corporation 
(WEDC), Wisconsin De-
partment of Agriculture, 
Trade and Consumer Pro-
tection (DATCP), UW-Ex-
tension, and the UW Col-
lege of Agricultural and 
Life Sciences (CALS) to 
discuss meat processing 
infrastructure, and we will 
continue to seek opportu-
nities to partner on creative 
solutions. 

New approaches can 
also be found in other 
states. Montana Farmers 
Union recently secured 
funds to start a cooperative 
mobile slaughtering busi-
ness and to develop the 
first U.S. college curriculum 
to teach meat processing 
from harvest to retail. 

Minnesota Farmers 
Union has been advocat-
ing around meat process-
ing, too, and the Minnesota 
Department of Agriculture 
(MDA) has provided re-
sources for producers and 
small-scale processors and 
has expedited approvals 

for new ‘equal to’ state-in-
spected plants, moving 
them up from ‘Custom 
Exempt,’ and fast-tracking 
grant funding to increase 

slaughter capacity. 
LEGISLATION 

As we look to improve 
the situation unfolding 
around meat processing, 

we must recognize that tied 
into this issue is a history of 
monopolization in the meat 
industry, which has consoli-
dated livestock markets 
and processing options. 
WFU believes the federal 
government should be in-
vestigating antitrust in the 
meat industry and seeking 
to level the playing field for 
farmers. 

Existing local processors 
need an injection of re-
sources to meet demand.

State efforts have fo-
cused on short-term solu-
tions to the processing 
bottleneck caused by the 
pandemic; this is important 
but we also need to focus 
on building resilient pro-
cessing infrastructure for 
the long term.  

WFU has convened a 
meat processing task force. 
If you are interested in 
learning more about par-
ticipating on that, reach out 
to Kirsten at kslaughter@ 
wisconsinfarmersunion.com 
or 608-514-2031. Learn 
more about this work  and 
RSVP for upcoming events 
at www.wisconsinfarmers 
union.com/processing.

From page 23 ▶ GAMBLE

From page 23 ▶ MEAT
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CHAPTER       CHATTERCHAPTER       CHATTER

Editor's Note: We encourage local and county Farmers Union 
chapters to submit updates on happenings in your area. 
Please submit any Chapter Chatter to Danielle at 715-471-
0398 or dendvick@wisconsinfarmersunion.com.  

CHIPPEWA  — Though it was a quiet year for Chippewa 
County Farmers Union, members gathered together online 
for a virtual annual meeting November 10. Much excitement 
was expressed around WFU's work on meat processing, as 
that has been a critical issue regionally. The group is planning 
some virtual winter programming and hopes to revive pas-
ture walks and the summer picnic next year. 

WOOD-PORTAGE-WAUPACA — The Wood-Portage-Waupaca 
chapter will be collaborating on the 2021 Farm Fresh Atlas 
with Farmshed, which is working to create a resilient local 
food economy. The WPW chapter will be assisting in recruit-
ing farmers and promoting Farmshed's new Farm & Business 
Membership, which caters to farm-to-table farms and busi-
nesses and those who support them. Learn about member-
ship persk and sign up at www.farmshed.org/atlas. For more 
information contact Cara at cara@farmshed.org or WPW 
representative, Rachel Bouressa at rachelbouressa@gmail.
com.

Alyssa Von Ruden 
Vernon-Crawford Farmers Union

Mike Miles 
Polk-Burnett Farmers Union 

Anastasia Wolf-Flasch 
South Central Farmers Union 

Gail Carpenter  
South Central Farmers Union 

Toby and Pam Griggs, Griggs Cattle Co. 
Ashland-Bayfield Farmers Union 

Submit your best farm 
and rural photos to 

Danielle at dendvick@
wisconsinfarmersunion.
com for a chance to win 

a Farmers Union hat! 

COVER PHOTO CONTEST HONORABLE MENTIONS
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farmers union
happenings

All WFU events are currently being held 
online due the pandemic, until further 

notice. Find more events & RSVP: 
wisconsinfarmersunion.com/events

County Presidents Meeting 
January 9th, held virtually

WFU Convention Delegate 
Registration Deadline 

January 11

WFU board & NFU delegate 
candidate bios due for  

delegate packet 
January 11

Coffee Chat:  
Introduction to WFU
10:30am, January 13

Winter Meat-ing:
Mobile Slaughtering &  
On-Farm Solutions 

January 14

NFU Women's Conference
January 17-18

Coffee Chat: 
Winter Reading Recommendations 

10:30am, January 20

Coffee Chat:  
WFU History

10:30am, January 27

Winter Meating: 
Co-op & Community Solutions

January 28

WFU Convention  
Non-Delegate  

Registration Deadline 
January 29

WFU 90th Annual  
State Convention

January 30-31, virtual 
wisconsinfarmersunion.com/ 

convention

Local Initiatives Grant Deadline
February 15 

wisconsinfarmersunion.com/
chapters

Bouressa to serve on NFU climate panel
Wood-Portage-Waupaca Farmers Union member 

Rachel Bouressa has been selected to participate in the 
National Farmers Union's new Climate Change Policy 
Advisory Panel. The panel’s 16 farmer members will in-
form the organization’s climate-related legislative work, 
educational programming, outreach, and communica-
tions. Each panel member will serve a one-year term with 
the option to renew for subsequent terms. 

