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 Welcome to our Spring 2020 edition of “The Dirt”. We 

had a very mild winter; less than half of the normal snowfall and 

the temperatures weren’t too cold. We would have liked some 

colder temperatures, so that the ground would have frozen 

deeper, killing more pests and providing better soil tilth. As I 

write this, it is the middle of April and it is going down to 27 

degrees tonight. We have our manure injected in the ground, 

much of our soybean herbicides are applied and much of our 

fieldwork is completed. We are very anxious to plant but we 

need warmer temperatures. 

Coronavirus…. I am not sure what to say that hasn’t been said. We have put MANY measures into place here at the farm 
to protect our staff, their families, and everyone around us. Social distancing, masks, rubber gloves, and disinfectants are all a part 
of our operation now. As you can imagine, as a farm, we simply cannot afford to have anyone quarantined for 14 days, not to 
mention ill. We have a job to do and many people count on us to get that job done. Planting is said to be the most crucial pass we 
make across the field all year. 

It was another busy winter for me. It started by traveling to Manhattan, Kansas for Gracie’s graduation ceremony from 
Kansas State University. I am so proud of her graduating in 2 ½ years with the highest honors in the College of Agriculture with a 
degree in Ag Economics. It was the greatest pleasure a father could have watching Gracie deliver the student commencement 
address to the College of Ag. 

After almost getting snowed-in in Manhattan, I traveled to Murfreesboro, Tennessee to Hutchison Farms for a 
Management Development Peer Group meeting. Every time I go to these, I feel I have learned more than ever. The Hutchison’s 
were superb hosts and they have a very nice operation. Thank you, Hutchison Farms! 

In January, Julie and I attended the Family Farms Group Winter Conference. It proved to be another very worthwhile week 
of learning. We came back with more knowledge and things we could implement right here on our farm. Danner Family Grain was 
nominated for another operation award by our peers. We are certainly honored by the nomination.  

In March, Brian and I attended our Management Development Peer Group in Brighton, Iowa at D&D Horras Farms. We 
shared many great ideas and spent a lot of time on our financial performance. We also shared thoughts on how to weather these 
high input prices against low commodity prices. Dan, Dave & Cherie Horras and their family did a tremendous job hosting us for 
this event and they have a very nice, well-run operation. Thank you, Horras!  

Brian Nollman and Ken Hassler have been busy all winter rebuilding, maintaining, and preparing equipment for spring. Ben 
Harner has done an excellent job taking care of pigs along with aiding Brian and Ken. Julie Liercke has done a great job in 
accounting, compliance, HR, and communication in the office. Julie also does a wonderful job of putting this newsletter together! 
We also want to acknowledge Nick Dewell and Kayla Maurer for their great help here. I want to thank all the people for their hard 
work and dedication. We are lucky to have such a wonderful crew! 

In these very different and troubling times, please be safe and reach out to us if we can help in any way. Things will get 
better and with that Danner Family Grain wishes everyone the best for 2020! We would like to thank all our partners and landlords 
for entrusting us to care for your land.  

 
Take Care, 
Billie 
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Professors Unplugged by Mike Wilson | Mar 03, 2020 
An article from Farm Futures magazine 

Two of ag’s rock star educators reflect: “We are teaching things today 
that will go on for generations.” 
 
It was a cold Iowa day as we began winding down the latest Farm Futures 
Business summit. You could feel a buzz in the air – people were pumped 
up, ready to get back to the farm and put some of the things they had 
learned in to play. 

Meanwhile two drivers behind that energy sat down to reflect on nearly 100 years of teaching, not just at their respective 
Universities but with farm audiences worldwide. Just college professors, right? Nope. Not when the names are Kansas State ag 
economist Barry Flinchbaugh and Virginia Tech ag economist Dave Kohl. 

No. We’re talking about rock stars - giants in the ag industry. Names known not just here, but around the world. Names 
known by both presidents and royalty, but mainly, grateful farmers everywhere. From ag policy to global trends and finance, 
Flinchbaugh and Kohl have influenced thousands of people and decisions made in agriculture. 

At the summit their impact was clear, as farmers shook their hands and thanked them or asked to pose for photos. Many 
had been students and had used what they learned back on the farm.  

Getting a chance to listen in as they reflected on their careers was a treat no journalist could resist. Here’s a few excerpts 
from our interview: 

