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By Nate Jackson
The Country Today

As a milk hauler himself, Rich 
Miller saw the images of milk 
that couldn’t be processed and 
knew he wanted to do whatever 
he could to help.

Miller noticed a friend, Don 
Timmerman, a retired dairy 
farmer and real estate agent, was 
working with Nilssen’s Foods 
in Baldwin raising money for 
vouchers that would allow peo-
ple using the area food pantry to 
buy milk.

At around this time, Miller 
said he had been wondering 
what he could do to move some 
cheese. Miller, whose trucking 
company Miller Transfer in 
Roberts hauls for 165 farms in 
northwestern Wisconsin and into 
eastern Minnesota, said much 
of the milk he hauls goes to Ells-
worth Cooperative Creamery 
and that his level of concern was 
raised after seeing the creamery 
asking farmers to cut produc-
tion.

So Miller, Timmerman and 
another dairy farmer, John 
Vrieze, pooled some money to 
get cheese curds in the hands of 
families in need and in school 
lunches being handed out while 
schools are closed due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

“I saw the dumping. Ellsworth 
mailed the letter out asking 

farmers to cut 7% production or 
asking some if they’re consid-
ering retiring this year to retire 
now,” Miller said. “I could see if 
nothing was done to cut produc-
tion or selling out, it could come 
down to the creamery.”

Miller’s efforts started with 
the food pantry where his 
girlfriend’s mother volun-
teers that serves an average of 
about 175 Bloomer and New 
Auburn area families each 
week. Timmerman told him the 
Baldwin-Woodville area food 
pantry was serving another 120 
families.

“I really didn’t know how 
many people were going to the 
food shelf, or how many school 
lunches were going out. It’s 
astronomical,” Miller said. “I 
called up and said, ‘I’d like to 
donate cheese curds.’ It just kind 
of snowballed. Word-of-mouth, 
it was just rapid-fire.”

By noon on the Monday 
morning following their first 
week of cheese deliveries, 
Miller said he already had 
requests for more than 3,000 
pounds of cheese. That need, 
coupled with his desire to see 
milk continue to be processed, 
led Miller to dip back into his 
own bank account.

“I could see our funding was 
not enough, so I threw five 
grand at it,” he said. “At the 
same time, John reached out to 

some folks. Some big ones, like 
Compeer Financial, OEM Fab-
ricators, Pioneer Seeds, donated. 
Once we got something going, 
holy smokes ...”

Miller said orders have been 
coming in quickly enough that 
Ellsworth Cooperative Creamery 
has limited them to 500 pounds 
per day to make sure they can 
keep up with packaging.

“The people, the support is 
huge,” Miller said. “What just 
blows my mind is I’ve got farm-
ers donating money, handing my 
drivers money, giving the driver 
a check for $250.

“It’s huge. I’m loving it.”
Timmerman said he was 

impressed with the generosity of 
farmers who are struggling with 
low milk prices.

“The farmers are the ones 
we’re trying to help, and they’re 
donating too,” he said.

Miller said deliveries start-
ed in early April. In addition 
to food pantries in Bloomer, 
Baldwin and Roberts, deliveries 
have gone to schools in Bald-
win-Woodville, Clear Lake, 
Amery, Clayton, Elmwood, 
Colfax, Osceola and Forest 
Lake, Minn.

“The food service people in 
schools are as happy as can be. 
They’re almost ecstatic,” Tim-
merman said. “They say the kids 
are just loving it.”

Dairy donations
Milk hauler’s efforts put cheese curds 

in school lunches, pantries

Devin Krinke, KARE TV

Rich Miller of Roberts talked with KARE-11 TV about setting up a fund that would lead to the donation 
of cheese curds to area food pantries and school lunches.

By Courteney Jacob
The Country Today

Farmers who are facing loss 
of income directly due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic may have 
the unprecedented opportunity to 
collect unemployment insurance 
benefits.

Falling into the category of 
self-employed, farmers and ranch-
ers have historically been ineligible 
for unemployment insurance, but 
the CARES Act, signed by Presi-
dent Donald Trump on March 27, 
has opened the possibility, said 
Rachel Armstrong, founder and ex-
ecutive director of Farm Commons, 
which provides legal services to 
farmers, during a webinar.

“This is a big change,” Arm-
strong said. “Disaster assistance in 
some ways has always been avail-
able to the self-employed, but that 
has been a very narrow utilization 
of the program. Never has it been 
so broadly available to those who 
are self-employed.”

