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Tenure Faculty Review 2013                                                                                    Alan Linnebur 
 
University of Wisconsin (UW) Extension serves the local agriculture industry through a Tri-County 
Specialization Agreement among Washington, Ozaukee and Sheboygan Counties.  Four Agriculture 
Educators are located in the three counties and each has developed areas of specialization.  As the 
Washington County Educator, I contribute to this agreement by addressing educational issues related 
to farm business management.  Educators in Sheboygan and Ozaukee Counties deliver dairy, 
agronomic, farm facility and livestock programming.   
 
The agriculture industry is an important part of a diversified economy in the Tri-County Area, 
contributing an estimated total economic output of $4.6 billion and employing 13,500 people (Deller, 
UW-Extension, 2011).  Approximately 2,400 farm businesses manage resources on 392,000 acres of 
land (Census of Agriculture, 2007). 
 
It is my opinion that producers educated on the value of good management practices are more likely to 
be motivated to learn beyond the Extension Programs and to implement those practices.   Therefore, I 
commit time to informing farmers about good farm and financial management practices and its links to 
profitability and encourage them to take efforts to improve their skills in this area.  My programming 
emphasis over the last five-year period focused on Farm Business, and Financial Management; Price 
Risk Management; and Transition and Change Management.  
 
Business and Financial Management:   
Farmers that produce commodity products have had to be diligent in becoming increasingly more 
efficient.  The prices of many inputs such as equipment, fuel and fertilizer increased substantially, 
while the prices they receive for their products have been very volatile.  This has resulted in a situation 
where producers have had to respond by improving their yields and operating efficiencies, while facing 
more total risk due to the greater number of dollars invested in both operating and capital assets.   
 
Over the last five years, I have made efforts in the educational opportunities and materials that I have 
organized and developed to specifically explain why strong financial records and management are 
important to the long term success of farm businesses.  The objectives of this approach were to 
increase: engagement during the workshop, motivation to continue learning, and probability of 
implementation.   
 
In 2008 grain and milk prices soared to record highs.  At the same time, input prices increased to 
record levels as well.  The markets have been very volatile, making it difficult for farmers to manage 
their profit margins.  While the grain and milk prices were at their highs, farm profits were high, but 
most suspected that high prices would soon fall, and they eventually did, due in part to the global 
financial crisis.   Many farmers were caught in a price cost squeeze that has strained their cash flow 
and profitability.   
 
In response to this underlying situation Alan Linnebur arranged for workshops that addressed issues 
related to the volatility in the markets and financial instability in the economy.  The first one was titled 
“Crop Business Update”, that addressed the high grain and input prices and the notion of ag prices 
entering a new era.  Another was titled “Making the Most of your Fertilizer Investments”, which 
addressed the importance of fertilizer as an input and managing this resource that was becoming very 
expensive.  The last one was a program titled “Extreme Markets and the Global Financial Crisis – 
What Does it Mean on the Farm?”  Farmers were informed of the effects and potential risks that 
resulted from the financial crisis (Exhibit 1).  I also taught several sessions in other workshops related 
the extreme markets and consulted with many farmers on related issues. 
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A total of 95 farmers attended at least one of these programs and gained valuable information from 
UW Extension Specialists and industry experts on managing their businesses in a very challenging 
business environment.  These specialists and experts covered areas ranging from financial 
management, price risk management, input contracting, crop insurance and farm loans.  While none of 
these experts were able to predict the future of grain, milk and input prices, they did offer meaningful 
information and resources to help farmers understand and navigate current challenges. 
 
Even though Key agricultural commodity prices dropped considerably in 2009 from a 2008 high, they 
seemed to be holding on to new and higher levels than were seen prior to 2008 and more volatile.   At 
the same time, agricultural input prices, including feed, fuel and fertilizer also spiked in price, more 
than doubling the cost of production for many farmers.  Many were asking - is this the new agriculture 
economy? This price volatility had producers looking for a way to manage some of the risk in their 
operations.  
 