“There is a lot of work being done in the media, nonprofits, research institutions, the 
private sector, and across local, state, and national governments to help farmers im-
plement climate-smart practices and build resilience to weather extremes,” said NFU 
President Rob Larew. “But ultimately, no one understands what’s necessary better than 
farmers and ranchers themselves. By establishing this panel and really listening to our 
members’ experiences and ideas, we can ensure that our actions are truly supporting 
them and providing the tools and knowledge they need to confront this crisis.”

Wisconsin Women Championing Conservation launches
Sign up today to receive updates on a new program, Wisconsin Women Champi-

oning Conservation. With collaboration from the Michael Fields Agricultural Institute, 
Midwest Organic and Sustainable Education Service, Renewing the Countryside, and 
Wisconsin Farmers Union and funding through the U.S. Department of Agriculture's 
Natural Resources Conservation Service, this new project aims to build a community 
of women farmers and landowners. By signing up you will receive information and up-
dates about educational workshops, field days, and regional summits. All efforts are 
aimed at helping women landowners and farmers learn about and engage conser-
vation issues on their land, learn more about NRCS programs, support conservation 
plan development, and build relationships with local conservation agency staff.  Get 
updates: https://forms.gle/eNuj2Hp7TmghBxpL6

Scholarships available for food safety trainings
Through our role in a National Farmers Union grant, WFU is sponsoring Food Safe-

ty training courses hosted by DATCP and UW-Extension. We will be offering reim-
bursement scholarships to farmers who complete a qualified training. The PSA Grow-
er Training can be helpful for those seeking to gain access to new marketplaces or 
simply learn more about managing food safety on their operation. Visit https://www.
wisconsinfarmersunion.com/podcast to learn more. 

Scholarships available for NFU Women's Conference
The National Farmers Union Women’s Conference, held virtually January 17-18, 

2021, is designed to address the unique barriers women and nonbinary farmers face 
in agriculture. Wisconsin Farmers Union is offering scholarships for women interest-
ed in attending the conference, which will cover business management, marketing, 
cooperative development, succession planning, food safety, and leadership. Scholar-
ships will cover the $25 registration for Farmers Union members. If you’re not already 
a member, join WFU to be eligible. Preference will be given to first-time conference 
attendees. The application, available at www.wisconsinfarmersunion.com, is due Jan-
uary 8th.

Two Wisconsin farmers, Patty Edelburg and Erin Link, are among the featured speak-
ers. Edelburg dairy farms near Amherst Junction and serves as vice president of NFU. 
Link raises rare San Clemente Island goats and is building up her EB Ranch in Ridge-
land with direct marketing of goat milk soaps and pasture-raised meats. Register for 
the conference today at https://nfu.org/womensconference/ or check out the scholar-
ship under featured updates at www.wisconsinfarmersunion.com. 
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The fate of the U.S. Postal Service, a 
piece of critical infrastructure wo-

ven into the fabric of rural America, 
has been called into question in the 
past year. Sweeping changes, includ-
ing proposed rate increases and re-
duced rural service, drew criticism in 
the months leading up to the election, 
in light of the impact they could have 
on mail-in voting. 

As the pandemic wore on, President 
Trump, who believes mail-in voting 
favors Democrats and viewed it as a 
threat to his re-election bid, went on 
the offensive, calling into question the 
integrity of voting by mail. Enter Louis 
DeJoy, a Republican mega-donor who 
Trump tapped to serve as postmaster 
general of the United States Postal Ser-
vice. In late summer, DeJoy embarked 
on a sweeping overhaul of the service, 
implementing a raft of operational 
changes including limits to overtime, 
removal of sorting machines, and em-
phasizing that “trucks leave on time,” 
whether the mail that should be on 
them was ready or not.

Following pushback from Congress 
and a lawsuit, the changes that DeJoy 
sought to enact were halted until after 
the election. For a few weeks in August, 
however, when changes were in effect, 
Americans got a taste of what might be 
coming. Multiple news outlets report-
ed on slowed delivery time, or mail not 
getting delivered at all. A lot of postal 
customers, if they weren’t paying close 
attention, may not have noticed —  if you 
don’t know when something was sent, 
or only have a general notion of when 
a particular piece of mail should show 

up, a difference of even a few days may 
not register. But if your family, like mine, 
had birthdays in the second half of Au-
gust, you may have been a bit more 
tuned in. Cards from my mother, who 
lives in New York State, were taking up 
to ten days to arrive, when in the past 
they would have taken four. Because 
of the pandemic, we relied more on 
online shopping for gifts and, while my 
daughter’s presents arrived in time, a 
couple were right under the wire. One 
of my birthday gifts, on the other hand, 
was almost three weeks late.

Such examples are, of course, an-
ecdotal, and in the grand scheme of 
things, no big deal. My family lives in 
town, we have reliable Internet service, 
and proximity to grocery stores and 
pharmacies, so if the mail were to no-
ticeably slow, we would be able to get 
by. But many rural postal customers, 
who may rely on mail delivery for vital 
services, could really feel the effects.

