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I n t e r v i e w e d by D i a n n a H u n t e r and Ken Meter
Minnesota Farm Advocate Oral H i s t o r y Project
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Interviewed on May 4, 1988
at the Dave Elliason farm
near I s l e , M i n n e s o t a

Dave Elliason:
Dianna Hunter:
Ken Meter:

DE
DH
KM

DH: Dave, tell us your name, and tell us a little bit about your family, and tell
us about your farm history,
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DE: Dave Elliason, and I live here in Isle. My wife's name is Janice. My oldest
daughter is Michelle, and she's ten years old, and Mindy is eight years old, and
Michael is four. As far as farming is concerned, we raise feeder pigs. We've
got sixty sows and we farrow about twice a year on those sows, and then we sell
the feeder pigs.
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DH: When did you start farming?

DE: 1979.

DH: Tell us a little bit about the business development and how things have
changed for you over the years.
DE: Well, when we first started we didn't know exactly what we wanted to do.
We had some beef cattle out here, and the beef cattle weren't really profitable,
so we thought, well, we'll raise some feeder pigs. With my wife's knowledge of
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raising pigs up in M c G r a t h w h e r e she lived we t h o u g h t we c o u l d k i n d of
interject some of the things that she learned from the "old school." [Laughs]
We learned quite a few things, about the old school didn't work, and we got into
a little disagreement on some things, but it turned out pretty good. We put a
different gutter system in. It works all right.
DH: What happened after you discovered the old school didn't work?

DE: Well, we changed it around, because we had some mastitis in some of the
sows, and we had a r e g u l a r flat floor, and we took the flat floor and made a
gutter and put extended metal over the top of the gutters, and then the liquid
manure could fall through and kept the little pigs a lot drier.
DH: You started here with an old house and an old barn, and everything's
changed. When did that all happen?
DE: Well, gradually from 1979. We built the house in '74. and then we started
to tear down the old buildings and replaced them with newer stuff. I p r i m a r i l y
built it myself. I hired a contractor to come in and kind of cut the rafters or
whatever. Pounded a lot of nails and hit my finger a few times. A lot of blood,
sweat and tears went into this farm.

M
in

ne
s

DH: You've got the first dollar the pigs ever made on the wall out in your pig
office. Tell us about how you felt about farm management, what that office
was to you then.
DE: That was a very important part of it because I could sit out there in the
office and do the bookwork, and while I was doing the bookwork 1 could hear
the pigs squealing. And if a sow was lying on a little pig I could jump up from
the balance sheet and go out there and save a sow or save a little pig. It was
enjoyable. But then as the price of pigs fluctuated, you know, from $18 at the
low point, from $64, its kind of a frustrating thing to be able to cash flow it out
when you know that you might have $30 pigs one week and $36 pigs the next

T"
week, and the price of corn might be $2 a bushel or buck-and-a-half a bushel.
It's just too many variables.
DH: So how do you feel about pig farming now?
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DE: Well, I'd like to do something different. But I don't know what yet. That's
why I like the A d v o c a t e P r o g r a m . Because it helps other farmers. Every
farmer faces certain situations, and as a farmer you can feel what that farmer
you're trying to help is actually experiencing.
DH: When did you start working in the Advocate Program?
DE: About eighteen months ago.
DH: How did you hear about it?

M
in

ne
s

DE: Well, I called a person from over the aid society. I thought I could have
got some help from them. And so I called them, and then they referred me to
an Advocate from over at Little Falls. I started t a l k i n g with M y r l , and I
remember the first time I went to the training station up at Brainerd, I didn't
know a n y t h i n g about d w e l l i n g r e t e n t i o n , or r e s t r u c t u r i n g debt, or F D I C
liquidating loans, and all that sort of thing. It was kind of c o m p l i c a t e d . I
remember Lou Anne meeting rne at the door when I first got there, and she
said: "You supposed to be here?" And I says, "Yep." So I came in and sat down
and Myrl Fairbrother introduced me to the group, and I felt really, really out
of place, 'cause I didn't know anybody. It was kind of a strange situation. But
I've learned a lot now, since then. And I'll never forget the first story that I
think Randi Roth ever told about the thirteen bred steers, when FDIC would
liquidate a loan. I thought that was really cute.
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DH: You want to tell that story so that somebody listening to this tape would
understand?

DE: Yeah, basically I guess what it amounted to was that when the guy in the
three-piece suit came out to the farm to liquidate a loan for FDIC, and on the
farmer's balance sheet had been listed thirteen bred steers as an asset. So
when the l i q u i d a t o r w a l k e d in and he asked the f a r m e r where the t h i r t e e n
bred steers were, the farmer just says, "Well, they're out there in the field."
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DH: Ken, were you going to say something?

KM: You said you felt uncomfortable at the first meeting. Did you think that
you just weren't going to learn the stuff that they knew, or you just didn't care
to learn the stuff that they knew, or what was that about?
DE: Well, it was very complicated because I'd never really had anything to do
with it. My loan had been with the local bank, and it didn't really have any
massive complications or anything. You know, it's a whole lot to learn in a
short period of time. I'll never forget when I went down to St. Paul and got the
manual, and the training sessions so to speak, and "you're an Advocate now.
Take over." I t h i n k it w o u l d be k i n d of i m p o r t a n t if w h e n we get new
Advocates we could devise some kind of beginning training program.
KM: What kind of training would you like to see?
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DE: Just a basic i n t r o d u c t i o n as to f i n a n c e , maybe, or s o m e t h i n g of that
nature. So when new advocates come on they all have an "Advocate 101" or
whatever training session.
KM: So it would be the details of how the different agencies work and how
financing can be arranged, and just some options?

