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S omeday, the year 
2020 will be one spo-

ken of with dramatic tales 
of survival. The serious-
ness of COVID-19 is not to 
be taken lightly, but I hope 
we can at least chuckle 
eventually, thinking back 
on the great toilet paper 
shortage and murder hor-
nets.  

In all seriousness, though, this 
year has been one to tell the fu-
ture grandchildren about. With 
impacts of COVID-19, a long over-
due racial reckoning, the highly 
charged political atmosphere, 
and ongoing struggles in farm 
country, it feels like a dark time, 
here in the midst of it. But there's 
light in it, too. I hope this issue of 
Wisconsin Farmers Union News 
brings you some of that light. 

As my friend and former col-
league  Sarah Lloyd writes on 
page 18, "Could the crisis of the 
pandemic be the spark we need to 
save us?"

2020 has given us the gift of jolt-
ing the world to a sudden stop in 
such a way that it unveiled to main-
stream society some grave issues, 
many of which WFU has been 
working to remedy for decades. 
Things like dark money in politics, 
climate change, loss of local con-
trol, racial justice, consolidation of 
the food industry and agricultural 
markets, threats to the U.S. postal 
service — a critical service to ru-
ral America —  and more are ad-
dressed in the following pages. 

Like generations of Farmers 
Union members before us, we'll 
charge onward in our work im-
proving life on our family farms, 
in our rural communities, and for 
all people. Part of carrying on that 
tradition means setting our grass-
roots policy, which will look a little 

different at our mile-
stone 90th annual State 
Convention in January. 
The historic event will 
go virtual this year — 
more on that on page 6. 

Although it has taken 
away our ability to gath-
er in-person, 2020 can-
not take away the spirit 

of community that we have within 
Farmers Union. While we can't 
refuel our spirits with the cama-
raderie of events like convention, 
we're finding ways to pivot (page 
20), finding victories on issues like 
gerrymandering (page 4), and 
growing the Farmers Union team 
by leaps and bounds (page 5). The 
injection of energy from these new 
faces has been infectious, and I 
hope you'll see it in our work. 

There's a lot of ugly going on 
in 2020. But collectively, we can 
champion change. Know that no 
matter what 2020 throws at us, 
WFU is here, ready to take it on. 

Endvick is communications director 
for Wisconsin Farmers Union. She 
raises beef cattle, chickens, one spicy 
pony (Habanero), and a pair of rowdy 
boys on her family farm in Holcombe. 
 Below: Wishing you all some joyful 
moments amid the chaos, like this 
one sparked by new chicks at our 
Runamuck Ranch. 

Danielle Endvick
Communications 

Director

FROM THE EDITOR



This past 
w i n t e r , 
not long 
b e f o r e 

COVID-19 shifted so many 
things in our lives, I found 
myself sitting across from 
a friend at a coffee shop, 
debating the biggest prob-
lems facing rural America. 
At their root, so many of 
those issues kept coming 
back to the same point — 
big money that is stifling 
the average American's 
voice and controlling what 
happens on Capitol Hill. 

Wealth inequality can be 
felt starkly in our rural areas 
and it fits into the bigger 
picture in many of the long 
overdue discussions hap-
pening around the country 
on racial inequality. 

In November of 2019, 
Bloomberg reported the 
richest 1 percent of Amer-
icans were drawing nearer 
to holding as much wealth 
as the middle and up-
per-middle classes com-
bined. Meanwhile, the re-
port noted, the bottom 50 
percent of Americans car-
ried 35.7 percent of liabili-
ties in the U.S. and a mere 
6.1 percent of assets. 

Where does that leave 
America's family farmers 
and working class? Fight-
ing for pennies. 

I for one am tired of see-
ing soaring bonuses for 
executives and companies 
reporting record profits 

year-after-year while work-
ers and farmers have main-
tained status quo salaries 
for the last 30 years. 

In its infancy, Farmers 
Union recognized the value 
of banding together family 
farmers and laborers, and 
we're pleased to be bring-
ing some element of that 
back with the recent hiring 
of Charlie Mitchell as WFU 
Farmer-Labor Solidarity Or-
ganizer. Learn more about 
this work on pages  18-19. 

The Black Lives Mat-
ter movement has also 
brought the wage gap and 
wealth inequality front and 
center. 

How do we stand togeth-
er to make life better for all 
people? How do we band 
together for the improve-
ment of our country in an 
atmosphere that has be-
come increasingly polar-
ized? 

For starters, we need our 
political parties to work 
together. When we have 
thousands of family farms 
going out of business 
across the country and 
people living in poverty, 
petty political squabbles 
seem insignificant. Rum-
blings in my neck of the 
woods indicate that folks 
are ready for change. Yet, 
time after time, we put a 
vast majority of incumbents 
back into positions, despite 
their stalemates and she-
nanigans. 

In this Administration 
alone, we have seen the 
majority party continually 
balk at any real action to 

help rural America, instead 
focusing an enormous 
amount of energy on killing 
the Affordable Care Act, 
which has helped count-
less Americans. 

Rural America is hurting. 
For that matter, many of our 
urban areas are, too. Now, 
maybe more than ever, we 
need champions that are 
willing to stand up to the 
status quo — champions 
in our legislature,  but also 
champions in our commu-
nities. Champions like you 
and me. 

I'm proud that Wisconsin 
Farmers Union and Wis-
consin Farm Bureau Fed-
eration have been able to 
lift up the discussion on 
dairy supply management. 
Setting aside decades of 
policy differences, we're 
working to make a viable 
change for dairy farmers, 

who are desperate in need 
of more stable prices. That 
gives me hope. 

WFU is looking to do 
more bridge-building to 
find unlikely allies and 
connect people across zip 
codes, race, and class. The 
forces we're up against, 
from dark money in poli-
tics to monopolization in 
so much of our economy, 
make it clear that this work 
will not be easy.

But time and again, 
Farmers Union members 
have proven willing to rise 
above the politics and 
speak up on the values 
and on the issues that are 
hurting Americans. I hope 
you'll join us as we charge 
forward.

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

Rural America Needs Champions
Darin  
Von Ruden
President
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 For the last six years, 
Wisconsin Farmers Union 
members at our annual 
convention have voted to 
end gerrymandering and 
replace it with nonparti-
san redistricting. WFU is 
developing voter educa-
tion materials, organizing 
at the state and local lev-
els, and collaborating with 
like-minded organizations 
to move the dial toward real 
democracy. Recently, we 
launched a video, Fighting 
for Democracy: Fair Maps 
in Wisconsin and held a vir-
tual town hall with over 150 
attendees. The video and 
WFU have been cited by 
multiple reporters as key to 
the victory of the fair maps 
resolution passed by the 
Marathon County Board of 
Supervisors in late July. We 
are reaching out to local 
leaders and potential part-
ner organizations in other 
counties that have fair maps 
resolutions this fall to lever-
age the blueprint of that 
victory for other successes 
around the state. In turn, 
participants from the film 
viewing have committed 
to holding candidate and 
elected official’s feet to the 

fire, getting them to pledge 
support for nonpartisan re-
districting. 

Some people wonder 
why a family farm organi-
zation cares about an issue 
like fair maps. It’s because 
we recognize that no matter 
one’s political persuasion, 
casting a ballot that counts 
is as American as it gets. 
Unfortunately, in the state 
of Wisconsin, your vote is 
shaped by the party in pow-
er. In 2016, a federal court 
ruled that Wisconsin voters 
are disenfranchised; their 
votes are diluted because 
of the way the maps have 
been drawn and this is a 
constitutional violation. 

Gerrymandering fuels 
partisan politics, enabling 
elected officials to close 
their doors and ears to 
many of their constituents 

and rest comfortably term 
after term, knowing their 
seat is secured. When peo-
ple lose faith in their ability 
to petition the government 
through voting and their 
representatives have no 
incentive to listen, people 
either disengage from the 
democratic process or re-
sort to more radical ways to 
be heard. 

Recently, I moved from 
Menomonie to Chippewa 
Falls. Like much of Wiscon-
sin, voting district lines here 
are zig zags and squiggles, 
not following any sort of nat-
ural or recognizable bound-
ary. When I asked my town 
clerk what assembly district 
I was in, she wasn’t sure. She 
had a map in her office to try 
and help residents, but she 
couldn’t tell me with cer-
tainty because of the con-

founding maps. She noted 
voters around here are ter-
ribly confused, showing up 
at familiar town halls only 
to be told that they were in 
the wrong district. I treasure 
citizen engagement in the 
political process. Election 
maps should organize, clar-
ify and direct citizens to ex-
ercise their right to vote and 
call on representatives. In-
stead in Wisconsin they are 
rigged to confuse, diminish, 
and manipulate the elector-
ate and protect the party in 
power.  

WFU members want fair 
maps and are willing to 
phone friends, hold house 
parties, canvass, and con-
vince neighbors that de-
mocracy is worth the fight. 
Join us to end this toxic, 
partisan gridlock and em-
power the people!  

Gerrymandering Dilutes Voters' Voices
Farmers Union invites rural & urban voters to bridge the divide and fight for fair maps

FROM THE DIRECTOR’S DESK

Julie Bomar
Executive 
Director

”

Used by Wisconsin Farmers Union with permission of Ken Stark

Ken Stark cartoons 
make WFU debut

WFU is pleased to feature 
cartoons by award-winning 
illustrator, editorial cartoon-
ist, and freehand graphic art-
ist Ken Stark. The self-taught 
artist and his wife/research 
assistant Chris live and work 
in an 1800s log house they  
reconstructed in southwest-
ern Wisconsin. Watch for 
Ken's work in future issues!
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Welcome New Faces on the Farmers Union Team!
Special Projects Coordinator Lauren Langworthy will be overseeing projects of importance to WFU 
members. Lauren brings a passion for family farms to the table. She runs a 153-acre grass-based 
farm in Wheeler with her husband Caleb. It features a rotationally-grazed 150-ewe flock of sheep 
and small beef herd. Langworthy worked for the Midwest Organic and Sustainable Education Ser-
vice (MOSES) since 2015, most recently serving as Executive Director. She had served on the WFU 
Board of Directors since 2016. When she isn’t in the office or in the fields, Lauren is a nature enthusi-
ast, tinkerer, and active WFU member. She participated in the 2017-2018 Farmers Union Enterprises 
Leadership Program and attended the National Farmers Union fly-in and convention in recent years. 

Field Organizer John Adams has been working on WFU's Rural Voices project, calling members and 
deepening mutual commitment to Wisconsin Farmers Union through conversations about issues 
and values. John runs a CSA farm in Washburn and has seen a heartening rise in sales this year, as 
people turn to local solutions and supporting the farmers they know. He notes that there is a lot of 
energy in rural Wisconsin as crops sprint toward the finish on the ground in front of us and the elec-
tion lurches left and right in the back of our minds on its zig zag course to its finish. 

Field Organizer Kathleen Hobert has been working as a field organizer since March building deep 
canvassing campaigns around the state. "I've gotten the chance to speak with many members this 
year and it's been a joy to hear your stories," Kathleen said. "I'm grateful to work on this project 
because I believe our only way forward is to talk with people who think differently from us and find 
common ground. Kathleen grew up in Southeastern WI the youngest of 5 kids near a section of the 
Ice Age Trail. She grew up hiking and eventually started dreaming of farming. She tried her hand 
at small scale farming in 2013 and pursued it. Being a part of Wisconsin Farmers Union melds her 
passion for farming and progressive values around racial and social justice.

Farmer-Labor Solidarity Organizer Charlie Mitchell will be focused on developing grassroots power 
in this newly created position. Charlie's background is in food and agriculture communities and in 
organizations focused on policy, activism, and economic and environmental change. His writings 
have appeared in Civil Eats, The Counter, and others, including a mention in The Washington Post. 
He has been a dedicated board member and nonprofit leader, working on antitrust in agriculture 
and revitalizing rural economies. In college, Charlie led a nonprofit grocery access program in Ver-
mont. His more recent research and reporting projects have been steeped in the history and daily 
struggles of rural people and the agricultural policy that shaped our country.

Communications Intern Hawthorn McCracken (they/them), the child of a dairy farmer and a school 
teacher, was born and raised in Tennessee. They moved to Wisconsin in 2008. They studied horti-
culture and organic farming at Milwaukee Area Technical College and have been working in food 
and farm advocacy for 4 years, including time with the AmeriCorps Farm-to-School program, urban 
farms in Milwaukee, and CSAs in Rock and Walworth Counties. Hawthorn was introduced to WFU 
through Soil Sisters events and has been a member for a year. They are passionate about queer rural 
culture, mental health, disability advocacy, pollinators, social justice, and sustainable farming. They 
dream of having a small diverse farm of their own and growing native, perennial, and edible plants.  

Communications Intern Adam Yarish is an English major at the University of Wisconsin Eau-Claire. 
He grew up in Wausau, where farming is an integral part of the local culture. He spent years working 
with the Wisconsin Valley Fair Board, but his interest in agriculture piqued when he began working 
with local organic farmers through Redeye Brewing Company (Stoney Acres, Red Door Family Farm, 
etc). This, along with a recent professional experience drew him to the Communications Internship 
position for Wisconsin Farmers Union. As someone who loves to be outdoors, meet new people, 
and take any excuse to get out my camera, he is extremely excited for the opportunity to use his skills 
on behalf of WFU. 
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With an all-virtual convention, our 
policy discussion will look different 

in 2021.  WFU is as committed as ever to 
making this an open, participatory, and 
fun experience for members. We hope 
some people may even find it easier to 
participate in the policy discussion, since 
it won’t require hours of travel or as much 
time away from the farm and family.  

That being said, we will all need to do 
more work in advance this year to ensure 
that our policy discussion will be smooth 
and successful. Please keep in mind the 
following timeline for this fall and winter:   

SEPTEMBER
— Members investigate internet options. 
— WFU invites all members to a two part 
series via Zoom, to prepare for a fruitful 
policy discussion.  (Details in box at right.) 

OCTOBER AND NOVEMBER
— Counties have annual meetings/policy 
resolution discussions.  

