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By Brooke Bechen
The Country Today

The U.S. organic industry broke 
$50 billion in sales last year — and 
according to Mark Kastel, 
arguably one of the most 
experienced fraud investi-
gators in organics, it doesn’t 
take long for money to 
corrupt an entire industry.

“Cheating is possible,” 
Kastel said. “And it’s be-
coming a growing problem 
in the organic industry.”

Farmers in the 1960s and 
1970s turned to organics as a “pre-
scription for survival,” Kastel said, 
bucking the trend to either “get 
big or get out.” And while farmers 
seized this opportunity for a stable 
income, he argues that problems 
within the organic industry began 
to emerge as corporate businesses 
also saw an opportunity.

“It worked for farmers for the 
first couple decades,” he said. 

“But now there’s an emphasis on 
maximizing production and real 
farmers are being placed at a disad-
vantage.”

With more than 30 years of 
experience working in the 
organic industry, Kastel 
was recently hired as the 
director of OrganicEye. An 
investigative arm of Beyond 
Pesticides, a public interest 
group that advocates for 
healthy air, water, land and 
food by eliminating the use 
of pesticides and instead 
advancing healthier agricul-

tural practices, OrganicEye aims to 
defend organic farming and food 
production from what supporters 
call “a systematic failure” of the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture 
to protect the interests of farmers, 
businesses and consumers.

“At OrganicEye, we want to cre-
ate a level playing field that is fair 
so real farmers can make a decent 
living and consumers get what they 

paid for,” Kastel said. “And as hard 
as we work, the USDA still isn’t 
performing adequately.”

Kastel said there are three trends 
that are negatively impacting 
the organic agriculture industry 
currently; these are also trends 
that Kastel and his colleagues say 
the USDA isn’t strictly enforcing 
through its organic certification 
and review process.

First, there is a shift from fam-
ily-scale farms to large, industri-
alized livestock operations. As an 
example, Kastel said the USDA 
has been allowing large farms to 
bring conventional cows to an “or-
ganic” operation and convert them 
to an organic system, sometimes 
overnight. These larger farms may 
also be finding ways to get around 
a grazing requirement, as outlined 
by the USDA.

“We think that’s illegal and 
immoral,” he said.

Secondly, Kastel said hydropon-
ic and soilless greenhouses are also 

being allowed to be certified organ-
ic under the USDA, even though 
there is a general understanding 
that to be “organic,” the farmer 
must be a good steward of the soil, 
maintaining and improving the 
soil’s health and fertility on their 
farm. It is also a requirement under 
the USDA, he said.

Untrustworthy imports is 
the third trend Kastel has been 
seeing in the organic industry. 
In fact, the first official action 
of OrganicEye has been the 
sending of a formal letter to the 
Office of Inspector General and 
the Government Accountability 
Office requesting an investigation 
of a recent incident where a large 
shipment of imported grain from 
Turkey was identified as poten-
tially fraudulent. The tip on the 
allegedly fraudulent shipment 
came from an industry source 
and was relayed by the Organic 
Farmers Association.

Wisconsin watchdog hired to lead OrganicEye

Kastel

See ORGANIC, Page 2A
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M
ADISON — When Brody 
Stapel, president of Edge 
Dairy Farmer Cooperative, 

spoke with U.S. Secretary of Agricul-
ture Sonny Perdue the opening morn-
ing of World Dairy Expo last week, he 
said Perdue had “his game face on” and 
was ready to answer tough questions 
posed by those in the audience at an 
Oct. 1 town hall panel.

What Perdue may not have been ready to do 
is answer tough questions posed by reporters at 
the conclusion of the town hall, where he made 
eyebrow-raising comments about the survival of 
small farms, particularly small dairy farms, at an 
event known to be the global meeting place for 
the dairy industry.

Perdue told a dozen or so reporters gathered 
in a cramped hallway in the Alliant Energy 
Center’s Exhibition Hall that he doesn’t know if 
small family dairy farms can survive as the dairy 
industry continues to evolve.