DE: I'm not sure what we'd want to teach them, but just the basics, because its
very complicated. I t h i n k there's always that f e e l i n g of inadequacies too
because you feel as an Advocate you should know so much more than what you
actually do. But the neat part about it, I guess, is if you don't know something
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you can pick up the phone and call FLAG, or call another Advocate. There's all
kinds of answers out there.
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Just like yesterday, I was over at a client's place that I had been dealing with
for probably six, seven, e i g h t m o n t h s , and w h e n I f i r s t m a d e the i n i t i a l
interview I asked them what they thought about bankruptcy. And, of course,
they wanted n o t h i n g to do w i t h that. But now six months later they r e a l i z e
that bankruptcy is a solution to some of their problems later on down the road.
Not necessarily now, but at least they're aware of what they could get out of
bankruptcy.
KM: Had you heard about the Advocate Program before you joined?

DE: No. No. 'Cause I called county extension and I wanted somebody to come
up and talk to. You know, just to pull rny hair out.
KM: What did the extension say?

DE: "Well, we really don't know what we can do to help you."

KM: How did you f i n d the n a m e of t h i s aid a g e n c y t h a t you e v e n t u a l l y
contacted? Ken [unclear] you said?
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DE: We had some f r i e n d s that w e r e f a r m i n g , what, five m i l e s from here,
fifteen from here. And they got a hold of Ken to assist them. So when I talked
to Mary I just thought, "Well, let's call this guy and see what it's all about."
That's how I got started in the Advocate Program.

But I've sure learned a lot, and I've met a lot of people, and that's what's neat
about it. You meet people, and people find out that they're not alone. A lot of
places to get help.
KM: Starting not feeling like you knew very much about being an Advocate
or about what to do with financial stuff, tell us a couple of stories about how

you learned financial information. How did you pick this stuff up? Are there
memorable times when you made a mistake that you wish you hadn't made or
kind of memorable lessons somebody gave you about that?
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DE: Well, the one thing that I had kind of an edge over some other people is
the fact that I've got a diploma from St. Cloud Business College. So I could
u n d e r s t a n d some f i n a n c i a l b a l a n c e s h e e t s a n d e x p e n s e a n d r e v e n u e
summaries. And a lot of time 1 just take a look at the farmer's financial records
and I figure, "Well, its his. records, he has to justify what he puts down on that
paper." And then we'll take those records and we'll go over to extension and
we'll run the FINLRB, or the computer FINTRAN, whichever, and then we kind
of analyze it. Again, it's his. records. He has to support w h a t he puts in that
piece of paper. And I'll just take a look at it, and if I find something I don't
agree with, then I'll ask the farmer if he can actually live up with the level he
puts down on the paper. So I haven't really had too much financial difficulty.
You have to make it fly in any way we can.
KM: So most of what you learned, you learned at the training sessions.

DE: Right. I was totally green when I carne into being a farm Advocate.
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DH: Is it self-taught by each experience? Or how does it work for you? Maybe
talk about a couple of your cases, without using names, and how did the process
work?

M
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DE: Well, I can remember probably the first case I was ever on, and I had all
this tons and masses of information available to me, and I went to this guy's
house and rather than sit down with a pencil and a paper and try to analyze
what he was telling me, take notes, I had all this stuff with me so I could look it
up. And I more or less chased the client out, and there was that aggressiveness
between us here, where he didn't quite know how to respond to me and I didn't
know how to respond to him. And finally, after about four or five meetings, I
realized that this isn't w o r k i n g . So I left all the stuff in the car and I just
walked in there with my pencil and paper and I sat down and I listened. Then

ot
a
M Fa
in rm
ne A
so d
ta vo
H ca
is te
to O
ric ra
al l H
So is
ci tor
et y
y P
ro
je
ct

I went home and I looked up the stuff I needed to know and called him back
and let him know what we had found out. Because he was so scared to go with
me to an FmHA office because he didn't trust me. But then later on, t h r o u g h
the course of just leaving that stuff at home and sitting down and listening and
trying to analyze what he is saying, then it seems to work. The same way
when I deal with a FmHA client I go into the county supervisor on a one-toone basis, me and him, and we discuss the problem w i t h o u t m e n t i o n i n g names,
and find out what the county supervisor would do in that particular situation.
Then I can use his i l l u s t r a t i o n w i t h the f a r m e r and k i n d of tie those two
together. Because there are all kinds of FmHA regulations, but you still, I
believe, have to work with the county supervisor. He's the most important
link in that loan.
DH: So you mean you go in and talk to him about generalities, about what
would you do if someone was delinquent, or someone needed an operating loan,
and what would you look at as criteria, but you don't mention names?
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DE: Right. We kind of just get the county supervisor's feeling, what he wants
to know before he can give a loan out. I get to know the county supervisor's
personality so that I can use his personality to the advantage of the farmer. If
he doesn't like, this is just abstract, but if he doesn't like red hats, I don't wear
a red hat into the office. If he likes a green hat, we'll wear a green hat. But I
mean, I kind of make the supervisor feel that he is in charge of the situation.
So we use on his terms, and then if his terms don't work then we g r a d u a l l y
increase the pressure u n t i l maybe down the l i n e we can b r i n g in some big
guns for an appeal or whatever, but we keep it real soft to start with.
KM: Is the county supervisor here pretty co-operative?

DE: Well, I've got two counties. The one in Mille Lacs county is difficult to
work with. But the one in Kanabec county is a real nice guy. We've had some
good chats.