Linda Ceylor worked for the Postal 
Service from 1989 to 1997 and re-
turned to pick up shifts as a rural car-
rier in the late 2000s. She recalls that 
many customers relied on mail deliv-
ery for medication. For people who 
get healthcare through the Veterans 
Affairs (VA), for example, there typically 
are two choices: receive medications 
through the USPS, or go to the nearest 
VA hospital, which may be hours away. 
For less mobile customers, getting pre-
scriptions by mail means not having to 
negotiate transportation to town. It can 
also mean significant financial savings 
compared to picking up prescriptions 
at the pharmacy. Customers suffering 
from chronic pain, who were relying on 
opioids to manage that pain, Ceylor re-
members vividly. “They have to sign for 

those,” she said. “Sometimes I’d come 
by, and they’d be waiting there next to 
the mailbox.”

Ceylor notes that, no matter what, 
carriers could be trusted to deliver  
political mail on time. “An ad circular, 
or something like that,” she said, “if it 
has to, that can wait. But political mail, 
whether ballots or mailers from can-
didates, that has to go out the same 
day. Carriers take that seriously.” When 
asked, hypothetically, what would 
happen if carriers were directed to let 
those things sit, there was a long pause. 
“Well,” she said finally, “that would be 
like blasphemy.”

Like a lot of rural carriers, Ceylor is 
also a farmer. She serves on the Wis-
consin Farmers Union board. Because 
of where she lives, she doesn’t have 
broadband access and relies on unre-
liable satellite Internet. Since the Inter-
net may not be right at her fingertips, 
she counts on the mail for things like 
milk scores, which are vital to her farm. 

Growing reliance in the pandemic
Dunn County Farmers Union mem-

ber Caleb Langworthy, who raises beef 
cattle and sheep with his partner, Lau-
ren, at Blue Ox Farm near Wheeler, has 
also worked as a rural carrier for several 
years. He, too, noted the number of his 
customers who rely on the USPS to get 
medication. “On my route,” he added, 
“I had three or four customers who re-
lied on the mail for everything.” 

Certainly, during the COVID-19 
pandemic, as people from vulnerable 
populations do what they can to avoid 
crowds, customers are going to rely on 
the Postal Service more and more.  

Langworthy says he relies on the 
Postal Service for tools and parts that 
help him in the general operation of 

Bayard Godsave
Rural Voices Correspondent 



29United to Grow Family Agriculture

the farm. Since the pandemic, the Lang-
worthys experienced a drop in farmers 
market sales. In response, they began 
exploring the possibility of shipping 
meat orders through the mail. “We were 
looking into packaging, how to make 
sure orders stay frozen." Delivery time is 
critical for such a venture, though, and 
if it becomes less reliable, farmers who 
sell meat may be faced with a choice of 
charging more for the fastest shipping 
options or not offering delivery at all.

Some farmers also rely on the mail for 
receiving chicks from hatcheries, and 
timely service ensures chicks arrive at 
their destination alive and well. In the 
late summer slow-down, reports swept 
across national news of delayed deliver-
ies that resulted in chicks dying in transit. 
Ceylor experienced a delayed delivery, 
but thankfully her chicks were spared 
when a postmaster opened the box to 
give them water and fresh air.

Defund or protect? 
The Postal Service is often painted as 

bleeding money when in fact, opera-
tionally, it typically stays within its bud-

get, and often actually turns a profit, de-
spite challenges. However, since 2006, 
it has been mandated to set aside mon-
ey to fund retirement and health care 
for employees, and now carries a $119 
billion debt. With fewer Americans 
able to rely on retirement or healthcare 
through employers, it’s not a bad idea 
to force state and federal agencies, not 
to mention the private sector, to fund 
such programs, but what the USPS has 
been asked to pay seems excessive, 
even punitive. 

As the Internet has become increas-
ingly interwoven into our daily lives, the 
volume of First Class mail — letters and 
the like — on which the Postal Service 
enjoyed a near monopoly, has dropped 
precipitously. That drop, however, has 
been accompanied by a rise in parcel 
delivery, with the rise of Amazon and 
“last mile” delivery contracts, where 
the Postal Service completes delivery 
of packages to remote customers that 
companies like FedEx deem economi-
cally unfeasible. But the shift to greater 
package volume has also put a burden 

on carriers. Those I spoke 
to praised the abilities 
and dedication of both 
city and rural carriers, but 
many pointed out they 
don’t always have the 
support they need. Kev-
in Mahalko, who was a 
rural mail carrier around 
the Gilman area for five 

years, put it this way: “It’s not the fault 
of carriers, or even the people in man-
agement. The system isn’t set up right to 
let people do their job. And the money 
isn’t there.”