 What’s it like to see your former students at these meetings? 
Kohl: “It’s a high. And sometimes it’s not the A student, it’s the B or C or even the D student who approaches you. I never wanted 
to know a person’s grades coming into class. I wanted them to prove it to me. I wanted to see if we could turn a D student into an 
A student. 
Flinchbaugh: It’s so satisfying. Part of Manhattan, KS (home of Kansas State) is called Aggieville, where the bars are. I had a student 
named Mike who majored in Aggieville. Today he’s probably the most influential lobbyist in ag policy. As I used to tell his mother, 
“Be patient, he will grow up. He has a good mind and will focus on economics.” I’m very proud of Mike because I helped him get 
where he is, even though many times I wanted to kick his ass. 
Why is education so important in agriculture? 
Flinchbaugh: I’m a product of a one-room school. My old maid aunt was my teacher for eight years. Every part of my education - 
from that school to Ph.D. -- I had a teacher who personally took an interest in me. If that hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t be sitting 
here. And I’m attempting to do the same thing ever since I started teaching at K-State. 
Kohl: You can’t put a dollar sign on that. It’s worth millions. I had a C student who sold his company for $98 million. You want to 
carry that mentorship on. It’s like throwing a pebble in a pond; that ripple goes on for eternity. We are teaching things today that 
will go on for generations, long after we are both gone. 
Flinchbaugh: The reason my classes are always full is, the word is out the old man cares what happens to me personally. You can’t 
fake that; it’s either genuine or not, and students can smell it. If they have a problem, you gotta help them. Some professors are 
rigid and have a lot of rules. But if you roll with the punches and a student has a problem, you help them. 
One thing that’s occurring today, is that it’s reciprocated. Today’s students care. We care about each other and work together, and 
that’s what’s missing in Washington – they don’t work together and don’t care for each other. 
FF: What do you learn from the farmers you meet? 
Flinchbaugh: I’ve clearly learned there’s a lot of farmers who really have their heads screwed on and know what they’re doing. The 
old image of the dumb farmer is pretty well gone. If they survived the ‘80s and now the teens, why, they got their act together and 
know what they’re doing. 
Kohl: When young farmers come up and show me their cost of production or income statements, that keeps me motivated. It 
shows they’re actually listening. Sometimes they will challenge you and get you mad, but they get you to think critically about 
what you said. 
Flinchbaugh: The best compliment I ever had was from a farmer in Colby, KS -- at the end of a meeting he shook his finger and 
said, “I don’t agree with a thing you said!” I said, “Great minds differ.” A few minutes later he said, “Next time you come to town 
I’ll be here.” He didn’t agree with me, but he had an open mind. 
What would you do to try to fix Washington? 
Flinchbaugh: I would pay their way home just six times a year, not every weekend; I want them to stay in Washington, get to know 
each other, play together so they’ll work together. One of (former republican U.S. Senator) Bob Dole’s best friends was (the late 
Democratic U.S. Senator) Ted Kennedy. Barry Goldwater was friends with President Jack Kennedy; Tip O’Neill was friendly with 
President Reagan. That is rare today. The human element is removed, and when you remove that, in classrooms or Congress, your 
ability to rise to the occasion, compromise, and collaborate, is gone. 

https://www.farmprogress.com/author/Mike-Wilson
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What are your thoughts on young people? How have college ag students changed? 
 
