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North American Agricultural Journalists

NEWS
AWA R D S

Stories that inform readers 
about a timely, important, interesting 

agricultural issue or event 
in an objective, thorough manner.

JUDGE

Catherine Mitchell
30 years at Winnipeg Free Press as reporter, assistant city editor, 

editorial writer. Now manager of policy and communications 
at a trade association. 

55
ENTRIES

NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

NEWS
Judge’s Comments

There were some very strong entries. 
The winners and honourable mentions were obvious and stood shoulders above the others. 

Category criteria is broad, and it shows in the spectrum of entries 
and the division in quality among them.

JUDGE

Catherine Mitchell
30 years at Winnipeg Free Press as reporter, assistant city editor, 

editorial writer. Now manager of policy and communications 
at a trade association. 

55
ENTRIES

“



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

H.M. NEWS

Georgina Gusin 
Inside Climate News

Really interesting illustration of 
the disparity between wealthy and 
developing nations. A novel take 
on the discussion of the carbon 
footprint of the agriculture and food 
industries.

“



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

H.M. NEWS

Emily Unglesbee
DTN/Progressive Farmer

Really important and well-told story. 
The environmental/health issues 
might have been explored more, but 
I liked the length. Really wish there 
was a farmer's voice in this piece — 
they are paying the price of both the 
cost of production 
and potential 
environmental/ 
health impact.

“



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

3 NEWS

Johnathan Hettinger
Midwest Center 
for Investigative Reporting

Very important and well-told story, 
valuable investigative journalism. 
The product of hard work and 
dedication — it shows.

“



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

Remarkable, important and 
valuable project. Public service 
journalism starts and ends with a 
reporter who locks on to an issue 
and works it to the bone. Well done.

“
2 NEWS

Jessica Fargen Walsh
The Omaha World-Herald



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

1 NEWS
This is why we need journalists. 
This is why we need strong, well-
resourced and dedicated newsrooms. 
Powerful story, well told. 
Heart-breaking and 
informative. All around 
solid reporting.

“

Rachel Axon, Kevin Crowe 
Kyle Bagenstose | USA Today

Sky Chadde
Midwest Center for 
Investigative Reporting



North American Agricultural Journalists

SPOT NEWS
AWA R D S

Stories covering breaking news 
that are time-sensitive and 

written under tight deadline.

JUDGE

Brenda Curtis-Heiken
Reporter/producer for USDA radio and TV service, 1979-2008, specializing 
in international trade; reporter on agriculture from all parts of the globe.

17
ENTRIES

NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

SPOT NEWS
Judge’s Comments

The stories were from all perspectives 
of international, national, business, farmer and consumer. 

However, I chose what I felt was spot news! 
It took several days to decide the winners.

JUDGE

Brenda Curtis-Heiken
Reporter/producer for USDA radio and TV service, 1979-2008, specializing 
in international trade; reporter on agriculture from all parts of the globe.

17
ENTRIES

“



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

H.M. SPOT NEWS

Alice Mannette 
Hutchinson [Kansas] News

Easy reading for consumers.  
Well written and informative by 
Mannette. Sometimes we need to 
think about talking more to 
consumers about impact of COVID 
on farm to grocery store.

“



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

3 SPOT NEWS

Mikkel Pates 
Agweek

Loved this story. It tells about a bad 
dude that not only cheats at the 
grain elevator but takes advantage 
of the infirmed elderly . I could not 
stop reading every word written. 
Kudos to Mikkel Pates.

“



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

2 SPOT NEWS

Gil Gullickson
Successful Farmer

Gullickson clearly shows the 
impact by the courts on a highly 
controversial herbicide that helps 
some crops but may kill others.

“



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

1 SPOT NEWS

Chris Clayton
DTN/Progressive Farmer

Clayton saw the COVID impact on 
the meat packing industry and 
reported it. It was clearly written 
that this was a life or death 
situation for front line workers and 
the packing industry itself.

“



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

North American Agricultural Journalists

FEATURE
AWA R D S

Stories taking a broader and more human look 
at an important or interesting 

agricultural issue, event or experience. 
May be longer and more in-depth than a news story.

JUDGE

Annemarie Pedersen
20-year veteran of agriculture public relations 

and communications. Now owns a consulting firm 
working with not-for-profits, livestock sector 

and crop protection companies. 

56
ENTRIES



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

H.M. FEATURE

Sierra Dawn McClaine
Capital Press

Very well done —  
A mix of personal story and industry 
experts, market facts and global 
competition. Also very well written.

“



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

Unique story. 
Well-written, 
and keeps the reader 
interested throughout.

“
H.M. FEATURE
William DeKay
The Western Producer
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FARMLIVING ON THE FARM
Th e owners of an organic grain marketing 
business in Saskatchewan are passionate about 
helping their suppliers thrive.  |  Page 20
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BY WILLIAM DEKAY
SASKATOON NEWSROOM

ASQUITH, Sask. — Nearly a cen-
tury of grain dust and chaff has 
been loosened by the thumping 
rhythm of an electric bass guitar 
inside Asquith’s last standing grain 
elevator.

Not since thousands of trucks and 
millions of tons of grain passed 
over its weigh scales has the old 
wooden sentinel resonated with 
such purpose. 

Nicknamed The Vator, it has 
become a second home of sorts for 
the rock band Fusarium.

For Mike Vidal, 26, Owen Ger-
rard, 26, Brett Arnelien, 26, and 
Darian Dutchak, 24, it’s a place to 
jam and a place to grow as musi-
cians. The four friends have been 
playing together since high school.

“The first time we brought our big 
setup in with the giant bass amp 
that looks like a fridge, (the dust) 
started snowing down and it was 
even hard to breathe,” said Vidal, 
who plays guitar and vocals.

Added Dutchak,  the band’s 
drummer: “It was just like a powder 
coming down on me. But it’s gotten 
better because every time we have 
the big setups, it rattles more and 
more and less falls each time.”

Vidal’s father, Joe, chief executive 
officer of Bioriginal, the company 
that owns the elevator, created the 
opportunity for the young rockers 
to have a long-term space in which 
to make some noise.

The Saskatoon-based company 
supplies nutritional ingredients to 
the food and nutraceutical indus-
tries. 

Bioriginal bought the elevator in 
2001 from Viterra to store flax seed 
and borage but it’s been sitting 
empty as a result of new food regu-
lations imposed about eight years 
ago.

“We debated about what to do 
with it and this popped up. Why not 
let them play their hearts out? They 
took it and ran with it,” said Joe 
Vidal.

A major cleanup was needed 
before the band could have a 
proper jam in the new digs.

“There were barrels of old grain 
samples and they had a bit of occu-
pants inside them. There was dust 
and mice, a bunch of old scales and 
equipment and phones,” said 
Vidal.

Enthusiasm soared as they imag-
ined the possibilities of a vertical 
elevator as a recording studio.

“Every time we looked at the 
m a i n  e l e v a t o r  b u i l d i n g  a n d 
thought, ‘that’s a really cool room. 
You’d have to go to Abbey Road 
Studios to get a nice and big wood-
en building like that to record in.’ 
Eventually we spent the time to 
clean all that out. That was quite 
the process,” said Vidal.

“There’s some ambiance that 
comes from the sound reflecting off 
the wood and filling up this whole 
room, like a cathedral sort of 
sound. It almost acts like a giant 
speaker. And when you’re in there 
listening to these bands with the 
big setups, it fills up this whole 
space and the sound is reflecting 
off all the wood. It’s not a sterile 
studio where everything’s sound 
treated and dampened to absorb 
all the sound. It reflects all the 
sound right back,” said Gerrard, 
also on guitar and vocals. 

The men soon found that dis-
lodging dirt from the building’s 
hundreds of nooks and crannies 
was a gargantuan task but their 
electric instruments were up to the 
job. The vibrations from their 
instruments loosened the dust that 
sifted and settled like fine khaki 
snow.

They spend some days cleaning 
and other days practising their 
music, which includes song writ-
ing. In fact their day jobs have come 
in handy for getting the old place 
ship-shape. Vidal trained as an 
engineer, Arnelien a building 
material specialist, and Gerrard 
and Dutchak are journeymen 
plumbers. 

The band reports that local resi-
dents are pleased the elevator is 
being repurposed and maintained, 
but there were a few hiccups at first.

O ne late-night  jam session 

caused a concerned neighbour to 
call the police about strange com-
ings and goings and a lot of noise.

“In the middle of the song, we just 
hear bang, bang (on the door). 
Police, police, open up,” said Vidal.

He suspected the RCMP were 
expecting to bust a meth lab or 
grow-op but it didn’t take long to 
resolve the matter. Neighbours 
have become fans and friends 
since then.

“They’re really awesome. They’re 
just excited that this elevator is get-
ting used for something else in the 

community and that young people 
are here doing something with it.” 

Other local fans include a small 
herd of curious cows that mosey 
over when the music starts crank-
ing.

T h e  P r a i r i e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y 
Saskatoon, have a vibrant music 
scene that attracts a wide range of 
talent. However, as COVID-19 shut 
down most music venues, the band 
saw the opportunity to share their 
prairie cathedral by showcasing 
other musicians.

This summer they hosted several 

Vator Sessions, a series of private 
concerts where local bands per-
formed while being filmed and 
recorded for YouTube. Micro-
phones and cameras were also 
brought outside to incorporate the 
audio and visual of trains passing 
by.  

“It’s a way to bring that to the live 
music scene that people might not 
otherwise get this year. People can 
now see and hear these bands play-
ing on YouTube in a grain elevator 
in a cool space,” said Arnelien, who 
plays bass.

“At the end of the day, we just 
want to show people these awe-
some bands. We’re fortunate too 
because we’ve been able to have 
nine of these private shows that 
we’ve been able to go to and watch, 
and to do it in such an iconic Sas-
katchewan location and bringing 
that back to life. That’s a pretty cool 
opportunity we have for sure,” he 
said.

While it’s too cold to play their 
instruments now, Fusarium is 
eager to get back into the prairie 
cathedral this spring and lay down 
its first recording demo.

Three years of scraping and 
sweeping away a century of hard-
earned western Canadian dirt and 
debris has them poised to focus on 
making their own unique sound in 
an iconic space. 

 
william.dekay@producer.com

Old grain elevator ready to rock
Sask. band turns prairie skyscraper into a rehearsal space and venue where local musicians can hold private concerts

Band members remodelled the old elevator’s office into a small 
heated music studio where they can jam.

A Canadian National Railway train rumbles by Fusarium band members Owen Gerrard, left, Mike Vidal, Brett Arnelien and Darian Dutchak. 
The sights and sounds around the Asquith, Sask., grain elevator provide band members with inspiration for their music, song writing and 
recordings. |  WILLIAM DEKAY PHOTOS
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H.M. FEATURE

Allan Dawson
Manitoba Co-operator

Interesting look back at a long, 
successful career with nice details 
and anecdotes — entertaining and 
kept me interested throughout.