DECEMBER
— December 1: All resolutions & special 
orders of business are due.  No new top-
ics will be entertained after this point. 
Only edits to existing proposals — those 
submitted by this December 1 deadline — 
will be considered at the Resolutions Re-
view Committee meeting. Though we will 
still encourage lively discussion, voting 
during the Convention policy discussion 
will be strictly yay/nay (with no last-min-

ute edits). The reason we will be sticklers 
about the deadline is so all members and 
delegates will have advance notice on 
topics that will be discussed and so we 
can meet the time constraints of a virtual 
Convention.  
— Resolutions Review Committee meeting 
will meet to review and edit resolutions 
submitted by the December 1 deadline.  

JANUARY
— January 9, 2021:  County Leaders meet-
ing to review proposed policy.
— January 30-31: WFU Convention

WFU staff are hard at work figuring out 
how to be inclusive in the delegate voting 
process, and we are currently planning a 
paper ballot.

Having access to internet would be 
helpful as the convention goes online, 
but elements of particiaption will still be 
possible with a smartphone or call-in op-
tion. Depending on COVID-19 impact  
regionally, chapters may be able to host 
small gatherings, and we encourage you 
to explore options for accessing the inter-
net.  Can you make special arrangements 
to use a room at the public library, a local 
restaurant, or at a local high school or 
technical college?  Are there satellite in-
ternet service providers in your area that 
offer short-term contracts?

Thank you for bringing your ideas, ener-
gy, and inquiring minds to the WFU Policy 
discussion.  For those of us on the WFU 
policy staff, the policy discussion is always 
a highlight of our year.  We trust that this 
will be true in 2021 as well!

Let us reason together — virtually
90th Wisconsin Farmers Union Convention will  
be virtual, making policy preparedness critical 

September 16th  
Taking a Deep Dive into 

the WFU Policy Book 
We’ll spend time looking 

over and understand-
ing how existing WFU 

policy positions came to 
be, pointing out policy 
hotspots of years past 

(for example, “The Great 
Flavored Milk in Schools 
Debate” of 2017, 2018, 

and 2019.)  We hope this 
session gets you thinking 
about ways to update and 

improve WFU policy.

September 23rd  
Participating effectively 

in WFU policy discussion 
In this session we will 

provide an introduction to 
Robert’s Rules of Order, 
and share strategies for 

building support for your 
policy ideas (as well as 
policy debate pitfalls to 
avoid).  Since our policy 
discussion will be virtual 

this year, we will also take 
some time to familiarize 
ourselves with various 

online platforms.

The sessions will be 
repeated from noon-2 pm 
and 7-9 pm both days so 
you can pick whichever 
time of day works best 

for you.  Please sign up at 
www.wisconsinfarmers 

union.com, or call Bobbi 
Wilson at 608-234-3741 to 
sign up over the phone.  A 
link to the meeting will be 

sent to you via email.

POLICY PREP SESSIONS
Kara O'Connor
Government Relations Director

Photo by Danielle Endvick
Left: The WFU policy 
discussion — happen-
ing virtually in 2021 
— offers an oppor-
tunity to gather in 
thoughtful discourse 
with Farmers Union 
friends. 
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Wisconsin Farmers 
Union welcomes 
Dave Rosen to the 
board of directors. 
Rosen will represent 
Dunn, Pepin, Pierce, 
and St. Croix coun-
ties in the District 2 
Director position  vacated when Lauren 
Langworthy joined the Farmers Union 
staff recently. 

Rosen owns and operates a dairy 
farm with his brother and father near 
Forest in St. Croix County. They milk 
140 cows and run 700 acres of corn, 
oats, alfalfa, and soybeans. A lifelong 
member of WFU, Rosen participated 
in the youth program, attending Farm-
ers Union Camps at Kamp Kenwood in 
Chippewa Falls and All-States camp in 
Bailey, Colo., and receiving the Torch-
bearer award. 

Rosen is a graduate of the Farmers 
Union Enterprises Leadership program 
and past attendee of the National Farm-
ers Union Fly-in. He has attended the 
WFU State Convention for the past 20 
years, serving on the policy committee 
and as a delegate. For the past seven 
years, Rosen has served as vice presi-
dent of the St. Croix County Farmers 
Union. In that role, he helped the chap-
ter start a scholarship fundraiser selling 
cheese curds, with proceeds going to-
ward scholarships for local high school 
seniors. Rosen’s father, Dennis, served 
as WFU President from 1988 to 1994. 

 “I look forward to serving and work-
ing on behalf of the grassroots mem-
bership,” Rosen said. 

WFU President Darin Von Ruden 
adds, “Dave has been a strong com-
munity leader and shares the values 
of Farmers Union. We look forward to 
having his insight and leadership on 
the board of directors as we work on 
behalf of Wisconsin’s family farms.” 

Rosen joins WFU 
Board of Directors 

Rosen

Save the Date for Virtual NFU Fall Fly-In 
The National Farmers Union Fall Fly-in is going virtual Sept. 14-18! 

We look forward to the opportunity to travel to Washington D.C ev-
ery year, but this year are grateful for the opportunity to meet with 
our Members of Congress from the safety of our homes. While the 
challenges family farmers face are immense, we have an opportu-
nity to help shape the future of agriculture for the better.

This year, family farmers will speak with our legislators about: 
• Economic recovery and stimulus legislation
• New realities in supply and demand due to the pandemic
• Access to affordable, reliable broadband in rural America
• Biofuels production as an economic driver in our communities
• Anticompetitive practices by meatpackers and processors
• Ways to improve the rural health care system in the pandemic
• How family farmers can play a role in addressing climate change
There will be several opportunities to participate in the week of 

virtual fly-in activities. Please contact bwilson@wisconsinfarmers 
union.com or 608-234-3741 for more information.

Scholarships Available to Women's Events
The Wisconsin Farmers Union board of directors has set aside 

funds to support women in agriculture. The scholarship opportu-
nities will help cover costs for attendees to the Women in Sustain-
able Ag conference in November or the National Farmers Union 
Women's Conference in January 2021 in Nashville. Applications 
for either scholarship are available at wisconsinfarmersunion.com. 

— Up to 40 scholarships of $25 are available to offset registration 
costs for the WFAN 2020 Conference — Cultivating (Bio)diversity: 
Seeding Our Stories, Growing Our Power. The event, held virtually 
Nov. 6-7, offers a platform to advocate and agitate for social trans-
formation in our lives, communities, and shared work. Scholarship 
deadline: Sept. 25. Learn more about the event at https://wfan.org/

— Four $1,000 scholarships have been created for first-time at-
tendees to the NFU Women in Leadership Conference, planned 
for Jan. 17-22 in Nashville, TN. This conference will prepare attend-
ees for success in agriculture and provide them with a network of 
women farmers they can reach out to throughout the year. Farmers, 
policy makers, educators, and specialists will present on financial 
management, farm labor, leadership, and more. Scholarship dead-
line: Dec. 1. Learn more at https://nfu.org/womensconference/

SEEKING RURAL VOICES
www.wisconsinfarmersunion.com/ruralvoices
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Following national outrage over the re-
moval of mail sorting machines and 

public mailboxes, the elimination of over-
time for letter carriers, and other cost cut-
ting measures that could severely delay 

the distribution of mail, U.S. Postmaster General Louis DeJoy 
backtracked, indicating that all operational changes would 
be suspended until after the presidential election – at which 
point he will presumably continue his efforts to dismantle the 
U.S. Postal Service (USPS). If he succeeds, the consequenc-
es could be catastrophic for all Americans, particularly those 
who live in rural areas.

To be sure, rural voters were cautiously relieved by the 
news, as it will protect their ability to participate in the demo-
cratic process. Many rural communities are too remote and 
too sparsely populated to support their own polling places, 
giving residents the choice to either drive significant dis-
tances to the nearest voting site or submit a mail-in ballot. 
For people who are disabled, don’t own a car, or can’t take 
hours off of work to drive to the polls, in-person voting may 
be especially challenging. And in the midst of the pandem-
ic, mail-in ballots may be the safest option for elderly and im-
munocompromised individuals — both of whom are more 
likely to live in rural areas — to exercise their right to vote.

But what about after the election? Rural communities rely 
on USPS for far more than just sending in ballots. While their 
urban counterparts have moved online to communicate, 
conduct business, pay bills, and cash paychecks, rural Amer-
icans haven’t been as quick to digitize daily activities. This lag 
isn’t by choice; indeed, it can largely be attributed to the fact 
that 35 percent of rural residents still don’t have access to 
broadband, compared to just 3 percent of urban residents.

That means there are 20 million rural Americans who have 
to do everything in person or by mail — and the former is 
often easier said than done. One notable example is the 
process of picking up prescription medication; between 
2013 and 2018, 16 percent of independent rural pharma-
cies went out of business, leaving 630 communities with no 
pharmacy at all. Private services like UPS or FedEx rarely offer 
a good alternative, as neither delivers to all rural areas and 
when they do, they often impose a steep surcharge. Con-
sequently, USPS is frequently the only affordable and con-
venient way to receive medication in rural areas – and the 
inevitable disruptions or delays caused by DeJoy’s policies 
could literally mean the difference between life or death.

Family farmers face similar problems when buying inputs 
and tools, which may not be sold at nearby stores. Like many 
rural Americans, Wisconsin Farmers Union board member 
and dairy farmer Linda Ceylor lives in an area that isn’t cov-
ered by private carriers. For her, the Postal Service is the 
quickest way to get access to goods that aren’t immediate-
ly available in her community. “If it wasn’t for USPS, I would 
have to drive an hour and a half each way to pick up pack-
ages from the closest point private carriers will deliver,” she 
said. “As a farmer, I can’t take three hours out of my day each 
time I need to pick up a package.” 

In addition to seeds fertilizer, pesticides, and other essen-
tial products, farmers often receive live animals like chicks 
and bees in the mail. If deliveries are postponed by just a 
day, the results can be tragic, not to mention costly. Oregon 
beekeeper and educator Sarah Red-Laird knows this from 
personal experience. “Queen bees can’t get stuck in the 
mail or they’ll die,” according to Red-Laird, who also serves 
as president of Northwest Farmers Union. Beekeepers de-
pend on the mail to overnight queen bees to farmers for 
pollination season, purchase colonies and supplies, and 
send honey to customers. “I’ve been hearing that USPS is a 
relic of a bygone era because nobody gets mail anymore, 
but that couldn’t be further from the truth when it comes to 
agriculture,” she noted. “The Postal Service is what keeps 
small beekeeping operations like mine afloat.”

It isn’t just farmers whose livelihoods hinge on USPS; with-
out it, all rural business owners may face obstacles when 
carrying out basic transactions. Fourteen percent of rural 
bank branches shuttered between 2012 and 2017, which 
has stranded about one in four nonmetropolitan counties 
without any in-person banking options.

While we should certainly be preserving USPS in the short 
term for the sake of the upcoming election, we should also 
be doing everything we can to uphold this vital agency in 
the long-term, both for future elec-

Rob Larew
National Farmers Union President 

Rural America relies on strong postal service
Rural areas depend on the mail to deliver 
medicine, supplies, live animals, and more. 

See page 22 ▶ USPS
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Cherries, cows, and cognitive dissonance - oh, my!

Even though my 
days as a farm 

journalist are getting 
farther and farther 

behind me in the rearview mirror, the 
desire to know what’s going on in the 
world is one that I still haven’t been 
able to shake. One day, I was reading 
Wisconsin Ag Connection as I do be-
fore chores every morning when I came 
across a piece titled “USDA Announces 
Production Controls on Cherries”. 

Simply put, tart cherry growers de-
cided to restrict a third of the current 
crop to prevent a drop in prices. The 
other two thirds of the crop can be sold 
as usual to fulfill existing demand, but 
the restricted percentage of the crop 
cannot enter the U.S. market until the 
Cherry Industry Advisory Board gives a 
green light to release the crop held in 
reserve. Until then, cherries held in re-
serve must either be exported or used 
in new product and/or new market re-
search and development. 

Tart cherries aren’t the only crop un-
der supply management in the United 
States, either. Cranberries, sugar beets, 
and potatoes are also subject to supply 
controls in our country. Restricting and 
reducing supply to maintain and im-
prove prices — what a concept, right? 
Sounds like Economics 101. This begs 
the question: why can’t we make this 
happen for other commodities, partic-
ularly dairy? We’ve heard all the argu-
ments against it before. 

“This isn’t Canada.” 
No one said we had to mirror our 

northern neighbors, but give me Let-
terkenny, Red Green, and all-dressed 
chips.

“It’s not the government’s job to en-
sure profitability for anyone.” 

This is also true. The function of price 
is (and should be) to ration supply. How-

ever, it’s also not the government’s job 
to do a lot of things that the govern-
ment does anyway.

And lastly, my favorite…
“Quotas are socialist.” 
Balancing supply with demand to cre-

ate true price discovery is about as cap-
italist and ‘free market’ as it gets. What 
is socialist, friends, is taxpayer-funded 
welfare ala direct payments and heavily 
subsidized insurance — the current sys-
tem we have in place now is designed 
to keep farmers hovering just above 
poverty by dangling a carrot that is 80 
percent paid for by Joe and Jane Tax-
payer to string them along and keep 
churning out the most affordable food 
supply of any developed country. Fur-
thermore, if supply management for 
dairy had been implemented in 2014 
as it very nearly was, the rate of farm ex-
its would have slowed and the govern-
ment would have saved over $1 billion 
in total expenditures paid to dairy farm-
ers in the form of insurance indemnities 
and direct payments. 

Many arguments against supply man-
agement for dairy display an undercur-
rent of greed and cognitive dissonance 
that reminds me of one of my favorite 
verses from the gospel according to 
Matthew: “Why do you look at the speck 
in your brother’s eye, but not the log in 
your own?” We all want better and more 

consistent milk prices, but don’t want 
to shatter our fragile egos by reducing 
production to make that happen. We 
rail against single parents, particularly in 
urban areas, receiving food stamps and 
welfare payments to keep their children 
fed and clothed while conveniently for-
getting the billions of dollars doled out 
each year (especially in 2020) to farmers 
of all stripes to keep growing and rais-
ing food that can’t be sold at a profitable 
price because there’s just too much of it 
already.  I also recall being at World Dairy 
Expo last fall when USDA secretary Son-
ny Perdue said that too much milk was 
dragging down farmgate prices — but 
in the same breath refused to consider 
supply management for dairy. It wasn’t 
too long after that that he made his infa-
mous comment that ‘the big farms get 
bigger and the small ones go out’.