DH: How has that worked for you? Have you been able to get things for your
clients, do you think, by using that method?
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DE: Oh, yeah. Because he's well aware of what he can do, and if we start
forcing the issue then he'll go rebel against it. He knows he has to do certain
things, but he'll just drag his feet, and he'll make it last a long time. But this
way, he says, "Sure, we'll do what we can."
DH: Have you had good success in getting loans, or whatever you're looking
after, for getting interest rates down, or getting new money, have you had
success?
DE: I think so. In a few negotiation sessions we've been able to show to FmHA
that it is to their advantage to keep Farmer Fred farming rather than foreclose
on him or r a t h e r than cause him grief. And the same with Farm Credit
Services. We've been able to show Farm Credit that it is to Farm Credit's
advantage to keep the farmer on the farm, and that if they foreclose, they
have another farm that goes on their inventory and they have to try and do
something with it. So if we can w o r k t o g e t h e r on it, t h e n t h a t ' s to the
advantage of both parties.

ne
s

KM: Do you have a certain strategy that you use outside of getting to know the
personality of the supervisor? How do you present the i n f o r m a t i o n that the
farmer has about his financial plan. Do you have a certain way of doing that?
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DE: Not really. Just realistic. You go in and say: "I can do this. I'm not able to
do that." Just like that one yesterday, when the country supervisor had their, I
don't know what you call him--contracted--employee to run FINTRANS for
FmHA. You know, he ran a print-out and the farmer didn't have it with him
yesterday, but he's going to mail it to me. And I'll sit down and I'll take a look
at it, and if I t h i n k the p e r s o n a l i t y of the farmer is competent to follow
through with that plan then I can present it. But if the farmer thinks that he
can do it when he really can't, then I have to tell the farmer, "Hey, it's not
going to work." Just like that particular farmer wanted to file a Chapter 11
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bankruptcy, and in order to file 11 you got to be organized, you got to have a
plan, and you got to make it work. And they are in no way, shape or form
capable of filing a Chapter 11, because they don't have the whatever to file the
plan. Now 7 would work in their case, but 11, no way. But to try and convince
them of that, you know, six months ago they wouldn't believe what I was
talking about. But now after they went and talked to some legal people they
find out that, "Hey, a bankruptcy is a way out of this situation." It surprised me
yesterday because they brought it up. I didn't even have to talk about it. He
says, "Well, we should maybe file a Chapter 7 because we got our personal
exemptions, and we got all those debts written off, and we won't have to worry
about it." Okay.
DH: You say they talked to a lawyer in the meantime?
DE: Yeah.

DH: Was that a Farm Project lawyer?
DE: Well, St. Cloud Legal Services.

DH: Are you able to work with St. Cloud and send your farmers there?
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DE: Absolutely. I've sent quite a few. Again, there is some controversy as to
when you bring an attorney into this whole thing. And my own personal
feeling is that the sooner the farmer gets to talk to an attorney, and of course,
legal services is free, so it doesn't cost the farmer a n y t h i n g other than the
transportation and the time to go over there. And just to be able to sit down
and talk face to face with an attorney and be able to know that there is some
legal references out there that the farmer has. So I have good luck with legal
services.

I

DH: You were saying that when you got in touch with the Advocate Program
you had needed somebody to talk to, and Extension [Minnesota Extension
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Service] wasn't able to, and so on. What did the Advocate Program do for you
personally?
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DE: Well, it b u i l t my confidence, and it took my personal problems off of me
and I got out to see how the t h i n g s out there are a lot worse than what I had
here. And there's a lot more h u r t i n g people out there that need somebody to
talk to, and need somebody that's willing to listen to them. I think that's one of
the biggest things in the world. We as Advocates may not be able to solve
every crisis that exists, pertaining to farms, but we can just sit down and show
that farmer that somebody is there to care. I mean, if we have to sit there for
two hours and listen, I think that means a lot. Because every person has got a
lot on their mind, and if they get a chance to just express it, that makes a big
difference. And then d u r i n g the conversation, we as Advocates can pick up
little hints of where that farmer is really h e a d i n g , and then k n o w where to
direct that person in the system.
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But I know here a couple three months ago I was disappointed because the
things that we were doing d i d n ' t seem to be a c c o m p l i s h i n g a n y t h i n g . And
then here about two weeks ago, one of these farmers called up and said, "You
know, what you proposed three months ago, Farm Credit's willing to go along
with that now." And that's three months after we proposed it! We could have
saved Farm Credit three months' worth of wages or labor or whatever. But, I
don't know. So that would be a success story for the farmer.

M
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DH: Do you want to tell about a success story?
DE: Well, basically, we went down to a farmer who was milking 80 cows and he
had an unbelievable 22,000 pounds of herd p r o d u c t i o n , and he was still in a
problem with Farm Credit because he had too much debt, and Farm Credit knew
that he had the 22,000 p o u n d herd p r o d u c t i o n , and they knew that they had
him over the barrel. And when he would run his p r i n t - o u t s he w o u l d put in
the 22,000 pounds of herd production. And so it cash flowed with no problem.
And when they ran it, they put all the good t h i n g s in there. But if I had of
been there, which I found out later when they ran it, and if I had been there
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we would have p u n c h e d in at 18,000, which is more realistic, and then it
wouldn't have cash flowed, and then he probably could have got some debt
restructuring. But anyway, he had a 12.5% note with Farm Credit, he wanted 9,
he was current, and he just decided that he didn't want to pay 12.5% interest.
So he purposely went into default. He put the money in an escrow account and
held it there and says, "See, I can pay you, but I'm not going to until you write
the note down." And the real estate debt was $158,000, and we took the cost of
foreclosure and we calculated out that the land would only be worth $127,000
on the real estate, with other appraisals and different things. And so we
presented this to Farm Credit, we says, "We want you to write it down to
$127,000 at 9% interest." "No way, no way. It will cash flow at 158, and you've
got your 22,000 pound production, and you can cash flow at 158." So we hashed
this thing over, and the farmer in mediation was ready to just sign the thing
and say fine. Farm Credit had been willing to write it down to their, I don't
know if you call it a third tier or their first tier, but they were willing to write
it down to 9.5% interest. And I told the farmer, I says, "That's still not good
enough. You've got to hold out for more." "Well, I don't know. I don't know."
Well, then he finally talked to some legal people and realized, "Hey, a Chapter
12 will automatically do it." And he had the cash flow ability to make a 12
work, so then he just sat back and says, "Okay, Farm Credit, you write it down."
And Farm Credit did write it down to $129,000 with an FmHA guarantee on an
8.5% note. The bank is ready to write their chattel down to 7%. And when we
rain the FINLRB he punched in 100 cows, to make this thing work. Well now
he's going to put it back down to 80 cows, where it was, and $129,000 on the real
estate and a 7% note on the chattel. So it worked, because he was willing to do
it.
DH: He really stuck his neck out in a way that, in my experience, few people
do. Would you agree with that?

