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< Hudson company focuses on 
building better bales. Page 1C.
• Panelists share how their companies 
found ‘the next thing.’ Page 5A.
• Sipiorski: Eight rules dairy  
producers must follow. Page 8C.
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By The Country Today staff

From the ailing farm 
economy to the whims 
of weather to changes in 
policy and trade, 2018 was 
anything but boring.

The lackluster farm econ-
omy and ongoing troubles 
in the dairy industry topped 
The Country Today’s 
annual Top 10 story list for 
2018. The list was formu-
lated through a vote by The 
Country Today editorial 
staff members on a list of 
17 contenders. Staff aimed 
to determine the 10 most 
important or impactful 
stories to readers over the 
past year.

Following is the final 
Top 10 list for 2018, as 
developed by The Country 
Today editorial staff:

No. 1: Lackluster ag 
economy

The general agricultural 
economy spent the year in 
the doldrums, with com-
modity prices for milk, 
corn and soybeans below 
levels of profitability for 
many farmers.

The pain was espe-
cially poignant in the 
dairy industry, which has 
endured several years of 
low milk prices, dubbed by 

analysts as “a long scrape.” 
Farmers struggled as the 
milk supply continued 
to outpace dairy product 
demand. Even the organic 

dairy outlook soured, and 
Grade B milk producers 
faced growing pressure 
from processors to upgrade 
to Grade A.

In response to the dis-
appointing dairy markets, 
farm groups took a closer 
look at implementing a 
milk supply management 
program similar to that 
utilized in Canada, and a 
contingent from Wiscon-
sin traveled to New York 
for a meeting to discuss 
solutions. Governor Scott 
Walker last summer formed 
the Wisconsin Dairy Task 
Force 2.0 in an effort to 
turn things around and save 
farmers from exiting the 
business.

No. 2: Trade tensions

Trade tensions escalated 
in 2018 as the U.S. entered 
into a trading of tariffs with 
several countries, including 
China and Mexico. The tar-
iffs caused many farmers to 
worry about loss of markets 
in an already struggling 
agriculture industry. Tariffs 
targeted multiple industries, 
but many were direct-
ly aimed at agriculture, 
including soybeans, milk 
and pork.

There was a time when 
if you didn’t grow up on 
a farm, you at least knew 
a farmer. Times have 
changed.

In 2018, Wisconsin lost 
638 dairy farms — a 7.25 
percent decline, accord-
ing to the latest data from 
the state Department of 
Agriculture, Trade and 
Consumer Protection. It’s 
the biggest decline since 
records started in 2004.

“It’s a part of life that 
not many people get to 
live,” said Stephanie Kate 
Hoff. “I think it’s special.”

She knows firsthand. 
The UW-Madison life 
sciences communication 
major grew up on a farm 
in Thorp that raised pigs 
and beef cattle. She was a 
proud member of FFA and 
still has her blue corduroy 
jacket to prove it.

Hoff is helping more 
people get a glimpse into 
the farming experience 
with “The Lands We 

Share,” a collaboration 
of faculty and students at 
UW-Whitewater, UW-Osh-
kosh, UW-Milwaukee and 
UW-Madison that includes 
a traveling exhibition and 
public dialogue tour that 
focuses on the intersection 
of farming, land, ethnic 
culture and history in 
Wisconsin.

“It’s a way for farmers to 
have a voice,” Hoff said.

The exhibit could be 
seen through Jan. 2 at the 
Hoard Historical Museum 
in Fort Atkinson and from 
Jan. 4-26 at the Johnson 
Creek Village Hall in 
Johnson Creek. Other 
stops include UW-White-
water and Milwaukee. The 
exhibit will conclude with 
a closing night gala May 
8 at the Madison Central 
Library in downtown 
Madison.

More information about 
the exhibit can be found at 
https://landsweshare.org.

It features the stories, 

histories, artifacts, images 
and sounds of six cultural-
ly and regionally distinct 
farms and farm sites and 
invites visitors to share 
their own stories, insights 
and questions.

In 2012, James Levy, 
the director of the Pub-
lic History Program at 
UW-Whitewater, founded 
the Wisconsin Farms Oral 
History Project and is 
director of The Lands We 
Share initiative.

“I wanted an ongoing 
public history project 
that students could work 
on outside of their class-
es,” Levy said. “I also 
wanted students of all 
backgrounds to discover 
that even if they aren’t 
personally connected to 
farming themselves today, 
there’s a strong likelihood 
that farming is part of their 
family’s history if they go 
back far enough.”

By Jenessa Freidhof 
Regional Editor | jenessa.freidhof@ecpc.com

GRANTON — Paul 
Vine said he was antic-
ipating the coming of 
Christmas for a differ-
ent reason than most. 
Vine, who runs Vine’s 
Christmas Trees with his 
family, said the hectic 
tree season comes to 
an end Dec. 25, but the 
work continues on a tree 
farm.

“Because we are a 
choose-and-cut business, 
we still have people 
coming and getting their 
trees all the way up until 
the weekend before,” Vine 
said. “But starting Dec. 
26, we start cleaning and 
putting away equipment 

and the stands for our cut 
trees.”

As cleanup begins, Vine 
said he also meets with his 
two sisters and his wife 
to talk about what went 
well in the season and 
what they would like to 
improve for next year.

“We take notes and keep 
track of what we want to 
do and how we want to 
improve,” he said.

In the weeks that follow, 
Vine said they work to 
clean up the fields, which 
often have stumps of 
varying heights left behind 
by their choose-and-cut 
customers.

“We have some custom-
ers who leave stumps 1 

Dairy, weather woes top news in 2018
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Rachel Kroeplien stood near a combine head that was burned and partially melted by jet 
fuel that caught fire when a vintage military jet crashed into her family’s dairy farm, Fly-
By Acres, near Sheboygan Falls on July 20.

See TOP 10, Page 3A

‘Lands We Share’ exhibit 
helps give farmers a voice
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One of the stories shared through the traveling exhibit is the story of Vang C&C Farm in 
Jefferson County, the first Hmong farm to be organically certified in Wisconsin

After the 

season
Work on a Christmas tree farm 

shifts after the holidays
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Paul Vine, owner of Vine’s Christmas Trees near Grant-
on, said despite a lot of talk about a shortage of trees 
and growth in popularity of artificial trees, their business 
has grown. He said he sees more and more people 
looking to create family traditions and experience ag-
ritourism and he believes that has led to an increase in 
choose-and-cut customers on his farm.

See EXHIBIT, Page 2A See TREES, Page 2A


