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W hen Apple came 
out with an iPhone 

screen time tracker, I set it 
to track my social media 
and Netflix usage, not re-
ally thinking I needed to 
track my time — after all, 
I'm all about mindfulness. 

At least, I thought I was. 
That was until my first 
weekly screen time report popped 
up and showed I'd spent a stag-
gering 3 hours a day engaged 
in the apps on my phone. Those 
"few" minutes spent checking the 
latest news while you are laying in 
bed, in the checkout line, on lunch 
break, or even, yep, on the porce-
lain throne —  they add up. 

That report scared me into ac-
tion. I deleted social media and 
streaming apps off my phone so 
I could be more intentional in my 
usage. After all, I'm raising kids, 
farming, and trying to change sys-
temic issues that threaten family 
farms — no way was I going to let 
my life get sucked away into the 
social media abyss.

That is, until the world real-
ly started erupting into chaos. I 
needed to know all of the latest 
updates for COVID-19. I needed 
to educate myself on the George 
Floyd case. I needed to stay in 
touch with my farmer friends to 
make sure they were faring okay. 
And suddenly screen time was 
creeping up again. 

Here's the deal,  friends — we 
can do all of those things with-
out having our noses buried in 
phones every waking minute of 
the day. A quick read of the morn-
ing news — or Wisconsin Farmers 
Union News, for that matter — and 
a bit of real human interaction of-

ten will prove far more 
fruitful than hours of 
social media sifting, 
and will likely leave you 
feeling less toxic. 

Social media is a 
splendid thing when 
it comes to promoting 
our farms and work-
ing toward the greater 

good, but its splendor is lost when 
folks become so divided that they 
no longer are willing to civilly dis-
cuss the issues of the day. Then, 
we're left with nothing more than 
echo chambers.   

Maybe you're not an app addict. 
I applaud you. 

But if you, too, find yourself 
consumed, set that tracker or 
make the jump and delete some 
time-sucking apps off your phone. 
Just think about all you could ac-
complish if you found an extra 
hour or two in your day. I finally 
started designing our farm web-
site, reading books, spending 
more quality family time, garden-
ing, and making time for one-on-
one chats with incredible souls 
I've been meaning to reach out to 
for years — all things I struggled to 
find time for when I was wound up 
in the web of social media. Maybe 
you'll find more time to engage 
with family and friends — or a cer-
tain organization that you love. I 
live, breathe and bear the title of 
communications, but I'm giving 
you permission — set yourself free.  

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

Danielle Endvick
Communications 

Director

FROM THE EDITOR



As we ready this 
issue of the 

Wisconsin Farm-
ers Union News 
for print, one can't 

help but reflect on the many issues 
that have risen to the forefront in the 
first half of 2020.  From the pandemic 
and issues raised in our food supply, 
to the market struggles farmers have 
faced, to the civic unrest as stories of 
racial injustice rise to the forefront, this 
year has been one that is teaching us 
lessons, including some difficult ones. 

It's my hope that we'll emerge from 
2020 a far better society than the one 
that started the year, one that learns 
to embrace diversity in our communi-
ties, our food systems, and our lives. 

Within the pages of this issue are 
thoughts on why we need to take a 
stand against racial injustice (pages 
4-5) and how we can root needed 

change in relationships (page 14).  
It's clear that the path U.S. agri-

culture has been on has its share of 
flaws. We're learning bigger is not al-
ways better, and that there's value in a 
diverse, inclusive system. 

Need is arising in the countryside 
for basic infrastructure that once was 
commonplace but now has been 
replaced by consolidated industries. 
We're now seeing the frailty of sys-
tems once deemed "too big to fail." 
Take, for example, the extreme lack of 
meat processing available in our rural 
communities and how that is ham-
pering family farmers in a time when 
more and more consumers are look-
ing to buy local. (Page 10)

WFU is calling for a more robust 
and vibrant approach to Wisconsin 
agriculture. We are also examining 
how we can be a more diverse orga-
nization. 

Think about your hopes for the fu-
ture of agriculture in Wisconsin. What 
would it look like? Is it more family 

farms on the land? Is it more inclusion 
for farmers of color? Fair prices and 
social justice?

I urge you to think about how we 
can work together in these efforts. 
What role could your local Farm-
ers Union chapter have in creating 
change in your neighborhood? Think 
about the Hmong, African American, 
and Native American people in your 
region — have you extended an in-
vitation to those groups to join us in 
reasoning together? 

In the coming months, much of 
Wisconsin Farmers Union's work will 
focus on relational organizing around 
the issues that matter to our mem-
bers. We recognize that to create 
change, it requires cooperation and 
the strength of a movement. I hope 
you'll join us in the work of making a 
better rural Wisconsin for future gen-
erations. 

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

Challenges bring opportunity for a re-imagined future
Darin Von Ruden
President
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One of the best workshops I’ve ever 
attended on racial justice started 

with a potluck. Each person was asked to 
bring a dish important to their identity. We 
broke bread and told our stories before 

proceeding into deeper analysis of American inequalities. I 
brought dilly beans and deviled eggs, made from the green 
beans I grew and chickens I raised. My Grandma Ruth taught 
me growing and putting up food can be a soul-filling experi-
ence. After hours of prepping and canning, she would go to 
bed and fall asleep listening to the canning lids pop as they 
sealed. She said it made her so content. Every time I listen to 
the pop sound of my own cooling jars of home grown food, 
she is there with me. 

What we did by bringing our identity and family history to 
the potluck table was powerful. Food reflects our heritage, 
our ancestors, struggles to survive, and often our deepest 
ties to land. What we sometimes don’t acknowledge or un-
derstand are the inequitable ways that those ties to land and 
wealth have been created or undone by powerful forces. If 
we as an agriculture organization believe in food justice, we 
must work to ensure that benefits and risks across the en-
tire food system are shared fairly, from growing, producing, 
transporting, processing, distributing, accessing to eating.  

With righteous anger so pervasive across the United 
States, I hope we are questioning the systems that are push-
ing people to stand up in protest. We don’t have to look very 
far, just one moment in time can reveal appalling and dam-
aging practices. Take farm programs in the 1990s, for exam-
ple. Based on multiple studies and court cases, we know with 
certainty that minority participation in USDA/FSA programs 
in the 1990s was very low and people of color received less, 
and were often overtly denied, their fair share of USDA mon-
ey for crop payments, disaster payments, and loans. 

John Boyd Jr., a fourth generation black farmer in Virginia 
tried for years to get loans from the Farmers Home Admin-
istration, a lending branch of the USDA. He was continually 
denied, while white farmers in similar circumstances walked 
out of the same county office with huge loans, sometimes 
without even applying. Boyd’s local loan officer restricted ac-
cess to black farmers, napped during meetings, and threw 
applications from black farmers directly in the trash. The of-
ficer told Boyd he had better learn to talk to him like other 
black folks did, and he spat his chewing tobacco on Boyd’s 
shirt, claiming to have missed his spittoon. Without the sup-

port of state programs designed to help farmers make it 
through economic crisis and natural disasters, it is no won-
der hundreds of thousands of black farmers lost their farms 
and land.

Boyd also faces discrimination in the marketplace. As re-
cently as 2019, Boyd enlisted help from white relatives to sell 
his soybeans because if he does it himself, he will be docked 
price for moisture or debris. When his wife’s white stepfather 
sells Boyd’s soybeans, he’s complimented for their quality 
and given top price. 

In 1995, Boyd and other black farmers formed the Nation-
al Black Farmers Association and took part in a class action 
suit which helped expose deeply entrenched discriminatory 
practices in the USDA. The settlement provided some com-
pensation for civil rights violations (Pigford vs. Glickman) but 
many  farmers of color who have filed individual cases are 
waiting in a massive backlog.  

Even when lawsuits are won, there is lasting damage that 
can hardly be undone. It’s appalling that black-owned farms 
are just 0.52 percent of American farmland (USDA Ag Cen-
sus 2017). A hundred years ago, there were nearly one mil-
lion black farmers; today there are 45,000. Farmers of color 
have long been denied the tools to help them be successful 
in the farm economy whether that be land, representation, 
educational resources, access to capital, or safety nets. 

It should not surprise anyone that Wisconsin Farmers 
Union is taking a strong stand on racial justice. Wisconsin 
ranks at the bottom of the country in multiple measurements 
of racial disparity (unemployment, incarceration, bachelor 
degree attainment, child poverty) and it has grown worse 
over the last 40 years, not better (Race in the Heartland, 
2019). Combatting discrimination in our communities and in 
our institutions is the responsibility of all organizations who 
believe in fairness.

“I want a house with a crowded table
And a place by the fire for everyone
Let us take on the world while we're young and able
And bring us back together when the day is done”
The Highwomen, Crowded Table  

 

 References:
http://journalofruralsocialsciences.org/pages/Articles/JRSS%202018%20
33/1/JRSS%202018%2033%201%2032-55.pdf
https://psmag.com/news/african-american-farmers-make-up-less-than-2-
percent-of-all-us-farmers
https://www.cows.org/_data/documents/2030.pdf
https://www.everycrsreport.com/reports/RS20430.html
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/apr/29/
why-have-americas-black-farmers-disappeared

It's time to take a stand
FROM THE DIRECTOR’S DESK

Julie Bomar
Executive Director

”
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Farmers and food system allies are invited to join Wis-
consin Farmers Union for a virtual Summer Conference. 

The Aug. 13 event will focus on Exploring Climate Change 
& the Role of Family Farms. The conference will run from 
11am-12:30pm. Register at wisconsinfarmersunion.com/
events.

“Climate change may be the single greatest challenge 
facing family farmers and global food security,” said WFU 
President Darin Von Ruden. “The effects of climate change 
can clearly be seen across rural America. We’re seeing 
more extreme weather events and anticipate these difficul-
ties will only intensify over time. Family farmers can play a 
role in addressing the climate crisis through climate-smart 
conservation practices – it’s important that we keep an 
open dialogue and actively work on this issue.”

National Farmers Union President 
Rob Larew will be a featured guest, 
sharing the organization’s efforts to 
educate policymakers and advo-
cate for climate change programs 
for farmers. NFU recently launched 
a Climate Change Resource Center 
that includes resources for farmers 
to advocate for policies that support efforts to mitigate and 
adapt to the effects of climate change, details on the lat-
est actions by policymakers, and information on existing 
programs that aim  to ensure a more economically and en-
vironmentally sustainable future for agriculture and rural 
America.

Attendees will also learn how they can organize for 
change and will be the first to view a climate change vid-
eo featuring WFU members’ climate-friendly conservation 
practices.

In recent years, Summer Conference attendees have tak-
en part in a pie contest and social. We’ll carry on the tasty 
tradition by encouraging participants to enjoy their own 
slice of pie during the event. Proud bakers can share their 
creations on social media with #piesandpolitics.

Summer Conference goes virtual
NFU President to join climate change chat

The killing of Minnesota resident George Floyd 
— the latest instance in a long and disturbing histo-
ry of systemic oppression towards people of col-
or — underscores the urgent need for racial justice 
and equity in America, according to Wisconsin 
Farmers Union. Policy set by members at the orga-
nization’s annual convention pledges respect for 
people of all cultures and races and calls upon “all 
of us at all levels of society to speak up and never 
accept or allow hate speech or acts.” 

An early supporter of women’s suffrage and 
civil rights movements, Farmers Union works to 
support equal opportunity for people of all races, 
genders, ethnicities and ages, with particular focus 
on a fair and equitable food system. Despite all the 
contributions to racial justice work and decades of 
court cases and policy efforts to dismantle racism, 
it is clear that it is still a pervasive, destructive ele-
ment in American society. 