I want to hear how it’s supposedly 
un-American for dairy farmers to make 
supply management happen when it’s 
working out all right for American farm-
ers growing cherries, cranberries, sugar 
beets, and potatoes. If balancing supply 
with demand is socialist, then does that 
make cherry pies, mashed potatoes, 
cranberry sauce, and the sugar sprin-
kled on my lefse at Thanksgiving less 
patriotic? I can just imagine that kind 
of thinking now: “Hold that communist 
cherry pie, dear, so I can smother this 
slice of pumpkin pie in whipped cream 
that some poor dairyman got subsi-
dized to lose their shirt to produce.” 
That would really leave a sour taste in 
many mouths. 

Life is like a bowl of cherries, and some-
times you end up with a bunch of pits. 
Heaven knows that we’ve had to swal-
low our fair share of those the last five 
years. Some of the lessons that cherries 
teach can and should also be applied to 
cows, if you look hard enough. A better 
and consistent price for our products as 
dairy farmers would taste darned sweet 
if we could take a good look at what we 
can do to make that happen.

Brittany Olson 
Rural Voices  
Correspondent

Photo by Berglane Farm Photography



I n Wausau, Wisconsin, head chef Nathan Bychinski and the staff of Red Eye 
Brewing Company work hard transforming locally sourced goods into 
restaurant quality meals. For Bychinski, fresh farm ingredients have an im-

portance beyond the effect they have on a plate.
“I think that's important because getting the word out there that this is the 

kind of sustainable living that we should be doing. We should be helping our 
neighbors and we should be highlighting the hard work and the time that 
they're putting into something,” Bychinski said. “You want to keep the integrity 
of the people that you work with and the work that they put into the food. So 
that correlates with the food going out to the customer.”

In Bychinski’s former role as head chef of Boulder, Colorado’s Mateo, he be-
came accustomed to the restaurant’s culture of partnering with nearby pro-
ducers. Shortly after he joined Red Eye Brewing Company’s staff in 2014, he 
forged connections with farms as he simultaneously overhauled the menu – a 
process that started with regular trips to the farmers market.

“I approached Tony from Stoney Acres and we started getting a few things in 
from them here and there,” Bychinski said, “At that same time, when I started, 
Red Door had just started their farm and they had an abundance of stuff that 
they needed to move. Otherwise they would just go to the pigs or for com-
post.”

One of the farms included in Red Eye Brewing Company’s extensive network 
of suppliers is Wisconsin Farmers Union member Joel Kuehnhold’s Lonely Oak 
Farm, located in Milladore, Wis. Kuehnhold, who gave up his career of teach-
ing high school agriculture classes to pursue farming, raises pigs, sheep, cows, 
and chickens in addition to growing vegetable and herb plots. 

Keeping It In the CommunityKeeping It In the Community
Local food systems 
build sustainability

Adam Yarish
Communications Intern

Photos by Adam Yarish
From top: A misty morning at Lonely Oak Farm in Milladore; farmer Joel Kuehnhold 
moves a sheep; a wood-fired pizza is cooked to perfection at Red Eye Brewing Company.   
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“When we sell to restaurants such as 
Red Eye, that's really great – helps get 
our name out there. It helps promote 
their business. You know, them pur-
chasing locally from us. It's a two-way 
street, we bring each other out—and 
that's a great thing.”

Recent events such as COVID-19 re-
lated food shortages and mandates, 
as well as the closure of Kuehnhold’s 
community grocery store, have shed 
new light on the significance of the 
connection between consumers, 
restaurants, and farms.

“If we can keep farmers farming 
and create that local infrastructure 
so that we can have a movement of 
goods where the money stays with-
in our community, that really helps to 
bring our communities up and pre-
vent things like school closures and 
the eroding the tax base, if you will," 
Kuehnhold said. "We can even look at 
this in a bigger perspective, that food 
security is essentially national security.”

Throughout Governor Evers’ “Saf-
er at Home” order, Bychinski utilized 
his skills from the kitchen and passion 
for farmgate market relationships to 
educate via Instagram by perform-
ing cooking demos that showcased 
goods from the CSA programs he is 
enrolled in.

“I’d recommend, if you haven't, to 
at least go out and try to cruise the 
farmer's market and see what they've 
got," Bychinski said. "Start with the 
few things that you might be famil-
iar with and then try a couple things 
new here and there. Whether it's a 
cooking book or the Internet, you 
can definitely find some guidelines.”

Before Bychinski took over as head 
chef, sous chef Jacob Gilles, who has 
been with Red Eye Brewing Compa-
ny for over nine years, had limited ex-
perience with locally sourced food. 
However, the changes implemented 
at the restaurant have also changed 
his personal habits.

“Being my first restaurant job com-
ing in, I saw what we did and just 

assumed that was what I should be 
doing. But then when Nate started 
getting farm products—seeing the 
freshness of all the ingredients and 
utilizing seasonality is really awe-
some,” Gilles said. “I go to the farm-
er's market more, and Stacey from 
Red Door Family Farm is awesome. 
We get a lot of stuff from her.”

Lonely Oaks Farm offers a CSA pro-
gram, Sunday brunches, and utilizes 
selling at farmers markets among 
many outlets to best serve the needs 
of their customers. Kuehnhold 
stressed the benefits of local food 
in terms of nutrition, environmental 
impact, and especially how it affects 
the communities responsible for the 
food production.

“Local control over your food sys-
tem is incredibly important because 
it creates wealth within your commu-
nity and it creates this sense of sus-
tainable sustainability—that togeth-
erness that we all are seeking right 
now,” Kuehnhold said. “That's, in a 
nutshell, what I think has to happen. 
And I think that businesses such as 
Red Eye are really helping us to sus-
tain rural economies in a small way. 
It's a pretty meaningful way.”

Go out and try to cruise 
the farmer's market 
and see what they've 
got. Start with the few 
things that you might 
be familiar with and 
then try a couple things 
new here and there.

- Nathan Bychinski
Head Chef, Red Eye Brewing Co.

Chef, 

Photos by  
Adam Yarish

Left: Feeding 
time for the 
calves at Lonely 
Oak Farm.  

Below: Local 
vegetables are 
among the fare 
offered at Red 
Eye Brewing 
Company. 
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WFU launches letter writing circle
In the last few months we haven't been able to gather in person to share 

potlucks and stories of  our challenges and success, but that should not stop 
us from connecting with other WFU members. We are starting a letter writing 
circle for WFU members! The steps are simple. 1. Submit your name to the 
list if you would like to participate. 2. You will be given a name and address of 
another WFU member to write a letter to. You can either use our prompt or 
can share news of your summer and encouraging words. 3. You will receive a 
letter in the mail from a different WFU member.  

We know that summer picnics haven't happened and convention will be vir-
tual, so if you are sad to not be attending our traditional ways of catching up, 
join our letter writing circle! To join, email kslaughter@wisconsinfarmersunion.
com or call at 608-514-2031 and let her know you want to participate. 

Chapters plan virtual meetings
Wisconsin Farmers Union is encouraging chapters to follow their county's 

Department of Health Services guidelines regarding in-person meetings. Vir-
tual meetings are encouraged and assistance is available from WFU staff to 
host on Zoom. Following are several upcoming events: 

• Eau Claire County Farmers Union virtual meeting, September 15, 7pm. 
Agenda: Membership development, getting our policy in front of the public, 
annual meeting planning, and how to conduct a virtual election. Please RSVP 
to Ed and Kristi Gorell at gorell@triwest.net or 715-287-3383. 

• St. Croix County Farmers Union Annual Meeting, Sat., Nov. 14, 7:30 pm. 
Save the Date! Details to follow. 

WFU is seeking member voices
WFU is seeking members and other rural advocates who are interested 

in sharing their stories. Do you have a story or expertise you'd be willing to 
share about family farms, climate change, nonpartisan redistricting, con-
centration/monopoly power/antitrust, healthcare, dairy commodity mar-
kets, food systems, oversight of large livestock facilities and CAFOs, meat 
processing infrastructure or other rural issues?

Are you willing to share your story with policymakers, industry officials, 
and/or media? If interested, contact Tommy Enright at 715-563-2169 or 
tenright@wisconsinfarmersunion.com. 

farmers union 
happenings

Find more details at 
wisconsinfarmersunion.com/events

National Farmers Union Fall Fly-In
Sept. 14-18, Washington, D.C.

Scholarships are available  
for first-time attendees!  

(Details on page 7) 

Eau Claire County Farmers Union  
Virtual Meeting

Sept. 15, 7pm  
RSVP to Ed: 715-287-3383

WFU Scholarship Deadline for  
WFAN Conference 

September 25 (Details on page 7)

Chapter Financial Reports Due
October 9 

Local Grant Initiative &  
WFU Foundation grant deadline

November 15
www.wisconsinfarmersunion.com

Resolutions & Bylaw Changes Due  
to WFU State Office 

December 1

WFU Scholarship Deadline for  
NFU Women's Conference 

December 1 (Details on page 7)

Resolutions Review Committee 
December 3, Chippewa Falls

County Presidents Meeting 
January 9th, held virtually

WFU Convention Early Bird Deadline
January 14

NFU Women's Conference
January 17-22, Nashville

WFU 90th Annual State Convention
Jan 30-31, held virtually 

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

CHAPTER       CHATTERCHAPTER       CHATTER
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WE SUPPORT YOU NOW MORE THAN EVER. 

NFU MEMBERS RECEIVE A DISCOUNT OF 

1%10%
www.nfu.org/benefits

Membership    Recruited by
Jim & Susan Leedle, Lake Geneva  Mangold Insurance
Anthony & Bobbie Morgen, Mt Calvary  Family Insurance Center
Michael & Jolene Martin, Mineral Point  The Pederson Agency
Mike McMahon & Jen Clough, Minneapolis Rachel Henderson
Doug & Marjorie Bendel, Stoddard  West Salem Insurance 
Ronald G & Barbara A Smith Monticello Pederson Agency
Christopher Kovach, Elkhart Lake  Family Insurance Center
Robbin & Marken D'elene, Spring Green Nadia Alber
Marissa & Stephen Fortin Family, Chetek Brittany Olson
Andrew Hartmann & Rayne Karas, Colona Jerry Thompson Insurance
David & Sandy Sikorski, Mosinee  Family Insurance Center
Kaiserson, LLC, Eau Claire   Bill Hogseth

Welcome New Members!

Polk-Burnett stands up to proposed hog CAFO
Polk-Burnett Farmers Union member Mike Miles reports the chapter has 

been instrumental in the Stand Strong Rallies being held at the Polk County 
office building before monthly county board meetings. Protestors are calling 
for stronger protections for clean air and water in the region in reaction to a 
26,000 hog CAFO proposed in neighboring Burnett County. Over 100 folks 
gathered in July and August for public witness opposing CAFOs. Speeches, 
singing, and spirited interaction with cars driving by have been hallmarks of 
the family friendly, distanced gatherings. Lots of emails and phone calls have 
been exchanged with county supervisors and the buzz seems to be that they 
are willing to support a county-wide operations ordinance. Mike notes, "Our 
hope is that at the September rally we won't be opposing them but celebrating 
that they made the right choice for Polk County residents. Stay tuned."

Get your vintage  Farmers Union sign!

When renewing a membership or signing up as a new WFU member 
in 2020, consider upgrading to a 2-year, 4-year or Lifetime Family 

membership. Save on membership cost and get a free metal sign to 
display on your farm or along the roadside of your property!

To make this a cost-effective transaction we will be delivering all  
signs quarterly to local chapters for pick up.  

If you renewed your membership since January 1, 2020 and would 
like a sign for your 2-year, 4-year or Lifetime renewal, please let  

Kirsten know at kslaughter@wisconsinfarmersunion.com
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In the dog days of summer, when a breeze is coming off 
the lake, an almost fecal smell creeps into downtown 

Menomonie. Closer to the shoreline, at places like Point 
Comfort Park, where I sometimes take my girls, the smell 
can be suffocating. The culprit: blue-green algae blooms 
on Lake Menomin, the man-made lake that sits, centrally, 
near Menomonie’s historic downtown.

People who have grown up here remember swimming in 
Lake Menomin, but those days are gone. The algae blooms 
are not only unsightly, and smelly, they are also toxic. Any-
one choosing to swim in our lake risks serious illness, and it 
can even be fatal to pets. 

Nearly a decade ago, the community seemed ready to 
do something about water quality issues in Dunn County, 
and the algae blooms on Lake Menomin specifically. The 
County Board of Supervisors, together with members of 
the Tainter Menomin Lake Improvement Association (TM-
LIA), and officials from the Wisconsin DNR, worked to craft 
a shoreline ordinance intended to clean up the lake. It was 
an involved process, recalls Tom Quinn, who has served on 
the county board for 13 years, noting, “We worked with a 
lot of stakeholders.” Quinn, a retired dairy farmer and for-
mer executive director of Wisconsin Farmers Union, said 
the TMLIA and local agricultural interests were a part of the 
effort. “We spent a lot of time on it,” he said. “The process 
was transparent. It was a good ordinance.”

The ordinance, which passed with only a handful of dis-
senting votes, would have increased buffer zones, limited 
modifications that repairing owners could make along 
the shoreline, and regulated what kinds of crops could be 
planted in agricultural buffer areas, among other changes 
to existing zoning. The new regulations were intended to 
mitigate phosphorus and nitrogen runoff that has been 
shown to contribute to toxic algae blooms, and were 
praised by conservation groups and the DNR at the time.

On the heels of Dunn County’s new ordinance came a 
raft of legislation from the state, including Act 170, which 
was aimed at limiting what regulation counties might em-
ploy with regard to shoreline development. Prior to Act 
170, counties were required to meet certain minimum state 
standards, but were free to enact more stringent guidelines 
of their own, within reason. Now, they were barred from en-
acting any regulations that went beyond state minimums. 

Dunn County’s shoreline ordinance, and the hope of a 
clean lake, was dead in the water.

