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John Kinsman is an organic dairy farmer and
forester from Lime Ridge, Wisconsin. On the
farm he purchased 60 years ago with his wife
Jean, he raises 36 cows on a 150-acre farm – 80
acres of which are devoted to rotational grazing and hay production, while another 70 acres
is devoted to woodland. Kinsman is president
of Family Farm Defenders (FFD), a group he
helped found in 1994 to promote sustainable
agriculture, fair trade, workers rights, animal
welfare, consumer safety, environmental stewardship and – above all - food sovereignty. He is
also the secretary of the National Family Farm
Coalition (NFFC). Through FFD, John also works
to relocalize food/farm economies and forge
new economic relationships between consumers
and farmers. One example of this is the Family
Farmer Fair Trade Project that enables FFD to
direct market cheese from Cedar Grove in Plain
WI, giving farmers a fair price while providing
a healthier rBGH free alternative to consumers.
John remains one of the leading U.S. critics of
genetically modified organisms (GMOs) and is
also an outspoken critic of corporate globalization. As one of the farmer leaders involved in Via
Campesina, the largest umbrella organization
for farmers, fishers, foresters, hunters, gatherers,
and indigenous peoples in the world – he has also
traveled extensively around the world to share
the message of food sovereignty.
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Interview with John
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photo by John Peck

Conducted live by Daniel Tucker at the
Jane Addams Hull House Museum (Chicago, IL)
September 27th, 2011
Daniel Tucker (DT): Your parents farmed during
the Great Depression. You have said it was easier
for farmers then than it is for farmers now. Why
is that?
John Kinsman (JK): At that time, we were diversified farmers. We had cows, pigs and chickens.
We raised wheat, oats and barley. And when we
didn’t have enough money to buy wonderful
white bread, sliced white bread, my god we had
to eat wheat bread, we took it to the mill and
ground it, hated it and now we love it. And we
are looking for it all over. So that is part of how
we lived but it was not a problem. And it was a
leisurely life, believe it or not. We never worked
on Sunday. Nobody in the family had to work out
[off farm] to support the farm. A farm now is almost a hobby for some people. The man and the
woman have to get a job to support their hobby.
My parents were able to go to the world’s fair
Chicago in 1933 and this is during the Depression. And I remember my grandmother came and
took care of us. I forgot how old I was but not old
enough to run the farm. And they did that, my
grandparents went to California. And I have a
picture of that, my grandma with goggles on, she
and Grandpa went on a flight in an open cockpit
plane in California and so on. Well, anyway it was
a more leisurely time. We ate berries everyday so
we picked berries. Wild berries and a few tame
ones. I remember the gooseberries especially because they were prickly. And my mother canned
them. And now we know that berries are very
healthy. But, we had berries for almost twice a
day and we ate them fresh or canned. And so, it
was a good life in spite of the so-called Depression.
DT: You’ve said that you agree with a recent UN
report saying “supporting low carbon and resource preserving small holder farms” is the only
kind of agriculture that will cool the planet - in
reference to global warming. You have farmed organically since the 60’s but you didn’t always. Can
you talk about your transition to organic farming
and what you have learned from this approach to
agriculture?
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JK: Certainly. The UW Madison, the College of
Agriculture was the best friend of my father and
myself. And as time went on, it was like things
were changing. We were getting into technology
that we had questions about but we thought we
had to do it. You know the story of the frog? You
put the frog in water and you turn up the heat a
little bit and a little bit more and pretty soon the

frog is boiled and it doesn’t even jump out. And
this happened to us. And I started using herbicides thinking “well, this will save me a lot of
time”. And I ended up in the University Hospital
with some serious burns. They would never say
what it was because of the research going on.
But the doctors said, “What’s your name? What’s
your occupation?” “Farmer.” “When was the last
time you used herbicides or pesticides?” And the
same with the med students who examined me.
Same thing, exactly. So I knew what it was and
yet there wasn’t ever anything in the records that
said what it was.
DT: And these were herbicides that they had
given you? Is that right?
JK: This was what they promoted at the University and then we started looking…and I became
organic overnight. That was almost 50 years ago.
And I was in that direction but we were led away
from it by the research. We didn’t know that
these chemical companies were funding the research and the rest so we did a FOIA search one
time and found out a lot of things . . .
DT: So can you say a little bit more, just give us
a sense of what your farm is like and what your
farming practices are like?
JK: My passion is tree planting and farming.
Because I am a sustainable tree farmer and my
family have planted over a 100,000 trees, but we
have no place to plant anymore because every
inch that there could be planted a tree is planted
already. So, it’s just a joy to see what that does to
the environment and becomes the most valuable
part of what could have been cleared and so on.
That’s part of it. What was the rest of the question?
DT: And tell us a little bit about your dairy operation.
JK: Okay. We have 36 cows; maintain that
number and it’s an intensive rotational grazing. My cows get fresh pasture, green grass and
clover every 12 hours. And if they don’t get it,
they complain. So, but they spread the manure,
they spread the fertilizer and they carry the milk
in and they carry the fertilizer out. So we have a
very low carbon footprint. Many farmers, especially the factory farms think I am not a farmer.
In fact, the UW College of Agriculture doesn’t
consider me a farmer because I am not running
the tractor 12/14 hours a day. But, my cows are
doing their work. And that’s where the cheese
you will have today and so on. It came from my
cows.