Farms and ranches are specifi-
cally included in the expansion of 
unemployment insurance to the 
self-employed as potentially eligi-
ble for benefits, Armstrong said.

Because of the recency of the 
legislation, “there’s still a lot of 
things we don’t know about how 
this program is going to be admin-
istered and including how it works 
with other government resources 
that are being made available,” 
Armstrong said.

For a farmer to be eligible to 
receive benefits, farming must be 
their principle occupation, Arm-
strong said, not just a side job or 
hobby.

It is, however, fine if a farmer’s 
spouse has an off-farm job or if a 
farmer doesn’t show net income 
regularly, Armstrong said. Multiple 
self-employed people on the same 
farm (e.g. spouses, adult children, 
etc.) can divide the farm’s income 
among themselves and each claim 
unemployment, she added.

A farmer must also be able to 
self-certify that they are “self-un-
employed” because of COVID-19 
under one of 11 circumstances, the 
most likely of which is that the per-
son “meets any additional criteria 
established by the Secretary (of La-
bor) for unemployment assistance 
under this section,” Armstrong said.

Farmers may 
be eligible 
for jobless 
benefits

By Brooke Bechen
The Country Today

With continued un-
certainty around when 
business can return to 
normal amid the coronavi-
rus pandemic, organizers 
of farmers’ markets across 
Wisconsin are finding 
themselves with the painful 
decision to cancel, post-
pone or find a creative way 
to hold their anticipated 
summer markets.

Wisconsin is home to 
over 300 farmers’ mar-
kets, including the Dane 
County Farmers’ Market 
in Madison, the largest 
producers-only farmers’ 
market in the country. Held 
around the Capitol Square 
each Saturday mid-April 
through early November, 
the market regularly wel-
comes over 12,000 custom-
ers each week, serving as 
a key economic driver for 
265 family farms and small 

food businesses.
The Dane County 

Farmers’ Market was set 
to open Saturday, April 
11; however, because the 
state of Wisconsin has 
canceled all events on the 
Capitol Square indefinitely, 
organizers have decided to 

postpone the popular farm-
ers’ market indefinitely as 
well, citing the restrictions 
in place to protect public 
safety and the well-being 
of the community. This is 
the first time the market has 
been canceled since 1972.

“We do not know when 

this (reopening) will be, 
as no one knows how long 
the outbreak will last,” said 
Sarah Elliott, market man-
ager for the Dane County 
Farmers’ Market. “In the 
interim, we are navigat-
ing how to safely connect 
customers with our family 
farmers and how to best 
support our market mem-
bers during this difficult 
time.”

In lieu of an outdoor mar-
ket, a resource guide with 
vendor information was 
created and posted online at 
the Dane County Farm-
ers’ Market website. That 
resource guide is updated 
two to three times a week, 
and includes contact in-
formation for vendors that 
are providing alternative 
purchasing options, such 
as home delivery, on-farm 
pick-up and e-commerce.

Vendors have a variety 
of items available, such as 
fresh greens, local meats, 

chicken eggs, bread and 
more. A special guide for 
buying local plants from 
farmers and nursery grow-
ers involved in the Dane 
County Farmers’ Market is 
also in the works.

Organizers of the Dane 
County Farmers’ Market 
are also piloting a Local 
Food Pick-Up Program 
where patrons pre-order 
from a select set of ven-
dors, often paying for their 
items electronically, and 
then pick up those items 
during scheduled drive-up 
hours. Elliott has asked 
that patrons who pre-order 
goods put a sign in their 
vehicle window with their 
last name and the farm(s) 
they ordered from, with 
farmers setting orders 
inside a popped trunk or 
rolled down window upon 
arrival at the designated 
pick-up spot to lessen 
contact.

Organizers of farmers’ markets adjusting 
plans amid ongoing coronavirus pandemic

Photo by Dan Reiland

Nao Xiong put out vegetables to sell at the Downtown 
Farmers Market in Eau Claire. The farmers’ market is 
scheduled to open as planned, but extra precautions are 
being taken.
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Offer valid on equipment purchased by April 30, 2020. Some restrictions apply, see
dealer for details. Warranty based on years or hours used, whichever comes first.

TractorCentral.com

Save $300 on all X300 Series Lawn Tractors,
and Save $200 on S240 Lawn Tractors

One week left - ends April 30!

Considering a test drive? We’re here to welcome you, safely.
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