Since 2011, the Wisconsin State Legislature has passed 
more than 100 laws that have put limits on local govern-
ments, according to the Wisconsin Democracy Campaign. 
Bryce Luchterhand, a member of the Clark County Board 
of Supervisors, who has been active in Wisconsin politics 
for over 30 years, puts that number closer to 150. Efforts in 
Clark County to regulate shoreline development were hin-
dered by the same 2011 legislation and further weakened 
in 2018, when Scott Walker signed into law the “Homeown-
er’s Bill of Rights,” authored by then-state Sen. Tom Tiffany 
(R-Hazelhurst) and then-state Rep. Adam Jarchow (R-Bal-
sam Lake), which lifted restrictions counties could put on 
lot sizes. Regulating non-conforming lot sizes is one way 
for communities to limit crowding and preserve natural 
buffer areas to reduce harmful runoff. After Walker signed 
the Homeowner’s Bill of Rights into law, Luchterhand said, 
“There was no such thing as a non-conforming lot.”

Legislation forcing communities to adhere only to state 
minimums affect not only shoreland zoning regulations, 
but also livestock siting, high capacity wells. non-metal-
lic mining, and even curriculum in schools. Luchterhand 
points out that local control used to be a Republican ideal, 
a sentiment that was echoed by a number of board mem-
bers I spoke with in other parts of the state. Over the years, 
however, Republican lawmakers’ focus has shifted from 
protecting local governments to deregulation. “Local con-
trol is no longer local,” he said. “It’s all state-mandated.”

The shift towards centralizing regulation at the state level, 
and away from local control, appears to favor businesses 
and industries represented by special interest groups such 
as the Wisconsin Builders Association, Wisconsin Realtors 
Association, and the Wisconsin Chamber of Commerce, 
among others. With regulatory control centralized in Madi-
son, their lobbyists have an easier time influencing friendly 
legislation. Joe Plouff, who represented Wisconsin’s 29th 

Bayard Godsave 
Rural Voices Correspondent 

RURAL VOICES

Nixing of local control 
jeopardizes Wisconsin

Photo by Bayard Godsave
A view of Lake Menomin's toxic algae-infested waters. 
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district from 1997 to 2004, watched as 
special interest groups in Wisconsin 
took on a bigger role in the legislative 
process. “It’s easier to influence Mad-
ison than to have to go in front of 72 
county boards,” he said.

An illustrative example came out of 
Dane County in 2015. The county draft-
ed legislation requiring Enbridge En-
ergy to acquire special environmental 
insurance to protect against potential 
spills that might result from their Line 
61 project passing through the region. 
Soon, Enbridge and other groups lob-
bied the GOP controlled state legis-
lature to craft legislation that would 
effectively bar local governments from 
imposing those kinds of requirements. 
The legislation passed.

Of course, such legislation is often jus-
tified as removing economic hardship 
from industries seeking to set up shop 
in Wisconsin communities. High pro-
file examples such as the one in Dane 
County illustrate the heavy-handedness 
of industry-friendly legislation that has 
come out of Madison in recent years. 
But restrictions imposed through levy 
limit laws, unfunded mandate require-
ments, and limits to permitting fees can 
have subtler impact on local communi-
ties by shifting more economic burden 
to county budgets.

Recently, there has been a push in 
the legislature to limit permitting fees 
that counties can charge for proposed 
projects, like CAFOs (concentrated an-
imal feeding operations), to as little as 
$1,000. When the price of environmen-
tal impact and water quality studies can 
run in the tens of thousands of dollars, 
limiting what a county can charge for 
permits means that the cost of due dil-
igence falls to already cash-strapped 
counties. For a lot of communities, rural 
ones especially, understanding poten-
tial negative impacts of proposed proj-
ects may just be too cost-prohibitive.

While your average Wisconsinite may 
not have a lot to say on the topic of state 
levy limits, if you spend time with some-
one who works in county government, 
there is a good chance they are going 
to come up. Over the past decade, the 

state legislature has tied counties’ ability 
to raise tax levy to costs of annual new 
construction within each county. Many 
county board members will point out 
that the formula doesn’t account for 
inflation, and can hinder rural commu-
nities that aren’t experiencing a lot of 
economic growth from raising funds. In 
my community of Menomonie, where a 
lot of construction projects may be at-
tached to places like UW Stout or Mayo 
Clinic, those project costs may not even 
get factored in because state construc-
tion is not included and non-profit proj-
ect costs are often calculated different-
ly. This, plus unfunded mandate rules, 
where the state can designate services 
counties must fund — like those associ-
ated with combating the opioid crisis, 
for instance — mean that there may not 
be a lot of money left for counties to 
fund programs they deem beneficial 
for residents.

In Dunn County, for example, the 
county board was recently forced, due 
to lack of funds, to shut down the Dunn 
County Home Health Care program, 
which had been serving rural residents 
for 40 years. According to Kristin Korpe-
la, director of Dunn County Department 
of Human Services, the program served 
around 40 people daily. “There were 
several factors which contributed to the 
program’s financial decline,” Korpela 
told me via email, including changes to 
Medicaid and Medicare, staffing chang-
es required by moving to electronic re-
cords, and stressors of remaining com-
petitive with the private sector. She also 
cited, “levy caps that have been in place 
for more than a decade,” along with the 
fact that “the home care program was 
not a mandated service” as contributing 
factors to the program's demise.

Though much of the legislation that 
has come out of Madison in the last de-
cade has been at odds with the philoso-
phy of “home rule,” an idea embedded 
in Wisconsin’s constitution from the be-
ginning, there have been some hopeful 
developments in recent years. Fights at 
the local level over water quality, CA-
FOs, and non-metallic mining, to cite 
just a few examples, have underscored, 

for county officials and everyday citizens 
alike, the importance of people, rather 
than special interests, getting a say in 
what happens in their communities.

Many county officials, moreover, re-
fuse to admit defeat, and search for 
creative ways to exert power within the 
current set of laws. Kara O’Connor, gov-
ernment relations director with Wiscon-
sin Farmers Union, cited two examples. 
One is Bayfield County, where the board 
successfully passed an operations or-
dinance to regulate construction of a 
proposed hog CAFO. The other is the 
town of Cooks Valley, where a similar 
ordinance was written in response to a 
proposed frac sand operation. Such ex-
amples are unfortunately the exception 
rather than the rule, and illustrate how, 
as local control has eroded, county and 
local governments are forced to govern 
reactively rather than proactively.

The current global pandemic has 
demonstrated that to effectively address 
the problems we all face, there must be 
both effective leadership and guidance 
from the state, and local governments 
need the freedom to make choices that 
best respond to the specific needs of 
their community. Any kind of real re-
turn to local governance will require 
a change in the legislature’s priorities, 
which likely means changing legislators, 
which won’t be easy. As Plouff told me, 
“It’s hard to fight the forces that oppose 
local control, because that means fight-
ing the money.” 

Taking a long view, the ideology that 
defines much of the current legislature 
is relatively new; it wasn’t that long ago 
that local control was strong in Wis-
consin and, conceivably at least, it can 
be again, if people vote for candidates 
who support it. As noted by Luchter-
hand, who was in Wisconsin politics 
when things were different, “Wisconsin 
law is geared to business and econom-
ics, not sustainability and social welfare, 
and those priorities need to be flipped.”

Godsave is a freelance writer living in 
Menomonie, who is elevating rural issues 
through Wisconsin Farmers Union's Rural 
Voices project. Learn more at  wisconsin 
farmersunion.com/ruralvoices.
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When Ingrid West first started 
caring for her forest land in the 

Driftless region of Wisconsin, she had 
no idea it would turn into a culinary 
and medicinal adventure. As a fisheries 
manager and water quality expert, she 
intimately understood the connection 
between soil conservation and water 
health. Her Vernon County land is en-
rolled in Wisconsin’s Managed Forest 
Law program to support wildlife hab-
itat and watershed protection. Individ-
ual trees are carefully selected for har-
vest, and Ingrid is left with a plethora of 
red maple logs. Her interest in perma-
culture and herbal medicine led her 
to explore log-grown shiitake mush-
rooms. She attended a workshop with 
renowned mycologist Paul Stamets in 
2014 and left inspired by the potential 
of fungi to change people’s approach 
to food, medicine, and agriculture. She 
founded Misty Dawn Farm in Stough-
ton the same year. 

Chinese writers mention the log cul-
tivation of shiitake as early as 1209 CE. 
The mushrooms are grown as food 
crops, but are also renowned for their 
medicinal properties. They occur natu-
rally on decaying hardwood trees and 

are especially fond of oaks. Many com-
mercial shiitakes are now grown on 
sawdust or other artificial substrates. 
This produces a faster crop and does 
not involve as much heavy lifting, but 
the mushrooms grown this way have a 
different quality. Ingrid calls them “shii-
takes on steroids.” They get very large 
very quickly but are softer and sweeter 
than log-grown specimens. She pre-
fers the log-grown shiitakes because 
of their higher nutrient content, firmer 
texture, and small growers’ ability to 
cultivate them simply with harvested 
lumber. 

Much of Ingrid’s work with shiitakes 
has been grant-funded and support-
ed by volunteer labor. On-farm work-
shops of 12-20 participants provide 
training on inoculation methods. A 

large group can process dozens of 
logs in a short time. Alone, it would 
take farmers days 
to complete this 
heavy labor, but 
many hands make 
the work light and 
enjoyable. Inter-
ested participants 
learn what it takes 
to grow commer-
cial mushrooms, 
share a delicious 
fungi-filled lunch, 
and often leave 
with a log of their 
own. Though the 
COVID-19 pan-
demic has put 
workshops on 
hold this season, 
Ingrid has con-
tinued nurturing 
the partnerships 
she’s built with 
local restaurants, 
education orga-

Connecting Farm & Forest with Fungi
Mushroom cultivation can add diversity to farms of all sizes

Hawthorn McCracken
Communications Intern

Photographs courtesy of Ingrid West
Above: Mushrooms can be a profitable 
enterprise. Left: Ingrid West of Misty 
Dawn Farm shares her mushroom cultiva-
tion knowledge with others. 
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nizations, and landowners that will support Misty Dawn into the future. 
 In 2015 Ingrid received a SARE grant to research the viability of shiitake culti-

vation on red maple logs. This species is common in Wisconsin forests that have 
not experienced fires since European settlement. Maples tend to create excessive 
shade and crowd out the seedlings of previously-dominant oaks. Forest managers 
can end up felling many middle-aged maples in their restoration work. These trees 
provide 6-8-inch diameter logs that are ideal for mushroom growers. Supported 
by staff from Field and Forest Products, a leading Wisconsin mushroom cultivation 
supplier, Ingrid’s report and accompanying video details how to best process red 
maple logs for shiitake cultivation. The results of this study were shared with MOSES 
Organic Farming Conference attendees. Further research into red maple cultiva-
tion is still underway, but the results look promising. 

Ingrid speaks about her growing experience at educational events throughout 
the Midwest and works closely with Friends of Silverwood Park in Dane County to 
lead mushroom cultivation workshops and cooking demos. She also serves as a 
board member of the Shiitake Growers Association of Wisconsin (ShiiGA). As part 
of ShiiGA, Ingrid travels around the state to promote shiitake cultivation to farmers 
and foodies, and she learned of the Wisconsin Farmers Union while tabling at a Soil 
Sisters event in 2018. She joined WFU to continue cultivating her connections with 
local farmers. She values being able to support other local growers in building a 
sustainable food system. 

Ingrid believes that there is great potential in log-grown mushrooms for both 

farmers and forest managers. ShiiGA is working to provide a log supply network, 
connecting interested growers with folks who can cut and deliver logs. Members 
of ShiiGA get access to this network, as well as a lending library of mushroom culti-
vation tools and expert grower support. Mushrooms provide a unique addition to 
CSA boxes, and growing on logs gives a relatively relaxed timeline for veggie farm-
ers. It can take from 6 to 18 months for a log to fruit, depending on the species of 
tree and the mushroom being grown. This slow crop helps ease a new grower into 
the field and can provide a nice end-of-season product for diversified operations. 

Various species of medicinal and culinary mushrooms thrive on logs from dif-
ferent types of trees, and some  species that are viable for outdoor production in 
Wisconsin’s climate. Sustainable log cultivation can encourage more mindful har-
vesting practices and provide landowners with an extra income source from their 
woodlots. Cultivating fungi encourages biodiversity on the farm, and can be a great 
use of shady areas that might not be productive otherwise. Interest in fungal foods 
grows every year, and there are many opportunities for direct marketing and whole-
sale contracts with local restaurants. The potential for fruitful connections between 
farmers and land managers is immense. Even microscopic fungi have an exciting 
role in agriculture. Farmers and researchers learn more about the importance of 
fungi in soil biology every year. Understanding fungi helps folks look at the forest 
and farm ecosystems from a new lens, and mushrooms can provide an excellent 
opportunity for diversified income on farms of any size. 

Learn more about Ingrid’s work with log-grown shiitakes at www.mistydawnfarm.
com and the Shiitake Grower’s Association of Wisconsin website, www.shiigaw.org. 

"Cultivating fungi encourages biodiversity on  
the farm ... The potential for fruitful connections  

between farmers and land managers is immense." 

Dates set for Rural 
Prosperity sessions

The Governor’s Blue Ribbon 
Commission on Rural Prosperity 
is holding virtual listening ses-
sions for rural residents to share 
ideas and experiences about 
what it will take to advance rural 
prosperity for all in Wisconsin.

The commission is asking 
people who want to share com-
ments to register in advance by 
visiting the Office of Rural Pros-
perity website. Registration is 
open for forums, on Tuesday, 
Sept. 8, from 7 to 9pm. and 
Wednesday, Sept. 16, from 3 to 
5pm. Interpretation in Hmong 
and Spanish is available for all of 
the forums.

Residents may also join the 
discussion by submitting writ-
ten comments between Aug. 31 
and Sept. 30 on the Office of Ru-
ral Prosperity website. 

The public sessions will be car-
ried live on the Office of Rural 
Prosperity website.

Gov. Evers asked the commis-
sion to engage and learn from 
residents throughout the state 
in order to develop long-term 
strategies that will “best support 
the needs of rural Wisconsinites 
and rural communities.”