“

Manitoba Co-operator  |  Volume 78 Issue 31  |  July 30, 2020 17

Labelle looks 
back on pulse 
sector career

LEGACY |  
A serendipitous 
summer job 
redirected his 
career path

‘This is the life’

I, ROBOT
TECHNOLOGY | What 
can Canada learn from 
Europe when it comes 
to farm robots? /19

BUSINESS BOOMS
FRUIT | U-pick operators 
say family outings are 
driving a good season  / 19

By Allan Dawson
CO-OPERATOR STAFF/NEAR CARMAN 

  

F rancois Labelle thought he was going to be a 
horticulturist when he started a degree in agri-
culture in 1974, but his day job for the last 42 
years has been in the grain business — mostly 

pulses crops.
As a student, Labelle, who retired as executive di-

rector of Manitoba Pulse & Soybean Growers July 
15, worked part time at Kackenhoff Nurseries, not 
far from his family’s farm near Howden, just south 
of Winnipeg.

“I enjoyed horticulture and I still enjoy horti-
culture,” says Labelle while sitting in his screened 
porch July 6 in what seems more like a park than a 
farmyard. “I was taking all kinds of courses for hor-
ticulture. Between my third and fourth year, for a 
summer job, I was going to go back to the nursery 

again, but a prof at the university (of Manitoba), 
Anna Storgaard, told me I should do something dif-
ferent. ‘I think I’ve got a job for you,’ she said.”

It was with the renowned U of M weed scientist, 
Ian Morrison who passed away in 2006. 

“That changed my career path,” Labelle says.
In his fourth and final year Labelle took a broader 

array of courses.
“Because of that summer research and the knowl-

edge I had gained about herbicides, I ended up get-
ting a job at Cargill (after graduating in 1978).”

The first day on the job at its Elm Creek eleva-
tor, Labelle’s boss asked why he wanted to work for 
Cargill.

“I said after four years of university I didn’t know 
a lot about the grain industry and wanted to learn. 
And 42 years later I am still learning,” Labelle says 
with a chuckle.

During those years his interest in horticulture 

continued on his own time on his 60-acre farm, 
with U-pick strawberries, raspberries and saska-
toons. 

Cargill, one of the world’s largest multinational 
grain companies, was a great place to learn.

“I did everything,” Labelle says. “I worked in the 
elevator the first year and in farm supplies... I spent 
some time cleaning grain... I got a broad look at 
what it was all about.”

Labelle ran an old wooden elevator, and worked 
at Cargill’s grain terminals in Thunder Bay and 
Baie-Comeau.

There was a saying if you worked for Cargill two 
years you’d be there for at least 10. In 1980, after two 
years, less two weeks, with Cargill, Labelle joined 
special crops buyer Seedex in Carman. Continental 
Grain bought Seedex in 1985.

Francois Labelle, seen here with his  
miniature donkeys, says the 

grain industry was the source of 
a long and interesting career for 

him.  PHOTO: ALLAN DAWSON

See LABELLE on page 18 
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H.M. FEATURE
A comprehensive look at the issues 
with the food chain, red tape, 
and food shortages for consumers — 
well done.

“

Helena Bottemiller Evich
Politico



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

H.M. FEATURE

Donnell Alexander
The Guardian US
and Economic Hardship 
Reporting Project

This was a well-told story that 
covered a lot of ground but kept 
it engaging and relevant to food 
security today. Interesting topic and 
perspective. Well written. 

“



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

Well written, keeps the reader 
interested throughout. 
Enjoyed the story and the farmer 
profile really shone through. 
Interesting and informative.

“
3 FEATURE
Pamela Smith
DTN/Progressive Farmer

FARMY
O

U
R

 16 PROGRESSIVE FARMER / JULY 2020 /// YOUR FARM

yle Krier has heard enough hay-related puns 
and idioms to last a lifetime, but the one he 
tries never to ignore is, “Make hay while the 
sun shines.”

“Timing is everything when it comes to quality hay,” 
says Krier, Claflin, Kansas.

The proverb also holds a broader meaning for the 
young farmer. Hay is the crop that has allowed him to 
carve his own farming niche. After graduating from 
Kansas State University in 2006, Krier spent several 
years selling crop insurance before returning to the home 
farm full time in 2014.

“I wanted a cropping enterprise that I could put my 
own stamp on and something that would diversify the 
farm beyond wheat, soybean, corn and milo,” he says. 
“My experience in sales meant I wasn’t overly sensitive 
to hearing the word no, and that’s important in the 
custom hay business.”

His father, Kirby, grew up putting up small square 
bales and had moved to selling large rounds, mostly to 
the feedlots for grinding. “Dad had done a good job of 
maintaining and building that market, and we still do 
some round bales. But, by adding large square bales, I’ve 
been able to open up value-added markets beyond our 
local area. They offer ease in transportation.”

LABOR PAINS
Still, dad wasn’t quite as enthusiastic as son about 
stacking up more hay work. Haymaking done right is 
demanding. The farm averages four cuttings per year 
and may squeeze in a fifth when blessed with rainfall. 

The younger Krier also helps with row crops and has 
his own crop insurance agency, and there is also the 
family’s small oil-production company. Then, there’s 
wife, Melanie, and their two little boys who like to be 
tucked in and read to at night.

The farm has traditionally eased summer labor pains 
by using a program that allows international college 

K

BY Pamela Smith | PHOTOS BY Joel Reichenberger

TIME TO 

MAKE HAY
This Kansas farmer bales up a niche of his own.

016_017_018_0720_ALL_v12BF.indd   16 6/12/20   3:48 PM
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2 FEATURE

Leah Douglas
Food & Environment 
Reporting Network

Very interesting and timely topic, 
well-written with a lot of research 
and background information — 
but not dry and kept my interest 
throughout.

“
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1. FEATURE

Susan Ferriss 
Joe Yerardi
Center for Public Integrity

This was an excellent article and 
combined the story of a worker 
who died and his family and then 
broadened the scope to see a larger 
pattern across the country and tied 
it to legislative decisions made 
by state and federal 
governments. 
Very well researched 
and written.

“
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North American Agricultural Journalists

ONGOING COVERAGE or SERIES
AWA R D S

Entries contain three or more stories published on more 
than one day, focused on an agricultural issue, trend 

or event. Should objectively explore the subject 
in great depth from various points of view.

JUDGE

Kim Guttormson
Former newspaper reporter on the Canadian prairies. Communications 

specialist, including media relations and issues management.

26
ENTRIES



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

ONGOING COVERAGE or SERIES
Judge’s Comments

This year, the COVID-19 pandemic was an obvious platform on which to to base 
a series of stories. As with all good journalists, this year's winners worked to elevate 

and expand coverage on a number of issues important to their communities, 
including the pandemic, beyond a surface take

JUDGE

Kim Guttormson
Former newspaper reporter on the Canadian prairies. Communications 

specialist, including media relations and issues management.

26
ENTRIES

“
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H.M. ONGOING/SERIES

Emily Unglesbee
DTN/Progressive Farmer

Unglesbee took a court decision 
and expanded coverage to outline 
the uncertainty for farmers and 
staying on top of evolving decisions 
and implications for multiple 
jurisdictions.

“

Coverage of dicamba EPA case and its impact



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

Sierra Dawn McClain
Capital Press

McClain’s reporting on the aftermath 
of the regional wildfires covered it 
from both personal and agriculture 
perspectives, giving readers a  unique 
perspective.

“
H.M. ONGOING/SERIES

Coverage of Southern Oregon wildfire aftermath

RISING FROM RUBBLE 
In the aftermath of fires, Southern Oregon faces  

a human, and economic, tragedy 
By SIERRA DAWN McCLAIN Capital Press 

 Dec 31, 2020 Updated Dec 31, 2020 
 

 

 

MEDFORD, Ore. — In the aftermath of Oregon’s wildfires, survivors here vividly recall 

where they were and what they were doing when disaster struck. 

Sept. 8, 2020. 

Marcelino Rocha, 66, was picking cucumbers at Fry Family Farm, where he’s employed. 
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3 ONGOING/SERIES

Jessica Fu 
H. Claire Brown 
The Counter

This series provides an in-depth look 
at the shortcomings and political 
implications of the federal food box 
program and took a closer look 
at who was actually helped 
and who was harmed.

“

Coverage of Farmers to Families Food Box Program



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

2 ONGOING/SERIES

Johnathan Hettinger
Midwest Center 
for Investigative Reporting

Hettinger went beyond the headline 
of the dicambra-EPA court case and 
illustrated the breadth of ongoing 
impacts of resistant weeds to 
neighbours and communities and 
the breadth of complaints registered 
by the EPA, providing 
greater context 
around the issue.

“

Coverage of dicamba EPA court case
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1 ONGOING/SERIES

Bart Pfankuch 
Nick Lowrey
South Dakota News Watch

Pfankuch and Lowrey took a story 
everyone was covering, the COVID-19 
pandemic, and went deeper, 
demonstrating its impact across 
wide ranging sectors and also within 
communities. They focused on both 
people and the business 
perspective. The stories 
explore multiple angle 
 to each issue.

“

Coverage of COVID-19 impacts on South Dakota ag industry
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North American Agricultural Journalists

COLUMN
AWA R D S

Work that allows the writer to express 
personal observations, humor or feelings 
on a topic in a conversation with readers.

JUDGE

John Vogel
Retired editor, American Agriculturist/Farm Progress. 

NAAJ president, 2013

32
ENTRIES



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

COLUMN
Judge’s Comments

This judge was glad he wasn’t trying to compete. 
Many excellent columns among the 32 submissions from exceptional ag journalists  
made it an extremely tough task. Top-placers injected personal insight and humor 

into their columns without overwhelming biases.

JUDGE

John Vogel
Retired editor, American Agriculturist/Farm Progress. 

NAAJ president, 2013

32
ENTRIES

“
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H.M. COLUMN

Laura Rance
Winnipeg Free Press

Perceptive in-depth look at how 
Covid-impacted Canadian food 
consumers and spurred food chain 
innovations. But the writer failed to 
reveal her Jambalaya recipe which 
she tantalized readers with to open 
the article.

“



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

3 COLUMN

Ed White
The Western Producer

This writer delivered an edgy “gotta 
fix it” analysis of Canada’s export 
policy. The column dealt into 
strengths and weaknesses 
of the system decision-making, 
plus glimpsed into how to fix it.

“



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

This column was a unique and 
timely insider's detailed report 
of how state-of-tech tools assessed 
the derecho wind damage that 
swept across Iowa, Illinois and 
Indiana. It showed the technology 
potential previously not possible.

“
2 COLUMN

Greg Horstmeier
DTN/Progressive Farm



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

1 COLUMN

Pamela Smith
DTN/Progressive Farmer

This column stood apart from 
the competition. The writer 
“personalized” a tragedy with word 
imagery to make it a great read. 
Her reflections and affirmations 
inspired readers needing heart-
warming rejuvenation.

“



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

North American Agricultural Journalists

EDITORIAL
AWA R D S

Work that requires the writer to build arguments 
on fact and logic to address a certain issue. 

Should state a position and convince the reader 
of the need for action. 

JUDGE

David Hendee
Retired reporter and editor, Omaha World-Herald. 

