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A video showing workers physically abusing dairy cattle in Brown County has become the latest 
flashpoint of controversy for burgeoning mega farms in Wisconsin. 

The undercover video by an animal rights group included whippings and the use of chains to 
drag downed cattle by their legs and necks. The farm's owners swiftly apologized. The dairy 
industry issued condemnations. Nestlé and Baraboo-based Foremost Farms, sensitive to 
consumer backlash, stopped buying milk from Wiese Brothers Farm — where the images were 
recorded. 

It's the latest and most publicized controversy for the state's largest dairy farms, known as 
concentrated animal feeding operations, or CAFOs, which in Wisconsin are more accustomed to 
attacks about heavy groundwater use and the environmental damage from manure. 

"I don't think that the focus or the controversy about CAFOs is going to evaporate," said Andrew 
Craig, a Department of Natural Resources employee who regulates manure use on farm fields. "I 
just think it's going to increase." 

The Brown County district attorney's office had not yet received the results of an investigation 
from the Sheriff's Department, which is not unusual in such cases, District Attorney David Lasee 
said. "There's a lot of material to review," Lasee said, including raw footage shot by an animal 
rights investigator from the group Mercy For Animals. 

Wiese Brothers did not return a Milwaukee Journal Sentinel call seeking comment. 

The case has shaken the dairy industry and put big farms on the defensive. The animal abuse 
could prompt livestock operations to install cameras so they can monitor employees' actions, said 
Laurie Fischer, executive director of the Dairy Business Association, based in Green Bay. 

"I would not be surprised if some of our guys start videotaping everything because, when they're 
in the office, then they can see what's going on" in the barn, Fischer said. 

Controversy to remain 

Economist Steven C. Deller finds parallels between CAFOs and sand mining in western 
Wisconsin, where resistance to the mines is coming from neighbors and environmentalists. 

"There's a lot of the NIMBY (not in my backyard) effect going on," said Deller, a professor of 
agriculture and applied economics at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. 
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Also, large-scale agriculture has the added effect of galvanizing a growing appetite for local 
foods. 

"People are starting to get more concerned about where their food is coming from," Deller said. 
"When you see things like cows being mistreated, that just feeds into the local foods movement." 

It worries CAFO operators who think that animal rights activists, often with a vegan-diet agenda, 
are portraying big farms in a false light. 

There are 9 million dairy cows in the United States. 

"The truth is the care of those cows is better than it's ever been," said Jim Ostrom, a partner in 
Milk Source, the largest dairy operation in the state with four farms devoted to milking. "But we 
see people propagating an agenda that's against large-scale farming. A lot of misinformation is 
spread because of that." 

Water concerns, pollution 

Animal welfare issues are seldom at the center of CAFO concerns in Wisconsin. Instead, 
opponents complain about odors, heavy use of water that poses a threat to ground and surface 
water, and pollution from animal waste. 

Two regions where tensions are the most frayed: in the northeast and central parts of Wisconsin. 

The northeast has the highest number of CAFOs and the karst topography of fractured bedrock 
provides a pathway for pollutants to reach groundwater. 

In Kewaunee County, results of 59 wells sampled in March showed that nine, or 15%, had fecal 
coliform levels considered unsafe for human consumption, according to the Kewaunee County 
Land & Water Conservation Department. The samples were tested at UW-Stevens Point. 

It's hard to draw conclusions because the samples came from residents who volunteered to bring 
them in, said Andy Wallander, Kewaunee County conservationist. 

"But as far as I'm concerned, the main culprit is liquid manure," Wallander said. 

While environmentalists complain that farmers too often get a pass from regulators, some cases 
are prosecuted. 

In September, Attorney General J.B. Van Hollen announced his office had obtained a judgment 
against a CAFO operator in Kewaunee County for long-standing manure pollution problems, 
including discharging manure into a tributary of Lake Michigan. Keith A. Duescher of Algoma 
agreed to pay $100,000 in forfeitures. 
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The central sands region has been subjected to the heaviest irrigation in the state, and there are 
growing concerns about damage to the aquifer and nearby streams as CAFOs increase 
production in central Wisconsin. 

CAFOs on the rise 

In Wisconsin, the number of CAFOs has jumped by 153% over the past decade — from 97 in 
2003 to 245 in 2013, according to the DNR figures. 