“In America, the big get bigger and the small 
go out,” he said before touring the trade show 
at World Dairy Expo and heading to a Verona 
elementary school for another engagement later 
that morning in which he highlighted and cele-
brated Farm to School Month.

His comments came after he fielded questions 
from attendees on the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture’s organic standards, alfalfa hay imports, 
cheese barrel and block pricing, prevent plant 
acreage, lab-grown meat, the idea of supply 
management and trade, asking many of those 
who posed questions to leave documentation 
with his staff so he could look into those issues 
further.

“I came to listen more than to talk,” he 

said, staying seated amongst the panel, which 
included Brad Pfaff, secretary-designee for the 
Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade 
and Consumer Protection, and Stapel of Edge 
Dairy Farmer Cooperative.

Stapel was the first to pose a question to 
Perdue at the town hall, asking him what advice 
he has for farmers who want to tell their stories 
in a way that resonates with the public and 
government officials.

SHOW STOPPER
Secretary Perdue surprises Expo attendees with appearance
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Brad Pfaff, secretary-designee of the Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Pro-
tection, and Sonny Perdue, U.S. Secretary of Agriculture, answered questions from World Dairy Expo 
attendees, exhibitors and members of the media during a town hall address, held on the first day of 
Expo on Oct. 1.

By Chris Vetter
Eau Claire Leader-Telegram

CHIPPEWA FALLS — Brad Peck 
acknowledges it is challenging being 
a dairy farmer, between rising produc-
tion costs and prices that rarely cover 
expenses.

“It’s extremely tough,” Peck, 48, said. 
“It’s a world market; farmers in the 
world are suffering. We don’t get paid 
more, but machinery and fertilizer keeps 
going up in price.”

Peck and his 62-year-old brother, 
Bruce, took over the family dairy farm 
three decades ago.

At the time, they had 75 dairy cows. 
Twenty years ago, they purchased an 
automated milking parlor and added 
another 100 cows. They are looking at 
ways to increase profitability.

“We are thinking about adding more,” 
he said, explaining that additional cows 
would spread out the costs. “We have to 
add a building.”

On Oct. 1, U.S. Agriculture Secretary 
Sonny Perdue made comments in Mad-
ison that small dairy farms may perish 
as the industry moves toward a factory 
farm model.

“In America, the big get bigger and 
the small go out,” Perdue said at the 
World Dairy Expo.

Peck wasn’t surprised by the agricul-
ture secretary’s comments.

“It’s the way the world has been 
going,” Peck said.

For now, the Pecks are in for the long 
haul.

“Bruce plans to retire in the next 10 
years, and (his son) Jeff will come into 
the partnership,” Peck said. “We’ll try 
to build on, and make enough to keep 
going.”

The Peck farm is about 1,100 acres, 
and they saw some challenges this year.

“We had a lot of winter kill for alfalfa, 
so we had to use more corn to make 
feed,” he said.

To break even on milk, Peck figures 
they need to receive $18 per 100 pounds 
of milk.

“In the last month, we’ve gotten that,” 
he said. “The last four years, we’ve been 
below that.”

Along with the three Peck family 
members working fulltime, they also 
have two part-time assistants, milking 
the cows twice daily. Peck said finding 
labor to work with them has been an 
issue.

Larry Clark, 63, is among the Chip-
pewa Valley farmers who have opted 
to leave the industry. A year ago, Clark 
had 250 cows on his farm in the town of 
Eagle Point, north of Chippewa Falls. 
After selling another 75 last week, he 
now has just 10 young steers, which he 
will eventually sell for slaughter. He is 
entirely out of dairy farming.

Farmers 
react to 
Perdue 
comments

See REACT, Page 2ASee PERDUE, Page 2A

A youth walked a cow back to the barn after she 
was exhibited at the Alliant Energy Center, pic-
tured in the background.
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