Linnebur, along with the Farm and Risk Management Team responded to this situation by forming a 
subcommittee of County Educators and State Specialists to plan workshops to address the issues.  This 
resulted in a statewide series of workshops that focused on understanding and managing profit 
margins, vs. just focusing on individual prices of inputs and outputs. This program was designed to 
make farmers aware of ways that they could deal with price volatility. Topics for the program included 
factors that affect commodity prices, calculating cost of production (Exhibit 2), and risk management 
tools. The program was held in 3 locations in spring 2009 and in 5 locations in fall 2009.  
Approximately 78 people attended these educational programs. Eighty percent of participants said that 
they would use the strategies prevented to deal with price volatility. Eighty five percent said that they 
would use the information provided to calculate their cost of production for dairy. Seventy two percent 
said that they would use the information to calculate their cost of production for crops. Comments 
from producers included “I learned about milk futures contracts, and am more comfortable with using 
one” and “Very good, useful info, especially for a young farmer.” Several lenders attended the 
program and said that they would use the information with their clients. 
 
In 2009 milk prices remained very low for a sustained period of time at unprofitable levels given the 
high cost of production at the time. The dairy industry lost ground in international markets for its 
products, at the same time the consumers at home were eating out less, reducing demand for dairy 
products.  In response to this Alan Linnebur was one of several on the planning and teaching team of 
County Faculty and state specialists that developed half-day workshops titled “Dealing with the Dairy 
Economic Crisis”.  This was held at nine locations across the state to address some of the issues that 
farm families were facing at this time. The topics included in the workshops were: Dairy market 
situation and outlook; Negotiating and investigating the interests and motivations; How stress affects 
communications; health and relationships; Dairy finances; Tax considerations in low income years; 
and legal options. Approximately 50 people attended the workshops. Several of the participants were 
agriculture service providers and would be considered multipliers for the information presented in the 
workshops. Evaluations indicated that participants planned to contact their accountants to address tax 
issues and to use the information presented to work with both secured and unsecured creditors and 
participants listed actions they planned to take as a result of what they had learned in the programs. 
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Milk prices improved substantially in 2010 to an average price of $15 per hundred-weight from 2009’s 
$11 average.  Ten years earlier, these price levels would not have been that serious, but with much 
higher costs of production, farmers were losing a great deal of money in 2009 and in 2010 were just 
breaking even.  Breaking even could be seen in neutral terms, but in 2010 farmers needed profitability 
to offset previous losses and reduce operating loans and vendor credit that had grown as a result of 
large financial losses in 2009. 
 
In 2010 Linnebur continued to help dairy farmers address their farm financial issues by helping to 
plan, coordinate, and/or teach educational workshops that included the following topics: integrating 
crop revenue insurance and price risk management decisions; milk profit margin insurance; grain and 
milk price situation updates; using production and financial benchmarks to make management 
decisions; long term outlook of the dairy industry; comparison of the California dairy industry with 
Wisconsin; cost of production trends; managing profit margins vs. hoping for the highest price or 
lowest cost; farmer and banker panels discussing current struggles and successful strategies. 
 
I have also served as a regional resource on farm financial management topics, being asked to teach 
financial management for various events over time.  One memorable instance was having the 
opportunity, with the help of an interpreter, to teach an introductory session on financial management 
in 2011 to a group of Hmong Farmers who gather regularly in Milwaukee.   
 
Linnebur has also participated with other Eastern Region Extension Educators in planning the bi-
annual “Farm Management Update for Ag Professionals” Workshops.  These take place every spring 
and fall and are directed at ag lenders, educators, and other ag professionals.  This program was 
previously coordinated by Matt Glewen, and with his retirement in 2012, Linnebur stepped forward to 
take the lead in coordinating these workshops (exhibit 3).  These workshops have been well attended 
by regional ag professionals.  In past evaluations these professionals have indicated that they have 
valued and been informed on important topics in these workshops.  
 