DE: Yeah, people are scared to do it. But he realized, and that's why I say,
you've got to find out what the farmer is actually capable to do. I mean
mentally. Can he handle filling a Chapter 12 bankruptcy? Is he able to be in a
position where he is willing to lose the farm to get it back? And he was in that
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position. And that makes me feel pretty good. That's one of those situations
where it did work.
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Then there's another story where a n o t h e r client, he had eighteen cows, he
has a $70,000 debt, and when it was all over he had $70,000 debt and seven cows
to pay it off with. And the bank kept telling him, "When you gonna pay it off?
When you gonna pay it off?" The bank wasn't willing to negotiate, they just
said, "Give us our money." So we went into legal services, and legal services is
willing to do the bankruptcy, free of charge. The farmer doesn't even have to
come up with the filing fee. So he's going to get the $70,000 debt, more or less,
well, the chattel will be sold and there's not enough money in the chattel to
pay off the chattel debt so he gets to keep a certain amount for his personal
exemptions on machinery, and then the real estate, he'll get a chance to buy
that back later, and he'll probably won't even buy it back. He'll let the whole
thing go back to the b a n k in the b a n k r u p t c y . So there's a n o t h e r c h a n c e
where the banker got put on hold, so to speak. The farmer will win.
You joke with him a little bit, then he's kind of light hearted. Then all of a
sudden you bomb him with your proposal for foreclosure. "I thought we were
talking about fishing?" "No, we're talking about your accepting this plan of
debt restructuring here." [Laughter] Use the personality to get what you
want.
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DH: Well, Dave, fishing plays an important part in your life, doesn't it?

M
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DE: Oh yeah, I enjoy fishing. So if any of you Advocates want to go fishing,
come on up, we'll go fishing.
DH: When pigs were $18 a head, did you do a little fishing?
DE: No. I did a little wishing, I guess, or s o m e t h i n g or other. I d o n ' t
remember. It was quite a while ago. Tried to get more pigs to pay off the bills,
I guess. Increase production, or borrow more money at the bank, whichever it
took.
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DH: Well, I was talking to Jan earlier, so it's why I ask. She said you use
fishing as a stress relief. Is that how you handle the stresses of the farm?
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DE: Yeah, but then you've got stresses from trying to catch fish. So which is
more stressful? Fishing or farming?
DH: Well, what's the answer?

DE: A little of both. You have to handle the stress is whatever way works. You
can't run away from it, so you have to approach it with solutions to that
problem. Some people, maybe, to not farm anymore would be a stress release,
and to others-- There's a certain amount of stress that's good, too. You just
can't forget it, because it keeps your mind working.
DH: What do you think your future on the farm is going to be?
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DE: Well, I'd like to do something else. I really would. I really enjoy working
with farmers. They're a different kind of a person, and it's always been that
the farmer is kind of afraid to go into a bank because a banker wears a suit and
a tie, or kind of a step above each other. As an Advocate I think I can kind of
be the go-between, because I could wear a suit and tie some day or I can go in
there with a pair of blue jeans. I think that's important. Kind of be the middle
of the road.

M
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DH: What do you think the strengths of the Farm Advocate Program are?
DE: Well, that they're a one-to-one contact. You mean in dealing with the
farmer? Why the program works?
DH: Yeah.
DE: Because first of all you're a farmer. You have the same feelings that the
farmers do, you meet them one-on-one at their farm, at their table, drink their
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coffee. They don't have to come in and go to your office. You meet them on
their turf. I think that's really an important part of it.
DH: And what else about it?

ot
a
M Fa
in rm
ne A
so d
ta vo
H ca
is te
to O
ric ra
al l H
So is
ci tor
et y
y P
ro
je
ct

DE: Well, the fact that we have, like I said earlier, we may not be able to solve
all the problems, but we have access to people who can. And if you can do it
where it doesn't cost the farmer a n y t h i n g using l e g a l services, that's great.
B u t t h e r e m a y b e a t i m e i n t h i s w h o l e p r o c e s s w h e r e t h e y n e e d some
professional help that's cost them some money, so you let them know its going
to cost them $75, $100 a hour for an attorney, but the attorney will do this, that
and the other thing. And its just to be able to have at our disposal all these
professional people that can help farmers. Whether it be t h r o u g h i n c r e a s i n g
their herd production, or getting a different cash flow analysis done. It's just
kind of neat to know we have access to all these professional people.
DH: Do you feel like it works well enough? You talked a little bit about how
you were kind of overwhelmed at the training. Does the access that you have
to professional people, does that work well enough to help you do what you
need to do for farmers?
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DE: I think so. A lot of times the farmer has to realize that he's the solution. I
mean, he has to make it work. Because an Advocate can't hold his hand and do
it for him. The farmer has to realize that if he needs to increase p r o d u c t i o n ,
then he needs to increase production, and here's the people that can help you
increase that production. If his cash flow is all messed up and he doesn't have
enough income to make expenses for the month or week, then he has to find
some k i n d of a l t e r n a t i v e source to i n c r e a s e t h a t p r o d u c t i o n to meet the
expenses. And maybe an accountant can assist him in keeping better records.
And the same with an a t t o r n e y . If he needs legal r i g h t s read to him, the
attorney can do that sort of thing. Or we as Advocates can help him in some of
those legal issues also.
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DH: Now you're getting mixed up with, or working with I should say, to put it
in a more positive light, the Pine City group that has you come down to Pine
City Vo-Tech once a week. Would you tell us a little bit about them and what
you do with them.
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DE: Well, what I t h i n k of that as, is a place where I can make telephone calls
from the Vo-Tech over there. I'm there from 9 u n t i l 12 on T u e s d a y . T h e n
there's a couple of gals who are there on Mondays from 9 to 12, and they can
find out in the c o m m u n i t y w h a t is a c t u a l l y h a p p e n i n g in the farm crisis, and
they can refer me to some people in the area. I've gotten a couple of clients
t h r o u g h them, and basically I guess it is to let people in the Pine City area
know that there is a place that they as farmers can come in to, to sit and talk
about their problems.
DH: Who organized it?