“Whether by excessive force, access to capital, 
school funding or farm aid relief, we cannot stand 
by and let a group of fellow human beings be bru-
talized by the system,” said WFU Executive Direc-
tor Julie Keown-Bomar. “We have to stand up and 
break the system which privileges one group of 
people over another.”

WFU President Darin Von Ruden joined National 
Farmers Union President Rob Larew in calling for 
a national effort to address individual, institutional, 
and structural racism: 

“The evidence of inequality is right in front of 
us." Von Ruden said. "We cannot stand idly by 
and watch these acts of oppression continue. 
Silence makes us complicit. We all must stand 
in solidarity for our neighbors and for the need 
for change. The reactions we are seeing in cities 
throughout the nation are not in response to this 
single act but rather to a long history of injustices 
and entrenched racism in this country. We all must 
reflect on our own privileges and prejudices and 
demand structural change. This effort will not be 
easy, but it will be far easier if we are a country unit-
ed, rather than divided." 

We recognize the important work that lies ahead 
of us, even within our own organization, to reflect 
deeply, and perhaps uncomfortably, on the ways 
we may contribute to systems of oppression, in or-
der to better understand how we will play a stron-
ger role in dismantling them.”

WFU calls for effort to 
address racial injustice

Larew

SEEKING RURAL VOICES
www.wisconsinfarmersunion.com/ruralvoices
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COVID-19 Resources Available for Farmers
USDA Coronavirus Food  

Assistance Program 
Apply May 26-Aug 28 

at Farm Service Agency office  
or online at farmers.gov/cfap 

USDA help line: 877-508-8364

Direct payment to farms suffering  
a price decline of at least 5%  

mid-January to mid-April  
Eligibility: Adjusted gross  

income less than $900,000

Follow us for updates:
/wisconsinfarmersunion 
@wifarmersunion
wisconsinfarmersunion.com/blog

Wisconsin Farm  
Support Program

Application period closed  
June 29 — payments coming.  

Payment ranges from  
$1,000 to $3,500

Eligibility: 2019 gross  
farm receipts between  

$35,000 and $5,000,000

DATCP helping agriculture respond to COVID-19
COVID-19 RELIEF

COVID-19 has 
created unprec-

edented challenges 
for all of us, includ-

ing those who produce food, fiber, and 
fuel. Governor Tony Evers has directed 
a significant amount of resources to 
help Wisconsin’s $104.8 billion agri-
cultural industry respond to these chal-
lenges. The Wisconsin Department of 
Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Pro-
tection (DATCP) is here to serve as a re-
source during COVID-19 and beyond.

Since the onset of this pandemic, 
DATCP has remained committed to 
its goals of helping keep food on the 
shelves and supporting the industries 
we serve. We are here to make con-
nections, offer guidance, and provide 
information from industry groups, gov-
ernment and educational entities, and 
other agricultural stakeholders. This 
article includes a sample of resources 
available to farmers and businesses 
across the food supply chain.

To help support farmers and keep 
the food supply chain flowing, Gov. 
Evers provided $50 million from the 
federal Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and 
Economic Security (CARES) Act for di-
rect payments to agricultural produc-
ers. In early June, DATCP announced 
the timeline and eligibility require-
ments of the Wisconsin Farm Support 
Program, administered by the Wiscon-
sin Department of Revenue. Farmers 
with $35,000-$5 million in 2019 gross 
income who have experienced losses 
due to COVID-19 may be eligible to 
apply to receive $1,000-$3,500 each.

We greatly appreciated working with 
a variety of agricultural stakeholders, 
including Wisconsin Farmers Union, 
to ensure that the parameters of this 
program maximized the amount of 
funding available. These discussions 

involved making tough decisions 
about eligibility requirements. We rec-
ognize this funding will not make farm-
ers whole. The goal is to help fill gaps 
as producers wait for federal support 
through the USDA's Coronavirus Food 
Assistance Program.

In addition to $50 million in direct 
aid payments to farmers, Gov. Evers 
allocated $15 million of Wisconsin’s 
CARES Act to support efforts to move 
Wisconsin products to people experi-
encing food insecurity. DATCP staff are 
working to develop parameters of this 
program as quickly as possible. To en-
sure effective distribution of funds, the 
first wave of payments will target food 
banks and pantries that have made ad-
aptations and improvements to serve 
people during COVID-19. The second 
round will be designed to move Wis-
consin food to Wisconsin citizens in 
need. Visit www.datcp.wi.gov to sign 
up for email updates as this program is 
developed.

On the federal level, U.S. Senator 
Tammy Baldwin has introduced the 

Farming Support to States Act. This 
legislation is a direct result of input 
from Wisconsin agricultural stakehold-
ers, and would provide funding to help 
individual states address specific chal-
lenges of their agricultural communi-
ties. The bill received bipartisan sup-
port in Congress. We look forward to 
its swift passage.

From the farm, to the processing 
plant, to the distributor, to the grocery 
store, COVID-19 continues to impact 
agricultural and food businesses. Re-
sponding to short and long-term im-
pacts requires immediate, flexible re-
sources to address urgent, emerging 
issues in the economy and food sup-
ply chain. DATCP is here to help the 
agriculture community access those 
resources. We are committed to part-
nering with all citizens to overcome the 
unprecedented challenges presented 
by COVID-19. In addition to resources 
in this article, you can visit our website 
at https://datcp.wi.gov/Pages/News_
Media/Covid19FinancialResources.
aspx for more information. 

Randy Romanski
DATCP  
Secretary-Designee 
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A May 14 New York Times article noted 
Iowa hog farmers were estimated to eu-
thanize 600,000 hogs in the following six 
weeks while Minnesota farmers already 
had killed 90,000 hogs.  For these farmers, 

it penciled out roughly to losses of $96.85 million and $14.53 
million respectively for Iowa and Minnesota farmers ($57.65/
cwt for a 280 lb. hog). The National Pork Producers Associa-
tion estimates that between April and September 10 million 
hogs may be euthanized, a loss of $1.6 billion to farmers.

The reason? The COVID-19 pandemic striking workers in 
packing plants — a justifiable reason for shuttering plants — 
either reduced or temporarily shuttered operations such that 
the hogs could not be slaughtered. At its peak, year on year 
processing was down by close to 45 percent of capacity.

It is not that these hogs were no longer consumable as 
meat. There exists a deeper and more concerning reason 
that should trouble the farmers who raise these hogs, the 
economic structure of the packing plants that process them, 
and the consumers who demand a certain type of product.

Large hog packing plants will only procure hogs of a spe-
cific size and quality.  Anything outside that they reject. Large 
hog farmers cannot easily find other processors. Thus, hog 
farmers are unable to ship their pigs to these large plants 
once the pigs exceed the weight limit. With contracts and 
other arrangements that farmers have in sourcing slaughter 
hogs for these plants, this means that if the plants cannot pro-
cess the hogs at a specific time, the hog farmers must dispose 
of their over-weight livestock. This is monumental waste!

Large packing plants of major processors are set up to op-
erate most efficiently with little waste with a fixed infrastruc-
ture and through robotic cutting, specialized worker oper-
ations, and packaging in order to garner the highest profit.  
They also contract with service providers such as restaurants, 
cafeterias, etc. and with grocers that only want cuts of specific 
sizes and forms that the consumer demands. Packer profit-
ability and consumers’ narrow demand are driving this waste.

This shortage of slaughter has generated higher prices for 
the consumer, more profit for the packers, and losses for the 
hog farmer.  While the July futures’ markets may show a live 

Why euthanize 600,000 pigs? 
GUEST OPINION hog price of $57.65/cwt, the actual USDA daily carcass price 

for Corn Belt hog packers had a weighted average of $37.85/
cwt and nationally was $36.90/cwt, while the national live 
weighted average price was $30.02/cwt.  Nevertheless, the 
weekly primal loin value was $160.69.   This spread indicates 
the hog farmers are effectively subsidizing at their loss the en-
larged profit of the packers and the consumers are paying 
inflated market prices due to irrational demand.

We should question why these packers are unwilling or in-
capable of adapting operations, even on a temporary basis, 
to process overweight hogs. We should also raise the con-
sciousness of the consumer to restrict purchases of only spe-
cific product characteristics. Years ago when farmers did our 
own butchering, we took every part of the animal and put it 
to use, no matter the size of the animal or the size of the cut.

While we as farmers are partially responsible for over-pro-
duction of not only livestock, but grain, dairy, etc., we should 
address processing structure also. For example, Smithfield 
Foods, owned by WH Group and the world’s largest pork 
processor, is vertically integrated in the United States and 
raises and owns 50 percent of the hogs that it processes here.  
Smithfield, JBS, and Tyson (IBP) have the capacity to process 
304,600 hogs (60 percent of total US processing) daily at 22 
different plants. Forty-four other companies have capacity 
to process the remaining 40 percent (202,000 hogs) at 46 
plants, and of these 14 are primarily handling only cull sows 
for sausage. This is a concentrated industry which deters 
competition and effectively sets the terms of purchase.  Both 
farmers and consumers should find ways to break up these 
oligopolies for the benefit of the producer and consumer.

Different than cattle, where only 10 percent is exported, 
more than 20 percent of U.S. domestic pork production is ex-
ported (26.9 percent 2019). Congress and the Department of 
Justice have failed to correct this concentration.

The media also reports that many farmers are experiencing 
emotional and mental trauma due to euthanizing so many an-
imals.  Representatives of these farmers are calling for mental 
health support for farmers. But, that cannot be different than 
the psychological effect for workers on the kill floor who deal 
with this experience every day.  Effectively for society, these 
workers are considered disposable.

We will not avoid these problems in the future until we di-
rectly confront the structural problem of the packing indus-
try, the concentration of packers and increasing economy of 
scale in farming, and the unadaptable demand of consumers.

W. Michael Slattery is a diversified grain farmer from 
Maribel, WI. He is a member of Wisconsin Farmers Union.

W. Michael Slattery 
WFU member
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Every June for 
the last 83 years, 

Americans have cel-
ebrated dairy farm-
ers. A tradition that 

began as a way to encourage con-
sumption of milk during peak produc-
tion season has since become an an-
nual celebration of the hard work dairy 
farm families perform every day. In Wis-
consin, June Dairy Month is a big deal. 
Each year dozens of dairy farms open 
their gates to the public for breakfast 
on the farm. The family-friendly events 
draw crowds that rival county fairs and 
feature breakfast staples like pancakes 
and sausage as well as beloved dairy 
treats like drinkable yogurt, cheese 
curds, and frozen custard. It’s a chance 
for consumers to learn where their 
food comes from and to celebrate the 
farmers who produce it.  

If you have ever attended the June 
Dairy Month festivities, you’ve prob-
ably heard that we should celebrate 
dairy farmers all year long. How, you 
might ask? By purchasing more milk 
and ice cream and springing for that 
extra cheese on our pizza. Consuming 
dairy products helps ensure that dairy 
farmers have a strong domestic market 
for their milk, and that is a big part of 
what keeps America’s dairyland going. 
But with an average of two dairy farm 
closures each day in Wisconsin, clearly 
there is more we should do to support 
our farmers. 

At the time of the first National Dairy 
Month, Wisconsin had over 100,000 
dairy farms. Today, we have fewer than 
8,000. A growing number of mega 
dairies continue to oversupply the 
market, drive down prices, and force 
smaller operations out of business. 
Those that remain are under constant 
economic pressure to expand and pro-
duce more milk just to stay afloat. This 

trend toward fewer and larger farms 
means fewer independent businesses 
contributing to their rural economies, 
and it may also threaten the future of 
the iconic June Dairy Month breakfast 
on the farm. In 2019, some events were 
nearly canceled due to the limited 
availability of hosts.