In addition to the formal workshop educational events, I have conducted many individual farm 
financial education consultations per year.  Some consultations are worked through quickly by simply 
providing resources, but others take days of work spread out over time.  Examples include:  Working 
through the terms of a share lease with a large land owner and multiple farm expansion consultations.  
Recently a local ag lender asked me to review the financials of a dairy farm that was struggling 
financially.  After thoroughly evaluating their history and financials, and lengthy discussions about the 
feasibility of various alternatives with Linnebur, the family made the decision to sell their cows and 
some unproductive land.  This decision was made to help the farmer maintain control over his financial 
situation vs. the lenders having to take action. 
 
Challenges and Future Direction:   
Farm financial and business management decisions can be complex, and the competitive trends and 
volatility in agriculture indicate that the ability to make sound financial and farm investment decisions 
will become increasingly important.  I will continue to work to motivate farmers to invest an 
appropriate amount of time for building a useful financial information resource and to teach them how 
to use that information to make sound decisions.  I am the only county based educator specializing in 
farm business and financial management in the region.  This is difficult because it is helpful to have 
colleagues with a similar focus in close proximity to work with as a team.  On the other hand, it has 
been good to be asked to work effectively as a regional resource on farm business and financial 
management issues, teaching and sharing knowledge throughout the region.   
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In past need assessment surveys, a strong desire for education on farm management topics is indicated; 
nevertheless, there seems to be a reluctant demand for these kinds of workshops as they are frequently 
not well attended.  In response to this situation I have made efforts to include farm business 
management topics into the production workshops organized by the Tri-County Educator Team.  I 
believe this approach leads to a greater number of farmers being exposed to farm business topics. 
 
Price Risk Management:   
Grain and milk prices are volatile.  For example, the price of corn in the last five years has ranged from 
a low of roughly $3.00 per bushel to more than $8.00 per bushel.  The price of milk and other grains 
has shown similar volatility. Farm revenue variability is a major source of risk because the direct cost 
of production and general farm operating expenses have also increased steadily.  In addition, farm 
businesses tend to be capital intensive businesses with relatively high fixed costs.   The price farmers 
receive for their products directly impacts their revenue, profitability, and ability to stay in business.   
 
In the past five years I have conducted roughly 10 formal PRM educational sessions, conducted many 
farmer consultations, have been a regional resource on PRM, and developed teaching curriculum and 
materials.  I have also integrated Crop Revenue Insurance (CRC) and Livestock Gross Margin 
Insurance (LGM) concepts as a critical part of the PRM workshops that I have conducted.  In addition, 
educational opportunities included market specialists that helped participants understand the global 
aspects of grain and milk markets. 
 
Along with formal seminars, I have had frequent opportunities to individually consult with producers 
regarding grain and milk PRM.  I have responded to questions from the media when grain and milk 
prices have been extreme, putting issues into context for farmers and consumers. 
 
I have served as a regional resource on PRM topics and have been asked to teach grain marketing 
sessions for counties outside of my primary Tri-County area of responsibility.  I have also addressed 
consultations from neighboring counties on PRM topics as well. 
 
In a sub-committee meeting of members of the Grain Price Risk Management Group of the Farm and 
Risk Management Team of David Moll, Ken Williams and myself, I provided the impetus to move 
beyond the relatively out-of-date, three day “Ag Ventures Grain Marketing Curriculum”, which 
seemed to focus too much on marketing tools.  A decision was made to take a look at the grain 
marketing training materials used by other States, including the “Grain Marketing is Simple – It’s Just 
Not Easy” materials developed by Ed Usset from the University of Minnesota.  This led in turn, with 
Katie Wantoch’s leadership, to inviting Ed Usset to conduct Train the Trainer Sessions for the 
“Winning the Game” grain marketing workshops to Wisconsin Extension Educators.  This then led to 
many of these workshops to be conducted across the state.  Our local program was cancelled due to 
poor registrations. 
 
