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By Heidi Clausen
Editor | heidi.clausen@ecpc.com

With their busy lives, 
Christian and Gena (Polzin) 
Lilienthal don’t have a lot 
of time for reflection.

But when they do look 
back, they know they 
wouldn’t be where they 
are without FFA — and a 
gentle nudge from the hand 
of fate.

“We still live and breathe 
it,” Gena said of FFA.

Married for almost eight 
years, the Lilienthals first 
met in 2005 during leader-
ship conferences and spon-
sor visits while Christian 
was serving as Minnesota 
state FFA president and 
Gena, who grew up on a 
dairy farm near Cadott, 
was state FFA president for 
Wisconsin.

“We just became ac-
quaintances; we weren’t 
even best friends,” Gena 
said. “Your schedule’s so 
crazy when you’re in office, 
so you get really close with 
your team and make ac-
quaintances along the way.”

That could have been the 
end of it, but their paths 
kept crossing — next in 
2009 at the National FFA 
Convention while Christian 
was representing the New 
Century Farmer program 

for the National FFA 
Organization and Gena was 
employed by CHS and rep-
resenting UW-River Falls at 
the convention.

In the years to come, 
they continued to bump 
into each other often at 
FFA events, and they began 
dating.

As fate would have it, 
Christian, then working as 
a local Extension agent, 
was serving on a committee 
to help revive the agricul-
tural education program 
in St. Peter, Minn. The 
program had been out of 
commission for at least a 
decade.

After a few years work-
ing in the industry, Gina 
was looking for a change 
and finishing her student 
teaching requirements and 
master’s degree.

“He gave me the job 
application but wasn’t on 
the hiring committee,” she 
said.

“It worked out pretty 
good,” Christian said.

Since then, the Lilien-
thals have built a successful 
life for themselves — in 
agriculture, naturally — in 
southern Minnesota. Chris-
tian farms full time with 
his parents and brother near 
Arlington, Minn., while 
Gena is an agriculture 
teacher and FFA adviser at 
the South Central Minne-
sota Agricultural Science 
Academy in St. Peter, 
Minn.

Gena built the program 
from scratch. Recently, 
the school added a new 
building for it that includes 
wood and metal shops, 

along with a full-size 
greenhouse, garden and 40 
acres of farmland.

“It’s fun to build a 
program and come from 
nothing,” she said. “When 
I started, I had a teeny, tiny 
classroom.”

Gena, who was honored 
as the 2018 Minnesota 
Teacher of Teachers and 
has received the National 
Association of Agriculture 
Educators’ Teachers Turn 
the Key and Outstand-
ing Early Career Teacher 
awards, has several Career 
Development Event teams 
competing during the Min-
nesota State FFA Conven-
tion set for April 28-30 in 
the Twin Cities.

The chapter, which has 
grown to about 60 mem-
bers, also is in the top 10 
for the National Chapter 
Award. Two years ago, 
Gena coached her dairy 
judging team all the way to 
the international competi-
tion in Europe.

Gena, hired in 2011, is 
one of two ag teachers at 
St. Peter. The other, Mike 
Reeser, is in his second 
year and focuses more on 
the shop classes.

“It’s a very good school 
district,” she said. “I’ve got 
lots of community support.”

FFA, fate intervene
Numerous chance encounters lead couple to a life together in ag
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Christian and Gena Lilienthal, with their 3-year-old son, 
Lars, met when both were serving as state FFA presi-
dents — Christian in Minnesota and Gena in Wisconsin. 
They farm near Arlington, Minn., with Christian’s family, 
and Gena is the agriculture teacher and FFA adviser at the 
South Central Minnesota Agricultural Science Academy in 
St. Peter, Minn.

By Brooke Bechen
Regional Editor | brooke.bechen@ecpc.com

MADISON — Mem-
bers of the Governor’s 
Dairy Task Force 2.0 
met via teleconference 
last week to review 
results of a pri-
ority survey and 
discuss the next 
steps as they pre-
pare to present 
a document to 
Gov. Tony Evers 
detailing their 
recommenda-
tions.