NAAJ president, 2002

15
ENTRIES
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EDITORIAL
Judge’s Comments

The COVID-19 pandemic’s impact in all facets of North American life provided countless, 
fresh opportunities for editorial writers. Although there were only 15 entries, thinning them 

wasn't easy. It often came down to which best fit the criteria to address an issue and provide 
a convincing call for action. Some were more analysis or column than editorial. 

The entries were variously informative, entertaining and thought-provoking.

JUDGE

David Hendee
Retired reporter and editor, Omaha World-Herald. 

NAAJ president, 2002.

15
ENTRIES

“



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

H.M. EDITORIAL

Laura Rance
Winnipeg Free Press

Good, clear commentary on the 
uncomfortable truth the pandemic 
exposed regarding the unmet supply 
and demand between Canadian 
agriculture and student labor.

“
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H.M. EDITORIAL

Allan Dawson
Manitoba Co-operator

Although more technical than the 
four other award-winning entries 
... the editorial addresses a specific 
problem and provides a specific 
solution. It also has a great lede: 
‘In 2019 Canadian farmers grossed 
almost $37 billion from crop sales. 
Each started with a seed.’

“

Comment/SocialOp/Ed
Co-operator staff Allan Dawson

Farmer-owned 
AAFC?

I
n 2019 Canadian farmers grossed almost $37 billion from crop sales. 
Each started with a seed.

That’s why getting farmers to pay more for plant breeding — often 
referred to as “value creation” — is important. It’s also contentious.

Nobody wants to pay more and a lot of farmers worry royalties will 
enrich seed companies more than farmers.

Around $180 million a year — $100 million from the private sector and 
$80 million from governments and farmers — is invested in Canadian 
crop variety development annually, according to the 2018 JRG Consulting 
Group study. It says Canadian certified annual seed sales are around $2.6 
billion. That’s seven per cent of variety development funding.

By some estimates, Canada needs to double cereal- and pulse-breeding 
spending to stay competitive with other major grain exporters.

The seed trade contends that its Variety Use Agreement, which charges 
the farmer a fee to plant saved seed, and which is being tested as a pilot 
project, will benefit both private and public breeders, and ultimately farm-
ers through better varieties.

Most farmers acknowledge they benefit from new crop varieties. Some 
even concede they should contribute more, but remain wary.

Farmers are almost always price-takers on the inputs they buy and 
crops they sell, and seed is a major input. For canola seed, which all comes 
from private firms, it represents almost 25 per cent of total estimated 2020 
operating costs, according to Manitoba Agriculture and Resource Develop-
ment (MARD).

By comparison, wheat seed — mainly developed by Agriculture and 
Agri-Food Canada (AAFC) with public and farmer money — represents 
about 11 per cent of operating costs.

MARD estimates farmers will earn a 5.4 per cent return on canola and 
4.7 per cent return on wheat this year.

While canola is usually more profitable than wheat, farmers commonly 
complain canola seed is too expensive. 

Farmers also have long memories.
“I cannot stress enough that amendments to the plant breeders’ rights 

act allows for farmers to retain the right to save, clean, and store seed for 
their own operations,” they were told in February 2015 by Gerry Ritz, the 
federal minister of agriculture at the time. “There seems to be some confu-
sion around that.”

Five years later the seed industry wants a royalty on farm-saved seed.
Farmers would still be allowed to save seed from varieties not covered 

by UPOV ’91, but for how long? Seed officials say unprotected varieties will 
be available so long as farmers buy them, but the record shows some seed 
firms have discontinued varieties, arguing the replacements are better.

Some varieties get deregistered. Farmers can still grow them but buyers 
are obliged to apply the lowest grade for the intended class. 

In 2012, Canadian farmers were permitted to start saving seed from 
Roundup Ready 1 soybeans after the patent expired, but finding them 
wasn’t easy. One retailer confided he wouldn’t sell them because he’d be 
cutting his own throat.

Monsanto also said its new soybeans were so much better that farmers 
wouldn’t want old varieties anyway. Eight years later some farmers are 
growing the old varieties.

With soybean seed costing around $95 an acre — 47 per cent of esti-
mated operating costs — there’s incentive to find cheaper seed.

Most major farm groups say the federal government must continue 
funding AAFC’s plant breeding even though Ottawa has been cutting it for 
years. 

But with a ballooning projected deficit ($343 billion) and debt ($1.2 tril-
lion), no matter which party is in power, there will be pressure to cut costs. 

As Tyler McCann, interim executive director of the Canadian Seed Trade 
Association, says, “the status quo is not sustainable.” 

Farmers have some tough decisions to make. If AAFC breeding pro-
grams don’t survive, producers will have to rely on private companies for 
new cereal varieties and have no control over how the money is used.

As a “plan B” they would do well to investigate taking over AAFC’s 
breeding program.

It’s not as radical as it might seem. Canadian farmers already cover 
about half of AAFC’s variety development and related research budget. 
Turning the department’s breeding programs over to farmers would be 
better than losing AAFC and the competition it brings to the marketplace.

Ideally, the federal government would give it to farmers for free and 
invest some of its annual savings to help fund a farmer-owned and -ad-
ministered program.

Numerous studies show plant breeding provides a good return on 
investment and AAFC has a stellar reputation.

Financing this would require farmers to pay more through their exist-
ing research checkoff organizations. However, they would be the ones 
setting research priorities and they would know they are capturing the full 
value created from their own investment.

It could be cheaper than the alternative. 

allan@fbcpublishing.com  @allanreporter
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By D.C. Fraser
GLACIER FARMMEDIA

Agriculture and Agri-Food Minister Marie-
Claude Bibeau maintains that farmers 
needing cash should first look to any avail-

able money sitting in AgriInvest accounts.
“The last numbers I’ve seen did not show that 

farmers had used their accounts very much,” she 
said during an Aug. 13 interview. “Some sectors a 
little bit more, but not in a significant way the last 
time I looked at it, but that was a few weeks ago 
already. I would say it was a bit disappointing to 
see that.” 

Producers have between $2.27 billion to $2.37 
billion sitting in their AgriInvest accounts cur-
rently. 

Asked how she responds to criticism from 
political opponents and producer groups, who 
maintain the amounts in individual accounts are 
insignificant – most have $10,000 or less avail-
able – Bibeau continued to push for the money to 
be spent.

The program is, “meant to provide support in 
the very short term, as the first line of safety net,” 
she said. “It’s easy to access, because you already 
have it in your account. You’re supposed to put 
this money aside every year so if you face an ex-
traordinary challenge you have this money quickly 
available, and then you can wait a bit longer or 
have access to other programs, like AgriStability, 
AgriRecovery or AgriInsurance if the needs are 
greater. 

“This is the path within the BRM (business risk 
management) programs, so even if it is not a big 
amount for some producers, and I would put ‘big’ 
in brackets because it’s a relative number, but it’s 

supposed to be the first line of support available 
and not using it sends the message you don’t re-
ally need it,” she added.

Bibeau has also cited confusion over how the 
program is used, saying a discussion needs to be 
had between her, her provincial counterparts and 
industry stakeholders. 

Producer groups, who argue the billion-dollar 
figures are misleading and that more support is 
needed due to the insignificant amounts avail-
able in individual accounts, won’t appreciate her 
comments.

I have previously argued how it is clear the 
majority of producers are not hoarding money in 
their accounts and Bibeau cannot continue citing 
AgriInvest amounts as a reason to restrict further 
support for the industry. 

Yet that remains the case.
To her credit, Bibeau is still committed to 

changing business risk management programs 
and is attempting to lay the groundwork for a po-
tential major overhaul of what is currently offered. 

“COVID is giving us — I’m not sure if it’s an 
opportunity, but the occasion to evaluate how they 
are helping in cases of crisis,” she said, noting each 
program continues to be evaluated on whether or 
not it is reaching its objectives.

Bibeau says, “everything is on the table,” for a 
deeper reform of the programs, but it won’t be 
happening any time soon (the current federal-
provincial-territorial deal governing BRMs doesn’t 
expire for a few more years). 

For now, it is clear Bibeau is not happy produc-
ers still have money in their AgriInvest accounts, 
while at the same time asking for more money. 

D.C. Fraser is Glacier FarmMedia’s Ottawa correspondent.

Money in AgriInvest accounts 
‘disappointing’: Bibeau
BUSINESS RISK MANAGEMENT  | Canada’s agriculture and agri-food 
minister is still pushing for producers to tap AgriInvest accounts, 
despite industry arguments that those amounts are small

The third time might not be a charm
REPEAT  | The U.S. government appears set to repeat its mistakes of the past 
when it comes to farm support

By Alan Guebert
FARM & FOOD

 

I t turns out that the old Chi-
nese curse, “May you live in 
interesting times,” is neither 

Chinese nor a curse.
According to multiple sources, 

the adage’s roots reach back to 
a late-19th-century member of 
Parliament commenting on how 
Great Britain’s expanding empire 
had made for “interesting times.”

True enough for the empire’s 
builders; not so much for their 
subjects.

Parallels abound in the power-
ful reach of today’s corporate 
empires. For example, Apple Inc.’s 
share price rose 10 per cent, or 
US$172 billion, July 31 on news 
that the company would offer a 
4-for-1 stock split.

The staggering rise is, incred-
ibly, more than two times the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture’s 
(USDA) estimated value of the 
2020 U.S. corn and soybean crops 
combined.

Such are today’s interest-
ing times: the expense, sweat, 
and risk required to grow North 

America’s two biggest field crops 
this year are but half the value, 
about US$85 billion, of a single 
corporation’s one-day stock rise.

The “times,” however, aren’t the 
culprit. Modern agriculture has 
been headed in this high-yield, 
low-value industrial direction for 
decades. This year’s pandemic, 
piled atop unwinnable trade 
fights and a renewed U.S./China 
shoving match, just moved up the 
arrival date.

Two other ag sectors, poultry 
and pork, are already industrial-
ized and a July 2020 report from 
USDA’s Economic Research Ser-
vice (ERS) confirms that a third, 
dairy, has joined their ranks. 
According to ERS:
•  In 1987, half of all U.S. dairy 

cows were in herds of 80 or 
fewer animals; half were in 
herds of 80 or more cows. In 
2017, that midpoint was an 
incredible 1,300 cows.

•  “In 2016, total costs of (milk) 
production fell steadily as herd 
size increased, from $33.54/cwt 
in the smallest herds (10 to 49 
cows) to $17.16/cwt in the largest 
herds (2,000 or more cows).”

•  That difference made all the 
difference. The cost to produce 
a gallon of milk “in the small-
est herds” was about $2.89, or 
almost twice the cost, $1.48 per 
gallon, for “the largest herds.” 
(One cwt, or hundredweight, 
equals 11.62 gals. of raw milk.)

That wide gap was jet fuel for 
dairy’s expansion. Since 2002, 
says ERS, almost every dairy 
with less than 500 cows has lost 
money while most dairies with 
over 500 cows have remained 
profitable.

As the report makes clear, there 
is almost no possibility that fam-
ily-operated dairy farms will sur-
vive another generation of today’s 
rapid industrialization without 

major changes in dairy policy and 
large government subsidies. Few, 
however, are advocating either.