So how do we ensure a successful fu-
ture for family dairy farmers and keep 
the June Dairy Month celebration 
alive? The answer is quite simple: pay 
family farmers a fair price. If we want vi-
brant rural communities, thriving small 
businesses, a healthy landscape, and a 
stable local and regional food system, 
we must pay farmers for the essential 
contributions they make to our society. 
“Get big or get out” farm policies do 
not represent those values; they favor 
overproduction, exports, and big busi-
ness over farmers and communities. 
The steady loss of family farmers and 
the deterioration of rural America is 
not inevitable — it is a policy choice. We 
could make a different one.                      

So yes, enjoy your cheese curds and 
ice cream and continue eating nutri-
tious dairy products every day. But let’s 
not forget what gives dairy farmers 
a reason to celebrate: a fair price for 
their product and the comfort of know-
ing they will still be around next June. 

Give dairy farmers something to celebrate
DAIRY TOGETHER

Bobbi Wilson
Gov. Relations Associate

Farm groups offer 
mental health training

Persistently low prices, 
climate change, and mar-
ket uncertainty are taking 
a toll on farmers’ mental 
well-being. While farmers 
experience higher levels 
of psychological distress 
and depression than the 
general population, they 
are less likely to seek help 
for mental health issues. 
Even for those who do 
seek help, resources may 
not be readily available, 
as 60 percent of rural 
Americans live in areas 
with mental health profes-
sional shortages.

Recognizing this, Farm-
ers Union is partnering 
with Farm Credit and 
Farm Bureau to help ad-
dress the farm stress crisis. 

Learn more about the 
free training at https://
n f u . o r g / e d u c a t i o n /
farm-stress-education/

Climate Task Force  
hearings scheduled

This summer, the Gov-
ernor's Task Force on 
Climate Change will 
hold hearings to receive 
public input about how 
Wisconsin can address 
climate change. WFU 
believes these hearings 
will be an important op-
portunity for WFU mem-
ber's voices to be heard. 

Virtual listening ses-
sions will be held July 
7, 9, and 15. Register in 
advance at the new Gov-
ernor's Task force on Cli-
mate Change website, 
climatechange.wi.gov  

Do you care

about family

dairy farms? 

dairytogether.com
Join the fight for a viable dairy economy!
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The American 
ethanol industry 
consumes 40 
percent of the 
U.S. corn crop 

each year.  But it’s facing some 
big challenges right now. 

The ethanol industry was al-
ready suffering from over supply 
of nearly 1 billion gallons annu-
ally at the beginning of 2020.  
Better fuel efficiency in vehicles 
has reduced fuel demand while 
over-production of crude oil has 
led to plenty of cheap supply. 
Then the coronavirus hit, bring-
ing travel to a standstill and re-
sulting in plummeting demand 
for gasoline.  Ethanol plants were 
forced to scale back production.  
Currently about 60 percent of 
ethanol production has been 
idled or shut down. The longer 
the pandemic continues, the 
more likely it becomes that some 
ethanol plants will not return to 
production.

Adding to the problem, crude 
oil refineries continue to petition 
the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) for waivers to allow 
them to avoid complying with the 
Renewable Fuel Standard, which 
mandates blending of ethanol 
for cleaner air.

Under Section 211 of the Clean 
Air Act, a small refinery can pe-
tition the EPA for an exemption 
(SRE) from blending ethanol 
under the Renewable Fuel Stan-
dard. The refinery has to prove 
an economic hardship for not 
blending the ethanol.  Exemp-
tions are supposed to be granted 
to smaller refineries producing 

less than 75,000 barrels of fuel a 
day.  However, under the current 
administration the number of 
waivers has gone up continually 
every year. Currently, there are 
52 SRE's being requested, com-
pared  to a maimum of 11 SRE's 
granted under the previous ad-
ministration.  

A refinery is supposed to prove 
that they have an economic hard-
ship and cannot blend the etha-
nol. Even then, the refinery must 
buy credits, called RIN's, from 
another refinery that then blends 
more ethanol than required to 
replace the ethanol the exempt 
refinery failed to blend. The EPA 
is granting SRE's with ease and 
they are going to refineries that 
should not qualify. Ever worse, 
the new exemptions no longer 
require the exempted refinery to 
buy credits from another refinery. 
The demand for the biofuel is 
simply lost. 

National Farmers Union has 
joined with the Renewable Fuels 
Association, American Coalition 
for Ethanol, and National Corn 
Growers Association in a lawsuit 
filed against the EPA seeking a 
stop to these waivers, which cut 
demand for ethanol and in turn 
lower demand for corn. 

Corn supplies are building be-
cause of the Trump administra-
tion's trade wars. With biofuel's 
demand destruction, the inven-
tory of corn is backing up faster.  
The latest USDA stocks report is 
projecting corn stocks to reach 
3.3 billion bushels by August 
2021.  The trade war with Chi-
na has not helped in regards to 

The Importance of Ethanol
GRAIN COMMITTEE

Craig Myhre 
Grain Committee Member

WFU launches website 
redesign, new resources 

If you've visited wisconsin-
farmersunion.com recently, you 
may have noticed that it has a 
different look to it. Take a mo-
ment to explore! Members and 
chapter officers will especially 
want to check out the resources 
on the Chapters page, including 
information on member bene-
fits, grants, and films available 
for screenings. 

We hope you find this update 
to be user-friendly and useful 
as we continue to carry out our 
mission of enhancing the quali-
ty of life for family farmers, ru-
ral communities, and all people 
through educational opportu-
nities, cooperative endeavors, 
and civic engagement. 

the growing inventory of ethanol 
stocks either, as China was be-
coming a buyer of ethanol.

We all realize what the pandem-
ic has done to the farm economy 
as a  whole; it has cut demand 
for fuels thereby resulting in less 
demand for ethanol. But the EPA 
must still operate by the RFS law 
and stop granting waivers to re-
fineries that do not qualify. Family 
farmers cannot withstand the con-
tinual barrage of market demand 
destruction that has occurred 
over the last several years.  There 
are not that many of us left to go 
out of business.  Agriculture is 
heavily concentrated, a problem 
that will only continue to worsen 
as family farms exit the business. 



Scholarships offered for  
Artisanal Meat Production

Madison College will welcome its first 
students in the one-year Artisanal Mod-
ern Meat Production program this fall. 
The college is making every effort to ac-
commodate potential students’ sched-
ules. The entire curriculum is made up 
of eight courses, three of which can be 
completed online. Remaining courses 
will be taught twice a week at the Madi-
son campus. Scheduling needs of enroll-
ees will dictate what time the courses are 
offered, likely in the evening.  While it’s 
recommended that students take every 
course to obtain the technical diploma, 
courses can be taken individually based 
on time and interest.  Tuition is about 
$3,000/semester.

Chef Paul Short, program chair of 
Madison College’s culinary program, 
has championed the program and re-
vamped it to sharpen the focus on train-
ing existing or potential meat proces-
sors. Short has extensive experience in 
meat cutting. The goal of the course is 
proficiency in breaking down a variety of 
carcasses with the least amount of waste 
possible.  Students learn knife skills and 
utilization while breaking beef, pork and 
lamb into primals, then retail cuts. They 
also break down whole chickens and 
ducks.  

The course is offered through Culinary 
Arts, but this is a true meat cutting and 
butchery school with additional business 
education.  

The program is facing one large hur-
dle – enrollment. Enough students need 
to enroll this fall to justify running the 
program.  It is almost certain the classes 
will not be offered in the future if modest 
enrollment goals aren’t met. Help sup-
port the program by recommending it 
and spreading the word to anyone who 
may be interested in learning the trade.

Learn more at https://madisoncollege.
edu/program/meat-production

Wisconsin Farmers Union is offering 
$1,000 scholarships to up to four stu-
dents in the program. Applications are 
due by July 15th. Download the appli-
cation at www.wisconsinfarmersunion.
com or call 715-723-5561 for details. 

Rachel Henderson raises pas-
tured hogs, sheep and poultry 

at Mary Dirty Face Farm in Dunn 
County. The animals complement 
her family's organic orchard and 
are a growing enterprise on the 
farm, particularly as interest in lo-
cally grown food has risen amid 
COVID-19 concerns.

Though the farm offers the space 
to expand their livestock ventures, 
the family has hit a stumbling block 
in growing that portion of their 
business — a lack of local meat pro-
cessing capacity.

"We went from being able to get 
most of our needs met in our coun-
ty to suddenly having to go sig-
nificantly outside of the county for 
meat processing," Henderson said. 
"We were at a point last year where 
I was getting worried I'd be butch-
ering a bunch of pigs and lambs 
myself because it took me so long 
to find a processor."  

The Hendersons are not alone in 
their struggle. WFU has been hear-
ing rising concerns from producers 
throughout the state over the past 
couple of years, even before local 

meat demand surged this spring 
amid the COVID-related closure of 
some large-scale U.S. processing 
plants. 

Chippewa County beef and grain 
farmer Robert Begalke has custom-
ers lining up for beef halves and 
wholes but he, like many other farm-
ers in the state, is facing processing 
appointments being scheduled as 
far as a year out. Some farmers have 
reported having to book butcher 
dates before calves even hit the 
ground. 

"The butchers we do have are do-
ing a hell of a business and they're 
great to work with, but there's just 
not enough of them in the area 
anymore," Begalke said. "It used 
to be most rural communities had 
a butcher shop, but through the 
years, we've lost a lot of those. We 
need to invest in that infrastructure 
if we're serious about building a lo-
cal food movement." 

Similar stories echo from other 
corners of the state. In southern 
Wisconsin, April Prusia of Doro-
thy's Range in Blanchardville and 
other farmers in her neighborhood 
have been advocating for mobile 
slaughtering units to help alleviate 
processing bottlenecks. 

Wisconsin farmers grapple 
with lack of meat processing
Danielle Endvick 
Communications Director

Photo by Danielle Endvick
Farmers in some regions are having to book slaughter appointments 
nearly as soon as the calf is born and, in some cases, even before. 
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Prusia says processing 
options in her region are 
lacking and worsened this 
spring as disruptions at 
large processing plants 
elsewhere in the Midwest 
rippled back to the local 
level. Likewise, she's heard 
from Minnesota farmers 
in her network who have 
even experienced process-
ing appointments for ani-
mals being canceled.   

Henderson and Prusia 
were among farmers who 
joined industry stakehold-
ers and Wisconsin Farmers 
Union staff for a call on the 
issue in May. The group 
considered creative solu-
tions to address the need 
for more processing ca-
pacity. Rural development 
funding targeted at meat 
processors, training op-
portunities to encourage 
butchery as a career path, 
options for mobile slaugh-
ter, and more transparent 
labeling of meat products 
were among the proposed 
steps forward.

"This is a really tough 
subject, because it is really 
hard for us to compete or 
change in our little state 
here or do something on 
a large scale when the 
monopolies that control 
the meat industry have so 
much control," Prusia said.

Both National Farmers 
Union and WFU have been 
advocating for stronger en-
forcement of antitrust laws, 
as consolidation in the 
meatpacking industry has 
led to just four meatpack-
ers controlling the slaugh-
ter of over 80 percent of 
feedlot cattle in the United 
States. This spring, those 

"Big Four" — Tyson Foods, 
JBS, Cargill, and Nation-
al Beef — were accused of 
conspiring to fix cattle pric-
es. In response, the Justice 
Department appears to be 
deepening federal anti-
trust scrutiny. 