During the years that Mahalko worked 
as a rural carrier associate (or "sub"),  he 
witnessed a number of structural chang-
es enacted in response to these finan-
cial strains. When he started, a sub was 
expected to cover routes for full-time 
carriers around one community or may-
be two. After a few years, however, subs 
were being asked to fill-in for multiple 
communities, some as much as an hour 
or two away. Each of those rural com-
munities might have five or six routes, 
each with 500 or 600 customers. Know-
ing rural routes around your community 
is one thing, knowing the roads an hour 
away is another. If DeJoy’s changes go 
into effect, limits to overtime, or hiring, 
could force the USPS to rely more on 
subs, who may not have the same inti-
mate knowledge of routes that a full-
time carrier would, potentially increas-
ing the likelihood of missed deliveries. 
If that’s a Fleet Farm circular, maybe it's 
no big deal, but if it’s someone’s medi-
cation, a delay could be serious.

That Donald Trump’s actions, and 
those of his party, hurt some of his most 
loyal constituents, has become a familiar 
kind of irony. Not all rural Wisconsinites 
approve of Trump, but it is a constituen-
cy he has courted from the beginning, 
and one that has given him significant 
support. It seems almost cruel that the 
people who could feel the most signifi-
cant long-term effects of a Postal Service 
that has been hobbled for short-term 
political gain, are many who have been 
so loyal to him these past four years.

Mahalko points out there was a time 
when every little town had a postmaster 
who was a member of that community. 
Over the years, because of consolida-
tion, that stopped being so. “For a lot 
of people, the letter carrier is their only 
contact with the government,” he said. 
“Someone you trust with your meds, 
and your bank statements, who keeps 
open lines of communication with oth-
er people. That’s really important. That’s 
something we need to protect.” 

Above: Mahalko on his Chippewa 
County farm.

Right: Long-time postal worker and 
Catawba dairy farmer Linda Ceylor 
has seen first-hand how the Postal 
Service provides a lifeline for her  
rural neighbors.  
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Dairy Together, a movement driven 
by farmers throughout the coun-

try, unveiled a short film recently that 
shares a vision for a safe and equitable 
food system and a resilient family farm 
economy. Supply Management and 
How It Can Save Our Rural Economy 
premiered during a virtual event on 
Oct. 28 that drew 100 attendees and 
featured a panel of Wisconsin farmers.

“There are a lot of misconceptions 
floating around about supply manage-
ment, but this film dispels the myths 
and provides an opportunity to see the 
big picture,” said Wisconsin Farmers 
Union President Darin Von Ruden, a 
dairy farmer from Westby.

Spearheaded by WFU with support 
from groups across the United States, 
Dairy Together is educating farmers, 
eaters, and lawmakers about how sup-
ply management can create a viable 
dairy economy.

Panelists for the premiere includ-
ed WFU members Brittany Olson, 
Chetek; Patty Edelburg, Amherst; and 
Tina Hinchley, Cambridge.

Edelburg, who is vice president of 
the National Farmers Union, called for 
implementation of supply manage-
ment as a tool that could keep family 
farmers on the land, noting, “Even a 

small change in milk production can 
shift prices. It’s a system that has made 
farmers price takers instead of price 
makers, and that needs to change.”

The Portage County farmer also not-
ed the links between a strong farm 
economy and rural communities. “I 
grew up in a small town that had a gro-
cery store, a bank, a gas station, sur-
rounded by family farms. There’s noth-
ing left. The farmers went, one by one, 
then the businesses closed. We need 
to embrace change to keep our com-
munities viable.”

“We’re at a pretty pivotal point in our 
industry history, where we could em-
brace supply management  or go the 
way of poultry and hogs and become 
totally vertically integrated,” said Ol-
son, who milks 40 cows on a fifth gen-
eration farm in Barron County.

Hinchley, who milks 230 cows on 
her family’s Dane County dairy farm, 
spotlighted some of the special inter-
ests that have made it difficult to ramp 
up support for supply management. 
“There are over 400 processing plants 
in Wisconsin. That’s one of the big 
reasons we are America’s Dairyland, 
but they’ve been living off of low milk 
prices for quite a while,” she said. “We 
need to see more of that profit trickle 
down to the farmers.”

The 8-minute film explores that dy-

namic and explains how overproduc-
tion depresses prices. Farmers often 
respond by seeking ever-greater effi-
ciencies to produce more food, which 
in turn floods the market, drives prices 
down further, and creates a vicious cy-
cle of farm loss.

WFU Policy & Special Projects Coor-
dinator Bobbi Wilson, who moderated 
the event, noted low prices have made 
farmers more dependent on govern-
ment subsidies. Supply management 
could significantly reduce government 
expenditures, curb farm loss, and sta-
bilize prices, as evidenced by research 
compiled by dairy economists Mark 
Stephenson and Chuck Nicholson.

 “We know now that had Congress 
adopted supply management in 2014, 
we very well could have avoided the 
dairy crisis that still continues to this 
day,” Wilson said. “Perhaps a small sil-
ver lining is that we can see the con-
sequences of political inaction, and 
that has spurred a renewed interest in 
supply management. It has proven to 
a lot of farmers and dairy stakeholders 
that we are at risk of losing the majority 
of our dairy farms if Congress fails to 
make major changes to federal dairy 
policy once again.”

View the video and learn more about 
how you can get involved at www.dairy 
together.com.

Danielle Endvick 
Communications Director

Film Shares Vision for Resilient Rural Economy 
Reviving rural Main Street begins with supply management.

