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By Nate Jackson
The Country Today

Like many dairy farmers across the 
state, Shelly Mayer said she was taken 
aback when she opened her most recent 
milk check.

“Opening up my mail I was feeling 
like I’d gotten the wind 
kicked out of me look-
ing at my milk check 
and knowing that it’s 
short,” Mayer, PDPW’s 
executive director and 
a dairy farmer from 
near Slinger, said April 
28 during the Profes-
sional Dairy Producers 
of Wisconsin’s Dairy 
Signal webinar. “I’m a 
seasoned dairy farmer. I 
grew up in this business, 
and I’ve been dairying 
for almost 35 years, 
but I have never seen a 
situation like we have 
right now.”

Randy Romanski, interim secretary 
of the Wisconsin Department of Agri-
culture, Trade and Consumer Protec-
tion, said his department has been in 
contact with the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, working to expedite the 
direct payments and commodity pur-
chases that were authorized as part of 
a relief package aimed at taking some 
of the financial pressure off strug-
gling farmers but that the state is still 
waiting for many of the details about 
the program.

“Farmers need help now, sooner rath-
er than later,” Romanski said. “Getting 
that milk check now is a realization 
of the dramatic impact COVID-19 is 
having economically for people in the 
countryside. It’s not like people didn’t 
know it before, but that milk check is a 
reality.”

Romanski said the state is making 
every effort to make sure resources 
will soon be available for farmers as 
they struggle with markets that have 
taken a sharp turn downward during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

“Producers don’t set the price of 
milk,” he said. “It’s a supply-and-de-
mand curve that is dramatically effect-
ed when something like COVID-19 
comes along. This great disturbance in 
demand means that there needs to be 
a resource-driven response from the 
federal government.”

Evers: Dairy, 
agriculture 
key to state 
recovery

By Nate Jackson
The Country Today

F
armers across the state have started 
making progress on spring field-
work. But before that fieldwork 

started, farmers had to make some difficult 
decisions based on the state of the agri-
culture industry reeling from years of low 
commodity prices and now dealing with 
the global COVID-19 pandemic.

“Even though farmers have been really 
struggling with low commodity prices across the 
board, it’s encouraging to see they’re still putting 
crops in the ground,” UW-Extension Chippewa 
County Agriculture Educator Jerry Clark said. 
“They’re getting through this as best they can.”

Last spring, farmers struggled to even get into 
their fields. From winter-killed alfalfa to heavy 
spring rains and late-planted corn followed 
by more wet weather in May and June, many 
farmers may now have their forage inventories 
stretched to the limit.

This April, farmers took advantage of several 
sunny, windy days to bring in corn left standing 
over the winter, till fields, and apply fertilizer 
and manure. Planting started with small grains, 
alfalfa, potatoes, peas, corn, and soybeans all 
going in the ground in late April, according to 
the Wisconsin Crop Progress & Condition report 
released April 27 by the U.S. Department of Ag-
riculture National Agricultural Statistics Service 
Wisconsin office.

“We’ve had a more normal start to spring 
than we’ve had in several years,” Clark said. 
“Just before the virus started taking a toll, 
things were looking like they were coming 
around. It looked like agriculture would see a 

nice rebound. Now that’s not going to happen 
in the near future. Hopefully by fall things have 
turned around.”

According to the crop progress report, hay 
stands are greening up, though it was still too 
early to judge the extent of winter freeze damage 
in some parts of the state.

Many alfalfa stands across the state didn’t 
survive the winter of 2018-19 that saw low snow 
cover and a polar vortex early followed by heavy 
snow late. Last year, more than 80% of alfalfa/
forages were lost to winterkill in Clark County.

Richard Halopka, UW-Extension Clark Coun-
ty crops and livestock educator, said he expects 
there to be more acres of forage seeded this year 
to fill gaps in feed inventory on farms.

“Good news is forages have come through 
winter fairly well,” Halopka said. “A few fields 
seeded last year may have been stressed and may 
be replanted, but overall there is some forage. 
Many farmers have decided against alfalfa as 
we have had some bad years in a row; however, 
alfalfa does help increase yields and will help 
farmers fill the gap to feed livestock.”

Crop-progress reporters across the state com-
mented that planting progress was well ahead of 
this time last year.

“It looks like the alfalfa came through win-
ter pretty well; the melt was pretty gradual, so 
we didn’t have a lot of flooding; the fields look 
pretty good right now,” Clark said. “This spring 
looks like we should be about a month ahead of 
where we were at this point last year.”

But Clark and Halopka said there are many 
factors farmers must consider heading into this 
year’s planting season.

Halopka said one carry-over aspect from last 
year’s wet spring will be in fields that were fal-
lowed last year, farmers can expect there to be a 
yield drag on crops planted this year.

SPRING FEVER
Weather cooperates, getting farmers into fields
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Dairy farmer Dale Wagner of Twin Elm Farm in Manitowoc County drove his Versatile 250 tractor 
across a field just north of his farm in preparation for spring planting.

By Courteney Jacob
The Country Today

FFA chapters across the 
state are stepping up to help 
their communities and the 
dairy industry in different 
ways during the COVID-19 
pandemic, and the Reeds-
burg FFA chapter is prov-
ing to be no exception.

Beginning Monday, April 
20, Reedsburg Area High 
School agriculture teachers 
and FFA advisors Todd 
Cherney and Nick Casey 
began handing out gallons 
of milk once a week at 
two of the seven locations 
where the school district 
has been regularly distribut-
ing thousands of meals for 
its students.

While the student FFA 
members can’t be allowed 
to help physically distribute 
the milk due to COVID-19, 
they’ve given their full 
support to the program.

The initiative started 
when the advisors talked to 
FFA members and decided 
to make a commitment to 
donate $1,000 of their bud-
get to help provide gallons 

of milk to local families in 
need.

Cherney and Casey said 
that the FFA members saw 
this as an opportunity to 
give back to those who 

have been there to support 
the FFA and that the kids 
wanted to be involved and 
help their neighbors.

“A lot of people have 
helped us out before,” 
Casey said.

When $400 was spent 
during the first week’s 
distribution of 150 gallons, 
the chapter made the de-
cision to up their donation 
to $1,200 to ensure they 
would be able to provide 
the same amount of milk 
the following two Mon-
days, April 27 and May 4.

The program has only 
grown from there.

A wave of community 
support and donations has 
flowed into the initiative 
since it’s started, which 
is allowing the number of 
gallons distributed each 
week to increase to 200 and 
the length of the program 
to be extended at least two 
to three weeks longer than 

initially thought.
“The support has been 

overwhelming in the 
Reedsburg community,” 
Cherney said.

The milk is distributed 
on a first-come, first-served 
basis at a rate of one gallon 
per family in a drive-thru 
format as the families drive 
by to pick up school-pro-
vided meals for students.

The milk distribution 
program, which has spread 
by word of mouth and the 
district’s social media, has 
certainly taken off.

On April 27, the sec-
ond day that gallons were 
distributed, some families 
showed up 40 minutes be-
fore meal distribution was 
scheduled to begin to wait 
for their chance to grab a 
gallon, Cherney said. Once 
distribution started, they 
ran out of gallons to hand 
out in 27 minutes.

Reedsburg FFA adds gallons of milk 
to local schools’ lunch distribution
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FFA advisor Nick Casey distributed gallons of milk to local 
families at Pineview Elementary School in Reedsburg on 
April 20.
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