The commission aims to col-
lect public input early this fall and 
then present Governor Evers 
with a report by Oct. 31 that will 
help shape the governor’s state 
budget proposal next year.

More information about the 
commission, its members and 
its activities is available at wedc.
org/rural-prosperity.

Also, Congratulations to WFU 
member Thelma Heidel-Baker 
of Bossie Cow Farm in Random 
Lake, who was appointed by 
Governor Evers to the Commis-
sion! Thanks for your service on 
the Commission, Thelma.
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The COVID-19 pan-
demic has exposed 
the deep divisions 
and inequalities in 

our economy, especially in food and 
agriculture. We can now see, clearer 
than before, just how fragile our food 
system is.

We can fairly compensate and pro-
tect farmers and food-production 
workers without overly burdening 
families spending their hard-earned 
dollars in the grocery store.

Looking across the supply chains, 
the impacts are vast and interconnect-
ed—from the farmers with overstuffed 
livestock barns and overflowing milk 
tanks; to the processing and distri-
bution bottlenecks caused by quickly 
shifting demand; to the sickened and 
endangered workers in food-process-
ing plants, food service operations, 
and retail spaces; to the millions of 
families unable to buy food due to un-
employment and loss of household 
income.

We’ve seen farmers, already in 
dire economic straits, being forced 
to dump milk and euthanize animals 
because of supply chain disruptions. 
Prices paid to farmers have been at re-
cord lows for many years, largely due 
to overproduction. Meanwhile, the 
costs of production are rising, thanks 
to increasingly consolidated markets 
that give farmers little choice of where 

they can do business.
This issue was around long before 

Trump came into office and disrupt-
ed trade relationships with his heated 
rhetoric. Where I live in south central 
Wisconsin, I see the auction notices in 
the farm newspapers and hear about 
farmers selling out or going bankrupt. 
The state, known as America’s Dairy-
land, has lost 5,637 dairy farms over 
the past decade, a decrease of 44 
percent. In 2019 alone, 818 Wisconsin 
dairy farms bit the dust. Similar large 
losses are taking place throughout 
the country.

My family’s 400-cow dairy farm is 
hanging in there, but just barely. The 
prices paid to farmers like us do not 
cover our costs of production and, 
despite our 100-year history and as-
set building, we are at the end of our 
rope as dairy producers.

As we move to the next stop on the 
supply chain, from field to fork, we’re 
seeing the highly consolidated meat-
packing industry, aided by dictatorial 
mandates from the Trump Adminis-
tration, forcing workers into environ-
ments made deadly by COVID-19. 
Leah Douglas of the Food & Environ-

ment Reporting Network has tracked 
the COVID-19 outbreak on farms and 
in food-processing plants in real time.

As of July 27, at least 510 meatpack-
ing and food-processing plants have 
had confirmed cases of COVID-19, 
sickening at least 47,006 workers and 
killing at least 189 of them. Workers 
in more than forty states have been 
affected, from egg farm workers in 
Arizona and blueberry pickers in New 
Jersey, to cheese plant workers in Col-
orado.

Meatpacking plants have been the 
hardest hit. And the names of the cor-
porations that own and operate these 
plants are familiar: Tyson, Cargill, JBS, 
Smithfield, Conagra, and Hormel. The 
same companies that have bankrupt-
ed farmers with low prices due to re-
duced competition are now hotspots 
for worker COVID-19 illnesses and 
deaths. A disproportionate number 
of those sickened and killed due to 
exposure in agriculture and the food 
industry are Latinx.

The good news is that, in response to 
these threats, farmers and workers are 
coming together. Could the crisis of 
the pandem-

Rebuild Farmer-Labor Solidarity 
COVID-19 has created new opportunities to reform the nation's food system.

Sarah Lloyd
Columbia County 
Farmers Union

See page 19 ▶ REBUILD

Submitted photo
Right: Chippewa County Farmers Equity 
Union Juniors at their Wisconsin State Fair 
booth in 1940. They are calling for a label 
to be put on products that support cooper-
ation and “reciprocal protection” between 
farmers and workers.
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In recent weeks, thousands of Wiscon-
sin farmers applied for much-needed 

government support to cover losses from 
COVID-19 through the Wisconsin Farm 
Support Program. These one-time grants 

of no more than $3,500 are a small but meaningful sum that 
helps farms survive a challenging time, and since March, 
$50 million in farm support has been allocated through the 
CARES Act. 

Wisconsin Farmers Union members are grateful that our 
essential work of providing food to families is valued and 
supported by essential workers elsewhere in the supply 
chain. Most of these workers have stopped receiving hazard 
pay even while the crisis has continued apace, and many 
don’t have access to paid leave if they get sick or are quar-
antining. This is inconsistent with WFU's grassroots policy, set 
by members, which supports fair, just, and safe labor prac-
tices that promote both individual and community integrity. 
We recognize farmers can’t feed anyone without the tens 
of thousands of workers in processing plants and grocery 
stores who bring our goods to market. That's why WFU is 
calling on Wisconsin food processors and grocery stores to 
reinstate hazard pay and guarantee paid leave for sick and 
quarantining employees—until the pandemic is over.

Just like cows need to be milked twice a day, grocery stores 
have to be open seven days a week. The workers who pro-
cess, stock, ring up, and deliver our food to the table often 
do so at a serious risk of exposure to COVID-19. The Food 
and Environment Reporting Network (FERN) estimates that 
over 700 meatpacking and processing plants, along with 
almost a hundred farms and production facilities, have con-
firmed cases of COVID-19. Over 55,000 workers have tested 
positive and nearly 250 have died, the majority of cases and 

deaths suffered by meatpacking workers. These are certainly 
underestimates as some companies have not disclosed in-
ternal testing numbers.The virus has also killed at least one 
hundred grocery workers nationwide. With PPE and social 
distancing, and the wrath of customers who get upset with 
their enforcement, that difficult work is even more complicat-
ed and stressful than it was before the virus hit. 

It’s unacceptable that these workers are not receiving the 
“hero” compensation they’ve deserved since shoppers first 
panic-bought stores out of toilet paper in March. Most work-
ers fearing for their health, experiencing symptoms, or diag-
nosed with COVID-19 are forced to use no more than two 
weeks of paid leave to stay home. After those two weeks, 
they are high and dry, especially workers at processing 
plants: government-funded paid leave through the Families 
First Coronavirus Response Act only applied to businesses 
with fewer than 500 employees, and few processing plants, 
which often exceed the maximum, are offering that leave 
voluntarily. They should. No worker should have to choose 
between a paycheck and the safety of their family. 

As farmers, one of the most important reasons we love our 
work is the opportunity to provide a service to our commu-
nity. Keeping shelves stocked and checkout lines moving 
during the pandemic is such a vital service. While state and 
federal funds have supported our work, it’s our responsibility 
to speak up for those who are being left out. Hazard pay and 
paid sick and quarantine leave need to come back to Wis-
consin grocery stores and processing plants, and stay until 
this nightmare is over.

As Farmer-Labor Solidarity Organizer for Wisconsin Farmers 
Union, Charlie is developing grassroots power through unity 
among farm and labor groups. Learn more about Wisconsin 
Farmers Union and the Rural Voices project at www.wisconsin 
farmersunion.com/ruralvoices. Charlie can be reached at 
cmitchell@wisconsinfarmersunion.com. 

ic be the spark we need to save us?
In a statement released in late May, 

the United Food and Commercial 
Workers International Union joined 
with groups representing U.S. farmers 
and ranchers in calling for better pro-
tections for workers in meatpacking 
plants and throughout the food chain.

“We support the workers’ call for 
mandatory worker protections,” said 

rancher Kathryn Bedell in Fruita, Colora-
do. “If they don’t get protective equip-
ment and safe working conditions, the 
food system will remain vulnerable and 
we all lose—producers, workers, and 
consumers.” She faulted the lax feder-
al regulation that has allowed global 
meatpacking companies to skirt anti-
trust laws and “manipulate prices paid 
to livestock producers to the detriment 
of our livelihoods.”

In late April, President Donald Trump, 
prodded by dubious claims of possible 
meat shortages,  invoked the Defense 
Production Act, declaring the plants 
“critical infrastructure” and forcing them 
to reopen.

While the COVID-19 crisis has unit-
ed people across geographical lines, 
the current administration has worked 
hard to amplify a perceived rural-ur-
ban divide by 

Charlie Mitchell
Farmer-Labor Solidarity Organizer

RURAL VOICES

Need for fair wages, farmgate prices bridges farmers, workers

From page 18 ▶ REBUILD

See page 22 ▶ REBUILD
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“Please come and bring a dish to pass.” 
Women in agriculture share those words of welcoming hospi-

tality frequently, especially during the social summer months.  We 
know first-hand the power of the potluck and that much more 
takes place beyond what’s on the plate. People connect, stories 
are shared and communities strengthen, all thanks to a layered 
casserole dish in a 9x13 pan if you live here in the Midwest. 

But the COVID-19 pandemic has put the kibosh on this sum-
mer’s typical potluck scene. While we’re all hopeful to see the 
potluck return in the future, for the time being we need to rein-
vent. Good news: creative reinvention is something we thrive in.  
We have a knack for seeing new solutions and options, from ways 
to attract pollinators to how to occupy the kids when you have a 
farm job to do.

Now is the moment to embrace the pivot and draw inspiration 
for new ways to keep the collaborative spirit of the potluck, just 
creating it in new ways. Seize the change and try something new, 
act on a passion and together build community and renew our 
countryside.

Here are some ideas from the field:

1. Bake and Share
Continue to channel the core theme of a potluck of sharing what 

you have in abundance, even if right now we need to skip the eat-
ing together part. For me, this works well as one thing I needed 
to pivot on this summer season is that the bed and breakfast farm 

Potluck pivot 
Alternat ive  ways to  bui ld  
communi ty during COVID-19
By Lisa Kivirist 
Photos by John D. Ivanko 

Zucchini Raisin Muffins
Yield:  12 Muffins 
Ingredients:
• 3 cups shredded zucchini, water removed
• 1 2/3 cup sugar
• 2/3 cup oil
• 2 teaspoons vanilla
• 4 eggs
• 3 cups flour
• 2 teaspoons baking soda
• ½ teaspoon baking powder
• 1 teaspoon salt
• 1 teaspoon cinnamon
• ½ teaspoons ground cloves
• ¾ cup raisins

Directions:
• Preheat oven to 350 degrees
• Whisk together flour, baking soda, baking powder, salt, 
cinnamon and clove
• Combine zucchini, sugar, vanilla, eggs and  oil
• Add dries to wet. Mix until almost incorporated. Add 
raisins.
• Using a ½ cup, portion into a paper lined muffin tin.
• Bake at 350 degrees for 17-20 minutes until a toothpick 
inserted at the center comes out clean.
• Let rest in pan 10 minutes and remove from pan to cool.

Cream Cheese Frosting
Yield: 5 cups, 8 or 9-inch cake or 24-30 cupcakes

Ingredients:
• 8 ounces (one package) cream cheese, room temp
• ½ cup (1 stick) unsalted butter, room temp
• 4 cups powdered sugar, sifted
• 1 tablespoon vanilla extract

Directions:
• Cream together cream cheese and butter until light and 
fluffy, 4 minutes.
• Add powdered sugar on low for one minute.
• Increase speed to high and cream for 5 minutes, until 
light and fluffy.
• Add vanilla on low speed.

Notes:
• To flavor, swap out vanilla extract for others.
• Add lemon or orange zest.
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stay we’ve run for over twenty years here in Wisconsin, 
Inn Serendipity, has pretty much dried up for the season 
due to COVID.

That said, I still wake up every morning with my usual 
readiness to bake and so I do and instead simply share 
the excess.  Whenever someone in our family needs to 
go to town, they drop off surprise “care packages” with 
friends and elderly shut-ins. Call it a contactless delivery 
potluck, but it keeps me connected when I get emails 
and calls back from appreciative folks.

I've shared a recipe I’ve been baking in abundance 
this season: Zucchini Raisin Muffins. Enjoy! 

2. Envision Your Leadership
With some extra time for deeper solo thinking, pon-

der what role you want to step up to in your community 
post-pandemic. What leadership position in your com-
munity might be a fit for you?

One to consider is township clerk, typically a local-lev-
el position that is usually in charge of record-keeping, 
including organizing voting and elections, an incredibly 
important position in protecting our democracy. These 
positions are either elected or appointed and may have 
a small stipend.

“Serving in this role takes a lot of time and commit-
ment as I needed to basically learn how county govern-
ment works,” shares Dela Ends of Scotch Hill Farm and 
WFU South Central Chapter founding board member, 
who ran for and won the position of clerk in her town-
ship of Spring Valley in Rock County in southern Wis-
consin. “For me, it’s a specific means that I can serve 
my community directly and champion civics education 
and bring an organic female farmer voice to the deci-
sion-making table that had not been there before.”

3. Write and Rouse
Take those thoughts that keep you up late at night and 

write them down to inspire others.  Writing an op ed or 
a letter to the editor for a local or regional newspaper is 
a fantastic portal to amplify your voice and something 
that can readily be done from home whenever your 
schedule permits. Newspapers will often have specifics 
on their website on requirements such as word count 
for such pieces and to whom you should submit articles. 
The OpEd Project focuses on resources to help support 
women in writing op eds.

“The voices of women in agriculture and rural areas 
continue to be underrepresented in the media, partic-
ularly the newspaper opinion page which is particular-
ly alarming as our elected officials regularly read those 
pieces as input in how to act on policy,” explains Kara 

O’Connor, Government Relations Director for the Wis-
consin Farmers Union, who regularly writes up eds on 
agricultural issues—taking complicated global issues like 
dairy and trade and making then accessible for readers. 
“Writing your first op ed may feel overwhelming, but 
once you see your name in print and feel the impact of 
what you’ve written, motivation kicks in and things get 
easier with practice.”