In many ways, it’s 2002 for 
grain growers. Years of rising 
global competition, improved 
technology, and fair weather 
have brought nearly a decade 
of increased stockpiles, falling 
prices, and rising government 
intervention here in the U.S.

Those trends — especially 
rising government interventions 
— now appear semi-permanent. 
Indeed, a July 29 farmdocDAILY 
post sees this year’s nearly $30 
billion in “ad hoc,” government 
farm payments as a “new plateau” 
that likely will “then be incorpo-
rated into the Farm Bill safety 
net.”

It’s happened before, its writ-
ers explain. The 1973 Farm Bill 
devised a target price/deficiency 
payment scheme that increased 
annual farm subsidies from $1.5 
billion a year in the 1970s to 
nearly $9 billion in the 1980s.

After Freedom to Farm became 
law in 1996, “average payments… 
increased to $15.9 billion per year” 
from 1998 to 2006.

In 2019 and 2020, “… farm 
payments (are) averaging $23.2 
billion. Eighty-four per cent were 
ad hoc… ”

The question now, they ask is, 
are these payments “a statement 
by policy that market-based farm 
prosperity remain(s) an attainable 
aspiration in the near future… 
(or) an acknowledgment by policy 
that market-based prosperity is 
not attainable in the near, per-
haps intermediate, future?”

Here’s a more different way 
to ask the same question: Since 
increasing the farm payment 
plateau in the 1970s and 1990s 
never brought “market-based 
farm prosperity” either time, why 
would a third increase work?

Maybe the answer isn’t more 
money; maybe it’s a different 
policy.

At least let’s consider it before 
independent corn and soybean 
growers become as endangered 
as independent hog, chicken, and 
dairy farmers.

The Farm & Food file is published weekly 
in newspapers throughout the U.S. nd 
Canada. wwwfarmandfoodfile.com

Seed growers should be wary of merger

In response to Allan Dawson’s seed 
sector merger story Aug. 13:  

Seed growers should pay atten-
tion to the Aug. 27 vote to merge the 
Canadian Seed Growers’ Association 
(CSGA) with four other organizations, 
including the Canadian Seed Trade As-
sociation (CSTA).

The vote on the most important 
potential change in 100 years is during 
farmers’ busy harvest season. 

The propaganda sent to growers 
from the CSGA board and provincial 
associations listing merger attributes 
excludes the cons, like what growers 
lose. 

While growers make up 90 per cent 
of the five merging associations, only 
one of the 15 board positions (eventu-
ally dropping to 11) is guaranteed to be 
a seed grower. Seven regional seats are 
open to the whole seed industry. Posi-
tions are also appointed from a vetted 
list of potential industry candidates, 
not just growers.

Provincial seed associations won’t 
be the same. They will have to accept 
any member of the seed industry/value 
chain, including big business, research-
ers, and trade. Membership fees will 
almost certainly increase when “grand-
fathered” fees end in two years.

Increases will likely be substantial 
because CSTA members, which include 
large multinationals are currently pay-
ing in the tens of thousands of dollars 

— insignificant to multibillion-dollar 
firms, but huge to most seed growers.

Membership fees could be the least 
of growers’ worries, if service fees in-
crease to cover Seeds Canada’s revenue 
shortfalls. The cost of enforcing breeders’ 
rights, covered now by members of the 
Canadian Plant Technology Agency, 
could fall to Seeds Canada. Everyone will 
be paying for this if deemed necessary.

What about the Canadian Seed In-
stitute’s third-party oversight when it’s 
part of Seeds Canada? CSGA maintained 
that outside oversight was needed to en-
sure a credible pedigreed seed system.   

Growers can opt out of Seeds Canada 
and still grow pedigreed seed. However, 
this means forsaking your right to vote 
or be a board member, transferring more 
power to the remaining large players. 
The grower’s voice will diminish over 
time.

In the end, commercial farmers and 
ranchers who buy seed will carry the 
cost, while those at the top reap the 
benefits. Control will shift. It may take 
years, but it will happen, as happened 
with the current canola model. 

The promised simplified single-
window data collection system is sup-
posedly great, but not if it falls into the 
wrong hands.

Bullying tactics saying, “It’s now or 
never,” and, “We’ve gone too far and 
spent too much to go back,” are not good 
enough reasons to push this through.  

CSGA will remain strong, indepen-
dent, and financially secure on its own. 
It’s been progressive, modernizing and 
improving services. There’s no reason 
why CSGA couldn’t work with the 
others, or expand its future mandate, 
whether the others amalgamate or not.

Seed growers, along with all the farm-
ers and ranchers who buy and plant 
the seed, are the backbone of the seed 
industry.

CSGA is the only group currently in 
the Canada Seeds Act. We give up this 
important privilege by amalgamating.

There seems to be more to lose than 
gain for seed growers. Other groups have 
everything to gain and virtually nothing 
to lose. We’re told negotiators did their 
very best, yet it seems what was decided 
two or more years ago hasn’t changed. 
A small, elite group made a decision 
to proceed prior to the discussions at 
AGMs and special meetings and noth-
ing has changed since. 

Every grower should verify what I’ve 
written is true, and then vote against 
the amalgamation. The history and 
strength of CSGA has been built up over 
a century. If growers vote to merge, it 
will all be erased. It will forever change 
the seed industry, and our children and 
grandchildren will wonder how we ever 
let this happen.

Heather Kerschbaumer
Fairview, Alta.

Quarry 
fight reveals 
undermining 
of democracy
In response to letters by Jon Crowson and Ruth Pryzner 

in the Manitoba Co-operator, Aug. 6:
Democracy — It was paid for by the blood and casu-

alties of veterans and those who paid the supreme sacrifice, 
who now lie in graves in distant lands, far from their loved 
ones, family and homeland. I am a veteran.

Our cemeteries in Canada, Europe and throughout the 
world are marked with crosses of Canadians, who fought 
the tyranny of governments in far-away places.

They believed in the cause and their fight for democracy. 
Now, that same cancer of tyranny has found its way into 

Manitoba’s government and Bill 19.
The evidence is clear. The democratically elected mu-

nicipal councillors in the RM of Rosser have decided not to 
approve the quarry development. 

However, the unelected Municipal Board — plus Bill 
19 — and with the blessing of the province, can force these 
developments through.  

What happened to “democracy?”
Our democracy doesn’t need more education. However, 

it is apparent that our Pallister government needs to 
address its failures in recognizing the true meaning and 
application of democracy. 

John Fefchak
Virden, Manitoba

LETTERS

Modern agriculture 
has been headed in this 
high-yield, low-value 
industrial direction for 
decades.



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

3 EDITORIAL

Jennifer Latzke
High Plains Journal

Vividly makes a strong case 
for promoting child care in rural 
America, a service for which the 
need has long been evident but 
exacerbated by the pandemic.

“
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Opinion EDITORIALS

Lack of child care makes the rural house of cards wobbly 

It’s something that not many 
people acknowledge out loud, 
but rural economies are houses 
of cards built on agriculture and 
natural resources, manufacturing 
and small Main Street businesses.

Rural economic development 
types in sparsely populated coun-
ties know their communities 
are one crisis away from falling 
apart. A natural disaster, a mar-
ket downturn or a trade imbal-
ance, or a black swan event like 
COVID-19 and it doesn’t take an 
expert to see the house of cards 
start to get a little wobbly. That’s 
why communities have long fig-
ured out that creating opportuni-
ties for better standards of living 
for families in their small towns is 
actually good for agriculture and 
businesses as well. Ensuring that 

there is available, quality child 
care for working families is now at 
or near the top of the list.

But still, there are those in 
community leadership positions 
who scoff that this is a threat to 
the business economy. They say 
this is a private family issue and 
local and state governments and 
businessmen shouldn’t intrude.

Frankly, they’re wrong.
In researching this week’s 

cover story, I spoke with dozens 
of mothers, rural economic devel-
opment folks and others who are 
raising the alarm over rural child 
care. Time and space on the page 
didn’t allow me to put them all in, 
but the experiences they shared 
deserve a voice.

For various reasons, some par-
ents didn’t want to go on the 
record with their stories. The 
competition for child care open-
ings in rural areas is so fierce, 
among the licensed and unli-
censed providers alike, they were 
concerned that they’d lose their 
children’s placements by speaking 
on the record.

I heard from young profes-
sionals—the very ones we active-
ly recruit to our rural commu-

nities to work in our hospitals, 
schools and businesses. But with 
crushing student loan debt, some 
of these two-income families are 
having to choose between having 
another child and that childcare 
price tag, and being able to pay 
their current bills. Let alone being 
able to save for their children’s 
college funds and their own 
retirements. One mother told me 
her child care bill was about as 
much as a house payment for her 
and her husband.

With many blue-collar fami-
lies, and single parent families, the 
price of child care can overwhelm 
a family budget. As so many in 
the field explained, shift work 
jobs don’t have a lot of leeway for 
absences and tardiness because 
the drop off line at daycare was 
running slow. These families rou-
tinely use their vacation and sick 
leave to take care of children if 
their providers have to close. And 
during COVID-19, many of these 
providers had to close for quaran-
tining, leaving these families in a 
sudden lurch.

Time and again, I heard from 
mothers who said they had to 
choose between a rock and a hard 

place. Do I go back to work and 
leave my child with this unli-
censed provider so we can con-
tinue to pay our bills? Do I risk 
leaving my child in this licensed 
facility, with its precious opening 
that we finally got after two years 
on a waiting list, even though my 
gut tells me my child is not thriv-
ing there? Is my child forgoing 
precious enrichment at the criti-
cal stages of their development 
because our only option doesn’t 
offer it?

Do we have children at all?
In the last instance, I heard 

from one young married couple 
that has chosen to not have chil-
dren due to cost and distance to 
the nearest available facility. Oth-
ers in the same position told me 
that the decision to have children 
or not have children because of 
the price of child care has strained 
their marriages to the point of 
divorce.

The issue is more complex 
than this meager space allows me 
to fully explore. We still haven’t 
touched on the families who 
have children with special needs 
and their limited options. We 
haven’t mentioned the plight of 

our homeless and working poor 
families. Or how many licensed 
providers are quickly approaching 
retirement age with no replace-
ments in sight. Or how financial 
and regulatory hurdles prevent 
some child development profes-
sionals from relocating and start-
ing businesses in rural counties.

And while some are finding 
creative solutions, the progress 
is slow and it’s filled with pit-
falls. Some are working with 
large businesses in their com-
munities to share the cost of 
childcare with their employees 
or to subsidize childcare facil-
ities. There’s been a push in 
some counties to build commu-
nity childcare centers to fill the 
gaps for families. There are even 
recruitment initiatives to bring 
qualified childcare profession-
als to rural counties.

It’s still not enough to address 
the crisis. To be quite blunt, it’s 
past time to get this rural eco-
nomic house of cards in order.

Our neighbors are counting 
on us.

Jennifer M. Latzke can be 
reached at 620-227-1807 or jlatz-
ke@hpj.com.

Opinion
Jennifer M. 
Latzke

The show goes on
Harvest is winding down or already 

completed. Cattle are turned out on winter 
pasture. And I’m sure some have already 
selected their turkey for Thanksgiving. Yes, 
the end of 2020 is approaching fast—thank-
fully, mercifully.