DE: Well, there's a gal by the name of Alberta S i g u r d s e n , who was a dairy
farmer, and still is. And she just had a deep compassion for farmers and rural
people in Pine City area. A lot like Lou Anne I believe, because right now
Alberta is not g e t t i n g any p a y m e n t for d o i n g w h a t she is d o i n g , and she's
applied for a grant, and wants to make this thing work, wants to do it properly,
so that she can help farmers and other rural people in the Pine City area.
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DH: And who else is involved?
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DE: Well, there's her husband, Leonard. And there's a Reverend Jeff Daniels,
who's a Methodist m i n i s t e r , that's on the board. E i l e e n W a n o u s is a d a i r y
farmer's wife, and her husband and she went through a Farm Credit
foreclosure back before any of the Advocate stuff even existed. There were
one of the first ones to lose their farm by way of foreclosure, and right now I
believe they own about three acres and they are r e n t i n g the other 13, and it
was a real complicated, h u r t f u l situation, because they didn't have the means
to fight Farm Credit like we do now with the legislation and the mediation laws
and so on. And so they're available to help also. And Eileen's husband works
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for Land o' Lakes, and I guess he's quite influential on decisions of the board of
Land o' Lakes. And then there's Edith Pigeon who's—I'm not exactly sure what
they're doing now—but they've got a farm there, and their son is involved in
the farming. And then Evangeline Auers also is involved in farming. They're
older people and more or less they still have a deep concern for farmers. And
then there's a couple of others, the County Extension Director, she comes down
periodically and she's involved in this advocacy group as well. And then the
Vo-Tech is willing to give us the room and the telephone and a few of these
things. So it works out pretty well. It's in the foundation stages yet, and needs
some more advertising, but it's working.
DH: Farmers come there for counseling and to meet with you? I guess what
I'm trying to figure out it just what does it do for farmers? What is available?
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DE: It's there, primarily. There haven't been that many people that have
come into it. And if it hadn't been for the Advocate, it probably wouldn't be in
existence, because a lot of the clients that would come there or call there are
clients that I've contacted before. So there's only been, maybe, one client that
came out of the Resource Center because of its existence. And even then I
don't know if it would have been there just on the basis of that one client. But
there are some things that could make it work more efficiently, like if it was
instead of being at the Vo-Tech if it was down town Pine City where it would be
less threatening to people, I think, because it's kind of difficult to get into Pine
Tech. You've got to drive around some buildings and they're kind of hard to
find. But if we were downtown, and just kind of a drop-in type thing I think
we would have more farmers visiting.
KM: You mentioned the need for farmers to have a place to come and talk
about their problems, and you also talked earlier about some of the fears that
farmers have about g o i n g t h r o u g h b a n k r u p t c y or c h a n g i n g the way they
operate. Can you say a little bit more about why those steps are hard for
farmers to take? Why is it hard for people to come in and sit down and talk
about what's wrong?
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DE: Well, I think one of the age old cliches is "1 made the debt, and I'm going
to pay for it." And they just don't realize that they can't pay for it, and this is a
way that t h e y — I ' m not saying they can escape it. They're still going to have
those hurt feelings that they couldn't pay for the debt—but I mean life is too
short to try to do s o m e t h i n g that you really can't do, and if you just
acknowledge the fact that we tried to negotiate with the lender, or whomever
the b a n k r u p t c y m i g h t have been f i l e d a g a i n s t . We t r i e d to n e g o t i a t e with
these creditors. They weren't willing to take what we could honestly afford to
pay them, they wanted it all, we have no choice. We have to go with a Chapter
7, or 11, whichever. But the point is that the farmer has got to r e a l i z e that he
tried to do what he could, and nobody w o u l d cooperate with him. Then a
bankruptcy is fine. But if they file a bankruptcy just as a tool of the trade, and
"Well, it's common practice," they say, in some case. Just to file it because its a
business tool. Nah, I don't agree with that. But if they do it after they tried to
negotiate, then I say, "Yeah, go ahead and do it." Because I had another client
that I visited yesterday, that I dealt with, oh, about a year ago or so. And they
were in a position where the first thing I said after talking to them for about a
hour, hour-and-a-half, I said, "There is no way you're going to make this t h i n g
work." I was thinking these thoughts to myself. "There's no way it will work.
You're going to have to file a Chapter 7 bankruptcy. But how do I tell this
farmer that bankruptcy is the best t h i n g for you? I mean there's no other
solution in this case." And I thought about telling them that, and I, "No, I can't
do that." So we went to a m e d i a t i o n , and the b a n k e r t o l d him to f i l e the
bankruptcy. And the mediator told them to file the bankruptcy. And then
they finally realized that it was their way out. And after t a l k i n g to them, a
year later, they're glad they did it. It was their solution. They still got to keep
the farm. He still got some machinery. He's still f a r m i n g and she still has her
off-farrn job. So, in that case, it was a good, good solution. It worked out well
for them.
KM: So you think it's mostly a matter of people realizing it's a good option, its
not any harder than that, do you think?
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DE: Yeah, it's available, you know? It's like 1 say, life is to short to be bogged
down with things 1 wish I had of done, I wish 1 had of done this or I should
have done that. You know, you got to come to a point where, "We tried to make
this work. It didn't work. Now, let's do something different with our lives."
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DH: Is that how you're feeling right now? .
DE: Yeah. I set some goals up, some time back, that I wanted to wean nine pigs
per sow, and I wanted two-and-a-half litters per sow, and I want them to weigh
so much at 6 and 7 weeks, and I hit those goals. I weaned sows. I had one sow
that weaned 31 pigs in one year. And it was kind of neat to have all those
records. But then with the frustrations of $18 pigs one year, $64 pigs two or
three years later, there is no balance. And my life is up and down enough the
way it is without trying to keep up with the pig market. So if I could find
something more stable, I think I would be a lot happier.
KM: If you felt like staying in hog producing, what kind of program would
you like to see that would balance the hog economy better?
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DE: That's kind of a loaded question, because there is no way that I can
regulate the hog industry. But if it was something like a $40 feeder pig, if you
knew that when you sold a feeder pig that you got $40, great. Then you could
find out if it cost you more than $40 to produce one, then you wouldn't be in
the pig business. Then, by the same token, I suppose that if a farmer knew
that he was going to get $10 a milk, and it cost him $17 to produce that milk,
then he wouldn't be there. But if he was going to get $17 milk and it cost him
$10, then he could stay there. So, I don't know, if you made a definite price and
said, "This is what it is going to be for the next ten years," if that's fair, or if
you'd come in and say something like, 'Your price is going to be 20% above
what it cost your producer." Like in a grocery store or in a hardware story.
They buy that item for 10 cents and sell it for 20 cents or they sell it for 15
cents. They sell it for more than what they paid for it. And if farmers could be
assured of something of that nature, that would be great. Where they'd get 1%
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above what it cost them, or 10% above what it cost them to produce. That would
be great.
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KM: Because there are so few farms in this area, are there special problems
that f a r m e r s run i n t o here, t h a t they d o n ' t run i n t o in the s o u t h w e s t or
southeast? Is there anything unusual about being an Advocate here?
DE: Well, there are times when 1 personally feel a little left out because I don't
get to handle some of these complicated things. But basically farming, 1 think,
is all pretty much the same. You've got the ASCS, the FmHA, and the Farm
Credits, and the bankers, and the FDIC's, and the productions. We don't have as
good a production here in Isle as what they do in Le Center or some place. But
we still, we still want to farm. Cows are still the same, whether they're in
southwestern Minnesota or northwestern Minnesota, they all need food and
this sort of thing. There's different problems, but basically farm problems are
all the same in the state.
DH: Doyou have any sense of the history of farming in this area? Why it is
that we don't have more farms up here, has it always been that way, do you
think, since pioneer days?
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DE: I think so. You see on Mille Lacs Lake that's the primary tourist industry,
or one of them, is recreation. Farmers would just be here, I suppose, because
they brought it in from the old country, or what have you. But primarily Mille
Lacs Lake is the source of income in this community. And then some logging,
but very little of that now. It's just primarily tourist trade. And there's a lot
less farmers now then there were three or four years ago. Farming has been a
hobby. That's why I think people do it up here, its just for a hobby.
DH: What does that mean? They're working out too?
DE: A lot of them are. A lot of them realize that the farm can't justify itself, so
we'll live in the country and we'll have a pig or a cow or what have you, or
this sort of thing. Or we'll have 40 sows, and long as the husband is d r i v i n g

