
 

 

FARMERS, AG INDUSTRY: TAKE TIME TO REASSESS, THINK OUTSIDE BOX 
Fae Holin, MFA Communication Specialist 

Upper Midwestern farmers have had a “tough summer” struggling to put up quality hay in challenging weather, 
feeling the effects of milk overproduction as well as crop- and milk-price fluctuations, and stressing over finding 
decent help, says Mark Hagedorn, University of Wisconsin Extension Agriculture Educator for Eau Claire County. 

The ag industry, as a whole, is being challenged in much the same way – dealing with uncertain global markets, 
overproduction, lower prices, and having a heck of a time hiring qualified employees, he suggests. 

There aren’t any easy answers, he says, “but we can certainly come up with half a dozen questions to mull on as 
we’re heading into the new season and how we approach our business structures.” In essence, Hagedorn would like 
the ag industry and farmers to “Take two steps back and take a long hard look at what your cost of production is, 
what the financial viability and feasibility of your operation was, is, and is going to be.” Then, he adds: “Think outside 
the box.” 

Hagedorn also suggests that farmers and the ag industry listen to others and be willing to brainstorm and talk issues 
or problems out. He, like his colleague, UW-Extension ag safety specialist John Shutske, is seeing an increase in the 
number of farmers under stress. They both advise people to look for and take advantage of various state and county 
resources. (See last month’s Clippings article, “Chronic Stress and Farming: A Dangerous Combination.”) Dairy 
farmers, Hagedorn says, are particularly under distress.  

“I can say, unequivocally in our area, we are seeing dairy farmers removing themselves from dairying. A lot of these 
folks will continue being grain farmers or they will raise cow-calves. They are staying in agriculture, but they are not 
necessarily going to be milking cows because the financial viability of it isn’t there.” 

“We are still seeing a few, and I mean few, generational transfers or discussions on generational transfers. And with 
that said, it really prompts interesting conversation as to how much Mom and Dad or Uncle and Aunt can and will 
help subsidize the next generation and still be able to take care of themselves.” Farmers’ retirement plans, generally, 
are the equity they have in their farms. But equity erodes as farm income drops and equipment depreciates. 

“As our population is aging and we’re looking at transitions with operations going from dairy to beef to row crop or 
perchance to generational transfer, a person has got to be really aware of what their financial condition is and give 
themselves a good checkup. It all does link back to the cost of production and the financial health of the operation. If 
you can’t keep the boat afloat, you don’t want to be in it.” 

Consider, for example, Hagedorn adds, a new field seeded with alfalfa. “You’ve got one heck of an investment there. 
If you’re not able to realize return on your investment from either milk produced or beef produced or sale of forage in 
the form of hay or some other tangible commodity, reassess.” 

He urges farmers and others in the ag industry to attend ag meetings, take part in discussions, and ask for help 
when it’s needed. He suggests the following UW-Extension resources that include information on farm finances, 
budgets, contracts, farm secession, ag safety, and ag markets, as well as how to contact ag advisors and other 
professionals. 

Financial and Strategic Management 

 Financial Resources and Decision Tools 

Financial decision tools: https://cdp.wisc.edu/category/dt/dt-financial/ 

 Enterprise Budget Resources 

Crops: https://fyi.uwex.edu/farmteam/enterprise-budgets/ 
Dairy: https://cdp.wisc.edu/2017/08/20/dairy-enterprise-planning-budget-for-2008/ 
Beef: https://fyi.uwex.edu/wbic/decision-tools-and-software/ 

 Benchmarking Resources 

AgFA/FARMBENCH: https://cdp.wisc.edu/agfa-farmbench/ 
WI Dairy Farm Ratio Benchmarking: http://dairymgt.uwex.edu/tools.php 
Heifer-Rearing Costs Benchmark: https://fyi.uwex.edu/heifermgmt/rearing-costs/ 
Farm Financial Scorecard: https://www.cffm.umn.edu/Publications/pubs/FarmMgtTopics/vermont.pdf 

 Agricultural Contracts and Pricing 

Agricultural Leasing: https://aglease101.org/ 
Pricing Standing Hay and Corn Silage: https://fyi.uwex.edu/forage/economics/ 
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WI Custom Rate Guide 2017: https://www.nass.usda.gov/Statistics_by_State/Wisconsin/Publications/WI-
CRate17.pdf 

 Contacts: 

Kevin Bernhardt, Professor and Extension Specialists, Farm Management bernhark@uwplatt.edu 
Jenny Vanderlin, Associate Director, UW-Center for Dairy Profitability jenny.varderlin@wisc.edu 

Farm Succession and Estate Planning 

 UW-Extension Farm Succession 
https://fyi.uwex.edu/farmsuccession/ 

 UW Center for Dairy Profitability 
https://cdp.wisc.edu/category/paw/paw-farmsuccession/ 

 Contact: 
Joy Kirkpatrick, Outreach Specialist, UW-Center for Dairy Profitability joy.kirkpatrick@wisc.edu 

Agricultural Safety & Health 

 UW-Center for Agricultural Safety & Health  
https://fyi.uwex.edu/agsafety/ 

Stress Management: http://www.agsafety.info/2018/03/collection-of-recent-farm-stress.html 
Stress Management for Dairy Farmers: http://fourstatedairy.org/webinars.html 

 Contacts: Co-directors, UW-Center for Agriculture Safety & Health 
John Shutske, Extension Specialist, Safety Engineering & Agricultural Health john.shutske@wisc.edu 
Cheryl Skjolaas, Agricultural Safety Specialist, UW-Center for Ag Safety and Health skjolaas@wisc.edu 

Agricultural Markets, Marketing and Policy 

 Commodity Marketing (grain) 
https://cdp.wisc.edu/2017/08/21/got-risk/ 

 Dairy Markets and Policy 
https://dairymarkets.org/ 

 Dairy Marketing 
https://dairy.aae.wisc.edu/ 

 Contacts: 
Mark Stephenson, Director, UW-Center for Dairy Profitability mark.stephenson@wisc.edu 
Kevin Bernhardt, Professor and Extension Specialist, Farm Management bernhark@uwplatt.edu 
Brian Gould, Professor and Extension Specialist, Ag and Applied Economics bwgould@wisc.edu 
Brenda Boetel, Professor and Extension Specialist, Ag and Applied Economics brenda.boetel@uwrf.edu 

Human Resource Management 

 UW-Extension Farm Human Resource Management 

https://fyi.uwex.edu/ag-human-resources/ 

Becoming the Employer of Choice Program: https://fyi.uwex.edu/ag-human-resources-course/ 

Dairy Partner/El Compañero Newsletter: https://fyi.uwex.edu/dairypartnerelcompanero/ 

 Management Assessment Center Program 

https://cdp.wisc.edu/management-assessment-center/ 

 Contacts: 

Simon Jette-Nantel, Professor & Extension Farm Management Specialist simon.jettenantel@uwrf.edu 
Trisha Wagner, UW-Extension Farm Management Program coordinator trisha.wagner@ces.uwex.edu 
Jerry Clark, UW-Extension Chippewa County Agriculture Educator jerome.clark@ces.uwex.edu 

Women in Agriculture 

 UW-Extension Heart of the Farm  

https://fyi.uwex.edu/heartofthefarm/ 

 Contact: 

Jenny Vanderlin, Associate Director, UW-Center for Dairy Profitability jenny.vanderlin@wisc.edu 
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