Like the previous 101 years, this one 
won’t end without Kansas Farm Bureau’s 
annual meeting. Normally we’d gather hun-
dreds of members in person to celebrate 
another harvest, recognize agricultural 
leaders and conduct the business of this 
great organization.

We’ll still do all that good stuff at our 
102nd annual meeting Dec. 3 to 4, with the 
slight change of beaming the workshops, 
speakers, panel discussions, general sessions 
and more to your living room, tractor cab 
or barn.

The virtual sessions on Thursday and 
Friday will allow all Farm Bureau mem-
bers in Kansas to participate for free, 
including Vance Crowe’s keynote address 
to lead off the meeting Thursday morn-
ing. Members can view the annual meet-
ing agenda and register at www.kfb.org/
annualmeeting. 

Other highlights include an appear-
ance from U.S. Sen. Pat Roberts, an update 
from Andrew Walmsley on American Farm 
Bureau Activities in Washington, D.C. and 
a townhall with our newly elected federal 
officials.

Additionally, there’s time set aside for 
networking, chatting about sessions and 

providing feedback. It’s similar to what 
would happen in the hallways and around 
meals at a regular convention.

I won’t try to sell you on the notion tech-
nology will fully replicate the KFB annual 
meeting experience because it can’t. How-
ever, like so many other things this year, 
it’s the safest way for members and staff to 
mark the trials and tribulations of 2020 and 
honor the achievements of agriculture and 
its practitioners.

Believe me, I know social distancing, 
mask wearing, avoiding public spaces have 
become tiresome chores. But we’re getting 
closer to the end of this malignancy. Just 
last week promising news of a vaccine was 
announced. Others are in the works as well. 
With the aid of science, hopefully this will 
be the first and last annual meeting held 
over computer screens.

The fact is right now, there’s no good way 
to bring hundreds of people together from 
every corner of the state and have them 
gather together for an extended amount of 
time. Significant modifications have been 
made to allow delegates to conduct KFB 
business when they gather on Saturday.

Voting delegates will debate and adopt 
policy statements for 2021, elect the KFB 
president and board members from even-
numbered Farm Bureau districts. Del-
egates will attend in-person at one of the 
10 hubs corresponding to their district. 
Attendance on Saturday is limited to KFB 
staff and voting delegates. These will be 

small groups with masks and plenty of 
space to spread out.

The logistics behind this year’s annual 
meeting are mind boggling, and I’ve been 
impressed with how many solutions, as 
imperfect as they may be, are available to 
help connect everyone at a distance. The 
show will go on with or without you, but 
I strongly urge you to take a look at the 
agenda, register and make plans to join us. 
There’s so much to see, learn and do, I know 
you’ll find something to grab your atten-

tion. I hope to see you there. And, of course, 
as with every other virtual event this year, 
pants are optional.

—Greg Doering is a writer and photogra-
pher with Kansas Farm Bureau.

Photo by Kathy Anderson, Jamestown, Kansas.
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Harkens back to Lincoln’s landmark 
1862 initiatives (Homestead Act, 
creation of USDA, establishing land-
grant colleges, and linking East 
and West by rail) that could be a 
template for a national industrial 
policy in 21st-century America. 
Clearly written. Lays out the 
shortcomings by 
2020 presidential 
candidates Biden 
and Trump.

“
2 EDITORIAL

Urban Lehner
DTN/Progressive Farmer
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1 EDITORIAL

Greg Hillyer
DTN/Progressive Farmer

Identifies three problems in 
agriculture the pandemic exposed 
or emphasized — kinks in the food 
supply chain, the digital divide and 
rural medical resources. Calls for 
specific remedies for each, even if 
it’s a simple call for collaboration. 
Clearly written 
and gets to the point. 

“
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WE’D LIKE TO MENTION®

Gregg Hillyer
Editor In Chief

Lessons From a Pandemic
Americans are anxious to return to 
normalcy after the coronavirus shut down the 
economy and our way of life. What the new 
normal looks like is still being determined. 

There are no clear answers to our many 
questions as we weigh our personal health 
with our fiscal health. For agriculture, the 
pandemic has exposed several vulnerabilities. 
Solutions will require thoughtful dialogue not 
only within the industry but with all levels of 
government. Putting financial aid packages 
aside, here is a sample of challenges the 
coronavirus has brought to the forefront:

1 Fix kinks in the food supply chain. Last 
month’s column praised the resiliency of 

the ag industry and its partners for keeping 
food on grocery shelves. Since then, we’ve 
seen numerous meat/poultry processing 
plants idled or operating at reduced capacity 
as thousands of workers tested positive for 
COVID-19. The disruption has left producers 
without anywhere to sell their livestock and 
likely will lead to temporary meat shortages 
in grocery stores. Meanwhile, dairy farmers 
and fruit/vegetable producers have seen 
demand from institutions plummet with the 
closing of restaurants, hotels and schools. 
As a result, some producers have had little 
choice but to euthanize animals, smash eggs, 
dump milk or plow crops under, leading to 
devastating revenue losses. 

Supply isn’t the issue. But, the nation’s food 
chain is built around a highly integrated, 
sophisticated, synchronized just-in-time system. 

The pandemic has shown how one weak 
link can break down the entire chain.

President Donald Trump used 
the Defense Production Act to 
deem packing plants as critical 
infrastructure for the nation to protect 
the food supply. But, such action 
brings little confidence to employees 
who don’t want to return to work 
because of concerns for their health 
and safety from COVID-19. 

The United Food and Commercial 
Workers union has called for 
implementing a uniform set of 
national standards to safeguard 
workers with proper protection 

equipment, coronavirus testing and the 
slowing of processing lines so proper social-
distancing measures can be implemented. 

On the retail side, the president and CEO 
of Albertsons food stores put it best when 
describing the challenges created by the 
coronavirus: “When you operate in a just-in-
time [environment] and have a tight supply 
chain, it doesn’t allow you to accommodate 
for situations like this [a pandemic],” Vivek 
Sankaran stressed in a recent podcast hosted 
by Secretary of Agriculture Sonny Perdue. 
“We should all reflect as an industry and 
think about how to build redundancy as we 
go forward.”

2 Close the digital divide. The coronavirus 
has reemphasized how essential reliable 

broadband is to our everyday lives and well-
being. According to a 2019 report from the 
Federal Communications Commission, 39% 
of rural areas lack broadband access (25 
megabits per second) compared to only 4% of 
urban areas. The president and Congress have 
raised the prospect of an infrastructure bill to 
create thousands of jobs but have so far failed 
to reach an agreement. Any legislation should 
include enough funding to connect all of rural 
America to the rest of the world. 

3 Boost medical resources. The struggles 
of the rural health-care system are well-

known: the lack of access to doctors and other 
medical professionals, longer travel times to 
receive care, hospital closures. Stress levels 
are on the rise, yet more than 60% of rural 
Americans live in areas with a shortage of 
mental health professionals. The coronavirus 
has only compounded existing problems.

Certainly, these are daunting challenges 
with no easy answers. All require big ideas. 
The ag industry should take the lessons 
learned from the COVID-19 pandemic to 
drive strong and innovative action to find 
plausible solutions.  ///

EDITOR IN CHIEF

� Write Gregg Hillyer, 
2204 Lakeshore Dr., 
Suite 415, 
Birmingham, AL 
35209, or email 
gregg.hillyer@ 
dtn.com.
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North American Agricultural Journalists

BLOG
AWA R D S

Can be on any agricultural topic posted by one writer and updated 
regularly. Can include various writing styles but is clearly aimed 

at educating readers with the writer’s insight and expertise. 
(Three blog posts per entry)

JUDGE

Nancy Edmonds Hanson
Freelance writer • Journalism teacher,  Minnesota State University

 Former reporter, The Forum (Fargo, N.D.)

14
ENTRIES
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BLOG
Judge’s Comments

Seasoned print writers need to make some adjustments 
to make their blogging stand out. It's a different breed of animal from hard news 

and even feature writing – more akin, sometimes, to a personal journal or even a diary. 
Readers expect more than straight news and information, valuable though that may be.

JUDGE

Nancy Edmonds Hanson
Freelance writer • Journalism teacher,  Minnesota State University

 Former reporter, The Forum (Fargo, N.D.)

14
ENTRIES

“
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Urban Lehner
DTN/Progressive Farmer

H.M. BLOG
Besides having a cool title for his 
blog, Urban Lehner’s urbane (sorry) 
views of the economy and China’s 
incursions into our headlines 
draw the reader into larger issues 
surrounded by some degree of 
mystery. His choice of topics 
and supportive research are 
intriguing and fresh.

“
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3 BLOG

Matthew Wilde
DTN/Progressive Farmer

Matthew Wilde brings very personal 
experiences into subjects that 
have much broader appeal to his 
readers. His account of how his 
father resisted change — yet change 
is inevitable — is instructive and 
yet forgiving. His account of nearly 
losing his life gives extra vigor to the 
cautionary tale of 
how speed can kill. 
Well done.

“
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Smith's distinctive posts – humorous 
and humane – provide an excellent 
example of what a successful blog 
can provide. She has an eye and ear 
for the moments that make everyday 
life special,  from pandemic paranoia 
and an earworm that sums up the 
moment to her warm account 
of bringing lunch out 
to the field. Strong 
writing, big heart.

“
2 BLOG

Pamela Smith
DTN/Progressive Farmer
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1 BLOG

Ed White
The Western Producer

Ed White's authoritative, yet 
personal posts are informative, 
well-grounded and interesting. 
His observations on a reliable food 
supply in times of unanticipated 
challenge are among the best I've 
seen. His firsthand account of the 
background of ‘Percy’ adds deeper 
context to easy 
assumptions about 
the film.

“
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North American Agricultural Journalists

PROFILE
AWA R D S

Entries profile a family, person or animal in agriculture and 
are relevant to a target audience. The profile can convey 
their contributions on a local, regional or national level. 
Entries must include the use of more than one source.

JUDGE

Kathleen Phillips
 Retired news manager, Texas A&M AgriLife Communications. 

Retired NAAJ executive secretary-treasurer. NAAJ president, 1989

16
ENTRIES
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PROFILE
Judge’s Comments

Family, person or animal are mentioned first in the criteria for this category, 
so that is what I wanted to see and get to know first in a story. 

Top stories in this category had these as the focus. Some entries featured 
more about a farm or ranch operation with secondary mentions of the family, 

person or animal. Seven stories buoyed to the top, 
and it was extremely hard to place these stories in a descending order. 

JUDGE

Kathleen Phillips
 Retired news manager, Texas A&M AgriLife Communications. 

Retired NAAJ executive secretary-treasurer. NAAJ president, 1989

16
ENTRIES
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The entire Muirhead family, 
rather inexperienced in the way of 
agriculture, is going to attempt to 
gather wild rice. They experience 
devastating crop losses in the third 
year, and find itchy jobs and sucky 
jobs and spiders as big as one’s 
hand. The family discovers ways to 
stay afloat. ... I will 
appreciate my next 
bowl of wild rice.

