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We're living in a bit of 
uncharted territory 

these days. Granted, as Na-
tional Farmers Union histo-
rian Tom Giessel points out 
in his column (page 14), this 
isn't the first time Americans 
have faced a pandemic — 
nor will it likely be the last. 
But it certainly is the first 
time in my lifetime, that the Amer-
ican norm of fast-paced life has 
come to such a grinding halt. 

In ways it has been unsettling. 
Many Americans are grappling with 
job loss, difficult economic circum-
stances and fear of the unknown. 
In terms of our food supply chain, 
the situation unfolding around 
COVID-19 has been eye-opening. 
The uncertainties have wreaked 
havoc on commodity markets and 
left many farmers in a lurch. 

Yet in some ways this forced 
pause has offered the incredible 
opportunity to slow down and take 
stock of what truly matters. It has 
also shed light on problems society 
traditionally ignores amid the dai-
ly grind of everyday life. Suddenly, 
folks are thinking about where their 
food comes from. Some are even 
seeking out local farmers, recog-
nizing the error of relying on food 
shipping in from hundreds of miles 
away or even across oceans when 
their community can offer an abun-
dance. Others are making garden 
plans and realizing some self-suffi-
cient homesteading skills are worth 
reviving.  

We're also thinking a 
bit more about health 
care systems, especially 
the preparedness in our 
rural areas. We're more 
grateful for the essential 
employees in our lives. 

These past few weeks 
have made me realize 
more than ever how 

grateful I am for the sense of com-
munity in Farmers Union. I look for-
ward to the days when we can gath-
er again. For now, check out fun tips 
for going virtual with chapter activi-
ties (page 6). 

For those of you who are full-time 
farming, I know your day-to-day 
routine likely hasn't changed all that 
much. But I hope we all find some 
time to slow life's pace in what 
some are calling The Great Pause. 
Let's think about the things we actu-
ally want to pick back up when "nor-
malcy" resumes. For me, I'm hoping 
to take some lessons from this time 
and shape my life into a bit more hik-
ing, crafting with the kids, baking, and 
growing and preserving more of our 
food. 

Let's take the lessons learned and 
charge forward in our fight for family 
farms and stable food systems. This 
sudden, screeching halt has unveiled 
the costs of increasingly monopolized 
processing and distribution chains. As 
we step forward into life after quaran-
tine, we have an incredible opportuni-
ty to take lessons learned and reshape 
these systems for the better. 

Endvick is communications director 
for the Wisconsin Farmers Union. She 
raises beef cattle, chickens, one spicy 
pony, and a pair of rowdy boys on her 
family farm in Holcombe. 

Danielle Endvick
Communications 

Director

FROM THE EDITOR

Recess takes on a new 
look at our farm — hiking 
in fresh April snow. 
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Dear Friends,
I hope this note finds you and your loved 

ones safe and healthy. In just a few weeks’ 
time, the coronavirus has caused great pain 
and loss across the nation and exposed dan-

gerous systemic problems: vulnerable supply chains, a consoli-
dated food system dominated by monopolies and health care 
tied to employment. It has also revealed many of our greatest 
strengths: family, farmers, community support, front line work-
ers, and volunteers. At the Wisconsin Farmers Union during 
these strange times, our priorities are:

Holding the organization steady: Our team has ramped up 
internal and external communications, shared mental health re-
sources for farmers, invested in more mobile technology, con-
ducted multiple sessions of scenario-based planning, and kept 
abreast of federal, state and national virus-response programs.  

Keeping our employees safe: All staff members are working 
from home doing what they do best while juggling multiple obli-
gations (working, caretaking, teaching, farming, advocating). We 
have ensured that everyone has the technology to work from 
home and adjusted policies  to make sure employees and their 
families are safe. You can reach WFU employees using their mo-
bile numbers listed on the website, arrange video chat, or email. 

Keeping our communities safe: Multiple WFU events were 
cancelled in March and April, but we are pivoting to bring online 
options to our members. Look for WFU video releases about 
corporate power, climate change and fair maps.  We are asking 
Kamp Kenwood spring renters to reschedule and our summer 
youth camp programs will adjust as health guidelines dictate. 

Advocating for a fair and viable farm economy: staff and board 
members have been on the phones and in video conferences 
with elected officials, government offices, and with agricultural 
partners advocating for farmers experiencing the economic ef-
fects of a pandemic-strained market. See some of the scenarios 
that are unfolding on family farms and in our rural communities  
on page 4. As the supply chains bottlenecked, some Wisconsin 
dairy producers have been asked to dump milk, cull their herd 
or even give up dairy farming by their processors — more on that 
on page 8. The struggles are certainly not limited to the dairy 
sector. We are doing everything we can to advocate for immedi-
ate support and long-term reform in farm country. 

We have a great team that is dedicated to the mission and to 
the values of our organization even in crazy, unstable times. We 
encourage you to share your voice now more than ever before 
as there may be more receptivity to change! 

 

WFU responds to COVID-19
FROM THE DIRECTOR’S DESK

Julie Bomar
Executive Director The COVID-19 outbreak is sending a shock wave 

throughout the U.S economy that has hit dairy 
farmers especially hard, with some processors reach-
ing capacity and asking farmers to dump milk. With 
the Chicago Mercantile Exchange Class III futures 
for May projected to drop below $13 per hundred-
weight — well below the cost of production for most 
dairy farms — the situation is dire. 

Wisconsin Farmers Union has called on Congress 
to create a mechanism for all dairy farmers to quick-
ly decrease milk production so we don’t flood the 
market further at a time of major disruption. We also 
urge adoption of a mandatory, nationwide program 
to balance the milk supply with demand.   

Congress passed a $2 trillion economic stimulus 
package and a follow-up food assistance program. 
The resulting emergency payments will offer some 
much-needed relief, but will they be sufficient to 
prevent a mass exodus of dairy farms throughout 
the country this summer if we can’t stabilize prices? 
The outlook is bleak as milk prices had just recovered 
from a five-year downturn when the coronavirus 
struck. What was projected to be a year of recovery is 
turning into the worst year yet. 

Some dairy economists report that even a one or 
two percent surplus of milk can cause a major price 
collapse. WFU believes effective emergency relief 
efforts should include managed milk production to 
stem the surplus of milk on the market. As stimulus 
efforts evolve, farmers depend on our swift action.

WFU recently joined a coalition of farm groups in 
asking for direct relief to dairy farmers and a substan-
tial purchase of dairy commodities by USDA to en-
sure our industry will remain fiscally able to function 
in its role of feeding the nation and the world. The 
Coronavirus Food Assistance Program (CFAP) since 
announced on April 17 di-

By Darin Von RudenFROM THE PRESIDENT
Need for supply management 
grows even clearer in crisis

See page 7 ▶ SUPPLY
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Across the countryside, farmers and 
rural communities are grappling 

with a world that has come to a screech-
ing halt. In the weeks since coronavi-
rus precautions were put in place, the 
impact has rippled across the United 
States, laying bare weaknesses in our 
supply chains and prompting many 
Americans to reconsider food access. 

As news broke of potential safer-at-
home orders in March, consumers' 
buying patterns shifted, with food sales 
surging as they stocked up pantries. 
Even as consumers cleared out meat 
and dairy coolers in stores nationwide, 
live cattle and cheese prices plummet-
ed. Part of the plunge was in response 
to anticipated slow-downs in demand 
in certain food products with restaurants 
being limited to carry-out business, but 
the sudden market shifts have prompt-
ed questions about market manipula-
tion and price fixing. 

Each passing day unveils the frailty 
that comes to a food supply chain when 
it becomes too consolidated. Farmers 
Union has been urging the agricultural 
community and lawmakers to work to-
gether to address issues like consolida-
tion, supply management, and the price 
fixing we have witnessed, particularly 
in the cattle industry. Farmers across 
various sectors are feeling impacts of a 

food system that puts the majority of risk 
on the farmer while those further down 
the supply chain reap the profits.  

Governor Tony Evers announced a 
stay-at-home order for Wisconsin on 
March 23. On that same day, Land O' 
Lakes was among the first of several 
cooperatives to begin enforcing a base 
excess program, limiting dairy farmers' 
production and assessing members for 
production over their allocation. The co-
operative, like several others across the 
state, encouraged member farmers to 
be prepared to dump milk should the 
situation worsen. One cooperative went 
as far as creating a program to "encour-
age dairy farmers to exit." 

“Unfortunately, in situations like this, 
it’s the farmer who is already struggling 
who bears the brunt of it,” said Cadott 
dairy farmer and Land O' Lakes mem-
ber Jeff Peck. Although he supports 
managing supply, he worries about 
how he'll weather COVID-19 if it begins 
impacting farm services, milk routes or if 
his hired hands or he become ill. 

In the neighboring town of Cornell, 
Ashly Steinke is juggling caretaking 
for his three young children while also 
adapting his Sedge Wood Farms to 
rapidly shifting markets. Steinke says 
it wasn't long after folks started panic 
buying toilet paper that their attention 
turned to stockpiling protein. 

"Our direct marketing sales really took 
off," he said, noting orders ramped up 

not just for half or whole animals but "a 
whole and a half" in one case. 

"The problem a lot of small local farm-
ers are running into is the supply chain 
not being able to keep up, especially 
with limited processing capacity in many 
regions of the state," Steinke observed. 

Some processors were booking as far 
out as a year in advance — even before 
the pandemic impacted demand. 

"A lot of farmers are out of product be-
cause we weren't expecting a pandem-
ic and, without the ability to get animals 
processed, they aren't able to scale up 
immediately to meet the needs," Stein-
ke said.  

He's grateful to have had some well-
timed butchering dates this spring. The 
increased direct sales demand is help-
ing his family offset losses in direct sales 
to restaurants and income normally 
derived from a temporarily shuttered 
on-farm Airbnb. They've also partnered 
with Together Farms in Eleva to cooper-
atively market their grass-fed burger. 

Normally in the springtime, Togeth-
er Farms farmer Stephanie Schneider 
is ramping up for a full line-up of May 
through October dates for "Burger 
Night on the Farm." Each summer, hun-
dreds of visitors enjoy tasty burger cre-
ations while soaking in the scenery at 
Schneider's picturesque Trempealeau 
County farm.  

But in light of COVID-19, such gather-
ings are on hold, and Schneider has cre-

Farmers find struggles & silver linings amid COVID-19
Danielle Endvick
Communications Director

From left: Ashly Steinke on his Cornell farm; the Montgomery-Riess family of Steady Hand Farm; local food demand has skyrocketed.  



General Health & Rural 
Resources for COVID-19

FARM RELATED RESOURCES: 
American Farmland Trust Relief Fund
farmland.org/farmer-relief-fund/

Dairy Innovation Hub
dairyinnovationhub.wisc.edu/covid-19- 
resources/

DATCP Farm Center
800-942-2474, farmcenter@wisconsin.gov

Department of Agriculture, Trade &  
Consumer Protection
https://datcp.wi.gov/Pages/ 
News_Media/Covid19.aspx

Farm Aid
https://www.farmaid.org/blog/resources- 
for-farmers-affected-by-covid-19/

Farmers' Legal Action Group
http://www.flaginc.org/2020/04/ 
farmers-guide-to-covid-19-relief/ 

National Farmers Union
https://nfu.org/coronavirus/

Payroll Protection Program 
https://farms.extension.wisc.edu/ 
ppp-and-farmers/

UW Division of Extension 
https://fyi.extension.wisc.edu/covid19/ 

PUBLIC HEALTH & GOVERNMENT
Centers for Disease Control & Prevention 
cdc.gov/coronavirus/

U.S. Department of Agriculture 
usda.gov/coronavirus

Wisconsin Department of Health Services
dhs.wisconsin.gov

Wisconsin State Agency Resources 
Wisconsin.gov/COVID19

If you have questions or immediate needs 
related to COVID-19, you can:
- Text COVID19 to 211-211
- Visit 211Wisconsin.org
- Call 211

BUYING LOCAL 
If you, like many others, are looking to  
buy more locally, be sure to check out 
these resources for finding local farms:
 
Farm Fresh Atlas 
farmfreshatlas.org

FairShare CSA Coalition
csacoalition.org

atively brought her product to consum-
ers instead — in the form of a food truck 
and savvy partnership with The Brew-
ing Projekt in downtown Eau Claire. 

Schneider has made light of the sit-
uation, even sporting a #haveburger-
swilltravel hashtag on her social media. 
But she's also had a baptism by fire of 
sorts, having to sort out online ordering 
and battle the truck's quirky problems. 
Her efforts are paying off, though, as 
the most recent food truck outing re-
sulted in more sales than even her best 
on-farm day. 

 Together Farms has also seen re-
cord-breaking online sales, with some 
items running out of stock faster than 
the farm can fill orders. "The weakest 
link in this chain is our production actu-
ally," Schneider said, noting she's push-
ing hard to have a regular schedule of 
animals going in at least monthly.  

"It's been really great to see the com-
munity being built as people find their 
local food sources and start to under-
stand meat doesn't just come from 
a grocery store," Schneider said. "It's 
kind of like when you know what you 
should be doing, but it takes some cat-
alyst to push you to make the change; 
people are reaching that point with lo-
cal food."