Submitted photos Left to right: Tina Hinchley teaches a young visitor how to milk on her Cambridge farm, a rural 
Main Street, and Patty Edelburg, with husband Gary, on their central Wisconsin farm. 
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The survival of our farms may depend on it.

Though it is Christmas time as I write 
this, I’ve had Easter on my mind. I’m 

not talking about fluffy bunnies or the de-
liciously diabetes-inducing Peeps. Rather, 

I’ve been thinking about how Judas, one of the 12 disciples, 
led the Romans and Pharisees to where Jesus was for 30 
pieces of silver. Peter, another disciple, turned a blind eye 
and denied knowing Jesus three times even after telling his 
friend he had his back. 

Many of us know the rest of the story, and Jesus was ul-
timately led to His death. When my attention turns to the 
groundswell of support for dairy growth 
management among farmers — and the 
blind eye being turned or outright hypoc-
risy by some groups claiming to speak for 
farmers  — the atmosphere feels familiar. 

Many influencers within the agriculture 
sphere are eager to call themselves advo-
cates who tell the story of American farm 
families working hard to produce safe, 
high-quality, and cost-effective food. This 
phenomenon doesn’t just apply to those 
with large social media followings, but 
leaders of certain farm organizations and 
folks in ag journalism, as well. 

My experience tells me that there are those who advocate 
for farmers, and those who advocate for the industry. They 
are not the same people.

Furthermore, the line ‘biting the hand that feeds you’ 
doesn’t just apply to misinformed consumers who think food 
comes from the grocery store. That old adage is personified 
by those who claim to be our advocates but are actively pro-
moting narratives and policies that will further consolidate 
and eventually destroy the industry and people they repre-
sent. I can think of few greater acts of betrayal than doing 
and saying things to hurt people that have personally placed 
their trust in you.

One would think that industry leaders promoting policies 
that ultimately hurt farmers is self-defeating, right? After all, 
the agriculture industry (which sprang up around farms to 
serve their needs) would not exist without farmers steward-
ing the land to grow and raise crops and creatures. However, 
we see that cognitive dissonance throughout the industry. 

As an example, a columnist or editor being staunchly op-
posed to any kind of growth management for dairy is incred-
ibly self-defeatist. After all, maintaining the status quo will 
continue to lead to fewer farmers reading magazines, seeing 
advertisements splashed through the pages, and buying ad-
vertised products. 

Furthermore, a board of directors of any organization ig-
noring the voices of their voting delegates and dues-paying 

members is equally as egregious. This is 
especially shameful in groups that tout 
themselves to be grassroots and mem-
ber-driven. Putting your own interests 
ahead of those who elected you doesn’t 
make you a leader; it makes you a politi-
cian. 

Or are fewer farmers the goal?
The systematic removal of farm families 

 — people — from the land makes the -cul-
ture portion of the word agriculture irrele-
vant. Unfortunately, that is exactly what de-
cades of failed farm and food policy (and 

those who say they have our best interests in mind but don’t) 
have done. Agriculture without culture  — people — is empty. 

That being said, as farmers we need to start telling our own 
story and standing up for ourselves, especially as the 2023 
Farm Bill draws closer. In the meantime, we have a chance 
to speak up during this spring’s state budget process. The 
farmer is the most important piece of the farm, and the only 
piece that is impossible to replace. No one can step up and 
stand out for the future of our individual farms quite like you 
and I can. Many of the people attempting to tell our stories 
for us are failing miserably. 

Whether it’s something as simple as a letter to the editor or 
calling out corruption for what it is de-

Brittany Olson
Rural Voices Correspondent

Dare To Be Bold

My experience tells me 
there are those who  

advocate for farmers, 
and those who advocate 
for the industry. They are 

not the same people. 

See page 33 ▶ BOLD
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The past year 
saw a surge 

in bread-making, 
with sales for bread 

baking cookbooks growing by 145 
percent in the U.S. year-over-year. 
As COVID-19 shelter-at-home or-
ders were instituted and restaurants 
closed, more people cooked at 
home and many turned to baking as 
a way to pass the time. 

Trying to find flour on store shelves 
may have interfered with some of 
this trend, but appliances like a 
breadmaker and mixers with dough 
hooks helped make the process less 
taxing than in decades past.

Back in college, I took a yeast bak-
ing course on loaf breads, rolls, spe-
cialty breads, and sourdough. I'm 
sharing a favorite bread recipe with 
some of my own tricks for your bak-
ing pleasure. Making bread is a way 
to punch out some frustration and fill 
the house with extraordinary smells.

HOMEMADE BREAD
Encyclopedia of Cooking,  

Mary Margaret McBride, 1969 

Ingredients: 
• 6 cups sifted all-purpose flour (can sub 
bread flour or 2 cups whole wheat flour 
with 4 cups bread flour)
• 1 cup milk
• 3 Tbsp. sugar OR 2 Tbsp. honey
• 2 tsp. salt (optional, I omit)
• 6 Tbsp. butter
• 1 cup warm water
• 1 package active dry yeast  (I use 1 
and 1/4 Tablespoon of the SAF-Instant 
dry yeast, a “bread machine yeast” that 
doesn’t need to be dissolved in warm 
water before using it, but I still do.)