“
H.M. PROFILE

Sean Pratt
The Western Producer

This is what I want to do. I love this,’ ” 
said Larissa.

“There is just something about 
that place that is so magical. It’s 
untouched and it’s just so beauti-
ful.”

The next year was another ban-
ner year with their kids jumping on 
bloated bags of rice. The family 
decided to take sole ownership of 
the business.

That’s when they saw the ugly 
side of wild rice farming. They had 
one of the worst years imaginable. 

A cool spring, poor crop germina-
tion, high water levels and strong 

winds combined to wreak havoc on 
the operation.

They harvested less than 100 bags 
of product that fall, which is the 
equivalent of one morning’s boun-
ty during the two previous years.

To make matters worse, they had 
to contend with the damage caused 
by some industrious beavers.

“They dropped two massive pop-
lars onto the harvesters. They’re 
made out of aluminum so they just 
snapped in half,” said Larissa. 

This year was another wretched 
year due to high water levels. They 
harvested a paltry 5,500 lb. of wild 
rice in 2020. 

The shareholders of the business 
are Larissa and Chase, Chase’s par-
ents Garth and Cosette and his sis-
ter, Katy, and her husband Derek 
Charles. 

They all live in La Ronge and have 
jobs outside of the wild rice busi-
ness. Larissa is a lab assistant with 
the University of Saskatchewan’s 
College of Nursing program.

Garth agreed that the family ven-
ture has been a roller-coaster ride 
so far. They are familiar with both 
extremes of the business.

The year after they assumed sole 
ownership a plow wind toppled a 
boat and felled more trees, damag-
ing some of the cabins.

Another boat sunk during har-
vest. And there have been plenty of 
other challenges, such as trans-
porting supplies over a slush-cov-
ered lake during the winter.

“It’s an adventure,” said Garth.
“We could have a reality show I’m 

sure. A person needs to wear one of 
those GoPros.”

But it has also been a rewarding 
experience for a guy who grew up 
on a mixed farm near Shellbrook, 
Sask. 

Harvest time at the camp reminds 
him of pictures he has seen of the 
old-time threshing crews. It is a 
labour-intensive endeavour. 

NOVEMBER 5, 2020  |  WWW.PRODUCER.COM  |  THE WESTERN PRODUCER20 FARM LIVING

BY SEAN PRATT
SASKATOON NEWSROOM

Larissa Muirhead has witnessed 
the wild side of the wild rice busi-
ness.

The venture started off with a bang 
in 2015 and 2016 when her family 
agreed to a share-cropping arrange-
ment with the previous owner of the 
operation on Meeyomoot Lake in 
northern Saskatchewan.

“They were the highest produc-
ing years in wild rice history,” she 
said.

“They were huge years, like mas-
sive yields off of that lake.”

Forest fires were burning out of 
control in northern Saskatchewan. 
The tinder dry conditions were 
ideal for producing wild rice.

The family harvested a whopping 
180,000 pounds of wild rice their 
first year in the industry.

“We just saw exactly what we 
could do with a business like this,” 
she said.

The excitement wasn’t all about 

the potential to make money. Lar-
issa recalls gazing at a full moon 
during her first night at the camp. 

She and her husband, Chase, 
watched the moon “peel off ” the 

tops of the trees on the far side of 
the lake as it ascended into the 
night sky.

“I was sitting on the harvester and 
I said to him, ‘yep, I want to be here. 

Wild rice business takes family for wild ride
On the Farm: Harvesting the crop from northern Saskatchewan lakes relies on the weather and comes with highs and lows

The end result is in the bag for the Muirhead family and their crew at Against the Grain Organic Wild Rice.  
|  SUPPLIED PHOTOS

Harvest is a labour-intensive endeavour.

ON THE FARM

MUIRHEAD FAMILY
Meeyomoot Lake, Sask.

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE »
DOES METOS 
KNOW THE 
SCORE OF 
TONIGHT’S  
JETS GAME?

(FIND OUT INSIDE)
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Good description of both a man and 
an animal – the turkey. Reading 
to the end we find the crux of the 
profile: as a little boy Frank Reese 
led turkeys to the field and then 
back home, and as a first grader 
he wrote “Me and My Turkeys.” 
An interesting story of his present 
operations — his  
early inspiration led 
him to this point.

“
H.M. PROFILE

Alice Mannette
Hutchinson [Kansas] News
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This could have simply been a 
brief about the next head of the US 
Wheat Associates but instead we 
learn about the woman. We learn 
that she born into farming, came to 
substitute teaching late and landed 
her new role unexpectedly and how 
each of those experiences  
lend themselves to 
her mission in life.

“
H.M. PROFILE

Jonathan Knutson
Agweek

1/24/21, 4:22 PMAgweek

Page 1 of 1https://epaper.agweek.com/html5/reader/production/default.aspx?pubname=&edid=f0347206-9a3e-42f6-8720-6f5f9e619134
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As a family operation moves into 
its third generation, we meet two 
cousins who use their differing 
talents to make it work. ... We get to 
know these two young managers, 
including what they’ve learned 
about themselves, as well as 
practical information 
that might help 
other families plan.

“
H.M. PROFILE

Des Keller
DTN/Progressive Farmer

YOUR FARM /// MANAGEMENT
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STORY AND PHOTOS BY Des Keller

The ability of longtime farm 
owners to let go of control of a 
family operation and transition 
it to a new generation can be a 
“learned behavior,” if southwest 
Ohio’s Bryant Agricultural 
Enterprise is any indication. 
The 19,000-acre corn/soybean/
wheat farm near Washington 
Court House is moving solidly 
into its third generation, with an 
experienced eye toward the fourth 
and beyond.

On a late-June morning, the 
third-generation’s Heath Bryant, 
37, is in the machine shed with 
nearly a dozen employees trying 
to gauge what work can be 
accomplished. Rains that have 
delayed and prevented planting 
on thousands of acres all spring 
have finally dissipated, and there 
is wheat to be harvested and 
soybeans that need to go into the 
ground.

They decide to go ahead with wheat harvest and 
soybean planting in certain locations where the soil 
seems solid enough to permit machinery.

Nearby is Kasey Bamberger, 27, Heath’s cousin and 
day-to-day comanager of the operation. Their fathers, 
Mark Bryant, 54, and Mike Bryant, 60, had run the 
farm for years in partnership but have gradually yielded 
the operation’s management to their children.

“My Dad [Mark] ran the 
business side of the farm, 
while Heath’s father [Mike] 
was the operations manager,” 
Kasey says. “We have pretty 
much assumed our fathers’ 
roles. I tell people I work on 
everything inside, and Heath 
does everything outside.”

Says Mark: “Our parents 
instilled in Mike and myself 
a trust in the family. We 
know that everybody is 
going to make mistakes 

but not to dwell on them, and to 
support each other, learn from the 
mistakes and move on.”

EYE ON EXPERTS
The transition of the farm to 
their children is part of a plan on 
the part of Mark and Mike, and 
their wives, Kim and Christy, 
respectively. The transitions have 
been easier because the Bryants 
have a long history of seeking 
expertise wherever they can find 
it to help make decisions about 
the business. 

Here are the primary examples:
 Kasey and Heath’s 

grandparents, John and Patsy 
Bryant, joined an input-buying 
group in the late 1970s, and the 
farm is still a member today. The 
member-owned organization has 
also spun off grain marketing and 
crop insurance companies.

 Not only did the two younger cousins get work 
experience off the farm before coming back, so did 
Kasey’s father. All three say the experience was key to 
how they approach the business.
 Brothers Mark and Mike hired a non-family 

operations manager 15 years ago when they realized 
neither of them was particularly suited to the job.
 The family’s planning for succession and the 

transfer of the business were conducted with the help 
of an outside mediator. The discussions for the future 
were transparent, involving all family members and 
Heath and Kasey’s five adult siblings, who do not work 
on the farm.

The input-buying group of area farmers, Premium 
Agricultural Commodities Inc. (PACI), based in 
Hillsboro, has its own full-time staff.

“I feel very confident we are saving money with the 
group,” says Kasey, who says PACI now has about 35 
members. “I know they save us time in terms of sitting 
down with chemical reps, fertilizer and seed reps to 
get the best prices. We still have relationships with our 
dealers to talk about what we’re using, but the pricing is 
negotiated by PACI.” 

In Family We Trust
A history of supporting one another and seeking outside experts  

helps keep this farm business moving forward.

COUSINS HEATH BRYANT  
AND KASEY BAMBERGER

MARK BRYANT
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Common are the stories of farmers 
who’ve had all the success and  
praise to land on a pedestal 
surrounded by those who want 
their business. But by the third 
paragraph, we’re told something 
happened.  ... That’s when we go on 
the journey to learn how to have 
‘happy cows, clean 
water and healthy  
soil.’

“
3 PROFILE

Gil Gullickson
Successful Farming

Successful Farming at Agriculture.com  March 202042

Seth Watkins, Clarinda, Iowa, 
shifted his breeding schedule to 

allow calving to start in April, when 
warmer temperatures and green 

grass would greet newborn calves 
rather than snow and mud. Mother Nature rulesMother Nature RulesMother nature rules 

Photography: Gil Gullickson

Seth Watkins used to be the 
type of farmer who prompted 
agricultural industry executives 
to salivate, akin to a German 
Shepherd eyeing a juicy steak. 

“I went to agronomy meet- 
  ings,” says the Clarinda, Iowa, 

farmer. “I went to Farm Bureau meetings. 
I did everything the universities told me to 
do. I focused entirely on production, raising 
more and more.”

After all, Watkins figured it was his duty 
to help feed the world’s 7.8 billion people, no 
matter what happened.

Well, something happened. 
Watkins had just finished shepherding 

his cowherd through a “humdinger of a 
blizzard” during the heart of calving season 
in March 1998. After several days of scrap-
ping with snowdrifts and stinging winds, he 
asked a pivotal question:

“Why was I working against Mother 
Nature instead of with her?”

Reflection 

Watkins wondered why he began 
calving in February.  

“The thinking was that you’d 
then have time to plant your corn and do 
other things in April,” he says. “It just never 
seemed right to me. I didn’t like seeing mud 

get into the creeks. I didn’t like seeing cattle 
uncomfortable, or a baby calf nursing a cold, 
muddy udder.

“I’d go to meetings and they (industry 
representatives) would say, ‘We have an 
antibiotic for this, or you can build a bigger 
calving shed,’ ” he says. “I mean, who was I 
to question them?”

But Watkins did question them. 
He questioned why, in his all-out quest to 

produce more beef and more grain, he was 
losing money. 

“I was spending $5 to make $3,” he says. 
He questioned why the fragile soils in his 

area of southwestern Iowa were annually 
losing 15 to 20 tons per acre – far above the 
allowable NRCS annual loss rate of 5 tons 
per acre. 

He questioned how his farming methods 
may have contributed to his region’s health 
and economic woes. 

“We’re at the bottom of five watersheds 
where I live in Page County,” he says. “It 
consistently has one of the highest per capita 
cancer rates in Iowa. No one asks why.