Seeking solutions
DATCP Livestock and 

Meat Specialist Jeff Sw-
ensen has been among 
those working to build 
meat processing capacity 
in the state. 

"There is definitely a 
shortage of labor, of peo-
ple wanting to go into meat 
processing," Swenson said, 
noting it can be a physical-
ly demanding profession. 
Industry stakeholders are 
pushing to recruit students 
for an Artisanal Modern 
Meat Production program 
at Madison College this fall. 
While there used to be sev-
eral such programs around 
the state, few opportunities 

to learn meat cutting re-
main. See page 10 for de-
tails on the program and a 
scholarship opportunity.

Another struggle Swen-
son noted was a surge 
in direct market farmers. 
"In some ways, these di-
rect market farmers and 
the more retail-focused 
butcher shops are com-
petitors," he said. "Also, 
the processors' work 
force is aging;  it mirrors 
very well with farmers, 
with many in their late 
50s or 60s. It's hard work 
— meat processing is con-
sidered a high-risk profes-
sion with high insurance 
costs and people are real-
izing there's more money 
in retail. Couple all of that 
with the increase in local 
food interest — it's a per-
fect storm." 

"The state of Minnesota 
has created a small grant 
program that provides be-

tween $1,000 and $5,000 
to state-inspected meat 
processing plants for 
things like additional cool-
ers and equipment," noted 
WFU Government Rela-
tions Director Kara O'Con-
nor. "Investment through 
grants and rural develop-
ment programs coupled 
with training programs 
to ensure future butchers 
are among the innovative 
strategies that could help 
improve the situation we're 
seeing across the state." 

Members included Meat 
Processing Infrastructure 
as a 2020 Special Order 
of Business, and WFU will 
continue seeking solutions.

"The lack of processing 
is really limiting growth for 
a lot of farmers," Hender-
son said. "I think we have 
the market to expand and 
customers who would buy 
from us — the same goes 
for a lot of other farmers."

Left: The Gloucestershire Old 
Spots grazing at Dorothy's 
Range (Photo by April Prusia)

Below: Lambs are among the 
livestock Rachel Henderson 
raises at Mary Dirty Face Farm. 
(Photo by Rachel Henderson)
 

Interested in sharing your regional meat 
processing  challenges or triumphs? WFU is 
looking for members who are willing to chat 

with industry officials, policymakers and 
media; contact Danielle at 715-471-0398  
or dendvick@wisconsinfarmersunion.com
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John Ikerd to speak at Right to Harm film screening
The Kenosha-Racine-Walworth-Jefferson Farmers Union, in collaboration with 

Preserving our Ixonia Countryside, Greener Oconomowoc, Sustain Jefferson, and 
Conservation Voters will present Right to Harm, a film that shows the impact of fac-
tory farming on communities throughout the United States and that includes two 
Wisconsin communities. The event, from 1 to 4pm Aug. 9,  will include a keynote 
by economist John Ikerd, who also appears in the film. The screening will be at 
Oconomowoc Community Center, 220 W Wisconsin Ave., Oconomowoc.

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

WFU's positions on water-related policies going forward? If so, please join the 
WFU Water Committee! Progress on water-related legislation has slowed due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. This committee can use this pause to regroup and focus 
efforts on key priorities. The committee will be chaired by WFU District 8 Director 
Rick Adamski.  To be added to the committee email list, email WFU Government 
Relations Director Kara O'Connor:  koconnor@wisconsinfarmersunion.com

WFU recognizes outgoing director Mark Liebaert
Wisconsin Farmers Union would like to extend sincere thanks to outgoing WFU 

board member Mark Liebaert for his years of service on the board of directors. 
Mark runs a grass-finished beef herd on his 600-acre farm near South Range 
in Douglas County and is president of the Amnicon Douglas Farmers Union. He 
served on the WFU board of directors from 2007 to 2020. Thank you, Mark!   

farmers union 
happenings

Find more details at 
wisconsinfarmersunion.com/events

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

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

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

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

No RSVP necessary.  

Artisanal Modern Meat Production 
Scholarship Deadline

Postmark by July 15. (See page 10)
Application available at 

www.wisconsinfarmersunion.com

National Farmers Union Fly-In  
Scholarship Deadline

Postmark by July 27
Application available at 

www.wisconsinfarmersunion.com

Right to Harm Film Screening  
with featured speaker John Ikerd

August 9, 1-4pm
Oconomowoc Community Center, 

220 W. Wisconsin Ave. Oconomowoc
Info: Kirsten Jurcek, 920-342-9504  

or kjurcek1@centurytel.net

Virtual WFU Summer Conference
"Climate Change & the Role of 

Family Farmers"
August 13, 11am-12:30pm

RSVP: wisconsinfarmersunion.com/
events

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

Scholarships are available  
for first-time attendees!  

wisconsinfarmersunion.comWant to share what's going on in your neck of the woods? Submit Chapter Chatter 
to Danielle at 715-471-0398 or dendvick@wisconsinfarmersunion.com
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WE SUPPORT YOU NOW MORE THAN EVER. 

NFU MEMBERS RECEIVE A DISCOUNT OF 

1%10%
www.nfu.org/benefits

Membership    Recruited by
Alfred P Czerniewski, Crivitz   Czerniewski Insurance
John & Terry Bobbe, Scandinavia  Tommy Enright
Kate & David Ullman Family, Ashland  John Adams
Wayne Miedema, Waupun   Nolan Insurance Agency 
John & Brooke Krams, Malone  Family Insurance Center
John & Sarah Sippl Family, Menomonie  Caleb /Lauren Langworthy
Zena McFadden-Jasper & Randall Jasper, Muscoda Darin Von Ruden
Randy & Kris Riehle, Edgar   Kreager Insurance Inc.
Tania Mathews, Eau Claire   Aaron Ellringer
Molly Barnes & Stephen Wisner, Eau Claire Aaron Ellringer
Andrew Gehrke & Amy O'Connor, Eau Claire Aaron Ellringer
Brian Moore, Eau Claire   Aaron Ellringer
Kim Cronk Family, Eau Claire   Aaron Ellringer
Chelsea Eisold, Eau Claire   Aaron Ellringer
Mauricea & Joe Ziehr, Eau  Claire  Aaron Ellringer
Sarah Szymanski, Eau Claire   Aaron Ellringer
Michael Kraus, Belleville   The Pederson Agency
Jenny & Shawn Kodl Family, Thorp  2020 Camp Program
Kerri Kiernan & Andrew Werthmann, Eau Claire Aaron Ellringer
Linda Thompson & Jeff Southern, Rice Lake Dale Hanson
Dennis & Mary Shippy, Grutiot  The Pederson Agency 
Amber & Joshua Fallos Family, Rib Lake  2020 Camp Program
South Central Wisconsin Hemp Cooperative FL Morris
Robin Jakobi Family, Chippewa Falls  2020 Camp Program
Elizabeth & Slavko Ivankovic Family, Eau Claire Aaron Ellringer
Jacob & Linda Buol, Monticello  The Pederson Agency
David & Christine Kilpatrick, Wales  Family Insurance Center
Adam Yarish, Eau Claire   Stoney Acres Farm
Ursula & John Meier, Juda   The Pederson Agency
Mike & Cathy Leonard, Hollandale  The Pederson Agency

Welcome New Members!

Wisconsin Farmers Union is sorry 
 to announce the decision to can-

cel or postpone all Farmers Union 
programming and rental use 
at WFU Kamp Kenwood for the 

summer of 2020. Though we had been developing 
procedures to move forward with guidelines set by 
the CDC, American Camp Association, and public 
health authorities, concerns about camper well-be-
ing and liability were deciding factors.

The significant preparations being made were 
not for nothing. Research of best practices has 
contributed to our general communicable disease 
management plan, which has always been and will 
continue to be an important element of planning a 
safe and healthy camp environment for all.

A core group of summer staff will be working over 
the summer on camp-related work and other proj-
ects, and we hope we can provide some outreach 
— perhaps virtually — to our beloved camp families 
while encouraging participants to get outside, ap-
preciate our natural world, and reflect and consider 
how we interact with it and all its inhabitants.

In addition to lessons on cooperatives and mind-
fulness, our plans for the summer included a Farm-
ers Union class featuring the issue of diversity, 
equity, and inclusion, especially within our rural 
communities and including in our own organiza-
tion. This topic was proposed back in December 
with input from our Senior Youth Advisory Coun-
cil and aligned with a special workshop prior to 
the WFU state convention, so I am especially dis-
appointed that we cannot now fully engage with 
this important and timely conversation in person at 
camp this summer.

I therefore especially invite you to read and re-
flect on the statement on page 5 of this newsletter 
- and live it - with your family, friends, and commu-
nity.

Thanks again for your patience and understand-
ing as we have done our best to manage these 
unusual circumstances. We look forward to bright-
er days for camp — and our country — as we work 
together to improve and rebuild the systems that 
unite us as a local and global community.

Camps canceled for 2020
Education 

Cathy Statz
Education Director
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I’m not a farmer, but I’ve learned a lot 
by listening to farmers. Not just about 

how to grow crops or care for animals, 
but also about the challenges of try-
ing to survive in today’s economy. The 

pain of not knowing if you’ll be able to pay this month’s 
mortgage. The feeling of powerlessness in watching 
prices plummet again and again. The isolation of seeing 
another neighbor go out of business. The frustration of 
changing weather patterns delaying planting or harvest. 

The more I listen, the more I am reminded how peo-
ple’s lives are impacted by the systems around us and 
how the challenges Wisconsin farmers face are not just 
data points in an abstract policy de-
bate; they are the daily experiences 
of real people. 

I am also reminded that the prob-
lems we wish to solve are too big 
for us to solve alone. No one per-
son is going to tackle corporate 
monopolization of the American 
food system. None of us have a 
magic wand that will solve climate 
change. We need each other. To 
make change, we need to skillfully combine our resourc-
es, our time, and our voices to build collective power and 
use it strategically, like David placing a stone into his sling 
and hurling it at Goliath.

Easier said than done, right? It can be hard to imagine 
a path forward and to see ourselves as part of the solu-
tion when corporate interests wield outsized influence 
and when so many people don’t have a seat at the deci-
sion-making table. The change we long for can seem out 
of reach, but there is a first step we can take right now. 
The simplest way to start building power is to have a con-
versation with someone.

In the face of daunting challenges, a single conversa-
tion with a neighbor or acquaintance may seem small 
and insignificant, but so does a single brick until it is add-
ed onto another brick and eventually becomes a foun-
dation. To win change, we need a movement. To grow a 
movement, we need people. To bring people together, 
we need to build relationships. To build relationships, we 
start by simply sitting down and talking to each other. 

It is easy to talk about the weather, last night’s football 
game, or news headlines. It is not as easy to talk about our 
values, hopes, or fears. But if we don’t have the courage to 
have a conversation that goes under the surface of daily 
events, then we miss an opportunity to learn about what 
someone cares about, what they want, what motivates 
them. We miss an opportunity to build a relationship. 

Let me pause here and confess: I’m an introvert. I’m 
most comfortable deep within 
the woods or in the middle of a 
lake, where people are scarce. I 
am suspicious of large crowds. In 
my mid-twenties, I attempted for 
several years to live like a hermit in 
the wilderness. During that time, I 
learned the inescapable biological 
fact that people need human inter-
action. We are social animals and 
our ability to work cooperatively 

is a survival strategy rooted deep within our history as a 
species. Without one another, we fall apart. 