DT: I want to step back a little bit in history and
talk about some of your civil rights and anti-racist activism throughout the US and in Wisconsin,
in particular. Project Self Help and Awareness or
PSA is a 40-year-old organization that you became involved in very early on and played a lead
role in. You coordinated other white Wisconsin
families to host a visiting… hundreds of visiting
Black children and teenagers from Mississippi
for 3 weeks every summer. And this in an ongoing program. Can you tell us a little about the
motivation behind these exchanges, this exchange
program and how it related to the Civil Rights
Movement?
JK: It was actually 45 years ago. And, a Black
woman, Eula Washington who hosted this man,
Malcolm Gissen, who was a University student
and was one of the freedom riders, and she said
“now we can’t end this here. We have to continue in some way because this is the first time
my children have ever had a good relationship
with white people”. And so, they then patched
this plan that was excellent and after about…we
were in the 2nd year, and after that it became
so difficult, he turned it all over to me. And so it
was very difficult. We did 12 round trips with an
old school bus that we refurbished to bring these
children matched with coordinators in Wisconsin matched with coordinators in Mississippi to
give them an experience that would raise their
self-esteem. That was the whole part of it was
to make them feel good about themselves and
to not be a hand out. It was solidarity. It was a
way to make them feel that they were equal; they
could do anything they wanted. And the poverty
was so great the first time I was there. I stayed in
a home in Carroll County in the hills. Part of the
house had a dirt floor. There weren’t no…no electricity. And this was typical of many of the rural
people. And so I learned a lot. I cried a lot too.
But you don’t make friends by crying so…they
would say why are you laughing? You wanna
see me cry? So, it was tremendous. So, these 12
round trips would bring these children up we
started taking adults down and college students
to do Headstart work and just to immerse themselves. That’s the only way. You can’t explain it
of how great it is. I could see the courage and joy
that the most poverty stricken state in the union
and some of the most poverty stricken counties and some of them still are to see all of these
people and celebrate and make you feel good.
DT: You told me a story about how this was kinda
transformative for you and an exchange you had
with a woman named Rosie, Rosie May Hosey I
think her name is. What did Rosie say to you?
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JK: Rosie was one of the people that her children

came to Wisconsin. She lived a very tough life.
Just an example, one of my neighbors hosted her
children and so she went and stayed with Rosie
for two days. And for breakfast, Rosie borrowed
a hot plate from a neighbor and warmed up some
fat back. And then for the noon lunch, they went
to a local Juniors convenience store and divided
a bag of Cheetos. Anyways, Rosie was always a
happy person. And just a great person to be with.
Wisconsin Public Television interviewed Rosie
and I saw the documentary film. And in it, he
asked Rosie questions.
“Who are the white people that you got to
know?”
She went on and named a few.
“And then there was John Kinsman, naw but he
is one of us”.
I will never forget that. That was one of the
greatest compliments I have ever had.
DT: Yea, that’s great. When we talked on the
phone, you were telling me a little about your
ancestry and saying that your ancestors were
settlers. And that that was something you were
critical about. And since you have done work
in Wisconsin to defend Native land and farm
sovereignty. Can you give us an example of these
experiences?
JK: My great grandparents came by covered
wagon and oxen from the East. And they settled.
But when I think about it now, there were people
there. They were settlers and that’s not the way
it is supposed to be.  And, they took the land.
The Native people, now and all over the world
are…Landgrabbing is going on. And that was
landgrabbing also but it was not named that.
And of course, there were savages. In my grandmother’s diary, she and her younger sister who
was Jeanette. She was 16 and my grandmother
had just married, she was probably 20 or 21.
They were going from one area to another and
a band of Indians had moved in. And they went
down to talk to them twice. They had no fear of
these savages, so called. It was interesting. But,
they were still settlers.
DT: And what were some of the exchanges or activism you had around Native land in Wisconsin?
JK:  Well, we The Crandon Mine was a big mine
about ten years ago proposed by Exxon in Native
land in northern Wisconsin. And it would have
destroyed their wild rice beds, headwaters of a
beautiful river that went through the reservation. It was very destructive so we did a, a sort
of a hearing. And I represented farmers of North
America. The rest of them didn’t know it but

eh...we had Native people, indigenous people
from South America where they had a history of
mines and all the way into the Southwest. This
was on a reservation in northern Wisconsin and
all the way to Canada, up to Alaska. Everytime,
it was a path of destruction. They did not hire
local people. They brought in people. They did
not clean up. They just destroyed the community.
There was prostitution. There were drugs. There
was everything going on after they left. And
there is another one we are fighting right now at
the headwaters of another river, the Bad River
that is on the Bad River Reservation. So, it’s
never-ending.
I am going to repeat this. The price of justice is
eternal vigilance. And justice is just us. And so
it’s something we have to think about. And there
will never be peace unless there is justice. So Winona La Duke...Do you know the name? Winona
ran for vice president under Ralph Nader at one
time. She is a very good friend of the John Peck
and myself and the Family Farm Defenders and
she invited us to have our annual meeting on the
White Oak reservation and it was tremendous.
Tremendous to just be able to sit down with the
people and help, exchange and do solidarity and
do the battles with people.
DT: And there is something else I am wondering . . .You mentioned Family Farm Defenders.
I wanna jump off from Wisconsin and talk more
about global work that you have done. In 1994,
you were part of a group that started Family
Farm Defenders. And through that group and the
National Family Farm Coalition which is an umbrella coalition, you built international solidarity
through another larger international network
called Via Campesina, the international network
of peasant farmers. And you have started to call
yourself a “peasant farmer” and refer to yourself
in those terms that Via Campesina has proposed.
So I want to ask you about one of the groups that
you have interacted with through these travels
and that’s the Landless Workers Movement or
the MST in Brazil. You have been to Brazil several
times, met these organizers in other countries
throughout the world. Can you tell me a little bit
about your experiences with MST and how they
influenced you?
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JK: They are a group of people that in Brazil
that went through bloodshed to occupy un-used
land that big landowners in Brazil took over and
most of what was stolen from indigenous people,
through landgrabbing. And it lay idle.  And they
had so many privileges that they did not produce
anything. So these people simply took over and
settled on their own land actually. They were so
well organized in what they did over the time

