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Farmers, rural residents encouraged to speak up on biennial budget 
 

MADISON – Wisconsin Farmers Union urges farmers and rural residents to make their voices heard at statewide public 

hearings on the budget taking place over the next two weeks.  Upcoming meetings include:  

 Friday, March 20: Milwaukee, 10 a.m. to 5 p.m.,  Alverno College Pitman Theatre, 3400 South 43rd Street. 

 Monday, March 23: Rice Lake, 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., UW Barron County Fine Arts Theatre, 1800 College Drive. 

 Thursday, March 26: Reedsburg, 9:30 a.m. – 4 p.m., Reedsburg High School, CAL Center Auditorium, 1100 

South Albert Avenue, Reedsburg. 

“This budget will have numerous implications for farmers and rural communities,” said Wisconsin Farmers Union 

President Darin Von Ruden.  “The window of opportunity to seek changes in the governor’s proposed budget is now.” 

One promising component of the budget is increased funding for the Broadband Expansion Grant Program.  The program, 

which helps to extend high-speed internet to underserved areas, would make it easier for farmers to maintain farm 

websites, participate in online livestock auctions, digitally submit nutrient management plans and expand markets for 

agritourism.  

“Small business growth in rural areas will not happen without high speed internet access,” Von Ruden said. “We cannot 

expect the next generation of farmers to build their enterprises in places that still rely on dial-up internet.”  

A recent study by the organization Broadband Communities found a 10-fold difference in population grown between 

counties with and without robust internet service.  The $6 million allocated in the budget for the grant program is a good 

start, and even more could be added. 

The governor’s budget also increases sparsity aid and transportation aids for rural school districts.  “Increases such as 

these are essential if rural school districts are to cope with the rising transportation costs continuing to put the squeeze on 

their budgets,” said President Darin Von Ruden.  Unfortunately, as the budget currently stands, the benefit of these 

categorical aids is overshadowed by the overall cut to public school funding.  The governor’s proposed budget calls for a 

net loss of $135 per pupil over the biennium.  Of the 220 school districts analyzed by the Wisconsin Rural Schools 

Alliance, only 11 come out the same or better off when both categorical aids and the cut in per-pupil spending are figured 

in.   

Other areas of note in the governor’s proposed budget include: a cut of $815,000 per year in staffing grants for county 

land and water conservation offices, an additional $250,000 of funding for farmer-led conservation efforts, and a $300 

million reduction in funding for the University of Wisconsin, including regional campuses with significant agriculture 

programs such as UW-Platteville and UW-River Falls. 

WFU opposes the removal of authority from the DNR’s Natural Resources Board (NRB) and the Department of 

Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection Board. Currently, the boards are composed of citizens who have the 

authority to set policy and vote on rule changes, but under this proposal the boards would be demoted to advisory councils 
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that would merely have the ability to suggest changes to agency policy. The NRB and the DATCP Boards occupy a 

unique position where policy and practice meet and they are best suited to craft sensible policies rooted in fact. WFU asks 

that the provision limiting the authority of the NRB and DATCP Board be removed from the budget in order to maintain 

citizen input, non-partisanship, and practical decision making based on sound science. 

“WFU looks forward to working with the legislature to craft a budget that will strengthen rural communities, protect our 

lands and waters, and keep Wisconsin’s $88 billion agricultural economy thriving,” Von Ruden said.  
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