I
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truck, we're all r i g h t . But if the pig b u s i n e s s had to support the w h o l e
operation, it couldn't do it. The whole family living off the pig business, it
could never work that way. 'Cause they have to have the off-farm income.
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'Cause that's another t h i n g that always kind of upsets me, is that whenever
your run a F I N L R B there is always off-farm income, and if you take the offfarm income out of those financial statements, and on the farm, I don't know
too many farms that don't support themselves strictly on farm income. I don't
think that's right. And if a person is going to want to farm, then farm full
time, and if it doesn't work full time, then maybe they should have off-farm
income and not farm income. I don't know. If you're going to farm, farm.
DH: But the USDA is kind of saying that if you're going to farm have an offfarm job and farm small.
DE: Yeah, I don't know. It's complicated, because everybody has the right to
have a farm, I suppose.
KM: I would think in an area like this, there would be a lot of people who
have one foot in the tourist trade and one foot in the farm economy. Is that
not true?
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DE: There's a few, but most of them have gone either-or. I mean they're full
time tourist industry or full time farmer. Or go to the Cities and work in the
Cities and live down there, and then come up to t h e i r h o m e t o w n for the
weekend, and then go back to the cities. I was just sitting here trying to think
of if I knew any resorts that had cows or anything like that, and I can't think
of any off h a n d . The resort industry is kind of h u r t i n g too. I've often
thought that maybe we should have resort Advocates, or main street Advocates,
or iron mine Advocates, or something of this nature. Because, you know, we're
kind of a special breed, and the Farm Advocate P r o g r a m has w o r k e d for
farmers, so let's get some: You're going to hang a shingle as a resort Advocate then? [Laughter]
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DE: I don't know. I've done some advocating for resorts, through County
Extension. They have a fellow by the name of John Eichs who is involved in,
what's his? Tourist development or something? They'll run FINLRB's for
resorts, through County E x t e n s i o n . And I sent my f r i e n d s to this one
particular party. They'd already had somebody else to do it, so it worked all
right.
KM: If you had a little house book on the lake with a computer in it, you could
run you financial programs on the computer while you're fishing.
DE: Well, we were just t a l k i n g about having a meeting of the minds on my
friend's launch. It's 52 feet long and he could have 38 people on there, so we
think that we could have Massey on one side [Laughter] and Buegler on the
other side, and Vance over here, and somebody else from Farm Credit, and
maybe the banker over here, and we could all negotiate on the boat while
we're catching fish.
KM: I love it. [More laughter] Sounds good.
DE: Well, you line it up, Ken. I've got the--
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KM: I'll take the pictures. [Laughter]