Or perhaps your local paper needs content that you 
could create. My local group of Soil Sisters, area wom-
en in my farm-hood who get together regularly for pot-
lucks and idea sharing and a project of Renewing the 
Countryside and long-time collaborator with Wisconsin 
Farmers Union, were approached by our local small-
town Wisconsin newspaper to write a regular “Soil Sis-
ters” monthly column sharing the women in agriculture 
perspective and our ideas on building community resil-
ience along with a recipe, of course.  Several columns 
have now run in The Monroe Times and we have a team 
of area women to each write one column to cover the 
whole next year.

4. Celebrate at Home
Before COVID-19, I joked that we had two modes on 

our farm because of the B&B: “Guest mode” and “no 
guest mode.” Guest mode was when things were tidy 
and the tables were consciously set with my collection 
of tablecloths, flowers and the eclectic but colorful col-
lection of Goodwill dishes amassed over the years.  No 
guest mode—you guessed it—is when things fall into not 
so tidy state.

With no B&B traffic this summer, for a few weeks I 
slumped into “no-guest mode” all the time and then re-
alized that I missed it, and that feeling good about my 
surroundings added up to a much more positive home 
farm vibe. Evening supper tables now have flowers, 
candles and whatever else I want to creatively add.  The 
result?  Our family meals turn into relaxed gatherings, 
celebrating the food, each other and the beauty of the 
land and gratitude for all those zucchinis, among other 
things.

Lisa Kivirist and her family run Inn Serendipity Farm 
and B&B in Wisconsin, completely powered by renew-
able energy.  She and her husband, John Ivanko, are the 
authors of a range of books on food and sustainability 
including Homemade for Sale, Farmstead Chef and 
Soil Sisters. This article was originally published at  
RenewingtheCountryside.org as part of programming 
for women in agriculture. The non-profit works to create 
a more just, vibrant, and sustainable rural America.



tions as well as for the many other 
services it provides. A good place 
to start is restoring all mailboxes 
and sorting machines and rein-
stating overtime pay for postal 
workers so they can deliver mail 
on time. From there, we should 
prevent hefty increases in post-
age rates that could make mail 
delivery prohibitively expensive 
for lower income Americans. Fi-
nally, Congress should ensure 
ample funding for the agency’s 
operations in perpetuity.

The Postal Service belongs to 
the American people, and we 
must protect it from the real and 
imminent threat of DeJoy’s ap-
proach. Our rural communities 
– and our democracy – depend 
on it.

Rob Larew is president of the 
National Farmers Union. This 
piece originally ran in The Dai-
ly Yonder. Find more articles at 
www.dailyyonder.com. 

22 WFU News

WFU to hire Gov. 
Relations Director

Wisconsin Farmers Union will 
be starting a search for a new 
Government Relations Director 
and we ask your help in the re-
cruiting process. Kara O'Con-
nor has taken another position 
and will be leaving WFU after 
11 years guiding policy advo-
cacy on behalf of our members. 
Please help us recruit a strong 
candidate pool by sharing the 
position description with quali-
fied candidates when it comes 
out in the near future. For further 
details, stay tuned to the WFU 
e-news and watch for a posting 
on the home page at www. 
wisconsinfarmersunion.com.

From page 16 ▶ USPS

fanning the flames of racism and xeno-
phobia.

Yet I take inspiration from history, as 
shown in a (page 18) picture of the 
Chippewa County Farmers Equity 
Union Juniors at their Wisconsin State 
Fair booth in 1940. They are calling for 
a label to be put on products that sup-
port cooperation and “reciprocal pro-
tection” between farmers and workers. 
The mutual goals set forth in their call 
for reciprocal protection and solidarity 
are ones that are still urgent today:

• Fair share of national income
• Full value for dollars spent
• Equitable tax system
• Protective legislation
• Peace. Democracy. Security.
The work being done around this 

time, between the two world wars, has 
connections to The Progressive’s own 
“Fighting Bob” La Follette and his sons, 
Philip and Bob Jr. They spent decades 
fighting against corporate monopolies, 
especially railroad monopolies that 
kept farmers from getting their crops to 
market at a reasonable cost. They also 
built political power by uniting farmers 
and workers, through the Nonpartisan 
League and Farmer-Labor Party.

We must work to fix these systems 
and repair the damage that has been 
done recently and since before the 
pandemic. We must untangle and re-
build a complex system so that it works 
for people while it protects the land 
and water. To achieve this, we need 
to strive for the following interlocking 
goals:  

Fair prices for farmers and fair wages 
for workers.

Justice and safety for workers includ-
ing for immigrant workers that are crit-
ical in agriculture and our food system.

An end to corporate dominance and 
monopoly power in the economy.

Now is the time for us to come to-
gether and build farmer-labor solidari-
ty and work on cooperative and collab-
orative solutions across class, race, and 
geographic lines. Let’s pick up the work 
that many of us have already been do-
ing for decades and decades, while at 

the same time listening to communities 
who have been excluded in the past.

To this end, I am heartened by ex-
pressions of solidarity from the Unit-
ed Food and Commercial Workers 
International Union and the range of 
Great Plains farmer organizations. The 
National Farmers Union and other 
groups have also come out with strong 
statements in support of protections 
for farmers and meatpacking workers. 
The Wisconsin Farmers Union, of which 
I am a member and former staffer, re-
cently convened a coalition of groups 
to do the careful work of building and 
rebuilding relationships across these 
supposed divides.

In addition, we need to build relation-
ships with all working families, not just 
those directly involved in agriculture 
and the food system. A common trope 
for denying farmers and food system 
workers better prices and better wages 
is that this would result in higher food 
prices. The goal is to pit the interests of 
farmers against those of consumers, a 
false dichotomy.

The fact is that the monopolistic cor-
porations driving the food system are 
taking more than their fair share. Ac-
cording to the U.S. Department of Ag-
riculture, less than fifteen cents of every 
consumer food dollar goes to farmers. 
We can fairly compensate and protect 
farmers and food-production work-
ers without overly burdening families 
spending their hard-earned dollars in 
the grocery store.

Let’s reject the divides that are con-
structed to weaken our power. We 
can build an agricultural and food sys-
tem economy that supports everyone: 
farmers, farmworkers, and those who 
work in the processing plants, restau-
rants, and stores that get food to fami-
lies. This system can be built to support 
everyone in the supply chain, while at 
the same time ensuring access to good 
and healthy food for all.

Sarah Lloyd farms with her husband 
Nels Nelson on the 350-cow Nelson 
family dairy farm. This piece original-
ly ran in The Progressive. Find more at 
progressive.org. 

From page 19 ▶ REBUILD
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Supply management, fair wages could drop government spending

Farmers across the political spec-
trum say they would rather get a 

fair price from the marketplace than 
rely on government subsidies. De-
spite this distaste for government 
intervention, farmers received more 
than a third of their income from subsi-
dies in 2019. This year, with COVID-19 
causing global market disruptions, 
the farm bailouts keep coming. Most 
farmers I know don’t want to depend 
on the government to stay afloat, but 
their farms can’t survive commonly 
low and volatile commodity prices, 
much less an economic crisis.

This sentiment rings true for work-
ers as well. Most workers would pre-
fer the security of a good paycheck to 
the uncertainty of federal assistance. 
After a decade of worker strikes in the 
fight for a $15 minimum wage, mil-
lions of workers still earn so little they 
rely on the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP to feed 
their families). With the COVID-19 
pandemic putting further financial 
strain on low-income families, the 
USDA temporarily increased month-
ly SNAP benefits for some. Howev-
er, Congress rejected a longer-term 
increase during the pandemic after 
opponents warned against a moral 
hazard of government dependency.    

Funding for SNAP has become a 
hot button political issue as conser-
vative politicians seek to cut entitle-
ment programs they say represent a 
burden on American taxpayers. The 
debates are fueled by the stigma that 
people on public assistance are lazy 

and undeserving. These stereotypes 
are rife with racial biases and trace 
back to the Reagan administration's 
depiction of the nefarious "welfare 
queen."  Demonizing welfare recip-
ients and blaming poverty on the 
poor are strategies meant to divide 
us by race and class, and distract from 
the systemic issue of economic in-
equality. 

The roots of income inequality are 
as deep as they are complex, but 
economic concentration is a driving 
force. For decades lawmakers have 
allowed a handful of corporate elites 
to rig the system in their own favor. 
They extract undue wealth from our 
economy to pad the pockets of ex-
ecutives and shareholders at the ex-
pense of farmers and working peo-
ple. And the public is left to foot the 
bill. Our tax dollars should be used 
for services that benefit society — like 
transportation, healthcare, education, 
and a social safety net — not to com-
pensate for artificially low farmgate 
prices and poverty wages paid by the 
private sector. 

If our lawmakers are serious about 
reducing government dependency, 
they would embrace a living wage for 
all workers and profitable commodity 
prices for farmers.

Policies that improve prices for 
farmers, such as supply management, 
would significantly reduce govern-
ment expenditures. And raising work-
er wages, which have been stagnant 
since the 1970's, would also reduce 
government spending on a whole 

host of public assistance programs 
from housing to nutrition. Most im-
portantly, these policies would give 
more Americans the opportunity to 
lead a fulfilling and dignified life.    

The COVID-19 pandemic is exactly 
the kind of scenario that calls for a tax-
payer-funded public safety net. This 
crisis has revealed the vulnerability of 
an economic system designed for a 
wealthy few at the expense of the ma-
jority. Raising wages and farm income 
doesn’t mean we would eliminate the 
need for nutrition assistance or ag-
ricultural subsidies altogether, but it 
would create a more resilient econo-
my and a society better prepared to 
pull together in times of need.  

Bobbi Wilson 
Policy & Special  
Projects Coordinator

Lloyd

FREE GRANT ADVISING
for WFU members 

Michael Fields Agricultural Institute's  
Grant Advising & Resources can help 

you apply to grants and cost-share  
programs of state or federal sources 

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

michaelfields.org/grant-advising-resources

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

If our lawmakers are serious about reducing government 
dependency, they would embrace a living wage for all 
workers and profitable commodity prices for farmers. ”“
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Though the immediate threat of economic 
survival is at the forefront for many farm-

ers, climate change is the single biggest 
long-term challenge for the survival of family 
farms, rural communities, and humanity, Na-
tional Farmers Union President Rob Larew 
noted during Wisconsin Farmers Union's vir-
tual Summer Conference Aug. 13.

"NFU's approach has been on economic 
survivability today but we're always fighting 
with an eye to the future for long-term surviv-
al of family farmers and the next generation," 
Larew said. 

Nearly 200 attendees gathered to catch 
the premiere of WFU's new Climate Change 
video and to hear from a line up that includ-
ed Larew, WFU President Darin Von Ruden, 
farmer Rachel Bouressa, and Lieutenant 
Governor Mandela Barnes. 

Von Ruden pointed out that over the 
course of his lifetime he has witnessed a shift 
in the severity of weather events on his farm 
in Wisconsin's Driftless region.

"For the first 40 years of my life, we had 
some droughts and floods, but nothing real 
major," said Von Ruden, who dairy farms near 
Westby. "Starting in 2007, the region started 
reguarly seeing floods that have resulted in 
millions of dollars in damages. We've also 
seen more dramatic, stronger storms, and 
globally just had the hottest July on record."

National Farmers Union and Wisconsin 
Farmers Union have both passed special 
orders in regards to climate change, and 
Von Ruden feels it needs to continue to be 
a top-tier issue. NFU has created a climate 
action plan to guide its work, as well as a 
resource hub at nfu.org/climate-change/ to 
help members educate themselves, access 
resources, and engage on policy solutions.  

"We know that this is a long game, but 
we also know that we have no time to lose," 
Larew said. "We need policy that recognizes 
that farmers need to have power and they 
need to have markets that work ... if we can-
not have economic sustainability, the focus 
on long-term sustainability is going to be 
more difficult for farmers." 

At the state level, Farmers Union has played 
a significant role in the Governor's Task Force 
on Climate Change, with WFU Watershed & 
Organizing Coordinator Bill Hogseth carry-
ing WFU's voice forward and serving as chair 
of the Land Use and Conservation Commit-
tee. The task force has been collecting pub-
lic input, formulating recommendations and 
will deliver a package of policy recommen-
dations to the Governor's office in October. 
WFU has pushed for recommendations that 
incentivize soil health and even dig deeper 
into issues like a lack of antitrust enforcement 
— recognizing that farmers need to have fair 
markets in order to adapt to some of the 
stress of changing weather patterns. 

Lt. Gov. Mandela Barnes, who leads the 
task force,  noted over 1,000 people, includ-
ing many Farmers Union members, took the 
time to join the listening sessions and raised 
points on groundwater pollutants, extreme 
weather, farmland conservation, investing in 
renewable energy and more. "We're com-
mitted to making sure their concerns drive 
our solutions," he said. He added that he is 
approaching the task force's work through 
the lens of equality and sustainability. 

"If we want to create a state that is truly 
equitable, truly sustainable and truly a great 
place to live and work for everybody, we 
have to start charting a path to meeting our 
clean energy goals and improving the envi-
ronment right now," he said. "We're already 
late to the game."

NFU President: Climate change 'single biggest 
long-term challenge for survival of family farms'
Danielle Endvick 
Communications Director 

From top: WFU Summer 
Conference speakers 
Mandela Barnes, Rob 
Larew, Darin Von Ruden, 
and Rachel Bouressa. 

See page 27 ▶ CLIMATE
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When the Governor’s Task Force 
on Climate Change Listening 

Sessions were announced, I was en-
couraged to see Wisconsinites invit-
ed and not discouraged from talking 
about Climate Change. I sat through 
four of the five sessions, and it was 
remarkable to see so many Wiscon-
sinites who care about this topic and 
to hear their passionate stories.  

I also took part in a Climate Change 
Storytelling Training hosted by Wis-
consin Farmers Union. Trainers Bob-
bi Wilson and Bill Hogseth helped 
me gain the confidence to speak on 
common sense farming practices at 
one of the listening sessions. 

Understanding the role farm-
ers can play in climate change and 
speaking up about climate-friendly 
practices is critical. By now you’ve 
likely seen the yard signs that say, 
“Wisconsin Needs Farmers.”  I see 
them when I take my bike rides out 
in the country, but I’ve also seen 
them in the City of Madison. Farms 
and farm supporters are not all in ru-
ral areas. We surely do need farmers.  

