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It was Wednesday night, March 
11, and Shelly Mayer, executive 
director of the Professional Dairy 
Producers of Wisconsin, had just 
gotten home from work. She was 
already thinking about the limits 
on gatherings that were being 
discussed nationally, and with al-
most 1,000 people 
pre-registered for 
the organization’s 
biggest conference 
of the year, she 
couldn’t help but 
worry.

Then President 
Donald Trump 
came on TV, and 
she stopped every-
thing and watched.

“After hearing 
him speak, the 
decision had been 
made,” she said. 
“We can no longer 
hold the PDPW 
Business Confer-
ence in person.”

With so much excitement 
around this year’s event, Mayer 
said the dreaded word “cancel” 
wasn’t an option for the confer-
ence that draws between 1,200 to 
1,700 people from across the U.S. 
and globe each year. And with the 
event always held in March as one 
last opportunity for dairy farmers 
to fill their cups with knowledge 
to take back to their farms, post-
poning wasn’t an option either.

“It’s always been our culture 
that we don’t cancel and that we 
deliver,” Mayer said. “We are dairy 
farmers and we expect the milk 
truck to come and the mail to get 
delivered. It’s just part of PDPW 
culture that the show will go on.”

“Success and execution was the 
only direction to go,” added Cas-
sandra Strupp, PDPW program 
manager. “We had no idea what 
it meant yet, but we were going 
virtual.”

Setting aside their panic, the 
team at PDPW immediately 
began pulling together, essentially 
working through their own crisis 
planning to determine the best 
way to hold the conference with 
less than a week until it was to be 
held. Staff had to find an audio/vi-
sual company with online stream-
ing capabilities that would suit 
their needs; presenters, attendees 
and vendors all had to be contact-
ed; and a new agenda had to be 
created as soon as possible.

As Strupp began contacting 
attendees, she said many were 
excited that they no longer had to 
choose between two different ses-
sions to attend as all the sessions 
would be recorded and available 
on demand for 60 days following 
the conference. Some attendees 
were already in an area that had 
locked down, so they, too, were 
excited to be able to tune in virtu-
ally. Registrations even continued 
a few days before the conference 
as people decided to watch it live 
from their homes and farms.

“It was amazing and reassuring 
to see,” Strupp said. “I was pleas-
antly surprised and excited when I 
saw the numbers.”

By Monday night, March 16, 
Mayer knew the system they 
set up was going to work. Staff 
connected with each presenter 
and tested each connection, which 
was tricky at times as some of the 
presenters were in different time 
zones. But the team made it work.

Show 
must 
go on

PDPW staff work 
quickly to bring 

conference online
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W
ith thousands of Wis-
consinites cooped up 
in their homes until 

April 24 per Gov. Tony Evers’ 
“safer at home” order, some may 
be thinking of warmer weather, 
and in particular, their favorite 
dairy-centered community event 
in their county this May and 
June.

However, plans to celebrate 
National Dairy Month in Wiscon-
sin’s typical fashion — with dairy 
breakfasts, farm tours and free 
milk, cheese and ice cream — are 
currently up in the air due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

On Friday, March 20, mem-
bers of county dairy promotion 
groups across Wisconsin received 
an email from Beth Schaefer, 
regional program manager for 
Dairy Farmers of Wisconsin, 
offering guidance to those groups 
as they approach June Dairy 
Month and the date of their 
scheduled dairy breakfasts and 
events.

While the Dairy Farmers of 
Wisconsin cannot personally 
cancel dairy breakfasts across the 
state as they are planned, orga-
nized and staffed by community 
volunteers, Schaefer did offer this 

advice: “plan your event and plan 
to postpone.”

“We are all experiencing the 
virus very differently depending 
on which part of the state you 
live in,” she said. “We’re encour-
aging dairy promotion groups to 
have a back up plan and urging 
them to plan accordingly, wheth-
er that be to postpone, cancel or 
get creative, and not just during 
National Dairy Month.”