Kohl: Some will have problems. But there is a good group who really get it – they’re engaged, they’re inquisitive, and they have a 
good work ethic. They do what they say they’re going to do and follow through. They just make your day. 
Flinchbaugh: They give a damn about each other. What’s happened in the last five years, A and B students are a bigger bunch, and 
there’s fewer C and D students. No, I’m not getting soft in my old age, they’re just more engaged, attentive, and work at it. Plus, 
they’re moderates politically – not extremists. That’s really important because right now we’re controlled by extremists on either 
end. These folks don’t think, they just drink the Kool-Aid. 
Kohl: They’ve got to know how to think critically. The good students will look at both sides, and then they know how to articulate 
and communicate. 
Flinchbaugh: Ten years ago, I would encourage students to get together in groups of four or six to study and quiz each other the 
night before an exam. They wouldn’t do it because they thought it brought them more competition; now, they do it and learn from 
each other. So they all rise instead of just a few. I think that speaks well to this generation. 
If you work with young people as we do, you can’t help but be encouraged. I go home at night wound up. 
What will be the keys to future farming success? 
Flinchbaugh: Management is still going to be the bottom line, there’s no substitute. In the ag policy world, we’ve got programs 
decoupled from production and that made us more competitive; In the U.S. we got rid of the ‘price floor’ until now. These MFP 
payments are changing that. We’re getting too close to government again. 
Kohl: Farming won’t be one-size-fits-all. There will be a group focused on commodities - big, low cost; another group focused on 
niche; that too will be exciting. It will be very globalized in a sense, but the U.S. won’t be the 800-pound gorilla that we have been 
in the past. 
One of the big challenges will be disconnected consumers – they’re often not from rural areas. We’ve got to reconnect. We can do 
it, because 20% of the FFA chapters are in urban areas. These urban students want to understand agriculture, so I’m optimistic.  
You’ve taught thousands and spoken to, well, millions. What’s the best advice you’ve offered but was not taken? 
Flinchbaugh: I’ve preached for 30 years that commodity groups must work more closely together, but they won’t listen. Wheat 
people like to complain cotton gets all the money; or southerners look after themselves and the Midwest gets screwed, or whatev-
er. We tried to form a wheat council that had everyone from the seed geneticists to end users like Walmart, and we finally had to 
give up after 10 years. People didn’t want to communicate among different commodities. 
My grandmother said you don’t wash your dirty linen in public; commodity groups tend to wash their dirty linen in public and won-
der why they get a bad rap instead of working together and compromising behind the scenes. Then they chew out the politicians 
because they don’t want to compromise. 
Kohl: All the financial basics that sound easy -- people listen and nod their head, but then sometimes they don’t do it. Or the older 
generation thinks we don’t need to do it, or, grandpa says, ‘we never did it that way before.’ 
The other advice I offer but often gets ignored is, people know they should do a transition plan, but they won’t. Then there’s the 
senior operator who says, “I’ve got the equity so I’m calling the shots,” and the kids just roll their eyes. 
Flinchbaugh: One farm family I know has three boys and a girl, all very capable in their 30s. The old man is in his 70s and won’t give 
up control, so the kids left. I’ve tried to reason with him, nothing works. Then he complains when his kids won’t come home and I 
say, “slavery ended with the civil war.” 
If you want people to behave reasonably you have to give them a piece of the action and let them make some mistakes.  
You’ve both done so much – what is the highlight of your career? 
Kohl: It’s been a high for me to see former students go on and contribute to society. One of the highlights was being elected facili-
tator for the Farm Financial Standards Task Force. We had all those egos in the room, and I had to get them to come together over 
two years to create the financial standards that we still use today. But I didn’t do it by myself, I had plenty of help along the way. 
Flinchbaugh: I’ve gotten what I call old fart awards - you get so old they put plaques on the wall. But the highlight of my career was 
the passage of the ‘96 Farm Bill, which I worked so hard on with then-congressman Pat Roberts. 
When I first went to Kansas, property taxes were a big issue, so I was hired to do policy meetings on property tax. Everybody said I 
wouldn’t survive, and the professors extended their sympathies. I not only survived, I consulted with the legislators, the governor, 
and the reforms got put in play. I joked I could live on that reputation for a decade. 
The reason I survived and became a respected voice is, I didn’t tell them what to do; I discussed the alternatives with them, the 
consequences, and they decided what to do. 
What will be your legacy? 
Flinchbaugh: In the end, my legacy really is my former students and the young farmers that I helped. All I want on my headstone is, 
“He cared.” 
Kohl: Professor Flinchbaugh, what would you put on my headstone? 
Flinchbaugh: “He made a difference.” ▪ 
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It is undeniable to say the ---coronavirus has altered our daily lives over the past 6 weeks. From the way we do business 
and our jobs, to schools, activities, and errands, our routines have evolved. Business conditions and the economy have 
been impacted by these changes in our routines, and agriculture has not been immune to those impacts. Although we 
hear about many of these things probably too often on the news, the impacts to agriculture have sometimes missed 
the headlines. The following are a couple of key developments that we as a farm have been experiencing and adjusting 
to alongside producers across the nation and world.  

 

The Ethanol Market: I know we have all been thrilled to see the lowest gas prices at the pump in nearly 20 years. Oil 
futures even dipped into negative territory this month. Because ethanol is usually used as a cheaper substitute and 
blending complement for gasoline, the ethanol market has diminished. The Renewable Fuels Association estimates that 
U.S. ethanol sales for 2020 could drop by more than $10 billion. Around 50% of Iowa’s corn production goes to ethanol 
production. With more than two-thirds of ethanol plants sitting idle or significantly reducing volume due to reduced 
demand this has also impact corn prices. Corn prices are now trading close to just $3.00 per bushel. 

 

Meat Packers: Many of us have noticed an increase in meat prices at the grocery store over the past few weeks. The 
meatpacking industry has been severely affected by COVID-19 if not from shutting down to prevent the spread of the 
disease then from slowing production from many employees staying home sick. As packing plants across the country 
have closed their doors or reduced productivity and shifts, the capacity to process meat has diminished. Not only has 
this carried over into prices at the grocery store but poses a real threat to farmers with livestock waiting for a spot at 
the plant. Many farmers are having to keep livestock for a longer amount of time, incurring additional expenses to 
continue feeding and caring for the livestock. At some point, euthanasia becomes a possibility as livestock populations 
outgrow their facilities.  

 

As a farm, we have continued to adjust to these ever-changing conditions, and we hope that you and your families are 
staying safe and healthy. 

 

 - Billie & Gracie 

 Impacts of COVID-19 on Agriculture 



1719 155th Street 

West Liberty, IA 52776 

Looking for Land to Lease 

We are looking to rent farm ground for 2020 and 

beyond. If you are aware of property owners who might 

want to lease their land to us, please pass our 

information along.       

Thank You! 

Phone: (319) 430 - 9525 

Email: billie@dannerfarmsinc.com  

or jliercke@dannerfarmsinc.com 
 

Follow Danner Farms on Facebook 
 Visit our website: dannerfarmsinc.com 

 
If you know of anyone who may want to receive our 

newsletter, please let us know. 

 Billie Danner 