that they found they were recognized by the
government after they went through a year and a
half of living in a plastic camp with only dirt for
floor.
They’re impressive...The water was hauled
in…that was another thing that always sticks
in my mind. It was hot. It was under the trees
and a man came out and set a chair under the
tree and brought me a glass of lukewarm water.
It was like giving a million dollars because that
was all he had to offer. But, it was so grand to
see that. And then we went to where they had
built up the communities. Beautiful community
centers. Everyone had a plot of land. There was a
nice house. They had animals. It was diversified.  
And they are doing so well that now it’s moving,
I think 300,000 people have been re-settled onto
their land and are productive, producing food
that the country needed. And now they are going
into Africa with the same model.
Via Campesina members have visited us many
times [in Wisconsin]. And so we have organized
tours of our farms and local entrepreneurs and
things that work and some things that don’t
work. They have been a big inspiration but I have
to say that it started with the Bovine Growth
Hormone. How many are aware of the Bovine
Growth Hormone? The first genetically engineered product to enter the food chain. Well, it
came to us 30, no 27 years ago in the University
of Wisconsin had a gathering of scientists and
telling us that farmers are not smart enough
to understand it. That’s a mistake. Some of em’
aren’t but most of em’ are.
So we could not get attention from the press,
because one half of all the dairy products sold
even in the University of Wisconsin cafeteria,
even in their hospital came from that experimental herd. And the people did not know it. And
we could not get press. And so, I had been to all
these protests in civil rights era in Mississippi
and so I made this crude sign that said “Are you
aware that you are all guinea pigs or a product?”
And I had handouts that were pretty crude at
first and stood in front of the Memorial Union,
the biggest concentration of students and faculty
and staff. And immediately, we had international
attention. There were cameras all over because of
this information and the fact that we were standing up to it.
And so within six months, I was invited on a ten
month, ten day tour of Europe and speak on this
because at the same time the people, the farmers, they had decided not to allow it in Europe.
And they said it was so exciting [for them] to
see the farmers marching on the university. I

said, “Here I am”. All these students and all these
other people and this big crowd [gathered on the
tour]. And so, sometime if you don’t even know
what you are doing, it works. And so, that’s how
that got going. And National Family Farm Coalition did not accept it till Family Farm Defenders
and myself had to practically drag them kicking
and screaming to accept that you need to fight
these things and look at what they are doing and
who is paying for it? All the money and so that is
the way it went.
DT: And just to clear up the names one more
time for everyone, Via Campesina is the name
of the international network. And that’s how
John ended up in Brazil and Europe through this
international network of peasant farmers. And
the National Family Farm Coalition is the US
representatives or chapter of Via Campesina. And
they are based in DC. And that is something that
John Kinsman has been deeply involved with,
networking on a national level. And Family Farm
Defenders is the group that John works most
consistently with on a regular basis and they are
based in Madison, Wisconsin.
And so through National Family Farm Coalition
and Family Farm Defenders, you have done a lot.
So you have done a lot of building with people
on a national scale. A lot of the direct organizing
and solidarity you have done has been on the
scale of the US. You have sent farm equipment
to farmers in the south after Hurricane Katrina.
Most recently, you have been working on sending hay to farmers who have been experiencing
drought in Oklahoma and Texas. And so I just
want you to say a little bit about your decision
to do this kind of direct service and direct action
on the national scale. And any thoughts you have
about food policy and what we can do here in the
United States, on the turf that we exist on?
JK:  Family Farm Defenders became international like I say overnight because people, we
had a message that was international because
we could see the connections always. I have been
to every continent except Antarctica. And these
people paid my way and often, John Peck’s way
to go these international meetings. I was part of
Via Campesina when it was being formed. I have
worked with these people for 26, 27 years.  
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As far as locally just as an example. . .so I started,
well myself and my daughter and a few others
working locally around food. That was a common
denominator: everybody ate food. Otherwise,
it just didn’t work, it seemed like.  And so we
got to four local churches that were in a cluster.
They had a “peace and justice committees” and
the biggest thing they could do was a bake sale.

They didn’t know what else to do. So, we just
went on with that. And I was able to show them
the “seven principals of food sovereignty”, which
included “justice for workers”, which “organics”
does not include. We have formed the fair trade
neighborhood…so after these meetings with our
local people, the Amish people were a tremendous part of it. And others, we would come home
from the meeting and our heads were moving
so fast at night, and we can’t sleep at night. But,
this is really working.  We are doing a lot of local
foods; we did a community meal, last Sunday, in
the community.  It’s the biggest crowds we ever
get. Monthly meals that we do maybe three or
four times a year.  All local.
DT: And recently you had a chance to go to Iowa
and you bumped into um, our buddy President
Obama and had a chance to talk to him. What
happened in Iowa?
JK: This was the “rural economic summit and
listening session” about two months ago. And
we were [only] able to get another farmer Joel
Greeno and I tickets because there were less
than 100 people and half the staff of Obama.
And somehow, I had a seat in the front, in the
middle and Obama’s right there. I don’t know
how I got that seat but we had fine seats…maybe
he thought I should listen. It was good. They did
campaign like we expected, a little bit and then
they divided us into workshops sort of and different staff people like secretary of agriculture,
secretary of transportation. I was in the one with
Ray Lahood, Secretary of Transportation.  
DT: So what did you say to Ray Lahood?
JK: So, I got his attention and I said, “I lived
through the Great Depression. That was not
as bad as this is.” And I told him some of the
things I am telling you. And I told him I had lived
through a number of these economic problems,
downturns and emergencies. And I said they
are all politically motivated.  It’s big companies
buying the government. . . I also [criticized] the
FTA, the Free Trade Agreement you know they
are trying to [start] in Korea, Panama and Bolivia
and now Columbia. I was invited to South Korea
three months ago. And so I could say [to Ray Lahood that] ‘I was in South Korea two months ago
talking to these people. It’s going to put 40% of
their farms off the land. Don’t you think it’s better that we work to cooperate instead of trying to
compete? We’re competing with the whole world.
How can we compete with China and India? And
I know people from India. . . [like]Vandana Shiva,
you know her?  She says “we were self sufficient,
and our population was stable before colonization”. And she said these free trade agreements