She wonders whether demand will 
keep up after consumers' freezers are 
stockpiled or if they'll return to normal 
buying habits when the dust settles, a 
point she encourages farmers be wary 
of before ramping up production. 

Vegetable, CSA demand rising
As consumers look to limit the num-

ber of steps in their food supply chain, 
the sharp rise in demand hasn't been 
limited to meat. In the heart of central 
Wisconsin, Tenzin and Stacey Bots-
ford are preparing for another season 
of providing fresh produce and more 
from their community-supported agri-
culture (CSA) farm in Athens. “Although 
we have been impacted by the loss of 
restaurant accounts, our CSA member-

ship is up and the community seems 
to be recognizing the importance of a 
strong local food system,” Stacey said. 

The Botsfords, like a number of other 
farmers across the state, have opened 
an on-farm shop for no-contact sales. 
They also offer preorder at their local 
farmers market to limit lines.

Farmers markets remain "essential" 
for their role in providing communities 
with fresh produce and most will re-
main open. Jason Montgomery-Riess 
helps coordinate the St. Croix Falls 
Farmers' Market  and has sold produce 
there for the past five seasons. 

Though the market will go on, with  
social distancing precautions in place, 
his family's Steady Hand Farm will be  
noticeably absent. Montgomery-Riess  
suffers from asthma, a condition that 
could deeply worsen COVID-19. Due 
to that, the farm announced they will 
not be at market this season. 

"We've been a mainstay there, so 
it was a difficult decision," said Mont-
gomery-Riess, who also is president of 
the Polk-Burnett Farmers Union. "We'll 
miss the face-to-face interaction." 

The family had already planned its 
produce season around market sales 
but pivoted to offering 40 CSA shares 
instead. In an incredible show of sup-
port, the shares were filled less than 
24 hours after they announced the 
change. 

"We are truly amazed by all the sup-
port," the family noted on the farm 
Facebook page. "We’re now turning all 
of our energy to the work of growing 
and delivering your food. 

Farmers markets are considering 
ways of safely social distancing while 
still providing food for their commu-
nities, Montgomery-Riess said, not-
ing some planned precautions may 
include transitioning to online sales 
rather than handling cash, limiting the 
number of vendors to increase space 
between tents, and encouraging online 
pre-orders. See page 11 ▶ COVID
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Governor Evers has issued a Saf-
er At Home order so that we can 

flatten the curve and protect each oth-
er. This has meant a big change in how 
we work together as communities and 

WFU chapters, but it doesn’t mean that there are not still 
ways to interact. If you are interested in engaging with oth-
ers and staying connected, here is a list of ways to meet, 
plan, and support others in your community, all from the 
safety of your home. 

Plan a future event
With all spring meetings canceled and summer events 

up in the air, you can use this time to plan an amazing fall 
or winter meeting. WFU staff are happy to help with plan-
ning your next educational event. The first step will be to 
create a committee of people who are willing to spend the 
time laying out a plan. There are lots of things that your 
committee can figure out now. These include, picking the 
issue that is of importance in your community, the format 
for the event (will it be a panel, movie showing, or commu-
nity discussion), finding a location, putting together a list 
of community leaders, elected officials, and stakeholders 
who you will want to invite to the event, writing a press re-
lease, writing a grant application for a Local Initiative Grant, 
and working with WFU staff to create promotional materi-
al. There are a number of free methods to virtually gather, 
including Google Hangout, Facebook Messenger, Zoom, 
or a conference line. If you want help setting up a call as a 
chapter to start organizing, please contact me at 608-514-
2031 or kslaughter@wisconsinfarmersunion. 

Send a text to your friends to check in
A quick check in with other WFU members can make 

a big difference. There were numerous events early this 
spring that needed to be canceled, so we haven’t seen 
faces of friends that we normally would. Reach out to oth-
ers to see how folks are doing. Community is just as im-
portant now even though we can’t be there for each other 
in person. 

Podcast listen and discussion
Everybody loves a good podcast and discussion. There 

are loads of podcasts related to farming, community or-
ganizing, farm policy, and even podcast episodes about 
what to consider on your farm with COVID-19. You can 
even pick a favorite podcast and share it with other mem-
bers or host a podcast discussion. All you need to do is 
make sure you let other members of your chapter know 

the date which they need to listen to the episode by and 
then set up a time to hold a discussion. It will help the flow 
of virtual discussion if you have a list of questions already 
prepared or have everyone ready with their own question. 
As before, there are a number of platforms that are avail-
able for hosting conversations. 

Write an op-ed or a blog post for the WFU website
If you are finding yourself wanting to share your thoughts 

about the importance of our local food systems especially 
in a time like this, how your farm has been impacted due 
to COVID-19, or about another issues that is impacting 
your farm or rural community, you should write a blog for 
the WFU website or an op-ed. Our WFU communication 
team will be happy to help or to share outline resources. 
You know your story best, and we need your stories. Reach 
out to WFU Communications Director Danielle Endvick at 
dendvick@wisconsinfarmersunion.com or 715-471-0398 
to get started.  

Provide people with opportunities to share
Many of our chapter meetings have built community 

through shared food and there is no reason to stop now. 
You could create a space for people to share their favorite 
recipes that they have been making in self isolation on ei-
ther a Google Doc or email chain. Or make a resource list 
of members' farms where consumers can buy local food. 
Even though people are not able to share in person what 
is going on in their lives, you can still create space for peo-
ple to share. Ask people to share a book, podcast episode 
or to post a picture showing the first signs of spring as a 
reply to a Facebook post. 

Write a letter or email
Recently I have found myself reaching more often for 

pen and paper to write letters to family and friends. Use 
this time to personally thank people for their involvement 
in a past event, welcome a new member to the organi-
zation, or to encourage someone who you have known 
would be a perfect fit for the organization to join Wiscon-
sin Farmers Union. 

Recharge
There is no doubt that this pandemic has drastically 

changed day-to-day life and many things including prices, 
labor, and our overall sense of security. If you need to use 
this time to just focus on day-to-day life that is also okay. 
Take some time to recharge. For many people, farming 
will get even busier and you may need to use any extra 
time to just focus on the farm. Eventually we will be able to 
gather again, and we will need everyone’s voices to con-
tinue the fight for enhancing the quality of life for farmers, 
rural communities, and all people.

Ways to engage virtually as a chapter during Safer at Home
CHAPTER DEVELOPMENT

Kirsten Slaughter
Membership & Education Organizer
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We’ve all seen signs and memes on 
social media urging us to “shop 

local” or “eat local,” but in uncertain 
times like these, the reason behind the 
sentiment becomes clear. International 

trade, national transportation systems, and giant corpora-
tions don’t worry about their neighbors in the way that we 
worry about ours.

Think about all the hands that touched that toilet paper 
before it ended up in your shopping cart: hands that man-
ufacture, package, transport it to a warehouse, inventory, 
transport it to a store, carry it out to stock the shelves, and 
the hands that check out from your cart. Now, compare that 
with the local vegetables, meats, flowers, or jar of preserves 
that you can pick up at the farmers market, in your Commu-
nity Supported Agriculture (CSA) box, or at the food co-op.

If you know your farmer and can get your products di-
rectly from them, think about how few people are involved 
in that chain. Fewer people touched that product and few-
er people needed to “get their cut” of that sale. Even more, 
when you buy from a farmer like me, you get the added 
benefit of a personal relationship with someone else in your 
community. I can assure you, once you know your farmer, 
you know someone who will do their solemn best to make 
sure that you never go hungry. Right now, farmers across 
the nation are offering payment plans for community sup-
ported agriculture (CSA) shares for members laid off work 
and special home deliveries of farm-fresh food to people 
isolating to stem the spread of the coronavirus. A national 
box store chain will never care for you like that. If you can’t 
know your farmer, at least know the staff at your local food 
co-op. They have similar goals of building a local economy 
and have likely met the farmers who produce your food as 
they regularly drop off fresh deliveries in the back.

Beyond your personal benefit of local food security, nu-
tritious and delicious meals, and robust regional relation-
ships, our economy thrives when our local food system is 
flourishing. The dollars you spend at that big box store pay 
some local employees, but the focus of that company is re-
ally generating massive profits for CEOs and stockholders 
far away from home.

When you spend a dollar with a farmer or local business, 
those profits go to your neighbors who in turn cycle that 
money back through our local economy: buying a cup of 
coffee, contributing toward the school fundraiser, tipping 
the wait staff after lunch or the musician at the bar, or put-
ting it straight into running their business with local staff to 
meet specific neighborhood needs. Instead of enriching 
Wall Street, those dollars continue to cycle through the 
community, enriching our lives.

That’s why it’s so important to take this moment of aware-
ness as an opportunity. It’s time to check our orientations: 
Are we supporting the neighbors who produce for us and 
provide us with tailored services to our community? This 
pandemic is our wake-up call. Every day in the headlines, 
we’re seeing the fragility and cracks in many of our sys-
tems – and it’s our neighbors who suffer. So, let’s focus on 
building resilient community systems that will always get us 
through the tough times. Buying direct from farmers ben-
efits the whole community. Luckily, it’s getting easier all the 
time as more farmers offer online buying and delivery or 
pick-up services, and meet the ever-changing needs of our 
community. After all, providing sustenance to our commu-
nities is what farmers do, and we’re all in this together.

Lauren Langworthy and her husband, Caleb, run Blue 
Ox Farm in Wheeler, where they produce grass-fed lamb 
and beef. Lauren is also secretary for the Wisconsin Farm-
ers Union board and executive director of MOSES (Midwest 
Organic & Sustainable Education Service), an educational 
nonprofit focused on helping farmers to thrive in sustain-
able systems of agriculture.

Local food systems: Supporting Our Community In Crisis
GUEST OPINION

Lauren Langworthy
District 2 Director

rects the pur-
chase of $3 billion of fresh produce, 
dairy, and meat, for redistribution to 
food pantries and non-profit organiza-
tions addressing food insecurity. The 
program also allocated $16 billion 
in support to farmers, $9.5 billion of 
which was established by the Corona-
virus Aid, Relief, and Economic Securi-
ty (CARES) Act. The other $6.5 billion 
will be sourced from the Commodity 

Credit Corporation (CCC). 
Direct payments to farmers will cov-

er 85 percent of losses incurred be-
tween Jan. 15 and April 15, based on 
estimates projected by the Agricultur-
al Marketing Service (AMS). Payments 
will not cover losses covered through 
farm bill programs, such as crop insur-
ance or the Dairy Margin Coverage 
program, and are subject to limita-
tions of $125,000 per commodity and 

$250,000 per producer. The AMS’ im-
pact analysis suggests agriculture has 
incurred $40 billion in losses. 

America's farmers are doing every-
thing they can to support the nation 
during the pandemic. WFU urges 
the USDA and Congress to take swift 
action and to continue to explore op-
tions like oversupply management 
that could help farmers so they can in 
turn help others at this critical time.

From page 3 ▶ SUPPLY
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The COVID-19 
outbreak is send-

ing a shock wave 
throughout the U.S 
economy that is hit-

ting dairy farmers and cooperatives 
especially hard. A sudden drop in dairy 
demand from restaurants, schools, and 
export markets has left co-ops with 
more milk than they can handle, and 
has sent prices into a nosedive. 

Co-ops are responding to the un-
precedented challenges in a number 
of ways that share a common thread: 
recognition that managing milk supply 
will alleviate pressure on the supply 
chain and stabilize prices for farmers. 

Perhaps the first sign of dairy cooper-
ative distress was a March 17 letter that 
Foremost Farms sent members asking 
them to voluntarily scale back produc-
tion. A month ago, they could see the 
writing on the wall and began prepar-
ing for a possible oversupply scenario 
that is now playing out. Other dairy 
cooperatives like Land O’ Lakes and 
Scenic Central have activated base-ex-
cess plans to discourage members 
from shipping more milk than their his-
toric production. These efforts are an 
attempt to prevent the worst-case sce-
nario of asking farmers to dump milk.   

In late March after several milk trucks 
were turned away at the plant, the fears 
of milk dumping came true for sever-
al members of America’s largest dairy 
co-op, Dairy Farmers of America. DFA 
members in Wisconsin, New England, 
and elsewhere are now being asked to 
dump their milk, even as “panic-buy-
ing” of dairy products is emptying gro-
cery store coolers across the country. 
DFA is still paying farmers for any milk 
they have dumped and minimizing the 
burden by spreading the losses across 
some 14,000 members.  

If social media is any indication, the 

most alarming cooperative response 
to supply chain disruptions was not 
from the infamous dairy giant DFA, but 
from a regional dairy co-op in north-
west Wisconsin. Faced with a sharp 
decline in demand for their popular 
cheese curds, Ellsworth Cooperative 
Creamery knew they too might be 
forced to dump milk if they couldn’t 
get their members to slow production. 
But rather than asking their roughly 
300 farmers to cut back a little, they 
offered to pay out a decade’s worth of 
equity to any member who sells out 
entirely. The incentive was intended 
to offer a graceful exit to those who 
wanted out, and to save everyone else 
from dumping milk. But it was met with 
criticism as those familiar with the dairy 
industry knows that when a farmer gets 
out, they rarely get back in. 

