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2,250 water bodies (lakes, streams, rivers, etc.) not meeting state water quality standards.

Impaired Waterbodies in the State of Wisconsin



Reaching Green 
Lake Water 
Quality Goals

• 7,760 lbs/year to reach 
the surface total P 
criterion of 15µg/L 

• 9,700 lbs/year to reach 
the metalimnetic oxygen 
minima (MOM) delisting 
threshold of 6 mg/L for 
Dissolved Oxygen 





To meet Yahara River watershed EPA-mandated TMDL 

goals by 2070, we must have both:

50% reduction in animal units 

AND

50% of the ag land in perennial grass 

Perennial grasslands key to water quality
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I think about Lake Menomin. And how sad it is to live in a place like 
this where we have what looks like a beautiful lake that really can’t 
be used for recreation… The watershed as a whole is obviously, you 
know, just really being affected by agricultural runoff and land uses 
that stuff, I guess. I think of it as mostly ag runoff as being a 
problem. I think it’s both sad from an environmental perspective, 
but also sad from a social perspective because it just really limits 
the way people can interact with the watershed.
-Dunn County Community Member
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It is unlikely that we will clean up the waters of the 
state under current land use regimes…

So are we, as Wisconsinites, good with the tradeoff?



We are giving up clean 
water… 

What are we getting in return?



Economic impact 
of WI Agriculture

• 116.3 billion (14.3% of state total) industrial 
sales or revenues

• 52.8 Billion is Dairy

• 353,900 jobs (9.5% of the state total)

• 37.8 (9.4% of state total) billion of total income 

Deller & Hadachek (2024). The contributions of 
Agriculture to the Wisconsin Economy. 



Making important 
products

• Cranberries

• Dairy

• Beef

• Vegetable Crops

• Forestry

• Etc.



Key part of state identity
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Agriculture is a key part of 
what it means to be a 
Wisconsinite.
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But there are externalities

Photo: Green Lake County Land Conservation



Farm Viability
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We have lost 85% of our 
dairy farms in 40 years
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Feeding the world?
ht

tp
s:

//
nc

ga
.c

om
/w

or
ld

-o
f-

co
rn

/d
as

hb
oa

rd
/u

-s
-c

or
n-

us
ag

e-
by

-s
eg

m
en

t-
1

This is what goes to direct food consumption.



They say, “Feed the world!” Hell, there is so much food in the world, 
there shouldn’t be a hungry person anywhere anyplace in the world.
-Grant County Farmer



Agricultural oligopolies: An anti-competitive market



Market Concentration
• From 2018 to 2020 the top four seed and agrochemical firms – Bayer, Syngenta Group, 

Corteva, and BASF – controlled between 60 and 70 percent of the global pesticides market and 
between 50 and 60 percent of the $45 billion global seed market.8

• In 2019 in the United States, four companies – CF Industries, Nutrien, Koch, and Yara-USA -
supplied 75 percent of the nitrogen-based fertilizers, and just two companies- Nutrien and 
Mosaic – supplied 100 percent of North America’s potash fertilizer. One firm, Mosaic, was 
estimated to supply nearly 90 percent of the US market for phosphorus-based fertilizers.10

• In the farm machinery sector, the top four firms – Deere, Kubota, CNH Industrial, and AGCO 
captured around 45 percent of the global market11… In the United States and Canadian 
national markets, Deere accounts for around 60 percent of sales of heavy-duty tractors12

• The USDA analyzed ownership of intellectual property (IP) and found that in 1990, the top four 
companies held 41 percent of IP protection for corn in the United States… By 2010, the IP 
ownership of the top four firms had risen to a whopping 93%. As of 2022, the top four firms 
owned an in incredible 95% of the IP for corn, 97% for canola, 84% for soybean, and 74% for 
cotton.