are another form of colonization’.  
So I asked the whole group, “isn’t it more important to make friends than to try and compete for
the lowest”? And that’s what they do.  It’s a race
to the bottom in prices, wages and environmental degradation.  And so, with a big silence. [But]
I can take as much time as I want to cuz I have
lived through all the things I was talking about.  
And there was more of course. And so they didn’t
know quite how to stop me. It changed the way
this whole conversation went. A woman, a lesser
staff person, a Black person said, “my father’s
farm is being is in danger of being lost”. [There
was] Silence.
And then the Future Farmers of America were invited, the officers of three or four states because
that looked good, to have FFA.  And so, I was
sitting next to one and I talked to him while we
ate and then [someone called on him to speak]
and he said, “I want to farm but I can’t because
the prices are so low and the conditions are or
the expenses are so high”. And he said, “Not one
person in my FFA chapter is going to farm”. Of
course they didn’t want to hear that. Then the
guy next to me spoke out.  He says, “My passion
is farming. I want to farm. But, I can’t.” Not only
I can’t but I am going to have to move out of the
community. And they didn’t want to hear that
either. So, there was a lot of good testimony.  
Meanwhile, my friend Joel was in another extension where Obama came in and he gave him the
whole thing. . . Joel just gave him everything.
And Obama stayed there too long. Joel wouldn’t
let him go. And the secretary of agriculture [Tom
Vilsack] was there and Joel said, “Do you know
me?” He said, “I sure do”.  And he took a long detour around me that day too. We confirmed that.
DT: What you said about emphasizing cooperation over competition is pretty essential especially as you are describing the entire disillusion
of the farms across the US and the farms across
the world. I wonder what note you would like to
end on?
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JK: So what I am saying is what counts is local
foods…if we all demand to know where our food
comes from, if you can’t find your farmer that’s
producing and know them personally…at least
question where your food comes from. And we
want to change policies. One woman is on our
executive board, an urban woman [from Milwaukee] and they did.  She asked about where does
her milk or cheese come from [and if the] cows
were injected with Bovine Growth Hormone.
Well, the grocers don’t know. She says well, I’m
sorry we will just have to go somewhere else and

buy our groceries. No, no, no, come back. And
so, they came back in a couple of weeks and they
changed their policy. It took two people to ask
that.  
I will just repeat the price of justice is internal
vigilance and there will be no peace without
justice.  And John Peck and I have both received
awards because of what we are doing and we
never talked about peace but it is this kind of
thing that will bring peace. You are all part of it.
And you can all make a difference. It only takes
one or two to rattle the whole cage. Thank you.
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Writings by John
Got Economic Justice?
by John Kinsman
The U.S. can not achieve lasting economic recovery until it shifts to an economy based on justice.  
Government officials in Washington, DC and
the fifty states are scrambling to cut funding for
essential services while ignoring the elephants in
the living room.
Why won’t government officials acknowledge the
elephants and solve this crisis?
1.) The #1 industry in the U.S. is the military.  
Over half of our federal budget now goes to military related expenditures.  The U.S. is trapped in
a military industrial complex based on war and
fear of violence.  Our #1 export is arms and military hardware to most any nation, often eventually used against one another and against us.  
Billions of dollars go to maintain troops and the
700+ U.S. military bases all over the world.  The
budget for highly paid secretive mercenaries is
higher than the budget for regular military personnel.  Billions of dollars are unaccounted for
in rampantly corrupt military outlays that seem
to be above prosecution.  “America is pre-programmed for war, and unless the anti-war movement dramatically changes the manner in which
it conducts its struggle, America will become a
nation of war, for war, and defined by war, and as
such a nation that will ultimately be consumed
by war,” noted former Marine Corps major, Scott
Ritter, in his 2007 book, Waging Peace: The Art
of War for the Anti-War Movement.
2.)  Blatant criminal activity by huge banks and
inside traders are impoverishing millions of people.  Price fixing and land grabbing by commodity
traders and financial speculators are destroying
countless family farmers.  Obviously, serious
enforcement of anti-trust legislation would
embarrass and implicate too many political
“friends” in Congress and other high government
positions.  Hundreds of farmers, consumers, and
their allies spoke out against corporate control of
our food/farm system at joint USDA/DoJ antitrust workshops held across the U.S. last year,
yet nothing has been done.  
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3.) The U.S. prison system is another one of our
largest industries.   The U.S. has the highest rate
of incarceration per capita of any country in the
world.  In fact, according to the Pew Research