While dairy cooperatives are scram-
bling to get rid of excess milk through 
voluntary reduction efforts, base-ex-
cess plans, or dumping milk in manure 
pits, it is clear that we need a better way 
to coordinate the dairy supply chain to 
better respond to market disruptions. 
An immediate supply reduction cou-
pled with federal aid payments was 
proposed by the National Milk Pro-
ducers Federation and International 
Dairy Foods Association, with support 
by a number of dairy cooperatives, ac-
knowledging that managing the milk 
supply is an essential tool that can help 
us through this crisis. These short-term 
efforts are intended to get us back to 
“normal,” but we must also focus on 
what we can do after the pandemic has 
run its course. We want more for our 
dairy farmers than just getting back to 
a pre-COVID-19 dairy economy, which 
was already untenable for most farm-
ers. A long-term approach to manag-
ing milk supply will provide fair and 
stable prices, reduce dependence on 
federal aid, and make us more resil-
ient in the face of whatever unforeseen 
challenges lie ahead.

Dairy cooperatives responding to COVID-19
DAIRY TOGETHER

Bobbi Wilson
Gov. Relations Associate

Scholarships offered 
for NFU Fall Fly-in

Are you eager to speak 
up about the issues impact-
ing rural America? Join hun-
dreds of other farmers in 
Washington, D.C. Sept. 13-
16 for the National Farmers 
Union Fly-In. WFU scholar-
ships are available for first-
time attendees. 

The application,  due July 
27, can be found at www.
wisconsinfarmersunion.
com. 

Want to learn more? Con-
tact Kara O'Connor at 608-
514-4541 or koconnor@
wisconsinfarmersunion.
com.

Farm groups offer 
mental health training

Persistently low prices, cli-
mate change, and market un-
certainty are taking a toll on 
farmers’ mental wellbeing. 
While farmers experience 
higher levels of psychologi-
cal distress and depression 
than the general population, 
they are less likely to seek 
help for mental health issues. 
Even for those who do seek 
help, resources may not be 
readily available, as 60 per-
cent of rural Americans live 
in areas with mental health 
professional shortages.

Recognizing this, National 
Farmers Union is partnering 
with Farm Credit and Farm 
Bureau to help family mem-
bers, friends, and neighbors 
address the farm stress crisis 
in their own communities. 

Learn more about this free 
online training opportunity 
at https://nfu.org/education/
farm-stress-education/



National Farmers Union is accepting applications for 
the 2020-2021 Beginning Farmer Institute (BFI), a train-
ing program for new producers of all ages and opera-
tion type/size. Participants will attend three in-person 
learning sessions over the next year, including one each 
in Nashville, San Francisco, and Washington, D.C. The 
sessions include farm tours, educational seminars, and 
the opportunity to meet with members of Congress at 
NFU's fall legislative fly-in. Topics covered include busi-
ness planning, access to credit, labor laws, taxes, and 
more.

Applications are open until June 15. Learn more and 
apply at https://nfu.org/education/beginning-farmer-in-
stitute/

2019-2020 BFI graduates
The 2019-2020 BFI cohort convened in Savannah, 

Georgia in March for their final in-person learning ses-
sion and graduation. Among them was Athens, Wis. 
dairy farmer Joey Ploeckelman. 

During the three-day-long session, the 12 participants 
visited Savannah Bee Company. They toured the ware-
house and apiary, tasted honey samples, and learned 
about the company's initiatives on agricultural educa-
tion and pollinator protection. 

From there, the class traveled to the Center for Re-
search and Education at Wormsloe, where they heard 
about their efforts to preserve environmental history 
and agricultural biodiversity and tasted some heirloom 
varieties of  collard greens. While they were there, Chef 
and farmer Matthew Raiford and his partner Jovan Sage 
cooked the group lunch and spoke to them about their 

operation. Raiford is the sixth generation to own and op-
erate Gilliard Farms, in Brunswick, Georgia. The farm was 
started in 1874 by his great-grandfather Jupiter Gilliard, 
who was a freed slave. Today, Raiford and Sage grow 
organic produce and livestock and offer agricultural 
education, including farm tours, lectures, and cooking 
classes. BFI ended its day of tours at Hunter Cattle Co., a 
grassfed beef operation with an on-farm store, process-
ing facility, and bed and breakfast.

During the classroom portion of the session, NFU's 
honorary historian Tom Giessel and his daughter Kate 
Giessel led a discussion about the history of grassroots 
organizing in Farmers Union. The beginning farmers 
also had an opportunity to attend a farm stress training 
program and NFU's 118th Anniversary Convention. 

In celebration of the 2019-2020 class's completion of 
the institute, NFU hosted a luncheon, during which par-
ticipants received graduation certificates from NFU Pres-
ident Roger Johnson.

9United to Grow Family Agriculture

Beginning Farmer Institute empowers next generation to ...

Apply by June 15th for the 
Beginning Farmer Institute  
at www.nfu.org/education/ 
beginning-farmer-institute

Learn, grow, lead

Photo by National Farmers Union
The 2019-2020 Beginning Farmers Institute attended the National Farmers Union Convention in Savannah, GA. 

Photo by National 
Farmers Union
WFU member 
Joseph 
Ploeckelman 
(center) took 
part in the 
2019-2020  
BFI program.
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Allison & Ryan Hellenbrand 
Allison and Ryan are from Nashville, TN and Boone, NC, 

respectively.  They met at Appalachian State University in 
2014 and both care deeply about sustainability and ag-
riculture. They have worked on small-scale, diversified 
organic family farms in North Carolina, Austria, and Wis-
consin. Allison’s background is in Spanish and Nonprofit 
Management, particularly within food systems and com-
munity development. Ryan studied German and sustain-
able development, with a focus in forestry. They moved 
to Green Bay in 2018 and became active in Wisconsin 
Farmers Union. In Northeast Wisconsin, they served as 
AmeriCorps VISTA members with The Farmory, a nonprof-
it indoor aquaponics farm and fish hatchery.  During their 
VISTA service, they were key participants in the Northeast-
ern Wisconsin (NEW) Food Forum, a food policy initiative 
focused on creating a more resilient local food system. In 
2019, Allison and Ryan began pursuing graduate degrees 
at UW-Madison. As a student in the Environment and Re-
sources program, Ryan’s work focuses on the sustainability 
and resiliency of forest ecosystems and communities that 
derive their livelihoods from those resources. Allison is 
currently pursuing a PhD, specializing in civil society and 
community research and exploring ways to build a more 
equitable and resilient food system in Wisconsin. 

The FUE Leadership Program will provide a critical next 
step for both Ryan and Allison to deepen their engage-
ment with WFU.  Both are interested in engaging further 
with policy spheres around food systems, Ryan around 
land stewardship and natural resource management and 
Allison with food justice and promoting rural livelihoods.  
The FUE Leadership Program will provide them with tools 
to better understand policy systems in place and how to 
create positive change.  Additionally, they are excited to 
engage with and learn from their peers engaged in farm-
ing enterprises across the Farmers Union community.

Becky & Ryan Brathal 
Becky and Ryan reside in Woodville and farm part-time 

on a 123-acres that have been in Ryan's family since the 
1950s. Along with Ryan's parents, they raise Black Angus, 
corn, oats, and hay. They are slowly transitioning from crop-
ping and continuous grazing to rotational grazing. 

The Brathals have a passion for wildlife conservation; 
they maintain portions of the farm in a natural state for the 
benefit of wildlife and water quality. The family hunts deer, 
turkey, pheasants, doves, snipes, ruffed grouse, geese and 
ducks in the fields, woods, and marshes on the farm.  They 
collect sap and harvest an abundance of wild mushrooms, 
blackberries, raspberries, wild grapes and strawberries. A 
vegetable garden provides fresh summer food and fro-
zen and canned items to eat the rest of the year. A small 
orchard is bursting with apples, cherries, plums, pears, 
peaches, Concord grapes, raspberries, and blueberries. 
Ryan and Becky work off-farm for St. Croix County to sup-
port their passion for rural life and ensure that it endures. 

Ryan grew up on the farm and in 4-H. He majored in ge-
ography with a minor in conservation at UW-River Falls and 
worked in wildlife technician roles before returning to St. 
Croix County to work as a property manager for the coun-
ty park system. Though Becky didn't grow up on a farm, 
she did delight in helping farm neighbors and fell in love 
with rural life. She also attended UW-River Falls, earning a 
degree in biology, wildlife emphasis, and a conservation 
minor. Most of her career has been in public land manage-
ment. She worked closely with WFU in her former job as a 
biologist with Wisconsin Pheasants Forever, a role in which 
she helped landowners develop wildlife habitat. 

The Brathals began to learn about WFU and discovered 
an organization that closely mirrored their beliefs and val-
ues. They look forward to learning more about Farmers 
Union how they can be better leaders in fighting every day 
to ensure a future for family farming and rural living.

Members embark on Farmers Union Leadership Program
Congratulations to the Brathals and Hellenbrands, who were recently accepted into the Farmers Union Leadership Program.  

Watch for more coverage of their adventures from this year-long program in future issues of the WFU News! 



For CSA farms 
and larger scale vegetable growers, a 
bigger concern may be labor. Steady 
Hand Farm has switched to local hiring. 

"We're going to be social distancing 
in our field," Montgomery-Riess said. "A 
lot of time our farm hands might come 
work here for the summer from Minne-
apolis and go back on the weekend to 
visit friends — those social connections 
have to be cut off, which may be a barri-
er for hiring this year."

"Whatever problems that existed be-
fore are magnified," he added. "Market-
ing is more challenging, labor is more 
challenging, seed houses are selling out 
of seeds and many are limiting orders." 

Across the Farmers Union member-
ship, cases of creative minds turning the 
challenges into opportunity abound. 

Brix Cider, a relatively new cidery in 
Mount Horeb, welcomed over 100 peo-
ple for a Farmers Union film showing in 
February; now their tables sit idle but 
they're launching a "quaranTEAn cider," 
hosting virtual open mic nights, and co-
ordinating community food delivery to 
connect residents with local farmers.  

"We had to change business models 
over night," said Brix Cider owner and 
WFU member Marie Raboin. "Instead of 
preparing the food, we're congregating 
the food that normally people would 
buy from us, packing it in boxes and de-
livering it." 

Rural America is reshaping to survive, 
as creative souls like Raboin and her 
farmhood push onward, challenging 
and changing our usual food system. 

As the state and federal government 
develop aid packages, Farmers Union 
is stressing the importance of dividing 
aid fairly, to ensure it reaches America’s 
family farmers. We also continue to urge 
a deeper look at the structural issues 
that have, even before the pandemic, 
wreaked havoc on the U.S. supply chain. 

Seeing the silver linings
Mere days after the first stay-at-home 

order was issued, the rise in sales at Just 
Local Foods in Eau Claire was so intense 
that the store added two extra shifts. 

"Every day, we're having 2 to 3 normal 
days of sales combined," co-op "meat 
guy" Nik Novak said. "Our meat depart-

ment has had probably its best week 
ever, even over Thanksgiving week." 

The co-op is seeing increased pur-
chases from many existing customers as 
well as an altogether new set of patrons. 
"People have been telling us exactly 
why they're coming here. Some want 
to support organic or local as much as 
possible. They want to make sure their 
bodies, their kids, are well-fed. Some 
are nervous about the big box stores' 
long lines and bare shelves." 

The co-op is limiting customers to five 
at a time within its cozy shop. Novak said 
the psyche of COVID response varies by 
customer, but in general, all are thinking 
more about their food supply chain. 

"The best possible scenario, to me, 
is people start growing their own food, 
buying from neighbors and building 
strong relationships instead of relying 
on a corporate assembly line that weak-
ens every system we try to maintain."

That optimism about the potential for 
COVID-19 to reshape food systems and 
communities has also hit farm country. 

"I believe this will bring a sense of 
community across our country," Peck 
noted. "It seems tragedies make us take 
a deep breath and remember we are all 
in this together."

Peck noted he's grateful for  more time 
with his kids in the new role of an ad hoc 
teacher and  also the increased loyalty 
to local food and small town businesses. 

"It would be amazing to have people 
truly care about how the food they eat 
gets to them," Peck added. "Hopeful-
ly this can highlight the importance of 
family farms, co-ops, and Main Street."

Steinke, too, finds hope amid the cha-
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os, noting, "I hope people slow down, 
and also realize local farmers can feed 
them and feed our communities. I hope 
things don't just go back to normal." 

Across my social media feed, political 
rants and Tiger King memes are broken 
up by little glimmers of goodness as 
people hit pause on their usual high-
speed life and find new paths: baking 
fresh bread, planning for a victory gar-
den, reconnecting with an old friend, 
reading for the first time in ages, or rein-
vigorating their farm goals. 

While we don't know how long the 
storm clouds will linger, at least we can 
find some peace in their silver linings. 

From page 5 ▶ COVID

Photo by Brix Cider
Boxes of local food get packed for 
delivery at Brix Cider in Mount Horeb.

Battling bare shelves

The Wisconsin Department of 
Agriculture, Trade and Consum-
er Protection is working closely 
with stakeholders to keep food 
stocked. DATCP Interim Secre-
tary Randy Romanski encourages 
consumers who see dairy product 
limits or empty coolers to speak to 
the store manager about the rea-
son for the limit and, if further ac-
tion is needed, contact DATCP to 
report issues.