Forty-nine rec-
ommendations were 
approved at a March 
meeting in Sheboy-
gan, while two other 
recommendations were 
approved by the task 
force last December, 
bringing the total to 
51 recommendations. 
To prioritize, members 
were asked to use dot 
voting to indicate which 
recommendations 
should be priorities go-
ing forward, with each 
member receiving 10 
dots to place among the 
recommendations.

Thirty of the 31 
members of the task 
force participated in the 
dot voting survey. The 
top three recommenda-
tions receiving the most 
dots included:

• Investing in the 
Dairy Innovation Hub, 

a recommendation from 
the Research and Inno-
vation sub-committee, 
receiving 24 dots.

• Support for a feasi-
bility study for the Wis-
consin Cheese Brand 
and Export Board, from 

the Markets 
sub-committee, 
receiving 18 
dots.

• Support for a 
staffing analysis 
at the Center for 
Dairy Research 
and additional 
state funds for 

full-time positions 
there, from the Re-
search and Innovation 
sub-committee, receiv-
ing 16 votes.

Three recommen-
dations tied for the 
fourth priority with 14 
dots each and includ-
ed recognizing the 
importance of exports 
to Wisconsin dairy, 
from the Research and 
Innovation sub-commit-
tee; becoming a dairy 
product and business 
innovation center, from 
the Markets sub-com-
mittee; and reducing the 
number of milk classes 
from the current four to 
two, also from the Mar-
kets sub-committee.

The final four recom-
mendations rounding 
out the top 10 also were 
tied at 10 dots each. 

Dairy Task Force 
2.0 sets priorities 
for draft document

Stephenson

By Heidi Clausen
Editor | heidi.clausen@ecpc.com

While the latest Census of 
Agriculture showed the con-
tinuation of some troubling 
trends, such as a shrinking 
number of farms nationally 
and a rising average age of 
farmers, there also are some 
bright spots to be found.

Wisconsin agriculture is 
“broad, diverse and strong,” 
Brad Pfaff, secretary-des-
ignee of the Wisconsin 
Department of Agricul-
ture, Trade and Consumer 
Protection, told reporters 
shortly after the April 11 re-
lease of the 2017 Census of 
Agriculture. More than 70 
percent of Wisconsin farms 
responded to the survey.

“What I’m so proud of in 

this state is the fact that we 
have agriculture that fits our 
landscape,” he said. “People 
in this state know how to 
farm” and understand the 
need to work with the natu-
ral environment.

The census, which high-
lights data collected by the 
National Agricultural Sta-
tistics Service from farmers 
in all 50 states between 
2012 and 2017, spans some 
6.4 million new points of 
information about Ameri-
ca’s farms and ranches and 
the people who run them. 
Surveyed farms have at least 
$1,000 in annual product 
sales.

Providing a valuable 
snapshot of U.S. agriculture, 
the 2017 census includes 
some new information that 

can be compared to previous 
surveys, along with the usu-
al data about land use, farm 
ownership, demographics, 
production practices, in-
come and expenses.

“While the current picture 
shows a consistent trend in 
the structure of U.S. agricul-
ture, there are some ups and 
downs since the last census, 
as well as first-time data on 
topics such as military status 
and on-farm decision-mak-
ing,” said NASS Adminis-
trator Hubert Hamer. “To 
make it easier to delve into 
the data, we are pleased to 
make the results available 
in many online formats, 
including a new data query 
interface as well as tradi-
tional data tables.”

Ag census reveals concerns, reasons for optimism
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Blue sky served as the backdrop for this red barn in rural Door County. For more scenic 
spring photos, see Page 1D.

Standing the test of time

See COUPLE, Page 2A

See TASK FORCE, Page 2ASee CENSUS, Page 3A

NOTICE

Please note that the 
phone number of 800-

236-4004 for The Country 
Today office in Eau Claire 
is no longer in service. 
To subscribe or place a 
classified ad, contact us 

at 888-833-9268 or 715-
833-9268, or send email 
to thecountrytoday@ecpc.

com. Thank you.
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