Relationships are the foundation for collective action 
because they make a whole greater than the sum of its 
parts. Relationships enable us to see our self-interest as 
a common interest, which is the beginning of solidarity. 
Relationships are the missing ingredient in many of to-
day’s political campaigns that rely on delivering quick 
poll-tested messages to wide audiences using television, 
social media, and radio. Organizations may ask us to sign 
a petition, vote for a candidate, or make a donation, but 
they miss out on developing the “deep ties” that enable a 

Building rural power one conversation at a time

Rural Voices
Bill Hogseth 
Watershed & Organizing Coordinator 

"No one person is going to tackle 
corporate monopolization of the 

American food system. None of us 
have a magic wand that will solve  

climate change. We need each other." 
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group of people to form enduring bonds based on mu-
tual trust and understanding. Creating change is rooted 
in our ability to act together, which is rooted in our com-
mitment to one another, which is rooted in our ability to 
see our shared humanity in one another.

Being an introvert has allowed me to find strategies 
to connect with people in different ways. By obsessively 
avoiding crowds, I’ve gravitated towards engaging with 
people on a one-to-one basis; across the kitchen table, 
out in the field, in the cab of a truck, around a camp-
fire, on the phone, over a cup of coffee (or a bottle of 
beer, depending on the time of day). I’ve learned that 
the opportunity to sit down with someone is sacred: it is 
an opportunity to share our stories, perspectives, jokes, 
hopes, frustrations, values, and motivations. The irony 
is that, despite all of our digital communication tools, 
the opportunity to connect deeply with people has be-
come rare and building community can feel like swim-
ming upstream against a strong current.

Community doesn’t just happen. In a busy and hy-
per-connected world, we have to intentionally carve out 
the time to have conversations that can lead to action-
able relationships. It can be helpful to think about how 
to make a conversation most effective. Here are a few 
pointers to get you started:

• Make time. Think about someone you are curious 
to get to know more and who may share WFU’s values. 
Reach out and ask for 30 minutes of their time. 

• Be clear about your purpose. Tell them why you 
want to have a conversation. Let them know that you are 
a WFU member and you’d like to hear their thoughts 
about what’s going on in Wisconsin’s rural communities. 

• Ask questions and listen. Asking questions not only 
moves the conversation forward but also shows that 
you are listening and encourages people to share more. 
Give the person space to be heard. If you don’t know 
the right question to ask, start simply by asking “Why?”

• Share your story. Be authentic. Let them know where 
you come from and what you care about. Share a mo-
ment from your past when you decided to first get in-
volved with WFU. Your story makes you real and deep-
ens the relationship. 

• Explore shared values. There will be a moment in 
the conversation where you learn that you both have 
similar values. Dive deeper by asking where the person 
learned those values and sharing where you learned 
yours. 

• Agree to a next step. A relationship doesn’t happen 
in a single conversation. Set a time to meet again or 
maybe invite them to attend a WFU event. 

WFU recently launched a relational organizing proj-
ect that leverages the power of conversations and the 
strength of our relationships to grow rural power. In 
February, we held a two-day relational organizing work-
shop with a group of members and staff, introducing a 
framework developed by Marshall Ganz. We learned 
how stories and relationships can combine with strate-
gic action to develop grassroots leadership and achieve 
measurable change in Wisconsin’s rural communities. 

In March, we hired WFU members John Adams and 
Kathleen Hobert as field organizers. They quickly got to 
work by having more than 75 one-to-one conversations 
with WFU members across the state to learn about our 
members’ experiences, values, interests, skills, and re-
sources. These conversations were followed up by a 
series of virtual “house meetings” to gather local chap-
ter members together for a discussion about the issues 
that are impacting them, their loved ones, or their com-
munities and about how we can play a role in being a 
part of the solution. 

All of this relationship building is part of a larger strat-
egy to have 1,000 conversations with people in rural 
communities to build support and create understand-
ing on key issues such as fair maps, monopoly power, 
etc. Our relational organizing team will train WFU mem-
bers who want to have two-way conversations, at the 
doorstep or on the phone (depending on COVID), that 
engage a person’s values and experiences as a way of 
understanding how someone thinks about the issues. In 
doing so, our hope is to build new relationships across 
rural Wisconsin that can strengthen WFU’s foundation 
for collective action.

Perhaps the most radical thing we can do is also the 
most simple: we can start by simply having a conversa-
tion with another human being. How would things look 
different if we were better at talking and listening to 
each other? If we stopped to talk with our neighbor in-
stead of waving through the windshield and driving by. 
If, instead of just talking about the weather or last night’s 
football game, we also shared our hopes and dreams? 
If people listened more and argued less? If citizens had 
a voice and if politicians listened? These are the ques-
tions Wisconsin Farmers Union hopes to explore this 
year as we search for a path forward in building rural 
communities where prosperity can be shared by every-
one regardless of class, race, gender, age, or ability.

Learn more at www.wisconsinfarmersunion.com/
ruralvoices or by contacting Bill at bhogseth@wiscon-
sinfarmersunion.com. 
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There’s nothing that forces you to 
focus and find inner calm quite 

like opening up a hive of 60,000 
bees.

“It might sound strange, but there 
is some peace in that moment, 
and in being outside and seeing 
Mother Nature do what Mother 
Nature does best,” says beekeeper 
Sarah Dachos. That centering that 
Dachos, a Navy veteran, has found 
in agricultural pursuits is part of 
what inspired her involvement as 
deputy director of the Farmer Vet-
eran Coalition (FVC). 

Soon, veterans here in Wisconsin 
will have access to resources and 
a network of farmer veterans, as a 
FVC chapter is set to launch in the 
state this summer. 

St. Croix Farmers Union member 
Joe Koch, a 7-year Army veteran, 
has been helping to lead the charge 
on creation of a FVC chapter in Wis-
consin. Koch first stumbled upon 
the organization at a veteran mixer 
held at the MOSES Organic Farm-

ing Conference. He saw the value 
in creating a space for camaraderie 
among farmer veterans. 

“We’ve had a great reception so 
far and a lot of support from folks 
who want to see this come into be-
ing,” Koch said. 

Koch is a first-generation farmer 
but third-generation horticulturist 
who grew up roaming his mother’s 
and grandparents’ greenhouses 
and orchards. He worked as a se-
curity and network engineer in the 
Twin Cities but ended up seeking 
out a quieter life in northwestern 
Wisconsin. He now raises a herd of 
Black Angus, horses, and chickens 
and dabbles in aquaponics on his 
ranch near Wilson. 

Koch has personally experienced 

how farming can serve as an avenue 
for coping for veterans and wanted 
to be a part of connecting more of 
his comrades with agriculture.  

“I’ve heard too many instanc-
es where veterans were trying to 
cope with their struggles and they 
become addicted to pain pills," he 
said. "We want to be another tool 
that could be of help to these vet-
erans, an option for peer-to-peer 
learning and fellowship.” 

Koch said veterans sometimes 
struggle with not knowing where 
they fit in after leaving service, 
where their training may have been 
in specific realms that no longer ap-
ply to the average day-to-day life. 
“Some veterans return home with 
a lot of baggage,” he said. “Farm-
ing can be a good release of that, 
to get a sense of self-worth and 
accomplishment as they transition 
back to being a civilian.” 

The FVC of Wisconsin’s mission 
will be to mentor, educate, assist, 
and build camaraderie among vet-
erans in the state of Wisconsin. The 
group will assist current farmer vet-
erans or those who want to transi-

Finding focus
Farmer Veteran Coalition launches in Wisconsin, connecting veterans to agriculture

Follow the Farmer Veteran 
Coalition of Wisconsin on 
Facebook for updates or 
contact Joe Koch at 651-

494-2950 for details.   

Danielle Endvick
Communications Director 

Veteran Joe Koch takes a moment of reflection on his St. Croix County Farm. (Submitted photo)
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tion into farming. 
“There is a therapeutic aspect that 

comes from the knowledge that you are 
growing something for yourself or others 
or in the responsibility of raising an ani-
mal,” Koch said. “One of the things we’re 
working on right now is victory gardens, 
which is an idea that came out of the 
World Wars. Anyone can grow their own 
food, and a victory garden is a great way 
to start.”

The fledgling group already has nearly 
400 members with a lot of potential for 
growth, as the last census shows Wiscon-
sin is home to 360,000 veterans. 

Among the FVC of Wisconsin founding 
members are Jim and Laura Leffel, who 
shifted from lives as an Air Force fighter 
pilot and civil engineer, respectively, to 
running Leffel Roots Apple Orchard near 
Eau Claire. 

The Leffels have been members of the 
Farmer Veteran Coalition for about five 
years, and Laura notes, "The small grants 
program and mentorship aspects im-
pressed us. We were able to use the grant 
program for capital purchases to invest in 
a weather station and also in a deck that 
we constructed so people in wheelchairs 
could also have access to pick apples."

She, too, has seen the value in connect-
ing veterans with the land. 

"Some veterans have trouble transition-
ing from military to civilian life —they're 
used to being outdoors and doing things 
as a team. A cubicle might not be the best 
fit, but farming allows us to be outside 
and actually see the thing you've put in 
the ground growing—there's something 
therapeutic in that." 

About FVC
The Farmer Veteran Coalition was or-

ganized in California in 2007 by Michael 
O'Gorman and a small group of volun-
teers who saw the value in opening up 
farms — and the peace and opportunity 
they could provide — to those returning 
from war. The group recognized that ever 
increasing numbers of those enlisted in 
the US military had roots in rural Ameri-
ca and that often veteran services were 
based in more populous areas, far from 
the type of career and lifestyle many vet-
erans would want to pursue. 

There are about 10 FVC chapters across 
the United States, and organizers hope 
to see five more chapters established in 
2020, as the organization expands into 
the Midwest and Great Plains. 

“Much of the military mindset is fo-
cused on ‘you’ve got to get the job done,’ 
with that work also being hard and phys-
ical," Dachos noted. "Farming speaks to 
so many of us who have served because 
you are physically outside doing what 
needs to get done to get the mission ac-
complished.” 

There is no cost to join, and member-
ship isn’t limited to farmer veterans, 
Dachos stressed. “At its core, whether 
you’re a farmer veteran or not, it’s about 
the networking and support you can give 
to farmer veterans,” she said. 

Membership for veterans includes 
some perks, too, like access to men-
tors and discounts at Kuboda, Johnny's 
Seeds, Gempler's and more. The FVC 
also offers members the ability to market 
their products under the Homegrown by 
Heroes brand, which identifies products 
grown or made by veterans. Like the Lef-
fels, members can also apply for grants 
through the Farmer Veteran Fellowship 
Fund, a grant program that provides di-
rect assistance to veterans in their begin-
ning years of farming. Awards range from 
$1,000 to $5,000. 

Perhaps the greatest value Koch sees, 
though, is in having a network of com-
rades with which to share farming knowl-
edge and resources, as he notes, “There 
are a ton of resources out there for veter-
ans, but people don’t know where to find 
them. We're looking to change that.” 

He notes many of the values of FVC 
and WFU overlap, such as community, 
mentorship and a desire to strengthen 
food systems and rural communities. The 
two organizations look forward to collab-
orating. WFU District 6 Director and U.S. 
Army Veteran Chris Holman will serve on 
the FVC of Wisconsin advisory board.

