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By Brooke Bechen
The Country Today

MADISON — Joe Bragger, president of the Wisconsin 
Farm Bureau Federation, recently had the opportunity to 
attend Gov. Tony Evers’ State of the State address, com-
plimenting the governor for putting a spotlight on agri-
culture and rural communities before introducing him at 
Ag Day at the Capitol on Feb. 4.

“Keeping the conversation 
going and agriculture in the spot-
light gives the rural communities 
hope,” Bragger said. “(Evers) 
understands rural people and rural 
issues; he knows how important 
our farmers and farms are to rural 
communities. That’s why in his 
State of the State address he put 
so much emphasis on investing in 
our farmers, agriculture and rural 
communities.”

In his address, Evers unveiled a 
three-pronged plan to address agri-
culture and rural Wisconsin issues, 
a plan he created after visiting with 
farmers from across the state to get 
their feedback and input.

The first prong of the plan 
included calling a special session 
in the legislature to discuss eight 
bills proposed by the governor that 
addressed items such as provid-
ing resources to farmers closer to 
home through county agents and 
the Farm Center; creating a new 
farm-to-fork program that con-
nects farmers and their products 
to local hospitals, businesses and 
universities; creating new regional 
mental health programs for farm-
ers; and support for diversification 
of farm products.

“Frankly, I don’t care who gets 
the credit for this — I don’t care 
at all,” he said. “All I want us to 

do is to work together and have 
some good conversations about 
what’s right for rural Wiscon-
sin.”

The second prong aims to make 
sure farmers, agriculture industries 
and rural communities are part 
of the state’s economic develop-
ment portfolio. Evers has already 
called a commission together to 
work on long-term strategies to 
invest in agriculture and rural 
prosperity, but encouraged those 
in attendance to engage with their 
lawmakers to keep the conversa-
tions going.

“(Economic development) can’t 
all be around south-southeast 
Wisconsin,” he said. “It’s got to be 
a 72-county issue.”

The final prong ties in with the 
second prong of his plan — work-
ing with Wisconsin Economic 
Development Corporation to 
establish an Office of Rural Pros-
perity, which will be a “one stop 
shop opportunity” for people to 
navigate the state’s programs and 
resources. 

Continuing the 
conversation
Governor says rural issues a priority, work still remains
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Gov. Tony Evers spoke at Ag Day at the Capitol on Feb. 4, addressing members of the Wisconsin Farm Bureau 
Federation before they met with legislators that afternoon.

By Brooke Bechen
The Country Today

BLANCHARDVILLE — 
While many in the community 
of Blanchardville were support-
ing the girls basketball team 
at the Pecatonica High School 
the evening of Jan. 27, about 
50 concerned residents in rural 
Iowa, Green, Dane and Lafay-
ette counties were also gathered 
at the school, raising their voices 
for something else they in the 
community have been passionate 
about — rural roads funding.

“They call this the Driftless 
Area but it could be called the 
‘Forgotten Area,’” said Mike 
Berg, a rural Lafayette Coun-
ty resident that organized the 
recent meeting on rural roads 
in southwest Wisconsin. “They 
could call it that because we’ve 
been forgotten for too long.”

Not only is Berg fed up with 
the poor condition of his county’s 
roads and the lack of sufficient 
available funding to fix them, but 
he’s also made it his passion to 
get better access to U.S. Highway 
151 from his community, wheth-
er that be via State Highway 78 
or County Road F.

“Small towns are being forgot-
ten and no one wants to live here 
if the roads are bad to Madison, 
where many of the jobs are 
located,” he said. “Just to have 
a road to 151 that’s a good road 
would help.”

Others who attended also 
shared their concerns with the 
poor quality roads and lack 
of funds to fix them locally, 
expressing their thoughts on ev-
erything from safety to declining 
school enrollments.

“I’m concerned about La-
fayette County,” commented 
Maryellyne Rear, an Argyle res-
ident. “What’s going to happen 
to our businesses? What are we 
supposed to do if we don’t have 
roads that come here?”

“Highway F is an artery that 
runs through our school district,” 
said Jill Underly, Pecatonica 
School District administrator. 
“This is economically impera-
tive to this region.”

Julie Dochnahl drives Coun-
ty F up to six times a day with 
her kids; she also serves as an 
EMT, often times using the road 
to reach emergencies with her 
ambulance crew. She said it’s 
scary when the ambulance meets 
a school bus, snow plow or semi 
on the busy but broken-up road 
as drivers never know if they 
have enough room to get by.

Her husband, Grant Dochnahl, 
is also an area firefighter, and 
expressed his concern.

“It’s a scary stretch of road and 
the most used thoroughfare to Hol-
landale,” he said. “I would think 
anyone serviced by EMS would 
appreciate timely and safe service.”

Highway commissioners from 
both Green and Iowa counties 
shed a bit of light on each coun-
ty’s funding situation — and just 
how dire these situations may be.

Green County Highway 
Commissioner Chris Narveson 
said he recently went back in his 
records to see how much state 
transportation funding came into 
the county 10 years ago. In 2010, 
Green County saw $1.6 million 
more than what is being funded 
today, even with a $20 wheel tax 
collected annually on every vehi-
cle registered within the county.

“We’re all in trouble, not just 
the county but the municipali-
ties,” he said. “We’re in a rural 
area with declining populations. 
How do we fund these projects 
with a negative amount (from 
the state funding formula)?”

No easy 

fix for road 

funding 

problems 

By Courteney Jacob
The Country Today

Farm bankruptcies continue to 
trend upward and are at a rate of 
about 3 per 10,000 farms, said 
Carrie Litkowski, an economist 
with the United States Depart-
ment of Agriculture’s Economic 
Research Service, during the first 
farm income and financial fore-
cast of 2020.

However, although there are 
always farmers who may be 
struggling, Litkowski said, the 
likelihood of default across the 
sector remains historically low 
despite increases since 2013.

In general, trends indicate 
growing financial stress, as the 
risk of insolvency is the highest 
it has been since 2003, Litkowski 
said.

Net cash farm income is fore-
cast to decrease while net farm 
income is projected in increase in 
2020, Litkowski said.

Net cash farm income is fore-
cast at $109.6 billion in 2020, 
down 9% from 2019 in nominal 
(current) dollars (down 10.7% 
adjusted for inflation). Inflation is 
forecast at 1.8% in 2020.

Net cash farm income had spiked 

in 2019 with the selling of crop 
inventories. The forecast 2020 de-
crease brings net cash farm income 
back down close to 2018 levels.

Net farm income, which factors 
in non-cash items such as depre-
ciation and inventory changes, 
however, is forecast at $96.7 
billion, an increase of 3.3% (1.4% 
adjusted for inflation).

Adjusted for inflation, the net 
farm income is projected to be 
at its highest level since 2014, 
Litkowski said.

The discrepancy between net 

cash farm income and net farm 
income, with one decreasing 
while the other increases, is 
“unusual but not unheard of,” 
Litkowski said.

Overall, farm sector profits are 
expected to be near average in 
2020, Litkowski said.

The forecast addressed the 2 
million farms, 951,000-plus farm 
businesses, and 6 million-plus 
people living in farm households 
in the U.S.

Farm financial forecast shows 
split in net income measures
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An old barn stands near a partly unharvested field east of Freedom. In 
general, trends for 2020, as shown in the first farm income and financial 
forecast of the year, indicate growing financial stress for farms.

See ROADS, Page 2ASee FINANCES, Page 2A

See CONVERSATION, Page 2A

Offer ends March 2,2020. Some conditions apply, see dealer
for details. Financing subject to approval by John Deere Financial.