Center, 1 out of every 100 Americans is now
behind bars.  Much of this trend is based on
destructive drug policies that are selectively
enforced.  Millions of poor people of color are
imprisoned for engaging in the same types of
minor drug crimes that go ignored in largely
white middle class communities and on college
campuses.  If we returned to the incarceration
rates our nation had in the 1970s (which many
citizens then thought were much too high), we
would need to release four out of five people currently behind bars.  More than a million people
employed by the criminal justice system/industry would lose their jobs.  Presently, the U.S.
is two years behind in drug rehabilitation and
providing help to those suffering from mental
health problems.  Both groups deteriorate in
prison until treatment is available.
Warehousing of poor people and people of color
to support the military and prison economies
destroys countless lives and only adds to the
moral and economic decay of our country.  The
role of generals and defense contractors is to
SPEND, particularly in districts of powerful
congress people and senators.  The fighting is left
to farm kids, the poor, and minority youth who
are grasping for a way out of their poverty situation.  Young people are sent to the world’s killing
fields as a matter of course… As U.S. Secretary of
Agriculture, Tom Vilsack, has noted, over 40% of
U.S. military recruits are now drawn from rural
America.  A 2007 Carsey Institute study found
that over a quarter of those killed in Iraq and
Afghanistan also came from rural areas.  
Obviously our government officials will not
change the highly profitable military and prison
industries.  Nor will they take action against the
massive anti-trust violations that allow the few
to profit at the expense of the many.  That leaves
the rest of us working together, to bring about
an economic recovery based on human values; a
recovery that redirects these billions of dollars
wasted on violence towards rebuilding programs
that bring dignity to all people.  This also means
shifting dollars to building “bridges” of friendship with our global neighbors instead of “walls”
of violence and distrust.
This bridge building is possible only if we have
the will to regard all people of all cultures as our
brothers and sisters.  Only then will we be able to
work in harmony to change the system.  The international organization La Via Campesina (LVC)

representing almost 400 million family farmers,
peasants, and workers is a good example.  For
fifteen years, LVC delegates from many countries
(including those that certain powerful politicians
have decided are “enemies” of the U.S.) have
shown it can be done.  After years of deliberation, LVC delegates from 82 countries unanimously approved and pledged to implement the
seven principles of food sovereignty:
1.) Food is a human right
2.) Agrarian reform  
3.) Protecting natural resources  
4.)  Reorganizing food trade  
5.) Ending the globalization of hunger  
6.) Social peace  and
7.) Democratic control.  
Food sovereignty is basically the right of all
peoples and communities to determine their own
food policies and to take care of their local needs
first.  The inspiring experience of working in
harmony with the wisdom of indigenous peoples,
people of all cultures, and all religions from all
over the world is a privilege that should give
much hope to those of us still striving to bring
about economic justice in the U.S.

Constructive Cooperation or
Destructive Competition?
by John Kinsman  
Published in FFD newsletter - Summer 2009
Cattle and grain farmer, Glenn Tait, representing
the Farmers Union of Canada & the Canadian
Wheat Board, came to our FFD annual meeting
in March in the spirit of cooperation and sharing of policies including “supply management”
that brought fair prices in Canada.  Also at our
FFD meeting, keynote speaker Prof. John Ikerd,
economist from the Univ. of Missouri, strongly
endorsed sustainable family farm agriculture
while detailing the destruction that CAFOs (confined animal feeding operations) impose on food,
the environment, and the overall farm economy.  
Rafael Enrique Colmanerez, a coffee farmer and
co-op organizer from Venezuela came later in
March to share with us the successful rebuilding of agriculture in his country. And earlier,
last November, Rodrigo Lopes of the Landless
Workers Movement (MST) came in solidarity to
enlighten us with their experience in creating
prosperous farming communities in Brazil.  Prior
to that farmer friends from Central America,
Europe, Africa, and Asia met with us - not to
compete for lower prices but to cooperate for fair
prices and wages.  These models of justice for
farmers and workers are in direct contradiction
to the competitive “race to the bottom” resulting
from the free trade regimes and other regressive
agricultural policies forced upon us.
Years ago I had a discussion with a wise older
farmer regarding the wisdom of hedging (playing) the farm commodities futures markets.  
University economists were labeling those of us
as backward and stupid for not investing in the
futures markets.  My wise farmer friend,  Frank
Goodman, summed up our discussion  with this
statement: “Of course  these professional futures
traders need us; where there are big winners
there must be losers-they need us!”
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We can all be winners  if we work together in
constructive cooperation, using some of the
models of our foreign neighbor friends. For
too long a few giant corporations have profited
greatly at our expense as we are forced into policies of destructive competition with our neighbors whether they be next door or in another
country.

The USDA mandated Commodity Check-Off  
Boards squeeze millions of dollars from beef,
dairy, hog, corn, soybean and other commodity farmers to compete against one another for
markets  when they should be cooperating for
the common good.  To add “ insult to injury”
the dairy check-off boards allowed industry to
dictate their promotion messages. Our family
farmer  check-off dollars were used to promote
Monsanto’s rBGH product and other industrial
agriculture technologies that were designed  to
put us out of business. When FFD organized
a nationwide campaign to force a referendum
on whether to continue the dairy check-off,
we found massive fraud in the bloc voting by
the huge dairy cooperatives to keep it in place.
Several  family farm organizations attempted  
to vote out other counterproductive check-off
boards but were overwhelmed by massive opposition by industry and the USDA.  Meanwhile
there appears to be competition between the
winners: the Cargills, the Tysons, the ADMs, the
Monsantos and others to see who can  extract
the most dollars from farmers and workers. To
aid you in a clearer understanding  of  how these
winners  consolidate their power, I urge you to
read “ The War on Bugs” by Will Allen  of Vermont , published by  Chelsea  Green Press ( See
book reviews in this issue.)
As I read material from Land Grant Agricultural Colleges and the industry dominated farm
press, the words “ compete” and “competition”
dominate their advice. The “competition” they
promote is designed  to take away  something
from the competitor to harm them or to destroy
them. This economic competition  model breeds
distrust  as it pits neighbor against neighbor and
community against community impoverishing
them while agribusiness  giants haul  away massive profits.
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The headline in the March 2009 issue of  The Onion reads “FDA APPROVES SALMONELLA” The
Onion is a satirical magazine which makes fun of
politicians and policies that deserve ridicule. This
headline just happens to be somewhat relevant
at this time as a 3/19/09 article in AgriView
reports on a corporate developed vaccine for
cattle which prevents the development  of most
of  the deadly E.Coli  0157 in a cow’s intestine.
The USDA  has granted a conditional  license to
sell this vaccine- Epitopix  LLC and it now on the
market. The article further stated, “Some major
packers and producers will be the first to use
it, but declined to be named, saying  they don’t
want their names associated with E. coli  even for
research. A spokesman for Tyson  Foods Inc., one
of the nation’s largest meat processors declined
to comment. A call to Cargill Meat  Solutions