“The other one that breaks my heart is 
our poverty rate,” he adds. From 2014 to 
2018, for example, the Iowa Data Center 
pegged Page County’s poverty rate 40th out 
of 99 counties. He says this filters down to 
the region’s school children. 
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“We’ve seen 46% to 68% 
of the kids in our schools 
on free and reduced school 
lunches,” he says. 

On-farm Steps

There’s an old Chinese 
proverb that states, “A 
journey of a thousand 

miles begins with a single 
step.” Like this saying, 
Watkins figured that start-
ing to solve these problems 
began with his own farm.

“It sounds kind of corny, 
but I said to myself, ‘I just 
want a system that gives me 
happy cows, clean water, and 
healthy soil,’ ” he says. “If I 
go broke doing that, so be it. 
At least I can sleep at night 
because I did right by the 
cows.” 

Watkins grew up on 240 
acres that’s now part of a 
3,300-acre mix of owned 
and rented pasture and 
cropland. He and his wife, 
Christy, outright own 150 of 
the 600 cows in a herd, with 
the rest owned on shares 

So why not follow her lead? That’s how  
Seth Watkins revamped his farm’s system. 
By Gil Gullickson • Executive Editor, Crops Technology
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A little boy ‘carpet farming’ with toy 
tractors sets this one up and readers 
want to see this kid mature and 
find a way to fulfill his dreams, and 
that we do. ...We learn quickly that 
he accomplished his dream, but are 
pulled into the story to find out how, 
as the writer weaves facts about 
how the boy grew up 
as a first-generation 
American.

“
2 PROFILE

Chris Clayton
DTN/Progressive Farmer



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

The stage is set with a vision of a 
grassy field and the sound of an 
airplane about to take off. The 
story gives the real tale of a fifth-
generation farmer whose journey 
is laced with various personal 
struggles and how overcoming 
obstacles and challenges 
led him to ‘reach 
new heights.’

“
1 PROFILE

Sierra Dawn McClain
Capital Press

Flying farmer: One man's journey to reach 
new heights on the farm and in the clouds 

By SIERRA DAWN McCLAIN Capital Press 

 Jul 9, 2020 Updated Jul 9, 2020 
 

JUNCTION CITY, Ore. — Bryan Harper climbed across the wing of his 1943 T-6 

warbird and slipped into the cockpit. 

The engine went pttt pttt ptttttt and started. The plane rested on a grassy airstrip on 

Harper’s farmland. Harper was preparing to do a surprise “fly-over” for a friend’s 

wedding. 

Harper is a fifth-generation farmer, vice chairman of the Oregon Board of Agriculture 

and former president of the Lane County Farm Bureau. He’s also a pilot, former sprinter 

for the University of Oregon and one of only a few young Black farmers in the state. 

“Sometimes people are surprised I’m a farmer,” said Harper. “I guess I don’t fit whatever 

mold they expect.” 

No regrets 

Harper said people often assume with his sprawling array of airplanes, titles and awards, 

his life must have been comfortable. 
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North American Agricultural Journalists

TECHNICAL
AWA R D S

Entries in this category focus on machinery, new 
technology, a process, regulations or scientific methods in 

agriculture. Entries can apply to crops or livestock.

JUDGE

Susan Chace
Former special projects editor. 

Current freelance technical writer and editor. Farm owner.

32
ENTRIES
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TECHNICAL
Judge’s Comments

Technical stories must grab and hold attention while avoiding the traps set by statistics, 
jargon, acronyms and unwieldy titles held by expert sources.  Winners here exemplify the 

hallmarks of excellent technical journalism: Careful, balanced reporting; clear, concise 
writing that simplifies the complex; and storytelling that entertains as it informs. The 

winners paid attention to how the information should be organized to best serve the reader.
.JUDGE

Susan Chace
Former special projects editor. 

Current freelance technical writer and editor. Farm owner.

32
ENTRIES

“
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H.M. TECHNICAL

Joel Reichenberger
DTN/Progressive Farmer

Excellent example of how to 
elevate typically routine coverage 
of innovations displayed at a 
machinery trade show. Through 
vivid description, good use of 
details and quotes and excellent 
organization, the reporter helped me 
visualize, as well as understand, 
the new technology 
and its potential. 

“

YOUR FARM /// TECHNOLOGY
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BY Joel Reichenberger

Engineers consider the view and the ability to 
swivel, head clearance and shock absorption, and who 
could forget lumbar support? There’s no detail too small 
when it comes to designing the seat and the cab on a 
piece of ag equipment.

“The appearance of the seat leads to comfort,” says 
Tilo Kefer, with one of the industry’s leading seat-design 
companies, Grammer. “Even the color is comfort. If you 
like the seat, you feel more comfortable sitting in it.”

Tractor and combine cabs have come a long way 
since “comfort” was defined by how a rear settled into 
a molded steal seat. But, even after Bluetooth-capable 
sound systems and information-packed LCD monitors 
have become common, the cab, a farmer’s throne, 
could be in for a serious makeover. Fresh designs will 
seek to turn the cab into a data and decision-making 
hub, allowing a farmer to control a whole operation 
from an ever-more comfortable seat as autonomy 
continues to take over more of the actual job of driving 
and operating machinery.

John Deere showed off its vision for a “cab of the 
future” last fall at the Agritechnica machinery show, 
in Hanover, Germany, trying to answer questions that 
are ringing throughout the industry. 

How long will an active tractor driver be necessary? 
How long, in turn, will a cab be necessary? Finally, 
what’s a farmer to do in that cab for what seems 
destined to be a gap in development when tractor and 
equipment are ready to do almost everything on their 
own but not ready to be truly left alone?

A VISION OF THE FUTURE
Deere proposes the Command 
Cab. “It’s our vision that, as we 
go toward more automation and 
ultimately autonomy, the role 
of the operator goes away from 
direct control and more toward 
supervision both in the field you’re 
in and management of your entire 
fleet,” says Josh Hoffman, Deere’s 
lead for user experience and 
industrial design.

The Command Cab is an LCD-
laden cocoon of productivity. 

One wide LCD spans across the 
user’s chest packed mostly with 
on-sight information such as the 
machine’s progress in the field, 
application rates and speed. Problem 
with the planter? There’s an alert 
for that and so much more.

There’s another wide, narrow 
LCD above the forehead, this 

one featuring information on everything from GPS 
coordinates to weather reports to the actions of a farm’s 
drone fleet or the progress of another tractor working on 
a different task in a different field.

A video call may pop up from home checking to see 
when dinner should be ready or from the employee 
asking what to tackle next. There could be alerts and 
suggestions, as well, perhaps from a camera drone 
that has detected weed growth, such as “Would you 
like to deploy the sprayer?” You can do so with the 
tap of a finger.

“It’s not just the job you’re managing right now,” 
Hoffman says. “It’s the context you get of other jobs 
at the same time. You see other fields, other work 
happening, other machines doing their job. You’re in 
command of the entire operation.” 

Press one button, and the lower LCD turns 
translucent, allowing a camera-assisted view down to 
the front tires. Press another, and the whole screen 
physically lowers away.

LOOK MA, NO WHEEL
What a user won’t see is a steering wheel, which would 
be replaced by a joystick. 

Operation Evolution
The tractor cab may be in for a makeover, realigning for a future  

as a rolling office when driving is an afterthought.

John Deere built 
its Command Cab 
concept to manage 
not just the tractor 
in the field but the 
whole farm. 

038_039_0720_ALL_v8.indd   38 6/12/20   1:07 PM
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H.M. TECHNICAL

Des Keller
Successful Farming

A vividly written exploration of the 
hemp growing trend. Clear, active 
voice, vivid descriptions, excellent 
use of quotes drives the story and 
helps explain the complexities of 
farming hemp. An informative 
sidebar reminds readers 
of the history behind 
the legal cultivation 
of hemp. 

“
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H.M. TECHNICAL

Jessica McKenzie
The Counter

Thoroughly intriguing examination 
of the technology that makes 
indoor, vertical farming possible, as 
well as an exploration of whether 
marketing claims regarding flavor 
and taste could be true. The well-
organized narrative explores the 
topic through multiple sources. ...  
Clear writing and  
excellent story arc 
from opening to a 
fitting onclusion.

“
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H.M. TECHNICAL

Gabriel Popkin
Food & Environment
Reporting Network

The reporter examines the facts 
and hype that surround carbon 
farming. ... Clear, concise writing 
and excellent use of quotes and 
examples help pull the reader along 
through some fairly 
complex concepts. 

“

INDEPENDENT. INVESTIGATIVE. NON-PROFIT. Y

(https://fernnews-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/01.slider_MD_carbon.jpg)

Is carbon farming a climate boon, or
boondoggle?

Programs that pay farmers to sequester carbon in their soil are ramping up. But a
growing chorus of skeptics cautions that the results may not live up to the hype.

By Gabriel Popkin (https://thefern.org/author/gabe_popkin/), March 31, 2020 (https://thefern.org/2020/03/is-

carbon-farming-a-climate-boon-or-boondoggle/)

Trey Hill led a small group of fellow farmers to a field outside his office in Rock Hall on Maryland’s

Eastern Shore. It was a cloudy February day, but the ground was alive with color — purple and red

turnip tops mixing exuberantly with green rye, vetch and clover, and beneath it all, rich brown soil.
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3 TECHNICAL

Laurie Bedford
Successful Farming

Informative. Clearly written. 
Relatable. This story about what 
to consider before growing hemp 
is a text-book example of effective 
technical reporting: Humanize the 
subject. Organize dense information 
into easy-to-digest chunks. Provide 
clear examples. Use quotes to 
emphasize and 
further the narrative.

“

Successful Farming at Agriculture.com  April 202034

Minnesota grower shares 10 lessons  
learned after year one of growing  

hemp for CBD extraction.
Laurie Bedord, Executive Editor, Ag Technology

Photography by David Ekstrom
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2 TECHNICAL

Jessica Fu
The Counter

This well-told story weaves history, 
humanity, and clear explanations 
of plant science and technology into 
a highly readable narrative about 
research into crops that can thrive 
in salty soils. Multiple sources help 
balance the story. Clear writing, 
excellent organization, effective use 
of quotes, examples 
move the story to a 
satisfying conclusion.

“
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1 TECHNICAL

Bart Pfankuch 
Nick Lowrey
South Dakota News Watch

Clearly exploring a regulatory topic is 
difficult under the best of circumstances. 
Doing that while the news continues 
to break is impressive. Well-organized, 
well-sourced, well-researched and well-
written, this story rolls like a freight 
train from beginning to conclusion. 
Bonus points for incorp- 
orating breaking news 
near publication.

“
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North American Agricultural Journalists

SPECIAL PROJECT
AWA R D S

Entries take reporting to a higher level, and show careful 
planning and enterprise. Time, talent, and in some cases, 

monetary commitments made to produce the project. 
May be a team effort.

JUDGE

James Tinney 
Communications adviser to senior leadership, 

university spokesperson, writer and editor

18
ENTRIES
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SPECIAL PROJECT
Judge’s Comments

The strength of so many of these entries made the judging process extremely difficult. 
You have to be impressed with the scope of the work being done, 

and the range of news outlets that are doing that rigorous reporting.