I hope that you are familiar with 
the current plight of our small fam-
ily farms. This is why those signs 
matter so much. Tariffs that have re-
duced markets, low prices, extreme 
weather events, high costs for seed 
and other necessary farm front-end 
costs, big producers and monopo-
lies holding prices down so that the 
farmer is the last and lowest paid. We 
are losing dairy farms at an extreme 
rate and other small and mid-sized 
farms are also struggling.  Farming is 
Wisconsin’s heritage.

But beyond that, Wisconsin needs 
farmers for a reason linked to climate 
change — specifically, carbon. Our 

farmers’ healthy soil absorbs carbon, 
making farmland key to fighting cli-
mate change.  

What would a ride in Wisconsin’s 
countryside look like if we actively 
supported farming efforts to fight 
climate change? I picture grazing 
cattle and fields less inclined to be 
monocropped and more likely to 
have cover crops, leaving less bare 
soil exposed. You would observe no-
till practices that preserve topsoil by 
keeping the soil intact and replen-
ishing it with organic matter, making 
it better able to absorb carbon. 

By planting cover crops, incorpo-
rating no-till practices, and grazing, 
farms are building healthy soil that 
absorb carbon. This healthy soil 
builds resilience to effects of climate 
change — like droughts, floods, heat 
waves and extreme weather events. 
Healthy soil practices also protect our 
water from pollution-causing run-off. 
Planting a variety of crops increases 
soil carbon, creates pollinator hab-
itat, and increases sustainability of 
farming in Wisconsin by building 
healthy soil rather than depleting it. 
Many farmers already are adopting 
these practices; incentivizing them 
would help this movement.

We need to closely follow the next 
steps of the Governor's Task Force 
on Climate Change to assess how 
they determine priorities and what 
recommendations will be set forth 
as a result of public input.  

We also need to continue to ad-
vocate around how incentivizing 

healthy land and farm practices will 
be a game changer for the climate 
and small and mid-sized Wisconsin 
family farms.  If the state would in-
centivize these conservation prac-
tices, our family farms would have 
a chance to hang in there. Operat-
ing costs could be reduced and we 
would be seriously mitigating cli-
mate change.

Policy solutions may include: 
PRESERVE FARMLAND: We must 

insist on a state policy on farmland 
preservation and provide incentives 
to sustain farmland. Family farms are 
small businesses and deserve the re-
spect that any small business enjoys. 
Increase the per-acre tax credit for 
the Farmland Preservation Program 
to offset the cost of implementing 
conservation practices and improve 
program participation. Updating the 
Farmland Preservation Program will 
help protect the agricultural land-
scape from carbon-intensive com-
mercial development and suburban 
sprawl. 

REVIVE SMALL BUSINESS DEVEL-
OPMENT GRANTS: To build new 
markets for sustainable products 
such as small grains and hemp fiber.

REINSTATE THE GRAZING LAND 
CONSERVATION INITIATIVE: Tax 
credits could be tied to the goal of 
converting a certain percentage of 
cropland to pasture or prairie by a 
given date.  Hire a Grazing Coordi-
nator at DATCP and fully fund Coun-
ty Conservation Staffing Grants.

OFFER CARBON PAYMENTS TO 
FARMERS: Incentive practices that 
sequester carbon in the soil, such as 
managed grazing, cover crops, re-
duced tillage, and no-till. 

WETLAND PRESERVATION: Wet-
lands are high-carbon ecosystems 
that support wildlife, store carbon, 
and protect against flooding.   

Janie Riebe 
Dane County Farmers Union

FROM THE BLOG

Look Toward Agriculture When Talking Climate Change

Find more WFU member-written 
content on the WFU blog online at 
wisconsinfarmersunion.com/blog

Have a topic you'd like to write 
about? Submit ideas to tenright 
@wisconsinfarmersunion.com
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RURAL VOICES

Reckoning with Racism in Wisconsin Agriculture

L ike many farm families, mine speaks in 
terms of generations. My neighbors do 

too – stop by their homesteads, and they 
will tell you how they are the four, fifth, or 

perhaps even the sixth generation on the land. With such 
time comes many stories filled with accidents, sacrifice, and 
hard work.

Now, amidst ongoing national conversations on racism, 
we have the chance to better understand the context of such 
stories. 

What we need to realize is that discussions about our na-
tion’s troubled past when it comes to race relations don’t 
make stories of hard work and sacrifice any less meaning-
ful; to the contrary, it complements such histories and shows 
where allies are possible to improve race relations and even 
our food system.   

While one side of my family has farm histories, the oth-
er, which is Potawatomi, has different stories.  It was my fa-
ther’s grandmother, as my cousin tells, who had to choose 
between marrying an immigrant or moving to Oklahoma to 
be with relatives.  She ended up marrying a German man so 
that she could stay in Wisconsin.  

She was presented with this choice because of the 1833 
Treaty of Chicago.  Such treaties were backed by a clear racist 
ideal – white Americans of European descent were consid-
ered by politicians such as Andrew Jackson to be superior 
to Native Americans. As a result, European-Americans were 
to claim the land, while Native Americans were forced off it.

In the 1833 treaty, which was similar to the hundreds of oth-
er treaties where Native leaders made deals under extreme 
duress, or according to terms that were not clear to them, the 
Potawatomi, Ojibwe, and Ottawa ceded their lands east of 
the Mississippi River to the US government – including large 
stretches of territory in Wisconsin - in exchange for much 
smaller areas out west.  

It wasn’t just land that was ceded; the Potawatomi, as well 
as the Menominee, Oneida, Ho-Chunk, and Ojibwe main-
tained agricultural systems based on growing wild rice, corn, 
squash, and a variety of other vegetables, which were com-
plemented with hunting and fishing.

Once land and agricultural systems were taken, some Na-
tive people became refugees in the lands that were once 
their own.  For decades throughout the nineteenth century, 
hundreds of Potawatomi stayed around Wisconsin instead 
of moving west.  My great grandmother was one of them. 
Some lived in rural areas away from settlers, others worked 

in odd professions around the area, while still others married 
Europeans.  

The Potawatomi reservation in Forest County was bought 
by a few hundred tribal members in the early twentieth cen-
tury after Congress awarded them $150,000 to purchase 
land.  That there are Potawatomi far from the upper Midwest 
today, in Kansas and Oklahoma specifically, as well as in 
Michigan, is due to their forced removal after many in the 
early nineteenth century refused to leave ancestral lands in 
northern Indiana.  Militias forced them to migrate – in what 
became known as the Trail of Death – resulting in the deaths 
of dozens.

Fast-forward one hundred years or so, and other landless 
people – this time from Latin America – have also come to 
play critical roles in Wisconsin agriculture.  

Specifically, Mexicans who were displaced after NAFTA 
was signed in 1994 have come to work in many of the state’s 
large-scale dairy farms.  The trade deal allowed cheap agri-
cultural goods from the United States to flow south over the 
border, driving Mexican farmers into bankruptcy.  With few 
options to make living, millions went north.  Many came to 
Wisconsin.  

Farmworkers of Mexican descent have been present in 
Wisconsin agriculture before NAFTA came into force.  In the 
1950s and 1960s, thousands of farmworkers – many through 
the Bracero guest-worker program - worked in canning fac-
tories, as well as in harvesting fruits and vegetables.  They 
were preceded by thousands of Tejanos (US Citizens of Mex-
ican descent from Texas) who came to the state in the 1920s 
to work in the sugar beet fields.  

Despite the critical place that farmworkers have occupied 
in Wisconsin agriculture, they have had to deal with racism 
in many ways.  

Workers who came to the state in the 1960s had to endure 
discrimination in public places, while most recent arrivals re-
port regularly being the targets of racist slurs.  Employers in 
large-scale dairies, according to a 2013 study published in 
Social Problems, have also been shown to use racist stereo-
types as a way to justify paying Latino farmworkers poorly.  

Yet one more story of migration and agriculture is found 
in the arrival of African Americans to Wisconsin.  It was the 
great migration of the early twentieth century that brought 
Black people north, particularly to cities such as Milwaukee, 
out from the south.  Many gave up their own farms and fled 
to escape vigilante violence, conniving landowners who 
sought to expand, and poverty.   

While we cannot change the past of agriculture, we can 
make a better future. In this regard, as we look to keep peo-
ple on the land and practice sustainable agriculture, it is im-

Anthony Pahnke
Rural Voices Correspondent
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perative to work with farmers in Oneida nation who are saving traditional seeds 
and Potawatomi people who are growing food to address the existence of food 
deserts in rural areas.

Black farmers are at the forefront of urban agriculture; establishing rural-urban 
links with young people of color can function to get more people interested in 
agriculture, as well as potentially establish new markets for small-scale farmers.  

Farmworkers who don’t have citizenship should have an option to receive it, 
which would allow them to raise complaints about wages and work conditions 
without fear of reprisal from their employers.  If this were to happen, then factory 
dairies may be less inclined to pay workers poorly, which would in part limit their 
ability to expand at the detriment of smaller farms.  

Farm families, such as my own, take pride in their histories.  Like many family 
stories, mine is complicated.  That some relatives were settlers, while others were 
Native American, seems to place one group against the other.  

The reality is that it doesn’t have to be that way; reckoning with racism in agricul-
ture means being honest about our history so that we don’t repeat past mistakes.  
Often, racism has kept people divided.  Now is not the time for division, but for 
unity.  This means building coalitions across racial lines to keep people on the land 
and working to make family farming viable for the future.  

Anthony Pahnke is helping to elevate key rural issues through Wisconsin Farmers 
Union's Rural Voices project. He is the Vice President for Family Farm Defenders and is 
an Assistant Professor of International Relations at San Francisco State University. Learn 
more about Wisconsin Farmers Union and Rural Voices at www.wisconsinfarmers 
union.com/ruralvoices. 

From page 26 ▶ RECKONING WFU Foundation 
names grant awardees

The Wisconsin Farmers Union Foun-
dation announces quarterly grant re-
cipients, which meet the foundation 
mission to foster family farming, rural 
life and public education on the role of 
cooperatives and agriculture in society.

The WFU Foundation maintains a 
modest small grant program to provide 
support to farm and rural organizations 
and projects. Grants are generally be-
low $2,000 and typically $200 to $500. 
Proposals are considered quarterly on 
Feb. 15, May 15, Aug. 15, and Nov. 15. 
Awardees:

• Wormfarm Institute Fermentation Fest
• GrassWorks Grazing Conference
• Co-op Connections sponsorship
• 4th Hill and Valley Exploration Tour 
• Assoc. of Cooperative Educators
• MOSES Organic Farming Conference
For more information, visit wisconsin 

farmersunion.com/foundation or call 
715-723-5561.  

The group has also been intentional 
about including people of color and 
impoverished communities, Barnes 
added, noting, "If we want to ensure we 
don't repeat the harms of the past and 
work toward undoing the harms of to-
day, we have to embrace environmental 
justice in all of our climate work." 

The lieutenant governor noted smart 
climate policy could help farmers gen-
erate income and create an entirely new 
economy. "We know that soil sequestra-
tion is a cost-effective and readily avail-
able climate solution that we have to act 
on," he said, recognizing that to be most 
effective, carbon sequestration would 
need to happen on global scale.

That, he said, is why "We need every 
decision maker at every level, local, state 
and federal, ready, willing and empow-
ered to fight the climate crisis with every 
resource we have available."

Barnes also encouraged citizens to 
do their part by buying locally, including 
by being more conscious about where 
their food comes from. "When you think 

about the miles that the average meal 
on an American's plate has traveled, 
that's a huge problem."

Resiliency in farming
Serving on her county FSA commit-

tee, Rachel Bouressa has seen how ex-
cessively wet spring planting conditions 
have prevented planting on a stagger-
ing amount of acres in Wisconsin in the 
past two years. Meanwhile, her parents, 
who dairy farm in Australia, faced a 
10-month stretch of drought, followed 
by wildfires that tore through towns and 
their farmland. Two weeks after the wild-
fires, excessive rainfalls — up to 8-inches 
in a single rain event — flooded their 
farm and forced the milking operation 
to run off a tractor-powered generator. 

"As if farming isn't tough enough, 
we're facing these climate change is-
sues," said Bouressa, who runs grass-
fed beef on her Bouressa Family Farm 
near New London. "We need more re-
silient systems and policy that's going 
to incentivize taking that leap to resilient 
practices rather than cushioning for di-
saster as current policy does now."

When it comes to figuring out the best 
path forward and adapting to more resil-
ient farming methods, Bouressa noted, 
"Our biggest resource is each other." 

In addition, she advocated for farmer 
and watershed partnerships and addi-
tional grazing support staff, including a 
full-time DATCP grazing coordinator.  

Resources to share
Earlier this summer, WFU partnered 

with Volume One out of Eau Claire to cre-
ate a video highlighting real steps WFU 
member farmers are taking to address 
climate change. The video, and other 
resources, are available at wisconsin 
farmersunion.com/climatechange.

"We wanted to show that farmers can 
be and want to be part of the solution, 
which is possible if they're given the 
tools and resources to do so," said WFU 
Communications and Project Associate 
Tommy Enright. 

View the Summer Conference video at 
www.youtube.com/WisFarmersUnion. 
Find out more about the Task Force on 
Climate Change and view upcoming 
meetings at climatechange.wi.gov 

From page 24 ▶ CLIMATE CHANGE
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Increasing political polarization has 
dramatically impacted public de-

bate in recent years, leaving many 
folks feeling frustrated. It often seems 
as if there’s no way to communicate 

effectively across ideological divides. The more we 
distance ourselves from those we view as enemies, 
the easier it becomes to dismiss their concerns or de-
humanize them. Eventually, it becomes a self-fulfilling 
prophecy that we can’t get along So when Wisconsin 
Farmers Union announced they were working with a 
new canvassing model, I was excited about the poten-
tial of a more human-centered approach to political 
action. 

At first, Deep Canvassing felt too good to be true. 
I was skeptical of the impact a conversation with a 
stranger could have on vot-
ers’ stances. But the more I 
learned, the more it made 
sense. 