M
in

DE: Sure. And then we could have Willy in the middle, and Willy could be
fishing and playing the guitar at the same time.
KM: Aside from not having enough training, what do you think are some of
the weaknesses of the Advocate Program, as it is now?
DE: I'd like to see us have some real negotiation skills. Where we could walk
into Farm Credit and negotiate and know exactly where we're coming from.
Because a lot of negotiators for the labor unions or whatever know how to talk,
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they know how to present proposals, and they know how to convince other
people they're really serious. I think we need some negotiation skills.
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B u t t h e n t h e r e ' s a l w a y s t h a t , "Are w e n e g o t i a t i n g f o r u s ? O r a r e w e
negotiating for the farmer?" So we may have all kinds of negotiating skills,
but if we negotiate other than what the farmer wants, we're kind of in trouble.
So we have to h a v e t h a t c a m a r a d e r i e between the farmer, so that we know
exactly what he wants us to present.
DH: Have you been up against Farm Credit in mediations?
[End of side one]
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DE: Yes. Because I remember one of the first mediations I ever had was the
Farm Credit Service Office guy from St. Cloud, and 1 wanted to just hit him with
both barrels, and to just pour it right to him. And I started to do that, and then
I realized that if I did that I'd turn him off and maybe we'd lose the deal
because of my obnoxiousness. So I kind of sat back and let him talk around the
farmer. But then I went back to the farmer and I says, "You know you can get
more than that if you'd be willing to give up something." But so many farmers
are just scared to death to negotiate with Farm Credit Services. They're just
afraid that Farm's going to push them all over. And that is why I was so tickled
pink and that when came up here a couple of months ago, where w h a t we
proposed is what they gave him three months later. Because they knew they
were going to lose the farmer if they didn't. And there are not too many
farmers out there that have got a 22,000 pound herd average. So he had the
potential to do a lot of things. And this was one time that Farm Credit had to eat
some crow. I love it. I mean, it just makes me feel good. And these particular
people had sorne--how do I put this?--they had some "legal personages" in the
family that they could've brought in if they had really wanted to. So it was
kind of neat in that respect too.
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KM: Can you think of something either the Advocate Program could do or
someone else could do to reduce the fear that farmers have about confronting
a lender, or negotiating a little bit more strongly,
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DE: I think we as farmers—and that's where it is so important to take that time
to go to their table and negotiate with them and find out exactly what the
farmer wants. You know, he may want this today, a day from now he might
want this, or two days from now, and we as Advocates get to know that guy
personally. To know where he's corning from, what he really wants, and what
he's capable of getting. And what he's willing to give up to get it, too. And that
takes some getting to know that person, that personality, to build a trust
relationship, a friendship relationship.
DH: Before we get off the subject of weaknesses of the Advocate Program, can
you think of any others? Any other problems you have with the Program?
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DE: Not right offhand. I think it's a good program. I like to accentuate the
positive, and delete the negative. But like the negotiation skills, I think we
really need to expound on that. So that we know exactly where we are corning
from. We as Advocates don't have to fear that we're going to get pushed around
either. I think a lot of role-playing, like when we're at St. John's that time, I
was fearful of role-playing because I felt I'd get embarrassed. But I think that
is one real good way to learn how to negotiate, to be the FmHA person. You
know, "I'm FmHA and procedure says I got to do this and I got to do that." And
then we can feel what the FmHA loan office would feel, or we could come in as
the attorney. "Well, cite 37-97 says that you have to do this." And so I think as
role playing, I think that is one really super-good way to learn how to do
things.
KM: Do you think that you've changed a lot?
•DE: I know I've changed a lot from what I was. I was the, quote-unquote, quiet
little farm boy that would hide in the corner. And now I can go out there and
[makes cluck] get a little over aggressive sometimes.
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KM: Why did you change?
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DE: To get away from the farm, and to get out and amongst the people And I'm
kind of people-oriented, and my wife's been that too. I made the comment that
when I quit farming I should get a job where I talk for a living because I'm a
good gabber, or B.S.-er or whatever the word would be. [Laughter] I like to talk
for a living.
KM: You chose the word. [More laughter]
DE: Okay. You can always edit it.

DH: You kind of gave us why you changed, to get away from the farm. But
what was it that changed y o u ? What kind of forces were operating that
changed you?
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DE: I don't really k n o w how to a n s w e r t h a t q u e s t i o n . I j u s t enjoy b e i n g
around people. I enjoyed l i s t e n i n g to other people. And there's a sense of
power, I think, to realize that if the farmer is getting pushed around we can
bring in some legal people who have some power too. And it just chuckled me
when FLAG took FmHA to court in North Dakota. And, correct me if I'm wrong
here, but weren't there 250,000 FmHA borrowers t h a t were affected by the
Coleman-Lyng decision? Something like that. And it just made me feel real
good, because here's this small group of nine attorneys that took FrnHA to court
, two participating quite heavily in that thing, and they shut FmHA down. And
it just makes me think, "Hey! We can fight City Hall!" And I just, I'm tickled
about that. And there's the sense of power, that I'm part of that, and that gives
me a sense of accomplishment too.
One of the things that I wanted to nail down with that question was if it
was the Advocate Program that changed you, or things that happened because
you got involved in the Program, or if you meant that you were just generally
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changing from farming to some other life style, because that change is going
on for you, too.
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DE: Yeah, it's a combination of both. It's getting out and seeing what the rest
of the world looks like. That I like. And it made me realize there's a lot out
there, if I can use that terminology, out there away from the farm.
KM: Does the experience of w i n n i n g negotiations with lenders, does that
make you feel more powerful too? And does the experience of watching, say,
Lou Anne finesse some negotiation, does that also contribute?
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DE: Yeah. See, nobody's a winner and everybody's a loser, I think, because
Farm Credit's going to get the farm back, the farmer's going to lose the farm.
Well, let's cut some deals here to where both people are satisfied. Let's not go
in with this attitude of, "Well, you're a bunch of rotten liars," or "You're a
bunch of cheaters." I mean, let's look at it and be caring people. "You want a
farm? Fine. We'll help you stay on the farm. You make your payments, we'll
continue to farm. If you can't pay $1500 a month, we're not going to get $1500
from Joe Blow, so we'll give it you for $1200. You want to farm? Farm. Do the
best job you can. We'll help you." And the same way with Farm Credit and the
member borrower: "We're there when you need us." Well, we need you now.
You're not there. [Laughter] I mean, I just chuckle about that, because, "Hey,
you say you're going to help us! Now help us out!"
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KM: Does that work especially with Farm Credit System officials, to say that?
DE: I don't know. I think there's a lot of greed out there. I think people
figure, "Well, if I can get this money..." I heard a comment one time, "The best
businessman is somebody that'll take the ground out from under you and you
won't even know he took it." And I wonder if Farm Credit isn't doing that
!>$'
f
sometimes, or if some lenders are trying to get all they can. I don't know. I
^
.
\k the whole American society is getting to greed. You know, there's no--I
*
shouldn't say no—there's very little compassion anymore for the next door
neighbors. "Well, I'll buy that land so that you can't buy it," or whatever. I
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don't know how to explain it. Just, go back to the old days, when neighbors
would help neighbors, friends would help friends. I still see some of that, but
not as much as used to be.
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KM: Do you think it would be better for this community to have more farmers
than it does now?
DE: I don't know. 1 think the southern part of Minnesota is more profitable to
farming, and this area is more profitable to recreation. So let's put the
farming in the farming-profitable area, and let's put the recreation where the
recreational area is, and kind of streamline Minnesota. [Laughter] Let's put
loggers in Jogging areas, and make things more efficient. Have northern
Minnesota all pasture land, and southern Minnesota all crop land. Have all the
cows up in northern Minnesota and ship the corn up there. I don't know. I'm
just shooting from the hip here.
KM: Are you a member of any farming organizations?
DE: No.