In 2012 I was asked to be the Grain Marketing Instructor for the UW Madison, Farm and Industry 
Short Course. I compiled a course outline and educational material appropriate to the audience 
focusing on specific and practical take home messages (Exhibit 4).  In this first year I had 45 students.  
I was honored to be asked to continue teaching the course going forward.  In 2013 there were 22 
students enrolled.   Comments from students on the post class anonymous evaluation included:   “I 
really enjoyed the class, awesome teacher, I would have liked to make it a 6 week course”; “Great 
class, good information”; and “Overall, learned a lot and had fun in this class”! (Exhibit 5) 
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Challenges and future directions:   
In addition to being an educational resource for Price Risk Management, I am also very involved in the 
grain marketing decisions and input pricing on my family’s farm.  This gives me a direct insight into 
the “behavioral finance” issues that make PRM decisions difficult.  What do good grain or milk 
marketers do?  Who are they?  Do they end up with better long term average prices?  I am working to 
better understand and define what qualities define best PRM practices.  I find that setting realistic 
expectations about market predictability, and long term average prices is a critical piece of this puzzle. 
There are identifiable behaviors that could be defined as mistakes, and creating awareness and 
avoiding these mistakes is very important to good PRM. There are also certain behaviors that tend to 
be universally good, like good basis and market records, price benchmarking, and a solid 
understanding of financial risks associated with a specific farm.  I plan to continue to understand these 
issues better and work with other Farm and Risk Management team members to refine the PRM 
teaching materials. 
 
Grain and milk prices have arguably become more volatile as markets have globalized, as new uses for 
farm products have emerged, and as levels of speculative investment in commodities have risen.  It is 
imperative for farmers to manage specific risks within their businesses’ capacity to deal with those 
risks.  Given the above, PRM skills will continue to be an important and an ongoing educational focus 
of mine 
 
Increasing Farmers Capacity to Deal with Transition, Change, and New Opportunities:  
 
The dynamic nature of change in all aspects of society and business is also present in the agricultural 
industry with remarkable increases in productivity, greater global competition, and continuous 
technological advancement.  According to the 2007 U.S. Census of Agriculture the average age of 
Washington County farm operators is 56.4 years old, leading to a need for supporting farm succession 
and transition to the next generation.  A rising population and urbanization in the Tri-County area has 
created opportunities for new kinds of businesses such as agricultural tourism and farm direct 
marketing.  Each of these factors is evidence of a growing need for me to support efforts to explore 
new and diverse opportunities and to increase the capacity of farmers to manage change. 
 
New Farmers and Farm Succession: 
The aging trend of farm owners and operators means that there is a present and future need to deliver 
educational support to those working through the potentially complicated process of transferring their 
farm.  This may mean selling the farm outside of agriculture, or passing it on to the next generation.  
The difficulties faced by the new generation of farmers are substantial as well, not the least of which 
are obtaining business management skills they will need to survive and the capital they need to obtain 
ownership.    
 
The process of farm succession from an older generation to a younger generation requires time, careful 
planning and frequently the help of outside expertise to develop a successful plan.   In response, Alan 
Linnebur and a group of other Agriculture Educators, along with UW-Extension Specialists, developed 
and offered a workshop in five locations across the State in 2011 to explore these issues and 
considerations for farm succession in today’s high stakes climate. Topics included: Financial 
considerations for retirement, Farm business arrangements, Dealing with Death, Divorce, Disability, 
Disaster and Disagreement, Tax considerations for farm transfers, Beginning farmer business planning, 
and the importance of communication in farm transfers.   
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Over 200 participants attended the five workshops.  Thirty-five individuals attended the workshop 
coordinated by Alan Linnebur in Waldo, WI.  As a result of this workshop four farm families came to 
Linnebur seeking additional support.  Two of these families were looking for support with their estate 
planning and were not bringing on the next generation to continue their operation.  Both farms met two 
additional times with Linnebur regarding the financial and tax implications of their plans and were able 
to more confidently move forward with their estate planning as a result of those consultations.   
 