Romanski also urged farmers to 
use DATCP’s Farm Center, which 
provides resources to farm fam-
ilies in need of assistance. The 
Farm Center can be reached at 
800-942-2474 or FarmCenter@
wisconsin.gov. The department 
is also monitoring reports of milk 
dumping and encourages any 
farmers being told to dump milk 
to contact the hotline. Romanski 
noted dumping has been report-
ed in at least 18 states.

“If farmers reach out on the Farm 
Center hotline, their call will be 
confidential,” Romanski said. “It’s 
valuable for DATCP to collect that 
information to understand what’s 
happening and better advocate 
for the dairy industry.”
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Survey seeks input on farmer mental health
WFU members are invited to participate in an online study to understand how 

farmers’ use of co-op programs and social support may impact symptoms of de-
pression. The study is led by Yanni Liang, a doctoral fellow in the agricultural safe-
ty and health program from the University of Iowa. Participation is voluntary and 
confidential. The study will ask about demographics, farm characteristics, use of 
co-op programs, social support and symptoms of depression. Participants will be 
compensated $15.  

To participate, you must be at least 18 years old and a member of the Westby 
Cooperative Creamery, Organic Valley CROPP Cooperative, or Wisconsin Farm-
ers Union for at least one year. Questions? Contact Yanni Liang at yanni-liang@
uiowa.edu. The survey can be accessed at https://redcap.icts.uiowa.edu/redcap/
surveys/?s=ADLEM4FLH3

Resource supports farmers launching home bakery
Diversify your farm business by selling 

baked goods made in your home kitch-
en under cottage food law. A team of 
Wisconsin women farmers have creat-
ed Launch a Farmstead Bakery: Recipes 
and Resources, a free online toolkit that 
supports home baking entrepreneurs. 
The toolkit encourages use of season-
al farm-raised produce and showcases 
how to creatively package and display 
items to increase sales. Learn more 
about the North Central SARE Farmer 
Rancher funded project at  www.cottagefoodhomebakery.com

WFU Water Committee seeks new members
Would you like to work with fellow WFU members to research and help shape 

WFU's positions on water-related policies going forward?  If so, please join the 
WFU Water Committee!

Progress on water-related legislation has slowed due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic. This committee can use this pause to regroup and focus our efforts on 
what are our most important priorities.

This committee will be chaired by Rick Adamski, WFU District 8 Board Member.  
To be added to the Water Committee email list, please email WFU Government 
Relations Director Kara O'Connor:  koconnor@wisconsinfarmersunion.com

farmers union 
happenings

Find more details at 
wisconsinfarmersunion.com/events

Beginning Farmer Institute 
Application Deadline
June 15, www.nfu.org 
Details on page 9

South Central Farmers Union/Soil  
Sisters/Women in Sustainable Ag Picnic

Sunday, July 19, Potluck starts at 4pm
Green Fire Farm,  N5305 Ringhand Rd, 

 Monticello. Hosted by Carly Epping & 
Jacob Marty with a farm tour focused 
on regenerative grass-fed beef and 

lamb, pasture-raised poultry.  
Bring the whole family & friends!  

No RSVP necessary.  

National Farmers Union Fly-In  
Scholarship Deadline

Postmark by July 27
Application available at 

www.wisconsinfarmersunion.com

WFU Summer Conference
Thursday, August 13 - save the date!

RSVP: wisconsinfarmersunion.com/
events

National Farmers Union Fall Fly-In
Sept. 13-16, Washington, D.C.

Scholarships are available  
for first-time attendees!  

wisconsinfarmersunion.com

Due to concerns related to 
COVID-19, Wisconsin Farmers Union 
has suspended its summer Women 

Caring for the Land and pasture walk 
events indefinitely. Watch the next 

issue or our social media for updates 
as events are rescheduled. Want to share what's going on in your neck of the woods? Submit Chapter Chatter 

to Danielle at 715-471-0398 or dendvick@wisconsinfarmersunion.com
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Y ou became a member of Wisconsin 
Farmers Union along with 2,200 oth-

er families for different reasons.  Yet, many 
of you identify similar assets and values of 
WFU that unite us.

In a survey at our 89th Annual Convention in January, two 
questions were asked.  

1. What is the single greatest asset of WFU?  
Two answers resonated among the 50-plus members who 

responded: Community  or working together on shared 
goals and passionate representation. 

2. What one or two values led you to join WFU?
Support of family farms, local action and community.
When asked to summarize the survey results, it was clear 

what members’ value from belonging to WFU.  So we used 
these few key words: Potlucks, Policy, & Possibilities.

Having met many farmers at convention, chapter events 
and on-farm, one-on-one visits, I have frequently heard mem-
bers talk about the possibilities such as:

• Responsible environmental practices that protect our nat-
ural resources and focus on a family-scale of production 

• Development of local food distribution systems to sup-
port communities

• Regenerative agriculture education and demonstration of 
best practices through on-farm events

• Access to farm land for people of color
When hearing the specific, individual passions of members 

you can also hear collective passions of the whole of the WFU 
membership, including cooperative organization, promotion 
of local food and the economic impact of purchasing more 
from direct access sources, support for local control over land 
practices, and fair prices for family farmers.

So consider the value of summarizing WFU membership in 
terms of "Potlucks, Policy, & Possibilities."   Could it be a helpful 
way for you to share your farming story and why you belong 
to the organization?  Consider sharing your story to highlight 
the spirit of the organization, which organizes its strength on 
a local level. One-to-one, can sharing our stories help friends, 
neighbors, and communities?

We believe our strength is our local storytellers — our mem-
bers.  I got to experience a potluck at a South Central Chapter 
meeting recently.  It was a potluck and a showing of a movie 
about the possibilities of working together for a sustainable 
environment. Folks with different life experiences and ages 
gathered together to share a meal, that allowed us to get to 
know one another over nourishment to listen to possibilities 
that can connect our world as well as feed souls.

Potlucks, Policy, & Possibilities
MEMBERSHIP

Pete Curran
Membership Director

WE SUPPORT YOU NOW MORE THAN EVER. 

NFU MEMBERS RECEIVE A DISCOUNT OF 

1%10%
www.nfu.org/benefits

Membership    Recruited by
Laura & Chris Moulder, Menomonie  Camp Program
Rachel Woyczik, Ettrick   Camp Program
Angela & Cory Bowe, Chippewa Falls  Camp Program
Alisa & Paul Schley, Chippewa Falls  Camp Program
Lisa & Michael Myers, Chippewa Falls  Camp Program
Jordan & Jeremiah Fredrickson, Elk Mound Alison Deutsch
Sarah Christman, Franklin   Amy Wallner
Alfred Czerniewski, Crivitz   Czerniewski Ins.  
Bjorn Bergman, Viroqua   Dylan Bruce
Thomas & Robin Winiarczyk, Ojibwa  Eau Claire Farm Show
Richard & Judy Schlosser,  Galle  Eau Claire Farm Show
Cassie & Allen Sonnentag, Cadott  Eau Claire Farm Show
Michael & Debra King, Kronenwetter  Eau Claire Farm Show
Katie Mattison, Eau Galle   Eau Claire Farm Show
John & Lori Krueger, Hilbert   Family Insurance Center 
Chuck Feider, New Holstein   Family Insurance Center 
Edward & Natalia Breuer, LaFarge  Jennifer Schmitz
Nathanael Secor, Washburn   Julie Keown-Bomar
Nick Knighton, Balsam Lake   Klaus Zimmermann Mayo
Don & Julie Lininger, Twin Lakes  Mangold Insurance, Inc.
Sara George & Doug Jorgenson, Pepin  MOSES Conference
Kira Behrens Family, Grafton   MOSES Conference
Peter & MaryBeth White-Jacobs, Humbird Norgaard Agency Inc
James Ideker, Taylor   Norgaard Agency Inc
Rick Walters, Wausau   Kreager Insurance
John Borchardt, Wausau   Kreager Insurance
Daniel & Linda Marquardt, Spring Green Scott Mericka
Sally & Stephen Heim, New Franken  The Insurance Center
William Clothier, Clinton   The Pederson Agency

Welcome New Members!
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Remembering Our Roots  FARMERS UNION 
THROUGH THE YEARS

A t first glance, one might suspect 
the title of this article to be a re-

cent directive by Wisconsin Farmers 
Union President Darin Von Ruden, 
or National Farmers Union president 
Rob Larew of a temporary halt to all 

Farmers Union gatherings. As a matter of fact, the afore-
mentioned headline was published in the October 17, 
1918 issue of The Farmers’ Union, the official newspaper 
of the Kansas Farmers Union. The following is a transcrip-
tion of the article:

"The infernal influenza is knocking our plans for holding 
Farmers Union meetings endways, but if it gives us the 
go-by in every respect we will excuse it for upsetting our 
meeting. We can rearrange our meeting dates after the 
pesky thing quits if we are in the land of the living, but if 
we are stowed away in the great beyond – well; meetings 
won’t concern us. 

The Flu will soon have run its course and if it misses the 
union folks in its running, and it will miss the most of us, 
because we are removed to a certain extent from the con-
ditions and surroundings that invites its presence, we can 
make up for the time we lost. I haven’t received only a few 
obituary notices for publication since the Flu made its ap-
pearance and sincerely hope I won’t. 

But the Union folks aren’t the only ones whose plans are 
knocked endways by the Flu. The office seekers and poli-
ticians are greatly befuddled as to what to do to promote 
their political chances, their harvest time is drawing mighty 
close and here they are resting on their oars, most of them 
a grouch at that because they think if they don’t get around 
and see the dear people and tell them how the success of 
the whole blessed country is depending on their respec-
tive elections. – Maurice McAuliffe, KFU president."

In the following weeks and months, there were several 
more articles addressing the effects of what was the 1918 
Spanish Flu pandemic in the columns of our Kansas Farm-
ers Union newspaper. Many articles appeared in my lo-
cal newspaper, The Chronoscope, of Larned, Kansas. On 
Oct. 12, 1918, it was announced,“The Flu closes schools, 

churches, theaters and all public gatherings.” By mid-Oc-
tober, an official quarantine was in place. The names of 
every individual infected by the flu were published on 
the front page of each weekly edition. A bright red card 
with black lettering, informing others of quarantine, was 
tacked on the front any residence where the flu was pres-
ent.

The quarantine was lifted on Nov. 3rd, but, by Nov. 15th, 
put back in place, indicating the order was taken off too 
soon. Virtually all published obituaries listed the cause of 
death as “the Spanish Flu, followed by complications of 
pneumonia.”  

Local news articles in regard to the 1918 pandemic con-
tinued for months. It is interesting to observe the chronol-
ogy of the 1918 Flu outbreak on a local level, and relate it 
to how it might play out today. Pawnee County had a larg-
er population in 1918, than today. Physically speaking, 
our farms were closer together, but our schools and stu-
dents (with over 60 country school houses) were farther 
apart. The same could be said in regard to our churches, 
with a fair number spread across the countryside. Social 
activities and meetings were generally in smaller groups 
and lower in frequency. Fewer automobiles and lack of 
good roads kept people in place. Our farms were more 
diverse, highly self-sustaining and did not rely on outside 
inputs to the same degree as today. 

The date on the calendar continues to change, but hu-
man nature remains constant. As a society, we tend to 
make the same mistakes over and over again. But as indi-
viduals, we can make a difference in our local communi-
ties. At the very core of Farmers Union is the understand-
ing that we are part of something larger than ourselves. 
We also understand our individual actions have deep 
connections to our collective, societal well-being. Please 
take extra caution in these challenging times. Our fami-
lies, neighbors, farms, and consumers depend upon how 
we navigate this challenge.

Tom Giessel is a farmer in Pawnee County near Larned, 
Kansas. He raises wheat, corn, and milo. Tom has been ac-
tive in Farmers Union all of his life, serving as vice presi-
dent of the Kansas Farmers Union for nearly two decades. 
He currently serves as Amateur Historian for the National 
Farmers Union and President of the Pawnee County Farm-
ers Union. He and his wife, Sheryl, have three grown chil-
dren and four grandchildren.

The Flu Put the Ban on Union Meetings
Tom Giessel
National Farmers Union Honorary Historian
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Make a Difference 
this Summer!

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

Seeking Summer Staff Applicants! 
Employment available 

Mid-May through August 2020* 

Each summer, Farmers Union hires motivated, 
energetic and co-op minded individuals to fill 
staff positions at our educational summer camp 
and for outreach at special events around the 
state. 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. 

REGISTRATION NOW OPEN!
www.wisconsinfarmersunion.com

To apply, contact Cathy at 715-723-5561  
or cstatz@wisconsinfarmersunion.com

*WFU is continually monitoring how COVID-19 may 
 impact our camp season but is still actively hiring.

Like many in the summer camp community, the Farmers Union 
Camp Program at WFU Kamp Kenwood is paying close attention to 
the COVID-19 situation. We are continuing online registration for now, 
though it is still unclear what impact COVID-19 will have on the summer 
schedule. We know families will have questions as camp approaches, 
so we'll communicate any changes as they develop.