The vast majority of such farms are dairy operations. In dairying, a CAFO is 700 cows or larger. 
The Wiese Brothers Farm has about 8,000 cows, which makes it one of the largest in the state. In 
2012, the farm generated 3,714 tons of solid manure and 61 million gallons of liquid manure that 
was spread on 6,089 acres, according to DNR figures. 

By one DNR estimate, that's the equivalent of the organic pollution of a city of more than 
180,000 people. 

Once farms qualify as CAFOs, they are subject to stricter regulations than small farms. Plans to 
expand or build farms must receive DNR approval. The agency also reviews a CAFO's plans on 
where — and how much — manure can be safely spread. 

"In many cases with CAFOs you have greater degree of accountability and transparency of what 
happens and where, compared to smaller farms," the DNR's Craig said. 

Said UW economist Deller: "Small doesn't mean 'better' and big doesn't necessarily mean 'better 
than small.' It depends on the operator." 

CAFO operators appear to have a more optimistic outlook than owners of small farms, according 
to a 2010 U.S. Department of Agriculture survey that noted farmers with 500 or more cows were 
most likely to expand and reported the fewest financial problems. 

U.S. Department of Agriculture figures show that dairy farms with annual revenue of $1 million 
or more have consistently produced higher rates of return than smaller farms, said Bruce Jones, 
an agriculture economist at UW-Madison. 

"It's been going on for more than a decade, and that helps explain the change in the landscape," 
Jones said. 

Milk Source's Ostrom recalled how the industry was on the ropes 15 years ago. Cheese plants 
couldn't find sufficient milk from nearby sources and were losing money because they couldn't 
operate efficiently. 

"It was a very stagnant-to-declining industry. Everybody was concerned that dairy was 
ultimately going to recess and fail," he said. 
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Then farmers, including Ostrom and his partners, began adopting a California model of dairying 
where size matters. Milk Source's professional staff includes a chief financial officer, a director 
of business development, a project manager, a human resources manager and an environmental 
coordinator. 

Often, large dairy farms hire out crop farming to their neighbors. 

"We have become this industry of specialists," Ostrom said. "We have larger farms, but they're 
much more specialized." 

The trend to bigger farms has been fueled by lifestyle as much as economics, with farmers 
wanting regular time off and preferring management to physical labor. 

"Those of us left in agriculture are sentimental about the past, but we also are realistic about the 
present and the future," Ostrom said. 

Farms in the cross hairs 

As farms have grown, they've become bigger targets. 

In some cases, lawyers for local residents and environmental organizations are using tools in 
state administrative law to challenge expansions and construction of farms. 

Farmers, in turn, are using the same process to defend their rights to build bigger farms. 

There are at least three major farm expansions now being challenged in DNR proceedings. In 
another case, Wysocki Family Farms has filed suit against the Town of Saratoga for refusing to 
issue building permits for a 5,300-cow farm in Wood County. 

Last year, in a closely-watched case, the state Supreme Court ruled 5-2 in favor of Larson Acres 
in Rock County, which wanted to expand above its 1,000 cows. 

The court upheld the state's legal framework for regulating livestock facilities and rejected 
restrictions imposed by the Town of Magnolia after residents said the farm was polluting 
groundwater. 

Businessman Bob Clarke, who is among a group fighting plans by Milk Source to build a dairy 
farm in Waushara County, says CAFO supporters tend to glorify their roles as food providers 
while minimizing the environmental risks of their operations. 

"I choose to have a business and business model that does not negatively impact the people 
around me," said Clarke, founder and chief executive officer of the Furst Group, an executive 
search firm based in Rockford, Ill. 
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Clarke has owned property on Pleasant Lake in Adams County for 20 years. He said he's spent 
"tens of thousands of dollars" to help finance a challenge to Milk Source's plans to build 
Richfield Dairy nearby. The farm would milk about 4,300 dairy cows. 

One big concern is the effect the farm's estimated annual use of 72.5 million gallons of 
groundwater on Pleasant Lake and nearby streams. On Dec. 19, a state appeals court ruled that 
the DNR, in a 2011 environmental assessment, failed to consider irrigation and other water uses 
in the area, in addition to the new farm's own water uses. 

Clarke said lake levels have already been affected by the pumping of millions of gallons of water 
for the farms. 

He said there is a joke on the lake that you can tell when the pumps are running because the 
water level is dropping. 
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