The other two families had intentions of creating a succession plan to bring the next generation into the 
farm business’s ownership and management.  Teams consisting of lenders, accountants, facility 
management specialists, and UW Extension Educators Linnebur and Kohlman were formed to help 
guide the planning and implementation process.  Over many meetings, plans were discussed and 
refined.  One of these farm families is still working through more complex family business 
relationships, delaying their succession plans.  Additional management and resource limitations have 
also kept them from moving forward as quickly as they would have liked.   
 
The family that is moving forward has broken ground on their dairy expansion, going from milking 
120 cows in a tie stall barn to 240 cows in a free-stall barn, with a milking parlor.   The parlor will 
increase their labor efficiency as the older generation is looking to scale back their involvement while 
the younger generation’s management capacity grows.  UW Extension’s involvement and facilitation 
of the expansion team had a direct impact on the decisions made in the implementation of the 
expansion, the process of ownership transfer, and of the management succession plans that were 
developed. 
 
I have also actively participated on the UW Extension Conflict Management Training Team, working 
through all four levels of the Team’s training.  I have used this knowledge to train other Extension 
Professionals on the topic.  This training has also helped me in managing difficult conversations in 
many different settings, including farm succession discussions, volunteer disagreements, and inter-
office issues.  I have also taught the conflict management session of the UW Platteville “Returning to 
the Farm” Workshops in 2012 and 2013. 
 
Challenges and Future Direction:   
Farm Succession planning can require a substantial investment of time for those who facilitate the 
discussion teams.  Because of this you get to know families and this can make it difficult to remain 
objective and allow the parties to find their own way in this process when there are so many serious 
management choices to be made.   The aging trend in the farm population means that there is a present 
and future need to deliver educational support to those working through the potentially complicated 
process of transferring their farm.  This may mean selling the farm outside of agriculture, or passing it 
on to the next generation.  The difficulties faced by the new generation of farmers are substantial as 
well, leading to a need to strengthen the business management skills they will need to survive.  I will 
continue offering educational opportunities in support of these audiences. 
 
Farm Direct Marketing, Value Added, and Ag-Tourism: 
In 2009 I partnered with the Washington County Economic Development Ag Committee to organize a 
workshop directed at farmers looking at alternative ag enterprises including: farm direct marketing, ag 
tourism, and value added agriculture.  This well attended event led to several individual farm business 
consultations with Linnebur, ranging from measuring financial feasibility, to providing structure and 
support in producing business plans. 
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In the past five years I have conducted many individual consultations related to farm direct marketing, 
agricultural tourism and value-added agriculture.  Examples include helping with the financial aspects 
of business decisions, strategically thinking about directions taken, or providing support and 
information on writing business plans.  In one particular case I worked with through the feasibility of a 
dairy goat operation.  In another case, I helped a young dairy farmer in an urban area work through his 
plans to open a retail outlet for dairy products, providing support and resources for developing a 
business plan.  
 
Challenges and Future Direction:  I have found it difficult to share resources and connect with this 
audience.  The lack of an identifiable list for this group has been frustrating.  Nevertheless, there is an 
increasing desire by the general public to reconnect with agriculture in some way.  This rising demand 
is driving an interest by farmers in urban areas to meet the needs of this market by selling products 
directly to the consumer, by adding value to the products that they sell, and by offering agricultural 
tourism opportunities.  While business is business, some of the skills needed for these kinds of 
opportunities are different than a conventional farm.  Primary differences include: marketing unique 
products, setting their own prices, and working with the public.  I plan to make efforts to develop 
better communication networks and lists and continue offering educational resources that support these 
distinctive needs. 
 