JUDGE

James Tinney 
Communications adviser to senior leadership, 

university spokesperson, writer and editor

18
ENTRIES

“
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H.M. SPECIAL PROJECT

Jeff MacGregor
Smithsonian Magazine

This article tells a compelling 
human story while explaining a 
little-known threat to our nation's 
growers. It is an outstanding 
example of how to combine 
scientific content with its practical 
impact on people’s lives

“
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H.M. SPECIAL PROJECT

Johnathan Hettinger 
Midwest Center 
for Investigative Reporting

‘Dicamba on Trial’ takes the reader 
inside the legal battle over a new 
system of genetically engineered 
seeds  and weedkillers and the 
resulting damage to nearby crops.

“



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

3 SPECIAL PROJECT

Leah Douglas 
Food & Environment 
Reporting Network

A remarkable compilation 
of statistics on the toll that 
coronavirus took on workers at all 
levels of the food system. Its widely 
cited statistics help drive public 
awareness of the problem. 
And the interactive 
graphic display 
was outstanding.

“
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2 SPECIAL PROJECT
Shows the failure to foresee the threat 
to workers in meatpacking plants, and 
to take effective action once the threat 
was clear. It also gives voice to the 
workers who risked their 
lives while working at 
essential tasks in the 
face of the pandemic.

“

Rachel Axon, Kevin Crowe 
Kyle Bagenstose | USA Today

Sky Chadde
Midwest Center for 
Investigative Reporting

2/8/2021 Cheap chicken, beef came at a cost. How American meat plants bred coronavirus hot spots.

https://www.printfriendly.com/p/g/E3tJYX 1/13

Sky Chadde, Midwest Center for Investigative Reporting, and Kyle Bagenstose, Veronica Martinez Jacobo and Rachel
Axon, USA TODAY

May 22, 2020

Cheap chicken, beef came at a cost. How American meat
plants bred coronavirus hot spots.

investigatemidwest.org/2020/05/22/cheap-chicken-beef-came-at-a-cost-how-american-meat-plants-bred-coronavirus-
hot-spots/

Sky Chadde is the Gannet Agriculture Data Fellow at the Midwest Center for Investigative

Reporting. Reach him at sky.chadde@investigatemidwest.org. This story is embargoed for

republication until June 5.

Maria cut chicken thighs shoulder to shoulder with co-workers who coughed and ran fevers.

The 33-year-old single mother from Mexico worked on a fast-paced line in one of America’s

most dangerous industries. Meatpacking plants have long faced criticism for sacrificing

worker safety in the name of efficiency and cheap meat. Injuries are common: Severed

fingers. Chemical exposure. Back sprains.

But Maria, who asked to be identified only by her first name because of employment

concerns, feared something worse while slicing a steady stream of carcasses in mid-April at

the Mountaire Farms poultry facility in Siler City, North Carolina.

As the novel coronavirus invaded meatpacking plants across the nation, infecting dozens —

then hundreds, then thousands — of workers, Maria said she feared for her life. Every time a

colleague coughed, she said, she wondered if COVID-19 had found its way to Mountaire.

2/8/2021 ‘All smoke and mirrors’: How Trump’s meatpacking order has failed to keep workers safe

https://www.printfriendly.com/p/g/wbCba6 1/8

Rachel Axon USA TODAY, Sky Chadde, Midwest Center for Investigative Reporting June 18, 2020

‘All smoke and mirrors’: How Trump’s meatpacking order
has failed to keep workers safe

investigatemidwest.org/2020/06/18/all-smoke-and-mirrors-how-trumps-meatpacking-order-has-failed-to-keep-
workers-safe/

Sky Chadde is the Gannet Agriculture Data Fellow at the Midwest Center for Investigative

Reporting. Reach him at sky.chadde@investigatemidwest.org. This story is embargoed for

republication.

When President Donald Trump signed an executive order April 28 to declare meatpacking

plants critical infrastructure, he tapped the secretary of agriculture to keep the plants open

amid a wave of coronavirus outbreaks.

The move signaled that the nation’s priorities focused more on the continued production of

meat than the safety of workers.

Agriculture Secretary Sonny Perdue and the U.S. Department of Agriculture have nothing to

do with worker protections. Their mission, as Perdue himself noted in a May 5 letter to

meatpacking companies, “is to inspect meat and poultry products to ensure that they are

wholesome and safe.”

1/13/2021 ‘They think workers are like dogs.’ How pork plant execs sacrificed safety for profits.

https://www.printfriendly.com/p/g/Y4WGYX 1/16

Rachel Axon, Kyle Bagenstose and Kevin Crowe, USA TODAY; Sky Chadde, Midwest Center for Investigative Reporting
November 11, 2020

‘They think workers are like dogs.’ How pork plant execs
sacrificed safety for profits.

investigatemidwest.org/2020/11/11/they-think-workers-are-like-dogs-how-pork-plant-execs-sacrificed-safety-for-profits/

Leer en espanol

This story is part of a collaborative reporting initiative between USA TODAY and the

Midwest Center for Investigative Reporting and is supported by the Pulitzer Center on

Crisis Reporting. 

This story is embargoed for republication until Nov. 22, 2020.

Bernardo Serpa cut pork legs eight hours a day, six days a week.

He made the same cut roughly 12,000 times per shift, wielding a sharp knife as a production

line worker at the second-largest pork processing plant in the country.

Then the coronavirus pandemic hit. In one week, dozens of his colleagues at the Triumph

Foods plant in St. Joseph, Missouri, got sick. It prompted the company to test all of its 2,800

employees. In late April, large white tents appeared outside.



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

Joe Wertz
Jamie Smith Hopkins

Center for Public Integrity
Nathanael Johnson

Grist/The World

1 SPECIAL PROJECT
In clear and understandable prose, 
explains a major threat to our water 
supply and contributing factor 
to climate change. Highlighting 
widespread failure to  confront the 
problem, the series also 
shows an effective 
strategy being employed 
by one community.

“
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Agricultural Journalist 
of the Year

The Glenn Cunningham

A W A R D
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Agricultural Journalist of the Year
The Glenn Cunningham

Honors the best overall writer or writers of the year 
and remembers Glenn Cunningham, 
farm editor of The Des Moines Register, the first 
Ag Journalist of the Year winner, and NAAJ 
executive secretary-treasurer for many years.

A W A R D

JUDGE

Rebecca Jones
Veteran features writer, Rocky Mountain News 

Pastor of St. James Church, Wheat Ridge, Colo. 
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1 EDITORIAL
Greg Hillyer 
DTN/Progressive 
Farmer

1 BLOG
Ed White 

The Western 
Producer

1 SPOT NEWS
Chris Clayton 
DTN/Progressive 
Farmer

Midwest Center for Investigative Reporting | USA Today

1 NEWS

Sky 
Chadde

Kyle
Bagenstose

Rachel 
Axon

Kevin  
Crowe

1 PROFILE
Sierra McClain 

Capital Press

1 COLUMN
Pamela Smith

DTN/Progressive 
Farmer

1 TECHNICAL
1 ONGOING COVERAGE or SERIES

South Dakota News Watch

Nick 
Lowrey

Bart
Pfankuch

1 FEATURE

The Center for Public Integrity

Joe
Yerardi

Susan
Ferriss

  Agricultural Journalist of the Year  
Glenn Cunningham Award Finalists

NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021
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2021 Agricultural Journalists of the Year
The Glenn Cunningham

South Dakota News Watch

Bart
Pfankuch

Nick
Lowrey
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All the entries were well done, and at times 
I felt like I was comparing apples to oranges, 

given that all the entries were such good examples 
of what their given genres of writing should be.

But in the end, I feel like I was most impressed with 
the work of Bart Pfankuch and Nick Lowrey 

of South Dakota News Watch. 

“
South Dakota News Watch

Nick 
Lowrey

Bart
Pfankuch
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They approached the topic of COVID’s impact 
on their state’s agricultural industry from 
so many angles that might not have been 

readily apparent at first. 
They got on top of the story from the beginning. 

“
South Dakota News Watch

Nick 
Lowrey

Bart
Pfankuch
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I feel like they did their readers 
a huge public service, looking at everything 

from how beef producers, sheep farmers, 
and corn growers were being effected 

to the impact on small towns 
and health care systems.

“
South Dakota News Watch

Nick 
Lowrey

Bart
Pfankuch
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If anyone in South Dakota was tempted 
to think that this was an urban problem 

that would not profoundly impact rural lives, 
reading Pfankuch’s and Lowrey’s stories would 

quickly disabuse them of that notion. 

“
South Dakota News Watch

Nick 
Lowrey

Bart
Pfankuch
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North American Agricultural Journalists
2020 NAAJ WRITING CONTEST

CONGRATULATIONS TO ALL!
Read all the winners online 
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AUDREY MACKIEWICZ
The North American Agricultural Journalists

S P E C I A L  A W A R D



NAAJ 2018NAAJ 2021

AUDREY MACKIEWICZ
The N A A J

S P E C I A L  A W A R D
Presented to a publication which has 
expanded its coverage of agriculture.

Honors Audrey Mackiewicz, 1924-
2009, of the Sandusky (Ohio) Register and 
Firelands Farmer, who was the first female 
president of the North American Agricultural 
Journalists and the longtime executive 
secretary-treasurer of the group.
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AUDREY MACKIEWICZ
The N A A J

S P E C I A L  A W A R D

FOR EXPANSION OF AGRICULTURAL COVERAGE IN 2020
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AUDREY MACKIEWICZ
The N A A J

S P E C I A L  A W A R D

FOR EXPANSION OF AGRICULTURAL COVERAGE IN 2020

Reader Insights 
Farmers surveyed on tractors, 
combines, planters and drills

Facebook Live Cattle Reports: 
Weekly prices and trends wrapup

Field Posts podcast:
Discussions on farming, ag policy,
business, weather, market issues

Digital newsletters: 
Daily Forecast • CattleLink  

Renewable Fuels 
Morning Snapshot 

The Best of DTN/PF

Digital access: 
Magazine content 
made available online

EXPANDED CONTENT,
NEW PRODUCTS
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J.S. RUSSELL
The North American Agricultural Journalists

A W A R D
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J.S. RUSSELL
The N A A J

Presented to a member who  
has given outstanding service to NAAJ.

Honors J.S. Russell, the longtime 
farm editor of The Des Moines Register  
& Tribune, who was a founder and first 
president of the Newspaper Farm Editors 
of America, the precursor to NAAJ.

A W A R D
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J.S. RUSSELL
The N A A J

ALICE MANNETTE
The Hutchinson News 

A W A R D

OUTSTANDING SERVICE TO NAAJ
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BILL ZIPF
The North American Agricultural Journalists

A W A R D
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BILL ZIPF
The N A A J

A W A R D
The award recognizes each NAAJ 
president in turn for the year’s worth 
of extra work and chores for the good 
of the organization.

Honors Bill Zipf, 1914-1981,  
of The Columbus Dispatch, who served 
as NAAJ president in 1972.
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BILL ZIPF
The N A A J

TODD NEELY
DTN/Progressive Farmer
President, North American 
Agricultural Journalists

A W A R D

NAAJ PRESIDENT —  2019-2020
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