Meanwhile, to verify best practices in preventing exposure and trans-
mission of COVID-19, WFU is communicating with our local health 
department, using resources from the American Camp Association 
and the Association of Camp Nursing, and monitoring the guidance 
provided by the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) and the Wisconsin 
Department of Health Services (DHS).

WFU is taking extra precautions to reduce the chance of exposure:
• Medical screening protocols will be reviewed and updated.
• Participants who show signs of illness will be asked to stay home.
• Team building activities and greetings will be modified (e.g. smiles 

and head nods instead of handshakes and hugs).
• Additional intentional hand-washing breaks will be incorporated 

into camp programming.
• Additional cleaning supplies and custodial service will be provided 

to cabins and common spaces.
• Staff who show signs of illness will be asked to stay at home; we will 

follow CDC guidelines for returning to work.
• Required travel for staff will be limited.
• Regular staff meetings will be held to monitor and discuss new de-

velopments and implement new best practices as necessary.
At our annual winter planning session, the summer staff and Senior 

Youth Advisory Council (SYAC) began working on the 2020 topics and 
themes, excited about preparing the lessons and activities. Past and 
returning summer staff shared best practices and lessons learned from 
the previous summer, and suggested ideas and improvements. This 
inclusive process has long contributed to the personal and profession-
al development takeaways of working on the Farmers Union summer 
staff. Presently, summer staff leadership are continuing to research top-
ics and participate in online training and education platforms to take 
advantage of the resources made available in this unusual time.

While it is still unclear what sort of gatherings may be permitted and 
advisable by the time summer rolls around, we are open to exploring 
the delivery of content by a variety of means. While programming may 
look different based on what we are able to do, we hope to maintain 
the spirit and tradition of Farmers Union Camp in some form.

As new information regarding COVID-19 emerges, WFU will provide 
updates over time. As the time at camp draws near, please feel free to 
reach out to Cathy Statz at cstatz@wisconsinfarmersunion.com or 715-
214-7887, or see the “Camp & COVID-19” link on the camp page on 
the website as we will post any changes to our operating procedures 
as circumstances change.

WFU monitors COVID-19 impact, 
camp registration remains open
Cathy Statz
Education Director
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Editor's Note: This originally ran in Up 
North News and is reprinted with permis-
sion. Find more: UpNorthNewsWI.com.

Story by Julian Emerson   
Photos by Danielle Endvick
 

When Paul Adams was growing 
up on the rolling hillsides that 

comprised his family’s farm just north 
of the Trempealeau County commu-
nity of Eleva, similar dairy operations 
dotted the surrounding countryside 
like dandelions in springtime. 

The young Adams helped milk and 
feed the cows at his home, putting 
up hay and mending fences, just like 
his neighbors. When Adams eventu-
ally took over the farm where he had 
grown up, those neighbors made 
their living on farms ranging from 
120 to several hundred acres, milking 
herds of 30, 40 or even 50 cows.

“There was a farm family just over 
the hill there,” Adams, now 68, said 
from his dairy barn Monday morn-
ing, motioning with his hand toward 
a nearby rise in the snow-covered ter-
rain. “And then down the road there 
was another, and another across the 
road. And then there was the Schultz 
farm just at the edge of town … There 
were farms all over this area.”

Those days of small family dairy op-

erations appear to be gone, lost amid 
ever-growing pressures from low milk 
prices, rising costs, decreased milk 
demand and the need to operate 
more efficiently. 

This spring, the organic farm Adams 
and his wife JoAnn have operated for 
four decades — the land Adams’ an-
cestors settled 148 years ago after 
moving from Pennsylvania to farm — 
became another in a growing list of 
Wisconsin dairy casualties.

On March 2, the 600-plus-cow herd 
was milked one last time, then most 
of the animals were loaded into semi-

truck load after semi-truck load and 
shipped to Texas, where they will be-
come part of a 3,000-cow dairy oper-
ation. The others were sent to slaugh-
ter.

Adams recently sold another 400 
youngstock, and he will put the farm 
up for sale. After 40 years of oversee-
ing the farm, he is left to simply hope 
the property sells for enough money 
to pay off his debts.

He said his 1,100-acre dairy farm 
was the among the last in the nearby 
area, a sign of the demise of the pro-
fession that once provided the liveli-
hood for the surrounding region and 
most of rural Wisconsin. 

“There just aren’t many of us left 
anymore,” he said from an office in 
the dairy barn where his cows were 
being milked, then loaded into trucks. 
“It’s a disappearing way of life.” 

The loss of Adams’ farm is part of 
a growing trend in Wisconsin, where 
818 dairy farms — more than two a 
day — went out of business in 2019, 
according to the state Department 
of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer 
Protection. That figure was the most in 
the U.S. and represents 10 percent of 
the state’s approximately 8,100 dairy 
farms at the start of last year, a figure 
that has shrunk to less than 7,300 cur-

After 148 years, Adams Dairy succumbs to market forces
The day the cows go

Above: Paul Adams on his Eleva farm. 



rently. The state has lost one-third of its dairy farms since 
2011. 

Dairy farms are struggling nationally as well, as reduced 
milk demand, too much supply and trade tariffs limiting 
milk and cheese exports have created a difficult econom-
ic climate for dairies. Nationwide, almost 3,000 dairy farms 
shut down in 2018, a 6.5 percent decrease, according to 
U.S. Department of Agriculture figures.   

Dairy farming difficulties have prompted concern at the 
state and federal level. During his State of the State address 
in January, Wisconsin Gov. Tony Evers called for a special 
session to address the needs of Wisconsin’s rural areas, in-
cluding an $8.5 million investment in the ag industry. 

Last month the Assembly approved bills that would give 
farmers $9 million in tax breaks on agriculture buildings 
and another $9.5 million to allow sole proprietors, includ-
ing small family farms, to deduct health insurance costs 
from income taxes. Those bills will be considered soon by 
the Senate.  

As more dairies continue to disappear from Wiscon-
sin’s landscape, agriculture organizations are trying to ad-
dress the issue. In a seemingly unlikely move, the more 
conservative Wisconsin Farm Bureau Federation and pro-
gressive-leaning Wisconsin Farmers Union partnered last 
month to discuss how to manage the oversupply of milk. 
Spokespeople for both organizations said they are working 
to devise strategies to assist dairy farmers. 

As an example, through its Dairy Together initiative, Wis-
consin Farmers Union has joined with other groups from 
across the U.S. to advocate for a dairy growth management 
plan that would better balance the dairy supply with con-
sumer demand. 

According to a study by dairy economists Chuck Nichol-
son, from Cornell University, and Mark Stephenson, from 
the University of Wisconsin, such a program would increase 
average milk price and farm income while reducing price 
volatility, farm loss, and government expenditures.

“Wisconsin dairy farmers have been struggling under 
market pressures for too long,” Wisconsin Farmers Union 
President Darin Von Ruden said. “If we want to pride our-
selves on being ‘America’s Dairyland,’ then it is beyond 
time that we address the volatile prices and market pres-
sures that are putting family farmers out of business.”

Adams said state and federal lawmakers must take action 
to help dairy farmers in Wisconsin and elsewhere across 

the U.S. to prevent more farmers like him from being driv-
en out of business. Continued pressure on farmers to grow 
larger and create economies of scale has only served to 
keep milk prices low as costs of doing business continue 
to climb, he said.

“We still call ourselves America’s Dairyland, but we’re re-
ally not any more,” Adams said. “We need to completely 
overhaul the current system. What we’re doing simply isn’t 
working.”

Boom, then bust
The loss of Adams’ farm is notable, industry analysts said, 

not only because it represents another shuttered dairy, 
but because it illustrates that even farmers adapting to the 
changing farm economy — even those growing their herds 
and entering new markets — can’t necessarily stay in busi-
ness. 

In 1994 Adams significantly expanded the farm’s herd 
and added acreage, and in 2002, seeking a niche market 
for his milk and a way to farm “in a healthier way for the 
land, the cows and people,” Adams decided to transform 
his operation into an organic farm. 

He spent countless hours reading any literature he could 
lay his hands on about how to farm organically. He learned 
about different ways to feed his cows, different means of 
managing the soil. 

“It was a whole different way of farming,” Adams said of 
organic methods. 

Becky Adams has centered her life around the dairy industry. 
She's uncertain where the next chapter will lead.  

Becky analyzes herd data 
during the final milking on 
March 2nd. 

  See page 18 ▶ DAIRY



“It was a healthier way. Once 
I decided to do it, I was all in.” 

For years Adams’ bottom 
line improved as the price 
he received for his milk near-
ly doubled. His herd grew, 
and he found demand for his 
milk. It appeared as if his de-
cision to grow his herd and 
switch to organic would allow 
the farm to continue.  

Then, in 2017, the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture 
came under control of the 
Trump Administration and 
new Secretary Sonny Perdue, 
with promises to remove 
regulations to give organic 
farming a niche in the mar-
ketplace. 

The administration relaxed 
federal regulations regarding 
required grazing for organic 
operations, allowing farms 
much larger than Adams to 
become certified organic. 
That development would 
prove pivotal in eventual-
ly forcing Adams and other 
organic dairy operations to 
struggle and, in some cases, 
shut down, he and others in 
the agriculture industry said.   

As more factory farms got 
into the organic industry, the 
amount of milk increased 
significantly, driving down 
price. The milk Adams had 

been selling at $38 per hun-
dredweight (100 pounds of 
milk), dropped to $29, a loss 
of about $3,600 per day. He 
needed a price of $32 to 
break even, even after the 
bank relaxed some terms of 
his loan, he said.  

Facing ongoing loan re-
payments and continued op-
erating costs amid declining 
income, Adams looked for 
other efficiencies. He found 
cheaper feed byproducts 
to feed his herd. He worked 
with bankers to restructure 
his debt. He hoped for higher 
milk prices, more demand for 
his organic product. 

Then his loan was sold 
to another financer, and 
the payment schedule was 
upped. Adams and his wife 
hoped earnestly for a price 
increase in January, knowing 
that was necessary to keep 
their farm afloat. 

Instead, they were hit with 
a gut punch: The price they 
received for their milk actual-
ly dropped, from $29 to $26. 

Shortly after they lost their 
long-term milk contract, and 
for two days in January they 
sold their milk for just $17 per 
hundredweight.

A short time later they 
made the difficult decision to 
sell their herd and the farm, 
ending a century-and-a-half 
of dairy farming on their 
property. 

“Making that decision was 
hard, real hard,” Adams said 
Monday of ending the farm. 

“To work so hard and know 
in the end you couldn’t make 
it work, that’s not easy to ac-
cept. But there are forces 
beyond our control, and we 
couldn’t make enough mon-
ey to keep going.”

‘Something different’
Even as a youngster, Becky 

Adams was known as the 
“farm girl,” her parents said. 
She always had a special 
bond with the cows, learn-
ing what stressed the ani-
mals, what made them calm. 
Whenever there was a new 
chore on the farm, whenev-
er there was new machinery 
to operate, Becky wanted to 
learn how to do that work. 

“She would always tell 

 18 WFU News

From top left, clockwise: A group of heifers await their turn to be 
loaded; the loss of the farm also means a loss of jobs for the hired 
hands — and the potential of them moving out of the community; 
Becky fights back emotion as she prepares to load cattle. 

From page 17 ▶ DAIRY

See page 23 ▶ DAIRY

To work so hard and know in the end 
you couldn't make it work, that's not 
easy to accept. But there are forces 

beyond our control, and we couldn't 
make enough money to keep going.

- Paul Adams, former dairy farmer ”
“
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A fter five years of sinking grain prices and below-cost 
dairy prices, farmers are now facing the hurdle of 

trying to survive a pandemic that is pushing the United 
States into a deep recession. What are farmers to do? The 
outlook below offers options for dealing with multiple 
scenarios. Each farmer needs to implement his or her own 
strategy based on their personal situation and assets.

Market Status
Commodity prices (new crop corn, soybeans, and 

wheat, respectively per bushel, having been below $3, 
$7.60, and $4.40 net of basis) and post-March dairy prices 
(now $14.45/cwt and dropping) are already stressed.  The 
COVID-19 pandemic appears to weaken markets even 
further simply because of (a) excessive grain in world mar-
kets which forebodes increases in carry-over, (b) weaken-
ing export markets, particularly that of the PRC and UMS 
with a stronger US dollar, and (c) time lag in adjusting in-
dustry to new markets.  

Wheat ($5.52 without basis) remains an exception be-
cause major exporters like Russia (rumored to be consid-
ering embargo) and Kazakhstan (setting export quota) are 
driving markets up out of concern for effects of COVID-19. 
Quarantine has also increased demand for bread.

With rumors that Russia and Saudi Arabia will negotiate 
oil production quotas in light of a price and production 
war, corn markets have moved off their trough.  It is doubt-
ful that the U.S. will accede to the demand that we also 
set domestic oil production limits, which makes an agree-
ment unlikely. Given that 40 percent of U.S. corn produc-
tion is used in ethanol plants and the Administration has 
not rescinded small-refinery waivers, it is doubtful corn 
prices will rally. Corn exports are down 40 percent year on 
year and sales contracts are below 2019 levels. For most 
farmers, this is a losing crop.