Directions: 
1. Measure out flour. Heat milk in mi-

crowave until hot but not boiling (30-40 
seconds). Stir in sugar, salt and butter 
and let melt. Cool to lukewarm.

2. Most loaf breads are made with ac-
tive dry yeast. Yeast can be mixed with 
the flour or dissolved first in warm wa-
ter. I dissolve the dry yeast in a mixing 
bowl, using warm tap water between 
105° to 115° F. Using a candy thermom-
eter makes it easy to check. Too hot of 
a liquid kills the yeast and bread won’t 
rise but too cold slows the yeast action, 
making the bread rise slowly. Sugar 
helps yeast grow, so I add 2 Tbsp. of 
honey to the mixture. Bubbles start to 
show in an action called proofing.

3. Add the milk mixture and 3 cups 
flour; beating the first amount of flour 
into the yeast mixture vigorously for 2 
minutes with a mixer or wooden spoon 
helps shorten kneading time. Add only 
enough flour to make a dough that 
can be handled. As dough is kneaded, 
more flour will be worked in.

4. Kneading is done on a lightly 
floured surface. Place the dough from 
bowl onto surface and shape into a ball. 
Pick up the farthest edge and fold over 
on top of nearest edge. With the heels 
of your hands, push the dough away in 
a rolling motion. Turn dough one-quar-
ter turn around and repeat folding, 
rolling and turning, adding more flour 
as needed to prevent sticking, until the 
dough is smooth and elastic. Adding 
less flour is better than adding more. 
The dough should spring back when 
pressed lightly and have little blisters 
visible under the surface. This should 
take 8-10 minutes. 

5. Let the kneaded dough rise by 
placing top down in a lightly greased 
bowl. Turn it over so top is greased, cov-
er with waxed paper or a clean towel 
and let stand in a warm place (80°-83° 
F.) to rise. Rising time varies depending 
upon the temperature of your kitchen. 

If your kitchen is cold you can do one 
of these:

 — Set covered bowl in oven (don’t 
preheat), placing a large pan of hot wa-
ter on the lower shelf below the bowl.

 — Fill large pan nearly full with hot wa-
ter; place wire rack across the top and 
set covered bowl on the rack.

— Set covered bowl in a deep pan of 
warm, not hot, water

— Set covered bowl near, but not on, 
radiator or warm range.

Test if the dough has doubled by 
quickly jabbing two fingers into it about 
1 inch deep. If dent remains and dough 
feels light, it has doubled. If it fills in 
quickly, let rise and re-test in 15 minutes.

6. Punch down dough by pushing fist 
into the center; then push edges into 
the center and turn the dough over.

Turn raised dough onto a floured sur-
face; divide in half for two loaves or into 
pieces for rolls or buns. Cover and let 
rest for 10-15 minutes.

Dull metal or aluminum loaf pans 
brown the bottom crust well. Glass pans 
need oven reduced by 25°F.

I shape the bread loaf as I roll the 
dough out to a 15” by 5” rectangle on 
a lightly floured surface, using a light-
ly floured rolling pin. Then I fold the 
dough into thirds, pressing out air bub-
bles. Then starting with a narrow side, 
tightly roll the dough, pinching the 
seam to seal and press the ends of the 
roll to seal and tuck under. Place seam 
side down in greased pan. 

7. A second rising is needed and you 
can again cover and let it rise in a warm 
place until doubled. Dough should be 
puffy and light, with the center of the 
loaf well rounded above the pan. Test 
by pressing lightly with fingertip near 
edge, so it won’t show in baked bread. 
If the dent remains, the dough is ready 
to bake. 

8. Carefully place pans in preheated 
400°F oven without jarring. If the top 
browns too fast, cover with foil. Bake 

What’s On Your Table?  
Breadmaking 101

Diane Tiry
Administrative Assistant
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the minimum time, then tap 
the top lightly. When the 
bread sounds hollow and 
is browned, remove from 
oven.

9. A light brushing of but-
ter or shortening can soften 
the crust, but the loaf is fine 
if left without.

As we settle in for a win-
ter's rest, I hope you take 
some time to look up some 
other recipes and find the 
art and craftsmanship in 
making bread.

Have a recipe (or a few) 
you'd like to share? Sub-
mit a brief bio and favorite 
recipe(s) to dtiry@wisconsin 
farmersunion.com.

spite the blowback you will 
probably receive, history 
and higher powers are on 
the side of those who dare 
to be bold and tell the truth.

Judas and Peter did even-
tually realize the errors of 
their ways, but not until it 
was too late. 

There are a lot of Ju-
dases in agriculture who 
are too eager to promote 
flawed ideas that will pad 
their pockets yet lead to the 
downfall of those who trust-
ed them. While they might 
someday realize what 
they’ve done, I personally 
wouldn’t count on it any-
time soon. 

However, maybe   — just 
maybe — dairy farming as 
we know it can rise again 
because we were willing to 
boldly step up for what we 
believe in.