Submitted photos
From top: Sarah Dachos inoculates mushrooms with her son; the Leffel family; 
thanks to a FVC grant, the Leffels invested in a handicap accessible deck for 
apple picking at their apple orchard; Joe Koch on his Wilson ranch.  
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In the past eight years, Sarah Lloyd 
has left a lasting mark on Wisconsin 

Farmers Union in roles ranging from 
membership development to coordi-
nation of special projects to a uniter of 
rural allies. In July, Sarah will be leaving 
WFU to pursue other opportunities to 
work on behalf of family farmers. She 
has accepted a joint position between 
the University of Wisconsin Center for 
Integrated Agricultural Systems (CIAS), 
where she will continue her work as a 
food systems scientist, and with the 
University of Minnesota, where she 
will serve as a supply chain specialist, 
working with farmers and research-
ers to understand and build supply 
chains for grass-fed dairy and beef. 
Through her work with CIAS, Sarah will 
continue ongoing work with longtime 
WFU member Michelle Miller, study-
ing transportation efficiencies in local 
food systems and building the infra-
structure necessary for farmers to get 
a fair price. Sarah also will continue to 
work several hours a week administer-
ing grants for the Wisconsin Food Hub 
Cooperative. 

Sarah grew up in the Twin Cities but 
spent much of her childhood roam-
ing the Lloyd family farm just outside 
Cambria in Columbia County. Her first 
job out of college was working on sus-
tainable forest issues in the Russian 

Far East. That life chapter led to a stint 
in Sweden and Finland, where she 
worked with international organiza-
tions on sustainable forestry. She lived 
above the Arctic circle in Sweden for 
a time, in the small heritage-rich town 
of Jokkmokk. While in Sweden, she 
pursued a masters degree in rural de-
velopment, which sparked a passion 
for helping rural communities on eco-
nomic development and social issues. 

That work, in turn, spurred a desire 
within the suburbia-raised Midwest-
erner to return to her father's ancestral 
farm in Wisconsin in 2001. Sarah set 
about raising market vegetables on 
the former dairy farm, planning a quiet 
rural life. So it was, until 2004, when two 
ethanol plants were proposed within 
two miles of the Lloyd farmhouse with-
in a two-week period, raising concerns 
about water and air quality and the 
ongoing push toward monocropping. 
Sarah became involved in a progres-
sive community movement to stop the 
plants. Connections made in that effort 
led her involvement in Fighting Bob 
Fest, where she met progressive polit-
ical activists like Ed Garvey, Jim High-
tower, and Bernie Sanders and would 
later become inspired to make a run 
for Congress. Her community engage-
ment — and observing the nature of 
humans to side with profit over com-
munity and environment — put Sarah 
on the path toward a PhD in Rural So-
ciology at the University of Wisconsin, 

where she sought out ways to build 
an economy that worked for farmers 
and for rural communities. She also 
became active in the Columbia Coun-
ty Farmers Union, serving as chap-
ter president and attending Farmers 
Union leadership trainings. 

Joining the WFU team was a natural 
fit then, when Sarah was approached 
by former WFU executive director Tom 
Quinn, who tasked the up-and-com-
ing organizer with  convening a con-
ference to build community among 
CSA farmers and lift up the local food 
movement. 

"After all of my reading and theo-
rizing, part of the interest in joining 
the WFU staff was I could actually ap-
ply the things I was reading about in 
books," Sarah recalls. "It all led to the 
same need — citizen action." 

Sarah helped create and facilitate 
many networking and programming 
opportunities for CSA farmers, includ-
ing the well-attended Midwest CSA 
Conference. She designed programs 
from the ground up with lots of input 
from the farmers themselves. She also 
played an instrumental role in found-
ing the Wisconsin Food Hub Cooper-
ative, solar projects, and other special 
projects for WFU and has been a driv-
ing force behind the Dairy Together ef-
fort to get fair prices for family farmers. 

"Sarah has cultivated a rich and vast 
network of people across the world 
who believe in progressive values," 

A Fond FarewellA Fond Farewell

Danielle Endvick 
Communications Director

From left: Sarah Lloyd and Nels Nelson on their farm; Sarah at a Women Caring for the Land event, Farm Aid 2019, and a Dairy Together meeting. 
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said WFU Executive Director Julie Keown-Bomar. "WFU's 
visibility across the state, nation and world was enhanced 
by Sarah's networking abilities and her skill at communi-
cating shared values."

WFU President Darin Von Ruden adds, "Sarah has been 
a valuable team member, given her ties with not only the 
education community but also her knowledge of what's 
happening in the agricultural industry and her connec-
tions as an organizer." 

Both Von Ruden and Keown-Bomar noted they hope to 
continue to see Sarah at WFU events, leading members in  
traditional Farmers Union songs    — with gusto.  

"Sarah brought exceptional leadership skills to her work 
with WFU. She cares deeply about rural people and fam-
ily farms, and she was not afraid to speak truth to power," 
adds former WFU Executive Director Tom Quinn. "Sarah is 
about finding solutions, challenging established thinking, 
and building trusted relationships."

For Sarah, Farmers Union means family, both figuratively 
and literally. Her great uncle, David Lloyd, served as WFU 
Vice President from 1976 to 1983. In 2007, she became fur-
ther entrenched into the Farmers Union family, when she 
married Wisconsin Dells dairy farmer Nels Nelson, who 
hails from a family steeped in WFU tradition.

"When you are with Sarah and Nels at the Nelson farm, 
you know you are at one of the foundational farms for 
WFU," Quinn recalls. "The generational connection be-
tween them and Nels' parents — Don and Anita — represent 
the heart and history of the organization."

Sarah plans to continue on as an active member and 
looks forward to seeing WFU implement its current project 
plans, which seek to lift up rural voices and the organiza-
tion's grassroots policy.

"The thing that I love about Farmers Union is that it is 
a political economic project," Lloyd said. "People under-

Take the Produce Safety Alliance

classroom learning into the field

with this podcast hosted by the late,

great Chris Blanchard of Purple

Pitchfork. Each short episode

covers produce safety requirements

and best practices, from harvesting

to record-keeping. We hope the

podcast will be a great audio

companion from seeding in your

greenhouse to harvest of produce.

 

Produced by the Wisconsin Farmers Union, you don't want to miss out on this great resource!
Check it out on iTunes or at https://www.wisconsinfarmersunion.com/podcast

Farmers Union 

Produce Safety Podcast 

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

Photo by Jan Shepel
Sarah Lloyd speaks up at a Wisconsin farmer tractorcade 
at the Capitol in 2011.  

stand that they need to take action and that we need to 
gain power. Everything is small 'p' political, recognizing 
that we need to get the power necessary so that farmers 
can get fair prices and our rural communities can be sup-
ported."  

Sarah has also come to appreciate the broad mix of 
WFU members. 

"I really appreciate getting to know the breadth of geo-
graphic membership but also, coming from the Nelson 
farm, where we’re conventional and milking 400 cows with 
multiple families involved, I appreciate coming together 
and working with people who are growing vegetables for 
direct market on a half-acre. We all know that we share the 
same values. We know that we can come together and 
fight for the same things and fight for each other."
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While we still have much to learn, 
and far more to do, about cli-

mate change, it’s impact on natural 
resources and communities is be-
coming increasingly clear. Lake Supe-
rior, the largest single source of fresh 
water on the planet, seemed immune 
to algal blooms that trouble the more 
small and shallow Lake Eerie, as well 
as smaller bodies of water through-
out Wisconsin. Superior was believed 
too vast to allow for the concentration 
of nutrients needed to fuel a bloom 
and too cold for the algae to multiply. 
Only a few surface blooms of cyano-
bacteria, occurring in the 1960s and 
linked to acute releases of mining by-
products into Superior, have been re-
corded through modern history. Un-
fortunately, the deepest of the Great 
Lakes started experiencing these 
blooms since 2012, with one bloom 
stretching about 50 miles along the 
shoreline in 2018. 

The lake is getting warmer. Mean-
while, escalating average tempera-
tures allow the atmosphere to hold 
more moisture, which results in more 
frequent and intense downpours. The 
increasing frequency and intensity of 
these storm events flush nutrients 
from overwhelmed municipal waste-

water treatment plants and farm fields 
alike into vulnerable surface waters. 
Trout streams and wild rice beds in 
Superior’s watershed that have pro-
vided reliable sustenance to Native 
American communities in Minneso-
ta, Michigan and Wisconsin through 
time immemorial are threatened by 
the increasing temperatures and po-
tential for blooms, demonstrating that 
today’s conditions are new to Lake 
Superior.

While changes in Lake Superior and 

other water bodies throughout Wis-
consin are uniquely visible, climate 
change’s impacts can be observed 
across Wisconsin’s farming land-
scape. More intense spring rains and 
the resulting mud are keeping folks 
out of the field. Bill Hogseth, WFU’s 
Watershed and Organizing Coor-
dinator, discusses climate change 
with farmers through Governor Tony 
Ever’s Climate Change Task Force. 
“Strongest on the mind of farmers I’m 
working with is that last year was the 
wettest on record,” Hogseth said. “The 
fact that Wisconsin farmers are three 
weeks ahead of where they were this 
time last year reminds many farmers 
how crazy this is. In the Driftless Area, 
flooding has become expected over 
the past several years.”

Rachel Bouressa, a Wisconsin 
Farmers Union member raising cows 
on grass from start to finish in New 
London, is also witnessing how the 
changing climate impacts farmers in 
her community. Rachel serves on the 
Farm Service Agency County Com-
mittee, where she participates in the 
execution of emergency farm sup-
port programs. “Lately it’s been so 
wet that we’ve had to use emergen-
cy programs like prevented planting 
because so much land has gone un-
planted, totally fallow and unproduc-
tive,” she said. The window for com-

Thomas Driscoll 
Rural Voices Correspondent 

RURAL VOICES

Farmers & Wisconsin's  
changing climate

Photo by Nina Much
Rainwater rushes off of a field north 
of Appleton following a May 28th 
storm that rapidly dropped several 
inches of rain. 

Photo by Danielle Endvick
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pleting harvest, Bouressa noted, has 
also narrowed as weather in the fall 
has become more erratic. 

This is in stark contrast to the ex-
perience of Bouressa’s parents, who 
manage a more conventional oper-
ation in Australia. While Wisconsin 
experiences more intense rain, the 
community where Bouressa’s parents 
farm went nine months with no rain-
fall leading into the wildfires in late 
2019 and early 2020. Their farm ulti-
mately wasn’t damaged by the fires, 
but the surrounding community was 
decimated. 

The added risk from all the ex-
treme weather facing farmers across 
the globe, both drought and deluge, 
track with a July 2019 report issued 
by the USDA Economic Research 
Service, Climate Change and Agri-
cultural Risk Management Into the 
21st Century, that modeled farmers’ 
likely utilization of the Federal Crop 
Insurance Program and determined 
that agricultural risk management 
programs are likely to become more 
expensive to manage as the climate 
continues to change.

Farmers place themselves in peril 
by ignoring the mounting evidence 
and need for action on climate 
change. The higher the cost of the 
farmers’ safety net, the more difficult 
these programs become to justify to 
taxpayers. Fortunately, there is grow-
ing interest in supporting farmers to 
manage their operations in ways that 
reduce their own risk in a changing 
climate while also reducing the emis-
sions of greenhouse gases that ex-
acerbate climate challenges. Rachel 
explains “soil health principles using 
practices like no-till and cover crops 
allowed a lot of farmers to get into 
the field earlier.” And while witness-
ing neighbors struggle with mud, 
Bouressa said that the soil health 
practices she employs, like interseed-
ing with legumes instead of chemical 
fertilizer and maintaining pasture for 
over twenty years, allow her ground 
to absorb more water and hold it 

against future dry spells while re-
maining traversable. Further, her 
grazing regime avoids the need for 
many passes with heavy equipment 
that may be prone to damaging or 
getting stuck in wet ground. Boures-
sa also points out that grazing is gen-
erally far less fossil fuel intensive than 
growing crops for feed with a lot of 
chemical input.  