Without China returning to pre-2018 import levels of 
U.S. soybeans (previously 54–60 percent of U.S. exports), 
deficient demand drags the market down for U.S. soy-
beans, our largest exported agricultural commodity. 
Soybean exports rose only six percent over 2019, largely 
because of increased Chinese imports, but nowhere near 
2017 levels. Despite a currency advantage for Argentina 
and Brazil, their soybean yields are projected below ex-
pectations with Argentine soybean meal exports down 10 
to 15 percent. Market commentators are forecasting U.S. 
farmers will shift two million acres of soybeans to corn.  
Like corn, this crop also will result in net losses without an 
absolute bumper yield.

Livestock prices, both cattle ($83.83/cwt) and hogs 
($41.23/cwt), remain below cost of production. Like milk, 

meat processors face bottlenecks in converting product 
into the demands of a different market.  COVID-19 infec-
tions among employees are forcing temporary closures 
of processing plants.  Consumers in recessions generally 
shift from better cuts of beef to poultry and pork. Never-
theless, the price of hogs has not rebounded, despite the 
fact that pork exports, 21 percent of U.S. domestic pro-
duction, increased 80 percent since the new year, mostly 
due to a quintupling of Chinese imports. However, China 
is reportedly resurrecting its hog herd faster than forecast-
ed. Meat production remains a net loss. Demand is a driv-
ing factor for grocer prices, but it appears packer profit 
expansion is another, given dropping feeder cattle prices.

Adaptive Strategy
Given the forecast for aforementioned commodities, 

where can we earn a profit?  Wheat appears profitable if 
one was fortunate to plant it last fall.  Spring wheat should 
be considered. Oats ($2.60/bu new crop) or barley ap-
pear profitable. Vegetables may offer an attractive alter-
native. If a farmer can still contract non-GMO food-grade 
soybeans, a premium with no-basis is also appealing, 
particularly if one has their own storage.  If a farmer can 
hedge crops to achieve a profit or to stem a projected 
loss, they should do so.

Federal Support
Of the $2.2 trillion rescue package, at least $49 billion, 

plus an undetermined amount of assistance that small 
farm businesses can receive through Small Business Ad-
ministration loan programs and personal payments of 
$1,200 per individual, was allocated toward farmers and 
federal agricultural branches of government. While $9.5 
billion was allocated for livestock (dairy and meat) and 
specialty produce at the discretion of the USDA Secretary, 
it seems possible, if not likely, that $14 billion may be allo-
cated to grain and cotton farmers like in the Market Facili-
tation Program. Farmland legislators are calling for federal 
subsidies to farmers to compensate expected losses.

This pandemic teaches us that we are all important 
members of a global community. What can we do to more 
actively participate in this community? Provide some of 
the bounty of our crops and livestock to food pantries and 
homeless shelters; advocate for healthcare coverage for 
all and rights for our undocumented neighbors and em-
ployees; check in on elderly or invalid neighbors; and ad-
vocate that legislators focus on human and societal needs 
over corporate profits. And last but not least, appreciate 
the wonders of our lives and relish our moments together.

Submitted by WFU Grain Committee members Michael 
Slattery, Maribel, and Les Danielson, Cadott. 

Surviving in Farming in the Face of a Pandemic
WFU GRAIN COMMITTEE
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My dad was diagnosed with bladder cancer in May 
of 2019. As a result, I view COVID-19 through can-

cer-colored glasses — my reaction to this pandemic has 
been immutably shaped by my dad’s cancer journey over 
the past year.  

Here's a snapshot of that journey: It’s October 22, 2019 
at about 6pm on in the Emergency Department of one 
of the largest hospitals in Charlotte, North Carolina. My 
dad has been here for over 15 hours, after waking in the 
middle of the night in intense pain from a suspected in-
fection following his cancer surgery. By that evening his 
condition is stable and he has been cleared to move to 
the regular hospital wing, but the hospital is overcrowded 
and there are no rooms or beds available.  Instead, he is 
now wincing in pain on a hospital gurney that consists of 
a thin mattress atop cold metal crossbars. Gurneys, we are 
discovering, are designed for speed and mobility, but not 
for comfort. In fact, nothing in the Emergency Department 
is designed for comfort. Fluorescent lights glare. Monitors 
and machines beep incessantly. There is no meal service 
for patients here, because you’re not meant to stay for 
very long. Realizing that my dad has not eaten for over 
15 hours, a kind nurse rounds him up a styrofoam cup 
of hot water and powdered chicken broth.  (He doesn’t 
have an appetite for solid food, such as the trail mix mom 
and I grabbed as we left the house at 3am.) At 9pm, after 
18 hours in the emergency department, my dad is finally 
wheeled to a hospital room. 

Fast forward to March 2020. When I heard about 
COVID-19 patients in other countries overwhelming hos-
pital capacity, I had a terrible sinking feeling. Imagining 
my parents’ hospital with up to 70 percent more patients 
was a horror. Make no mistake, the COVID-19 pandemic 
did not create a crisis in our health care system. It simply 
brought the existing crisis to the fore. Despite the fact that 
we pay more for health care than nearly any other country 
in the world, our health outcomes are consistently worse 
than other developed countries. Our hospitals are un-
der-staffed, to the detriment of patient care. We haven’t 
invested in primary care like we should, leading to sicker 
patients and higher costs in the long run. We have a large-
ly for-profit health care system that can’t decide whether it 
wants to maximize returns or save human lives. The result 
of that ambivalence will likely prove deadly during this 
pandemic.

It turns out that places like Charlotte, North Carolina 
where my parents live aren’t even the worst off. Three-
fourths of my husband’s immediate family lives near Tra-
verse City, Mich., which I recently heard is one of the worst 
places in the nation in terms of the hospital-bed-to-popu-
lation ratio. Grand Traverse County, like so many of our ru-
ral counties in Wisconsin, has two main industries: agricul-
ture and tourism.  Due to an oversight in the first COVID-19 
relief package from Congress, publically-owned hospi-
tals, which are overwhelmingly located in rural areas, are 
not eligible for the financial assistance available to other 
hospitals. Groups like the National Rural Health Associa-
tion are pushing for this problem to be remedied in future 
rounds of disaster aid.

Another shortcoming of the U.S. healthcare system is 
that for many people, their health insurance is tied to their 
employment. This creates a big risk when many people 
suddenly become unemployed, as has occurred during 
the pandemic. People may risk going to work while 
they’re sick in order to keep their jobs and health insur-
ance, or simply to be able to afford their health insurance 
whether it is provided by their employer or not.  Wisconsin 
Farmers Union has been advocating for years for federal 
Medicaid expansion under the Affordable Care Act and 
single-payer healthcare or a Medicaid public option.  The 
COVID-19 pandemic gives new salience to these calls for 
reform. In the meantime, Governor Tony Evers joined with 
eleven other governors in calling on the federal govern-
ment to re-open the ACA marketplace enrollment period 
in light of the pandemic.  So far the Trump administration 
has declined to do so.   

The Trump administration, as well as other Democrat-
ic and Republican administrations that preceded it, have 

COVID-19 further reveals a  
health care system in distress

POLICY

Kara O'Connor 
Government Relations Director

Submitted photo
Kara's father celebrated both his Oct. 25 birthday and 
Christmas in the hospital in 2019. The family is hoping for 
a better 2020, and are grateful for the medical care that 
has kept him going.
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also refused to stand up 
to the lobbying power of 
health insurers, medical 
device manufacturers, and 
pharmaceutical companies 
in meaningful ways.  Our 
healthcare supply chains are 
rife with monopolies and 
lack of competition, and 
the COVID-19 pandemic 
has brought this fragility to 
the fore. The swabs that are 
used to take samples from a 
patient’s nose are made by 
very few companies, one 
of them in pandemic-rav-
aged Italy. The reagents that 
labs need to conduct the 
tests, also produced by just 
a handful of major compa-
nies, are in short supply as 
well. 

The New York Times re-
cently quoted the scathing 
assessment of Dr. Marc 
Lipsitch, a professor of 
epidemiology at the Har-
vard T.H. Chan School of 
Public Health: “The lack of 
[COVID-19] testing in the 
United States is a deba-
cle.  We’re supposed to be 
the best biomedical pow-
erhouse in the world and 
we’re unable to do some-
thing almost every other 
country is doing on an or-
ders-of-magnitude bigger 
scale.”

The shortage of ventila-
tors has been similarly dis-
turbing. A different (and 
excellent) New York Times 
story delved into the histo-
ry of that shortage.  In brief:  
the U.S. government, antic-
ipating that a shortage of 
ventilators could hamstring 
the healthcare system in the 
event of a major disease 
outbreak, contracted with 
a private company over a 
decade ago to manufac-

ture a large fleet of portable 
ventilators that could be de-
ployed in a time of crisis.  A 
contract was signed and the 
project was launched, but 
when the small company 
was purchased by a bigger 
company, the project unrav-
eled. 

“The stalled efforts to cre-
ate a new class of cheap, 
easy-to-use ventilators,” the 
Times story notes, “highlight 
the perils of outsourcing 
projects with critical pub-
lic-health implications to pri-
vate companies; their focus 
on maximizing profits is not 
always consistent with the 
government’s goal of pre-
paring for a future crisis.”

The brittle nature of our 
health care ecosystem is 
not unique to COVID-19.  
Here I come full-circle back 
to my dad’s cancer. At first 
we were encouraged when 
the biopsy showed that my 
dad’s cancer was at Stage 1 
— it had not spread into the 
muscle or outside the blad-
der wall. That relief turned to 
shock when the doctor said, 
“we would normally treat 
Stage 1 bladder cancer with 
localized immunotherapy 
that is minimally invasive 
and highly effective at trig-
gering your immune system 
to fight bladder cancer. Un-
fortunately, there’s only one 
company in the world that 
makes this drug, their man-
ufacturing isn’t keeping up 
with demand, and as a result 

there’s a global shortage of 
that drug right now. So, the 
other course of treatment 
is chemotherapy and major 
abdominal surgery to re-
move your bladder, which 
will mean that you will need 
a urostomy bag for the rest 
of your life.”

That latter, far more inva-
sive course has apparently 
removed my dad’s cancer, 
but it has also resulted in my 
dad being re-hospitalized 
at least once every month 
since October of last year 
with a compromised im-
mune system and repeat-
ed infections. If he gets the 
coronavirus, will there be a 
ventilator for him? If equip-
ment has to be rationed, 
would he, as a senior citizen 
with other complex medical 
conditions, make the cut? 

This is the first — and 
hopefully the only — global 
pandemic that most of us 
will experience in our life-
times. In some ways none 
of us average folks could 
have seen this coming, and 
unfortunately some of the 
experts who were in the 
best position to sound the 
alarm were downsized from 
the Centers from Disease 
Control in 2018.  Yet in other 
ways, the signs of a health-
care system in distress were 
all around us — last year, and 
the year before, and five 
and ten years before that. 
I am sure I am not the only 
one with a story of a loved 

one who had to do battle 
not only with serious dis-
ease, but also with the U.S. 
health care system. 

After the scourge of 
COVID-19 is past us, cancer 
and heart disease will return 
to being the leading day-to-
day causes of death in the 
United States. Many of the 
same remedies that would 
have put us in better stead 
for countering COVID-19 
would also put us in a better 
position to face these other 
deadly diseases:

1) Fight monopolies in the 
health care industry.

2) Properly fund and prior-
itize primary and preventa-
tive care.

3) Properly fund and staff 
the Centers for Disease 
Control and the National In-
stitutes of Health. 

4) Ensure long-term fed-
eral support for production 
of “orphan drugs” and other 
critical medications and de-
vices that are deemed “not 
profitable enough” by the 
private sector.  

5) Adopt single payer 
health care or a Medicare 
public option for all vs. insur-
ance tied to employment.

In the meantime, I am 
grateful for all of those who 
are making sacrifices large 
and small to stay healthy 
and out of the hospital, in or-
der to hold space for vulner-
able patients like my dad.  
So far, my parents’ social 
distancing, and the efforts of 
others, seem to be working. 
In the past month, Dad has 
had his longest stretch of 
days outside of the hospital 
since his cancer surgery in 
October. I hope and pray 
for the same good health 
for you and your family.  

We have a largely for-profit health 
care system that can't decide 
whether it wants to maximize  
returns or save human lives. 

- Kara O'Connor ”
“



Editor’s note: WFU recognizes the topic of Concentrated Animal 
Feeding Operations (CAFOs) can be controversial. We also acknowl-
edge that some well-run, family-scale farms are CAFOs. However, we 
are running this piece to continue the dialogue around large-scale 
industrial agriculture and a need to address failing oversight and the 
impact on people, land, water, health, and the farm economy. One of 
WFU's grassroots Special Orders of Business for 2020 is Oversight of 
Large Livestock Facilities and CAFOS. Our policy book can be found 
at www.wisconsinfarmersunion.com. 