wasn’t immediately returned. CAFO factory
farms and filthy corporate packing plants can
continue to produce and  process filthy diseased
drug drenched beef with a “reduced”  risk of E.
coli  bacteria. If consumers had a choice would
they choose this beef or that from cattle raised
on a grass-fed environmentally sustainable family farm?
The good news is that our family farmer and
peasant friends from around the world are building  models of constructive cooperation. The
principles of Food Sovereignty are becoming a
reality with many grassroots people. I was part
of a unanimous consensus decision by delegates
representing  millions of  farmers on plans to
implement these principles at a international
conference in  Mozambique in October of 2008.  
Our good friend, Henry Sarigih, presented the  
Food Sovereignty message to the United Nations in New York on April 7th, 2009 (to read
his full address, visit www.familyfarmdefenders.
org). Henry is a farmer from Indonesia and the  
International  Coordinator of La Via Campesina, representing  several million peasants and
family farmers around the world. Our president
of  NFFC and good friend, Ben Burkett, was a  
responder to the United Nations panel. Henry
and Ben later enjoyed a productive two hour  
private meeting with  Mr.  De  Schutter, Special
Rapporteur  on the Right to Food at the  U.N..
Mr. De Schutter ‘s speech to the U.N. emphasized  
several of the principles of  Food Sovereignty,
stressing  that governments must legislate and
enforce “right to food” laws in their countries. He  
noted that 20 countries, including Brazil, India,
South  Africa, Ecuador, Bolivia and others have  
recognized the right to food in their  constitutions.
Peasants, family farmers (especially women) are
reclaiming desertified areas through water retention techniques, reforestation including agro-forestry farming, soil rebuilding, managed grazing,
crop rotation and other sustainable methods  
that are highly productive and using the principles of Food Sovereignty to insure a life of
dignity for the present and future. It is extremely
hopeful to witness grassroots people making
these ecologically sound cooperative  changes
that will make the world a better place.

Whose Really Behind the Push for More
Industrial Agriculture? – The Answer is
AFACT, a Front Group for Monsanto
by John Kinsman
On Sept. 7th, 2011 the Country Today ran an op
ed by Heidi Clausen titled “Gore, Prince Charles
Need Reality Check on Farming.”  Unfortunately,
Clausen neglected to do her homework before
writing this article since it basically parrots
the half truths spread by various front groups
for corporate agribusiness.  One of these front
groups that is quite active in Wisconsin and
is heavily bankrolled by Monsanto is AFACT
– American Farmers for the Advancement and
Conservation of Technology.
In her article Clausen states “England’s choices
have routinely scared off proposals for modern
dairy and hog operations, making that country
largely dependent on other nations to feed its
roughly 60 million residents.”  The implication
is that the only way to feed the world is through
industrial agriculture and its technologies:  
recombinant bovine growth hormone (rBGH),
biotech crops, pesticides, synthetic fertilizers,
antibiotics, and so on.  
A major international study in 2008 sponsored
by the World Bank and five U.N. agencies proves
otherwise.  The International Assessment of
Agricultural Knowledge, Science, and Technology
for Development (IAASTD) was conducted by
400 respected scientists and development experts from more than 80 countries and its results
have since been endorsed by 58 countries.  They
note that “conventional industrial agriculture
is degrading the world’s soils and other natural
resources, and now threatens water, energy, and
climate security.”  The IAASTD report also concludes that locally based small scale family farm
agriculture is the only system that can feed the
world and cool the planet.
Another recent study by the Univ. of Michigan,
comparing data from almost 100 other studies
of conventional and sustainable agriculture, also
found that a worldwide switch to sustainable
organic agriculture could actually increase global
food production as much as 50%.  That is enough
to feed a population of 9 billion people without
any extra land.  

a c t i v i s t f a r m e r 33

In reality, it has been British policy to encourage
factory farm expansion at the expense of family
farms, even when these smaller sustainable operations fed more people.  On separate occasions
as I’ve traveled across England, I’ve seen these
industrial confinement facilities and the dangerous consequences they bring.  Prince Charles

does not have the power to set farm policy in
the U.K., and if he did he would certainly choose
small scale sustainable family farming.   Powerful
transnational corporations like Monsanto are the
ones dictating destructive food and farm policies
in the U.K. just as they do in the U.S. and many
other countries.  In order see their influence, just
follow the money and watch how their “investment” pays off when it comes to public policy.
Here in Wisconsin several dairy farmers who
often appear in the media speaking in favor of
industrial agriculture are actually AFACT figureheads.  These individuals include Liz Doornink,
Laura Daniels, and Daphne Holterman.  A July 8,
2011 article in the River Falls Journal reported
that Jon-De Farms near Baldwin, WI, owned
by Liz Doornink, spilled liquid manure from a
broken pipeline into the Rush River.  According
to the DNR, such manure spills from Jo-De Farm
have happened several times before.  Nonetheless, Doornink was awarded the Dairy Woman
of the Year award at the 2010 World Dairy Expo.  
According to AgriView (9/23/10), she received
the award because she sets “the standard for
intelligence and commitment to the dairy industry.”  Daphne Holterman, who owns Rosy Lane
Dairy near Watertown, WI, won the same prize
the year before, and has been hard at work for
AFACT in Wisconsin countering the criticism
of industrial agriculture by authors like Michael
Pollen, who was met by protesters when he spoke
to 8000 people at UW-Madison’s Kohl Center in
Sept. 2009.  Laura Daniels, one of the organizers of this protest, owns Heartwood Farm near
Cobb, WI, works part-time as a nutritionist for
Vita-Plus, is also on AFACT’s national leadership
team.  
In her op ed Clausen claims that AFACT is made
up of farm families nationwide – in reality, it
is a fake “grassroots” group created and controlled by Monsanto.  In his March 9, 2008 New
York Times article exposing Monsanto’s ties to
AFACT, investigative journalist Andrew Martin
concludes with the following “AFACT also listed
integrity, honesty, and transparent as words we
wish to embody.  They could start by being more
straightforward about who is behind AFACT.”  
As more food safety and environmental contamination disasters occur, farmers and consumers
are perfectly justified in rejecting dangerous
technologies like rBGH and Round-Up that
members of AFACT are paid to promote.  That
is why sustainable small scale agriculture – not
large scale industrial agriculture – is the fastest
growing segment of farming today.  If anyone
needs a reality check, it is AFACT.