Making the changes to more resil-
ient farming is a big lift for any farm 
operation, but the investment in the 
stability of the food supply is worth 
it. Farmers can make several asks of 
government officials to help clear 
the way for climate resilient farming, 
including investing in diverse agri-
culture research, support for farm bill 
conservation programs, and reduc-
ing barriers to market for animals on 
pasture. 

Hogseth’s work with the Climate 
Change Task Force also involves 
identifying policy solutions to encour-
age climate-resilient farming. Farm-
ers on the task force have indicated 
interest in carbon credit programs 
that reward farmers for avoiding 
emissions and storing atmospheric 
carbon dioxide in their working soils, 

incentivizing renewable energy on 
the farm, and encouraging grazing 
and reforestation. WFU is current-
ly working with farmer members to 
prepare formal testimony on both 
challenges to farming and potential 
policy improvements, for upcoming 
public hearings on climate solutions. 

Climate change presents serious 
challenges to farmers, rural commu-
nities, and the stability of domestic 
and global food systems. Despite 
overwhelming scientific consensus 
that the phenomena is occurring, and 
that human activity is contributing to 
its severity, the issue has become po-
liticized and often painfully difficult to 
discuss. There are plenty of options 
for empowering farmers to adapt to 
and mitigate climate change, but de-
nying the challenge prevents us from 
coordinating efforts and maximizing 
results from farming practices with 
climate benefits. Hopefully, devel-
opments like algal blooms in Lake 
Superior and USDA’s predictions on 
the rising expense of crop insurance 
programs will provide the motivation 
needed to address climate change in 
farming communities.   

We can rearrange our meeting 
dates after the pesky thing quits 
if we are in the land of the living, 

but if we are stowed away in the 
great beyond — well, meetings 

won’t concern us.
— Farmers Union article from the 1918 flu pandemic

Exploring Climate Change  
& the Role of Family Farms
Join us for the launch of our  

climate change video project 
and engage around the  
issue of climate change. 

Hear from National Farmers 
Union President Rob Larew 

about the organization’s work  
& climate change resources. 

VIRTUAL SUMMER CONFERENCE

August 13, 2020 
11am Central 

Join us on Zoom! RSVP at 
wisconsinfarmersunion.com/events
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M y husband and I test 
milk once a month 

not only to see how each in-
dividual cow is performing, 
but because of the trove of 
data collected from the re-
spective sample bottle filled 
by each individual cow. Bulk 
tank data from each load we 
ship is helpful, don’t get me 
wrong, but it doesn’t tell us 
how individual cows are do-
ing. Not only do we enjoy 
keeping detailed records 
of milk production from our 
cows, but milk testing is a 
major tool that we use to 
keep producing a quality 
product. From somatic cell 
counts and MUNs to fat and 
protein levels, there’s a lot 
of information at hand that 
we use to make a multitude 
of management decisions 
from breeding to feeding to 
culling and a lot of smaller 
tweaks in between.

Not too long ago, we had a 
DHIA lab in our county. Then, 
as the number of total dairy 
farms (and dairy farms test-
ing milk with that particular 
lab) began to plummet, the 
lab closed and our milk sam-
ples – along with all the data 
– had to travel a little farther 
away to Zumbrota, Minn. As 
a result, tests were more de-
layed. Then, the Zumbrota 
lab closed, and our samples 
are now shuttled over to 
Sauk Centre, Minn., which 
means we wait longer yet for 
data to come back. I know 
that decisions to close those 
respective labs weren’t tak-
en lightly, but it’s highly rep-
resentative of the situation 

farmers find themselves in.
Milk testing is just one 

small example of the mas-
sive consolidation we’ve ex-
perienced in the agricultural 
sector. As farms continue to 
close their doors for the last 
time at a growing rate, so 
do the service and supply 
businesses that keep those 
farms running. For the farms 
left standing, it means longer 
drives and wait times for parts 
runs, feed deliveries, and 
other supplies – especially in 
areas where operating dairy 
farms are becoming fewer 
and farther between. 

It may not feel this way at 
the farm level, but farms – 
particularly dairy farms with 
the sheer number of inputs 
needed to produce milk 
and raise youngstock – are 
economic powerhouses. If 
our rural communities are 
cells, think of farms as the 
mitochondria in this context. 
Even our small dairy farm did 
business with nearly 40 other 
businesses, many of which 
are located in our county, last 
year. According to data from 
UW, each Wisconsin dairy 
cow generated $36,000 in 
economic revenue in 2017, 

and a few studies show that 
for every eight farms that 
close, one business on Main 
Street does the same. 

All too often, when agri-
businesses merge into a 
few large entities, claims are 
made – nearly every single 
time – that this merger will 
make operations and com-
merce more efficient. From 
a management standpoint, I 
understand how supervising 
fewer locations, employees, 
and accounts can streamline 
how business is done. How-
ever, how do longer drives 
and wait times for essential 
inputs mean greater efficien-
cy for anybody, especially 
customers? Sure, parts can 
always be ordered, but what 
good does a 3-day estimat-
ed delivery time do when 
there are crops to get in right 
now and dark storm clouds 
are looming on the horizon? 

I’m going to quote an old 
Polish proverb that says, “If 
the farmer is poor, so is the 
whole country.” After five 
consecutive years of less 
than break-even prices for 
most dairy operations with 
a pandemic cherry on top, 
farmers are hurting. As a re-

sult, so are the businesses 
they work with. I know we’re 
never going back to the days 
when every small town had a 
feed mill, implement dealer, 
hardware store, veterinary 
clinic, and grocery store. Un-
less we have hard conversa-
tions with our fellow farmers 
and call for sweeping policy 
changes that enforce exist-
ing antitrust laws and level 
the playing field for farms of 
all shapes and sizes, we’re 
going to experience even 
more consolidation. 

In addition to working 
with our fellow farmers to 
craft policy that benefits all 
of us and having those hard 
conversations, what else can 
farmers and consumers do? 
We can buy direct from farm-
ers when possible. We can 
care for the small business-
es we have left by taking a 
closer look at how we spend 
our hard-earned money. Pa-
tronize small businesses and 
stores in your communities 
instead of driving another 20 
minutes (at least) to big-box 
stores. Sure, you might pay a 
little more up front, but your 
money is staying local, you’re 
probably spending less 
money on gas, and instead 
of lining the pockets of some 
billionaire on their yacht in 
Bora Bora, you’re helping to 
pay for football cleats or bal-
let shoes for the children of 
that business owner. 

And, by voting with your 
dollars, you’re delaying the 
forces of consolidation to 
keep rural Wisconsin vibrant 
all with one more purchase. 

Olson spends her days 
writing and milking cows at 
Berglane Farm in Chetek.

Consolidation helps no one — except the consolidators
RURAL VOICES

Brittany Olson 
Rural Voices Correspondent

Photo by Brittany Olson
The dairy herd grazes at Olson's Berglane Farm in Chetek.
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Authors seek dairy farm stories 
Four sisters are setting out to capture the spirit, wit, 

and special wisdom of dairy farm dads. Mary A. Col-
born, Fran Norton, Tina Palenick, and Anna M. Rose re-
cently reached out to Wisconsin Farmers Union with a 
special request — they are looking for stories for a com-
pilation entitled Wisdom from Dairy Farmers to Their 
Daughters. 

"We know that the life of a dairy farmer has not been 
easy, especially in recent years," they noted said. "This 
book is our way and hopefully yours to honor the com-
mitment and sacrifice of dairy farmers and to capture 
what their life and legacy have meant to you." 

Dairy farmer daughters are encouraged to share sto-
ries on dating, marriage, childbirth, animal husbandry, 
family, faith, business, loss, etc. 

The goal is for book proceeds to go to dairy farmers 
and their families and/or organizations that serve them. 

Stories can be shared to the Facebook group 
Daughters of Dairy Farmers, emailed to dairyfarmer 
daughters@gmail.com or mailed to Dairy Farmer 
Daughters, c/o Mary A. Colborn, P.O. Box 411, Allegan, 
MI 49010. 

Grants aim to boost Midwest dairy
The Dairy Business Innovation Alliance (DBIA) is a 

new program that provides grants and technical sup-
port to help Midwestern dairy farmers and processors 
diversify or develop value-added products. 

Coordinated by the Center for Dairy Research (CDR) 
at the University of Wisconsin-Madison and the Wis-
consin Cheese Makers Association (WCMA), DBIA is 
available to help dairy-related businesses in the states 
of Illinois, Iowa, Minnesota, South Dakota and Wisconsin.

DBIA will be distributing direct-to-business grants to-
taling $220,000. A grant review committee established 
by DBIA will review applications and make subsequent 
awards. Grants will be awarded for projects in incre-
ments up to $20,000.

The grant application is available on the DBIA web-
site. The application is due August 14. Selected appli-
cants will be notified September 4.

DBIA is a result of the U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture’s Dairy Business Innovation Initiatives (DBII) in the 
2018 Farm Bill. The initiatives support dairy businesses 
in the development, production, marketing and distri-
bution of dairy products through direct technical as-
sistance and grants to dairy businesses. In 2019, there 
was a national competition for grant proposals under 

this program and three were selected. In addition to 
Wisconsin’s DBIA, other initiatives are being led by the 
University of Tennessee and the Vermont Agency of 
Agriculture, Food and Markets.

Learn more at https://turbo.cdr.wisc.edu/dairy-busi-
ness-innovation-alliance/

Farm Service Agency seeks  
county committee nominations

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Farm 
Service Agency (FSA) encourages all farmers and FSA 
program participants to take part in the 2020 county 
committee election nomination process. FSA’s county 
committees are a critical component of the day-to-day 
operations of FSA and allow grassroots input and local 
administration of federal farm programs. 

Committees are comprised of locally elected agricul-
tural producers responsible for the fair and equitable 
administration of FSA farm programs in their counties. 
Members are accountable to the Secretary of Agricul-
ture and become part of a local decision making and 
farm program delivery process. 

All nomination forms for the 2020 election must be 
postmarked or received in the local USDA Service Cen-
ter by Aug. 1, 2020 (or next business day). For more 
information on FSA county committee elections and 
appointments, refer to FSA fact sheets online at fsa.
usda.gov/elections. 
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Soil Sisters bumped to 2021
Due to the COVID-19, Soil Sisters, a celebration of 

Wisconsin farms and rural life, has been postponed 
to Aug. 6-8, 2021. The annual event, spanning three 
days and involving numerous women-owned farms, 
celebrates Wisconsin’s family farms and rural life in 
and around the farming communities of Monroe, New 
Glarus, Blanchardville and Brodhead. Learn more at 
https://soilsisters.wixsite.com/soilsisters.

WFU Foundation names awardees
The Wisconsin Farmers Union Foundation has an-

nounced quarterly grant recipients. Requests must 
meet the foundation mission to "supports projects 
and programs for all ages that foster family farming, 
rural life and public education on the important role of 
cooperatives and agriculture in society."

The WFU Foundation maintains a modest small 
grant program to provide support to a variety of farm 
and rural organizations and projects. Grants are gen-
erally under $2,000 and typically $200 to $500. Pro-
posals are considered quarterly. Deadlines are: Feb. 
15, May 15, Aug. 15, and Nov. 15.

This quarter's recipients include; 
• Wormfarm Institute Fermentation Fest
• GrassWorks Grazing Conference
• Co-op Connections sponsorship
• Hill and Valley Exploration Tour
• Association of Cooperative Educators
Visit wisconsinfarmersunion.com/foundation or call 

the WFU State Office at 715-723-5561 for details.  