Mike Miles 
Polk-Burnett Farmers Union

Last fall, while attending the World Dairy Expo in Madison,  
Secretary of Agriculture Sonny Perdue unloaded both bar-

rels at dairy farmers who were suffering through a crisis that 
resulted in more farm bankruptcies in Wisconsin than any oth-
er state: “In America, the big get bigger and the small go out. 
I don’t think in America we, for any small business, we have 
a guaranteed income or guaranteed profitability.” (Perdue 
echoed the infamous Earl Butz, Secretary of Ag from 1971-
1976, whose mantra was: “Get big or get out.”)

Perdue implied that it is your fault if you fail — that is just how 
competition works in American capitalism. What he failed to 
mention is that you could be the best farmer that ever lived, 
but if the creamery in your region stops picking up your milk, 
you are simply out of the picture. And why would the cream-
ery stop buying milk from such a good farmer? Because they 
could buy it for less from another producer, one who might 
well be out-of-state but has scaled up production with more 
cows and bulk feed so they can sell at a lower price.

Scaled up production is possible as companies vertically 
integrate, essentially controlling the entire life cycle of a prod-
uct. For example, a company might own the grain, the cow, 
the processing facility, the marketing and sales process. This 
allows, for example, Costco to price their rotisserie chicken at 
a loss, below production costs, to lure in consumers.

Rural communities start to decline when one farm with 
10,000 animals replaces twenty farms with 500 animals. Rural 
ghost towns pop up as fewer people live in homes, pay tax-
es, buy materials at the local hardware store and lumber yard, 
send kids to school, need retail and community services, and 
so on. In addition, as farms expand, animal waste becomes 
more concentrated on fewer acres which, without proper 
management, can lead to water and air pollutants.

CAFOs: A 26,000-Head Hog Farrowing Operation
In 2019, there were 304 Concentrated Animal Feeding Op-

erations (CAFOs) in Wisconsin. CAFOs are defined as 1,000 
“animal units,” which in the government’s definition equals 
700 dairy cows.
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Polk-Burnett Farmers Union looks 
toward regenerative agriculture 

Ninety percent of Wisconsin’s CAFOs are dairy operations. 
But hog CAFO operators have their eye on this area: the larg-
est hog operation in the state has been proposed for Burnett 
County in a township that contains the headwaters of the 
Trade River, a tributary of the St. Croix River which flows into 
the Mississippi and down to the Gulf of Mexico.

A retiring farmer wants to sell 40 acres to a corporation in 
Iowa, which wants to build a 26,000-head hog farrowing op-
eration. The operation, managed by absentee owners, would 
produce upwards of 250,000 pigs every year. Those pigs 
would then be spread around the region and likely raised on 
farms that are “small” enough to avoid regulations.

As local residents caught wind of what was happening, they 
turned out in droves to push back and figure out how they 
could protect their water, air quality, and property values. The 
farmer wanting to sell his land to the CAFO was also the town-
ship’s board chairman and had been for the last 20 years. A 
conflict of interest lawsuit was filed against him; he has been 
removed as chairman until his upcoming trial. In addition, the 
township where the hog mothership hopes to land is working 
with lawyers to draft a township zoning ordinance. 

Zoning and CAFOs
All of us are impacted by federal, state, county, and town-

ship regulations; these laws, statutes, and ordinances can ei-
ther build on or contradict each other. The state of Wisconsin 
regulates how and where CAFOs can operate. But because 
they are beholden to various agricultural lobby groups, the 
state regulations are lax when it comes to CAFOs, which are 
often given permission to locate almost anywhere they want. 
If the state’s regulations do not adequately protect human 
and environmental health, local people can organize to influ-
ence their county and township regulations.

Setbacks are a good example of how nonsensical all this 
can become. Setbacks regulate the distance required be-
tween, for example, a CAFO’s manure pits and neighboring 
properties. At the state level, setbacks are generally mea-
sured in the hundreds of feet. In reality, a CAFO operation’s 
impacts are measured in miles. Odors can be detected up to 
six miles away. Surface waters or groundwater contamination 
can occur across miles. And, just the rumor of a CAFO can 
negatively impact property values.

CAFO operators generally seek out vacant farmland in 
townships that have little or no zoning. If they find an agree-
able location and complete permit applications without any-
one noticing, they can begin building; once that happens it is 
almost impossible to stop them. In our region, both the Bur-
nett and Polk county boards were pressured by citizen groups 
to adopt moratoriums against CAFOs. Moratoriums do not 
stop CAFOs permanently, but they do provide a window of 
time to research the impacts a CAFO would have, based on 
specific conditions in a local area. Moratoriums generally last 
six to twelve months; when concluded, counties can adopt 
zoning that will either deny or allow that CAFO to proceed.

If townships do not agree with the county’s conclusions, they 
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Cattle semis line Highway 93 on loading day at Adams Dairy.

us ‘You might as well teach me now, because when 
you’re no longer running the farm, I am going to have 
to know how to do it,’” Paul Adams said with a smile. 
“She was always going to run this place.” 

Becky has helped operate the farm for years, serv-
ing as its herd manager. She meticulously supervised 
the tracking of the cows one last time before they 
were loaded into trucks and shipped off. 

During a brief break in her work Becky, 36, de-
scribed the difficulties of losing the farm, of losing her 
livelihood, of losing a way of life she had enjoyed, a 
way of life she wanted for her two young children.

“I’ll really miss the cows,” she said, wiping a tear from 
her cheek as she discussed the finality of the farm’s 
end. “I’ll miss interacting with them. They were like 
pets to me. I’ll miss this work, this lifestyle. I’ll miss all 
of that.”

Becky and her family will move a half hour north, to 
the city of Altoona. She isn’t sure what is next.

“We’ll just have to figure it out,” she said.
The end of the Adams farm means the loss of jobs 

for the 20 workers who provided much of the labor  
there. Some have moved on to other jobs, while oth-
ers are seeking work. Those who have found posi-
tions elsewhere have had to uproot their families and 
relocate, Adams said. 

Adams and JoAnn plan to continue to live in the 
house on a hill that overlooks their farm, including the 
barn that once housed the dairy herd of Adams’ child-
hood and younger adult years.

The building stands as a reminder of a different 
time, a time when Wisconsin was America’s Dairyland, 
a time when small dairy farmers could make a living.    

“So much has changed,” Adams said, gazing out 
the window of his home at the farmland beyond. “We 
just keep growing bigger and bigger, and that isn’t 
working. My situation is proof of that. We need to do 
something different, or we won’t have any dairy 
farmers left in Wisconsin.”

Julian Emerson writes for Up North News. A fixture 
in west central Wisconsin journalism for over a quar-
ter-century, Julian specializes in investigative work, 
politics, and social justice issues.

From page 18 ▶ DAIRY

can try to adopt their own 
regulations. More often than not, the differences between 
the regulatory agencies and the would-be CAFO operator 
end up in court.

Regenerative Agriculture
The Polk-Burnett Farmers Union has adopted a strong 

stance against the proposed 26,000-head hog operation. 
We are convinced that “get big or go out” is not the future of 
agriculture and are pushing for more regenerative practices 
and efforts to build up our local food systems. 

Both public and private sector funding is available for re-
generative agricultural practices. The University of Wiscon-
sin Madison just received $10 million out of a $78 million 
United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) grant to 
promote regenerative grazing. The USDA, Indigo Agricul-
ture, The World Bank, Food Animal Concerns Trust, and 
dozens more are funding carbon sequestration projects in 
order to keep cover crops on landscapes year-round.

Locally, the Polk-Burnett Farmers Union chapter is working 
with Farm Table Foundation, The Natural Alternative Food 
Co-op, farmers’ markets, CSAs, and local restaurants to pro-
mote our local food economy. Ken Meter, a food systems 
analyst out of Minneapolis, presented at an event we hosted 
last fall on how family farms are the most effective economic 
engines in rural areas.

We have a stark choice before us: watch rural areas be-
come national sacrifice zones or to work toward recreating 
diverse rural landscapes characterized by small- to medi-
um-sized regenerative farms, agritourism, artisanal cheese 
makers, vineyards, and farm-based breweries and bakeries. 
It’s time for a new vision of agriculture to shine. 

Steps You Can Take
1) Join Wisconsin Farmers Union and be a part of the dia-

logue. Without pressure on policy, we will be stuck with the 
same old, same old forever. (Non-farmers can join.)

2) Vote with your plate. Buy local. Buy often. 
3) Pay attention to your county board wherever you live. 

They make more decisions that impact your daily life than 
any other jurisdiction. Contact your county supervisor. 

4) CAFOs: get informed. Start with KnowCAFOs.org.
5) Grow a garden no matter how small. In 1944, Victory 

Gardens in the United States produced as much fruit and 
vegetables as all commercial operations combined.

6) “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, commit-
ted citizens can change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing 
that ever has.” — Margaret Mead

Mike Miles and his wife Barb run Anathoth Farm in Polk 
County. Mike is Treasurer of the Polk-Burnett Farmers 
Union. This year, the chapter voted to adopt three prior-
ities: to organize a local food alliance in western Wiscon-
sin; to celebrate, likely through a fall harvest event; and to 
educate about and organize against a proposed 26,000-
head hog farrowing operation which, if approved, would 
be the largest hog CAFO in the state. 

From page 22 ▶ POLK-BURNETT
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Wisconsin Farmers Union mem-
bers were in Savannah, Geor-

gia March 1-3 for the National Farmers 
Union 118th Anniversary Convention. 
More than 500 family farmers con-
vened in the historic city to set policy 
positions that support farm families 
and strengthen rural communities. 

Rob Larew was elected to succeed 
Roger Johnson as the family farm or-
ganization’s president. Larew, who was 
raised on a West Virginia dairy farm, 
served as NFU's senior vice president 
of public policy and communications 
since 2016. Prior to that, Larew served 
over 22 years in Congress and the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, most re-
cently as the staff director of the House 
Committee on Agriculture. 

“The reason for Farmers Union’s 
longstanding success – and the reason 
why I am so enthusiastic about lead-
ing this organization – is its grassroots 
structure,” Larew said. “Each year, our 
members set policy priorities in a dem-

ocratic process, which ensures that the 
work we do in our national office is real-
ly in the best interest of the hard-work-
ing family farmers and ranchers who 
feed, fuel, and clothe our nation.”

Dairy farmer Patty Edelburg of Scan-
dinavia, Wis., was re-elected to serve 
as NFU Vice President.

Serving as WFU delegates this year 
were Bryce Luchterhand, Unity; Craig 
Dunnum, Westby; Linda Ceylor, Cataw-
ba; Rick Adamski, Seymour; and WFU 

President Darin Von Ruden, Westby. 
Delegates adopted six special orders 
of business, including a Dairy Policy 
Reform championed by WFU that calls 
for federal dairy policy that provides a 
safety net for family dairy farms in all re-
gions and of all herd sizes, as well as a 
mechanism to manage milk supply to 
meet profitable demand. 

“The level of agreement and solidar-
ity we’re seeing among dairy farmers, 
not just in Farmers Union but in other 
farm organizations and milk marketing 
groups, is critical for needed change, 
and I think it’s directly attributable to 
the important Dairy Together work that 
WFU has been leading," Von Ruden 
said. "We look forward to continuing 
to move that effort forward – at the rate 
we’re losing dairy farms across the na-
tion, policy reform cannot come soon 
enough.”   

At the convention, Michelle Go-
dez-Schilling of Dodgeville and Sarah 
Baghat-Eggert of Clayton took part in 
the Farmers Union Enterprises Lead-
ership Program. Joey Ploeckelman of 
Athens was among graduates of the 
year-long NFU Beginning Farmer Insti-
tute. Erin Elsner of Medford addressed 
the convention in her capacity on the 
NFU National Youth Advisory Council.

WFU District 8 Director Rick Adams-
ki was among the inaugural group of 
recipients of the Bruce Miller Member-
ship Award. Created in honor of late 
WFU member and Minnesota Farm-
ers Union Membership Director Bruce 
Miller, the award honors members 
who have demonstrated outstand-
ing leadership. Dunn County Farmers 
Union was also recognized for excel-
ling in membership growth. 

NATIONAL NEWS

118th NFU Convention held in Savannah, Larew elected President
Danielle Endvick 
Communications Director

Above: Wisconsin dairy farmer Patty 
Edelburg was re-elected as National 
Farmers Union vice president, along-
side new NFU President Rob Larew. 

Representing Wisconsin Farmers Union at the National Farmers Union Convention were, left to right (front row) Bobbi Wil-
son, Sara Baghat-Eggert, Bryce and Maxine Luchterhand, Kirsten Slaughter, Erin Elsner, WFU President Darin Von Ruden, 
Linda Ceylor, Chris Fullerton, and Craig Dunnum; (back row) NFU Vice President Patty Edelburg, Scandinavia; Cathy Statz, 
Chippewa Falls; Chris Holman, Custer; Dennis Rosen, Emerald; Rick Adamski, Seymour; Brad Henderson, Chippewa Falls; 
Duane Hinchley, Cambridge; Pete Curran, Sun Prairie; Tina Hinchley, Cambridge; Michelle Godez-Shilling, Dodgeville; and 
Tommy Enright, Amherst. Not pictured: Eleanora and Maria Davis; Joey Ploeckelman; and Jen Schmitz.
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I have been told nearly all of my life that I 
shouldn't talk politics. It's ugly business, 

this political talk.  It's impolite, distasteful, 
argumentative, divisive.  Politics makes 

people uncomfortable. Especially here in the Upper Mid-
west.  But I have never been one for following other peo-
ple's rules. And I find it more than a little disconcerting that 
we would leave political discourse to those we find most 
distasteful—the politicians. After all, they represent us. So why 
should we, the citizens, shirk our individual and collective re-
sponsibilities and not stand up for ourselves, our families, our 
friends and neighbors?

