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Hopefully by the time this 
edition of the Grain News 
reaches your mailbox we will 
have begun to dig ourselves out 
from the long, cold, and for most 
people, very snowy winter we 
have been experiencing. Right 
now, I find myself behind on my 
column deadline, in the middle 
of calving, in between trips to 
Washington, D.C. for National 
Association of Wheat Growers 

winter meetings and Commodity Classic in Anaheim, and 
officially snowed in. The county roads are drifted shut and 
have been intermittently for the past few days. I have lost 
track of days, they seem to pass in a blur of 11PM and 
2AM calf checks, alternating between new snow and wind 
events and the few days that are nice enough to let us dig 
ourselves out for a few hours, and trips to represent our 
wheat and barley growers. 

On our most recent trip to Washington, D.C., I think many 
of us were surprised to find that, at least momentarily, 
discussions and negotiations for the 2018 Farm Bill had 
taken a backseat to trade. Roughly 10 days before we 
headed to D.C. for our annual winter meeting and Hill 
visits Canada announced the so-called TPP11 had agreed 
in principle to ratify a deal and proceed without the United 
States. This news, coupled with slowly progressing NAFTA 
renegotiations, shook the agriculture world, particularly 
the wheat industry. For the Pacific Northwest and 
Montana this was an especially distressing development 
as we export most of our wheat to the Pacific Rim with 
Japan being Montana’s number one wheat export market. 
We suddenly found ourselves at a distinct disadvantage to 
the Canadian and Australian wheat growers as they will 
now enjoy a lower tariff rate for exports to Japan. Talk 
about a distressing development. 

At the same time, negotiations for NAFTA 2.0 are slowly 
progressing; however, they face an uncertain timeline 
for the rest of 2018 as Mexico gears up for a Presidential 
election in June. Some progress was made during Round 
6 several weeks ago in Montreal but the path forward is 
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Each month we provide some key areas 
where MGGA leaders and staff have 
been working on your behalf.  Here 
is a sampling of important issues and 
activities for February 2018:

Working for You... Continued from page 2

 At the winter board meeting of the National Barley 
Growers Association (NBGA) in Washington, DC, 
Montana growers were represented by MGGA Director 
Mitch Konen and MWBC Director Buzz Mattelin. 
Also attending for MGGA were Vice President Lyle 
Benjamin, Director Steve Sheffels and Executive Vice 
President Lola Raska. Participating for MWBC were 
Director Mike O’Hara and Executive Vice President 
Collin Watters.  

 MGGA officers and staff were in Washington, DC for 
joint committee and board meetings of the National 
Association of Wheat Growers and U.S. Wheat 
Associates. 

 While in DC, MGGA barley and wheat leaders met 
with Montana Senators Jon Tester, Steve Daines, and 
Representative Greg Gianforte and their respective 
staffs. The barley group also met with officials at 
the National Ag Statistics Service and with Brooke 
Appleton, Chief of Staff to USDA Deputy Secretary 
Steve Censky. The wheat group also met with the 
agricultural liaison for Representative Donald 
Norcross, D-NJ, regarding crop insurance and its 
importance to our growers.

 MGGA officers and staff conducted several interviews 
with media about Wheat 102, an event organized by 
the National Wheat Foundation featuring organizations 
representative of the entire wheat value chain and 
targeted toward Congressional staffers, and regarding 
Wheat Leader and Wheat Advocate awards presented 
to Montana Senators Steve Daines and Jon Tester 
respectively.

 MGGA officers participated in committee and board 
meetings of the National Association of Wheat 
Growers during Commodity Classic in Anaheim, 
CA. During the president’s reception and Wheat PAC 
auction, Gordon Stoner, Outlook, was thanked for 
stepping in to serve an additional half year as NAWG 
President after the sitting president resigned.

 Executive Vice President Lola Raska participated as 
a member of Senator Daines’ agricultural advisory 
committee at a meeting in Great Falls.
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still precarious. Negotiations will grind to a halt sometime in 
March when Mexico really ramps up their election campaign 
cycle. If their current President wins re-election, trade experts 
are hopeful negotiations can resume by mid-summer. If he 
loses, negotiations will be delayed until the new President 
has his/her administration in place, likely pushing any new 
rounds deep into 2018. The uncertainty has been tough on 
everyone; Mexico finalized an agreement with Argentina 
several months ago and for the first time in modern history 
imported wheat from Argentina. They have also actively 
been pursuing other wheat markets in case of a collapse in 
negotiations. For Montana they are not a substantial export 
market for wheat but they are our top barley export customer. 
Barley already suffers from an over-supply issue and reduction 
in acreage; we do not want to see any damage done to our top 
export market that would further hinder our ability to produce  
the crop.  

Now that I have focused on a lot of bad news – there is 
some good news on the trade front – or at least reason to 
be optimistic. Not long after the new TPP11 agreement was 
announced President Trump attended the World Economic 
Forum annual meeting in Davos, Switzerland. While there 
he made a remark about rejoining TPP. This single sentence 
reverberated across Washington and suddenly TPP was at the 
forefront of many conversations we had in Washington, D.C. 
Trade priorities, both TPP and NAFTA were the first topic (and 
sometimes nearly the only topic) of conversation we had with 
our Senators and Congressman. Seemingly universally these 
Senators and Congressman had seized on the topic already, 
embracing the small glimmer of hope President Trump had 
given them, and were already pushing the administration 
to pursue re-entering the TPP agreement. Japan has made 
clear they have no interest in pursuing a bilateral agreement 
with us but they would welcome us back into TPP with  
open arms. 

These developments have given me a glimmer of hope that 
we can stabilize our key export markets and reestablish some 
certainty for our growers that our market share will not be 
eroded by our competitors. Hopefully these developments 
will allow us to emerge from a long winter of trade uncertainty 
and into a spring that is full of new export opportunities for 
our growers. Not only would TPP allow us to maintain our 
preferential market share in Japan but it would also open 
market access to countries such as Vietnam that has one of 
the fastest growing middle classes in the world. I really do try 
to be an optimistic person, and while I was starting to doubt 
our ability to maintain all our valuable export markets given 
our new trade policy priorities amid aggressive deals pursued 
by our competitors, I believe there are glimmers of hope and 
signs of spring coming just around the corner.
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Michelle Erickson-Jones, President
As I alluded to in my officer column, trade seemingly took 
priority over new developments in Farm Bill negotiations 
in Washington D.C. in February. The NAWG Domestic & 
Trade Policy Committee however focused much attention on 
Farm Bill priorities as the House and Senate work to finalize 
their versions of the 2018 bill. Despite the brief “overnight 
shutdown” we were still fortunate to hear from Senate Ag 
committee staffers Wayne Stoskopf (majority staff) and Kyle 
Varner (minority staff). Both expressed a desire to finalize a bill 
on time and with minimal changes compared to the expansive 
changes we saw in the 2014 Farm Bill. 

The Senate bill is not nearly as finalized as the House version 
so details on exact policy changes were short from either 
staffer. We can expect a certain amount of changes to how the 
ARC program is administered, possible changes in reference 
prices, although the budget is tight, as well as the potential 
for either another base re-allocation or less likely, a mandatory 
base update.  It was clear from listening to these staffers as well 
as House and Senate staffers who specialize in agricultural 

trade during the Joint International Trade Policy meeting that 
all sides are working hard to craft a bi-partisan bill that gets 
producers the best possible policy package despite significant 
budget restrictions.

Vince Mattson, Treasurer
The MGGA officer team was on the road again in February to 
attend NAWG winter meetings in Washington, D.C. One unique 
event we attended was a BNSF sponsored event called “Wheat 
102” that brought industry partners together to help educate 
Congressional members and their staff about wheat and the 
wheat industry. Wheat 102 included a wide range of educational 
booths from across the wheat value chain from the Seed 
Growers Association to the Custom Harvesters Association 
and even industry partners producing the final products. The 
crowd was a little light while we were there, but we later heard 
that more staffers showed up and it was a great opportunity to 
educate “non-farmers” about our industry. BNSF also sponsored 
a reception later that evening, which gave everyone another 
opportunity to continue the educational process.

The following day NAWG held committee meetings and the 
Environment and Renewable Resources Committee had a full 
agenda. The meeting began with updates from both House and 
Senate Ag Committee staffers. House staffers described the possible 
combination of EQIP and CSP and how that would be funded 
and implemented. The Senate side didn’t have as many details 
to offer since they were not as far along in crafting their version of 

MGGA Officers Report on DC 
Meetings
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the next farm bill, but concurred they have been discussing similar 
options. Committee members had further discussion on how a 
combined EQIP/CSP will work for wheat growers and how it will 
be implemented so that it’s a usable program.

Mitchel Konen, Secretary  
The first week of February found the MGGA officer corps 
representing in Washington, D.C. at the National Barley 
Growers Association and the National Association of Wheat 
Growers winter meetings and hill visits. My week started out 
on Super Bowl Sunday with the Agvocacy Barley Industry 
Leaders of Tomorrow and board training, sponsored by Bayer 
CropScience as an intro to the NBGA winter board meeting 
which started Monday Feb 5. 

The first order of business was to review and finalize NBGA 
priority papers with discussion points for our visits with 
congressional representatives set for the next day. Also on the 
docket were presentations regarding ag policy in the Trump 
administration, NAFTA negotiations and trade issues. Farm 
bill issues were discussed with House and Senate majority 
and minority professional staffers and industry updates were 
shared by the Beer Institute and the Brewers Association.

Tuesday was spent on Capitol Hill visiting our congressional 
representatives and their staffers concerning crop insurance, 
farm bill and trade. The evening was capped off with the popular 
Barley, Boots and Brews Reception showcasing many area 

craft brewers. NBGA board members and barley and brewing 
industry personnel interacted with congressional staffers while 
enjoying wonderful food and beverages. The knowledge 
and commitment of all of these folks is commendable.  
NO BARLEY NO BEER

Tom Butcher, Past President
The NAWG Research and Technology Committee met on Feb 
9th in Washington, D.C. Guest speaker was Dr. Chavonda 
Jacobs-Young, Administrator of the USDA Ag Research Service. 
She spoke of the need for review in the Farm Bill Research Title, 
particularly where it relates to cereal grains. Many of the facilities 
at ARS stations are completely outdated and she is hoping some 
monies could come from the infrastructure bill being worked 
on in Congress. She said there are 1,300 vacancies in ARS – 
600 positions are needed immediately – and Young sees 700 
jobs going away due to budget constraints. Dr. Young reported 
there are 21 million jobs related to agriculture and the industry 
produces 1 trillion dollars of value each year while farmers 
represent only 1.4 percent of the population. Meanwhile, ag 
research and technology funding is declining. Much of the focus 
is directed toward Fusarium Head Blight, genomic testing, UG 
99, falling numbers, and a new problem to worry about in wheat 
called “Wheat Blast.” 

I also attended a Wheat Breeding Improvement Committee 
meeting; we received updates on neonicotinoids, late maturity 
amylase (low falling numbers) and endophytes for seed treatments. 
There is nothing new to report yet on wheat phenotyping.    
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Between record low commodity prices, 
extreme natural disasters, and unfair 
trade practices in the global marketplace, 
wheat growers across the country have 
experienced a multitude of challenges 
the past couple of years. To educate the 
Administration, Members of Congress, 
and their staff on just how expansive and 
important the entire wheat value chain is 
to the economy and to our food supply, 
the National Wheat Foundation (NWF) 
hosted a wheat industry educational event 
in Washington D.C.  

“This event featuring organizations 
throughout the entire wheat value chain 
is the first of its kind for the Foundation 
and for Congressional staff,” stated 
Foundation Board Chairman Phil McLain. 
“We hope to give our policy makers and 
all attendees a better understanding of 
how each component of the wheat value 
chain functions. We were also particularly 
pleased to be able to have USDA Deputy 
Secretary Censky, Senate Ag Committee 
Chairman Roberts and Ranking Member 
Stabenow walk through the event during a 
special preview.” 

While the wheat value chain encompasses 
multiple companies, organizations, and 
third parties, Wheat 102 participants 
included the American Bakers Association, 
American Seed Trade Association, 
Association of Equipment Manufacturers, 
BASF, Bayer, BNSF Railway, CropLife 
America, Farm Credit, Flowers Foods, 
Food Marketing Institute, General Mills, 
Grain Foods Foundation, Monsanto, 
National Wheat Foundation, North 
American Millers’ Association, Texas 
A&M University, Syngenta, U.S. Custom 
Harvesters, U.S. Wheat Associates, Wheat 
Foods Council, Wheat Marketing Center, 
and Wheat Quality Council.

 

Wheat Value Chain 
Education Event on 
Capitol Hill



Rights and Wrongs
Lochiel Edwards, TTMS Group

ON TRACK

 

James Madison was a pretty talented guy. I’m not referring to 
Jimmy Madison, who played drums with the likes of Lionel 
Hampton, James Brown and Stan Getz. If you know who Stan 
Getz is, then you have heard Jimmy’s work. Rather, I refer to 
the James Madison who had a big gig forming the government 
of the brand-new USA.

Madison was involved in just about all creation of our new 
nation, but he was the principal player in the adoption of the 
first ten amendments to the US Constitution - also known as 
our Bill of Rights. All ten were assurances to the citizens that 

the freedoms they had just fought the British for would not 
be taken away by their new government. James had to wade 
through a lot of politics, as some of our founding fathers were 
adamant that we needed a powerful government, and others 
insisted that the people hold the power. I guess that argument 
continues in Washington today.

You hear a lot about some of these amendments, like the First, 
which guarantees freedom of speech, press, and religion. Or 
the Fifth, which I invoke regularly to my partners here at 
Edwardsfarm when I get us into another scheme that costs a 
lot of labor or cash. And, I use the Second year-round, as I 
prefer to wear sleeveless t-shirts to work winter and summer.

Most farmers have an additional but unwritten list of rights 
they abide by, mostly centered around property rights. One of 
these is the right to farm your place as you darned well please. 
Even if your upwind neighbor is spilling his/her weeds or 
topsoil onto your place, there is a hesitancy to say anything 
because of this inherent right. One fall day, decades ago, we 
had a big patch of Russian thistle that we couldn’t get through 
with the duckfoot, so we strung all the log chain we could find 
between two tractors and loosened them up to blow in the 
wind. That wind shifted and blew them 2 miles to a neighbor’s 
place, filling up his shelterbelt in spectacular fashion.

That neighbor exercised his free speech rights to tell me what 
an idiot I was. It took us two days to clean it all out. Therein lies 
the lesson - just because you have the right doesn’t guarantee 

14 MARCH 2018
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that it is right! Someone once said, “Every right is married to 
some duty”.

We try to remember this in our interaction with our railroad. 
When we make drastic shifts in what we grow, or even worse, 
when we grow nothing, this affects the railroad’s movement 
and what equipment they need. And when BNSF raises a tariff 
rate or provides terrible service, we are profoundly affected. 
We all have the right to operate in our best interests, but thought 
needs to be given to the effects on our neighbors.

All of which brings me, in a roundabout way, to a vexing 
situation of rights and wrongs.

Farmers and ag universities are more than neighbors, they are 
family. Their contributions to Montana farms are incalculable – 
the research, outreach and teaching by generations of their 
scientists and professors and grad students have had a 
transformative power for our industry. On the flip side, we 
have supported their business in legislatures, public forums, 
and (not slightly) tax revenues. The symbiosis works. Mostly.

There is a hallowed Right on campuses, giving researchers 
and professors the academic freedom to direct their efforts as 
they see fit. This is a right I will always defend, as this fosters 
new ideas, new invention, new perspective. But every right is 
married to some duty, and in our culture that duty is to treat our 
neighbors well.

We have a senior ag economist at MSU who devotes a lot of 
effort to detailing the disparity of farm program payments, 
repeatedly showing that the bulk of those payments go to the 
largest 20% of farmers. This is not incorrect, and there are 
some anti-farm bill organizations back east who pay dearly for 
studies such as these. Our problem is that little time is spent 
detailing the benefits of supporting that 20%, who produce a 
large share of the food in this country.

Most of my farmer readers just completed their Census of 
Agriculture forms. You know how detailed this is, and the 
numbers are valuable to many, including MGGA. But you 
also know how little it takes to be counted as a farmer.  
This inflates the number of farmers and allows some 
disingenuous presentation of real agriculture.

I will not go into the benefits of a good farm bill for the 
American public, but years as a policy geek have convinced 
me that America is getting a good deal from that 20% of 
us. It makes me ill to have one of our own MSU professors 
exercising his Right at the expense of his neighbors. Even 
worse, he is recruiting and tainting some bright and promising 
young MSU economists.

It is ironic that this economist received his first degrees in 
England, that country which produced the Magna Carta and 
the first Bill of Rights, and then turned around and abused its 
own people. 

Tea, anyone?

Lochiel can be reached at locwards@gmail.com   

Mike Rydell, MGGA Director-at-Large, McMeel Crop 
Insurance, Great Falls, 406-453-1580

Important Dates:

March 15, 2018 - Spring sales closing date 

The spring sales closing deadline is coming up very soon. 
At the time of writing this article projected prices - formally 
known as base prices - for spring commodities have not 
been set. There were not any major changes to programs for 
2018 other than a few procedural and option changes. A vast 
majority of the minor changes are very specific to the type of 
crops you are growing or intending to grow. It is a good idea 
to sit down with your crop insurance agent and discuss your 
plans for the spring. The time to add, modify, delete coverage 
for spring crops is now.   

As always if you have any questions feel free to shoot me an 
email: mike@greatestagentever.com   



The Montana Grain Growers Association (MGGA) joined 
with the National Association of Wheat Growers (NAWG) 
in officially recognizing Montana Senator Steve Daines as 
NAWG’s 2018 Wheat Leader of the Year and Senator Jon 
Tester as a 2018 Wheat Advocate.

The Wheat Leader of the Year Award is given annually by 
NAWG to only one member of Congress, regardless of party 

affiliation, whose philosophy and records demonstrate their 
commitment to the wellbeing of America’s wheat farmers. It 
is the wheat industry’s highest legislative award. The Wheat 
Advocate Award is given annually to a select number of 
Members of Congress who have demonstrated support for the 
wheat industry above and beyond the norm.

MGGA President Michelle Jones said, “We are thrilled to 
present our Senators with these awards and proud to honor and 
highlight their work on behalf of our producers.”

“We appreciate all the work Senator Daines does on behalf of 
the nation’s wheat farmers and are proud to present him with 
the 2018 Wheat Leader of the Year Award,” stated NAWG 
President Gordon Stoner. “His commitment to working with 
wheat farmers and his ongoing efforts to help improve our 
industry makes Senator Daines truly deserving of this award.” 

In nominating both Senators, MGGA noted Senator Daines’ 
pursuit of a seat on the Senate Ag Committee, his strong efforts 
to expand foreign markets for Montana grown commodities 
and his organizing and hosting the Montana Ag Summit, where 
MGGA leaders had the opportunity to meet with key decision 
makers including USDA Secretary Sonny Purdue and Senate 
Ag Chairman Pat Roberts.

Senator Tester was recognized for his efforts seeking assistance 
for producers affected by this year’s drought, his work to 
eliminate unfair Canadian trade practices for wheat and for 
reaching out to growers at listening sessions held around  
the state.   

Wheat Growers Recognize 
Montana Senators



Curt Barneko�, CPA, Partner, Wip�i LLP –  
CPAs and Consultants

Last month we outlined the major 
provisions of the 2017 tax reform that 
impact agriculture. This month, we’ll dig 
deep into the new rules for depreciation 
expense and the opportunities the new law 
provides for producers. 

OLD RULES
In recent years, producers have enjoyed three different options 
for writing off their investment in depreciable assets:
1. Regular Depreciation – Claim an expense based on the 

class life of the asset, which ranges from 3 to 20 years, 
using a 150% declining-balance calculation method. 

2. Section 179 Expense Election – Claim in the year of 
purchase an expense of some or all of the cost of qualifying 
property, subject to limits. The maximum write-off 
is $500,000 as long as less than $2 million of property  
was purchased during the year. This applies to “new” or 
“used” property. 

3. Bonus Depreciation – Claim in the year of purchase an 
expense of 50% of the cost of qualifying “new” property. 
Depreciate the balance using method #1 or #2. There is no 
limit on the amount of write-off. 

WHAT HAS CHANGED
Gong forward, we still have the three basic options to write 
off your investment in property. The alternatives have all 

been enhanced, with more properties eligible for quicker 
depreciation and more flexibility in deciding what options to 
use. Let’s take a look:

1. Regular Depreciation – Still claim an expense over 3 to 
20 years based on class life.  However, now you can use 
five years instead of seven for most farm equipment. The 
calculation method has been changed, though, to the 200% 
declining-balance method. 

2. Section 179 Expense Election – Similar rules apply for 
determining eligible property. Limits are expanded to 
a maximum write-off of $1 million as long as less than 
$2.5 million of property was purchased during the year. 
Also, certain improvements to business real estate are 
eligible for this immediate write-off. The rule still applies 
to “new” or “used” property. The increased limits apply to 
years beginning after December 31, 2017. 

3. Bonus Depreciation – Now you have a choice of claiming 
either 50% or 100% of the cost as an expense in the year of 
purchase. AND the property can be “new to the taxpayer,” 
meaning “used property” now qualifies. Elections are 
needed to claim anything other than the full 100% write-
off. This applies to assets placed in service after September 
27, 2017. The 100% bonus applies through the year 2022, 
with a 20%-per-year phasedown reduction through 2026. 

4. Qualified Improvement Property – This provision has 
been clarified and simplified. An improvement to the 
interior of nonresidential property that does not involve 
enlargement, changing structural framework, or installing 
elevator/escalator equipment will be considered Qualified 
Improvement Property. This property is defined as having 
a 15-year depreciation life; therefore, it’s eligible for 50% 
or 100% bonus depreciation. This new rule applies to 
property placed in service after December 31, 2017. 

Continued on page 18
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The New Depreciation Expense 
Rules – What You Need to Know
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Continued from page 17

TRADE-INS AND LIKE-KIND EXCHANGES
The new law changes the tax treatment of like-kind exchanges 
of personal property (not real estate). Like-kind exchange 
treatment is no longer allowed, except for exchanges of real 
estate. So now a trade of equipment must be accounted for as 
a sale of the disposed equipment for the amount of the trade-in 
allowance and a purchase of the newly acquired equipment at 
its full purchase price. 

This change will present both challenges and opportunities for 
farmers who trade in equipment when they are updating. You 
should consider the impact of the additional equipment sale 
gain income and the additional purchase cost available for the 
full range of depreciation options. 

PLANNING OBSERVATIONS
The options available to take fast write-offs on asset purchases 
are clearly expanded. Some important points to keep in mind 
when evaluating your options are:

1. Farm Buildings – General-purpose farm buildings are  
20-year assets; therefore, they are eligible for 50% or 
100% bonus depreciation. They are not eligible for Section 
179 expense. 

2. Land Improvements – Improvements such as pavement, 
reservoirs, dikes, and other depreciable improvements to 
land are 15-year assets, now eligible for 50% or 100% 
depreciation. 

3. Farm Purchases – Buildings and improvements are often 
overlooked when a farmer purchases land. The new laws 
provide for additional fast-depreciation options if the 
property includes structures or land improvements. 

4. Section 179 – This is not available for rental activities. 
However, the expanded bonus depreciation rules will be 
available for landlords. 

5. Section 179 – This deduction is limited to the lesser of the 
net business income or the taxable income of the taxpayer. 
Bonus depreciation is not limited by these factors and 
therefore could create or increase a farm net operating 
loss, eligible for a two-year carryback to offset prior-year 
income. 

6. Related-Party Purchases – The new tax law clarifies that 
Section 179 and bonus depreciation are NOT allowed on 
purchases from related taxpayers. For this purpose, related 
taxpayers include spouses, lineal ancestors, and lineal 
descendants. Related taxpayers also include corporations 
and partnerships in which the taxpayer is a greater-
than-50% owner, as well as certain estates and trusts.

Since Section 179 and bonus depreciation are not allowed in 
related-party purchases, care should be taken before structuring 
an equipment trade with a related taxpayer. 

In future issues, we’ll continue to explore some additional 
complex areas in detail. As you meet with your tax preparer to 
prepare your 2017 returns, you’ll want to discuss the best tax 
strategies for your situation in 2018 and beyond. If you have 
questions or would like to discuss this or other income tax 
strategies, please contact me at 406.265.3201 or cbarnekoff@
wipfli.com.  
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With the vast majority of Montana wheat destined for export, it is essential that Montana farmers and ranchers 
are able to compete on a level-playing field when selling into foreign markets. Just recently, I led 25 U.S. 
Senators in sending a letter to President Trump following his remarks about re-opening efforts with the Trans-
Pacific Partnership (TPP). It is critical that any re-engagement bring about a stronger agreement for America. 
Increasing economic engagement with the eleven nations currently in the TPP would provide opportunity 
for many Montana farmers, ranchers and businesses to compete abroad, support Montana jobs, increase our 
exports, and benefit consumers.

I also recently wrote to President Trump about the critical importance of trade agreements that have opened up Mexico and 
Canada to American producers. We can and should improve NAFTA, but we must also remember that the agreement has driven 
our nation’s trade with Canada and Mexico to about $1.3 trillion annually and supports millions of American jobs. 

As you well know, access to overseas markets is critical for Montana’s producers. With 95 percent of the world’s consumers living 
outside of the United States, there’s major potential for Montana products abroad. That’s why it’s essential we have free and fair 
trade agreements in place with other countries and I will continue to fight to that end.

Senator Steve Daines

Montana’s farmers are the backbone of our economy, but gaps in high-speed internet in rural areas put 
hardworking family farmers and ranchers at a disadvantage. As I travel across Big Sky Country, rural 
Montanans tell me we must improve access to reliable high-speed broadband to ensure that rural America 
can compete in a global economy, take advantage of new technologies, and access important online tools 
like telemedicine and education.

That’s why I’ve introduced the Precision Agriculture Connectivity Act of 2018, to level the playing field for 
our producers. Our bipartisan bill will require the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) to identify and address gaps in 
internet connectivity, while setting deployment goals to guarantee progress. Many Montana farms use precision agriculture and it 
requires reliable and affordable high-speed internet, which many of our operations still can’t get.

This bill sets commonsense goals for the FCC to bring rural Montana into the 21st Century and get high speed internet to 
croplands and ranchlands. It also requires the FCC to submit annual reports on the status of mobile broadband so Congress can 
hold them accountable and ensure they’re making progress. It’s time to bring broadband to every part of our state, from Circle to 
Creston. As the Senate’s only working farmer, I will fight to ensure Montana’s family farms have every opportunity to succeed.

Senator Jon Tester

It was great to catch up with Montana’s producers and agriculture business owners at the recent 2018 MABA-
MGEA Convention and Workshop in Great Falls. There was a great turnout and I enjoyed the opportunity 
to visit with everyone at Thursday’s dinner. I also valued the time spent discussing the farm bill, trade, 
tax reform, and other issues with members of the Montana Grain Growers Association during their visit to 
Washington in February. Strong commodity and crop insurance programs will be an important part of the 
2018 Farm Bill, and I appreciated the input on those programs from the wheat and barley growers. 

As a supporter of free and fair trade, I will look for opportunities to continue to promote Montana agriculture in trade negotiations, 
and build upon the advances the ag industry has secured. And as Congress continues to debate a new immigration policy, I will be 
mindful of how the proposals might affect Montana’s agriculture industry, working to protect our Montana way of life.

Please keep in mind that my door is always open. I look forward to hearing from you.  You can find my contact information on 
my Congressional website at www.gianforte.house.gov.

Representative Greg Gianforte



The U.S. Wheat Associates (USW) board of directors elected 
new officers for 2018/19 at their meeting Feb. 10, 2018, 
in Washington, D.C. The board elected Darren Padget of  
Grass Valley, Ore., as Secretary-Treasurer; current Secretary-
Treasurer Doug Goyings of Paulding, Ohio, as Vice Chairman; 
and current Vice Chairman Chris Kolstad of Ledger, Mont., 
as Chairman. These farmers will begin their new leadership 
roles at the USW board meeting in June 2018 in Seattle, Wash., 
when current Chairman Mike Miller of Ritzville, Wash., will 
become Past Chairman.

Chris Kolstad’s family farm is located in Montana’s “Golden 
Triangle” region. He and his wife Vicki have four children, 
including their son Cary who is a partner in their operation 
and the fifth generation of their family to farm. Kolstad grows 
hard red winter (HRW) wheat, dark northern spring wheat and 
durum, barley and dry peas. As a commissioner of the Montana 
Wheat and Barley Committee, Kolstad has represented his state 
on the USW board since 2012. He is also an active member of 
the Montana Grain Growers Association and Montana Farm 
Bureau. His community leadership includes serving on his 
local school board, as treasurer for his family’s church and has 
been a regular blood donor since 1972. 

USW’s mission is to “develop, maintain, and expand 
international markets to enhance the profitability of U.S. 
wheat producers and their customers.” USW activities in 
more than 100 countries are made possible through producer 
checkoff dollars managed by 17 state wheat commissions and 
cost-share funding provided by USDA/Foreign Agricultural 
Service. USW maintains 16 offices strategically located around 
the world to help wheat buyers, millers, bakers, wheat food 
processors and government officials understand the quality, 
value and reliability of all six classes of U.S. wheat. For more 
information, visit www.uswheat.org. 

20 MARCH 2018

Montana Farmer Elected U.S. 
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On Feb 12, President Trump released his FY2019 Budget, which 
reduces the budget for the U.S. Department of Agriculture by 
16 percent from the 2017 enacted level. The proposal calls for 
cuts to vital Farm Bill programs, including crop insurance and 
other key safety net provisions. 

The FY2019 Budget would reduce the average premium 
subsidy for crop insurance from 62 percent to 48 percent; 
limit commodity, conservation, and crop insurance subsidies 
to those producers that have an Adjusted Gross Income of 
$500,000 or less; cap underwriting gains for crop insurance 
companies at 12 percent and eliminate the Livestock Forage 
Program. 

“These cuts to the Farm Bill’s crop insurance programs are 
simply unacceptable,” stated NAWG President and Outlook, 
Montana farmer Gordon Stoner. “These programs aren’t 
hand-outs, but rather they provide a risk management tool for 
growers who face unforeseeable disasters and allow them to 
farm another year. Further, the 12% cap on underwriting gains 
prevents crop insurance companies from being able to provide 
strong policies to growers.”

The FY2019 Budget also proposes “streamlining” conservation 
programs by eliminating the Conservation Stewardship 
Program (CSP) and the Regional Conservation Partnership 

Program (RCPP). Conservation programs like these have 
allowed growers to maintain healthier land and better integrate 
sustainable farming practices into their operations. The 
FY2019 Budget would also eliminate the Food for Progress 
food aid program. 

“The Administration’s FY2019 budget will only hinder the 
growth of Rural America and will hurt those farming families 
who are experiencing some of the worst economic hardships 
in decades,” argued Stoner. “Cutting funding to USDA when 
all commodities are experiencing low prices is unsound policy 
and fiscally irresponsible. The USDA and the Farm Bill must 
be fully funded to allow all of agriculture to have access to 
these beneficial programs.”

Recently, the Montana Grain Growers Association has 
received memorial donations from Gillette Vaira, Billings, and 
the CBD Ranch, Scobey, in memory of Collin Vaira. MGGA 
is grateful for the support and expresses deepest sympathy to 
the Vaira family in the loss of their loved one. The memorial 
donations will benefit an agriculture student through MGGA’s 
scholarship offerings.
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Approximately 100 Hill staffers attended a pair 
of briefings in February that closely examined 
and debunked a number of farm policy criticisms 
leveled by the Heritage Foundation and other anti-
farmer organizations.

The briefings, hosted by the House Agriculture 
Committee, featured policy experts, John Gilliland, 
an international trade consultant at Akin Gump 

Straus Hauer & Feld LLP, and Brandon Willis, the former head of the USDA’s Risk 
Management Agency. 

Both experts shared findings from their individual rebuttals to the Heritage 
Foundation’s report, “Farms and Free Enterprise: A Blueprint for Agricultural 
Policy.”  In that report, Heritage argued that America should unilaterally eliminate its 
farm safety net, including crop insurance. 

From a trade perspective, Gilliland said that a repeal of U.S. farm policies would 
be disastrous, as it would not only devastate the U.S. agricultural economy, but it 
would fail to convince our trading partners to open their markets and eliminate their 
subsidies and predatory trading practices. He pointed out that the United States is 
already an open market with low tariffs on imported agricultural products. The simple 
average U.S. bound tariff rate is only 4.8%.

Meanwhile, tariffs and subsidies in other countries are much higher. The Organization 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) estimates U.S. support in 
2015 to be 60% lower than Europe and 87% lower than China. “They are spending 
more just as we are scaling down,” Gilliland said.

Willis was likewise puzzled by the attacks on America’s farmers and ranchers. In his 
presentation, he zeroed in on Heritage’s cherry picked agriculture statistics - the same 
figures other anti-farm groups often highlight - which he says fail to capture the real 
challenges that American farmers and ranchers face.

For example, 60% of “farms” included in Heritage’s estimate of farm income are 
retirees and individuals whose primary occupation is not farming. As a result, Heritage 
is grossly overstating farm income and the stability of that income, while grossly 
understating farm risk and the need that real “dirt-under-the-fingernail” farmers have 
for farm policy.  

The tight margins that farmers face year in and year out was also discussed. According 
to a handout distributed during the briefing, “[Farmers] make a profit less than 30% of 
the time.” It also noted that nearly 50% of mid-sized farms, and nearly 40% of large 
family farms, were deemed “high risk” by the USDA because of low profit margins.

Managing the economic pressures and unpredictable weather that farmers face 
requires risk management tools like crop insurance. And when it comes to crop 
insurance, Heritage, and other farm critics, fail to tell the whole story in their attempts 
to unilaterally disarm America’s farmers and ranchers, Willis says.

He pointed out, for example, that critics were quick to complain about the cost of 
the 2012 drought, but ignored the fact that the disaster would have cost taxpayers $3 
billion more than crop insurance under an old-style disaster program. “For midsize 
farmers, crop insurance is the difference between staying in business and going out 
of business,” Willis concluded.   
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