FairShare plans Routes to Roots 
Join us for FairShare CSA Coalition’s first-ever 

Routes to Roots summer adventure! With the interac-
tive Routes to Roots app, you can explore Southern 
Wisconsin food hotspots through biking, walking, and 
driving tours. With a variety of route lengths, a calen-
dar of activities from June through September, audio 
commentary from local farmers, fundraising opportu-
nities, and more, you’ll never be bored this summer. 
Three months of choose-your-own-adventure foodie 
fun will culminate in a virtual celebration on Sept. 20. 
All proceeds support FairShare’s work of helping fam-
ilies eat and local farmers thrive.

Registration for Routes to Roots is now open, and 
the first routes will be revealed on June 29th. Sign up 
to be the first one to get en route and get exclusive 
access to custom tours throughout the summer! Learn 
more at https://www.csacoalition.org/routestoroots. 

Don’t want to take part? You can still bring food to 
families by making a gift at https://fairshare.kindful.com. 

WFU is seeking member voices
WFU is seeking members and other rural advocates 

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

WFU is seeking members who are willing to share 
their story with policymakers, industry officials, and 
media. If interested, contact Tommy Enright at 715-
563-2169 or tenright@wisconsinfarmersunion.com.

FUI spreads cancer awareness
In collaboration with National Breast Cancer Foun-

dation, Farmers Union is excited to announce our 
Spreading Awareness Campaign. 

Farmers Union Industries will be proudly displaying 
a pink manure spreader at various events and at top 
Artex dealerships around the Midwest. Follow along 
on social media as we work with NBCF to inspire hope 
for those facing breast cancer. 

“We are excited to shed light on the hard work, ded-
ication, and generosity of the state farmers unions in 
their communities while simultaneously raising aware-
ness for a disease that affects so many American fam-
ilies,” says FUI CEO Dan Hildebrandt, in regard to the 
project. The spreader will be on the road through July, 
then sold with the proceeds donated to the National 
Breast Cancer Foundation.
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With food insecurity on the rise 
due to unemployment surround-
ing COVID-19, food banks have 
seen a spike in activity. Wisconsin 
Farmers Union (WFU) recently col-
laborated with Farmers Union En-
terprises (FUE) to address a need 
for high-quality protein in west cen-
tral Wisconsin by donating 30,000 
pounds of pork ribs to Feed My 
People Food Bank in Eau Claire 
on May 8. The pork ribs were from 
Redwood Farms, one of the entities 
in the family of businesses owned 
by FUE. Redwood Farms supplies 
premium pork products to high-
end restaurants in New York, Chi-
cago and other cities across the 
U.S. With many restaurants closed 
due to COVID-19, the business had 
seen a sharp decline in demand. 

“Donating pork to Feed My Peo-
ple is a win all-around,” said WFU 
President Darin Von Ruden. “Peo-
ple in need of food assistance will 
be able to get delicious pork, and 
Redwoods Farms is able to contin-
ue moving product and processing 
meat from family farmers.”

“Because of COVID-19, many 
families have seen their grocery 
budget shrink. We saw a way to 

help not only feed families, but 
keep our employees working,” said 
FUE President Doug Sombke. 

The Redwood Farms processing 
facility, located in Estherville, Iowa, 
is a unique facility that is focused on 
providing farmers the best market 
pricing for off-spec hogs and on 
producing the highest quality pork 
for customers. It is one of several 
businesses that make up FUE, which 
in turn helps fund Farmers Union 
organizations in North Dakota, Min-
nesota, Montana, South Dakota and 
Wisconsin as well as some National 
Farmers Union and FUE program-
ming. In all, FUE donated 150,000 
pounds of pork ribs to pantries in 
the five states it supports. 

“Farmers Union is all about work-
ing together to meet common 
needs,” Von Ruden said. “We’re 
glad to partner to get these prod-
ucts out to those who need them 
most in these difficult times.”

“There couldn’t be a better time 
to receive such a generous supply 
of pork,” said Emily Moore, exec-
utive director of Feed My People. 
“We and our 200 program partners 
are grateful to be able to offer fam-
ilies throughout west central Wis-
consin such highly desired protein 
at a time when food insecurity is so 
prevalent.”

Pile o' Pork 

Farmers Union Enterprises donates pork to food banks

From top: The Farmers Union Enterprises 
truck backs up to a loading dock at Feed My 
People Food Bank in Eau Claire; Workers 
unloaded 25 pallets of pork ribs totaling just 
over 30,000 pounds; special thanks go to 
Kevin Widmer, North Dakota Farmers Union 
transportation coordinator, who delivered 
the ribs to all five FUE states. 

Danielle Endvick 
Communications Director
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I am so excited that WFU member 
Jessi Peterson shared her recent cre-

ation during this pandemic season of 
our lives. We have been having some 
cooler days mixed among the brutally 
hot days, so keep this recipe on hand 

for a taste tempting meal. My hope is to have this column 
be more of a member driven recipe sharing column and 
if you have a great recipe to share and would be willing to 
also let our WFU family know a little bit about your story, 
please let either Danielle Endvick (dendvick@wisconsin 
farmersunion.com) or myself (dtiry@wisconsinfarmers 
union.com) in on the tasty goodness.

Jessi Peterson is the children's librarian at the Chippewa 
Falls Public Library. She and her husband live in a 16-sided 
cordwood house they built themselves on the Chippewa 
River and are intermittent keepers of pigs and sheep and 
when they get a chance to build a barn will have a cow.  
They joined Wisconsin Farmers Union because they like to 
eat as locally as possible, wanted to support the hard work 
done by their farming neighbors, and appreciate the co-
operative ethos of WFU.

Plus, Jessi and her mom (also a member) love the pas-
ture walks. They are sad to miss them this year, but agree it 
is better to have a year of hiatus and come back safe and 
strong next year. 

Jessi and her family try to buy local, cook with what they 
have on hand and avoid food waste even more than they 
have in the past and so she was happy to share this deli-
cious soup that came out of all three of those tenets!  They 
have christened it ‘Shaggy Cow Soup’ because the most 
recent WFU News arrived on the day she made it. The cov-
er featured the Highland Cattle of Berge’s Beef, which was 
an ingredient in the soup! She wishes everyone to stay well 
and safe!

Happy and Healthy Eating to all!
Enjoy the summer sunshine!
Diane Tiry

Have a great recipe or a few you'd like to share? Submit a 
brief bio and favorite recipe(s) to dtiry@wisconsinfarmers 
union.com!

SHAGGY COW SOUP
By Jessi Peterson
Chippewa County 
Farmers Union

“Not all those who wander 
are lost.”
J.R.R. Tolkien

Ingredients
• 1 diced onion
• 2 stalks celery, diced
• 1 lb local ground beef
• 2 carrots, diced
• 4-5 small yellow potatoes, diced
• 1 can diced tomatoes (15 oz.)
• 4 cups beef stock (I like to save the bones from anything 
I grill in a freezer bag and make stock when I have a sub-
stantial amount)
 
• Leftover black bean and lentil salad containing:

- 1 cup/1 can cooked black beans
- 1 cup cooked lentils (If using uncooked lentils, plan 
on 15-20 minutes to cook and add during potato 
cooking time, unless using split red lentils which only 
take from 5-7 minutes.]
- ½ red onion, sautéed
- Handful of diced cherry tomatoes
- Thyme to taste, fresh or dried
- Hobo Rick’s Fish Spice by Jeremiah’s Bullfrog Fish 
Farm, Menomonie, WI, www.eatmyfish.com 
(For those not able to pick up Hobo Rick's Fish Spice 
mix you can try to create your own with lemon peel, 
black pepper, onion, garlic, paprika, salt and cay-
enne. It is delish on fruit as well as in the soup.) 

Directions 
Sauté onion till it’s soft, add celery, then brown ground 
beef. Add beef stock, carrots, potatoes and tomatoes. 
Depending on how brothy a soup you like, add water or 
more broth as needed. Simmer till potatoes are just shy 
of tender. Add black bean/lentil salad ingredients, simmer 
for 10 minutes and season to taste. Enjoy!     
 

What’s On Your Table?  
Shaggy Cow Soup

Diane Tiry
Administrative Assistant

Photo Credit:  Taste of Home
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Red, white, blue and black 

T he first African American I 
really interacted with was 

not an American but was, in 
fact, an African. He was a Ni-

gerian graduate student who served as a 
teaching assistant to the “discussion session” 
of a political science class I took at the Big U 
in 1973.

That I was nearly 20 years old before ever 
having a conversation with any person of 
color other than farm-tanned Lutherans says 
more about my upbringing in 1960s, rural 
southern Illinois than (I hope) me.

Back then, many rural towns in southern Il-
linois were “sundown” communities, mean-
ing that it was illegal for anyone of color to 
spend the night in town. The deeply racist 
law didn’t need to be enforced; everyone 
knew it. Like many “traditions” of that age, 
though, it was buried in the cultural grave-
yard that became the 1960s.

The only time my father ever commented 
on race was the April 1968 evening Martin 
Luther King, Jr. was murdered in Memphis. 
His remark that night, too vile to repeat here, 
displayed a bigotry I had never heard from 
him before and, equally striking for me, I 
never heard from him again.

I do suspect, however, that he never for-
got what he had said that night because 40 
years later, in 2008, he smiled when telling 
me that he had voted for Barack Obama for 
president. It was the only time he ever told 
me who he had voted for.

Like most rural white Americans then and 
now, Dad spent most of his life in a sun-
shine-filled bubble of church, farm groups, 
and family friends that did not include one 
person who didn’t look like him.

Today, some call that a life of “white privi-
lege.” He’d have scoffed at that assessment 
and likely would have asked exactly what part 
of getting up at 5 a.m. nearly every day for 40 
years to milk 100 Holsteins was privileged.

Still, he was indeed privileged and race 
was at the heart of that privilege. He was ed-
ucated at a Land Grant university, was never 
unemployed, always had a freezer filled with 
enough food to last months, he and his fami-
ly never suffered any major illness or calami-
ty, and always had health insurance if any did 
strike, and his biggest debt ever was to the 
local Ford dealer.

I am privileged, too, and my privilege 
can be most certainly described as white: 
I’ve spent my working life comfortably en-
sconced in an industry—agriculture—known 
for its deeply insular whiteness.

Except, of course, for the estimated 70 per-
cent of all food produced by American ag-
riculture that is planted, weeded, sprayed, 
harvested, milked, fed, butchered, pack-
aged, carried, and stocked by the brown and 
black backs and hands of its largest, hardest 
working labor force.

And then there are the many U.S ag institu-
tions, like the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
itself, that had to be court-ordered to stop 
systematic discrimination against minority 
farmers and ranchers.

That is my and my father’s shameful lega-
cy; we learned early in our privileged, white 
lives to look away because that would make 
racism go away. And it did, for us.

For its victims, however, racism remained 
and continues to remain a daily outrage and, 
far too often, a life-threatening injustice.

No single person can fix or forgive this 
age-old sin. Each of us, however, can use our 
privilege to inform ourselves, and to speak 
up as well as vote against it, its hatred, and 
its inequality.

We owe that much—that little, really—to ev-
ery American brother and sister regardless 
of race and creed.

© 2020 ag comm
The Farm and Food File is published week-

ly throughout the U.S. and Canada. Past col-
umns, events and contact information are 
posted at www.farmandfoodfile.com.

Alan Guebert
Farm & Food File
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On the cover: This photo by Kristin Afdahl of Arkansaw, WI gave us 
all the summer time vibes we never knew we needed right now. Her 
boys were running out to help with field work when she snapped 
the picturesque scene. 
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