Taxpayer Subsidized Manure Digesters
Stimulate Factory Farm Pollution
by John Kinsman
What is the latest taxpayer subsidized economic
stimulus scheme?  
Why, manure digesters on factory farms, of
course!
At the U.N. Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen late last Dec. USDA Sec. Tom Vilsack
unveiled plans to promote manure digesters as a
way to reduce U.S. greenhouse gas emissions by
25% - the trick is that you have to be a factory
farm to qualify. In his State of the State address
in early Jan., WI Governor, Jim Doyle, also announced his latest round of fresh tax credits for
factory farm expansion, including a whopping
$6.6 million for two manure digesters in Dane
County catering to just a handful of mega dairies.   Dane County Executive, Kathleen Falk, has
also been pushing for $1 million in her own budget for these digesters.  The total pricetag for the
one proposed near Waunakee is over $17 million
– just imagine how much good that money could
do if devoted to promoting sustainable agriculture instead!  
The real tragedy is that manure digesters actually make global warming worse while “solving”
a manure problem that would not even exist if
cows were allowed to graze on pasture rather
than being confined indoors.  As Paris Reidhead
documents in the Jan. 2010 issue of the Milkweed, methane is 21 times as bad as carbon
dioxide when it comes to causing global warming, and this methane threat largely stems from
factory farms that store liquid manure in lagoons
under anaerobic conditions.  In contrast, utilizing manure as compost under aerobic conditions
reduces the “carbon footprint” of dairy cows by
over 90%.  Such common sense, though, does
not make as much money for the corporate interests that now drive U.S. farm and energy policy.       
From Jan. 11th - 24th I was in Germany to speak
on the dairy crisis in the U.S. as part of the International Dairy and Eco Fair Trade Conference in
Berlin.  Representatives from countries in Asia,
Africa, and Europe all spoke on the problems
now facing dairy farmers in their regions.  Oliver
du Schutter, special rapporteur to the U.N.,
church leaders, the EMB (European Milk Board)
and others discussed the causes of the global
dairy crisis and responses to it.  In the following
panel discussions we agreed on global strategies
to raise farmgate prices and bring dignity to family dairy farmers.
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The EMB hosted the second half of my trip,
including tours of dairy farms and milk plants.  
Our first stop was a 950 cow dairy on a former

East German collective farm.  The farm buildings
and connected methane digester were several
years old and received huge government subsidies to keep them operating.  There were chronic
problems with the digester and at the time the
mixer in the tank was broken, requiring special
scuba divers to repair it.  The conditions were so
bad that the divers could only remain in the tank
for an hour.  Similar problems plague manure
digesters in Wisconsin, which always seem to be
on perpetual high tech life support.  
While in Germany we also toured newer 600800 cow dairies with digesters.  The owners’
explained that the digesters operate like a cow’s
stomach and need the proper bacterial balance
to function efficiently.  And for this balance, the
farmers have to add corn silage or other biomass material to the liquid manure.  The owners
explained that these digesters were simply not
profitable without the five to ten year contracts
that guaranteed huge government subsidies.  As
problems developed they were forced to install
a newer more expensive system, and with that
“fix” came newer problems.  It seemed this treadmill was mostly designed to benefit sales people,
technicians, and manufacturers of manure digesters, not family farmers or the environment.  
Without a fair milk price that actually covers
their cost of production, many of the German
farmers said they would not survive through
2010.  The same crisis is facing dairy farmers
in the U.S. who have endured a 50% decline in
farmgate prices due to corporate control even as
consumer prices for milk in the store have not
budged and the dairy giants report record profits.  In contrast, sustainable organic grass-based
dairy farmers were a bit better off in Germany
as they are in the U.S., though their future is not
secure either.  Numerous studies by Tom Kriegl
of the UW Center for Dairy Profitability have
shown that the most efficient dairy operations
have less than 100 cows mostly outside and eating grass – yet, such a family farm is not large
enough to qualify for taxpayer support and does
not create enough manure to require a methane
digester.
On the final day of International Green Week
in Berlin, the BDM (Germany’s largest dairy
farmer organization) held their annual congress with over 1500 people., mostly farmers
present. Germany’s Agricultural Minister, Ilse
Agner, gave a pro-industry more free trade pep
talk not unlike what U.S. farmers must endure
from our own USDA Secretary, Tom Vilsack.  In
my scheduled talk and discussions afterwards,
German farmers were shocked to hear that U.S.
farmers were also suffering from low prices and