Politics, as I was told by my civics teacher (Mr. Jeff Fisher) 25 
years ago, is merely the art of getting stuff done. And like any-
thing in life, we get out of it whatever we put in. Look around 
you. At home.  At your job. In your community. Our doing 
bears results.

Politics isn't just reserved for elections.  It certainly doesn't 
only occur on a Tuesday in November every four years. Or on 
a “shit-show” of a Tuesday in April. In fact, I would argue that 
less gets done on those select election days than nearly any 
other. When it comes to party politics, global trade deals, and 

never-ending wars, we have almost no say at all. We hold our 
nose and dutifully vote, because we are supposed to.

Conversely, and with little attention or fanfare, we vote in 
other ways, repeatedly, throughout the year.  This voting that 
we do on a daily basis is far more consequential, and far more 
satisfying, if we stop to think about it.

Every day we make the decision to eat.  What to eat.  When 
to eat.  How to eat.  Whether to eat alone or with others.

When we make these decisions, we are exercising our 
rights—as individuals, as citizens who reside in interconnect-
ed communities.

Every time we take a bite, we are changing how a place 
looks and feels; we are deciding who gets paid; we are se-
lecting which businesses succeed and which ones fail.

Politically speaking, that's a lot of power.  Maybe then it mat-
ters to you, when you learn that, of every retail dollar spent on 
food today, the farmer gets, on average, 14.6 cents.  Back in 
the 1980s, the farmer got 37 cents on the dollar.  Within my 
lifetime, the average farmer's income has been cut by more 
than 60 percent, while costs (and debt) have increased al-
most as dramatically. Here in Wisconsin, we’ve lost more than 
2,000 dairy herds in the last three years. Our state leads the 
nation in farm bankruptcies.

I don't like these numbers.  You don't either.  And not being 
able to talk about them, for fear of being considered political, 
pisses me off even more.

But rather than throwing up my hands, because I am pow-
erless on a global stage or in a voting booth, I choose to act 
locally. I choose to hunt, fish, gather, and grow my own. Be-
cause I like to. Because local food tastes better. I also choose 
to buy from local family farmers, because family farmers are 
my neighbors and my friends — fellow citizens who work like 
hell every day, all day long, to care for animals, build soil, pro-
tect water, restore habitat, increase flavor, preserve genetic 
diversity, improve nutrition, and teach others about a dying 
way of life.

When we purchase food from people we know, when we 
grow it and cook it ourselves—we are voting with our dollars 
to keep that money here — in our community.  That's the “Tri-
ple Bottom Line”: profit for the Land, profit for the People, 
profit for the Community.

In a Triple Bottom Line economy, the shareholders are us.  
Those of us who live and eat well within familiar places, sur-
rounded not by strangers, but by neighbors who take care of 
the earth and one another.

So go ahead.  Be political.  Eat local food.
Nik Novak is a writer, a teacher, a stonemason, a farmhand, 

a storekeeper, and—most infamously—the Meat Guy at Just 
Local Food Co-op. He is a member of Wisconsin Farmers 
Union and lives in Eau Claire, Wisconsin. Find more Rural 
Voices at www.wisconsinfarmersunion.com/blog. For further 
reading, see Tim Wu's book The Curse of Bigness: Antitrust in 
the New Guilded Age and Austin Frerick's article “To Revive 
Rural America, We Must Fix Our Broken Food System.”

The Best Candidate Every Day 
of the Year: Your Local Farmer

VOTING WITH YOUR FORK

Nik Novak 
Eau Claire County Farmers Union
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Agriculture is commonly noted as the 
last industry to make transactions on 

a handshake and an individual’s good 
word. Relationships are paramount, and — 
by and large — we look out for each other. 

When tragedy strikes one of our own in the form of death, 
disability, or disease, we’re right there with a hot dish, a hug, 
and harvesting equipment depending on the time of year.

However, when the wounds are a little less visible – such as 
the scars that tear us apart on the inside — we clam up. Men-
tal health is an uncomfortable topic both in and of itself, and 
how to address it. It should make us uncomfortable that our 
profession has a higher suicide rate than that of veterans and 
one of the highest overall. It should make us uncomfortable 
that one in four Americans will experience a major depressive 
episode at some point in their lifetime. It shouldn’t make us 
uncomfortable, though, to be that person to open the door 
and get the one who’s struggling the help they need. That’s 
what we’ve done all along for those with more visible wounds.

Think of the farmer stereotype — strong and stoic, but with 
big hearts. Many hearts, especially with five years of de-
pressed prices and nonexistent margins, are being broken 
though. Farmers can’t provide for their families no matter 
how many hours they work or extra jobs they take, and the 
weather has been far from cooperative. These pressures have 
destroyed marriages, they have broken homes, and for some 
— they have ended lives. A prolonged feeling of failure and 
being a burden, despite every superhuman effort to do one’s 
best, can be the tipping point into full-blown anxiety and de-
pression, and those strong hearts and broad shoulders are 
being crushed by the weight of the things they carry — often 
alone and in silence until it’s too late.

Nearly every story about a suicide includes something 
along the lines of ‘we never saw this coming, but looking back, 
all the signs were there’. While one of the most obvious signs 
of suicidal thinking is talking about dying by suicide, what are 
some of the lesser known signals that someone is drowning 
in front of our very eyes?

According to Farm Journal, other inklings that someone 
may be thinking of ending their life (or suffering from major 
depression) are not limited to, but include:

• Talking about feeling hopeless, trapped, or in pain
• Talking about or asking if they’re a burden to others
• Increased alcohol and/or other controlled substance use
• Drastic changes in behavior
• Sleeping too little or too much

• Changes for the worse in personal or farm appearance
• Withdrawing from normal activities
• Feeling isolated
• Engaging in other risky behaviors
• Saying goodbye to family and friends
If you see any of these in someone you know, or if some-

thing seems off but you can’t quite put a finger on it, trust 
your gut and take that leap. Ask them how they’re really doing 
aside from the usual shop talk about prices and weather. Ask 
them pointedly if they’re thinking about suicide; it is a myth 
that talking about suicide with a suicidal individual will drive 
them to that point. Open your heart and your ears, and take 
everything they say seriously. Tell a family member or another 
friend of theirs that they’re struggling so you aren’t trying to 
help them by yourself. Give them all the time they need to 
pour it all out to someone who’s giving them the time and 
space they need to talk about what’s hurting them. Keep reg-
ular contact with them and encourage them to lay it all out 
there with you. Persuade them to seek professional help from 
a healthcare provider and counselor, and offer to accompa-
ny them to appointments. If the situation becomes extremely 
dire and you feel their life is in immediate danger, call 911 
(particularly if you walk in on them attempting suicide) or the 
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline to speak with a trained 
counselor, and stay with the person until help arrives.

Be prepared for the unexpected, and be prepared to not 
know what to say or do if those broken hearts come undone 
right in your lap. After all, mental health is not an easy topic 
to talk about, especially when the other person is in so much 
pain that they don’t see another way out of what’s suffocating 
them. It’s okay to not know exactly what to say or do for the 
person in that moment, but your time and your compassion 
are two of the greatest gifts you can give to someone who’s 
hurting. You may feel embarrassed if the person is genuinely 
fine, but that’s a heck of a lot better than wishing you’d said 
something as you’re listening to their eulogy. You may not be 
able to take the storms of their life away, but you can sit with 
them during the storms until they pass.

Most importantly, it’s okay to not be okay. Just remember 
that if something is off about someone you know and love, 
say something. You’ll never regret making the ask, but you’ll 
always regret not asking when it’s too late.

• National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: call 1-800-273-TALK 
(8255), available 24/7
• Crisis Text Line: text HELLO to 741741, available 24/7
• Wisconsin Farm Center hotline: 1-800-942-2474, available 
7:45 A.M. to 4:30 P.M. Monday through Friday
Brittany Olson is a Barron County Farmers Union member, 

dairy farmer, writer, photographer and mental health advocate.

How to help someone that may be struggling with mental illness
SEE SOMETHING, SAY SOMETHING

Brittany Olson 
Barron County Farmers Union
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The world is changing, why haven't we? 

Coronavirus, a farmer in a recent 
news story noted, “is the straw 

that broke the camel’s back.”
It may feel that way now but, hon-

estly, that back-breaking straw hit the camel decades 
ago when the nation’s top agricultural, academic, 
and political leaders embraced dollar-driven effi-
ciency over safety-centered resiliency as the overar-
ching goal of American farm policy.

We could have had both—and, in fact, still can—but 
today’s events continue to tie us to the past even as 
the world and markets are shifting under our un-
steady feet.

For example, an aggie Twitter discussion in late 
March centered on whether a 570-horsepower, 
$500,000 tractor was powerful enough to pull a pic-
tured, $565,000 corn planter through the field at 10 
miles per hour.

Astonishingly as out of touch as that might seem, 
the chat occurred only three days after Congress 
and the White House empowered the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA) to spend nearly $49 
billion to support farmers and ranchers through the 
COVID-19 infected season ahead.

And that deal arrived only hours after the biofuels 
industry warned Washington that the ethanol mar-
ket, which consumes about 40 percent of the U.S. 
corn crop, is facing crippling shutdowns as it tries to 
ride out what already is a demand-devastated year.

Then, on March 31, USDA announced American 
farmers would plant 97 million acres of corn this 
year. That’s an eight percent increase over 2019 de-
spite ethanol’s bleak future and growing evidence 
that other nations are shutting their markets to pro-
tect pandemic-threatened food supplies.

      So, while USDA prepares to spend nearly $50 
billion subsidizing domestic agriculture, corn farm-
ers (some with $1-million-plus planting rigs) are 
preparing to grow a record crop at record subsidies 
for a government-protected ethanol market already 
melting as other markets around the world begin to 
shut down.

The only way any of these actions make actual 
sense is to remember that the world has changed 
dramatically in the past month but human nature 

hasn’t. Signs abound everywhere.
We continue to hoard food despite knowing 

there’s plenty for everyone if no one hoards.
      We don’t stay home despite knowing COVID-19 

is rapidly spread by people who don’t stay home.
Our weak, shortchanged rural systems like educa-

tion, Internet infrastructure, and a long-failing health-
care network are now being shown for what they al-
ways were: weak, shortchanged, and long failing.

And, even worse, few political leaders answer 
straight, honest questions with straight, honest an-
swers. Some can’t even muster the courage to shut 
down golf courses to limit the spread of the disease.

Golf courses, for crying out loud.
One of the more sane voices I’ve heard in the last 

10 days came from a farmer who, like me, ques-
tioned the size, cost, and wisdom of the massive 
corn planter we both saw on Twitter.

“I wonder,” he asked in a retweet, “what the price 
of corn would be if we still had 8-row planters?”

We may find out soon because we know the worst 
of COVID-19 is still ahead and we have little idea 
what it will bring other than more woe.

Nor do we know how USDA will spend billions of 
our dollars to address the unknowns facing farmers 
and ranchers as another planting and calving sea-
son begins.

It will, however, require more thought than just 
throwing money at fading industries and bloated 
monocultures. We must consider paths that deliver 
more resilience and more food, not fewer farmers 
and more exports.

So far our strategy is very discouraging. Tossing 
out longstanding environmental laws and laying 
aside corporate merger issues now is just pouring 
salt into our gaping wounds. It’s shameful and al-
most as harmful to rural America as COVID-19.

One final note: You hold in your hands the prod-
uct of caring professionals who believe in your right 
to hard facts and honest opinion. They don’t grind 
axes; they give you axes so you, not them, can de-
cide the best way forward for your family and com-
munity. Please support them.

 © 2020 ag comm
The Farm and Food File is published weekly 

throughout the U.S. and Canada. Past columns, 
events and contact information are posted at www.
farmandfoodfile.com.

Alan Guebert
Farm & Food File
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Credit Card Payment
Select card type:   q Visa   q MasterCard   q Discover 
Name on card:  __________________________________
Account number:  ________________________________
Expiration: ___/___ CVV (3 digits on back of card): ______
Signature:  _____________________________________
Signature authorizes your credit card to be charged in the amount of $30.

Complete and mail this form to: 
Wisconsin Farmers Union

117 W. Spring St.
Chippewa Falls, WI 54729

Please make checks payable to Wisconsin Farmers Union

On the cover: The Scottish Highlander herd grazes at Berge's Beef in 
Colfax. The farm is owned by Dunn County Farmers Union members 
Holly and Chad Berge.  (Photo by Samantha Boos Photography) 

DO YOU HAVE OUR 

NEXT COVER PHOTO? 

S U B M I T  Y O U R  B E S T  R U R A L  L I F E  P H O T O S !

Send your photo(s) to dendvick@wisconsinfarmersunion.com
The cover photo winner will recieve a free Farmers Union hat!