Olson is a dairy farmer, 
photographer, and writer 
from Chetek, who is helping 
to lift up rural issues through 
Wisconsin Farmers Union's 
Rural Voices project. 
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WFU awakening rural energy

Perseverance and resilience 
are the words that come 
to mind when I’m think-
ing about farming, talking 

to other farmers, or talking about farming 
with others who will never truly understand 
what it’s like to lose a crop, an animal, land, 
or – as we’re seeing more and more— your 
farm. It’s hard to communicate those sce-
narios; even as farmers it can take years for 
some to internalize these things ourselves.

Point being, there’s so much wrapped up 
in what we do as farmers, we almost never 
take a moment to reflect upon what we’ve 
done and where we’ve come from. That 
sort of on-the-edge of life tenacity makes 
farmers who they are, but when we do find 
the time for reflection, I think that’s where 
we start to realize who we are as individuals 
and as an organization.

That’s why I asked to write something 
for this newsletter. As I take a break from 
serving on the Wisconsin Farmers Union 
board of directors for the last  several years, 
I thought it was worth putting some words 
down to reflect on who we’ve become and 
to share my perspective of just how far 
we’ve progressed over the last few years.

For me, one of the forks in our path was 
at a board meeting a few years ago after 
we had sent a survey to every dairy farmer 
in the state and received a huge response 
from members and non-members alike. 
We had a lot of information to work with, 
but in that moment the mood at the meet-
ing was somewhat akin to, “Ok, now what?” 
In fact, we sat on it for a little while before 
some wheels started turning and we recog-
nized the significance of what we’d done.

You see, farmers are often used to not tak-
ing ourselves too seriously, not stirring the 
pot, and keeping our noses to the grind-
stone. Our lives are so busy that we don’t 
often have time to recognize the signifi-
cance of our actions. At least, not outside 
of those precious moments of completing 
one task and taking a deep breath and a 
swig of something before heading to the 
next one. I think that dairy survey was the 

moment we broke the chain of how we’d 
been thinking and acting for so long, and 
I don’t say that to mean that what we had 
been doing was wrong. What I mean is that 
when a chain breaks, everyone ducks and 
prays it doesn’t hit them because there’s a 
lot of energy wrapped up in a broken chain.

We recognized (and respected) that en-
ergy in this organization, and we harnessed 
it to start taking WFU to places none of us 
probably thought we could get to. It wasn’t 
long before we were a leading voice in the 
dairy industry, especially when it came to 
supply management. That remains true 
today. We were – and continue to be – 
prominent in the local, national, and even 
international press. Journalists near and far 
recognized the energy, too.

Before long, we were engaging and en-
ergizing our members, and building upon 
the platform we had created to give rise to 
our voices and the voices of rural Wiscon-
sin in general. That’s the thing. We may be-
long to WFU, but our plight in rural Ameri-
ca is our neighbors’ plight. This truth is not 
often stripped bare for all to see, and when 
you’re the voice pointing out the truth, peo-
ple take notice. They especially take notice 
when things are so bad that party affiliation, 
organizational membership, and other sil-
ly lines we draw to divide ourselves shatter 
under the pressure.

I know this because the WFU board and 
the Wisconsin Farm Bureau board have 
met a few times in the past couple of years. 
That’s partly due to overlap between our 
organizations but also due to the fact that 
we caught their attention and they wanted 
to find out how to be a part of it. Knowing 
this has happened should feel empower-
ing to you as a member of our organization, 
and at the very least, you should be proud 
of all we have done and continue to do.

As farmers, we are too used to being 
overlooked and under-appreciated. To the 
point that we are sometimes even complic-
it in our own demise. While we as farmers 
and WFU have a long way to go yet when it 
comes to realizing a lot of the changes that 
we hope to see, another truth is emerging. 
There is power in numbers, and our move-
ment is growing.

Chris Holman 
District 6 Director
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Photo by Rick Adamski

This column was previously published in 
Modern Farmer and has been reprinted with 
permission.

Only 50 plants process 98 percent of the country’s beef.
For Pennsylvania rancher Michael Kovach, the lack of 

slaughter facilities near his farm has been a burden for 
many years.

Kovach sells his pork, beef, lamb and chicken onsite at 
his own farm stand. But before he does, he has to send 
his animals to a state-inspected facility to be processed. 
While the cattle, sheep and hogs can be processed just 30 
minutes away, his hens travel around two-and-a-half hours 
each way. The long drive isn’t just an inconvenience for 
Kovach—it’s also less than ideal for the chickens, who can 
experience stress during transportation. Ultimately, this 
can affect the quality of the final product, which, in addi-
tion to the added cost of fuel to get back and forth, can cut 
into a rancher’s bottom line. 

What worries Kovach most, however, is the possibility of 
his closest processing facilities closing, either temporarily 
or permanently. The next closest plant is at least six hours 
away, and it isn’t clear if it would even be able to find the 
time to process his animals. Facilities are often booked 
months in advance, which means last-minute requests can 
be extremely hard to accommodate. The backlog would 
force Kovach to find more space and feed for his animals. 
The longer they grow, they may lose value and suffer a 
lower quality of life.