 
Washington County Master Gardeners: 
When I was hired in 2003, Washington County did not have a local Master Gardener Program, and in 
fact did not support home horticultural needs in any way; turning away calls.  A decision was made in 
2008 to start a local program in response to public comments expressed in an office wide needs 
assessment.  In January of 2009 the first group of trainees participated in the training, utilizing UW 
Madison’s statewide course delivery.  A substantial amount of effort was taken to organize the group, 
form an association, and develop bylaws.  Since our beginnings in 2009, roughly 130 volunteers have 
been trained, many of them taking advantage of advanced training as well.  In addition we have opened 
the door to home horticultural support and outreach education through the Master Gardener 
Volunteers.   
 
Challenges and Future Directions: 
The Master Gardener Program does not fit under my primary scholarly activities related to farm 
business management.  Nevertheless, it is an important program for UW Extension in Washington 
County and, at this point, I anticipate ongoing investments of time to organize, coordinate, maintain, 
and grow this program.  This has necessitated rebalancing workload and programming priorities, 
taking time away from farm business programming and youth programming in livestock projects and 
tractor safety. 
 
The Washington County Master Gardener Volunteers and Association have grown in their capacity to 
provide home horticultural educational support and community service in Washington County.  It is a 
popular program in the community and with policy makers and I will continue coordinating the local 
Master Gardener Program.  
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Contributions to the University: 

UW-Extension Farm and Risk Management (FARM) Team   Member                      Current 
        Financial and Price Risk Management Work Groups  Member                     Current  
Dept of Ag/Ag Business  Member                      Current 
    Strategic Planning Committee Member                      2010-2011 
          Staffing Committee Representative           Current  
    Standards Rank and Promotion Committee Member                      Current 
UW Ag Innovation Center  Certified Counselor      
UW-Extension Conflict Management Training Team Member                     Current  
UW-Extension Systems Thinking Team Member                      Current 
UW-Extension Grains Team Member                      Current 
UW-Extension Tri-County Ag Specialization Team:   Member                      Current  

 
Contributions to the Profession: 

National Association of County Agriculture Agents (NACAA) Member                      Current 
Wisconsin Association of County Agriculture Agents (WACAA) Member                     Current  
 WACAA Board of Directors Board Member           2006-2009  
 WACAA Early Career Development Committee Chair                          Current  

   

Public Service Related to Educational Role: 
Washington County Animal Science Association and Board  Advisor 
Washington County Livestock Executive Committee Member  
Washington County Meat Animal Sale Committee Advisor 
Washington County Jr. Dairy Group  Advisor 
Washington County Master Gardener Volunteer Association Advisor 
Washington County Dairy Promotion Committee   Member  
Town and Country Resource Conservation and Development  Vision Team  

 
 
Research and Demonstrations:    

Financial Implications of Tillage Radish as a Cover Crop 2012-Current 
Alfalfa Scissors Clip and Predictive Equations of Alfalfa Quality Ongoing 
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Professional Development Plan 
 

• Farm Financial Management Update Workshops 
Always necessary to stay up to date on economic trends, and policy issues 

 
• FinPack Training updates: 

My intermittent use of this projection software necessitates a need for training to stay current 
 

• Course / Books on Behavioral Finance 
Important to understand how and why people do or don’t make business decisions 

 
• Grain Marketing Learning Opportunities and Teaching Tools 

I expect to continue as a regional and State resource and want to make improvements 
 

• Improve Volunteer Management Skills 
My involvement in the Master Gardener Program has increased the need for better skills 
 

• Systems Thinking Team workshop opportunities 
I find the learning opportunities provided by this team interesting and applicable to many 
situations 

 
• Teaching methodology training opportunities 

Being knowledgeable about a topic doesn’t mean you can teach it effectively 
 

• Technology training 
Nexus tablet – mobile apps – smart phone - texting lists – social networking – other 
 

• How to be a more effective writer 
I would like to improve in this area, to be a more efficient with reports and communication 
 
 


	Public Service Related to Educational Role:

