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Executive Summary

Between February and April 2026, the Minnesota Farmers Union (MFU) convened a
series of 12 town hall meetings across the state. Hundreds of farmers and rural
community members shared their challenges with MFU at these meetings and
advocated for action at the state and federal level.

In 2025, MFU hosted 10 town hall meetings to listen to citizens, many of whom were
frustrated their voices weren't being heard by state or federal officials. A summary of
these meetings can be found in MFU's 2025 report, Voices Need to Be Heard.

This year, MFU identified a continued need to elevate rural voices during a time of
heightened uncertainty and disruption in Minnesota. The 2026 town halls built on the
discussions from 2025 and addressed the concerns of farmers and rural community
members. These discussions captured the experiences of navigating challenges to the
farm economy, including global instability, financial pressures, and immigration
enforcement in agricultural communities.

Elected officials and agency representatives listened to and participated in the
discussions. Guests included Minnesota Agriculture Commissioner Thom Petersen and
Minnesota Attorney General Keith Ellison; staff from the offices of Sen. Amy Klobuchar,
Sen. Tina Smith, and Rep. Michelle Fischbach; and staff from the Minnesota Department
of Agriculture, the Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development,
and the Office of Minnesota Attorney General. In addition to sharing their experiences
and concerns, rural community members sought clarity on how the state is navigating
federal policy changes and what actions are being taken to address emerging
challenges.

Several concerns emerged as themes across the town hall meetings:

e Current economic conditions echo the 1980s farm crisis

* Federal overreach harms immigrant communities and rural businesses

¢ Action needed to protect farmland and the future of family farming

* Federal funding cuts impact counties, farmers and food security

¢ Diminishing access to healthcare strains farmers and rural communities

¢ Global uncertainty and consolidation underscore the urgency for building fair,
reliable markets

Across all discussions, participants emphasized the need for policies and systems that
support family farmers, strengthen rural economies, expand healthcare access, and
create opportunities for all. MFU is honored to elevate the voices of farmers and rural
community members through this report and aims to contribute these insights to
critical state and national policy conversations.


https://mfu.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Town-Hall-Brochure_Final-4.21.25.pdf
https://mfu.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Town-Hall-Brochure_Final-4.21.25.pdf

MFU President Gary Wertish speaks
at the town hall meeting in Austin.

The 12 town halls
were held in:

Austin
Barnesville
Fulda
Grand Rapids
Little Falls
Morris
Owatonna
Perham
Pipestone
Sleepy Eye
Thief River Falls
Willmar




In The News

Local, regional, and statewide media outlets covered this year’'s People's Town Halls.
Select articles covering the town halls are listed below:

Perham Focus, ‘How the hell is that legal?’ East Otter Tail County farmers air frustrations
at Town Hall in Perham. "Healthcare, low prices and equipment repair limits were top
concerns at this meeting hosted by the Minnesota Farmers Union.”

Read more at www.perhamfocus.com/news/local/how-the-hell-is-that-legal-east-
otter-tail-county-farmers-air-frustrations-at-perham-town-hall

AgWeek, Ag leaders talk farming outlook, uncertainty at town hall meeting in
Barnesville. “Minnesota agricultural leaders painted a picture of an industry headed
toward crisis, but still resilient at a town hall event in Barnesville, Minnesota.”

Read more at www.agweek.com/news/policy/ag-leaders-talk-farming-outlook-
uncertainty-at-town-hall-meeting-in-barnesville

West Central Tribune, Many concerns, calls for change at Minnesota Farmers Union
town hall meeting. “Minnesota Farmers Union hosts town hall to hear what's on people’s
minds. Plenty, it turns out, as mMany voice concerns and call for change at final session in
Willmar."

Read more at www.wctrib.com/news/local/many-concerns-call-for-change-at-mfu-
town-hall-meeting

Inforum, Minnesota Farmers Union hears calls for change at town hall. “Mining, voting
rights, inflation and health care among many concerns voiced by residents.”

Read more at www.inforum.com/news/minnesota/minnesota-farmers-union-hears-
calls-for-change-at-town-hall


https://www.perhamfocus.com/news/local/how-the-hell-is-that-legal-east-otter-tail-county-farmers-air-frustrations-at-perham-town-hall
https://www.perhamfocus.com/news/local/how-the-hell-is-that-legal-east-otter-tail-county-farmers-air-frustrations-at-perham-town-hall
https://www.agweek.com/news/policy/ag-leaders-talk-farming-outlook-uncertainty-at-town-hall-meeting-in-barnesville
https://www.agweek.com/news/policy/ag-leaders-talk-farming-outlook-uncertainty-at-town-hall-meeting-in-barnesville
https://www.wctrib.com/news/local/many-concerns-call-for-change-at-mfu-town-hall-meeting
https://www.wctrib.com/news/local/many-concerns-call-for-change-at-mfu-town-hall-meeting
https://www.inforum.com/news/minnesota/minnesota-farmers-union-hears-calls-for-change-at-town-hall
https://www.inforum.com/news/minnesota/minnesota-farmers-union-hears-calls-for-change-at-town-hall

Key Themes

Current economic conditions echo the 1980s farm crisis

The state of the agricultural economy echoes the conditions of the 1980s farm crisis, as
farmers across Minnesota described mounting financial strain and uncertainty. High
input costs and low crop prices are placing significant pressure on farmers, highlighting
the need for fair and dependable markets that support long-term farm viability.

In the face of escalating global instability, farmers expressed concerns about tariffs, trade
relationships, export markets and the long-term impacts of the war in Iran. Rising
transportation costs and disruptions to energy and fertilizer supplies are straining
agriculture. Producers stressed the need for strong, stable export markets, which are far
more critical to their long-term success than government bailouts.

These pressures are creating measurable effects. The Minnesota Department of
Agriculture (MDA) reported that Farmer-Lender Mediation cases have quadrupled since
2025. In addition, Minnesota led the country in farm bankruptcies during the first
quarter of 2026.

The financial stress farm families are facing is rippling through rural economies. This
impacts local businesses and communities. Participants highlighted the importance of
support services. They expressed the continued need for state resources to help farm
families manage stress and navigate uncertainty. Programs like Farmer-Lender
Mediation (FLM), Farm Business Management (FBM), and Farm Advocates were
consistently identified as critical tools in supporting farming families and farm viability.

Attendees at the town hall meeting in Owatonna.



Current economic conditions
echo the 1980s farm crisis

“It’s just like my parents said: If farmers don’t have money, your town
doesn’t have money.”
- Otter Tail County

“We're really starting to see an economic slowdown that is scary on our
main streets. There just isn’t an expendable income anymore to spend at
restaurants, etc. Business owners are getting yelled at for raising prices,
but what option do they have?”

- Stevens County

“Crop farmers need a few more dollars added to the price, not cents.
The current state of farming is not profitable. Human decisions led us to
this point, and human decisions can change it.”

- Otter Tail County

“As farmers, we know once our costs go up, they rarely ever go down.
We're going to be dealing with that for a long time.”
- Renville County

"I was born in the early 80s, just old enough when the crisis happened
and remember seeing my dad and grandpa struggle to save the small
amount of land that we did. I'm raising four kids, my husband had a
bumper crop last year but there’s no where to sell it. It doesn’t mean
anything to have bins full of corn if there’s no one to buy it.”

- Otter Tail County

“Farmers who use Farm Business Management services tend to produce
stronger financial results. Supporting these programs long term is one of
the smartest investments we can make as an agricultural community.”

- Morrison County



Federal overreach harms immigrant communities
and rural businesses

Across Minnesota, farmers, processors, and rural businesses reported workforce
disruptions tied to increases in immigration enforcement. Rural people shared stories
and reports of workers staying home out of fear, leading to labor shortages felt across
supply chains and local economies. These disruptions are not limited to one sector. They
extend into food service, freight, construction, processing, manufacturing, and other
essential industries. This has compounded existing workforce gaps. Farmers raised
questions about who will fill roles in agriculture, where H-2A visa workers are an integral
part of many farming operations.

While immigration enforcement has long been present, many observers emphasized
that the scale and intensity during Operation Metro Surge and related operations
created a heightened sense of instability and fear in their communities. Business owners
and employees described the struggle of maintaining normal operations as staffing
levels fluctuated. In some cases, workplaces saw employees disappear almost overnight,
disrupting production.

The impact of immigration enforcement on labor in the growing season was another key
concern. MDA Deputy Commissioner Andrea Vaubel attended several town halls and
said the state is using initiatives like the Minnesota Truth Council to work toward
understanding these impacts. Vaubel also acknowledged the need for more data to
better understand the consequences of federal overreach on the agricultural sector.

MDA Commissioner Thom Petersen speaks at the town hall meeting in Sleepy Eye.



Federal overreach harms
immigrants, rural businesses

“Our farm is bleeding and leveraging equity like its nobody's business -
the spigot is wide open. That's not why I'm here today. A woman has
been abducted from Albert Lea by ICE. No one knows where she is. No
one knows what the last 5-6 days have been like for her and her family.
Where is she?”

- Freeborn County

“The immigrants are not the problem, our immigration system is.”
- Renville County

“There is something really wrong about this behavior being tolerated.
What about faith and respect for others? As a country, people, and
nation, we have to learn how to stand up again for other people. Not only
Minneapolis was hurt by ICE. Southwest Minnesota was hurt, Willmar
was hurt. When kids are afraid to go to school there's something terribly
wrong. We need to really think about that. Agriculture is stronger when
people can work together.”

- Redwood County

“Not only is ICE going to our factories, but they are also going to school.
My grandson called his mom scared. ICE is targeting middle and high
schools, too.”

- Mower County

“A major pork processing facility here shut down a shift because they
had 200 call outs. It will destroy our economy if this keeps going.”
- Mower County

“As we get into spring and summer, immigrants can go work somewhere
else - they don'’t need to come here. But we need them.”
- Steele County



Action needed to protect farmland and the future
of family farming

Farmers and rural community members are experiencing a range of pressures
reshaping the agricultural landscape. Participants expressed serious concerns about the
ongoing loss and consolidation of prime farmland through development projects.
Participants also expressed concerns about private equity's acquisition of farmland in
other states and its impacts on farmers and rural communities, emphasizing the
importance of keeping farmland in the hands of farm families.

There were many discussions about the state’s response to rising farmland prices and
barriers to land access. Minnesota's Beginning Farmer Tax Credit (BFTC) and Down
Payment Assistance Grant (DPAG) were emphasized as critical tools for supporting new
and transitioning farmers. Concerns about foreign land ownership were raised in the
context of already high land values. Minnesota’s corporate farm and foreign ownership
laws were seen as essential to safeguarding the vitality of family farming.

Many rural community members shared concerns about the continued decline of small
dairy farms in their regions alongside the growth of large-scale dairy operations. They
guestioned how the state is balancing these large-scale expansions with protections for
smaller operations and natural resources. Similar concerns emerged around the topics
of mining and data center construction. Attendees noted the significant demands these
operations place on land, water, and energy resources and the potential implications for
farmers, rural commmunities, and long-term resource availability.

m gdhl

Dan Zimmerli (left) and Hannah Sanders (right) speak about the challenges facing young farm families.




Action needed to protect
farmland, future of farming

“I'm concerned about the price of farmland. We're hearing about foreign
governments getting land and billionaires getting large tracks of land
across the country.”

- Chippewa County

“My concern is the artificial intelligence centers that are coming up and
the environmental impacts from needing massive amounts of electricity,
water, land... In a center proposed in our area, 399 billion gallons of water
would be used by 2030.”

- Kandiyohi County

“I've aged out of the BFTC but | have a lot of friends who have utilized it. |
was able to get the DPAG and that really helped me. There could be
some fixes to make them more suitable with timing and getting the
money faster but they are great resources for farmers.”

- Mower County

“Every time we think it's going to turn around, there is another report
about how the number of family farms is going down.”
- Otter Tail County

“The Boundary Waters is not just a watershed for Minnesota, it also
borders on Canada. There are going to be influences on Canada's
ecosystem from mining. Lawmakers need to consider the international
consequences.”

- Kandiyohi County
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Federal funding cuts impact counties, farmers and
food security

Across all town hall meetings, people expressed concern about how federal
funding cuts and policy changes are cascading down to the county level, with
direct consequences for farmers, small businesses and rural communities.
Consistent themes included the growing strain on counties, impending increases
in property taxes, reduction of program services, and increasing uncertainty
about the future of research that farmers rely on.

Many participants sought clarity on the status of federal funding for programs

including Farm-to-School and Farmer Bridge Assistance amid headlines about
funding freezes, cuts, and payment delays. This uncertainty created additional

financial stress for farm families already navigating volatile conditions.

Reduction of USDA Staff and Offices

Amid questions about the USDA's January 2026 announcement suspending
federal financial awards to Minnesota over alleged fraud concerns, MDA |leaders
clarified that audits have found no evidence of fraud within the department and
said the state will continue its work and submit invoices to USDA. Minnesota
Department of Agriculture leaders emphasized the importance of the USDA
honoring federal commitments, especially for avian influenza response and
depopulation support — an issue with significant implications for both food
security and public health that the state continues to treat with urgency.

At the local level, farmers described the tangible impacts of reduced staffing and
limited office hours at Farm Service Agency (FSA) and Natural Resources
Conservation Service (NRCS) offices. These reductions are making it more difficult
for producers to access technical assistance and program support. This raised
broader concerns about whether there will be adequate staff and administrative
capacity to implement another Farm Bill.

“DOGE [Department of Government Efficiency] cuts in staffing are the tip of the
iceberg. No one knows the numbers. It's not going to be easy to fix down the road
with the loss of institutional knowledge.” - Clay County
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Increasing Property Tax

County officials and rural residents are facing budget pressures as federal
financial support diminishes. With fewer resources, counties are increasingly
shifting costs onto local taxpayers, contributing to rising property taxes.
Participants voiced concerns about how county budget constraints will impact
schools and the maintenance of critical infrastructure like roads and bridges.

“Counties are bracing for 2027 budgeting. We've heard conversations about
counties talking about bankruptcy. We are at a breaking point, inconsistency in
policy makes it really challenging.” - Clay County

Food Security

As the federal Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) has changed,
food security was top-of-mind for many people. Under the new requirements,
counties bear a greater share of program costs, even in states like Minnesota that
have maintained relatively low error rates. This shift presents significant
challenges for counties and raises broader concerns about food access.
Participants shared how they are seeing increased food insecurity in their
communities, noting that food shelves and grocery stores also rely on SNAP
dollars.

Amid these challenges, there was strong support for continued investment in
state-led efforts to fill funding gaps. Participants highlighted the value of the
Local Food Purchase Assistance (LFPA) program, which has provided nutritious
food to local food shelves while creating reliable markets for livestock and
specialty crop producers. Many expressed a desire to see sustained or expanded
funding to help people access healthy food.

“SNAP is getting penalized in our state because we had less than 6% error rate.
That's a backwards policy. Rural grocery stores will close if they lose SNAP
customers because that's 30% of their business—and they’re already struggling.
This probably hits rural America the hardest.” - Clay County
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Research

Participants highlighted the increasing impact of severe weather and rising
insurance costs alongside concerns about declining investment in climate and
agricultural research. During the town hall in Willmar, Attorney General Ellison
echoed these concerns, noting proposed federal budget cuts to energy research
programs. He emphasized that scientific research is not only critical to farmers’
ability to adapt and remain resilient, but also a key driver of Minnesota’'s economy.

MDA Deputy Commissioner Vaubel acknowledged the erosion of federal research
funding and outlined the state’s efforts to fill these gaps at multiple town halls. At
the state level, programs like the Agricultural Research, Education, and Extension
Technology Transfer (AGREET) initiative support university-based research and
staffing in ways that are unique to Minnesota. Participants emphasized that
sustained investment in research is essential to advancing climate adaptation
and mitigation strategies, as well as exploring new crops and market
opportunities that will enable farmers to remain resilient and innovative in a
rapidly changing environment.

“I'm concerned about how farmers in Minnesota can remain competitive in the
future without good research from scientists that are helping push innovation.

I mean having unbiased research coming from folks that aren’t paid by corporate
entities—things farmers can trust.” - Big Stone County

Small Business Development

Rural community members voiced concern over what the proposed cuts to small
business development programs will mean for local businesses and rural
economies. Attendees also raised alarms about the proposed budget cuts to
Entrepreneurial Development Programs, including SCORE (mentoring program),
Small Business Development Centers (SBDCs), and Women's Business Centers
(WBCs). Many argued that these programs are smart investments because of the
long-term value they bring to rural communities.

“I hope on the federal level we can advocate for putting money into those
programs, those SBCs are so important for helping small businesses get started.”
- Benton County
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Diminishing access to healthcare strains farmers and
rural communities

Rural community members shared concerns regarding the continued loss of
healthcare facilities, which makes healthcare—an already overwhelming financial
burden for many—harder to access. In addition to the closure or downsizing of
rural medical centers, participants raised alarms about the decline of rural
ambulance and emergency services.

The threat of closing Hennepin County Medical Center (HCMC), Minnesota’s only
Level 1trauma center, was a particular point of concern. Rural residents pointed
out that Hennepin County Medical Center is just as much of a vital resource for
them as people living in the Twin Cities. Given the inherently high-risk nature of
farming, access to advanced trauma care is critical for agricultural communities
across the state.

Attendee speaks at the town hall meeting in Perham. (Photo by Barbie Porter / Perham Focus)
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Diminishing access to
healthcare strains farmers

“Access to rural healthcare should be a bipartisan issue. If a hospital has
a 5% drop in Medicare patients, that’s the difference between profit and
loss for that local hospital. We will suffer the consequences in 2027.”

- Pipestone County

“I had to give up insurance because there wasn’'t enough money left over
to cover it. Now, | work full time as a teacher while my husband works to
put food on other people's tables. | don’t know how to fix it.”

- Otter Tail County

“At some point in our life everyone needs healthcare. You can work your
whole life and have equity and then get sick and lose it all.”
- Renville County

“It's hard to know where to start. Recently, the clinic in Crookston had to
drop their in-home care services because they laid off a lot of people.
Everyone knows it's cheaper to keep people in their homes and good for
their psyche, too. The Big Beautiful Bill Act gutted that..These things are
being done to give tax cuts to the rich and it's brutal.”

- Red Lake County

“My son was in an accident and was flown from Grand Forks to HCMC.
Without the care he received there, he wouldn't be alive.”
- Kittson County

“When my husband passed, | was 40 years old and had a 6-year-old kid. |
was advised to get on MNsure for affordable healthcare, but when your
income fluctuates your coverage also fluctuates. Paying out of pocket for
my cancer treatment nearly bankrupted me. There are hidden cuts
happening for services being provided. The insurance companies are
dictating our healthcare and lives.”

- Pennington County
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Global uncertainty and consolidation underscore the
urgency for building fair, reliable markets

A consistent theme across town hall meetings was the growing threat of
consolidation across multiple sectors of the rural economy. Participants described
firsthand how market concentration is intensifying across grain, equipment,
fertilizer, dairy, and meat processing. This limits competition, reducing farmer
choice, and weakening the economic position of producers and rural
communities. Many emphasized that this concentration leaves farmers
increasingly vulnerable to global disruptions, supply chain instability, and disease
outbreaks, underscoring the need to strengthen domestic markets and regional
infrastructure.

That urgency was reflected in repeated discussions about expanding domestic
processing, renewable fuels, and value-added opportunities that can create more
stable markets closer to home. The need for year-round E15 and broader
renewable fuel expansion emerged consistently. Participants expressed
frustration that year-round E15 has become political despite being a practical,
ready-to-deploy solution that Minnesota is already well-positioned to support.
Farmers and others pointed to the economic benefits of E15, including rural job
creation, expanded market opportunities, lower fuel costs for consumers, and
reductions in greenhouse gas emissions.

There was broad consensus that Congress should enact a permanent legislative
solution to allow nationwide, year-round E15 sales, with many pointing to the
farm bill as a potential way to achieve that goal.

As export markets become increasingly constrained, farmers spoke about the
importance of finding new domestic demand opportunities beyond year-round
E15. Farmers discussed opportunities for diversified income streams through
renewable energy and emerging markets, including sustainable aviation fuel
(SAF) crops. Many highlighted the need to increase domestic biodiesel
production and position Minnesota to continue leadership in the growing SAF
sector. Minnesota's nation-leading SAF tax credit was widely viewed as a
significant competitive advantage. Leadership from MDA noted at town halls
that global demand for sustainable fuels will continue to grow, reinforcing the
need for proactive domestic investment.
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MDA Deputy Commissioner Vaubel spoke at
multiple town halls about Minnesota’s ongoing
efforts to build stronger domestic supply chains
and reduce dependence on fragile global systems.
She pointed to key initiatives underway to secure
permanent year-round E15 access, advance green
ammonia development, and implement a state

MDA Deputy Commissioner Andrea
) o ) Vaubel with MFU President Gary
biofertilizer pilot grant program. Wertish at the Barnesville town hall.

Attendees stressed the importance of investing in local manufacturing and
processing infrastructure that creates additional value-added opportunities for
agriculture. Participants pointed to expanding processing capacity for oats and
sunflowers, while also expressing the need for farmer-owned business models
that can offer more stable markets while providing opportunities for producers to
diversify their income streames.

Across discussions, farmers and rural community members repeatedly returned
to the question of what can be done to address consolidation trends and build
systems that better serve the broader agricultural commmunity. There was strong
support for passing comprehensive right to repair legislation, incorporating a
dedicated competition title in the next farm bill and strengthening price
discovery mechanisms to improve market transparency and ensure farmers
receive fair and equitable prices. These measures were widely seen as critical
steps toward addressing corporate power in agriculture.

Concerns about consolidation were especially acute in the meat processing and
dairy sectors. While participants acknowledged the investments by the state of
Minnesota and the Farmers Union to expand local and regional meat processing
capacity, many emphasized that these efforts must be paired with stronger
federal antitrust enforcement. Farmers spoke about the continued loss of dairy
farms in their counties and discussed the potential economic implications of the
proposed nearly 20,000-cow dairy operation in Stevens County.

Lastly, people discussed how they are seeing growing corporate influence in their
communities through development projects for clean energy and data centers.
While many recognized the economic opportunities these industries may bring,
they emphasized the need for state policies to prioritize local investment,
community benefits, and long-term resilience rather than creating new avenues
for outside corporate extraction.
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The urgency for building
fair, reliable markets

“There is consolidation across all of these industries - healthcare,
agriculture, and the billionaires are getting richer while we're getting
poorer. These issues shouldn’t be political football, it should be
something we can all rise against. People are pretending there's nothing
we can do about it and that can'’t be true.”

- Otter Tail County

“I'm concerned about the rising price of food and consumer price
gouging; it doesn’t leave the farmer with anything more. What is being
done to try to address manipulations of food prices in Minnesota?”

- Kandiyohi County

“How can we find other value-added industries that can help reinvest
dollars in rural communities?”
- Stevens County

“Predatory pricing affects everybody. How do we build coalitions to get
more purchasing power and control over supply chains? Corporate
consolidation is at the heart of all this.”

- St. Louis County

“How do we get back to when investments are from, and benefits go to,
local communities? | think the state could have some policies that
benefit local investment.”

- Otter Tail County

“Private equity’s acquisition of the railroad industry and their
implementation of precision rail management is giving farmers less
options and money.”

- Cottonwood County
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Conclusion

Farmers and rural residents who participated in MFU People's Town Halls voiced
concerns about global instability, diminishing access to healthcare, industry
consolidation, mounting economic pressures in agriculture, and the impacts of
immigration enforcement in rural communities. They described how federal policy
decisions are affecting their farms, businesses, and communities while seeking clarity on
how state leaders are navigating these changes and responding to emerging
challenges.

Across these conversations, rural community members consistently emphasized the
need for policies and systems that support family farmers, strengthen local economies,
expand access to healthcare, and create opportunities in rural Minnesota. MFU is
honored to elevate these voices and bring their perspectives to state and national policy
discussions.

For generations, MFU has championed the interests of family farmers and rural
communities. That commitment remains strong. Together with the National Farmers
Union, MFU will continue working to ensure elected officials understand how their
decisions directly impact the lives and livelihoods of farmers and rural communities.

Attendees at the town hall meeting in Fulda.
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Minnesota Farmers Union is a grassroots, member-driven
organization working for family farmers and rural
communities. MFU works toward fair farm and rural policy
that guarantees a safe and abundant food supply,
provides family farmers with fair prices for their labor,
and revitalizes rural Minnesota.

Learn more about MFU at www.mfu.org

CONTACT US
Gary Wertish, MFU President: gary@mfu.org

Anne Schwagerl, MFU Vice President: anne@mfu.org
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