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JESSICA HOLDMAN
Bismarck Tribune 

 As low crop prices make it hard 
for farmers just to break even, farm 
groups have started talking about 
mental health in rural America.

“We’re not just talking about 
the state of the ag 
economy; we’re 
talking about the 
state of individu-
als involved in the 
ag economy,” said 
Roger Johnson, 
president of the 
National Farmers 
Union and a resi-
dent of Turtle Lake.

North Dakota Farmers Union 
and North Dakota State Univer-
sity Extension hosted Life Beyond 
Breaking Even: Farm Economy 
Summit 2018 Tuesday in Bismarck 
to talk about the financial stresses 
farmers are facing.

Farmers have the highest suicide 
rate of any occupation in the U.S., 
according to a 2016 study by the 
Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention. The study found the 
suicide rate for agricultural work-
ers in 17 states was nearly five times 
higher compared with that in the 
general population.

Johnson remembers tough times 
in the ’80s, when land and machin-
ery values were down and interest 
rates were high.

“It was a traumatic kind of thing 
that hit agriculture, and it lasted 
for a long long while,” he said.

While the financial climate is not 
the same as decades ago, Johnson 
said the aid available to farmers is 
down in comparison. He was in 
charge of 90 farm credit counselors 
in the state and took thousands of 
requests for assistance.

“That’s not true today,” he said.
Outside of a handful of agri-

culture groups, similar attention 
is not being paid to the financial 
trials of today’s farmers, accord-
ing to Johnson. But the impacts of 
getting turned down for an annual 
operating loan is just as traumatic 
as it was in the ’80s, with feelings 
of failure and despair. Yet, 60 per-
cent of rural areas are deficient in 
mental health care nationwide.

Inside agriculture, Johnson 
said Farmers Union is leading the 
conversation, talking about how 
younger, beginning farmers are 
dealing. 

Farmers
Union leads
mental health
conversations

Conference aims to better 
tribal government relations
JOHN HAGEMAN
Forum News Service 

 Tribal, state and federal officials 
convened a two-day conference on 
improving relations between their 
governments on Tuesday, nearly a 
year after the main Dakota Access 

Pipeline protest camp was cleared.
The conference, dubbed 

“Strengthening Government to 
Government Partnerships and 
Relationships,” opened to a packed 
meeting room at the Ramada hotel 
in north Bismarck.

Gov. Doug Burgum, who in his 
first State of the State address 
pledged a “fresh start” in tribal 
relations, said state agencies are 
committed to working together on 
various issues facing Native Amer-
ican tribes. He recognized a “com-

plex history” that includes broken 
promises and “horrific interactions 
with the federal government.”

“One thing that I know that none 
of us have the ability to do is to 

CHERYL MCCORMACK
Bismarck Tribune 

 Partnerships between various 
law enforcement agencies, through 
memorandums of agreement and 
memorandums of understand-
ing, are the solution to combating 
drugs, as well as other crimes, on 
the Standing Rock Indian Reserva-
tion, according to Standing Rock 

Sioux Chairman Mike Faith.
“Working together is going to 

be the future for Standing Rock,” 
Faith said at a two-day conference 
hosted by the North Dakota Indian 
Affairs Commission held Tuesday. 
“The fight against drugs…that’s 
something we all have to do.”

Faith noted that drug use is not 
isolated to the reservation, but 
rather a statewide issue that needs 
to be addressed.

“Some of the people you may 
turn in might be your own rela-
tives,” he said. “It’s not good to 
look the other way. We need to 

help them, support them. If you 
don’t, and you encourage them, 
you might be going to their funeral 
the next day.”

Charles Walker, councilman at 
large for the Standing Rock Sioux 
Tribe, said the reservation can 
have involvement from six levels 
of law enforcement at one time: 
Bureau of Indian Affairs, federal, 
tribal, state, county and city.

“We’re forced into a partnership 
and it’s not a bad thing,” Walker 
said. “There’s a lot of responsibil-
ity for the various levels. We know 
these issues we deal with day-to-

day don’t stop at jurisdictional 
lines.”

Additional areas that will require 
work, according to Faith, are the 
Indian Child Welfare Act and child 
protective services.

“We know for sure there is going 
to have to be more work in those 
areas,” he said. “By working to-
gether, we can improve relation-
ships there. We all know better-
ment’s good.”

Reach Cheryl McCormack at 701-
250-8264 or cheryl.mccormack@
bismarcktribune.com. 

Faith: Partnerships key to Standing Rock
Tribal chairman says 
working together will 
be the future for tribe

JULIE PACE AND ZEKE MILLER
Associated Press 

 WASHINGTON — Addressing the 
nation, President Donald Trump 
called upon lawmakers Tuesday 
night to “summon the unity” to 
make good on long-standing prom-
ises to fix the nation’s crumbling 
infrastructure and fractured immi-

gration systems, infusing his presi-
dency with a sense of optimism, for 
at least one high-profile night.

“To every citizen watching at 
home tonight, no matter where you 
have been, or where you come from, 
this is your time,” Trump declared 
in his State of the Union address. 
“If you work hard, if you believe in 
yourself, if you believe in America, 
then you can dream anything, you 
can be anything, and together, we 
can achieve anything.”

Despite his calls for biparti-
sanship, Trump spoke with ten-

sions running high on Capitol 
Hill. An impasse over immigration 
prompted a three-day government 
shutdown earlier this year, and law-
makers appear no closer to resolv-
ing the status of the “Dreamers” 
— young people living in the U.S. 
illegally ahead of a new Feb. 8 dead-
line for funding operations. 

The parties have also clashed this 
week over the plans of Republicans 
on the House intelligence commit-
tee to release a classified memo on 
the Russia investigation involving 
Trump’s presidential campaign — a 

decision the White House backs but 
the Justice Department is fighting.

The controversies that have 
dogged Trump — and the ones he 
has created— have overshadowed 
strong economic gains during his 
first year in office. 

His approval ratings have hov-
ered in the 30s for much of his 
presidency, and just 3 in 10 Amer-
icans said the United States was 
heading in the right direction, ac-
cording to a poll by The Associated 
Press-NORC Center for Public Af-
fairs Research. In the same survey, 

67 percent of Americans said the 
country was more divided because 
of Trump.

At times, Trump’s address ap-
peared to be aimed more at vali-
dating his first year in office than 
setting the course for his second. 
He devoted significant time to 
touting the tax overhaul he signed 
at the end of last year, promising 
the plan will “provide tremendous 
relief for the middle class and small 
businesses.” 

Trump calls for unity in SOTU
President appeals for 
lawmakers to make 
good on their promises
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Gov. Doug Burgum delivers his speech as the opening speaker at the Strengthening Government to Government Relationships and Partnerships 
Conference on Tuesday in Bismarck. Burgum told the audience of tribal, state and federal representatives he envisions a “big agenda” on working with 
Native American tribes in North Dakota. “We have to start right here,” he said. The first-of-its-kind conference continues today at the Ramada Hotel. 
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