As a data-driven person, 
I’ve often had a hard time 
productively approaching 
divisive issues. It can be 
intimidating when peo-
ple get passionate or an-
gry during a conversation. 
Learning to see emotions 
as a positive thing, a point 
of connection, has dra-
matically changed how I 
approach change-making 
conversations. Thinking back on my life, I see that most 
of my deeply held values originated from strong feel-
ings, specific moments, or close relationships. As our 
facilitator, Bill Hogseth, said, “Facts are weak when it 
comes to changing how we think. Our attitudes are 
rooted deeper than facts and statistics; they’re rooted 
in our values. Many voters are saturated with imperson-
al one-way communications. Deep Canvassing might 
be their first opportunity to have a real two-way conver-
sation about the issue.” 

For those still skeptical of such a touchy-feely ap-
proach, there’s data to back up the effectiveness of this 

method. Though the shift in opinion can sometimes be 
small, the effects of Deep Canvassing are long-lasting. 
Researchers found that Deep Canvassing resulted in 
changes in opinion that remained stable three months 
after the canvassing conversation. Traditional cam-
paign ads may result in a temporary shift in views, but 
voters often return to baseline beliefs after the impact 
fades. When they are given a chance to make a person-
al connection to the issues, voters are much more likely 
to retain their new stance. 

People responded to our vulnerability by opening up 
themselves. In a political climate so often fueled by fear 
and hate, this positive connection with strangers was a 
breath of fresh air.

Deep Canvassing does not rely on short sound bites 
or hard data to convince voters. Instead, canvassers 
work on developing a short personal story that con-
nects to their own values. The story does not have to 
be related to the canvassing topic, but it has to evoke 
strong emotion. My training group worked with stories 
in which others showed us compassion. After sharing 
our personal stories, canvassers invite voters to share 
a story of their own. By emphasizing the shared values 
of community care and support, canvassers encour-
age voters to connect their lived experiences to poli-

cy topics that are too often 
debated in the abstract. Fa-
cilitator John Adams noted 
how important it is to have 
these conversations to un-
derstand public needs, “ 

How many people are 
concerned about gerry-
mandering? We don’t know 
until we talk to people. Why 
don’t we know more about 
our neighbors? Those con-
versations aren’t really hap-
pening. Talking about why 
you love your land and wa-
ter is a good opportunity to 

cross those lines.” 
Going into my first real canvassing session, I was ex-

tremely nervous. The idea of calling total strangers to 
engage them on political topics was terrifying. I had 
never canvassed before, but I had seen the fallout of 
heated debate in my personal life, both online and in 
person. When sharing her experiences with transfor-
mative conversations, facilitator Kathleen Hobert not-
ed, “Shouting is a normalized way for us to connect 
with people when we disagree. We’re supposed to 
convince them through any means necessary. It doesn’t 
work and leaves us as enemies.” I imagined various 

Hawthorn McCracken 
Communications Intern

Deep Canvassing
How Compassionate Conversations 
Can Change Hearts and Minds

People responded to our 
vulnerability by opening up 

themselves. In a political  
climate so often fueled by  
fear and hate, this positive  
connection with strangers  
was a breath of fresh air. 

- Hawthorn McCracken ”

“
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Connect with the land. Discover traditions. Be inspired.  
Spend a night, at the Chippewa Valley Museum supporting 

your local museum and local farmers.

Enjoy Speakers • Games • Light Appetizers 
“Farm Life” Exhibit • Online Silent Auction

Each night limited to 40 guests. Virtual options also available.

OCTOBER 9, 16, 17, 2020

Find schedule of events, registration for online auction and activities at cvmuseum.com/get-involved/Farm-Life-Harvest

1 night: $45     |     2 nights: $80/ticket     |     3 nights: $100/ticket     |     Virtual only: $50, all 3 events

Member-only Special: Add a Sunnyview Schoolhouse Mystery Escape Room, $150 for 2-6 people, 3 time slots each Farm Life Harvest 
event. Register for escape room one or in addition to Farm Life Harvest. 

$5 from event ticket will be donated to Wisconsin Farmers Union for Educational Opportunities for Beginning Farmers

RSVP before September 17 with Rachel Meyer at r.meyer@cvmuseum.com or (715) 834-7871
Online registration starts September 17, you can view the webpage at anytime. 

A T T E N D  1 ,  2 ,  o r  a l l  3 !

OCTOBER 9  |  6 p.m. -9 p.m. 
Sustainability

Sunbow Farms. WI Farmers Union.  
Just Local Foods

OCTOBER 16  |  6 p.m. -9 p.m.   
Traditions

Hmong Farming. Wild Ricing.  
Family Farming

OCTOBER 17  |  4 p.m. - 7 p.m.  
Next Generation

Youth Projects 4H . FFA . Wisconsin 
Farmers Union Camp

scenarios of getting cursed at or an-
grily hung up on. The reality, however, 
is that people were hungry for real, 
compassionate conversations. 

I was surprised, as were many of 
my fellow trainees, that almost every 
call ended positively. We were told 
to plan for about twelve minutes per 
voter, but quite a few people had con-
versations that lasted for half an hour. 
People responded to our vulnerability 
by opening up themselves. In a politi-
cal climate so often fueled by fear and 
hate, this positive connection with 
strangers was a breath of fresh air. 

Instead of forcing a specific point of 
view, Deep Canvassing allowed us to 
create a relationship with voters and 
provide a non-judgemental space in 
which they could explore their own 
views. 

Throughout this experience, I was 
guided by a fantastic team of facilita-
tors and fellow canvassers. At the end 
of the day, I was a little more hopeful 
about the potential to heal the polit-
ical divides that seem so intractable. 
After training, canvassers participate 
in weekly virtual phone banks, with 
live support from coaches and other 

volunteers. I’m grateful for this op-
portunity to learn a new organizing 
skill and connect more deeply with 
passionate Wisconsin Farmers Union 
members as we work together on this 
project. 

The goal of the Deep Canvassing 
project this fall is to have 1,000 im-
pactful conversations around three top-
ic areas: Badgercare expansion, CAFO 
regulations, and gerrymandering. 

Learn more about Deep Canvassing 
and how you can engage in making 
change with the Rural Voices project at 
wisconsinfarmersunion.com/ruralvoices.
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Perhaps you've had your fill of zucchi-
ni this summer and have already torn 

the plants from your garden, but I can't 
help but share a few more recipe finds 
for this delicious, versatile vegetable.

Dela Ends recently shared a picture of 
a recipe she tried out, Lemon Zucchini Cake. Dela and her 
husband Tony run Scotch Hill Farm, an organic diversified 
farm and farmstay in Green County and are South Central 
Wisconsin Farmers Union members. Dela has been a cham-
pion for the Cookie Bill; her advocacy opened the door for 
thousands of bakers across the state to sell their products le-
gally. 

Cooperative education and sharing experiences are the 
heart of the Ends’ farming approach. They have gone to Sen-
egal on Farmer to Farmer trainings to teach composting, or-
ganic vegetable production, food preservation and tool im-
plementation. Dela has been awarded USDA Small Business 
Innovation Research grants to work with dairy goat farmers 
on value-added production and marketing.  

Try out Dela's treat, or experiment with zoodles or zucchini 
boats. There are many creative ways to use zucchini!

READY-TO-ROLL FROZEN ZOODLES
My1stWordwasChocolate Blog

Using 4 large zucchinis or 8 smaller ones, spiralize the zuc-
chini and place into a colander and sprinkle with 1 Table-
spoon kosher salt. Gently stir into the zucchini and let drain at 
room temperature for 20-30 minutes to draw out the excess 
moisture. Salting the zucchini produces a better texture that 
holds up to heartier pasta sauces.

Place the drained zucchini into serving-size storage freezer 
bags in the freezer until ready to serve. Pressing the zoodles 
into one flat layer will make it easier for reheating. 

Note: Of course, instead of freezing these "noodles" you 
may want to eat them immediately. Skip the salting stage and 
saute in olive oil or butter and top with a favorite sauce. 

 To reheat the noodles, place the single-serving of zoodles 
into a strainer and hold it in boiling water for 1 minutes, until 
just heated through. If you have trouble removing the zoo-
dles from the bag, put them under running water to loosen.

LEMON ZUCCHINI CAKE 
momontimeout.com/
lemon-zucchinicake-recipe/

Ingredients
• 1 ¼ c. granulated sugar
• 6 Tbsp. extra virgin olive oil
• 2 Eggs Room Temperature
• 1/3 c. vanilla almond beverage
• 2 Tbsp. Lemon Juice 
• 1 tsp. vanilla or almond extract
• 2 cups cake flour (Alternately: 
1cup all purpose flour, spooned 
and leveled. Remove two tablespoons, then add two table-
spoons of cornstarch to the all purpose flour. Sift together.)
• 1 ¼ tsp. baking powder
• ½ cup kosher salt
• 1 ½ cups shredded zucchini drained and squeezed dry
• 2 Tbsp. lemon zest (this will amp up the lemon flavor)
• 1 cup powdered sugar
• 1-2 Tbsp. lemon juice

Cake Directions
1. Preheat oven to 350°.
2. Spray a loaf pan with baking spray and line with parchment 
paper. Set aside.
3. Combine flour, baking powder, and salt in a medium bowl 
and whisk together. Set aside.
4. In a large bowl, whisk together the sugar and olive oil. 
5. Add eggs and almond beverage and whisk together.
6. Add lemon juice and vanilla extract, stir to combine.
7. Add flour mixture and stir just until incorporated.
8. Fold in zucchini and lemon zest.
9. Pour batter into the prepared pan and bake for 45 to 55 
minutes or until an inserted toothpick comes out with moist 
crumbs. The top of the cake should look dry.
10. Place the loaf on a cooling rack and cool for 15 minutes. 
Use the parchment paper to carefully lift the cake from the 
pan. Let cool completely on rack.

Glaze Directions
1. In a small bowl, combine powdered sugar and lemon 
juice. Whisk until smooth.
2. Drizzle the glaze over the cake.
3. Slice and serve.

What’s On Your Table?  
Find Variety with Zucchini

Diane Tiry
Administrative Assistant

Photo by Dela Ends

Have a great recipe or a few you'd like to share? Submit a brief bio and favorite recipe(s) to dtiry@wisconsinfarmersunion.com!
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The silence of the lambs 

T       here are many reasons to dislike 
JBS USA, the world’s—and Ameri-

ca’s—largest meatpacker.
In 2017, for example, JBS heirs and 

bosses, Joesely and Wesley Batista, cut a plea deal to 
escape prosecution in a bribery scandal that involved 
an incredible 1,829 politicians in their native Brazil. Both, 
however, later served six months in jail on other, busi-
ness-related charges.

The heart of the scandal, according to Brazilian pros-
ecutors, was how JBS used bribes to get huge govern-
ment-backed loans it then used to buy its way to the top 
of the global meat heap. That path ran through the U.S. 
where JBS bought Swift, Smithfield Beef, poultry giant 
Pilgrim’s Pride, and Cargill’s pork business in a 2007-to-
2015 shopping spree.

The Brazilian big-footing worried U.S. farmers and 
ranchers who were already facing too-few buyers in the 
fast consolidating meat business. But few in Congress, 
the Department of Justice (DOJ) or the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture (USDA) seemed bothered by the Batista 
boys’ smelly past or JBS’s improbable rise to the top of 
the U.S. protein pyramid.

And that’s where our public servants remained until a 
month ago when American lamb producers landed on 
JBS’s corporate dinner plate.

On July 16, JBS won a bankruptcy auction to purchase 
a lamb slaughtering plant across the street from one 
of its cattle plants in Greeley, CO, its U.S. headquarters. 
Shortly thereafter, JBS announced it would convert the 
lamb plant to a beef facility to expand its nearby oper-
ation.

This small move by JBS (which, ironically, had sold the 
Greeley lamb plant to a lamb cooperative in 2015) sent 
Congress into a tizzy, something JBS’s earlier, question-
ably financed buyouts had never done.

The reason, according to industry experts, was that 
JBS’s plan to convert the lamb plant to beef would elim-
inate an estimated 20 percent of U.S. lamb-slaughtering 
capacity.

As bad as that would be, wrote a dozen U.S. senators 
and representatives in a July 29 letter to the DOJ, it also 
meant JBS could “eliminate a major domestic compet-

itor” while replacing “significant quantities of Ameri-
can-raised lamb with import products” because JBS “is 
the largest importer of lamb in the United States.”

Given JBS’s meat market dominance, it’s troubling 
that it could seemingly grab the U.S. lamb sector by the 
throat so easily. A generation ago, one JBS sniff of the 
U.S. lamb market would have set off antitrust alarms from 
Washington, D.C. to Washington state.

Equally troubling is what happens when an all-but-cer-
tain bottleneck chokes the remaining lamb plants and, 
consequently, lamb prices collapse. How many lamb 
feeders will survive that slaughter?

Even more troublesome is that there’s little DOJ and 
USDA can do because, so far, JBS has not done anything 
illegal—at least under today’s narrowly defined, rarely en-
forced antitrust law.

In fact, JBS had every right to bid for the failed Greeley 
lamb facility. When the court accepted its winning bid, 
JBS then gained the legal right to do what it wanted with 
the plant, even remaking it into a beef plant.

Moreover, if the remake boosts JBS’s lamb exports to 
the American market, it still will have done nothing ille-
gal. That’s just business; that’s the American way.

Which is exactly how Brazil’s JBS became America’s 
biggest meatpacker and Chinese-owned Smithfield 
Foods became America’s largest sow owner and hog 
slaughterer: we let them.

If there’s any crime here it’s how Big Agbiz, Congress, 
and every White House in memory spent decades un-
dermining federal antitrust enforcement as if it was 
some antique notion of public fairness that had no role 
in “modern” global markets dominated by transnational 
corporations.

As such, a generation of farmer and rancher pleas for 
government antitrust investigations into meatpackers, 
seed companies, fertilizer cartels, ag lenders, milk coops, 
livestock and poultry integrators, grain merchandisers 
and others fell on deaf ears.

Now, remarkably, those same ears hear the silence of 
the lambs and the only thing left for them to do is write 
letters to each other.

 © 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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On the cover: A summer storm sweeps over a field of sunflowers on 
August 15. Photo by Anastasia Wolf-Flasch of Brodhead. 

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!