Excerpts from pages: 248-251. Clapp, J. (2025). Titans of Industrial Agriculture: How a Few Giant Corporations Came 
to Dominate the Farm Sector and Why it Matters. MIT Press



Granted, they’ve (agribusiness) got a lot of research in it to make 
better varieties (of seeds). We’ve doubled our bushels per acre. 30 
years, it just keeps getting better. Yeah, the genetics are better, but 
you’ve got to have a happy medium. You’ve got the corporate 
companies that worry about their stock, and that’s it. And profit.”
-Grant County Farmer



There’s a reason why we, you know, have fewer dairy farms and 
those that are left are larger…. Our policy makers unwillingness to 
get together and do something about antitrust legislation and so 
forth… We’re dealing with monopolies or things close enough to 
monopolies to have that monopolistic grip on the input side and on 
the, all the way on the retail side. And the farmers and consumers 
who are not benefiting and it’s people in the middle who are 
benefiting. And so there’s just been a great extraction from rural 
economies as a result of a lack of willingness by our policy makers 
to do what’s right.
-Lincoln County Farmer
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I’m heartsick about what’s happened to our dairy industry in 
Wisconsin and those economic factors aren’t just present in dairy. 
They’ve happened in poultry. They’ve happened in hogs… We’re not 
going to stop consolidation [at a community level]. If anybody knew 
how to stop consolidation, they’d have done it already. It is not just in 
agriculture, it’s in distribution. It’s in every part of our fabric [the 
economy]. It’s a result of the economic system we live in… I mean our 
government has the tools, the antitrust legislation, they have the tools 
to put a stop to some of this on a much higher level… And 
occasionally they step in and do something, but by and large, they’ve 
[the government] allowed the monopolies to happen repeatedly.
 – Dunn County Farmer
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Environmental 



WATER QUALITY





SOIL EROSION
Results in 1.9 to 3.7 billion in annual 
economic loss.



• ~over 700 million breeding-aged 
grassland birds lost since 1970

• Roughly 53% of the population
• Decimation primarily attributed to 

agricultural intensification.

DECLINING 
GRASSLAND BIRDS



WEED MANAGEMENT



HEALTH IMPACTS





Is it possible to get the positives of 
agriculture without all the baggage?

Yes; but it will require systems change



Watershed management has been focused on 
implementing practices in fundamentally flawed 

social systems.

Implicitly assuming systems are static… When 
they aren’t.



Meaningful progress requires addressing our 
extractive social systems. 

Meaningful investment of time, resources, and skill 
will be needed.



MY MAIN TAKEAWAYS FROM THIS WORK

Anti-trust enforcement to 
increase competition:
• Improves innovation
• Disincentivizes over 

production
• Incentivizes diversification

We need capitalistic policies… 
not bailouts when production 
outpaces demand.

WE NEED TO REDESIGN 
AGRICULTURE MARKETS

FARMING DECISIONS ARE 
INTERCONNECTED

OUR INSTITUTIONS ARE 
PART OF THE PROBLEM

We can’t just ask farmers to 
change without creating viable 
alternatives.

Farming decisions are 
disciplined by factors well 
beyond the farm gate

We are consumed by how 
farmers need to change, but 
our institutions (government, 
universities, agencies) need to 
change too.

We can’t address challenges 
of the Anthropocene without 
institutional shifts.



Creating system change
• Communities have agency

• Doesn’t mean it is easy
• Watershed plans acknowledge land use as influenced by systems 

– not random individual behaviors
• Don’t need to pick between water and farming
• If current systems are not working, we need to look to create new 

ones
• Grass-fed lake beef model – mapped out in Red Cedar
• Mapping out a dairy heifer grazing supply chain in Central WI
• Green Lake WLMP acknowledging systems influence in 

watershed plan
• More is needed

• We need an organized WI water movement
• Recognize there are dynamic of socio-political power.



Power concedes nothing without a demand. 
It never did and it never will.

-Fredrick Douglass (1857)



QUESTIONS?

John Strauser, PhD
Director of Programs

Green Lake Association
strauser@greenlakeassociation.org
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