repressive trade/farm policies just as they were.  
The USDA, industry, and the Farm Bureau had
convinced them all that U.S. dairy farmers were
prosperous.  They had also been told that all U.S.
dairy farmers were jumping on the factory farm
manure digester bandwagon in order to take
advantage of carbon credits – just a few of the
many false solutions to climate change, including
biotech crops, biochar, and agro fuels, that are
now being pushed at public expense.
As long as my tax dollars and those of other
organic sustainable farmers are being used to
bankroll schemes that just increase pollution for
more corporate profit, there will be no economic
recovery.  Indigenous communities developed
“earth-friendly” farming methods that kept our
planet healthy for thousands of years.  Many
of these practices are being incorporated into
family farming today around the world.  In fact,
a recent 2008 study by 400 scientists for the
United Nations International Assessment of
Agricultural Science and Technology for Development (IAASTD) concluded that small-scale
organic agriculture is not only the best means
to feed the world, but also the best response to
climate change.  
Let’s stop wasting money on expensive digesters for a manure problem that does not need
to exist, and put cows back outside on pasture
where they belong.  When manure is treated as a
valuable resource, as it is on small farms, then we
can eliminate or drastically reduce the need for
petroleum based chemical fertilizers.  Ending factory farm subsidies and promoting sustainable
agriculture instead will not only lead to fairer
milk prices for family farmers and healthier food
choices for consumers, but it will actually help
spare the planet from climate change, too.

No More Nukes
opinion article 4/18/11
by John Kinsman   
Nuclear power is not only unnecessary, it is
among the costliest and potentially the most
dangerous ways to produce electricity - which
is why investors demand loan guarantees and
taxpayer subsidized liability insurance, rather
than risk their own dollars building new nuclear
plants.  Nonetheless, just five days after the Fukushima disaster in Japan, U.S. Energy Secretary,
Steven Chu, was testifying before Congress wanting to build more nukes.  In fact, Pres. Obama is
proposing $36 billion to entice private industry
to build the plants while cutting billions from
renewable energy alternatives.  This $36 billion
in fresh loans is over and above the $18.5 billion
already approved under the Bush administration.  
Apparently, the nuclear lobby enjoys bipartisan
support.
The World Wildlife Fund and Greenpeace
International have done authoritative studies
that show the U.S. and the world could shed
dependency upon fossil fuels and nuclear power
and shift to real green energy by 2050 if governments chose to do so.  But can we, and the
governments who supposedly represent us, rise
above corporate profit and bureaucratic inertia
to stop global climate change and serve the better interest of society as a whole?  
Putting corporate interests first meant a fourteen hour delay before the managers of the
Fukushima plant began pumping seawater into
the overheated reactors, and this delay allowed
a disaster of horrific consequences to unfold.  
According to the Wall Street Journal, it took a
direct command from the Japanese Prime Minister to start the pumping.  After all, introducing
seawater would permanently ruin the reactors
and render the company’s assets worthless.
Besides the brave Japanese workers who are
sacrificing themselves in the battle to stop this
meltdown, who is next to suffer from these
inevitable nuclear accidents?  Why, of course,
farmers, fishers, gardeners, and consumers who
have to dump milk, destroy animals, and bury
produce that has been contaminated by fallout.  
The same thing happened after Chernobyl when
the Lapplanders were forced to kill thousands of
their prized reindeer and tons of tainted produce
had to be pulled from European farmers markets
and grocery shelves.  We will all be living with
Fukushima for generations to come.
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Corporate proponents of more nuclear plants
in the U.S. claim their safety is assured because

they are designed to withstand earthquakes of
the highest magnitude.  The Fukushima reactors
were also built based upon this principle, but
they did not plan for other unpredictable events
that could trigger a meltdown.  With global
climate change, we are experiencing natural
disasters of greater intensity and frequency
- floods, hurricanes, droughts, tornadoes - that
were previously thought impossible.  And, as
shown by the BP Gulf Oil spill fiasco, corporate
dominated decision making does not add human
error, sabotage, safety violations, and greed into
the equation.  No doubt General Electric’s cost
cutting Mark 1 reactor design had a role to play
in the Fukushima disaster, which is why the GE
engineers were right to resign in protest 35 years
ago when their safety concerns were overruled by
GE executives.  Incidentally, GE managed to pay
no taxes to the U.S. government this year.
Here in Wisconsin there is also a renewed push
to expand nuclear power plants, while failing
to seriously pursue other greener alternatives.  
Worse yet, as spent fuel rods pileup at existing
reactors on the shores of Lake Michigan and on
islands in the Mississippi River, eyes are shifting
to Wisconsin as a potential host for a national
high level radioactive waste dumpsite.  One can
only imagine the inherent dangers with transporting such waste by truck, ship, and train
across the continent to our North Woods for
burial forever.  
In 2008 the International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science, and Technology for
Development (IAASTD), sponsored by the World
Bank and five U.N. agencies, issued its long
awaited study.  The study’s conclusion calls for a
transformation of the world’s food and farm system towards smallscale sustainable agriculture.  
According to the 400 scientists and development
experts from more than 80 countries involved in
the study, this is the only way to cool the planet
and feed the world, and the IAASTD’s finding
has already been endorsed by 58 countries.  
These small family farms work with nature and
require far less fossil fuel and electricity demand
- in contrast to industrial agriculture which is
responsible for 25% of all U.S. greenhouse gas
emissions.  
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Concerned citizens need to contact their elected
officials at both the state and federal level to
oppose these misguided taxpayer subsidized proposals to build more nukes.  The U.S. should be
following the example of Germany - where 2% of
all electricity now comes from solar - and impose
an immediate moratorium on new reactors pending a comprehensive safety review of existing
ones.  Better yet, there are the examples of other

nations - like Australia, Denmark, and Malaysia
- that have refused to go down the nuclear road
at all.  Renewable green energy could easily fulfill
all our electricity needs and make dangerous
unsustainable options like nuclear obsolete.  
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John Peck (in cow costume), John Kohler and John Kinsman at
the Tractorcade (2011). Photo by Ruth Simpson.
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