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By Pat McKnight
Contributor

In recent weeks, contaminat-
ed hay has killed 14 horses at a 
Wisconsin riding stable. The hay, 
purchased through an agricultural 
supply business in South Dako-
ta, contained dead blister beetle 
remains.

Blister beetles produce can-
tharidin, a toxin deadly to horses 
when ingested; as few as five to 
10 beetles can be fatal for a horse. 
It irritates the horse’s digestive 
tract, creating blisters and ero-
sions in the mouth and all the way 
through the intestines.

“It looked like mild colic,” said 
Cindy Kanarowski-Peterson, Red 
Ridge Ranch owner. “The vet 
cut open two horses and found 
holes in their stomachs. The vet 
said it shuts their whole intestinal 
system down.”

Located near Mauston and co-
owned by Kanarowski-Peterson 
and Lyle Peterson, Red Ridge 
Ranch is open to visitors to give 
them ranch-life experiences and 
other agro-tourism activities. The 
ranch owners generally make 
their own hay, but uncooperative 
weather conditions have resulted 
in insufficient supply for their 
more than 100 horses.

“Recent years have become 
tough to produce the amount of 
hay we need to feed our horse 
family, and in addition, the same 
weather has had a loss of income 
to our weather dependent busi-
ness,” said Kanarowski-Peterson. 
“This fall we purchased hay from 
out west by the semi load. What 
we didn’t know was that this 

hay we have used our savings to 
purchase was contaminated with 
blister beetles.”

This has left the ranch owners 
with a barn full of hay they can’t 
feed their horses.

“Our entire hay budget is 
exhausted with this unplanned 
tragedy and excessive vet bills,” 
Kanarowski-Peterson said. “We 
need some help to keep the re-
maining horse family fed. We are 
devastated both emotionally with 
the loss of our loved ones as well 
as financially.”

Kanarowski-Peterson reported 
an assistant told her she got a 
blister on her hand after handling 
the hay.

Blister beetles are generally 
found in the southwest and semi-
arid regions of the Midwest. They 
get into hay when the adult blister 
beetles feed on alfalfa flowers and 
other forage and are then baled 
with the plants during haying 
season.

When hay is harvested where 
the beetles are present, the 
insects are often killed in the 
process. However, cantharidin 
remains potent in hay contain-
ing the beetles’ body parts and 
fluids. Contaminated cured hay 
does not lose toxicity, nor does 
the age of hay affect the levels of 
cantharidin.

Horses die from contaminated hay
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Horses owned by the Red Ridge Ranch equestrian business shared the 
field Jan. 9 on the property in Mauston. Cindy Kanarowski-Peterson, 
who owns the enterprise with her husband, Lyle Peterson, said 14 of 
her animals died after eating contaminated hay obtained from out-of-
state suppliers.

By Brooke Bechen
The Country Today

Just over a year ago, Repre-
sentatives Todd Novak, R-Dod-
geville, and Travis Tranel, 
R-Cuba City, had just reviewed 
the initial results 
from the South-
west Wisconsin 
Groundwater and 
Geological Study. 
While they were 
quick to acknowl-
edge the results 
were just a first 
step in better 
understanding 
groundwater and contaminants, 
they were concerned enough to 
call on Speaker Robin Vos to 
create a Speaker’s Task Force 
on Water Quality to gather 
information and make recom-
mendations to improve water 
quality throughout the state.

Vos responded quickly, 
naming Novak the chair of the 
16-member bipartisan commit-
tee that was directed to travel 
the state and conduct hearings, 
listening to the concerns of 
citizens and compiling possi-
ble solutions for a variety of 
water quality challenges facing 
communities in every corner of 
Wisconsin. Fourteen hearings 
were held, with the task force 
releasing their final report and 
recommendations to the public 
on Jan. 8.

“While there is no one silver 
bullet that will solve all of our 
state’s water quality issues at 
once, we are pleased to rec-
ommend a strong bipartisan 
package of legislation that 
addresses many of the top 
concerns that we heard about at 
our hearings around the state,” 
Novak said.

The legislative package 
includes a $10 million invest-
ment from the state for the 
support of 13 recommenda-
tions — from a new Office of 
Water Quality and the hiring 
of a state hydrogeologist to 
increased funding for county 
conservation staff and assis-
tance to farmers interested in 
trying out different conserva-
tion practices.

Concerns regarding nitrate 
contamination, particularly for 
those with private wells, was a 
recurring theme at the hearings, 
the report said. Novak echoed 
those concerns, citing high 
nitrates as one of the reasons 
he and Tranel called for the 
assembly of a task force.

Novak: 
Expect 
more 
funding 
for water

Novak

By Nate Jackson
The Country Today

EAU CLAIRE — Despite his 
expectations that 2020 will be a 
better year for the dairy industry 
than has been seen in quite some 
time, Director of Dairy Policy 
Analysis at the UW-Madison 
Center for Dairy Profitability Mark 
Stephenson said those expectations 
come with a couple asterisks.

Slowing U.S. and world milk 
production, declining U.S. and 
world dairy stocks, a relatively 
strong domestic economy and 
possible trade improvements are 
contributing to his positive outlook 
for the dairy industry, Stephenson 
said Jan. 9 during the Western 

Wisconsin Ag Lenders Con-
ference in Eau Claire.

However, he cautioned 
that prolonged trade nego-
tiations, slowing gross-do-
mestic-product growth in 
countries like China, weak 
economies in Europe and 
the possibility of recession 
in the U.S. could slow the 
recovery in the industry.

“I don’t think our milk prices 
will feel good until we increase our 
exports a bit more than we have,” 
Stephenson said to about 150 
attendees at the Western Wiscon-
sin Ag Lenders Conference. “But 
we’ve got some strength in milk 
prices that I’m forecasting, and I’m 
looking forward to what we may 

have in 2020.”
Among his asterisks, 

Stephenson said there are 
several economic indicators 
pointing to a possible reces-
sion. Stephenson said those 
indicators are rarely wrong, 
but that perhaps there is 
hope for slow growth rather 
than a full recession.

“There are a few things Wash-
ington can do to mitigate the 
movements toward recession and 
to keep the economy strong,” he 
said. “I suspect they’re going to 
be pulling on those strings like an 
unwieldy horse, especially as we’re 
moving toward election.”

Stephenson said fluid milk sales, 
which have seen a steep decline 

since about 2010, are one of the 
sad stories of the dairy industry. 
Reasons for the decline go beyond 
just blaming plant-based beverag-
es, he said, and include declining 
birth rates and changing consumer 
preferences.

“The fluid milk industry is a very 
thin margin business,” Stephenson 
said. “Thin margins in a declining 
segment is a poor prescription for 
plants, particularly at a time when 
we’re starting to see farm-level 
milk prices increasing. If that 
supply chain is going to try to eat 
some of those increases and not 
reflect all of it on to consumers, 
there’s very little room left for that 
at the fluid milk level.”

Stephenson: 2020 looking up for dairy

Stephenson
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A snowy owl surveyed the surrounding farmland from atop a power line near Glenmore in rural Wisconsin.
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