At this time of the year, Schae-
fer and her team are typically 
sending National Dairy Month 
materials to the printer; however, 
they’ve decided to hold off on 
printing and distributing those 
materials as “encouraging social 
gatherings would be insensitive” 
during this time. Schaefer added 
that while the content is ready, 
with the current uncertainty, the 
Dairy Farmers of Wisconsin 
decided to hold off on investing 
dairy check off dollars on materi-
als that may not be used this year.

Instead, the former Wisconsin 
Milk Marketing Board will be 
focusing on social media content 
for April, shining a light on farm-
ers through stories and photogra-
phy. Messaging will include buy 
local dairy and buy local cheese 
to support your local dairy farmer 
and will be distributed through 
social media, along with some 

newspaper advertising, and in 
their own press releases.

“If they have the opportunity 
to postpone, we will work with 
the dairy promotion groups to 
continue to be cheerleaders for 
Wisconsin dairy,” Schaefer said.

“Dairy promotion groups 
celebrate National Dairy Month 
in June but these volunteers work 
year-round to promote dairy,” 
she added. “They are finding an 
infinite number of ways and al-
though dairy breakfasts are their 
crown jewel, we have volunteers 
promoting year-round and are 
grateful for their support. They 
are invaluable assets to Wiscon-
sin dairy and we will continue to 
support these groups.”

Dave Pellett, a member of 
Dunn County Dairy Promo-
tion, was one of the first to give 
Schaefer a call with concerns. He 
and his committee were worried 
about holding off on planning 
for the 27th annual Dunn County 
Dairy Breakfast on Saturday, 
June 13, at Breezy Haven Farm, 
although he admitted there was a 
lot that couldn’t wait until the last 
minute to be planned.

“We did not want to devote 
time and expense preparing only 
to find out that we can’t have our 
breakfast,” he said.

PLAN AND PLAN 
TO POSTPONE

Dairy breakfasts up in the air amid pandemic
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Volunteers of all ages helped with the 2019 Iowa County Dairy Breakfast. Plans for dairy breakfasts across 
the state this year are up in the air amid the COVID-19 pandemic.
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MADISON — Anton Stok-
man, a dairy farmer in Friesland, 
Netherlands, has been farm-
ing for over 40 years. Born in 
Amsterdam, he was drawn to 
this “beautiful way of life,” and 
has since added his son, Arjan, 
to work at their unique 300-cow 
dairy which in 2009, was chosen 
as a flagship farm for McDon-
ald’s Europe.

The father-son team shared 
their experiences with those 
attending the PDPW Business 
Conference virtually on March 
19. Even with a six-hour time 
difference between the Neth-
erlands and Madison, those 
who listened were able to ask 
questions and learn more about 
the family farm that operates on 
a free-choice system that enables 
their herd to manage their time 
as they choose.

“It’s a new way of dairy farm-

ing with more freedom for us to 
spend time doing what we want 
to do,” Anton said.

In 1997, the Stokmans installed 
two Lely milking robots on their 
farm. The technology was rela-
tively new, but they immediately 
shared their experiences with 
their friends, or “denzo,” as Arjan 
called them. Soon the Stokmans 

had a new idea to share with their 
friends — that of free-choice 
farming.

“It’s something we thought of 
ourselves,” Anton said.

By 2010, the Stokmans had 
recruited four friends to use their 
free-choice system on their own 
farms.

Stokmans share their European 
view of free-choice farming
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The Stokman farm in Friesland, Netherlands, is a free-choice farm, 
meaning it operates on a free-choice system that enables the herd to 
manage their time as they choose.
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Knock Out Your To-Do List with a 1023E Compact Tractor!
NOW$9,999
a savings of
over $2,600!

• 23-hp Diesel engine • 4-Wheel Drive • Power Steering
• Compatible with AutoConnect drive-over mower deck,
Quick-Park loader, and more than 20 implements!
• 6-year/2,000 hr. Powertrain warranty (whichever comes first)
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