Kovach certainly isn’t alone in these concerns. Even as 
meat production has grown over the past several de-
cades, thousands of small-scale meat plants have gone 
out of business, leaving just a handful of large plants to 
process the majority of our meat supply: for instance, just 
50 plants account for about 98 percent of all beef slaugh-
tering and processing nationally. These plants are owned 
by an even smaller handful of corporations; 85 percent of 
the beef market is controlled by just four firms, up from 25 
percent a mere 43 years ago. This rapid consolidation has 
resulted in a severe shortage of regional meat processing 
infrastructure across the country, forcing most American 
farmers and ranchers to transport their livestock untold 
hours every month, with few alternatives if things go side-
ways. 

Unfortunately, over the past seven months, things have 

gone sideways—more so than Kovach and his fellow ranch-
ers might have ever expected. During the pandemic, at 
least 508 meatpacking plants have reported confirmed 
cases COVID-19, representing about one-sixth of the na-
tion’s plants. Dozens of these plants temporarily slowed 
or halted production to get outbreaks under control, sub-
stantially limiting the country’s meat processing capacity.

At the peak of these closures in late April, pork produc-
tion was down 25 percent and beef production was down 
10 percent, bearing out many of the fears ranchers had 
about possible disruptions. Though most were able to 
avoid the worst-case scenario of euthanizing entire herds 
of animals, the cost of holding onto animals longer and 
the time required to find back-up slaughter plants certain-
ly took a toll on many producers. 

The meat plant closures were bad news for consumers 
too, who were confronted with brief meat shortages and 
higher prices. Though production has mostly returned to 
normal, consumers are still paying substantially more for 
beef, pork and poultry—a fact that would be alarming in 
any year, but is especially so now as millions cope with 
unemployment and food insecurity.

To date, the coronavirus pandemic is the most signifi-
cant disturbance the meat industry has dealt with, but 
there have been several other instances where high lev-
els of concentration have left farmers and consumers in 
a bind. For example, last year, a facility responsible for 
slaughtering 5 percent of all US beef, shut down after a 
fire damaged the building. In the following weeks, ranch-
ers earned less for cattle while consumers paid more for 
beef. More recently, the possible closure of the nation’s 
second largest lamb processing plant could strand pro-
ducers with nowhere to process their livestock. Inevitably, 

Farmers Need More Meat Processing Options
NATIONAL FARMERS UNION

Rob Larew
National Farmers Union President
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future crises—climate change, another pandemic, 
or who knows what—will shock this fragile system 
of carefully stacked Jenga blocks, bringing down 
the entire meat supply chain with it.

Fortunately, we have the tools we need to pre-
vent that from happening. To start with, the De-
partment of Justice, the Federal Trade Commis-
sion, and the Packers and Stockyards division of 
the US Department of Agriculture must restore 
competition to agricultural markets by enforcing 
antitrust regulation and restructuring large firms 
when necessary. 

In addition to fair markets, small and mid-sized 
meat plants could use support with expanding 
their reach and capacity. One way to do that is 
through legislation that offers financial assistance 
for obtaining state and federal inspection, which 
can be prohibitively expensive, effectively bring-
ing more small-scale slaughter facilities online 
for farmers and ranchers. Furthermore, lawmak-
ers should both reauthorize Livestock Mandatory 
Price Reporting to facilitate open and transparent 
price discovery in the sector as well as require 
large meat packers to buy more beef on the open 
market, a move that would help to curb the verti-
cal concentration in the industry.

The pandemic has exposed deep weakness-
es in the meat industry. These simple measures 
would go a long way toward addressing those 
weaknesses, which would, in turn, support inde-
pendent ranchers like Kovach and ensure a safe, 
reliable food supply for Americans.

Rob Larew is the president of the National Farm-
ers Union. Learn more at www.nfu.org. 

We’ll Be There.

Farmers Union Members,
Now, with your Farmers Union membership, you
will receive a 9% special group discount on your
Hastings Mutual Farmowners policy premium!

NFU announces Beginning Farmer 
Institute 2020/2021 participants
 National Farmers Union announced 14 participants for 

its tenth Beginning Farmer Institute (BFI) cohort. These 
beginning farmers and ranchers will attend three ses-
sions focused on technical training, mentorship, and 
leadership development.

NFU established BFI in 2011 to help address concerns 
about the rapidly aging farm population. The scarcity of 
young and beginning farmers is not due to a lack of in-
terest – rather, it is due to immense barriers to entry, in-
cluding difficulty of land acquisition, high upfront costs, 
and a shortage of educational opportunities. Though 
historically participants have met in-person, NFU antici-
pates hosting some or all of this year’s sessions virtually.

Members of the 2020-2021 BFI are:
• Annette Allan, Utah
• Beth Hoffman, Iowa
• Britney Barnett, North Dakota
• Cynthia Ryan, Alabama
• Dana Atkins, Ohio
• Iythiyel Zurishaddai, Michigan
• Jerilyn Copenhaver, Montana
• Kathleen Alves, Washington
• Katie Tritsch, Texas
• Kirby Hancock, Montana
• Maggie Shane, Montana
• Marty Henderson, Indiana
• Troy Allan, Utah
• Tyler Lane, Iowa
The BFI program is possible through the support of 

the CHS Foundation, Farm Credit, and Farmers Union 
Industries Foundation. Learn more at www.nfu.org. 
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