KM: Never interested?
DE: No?
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KM: What do you think about that? Why have you stayed out?

DE: Again, if people get organized, you know, majority speaks, or you get more
people involved it is going to leave an impression on the legislatures and this
sort of thing. One person alone isn't going to be able to say too much. But if
you get a hundred or a thousand or a hundred thousand people involved, their
voice is going to speak louder than just one person. So they're good, in that
respect.
: So why is it that you don't become one of those thousand voices?
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DE: I don't know. I like to fish and I like to take some time off. And I don't
really want to make that much of a commitment, I guess. I make little
commitments, but long lasting commitments. I just haven't really thought
about joining a farm organization.
KM: Do you think that this stuff that the, say the Groundswell rallies or the
COACT organizing or what the Farmer's Union has done, has that made it easier
to win victories as an Advocate?
DE: I don't know. Groundswell kind of comes across as carrying M-16 rifles
and violent organization and I don't know how I'd respond to that. I think
passive resistance is what's necessary, not active. Where you go through the
proper channels. You know, go to your legislatures and say, "I want fair
prices," or this sort of thing. "And if we don't get fair prices then we won't
produce any more. We've got to have a fair price for our product". Because we
know as farmers, we're more efficient than what the government would be.
You know, just look at the chaos the government's in, all the paperwork, and
all these other things. The farmer is more efficient because it's his own
business, and i n d i v i d u a l business is more efficient than massive, large
businesses.
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DH: If that's true why do we have the economies of scale, you know, talk? And
why is farming getting bigger and bigger and bigger?
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DE: I suppose because bigger is better. But I don't know. You still got to have
a persona] feeling involved. When you get a big company you lose personal
feelings. Like you were talking about earlier, 3000 cows. One person just
cleans udders and doesn't even get to know the cows. There's a point, I think
it's called efficiency learning curve, where you get to a point where five
employees is the m a x i m u m a m o u n t that you want in that company, and
anything more than five is decreasing the efficiency of the company, and
anything less than five is decreasing. So there comes a point where you have
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small farms that are individually owned and you have that pride factor on that
farm. You get too big and you lose that pride.
DH: Dave, has the Farm Advocate program affected your family life at all?
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DE: I think so. You could probably ask Janice on that question. Where is she?
[Laughter] Yeah, I don't have as much time with them as could be. And I kind
of wish that Janice could go with me to some training sessions. She's been able
to go to one. But it'd be nice if she could go to most of them. Because she
answers the telephone when I'm not here. But it affects them.
Michael, my son, always thought it was cute when I went to Marshall. He says:
"He went to Marshall to meet Willrnar." [Laughter] Sometimes when he's
playing he picks up the phone, and he says: "Well, I'm talking to Marshall on
the phone."
KM: Does the interruption of the phone calls, does that drive people crazy in
the house at all?
DE: Not really. A lot of times I call a lot of people. They call here at
convenient times. I h a v e n ' t had any 3 o'clock in the m o r n i n g calls or
midnight calls. People respect that.
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DH: Have you been busy to the extent that some of the southern Minnesota
Advocates are, where you've got over your limit of time, and you've got people
asking a lot more of you then what you feel like you can give?
DE: No. It's relatively quiet up here. Sometimes I have trouble getting 20
hours. I can get to 20 hours without much problem, but there's trouble
sometimes. And a lot of times I feel that I wish I had more business, because we
have a service to offer, and, hey! Let's do it! Listen to what's available and
make use of it, because we can help a lot of people.
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KM: As the farm crisis has developed the last few years, there's been the
different dairy programs, and the different price fluctuations with grains and
livestock. Do you notice how the farm economy is changing by who shows up
for help as an Advocate? Like do you get hog farmers in for a couple of
months, and then get dairy farmers for a couple of months, and then get
livestock farmers?
DE: Most of mine has been dairy farmers. There haven't been too many hog
farmers involved, or beef farmers, or grain farmers. It's just primarily dairy.
An Extension agent made the comment, some time back, that the reason the
farm crisis didn't hit our area so much is because we had dairy cattle and dairy
cattle had a relatively stable price, until recently. And the price is starting to
fluctuate now, and that's affecting more people, because of that fluctuation.
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So most of it is with dairy producers. But I had another success story that I
thought was kind of neat, that deal with the Farm Credit guy. He had a loan
with Farm Credit, and he was kind of in the same situation as that other one
with the 12% interest. And Extension had published a tour by mail paper, and
they had listed different resources available to the farmers. And I was over at
Pine County working with the Extension agent on this one case, and this guy
pops in out of a clear blue sky. So he sits down and we're communicating back
and forth about the first case, and then the second guy says, "You mean that
my name is going to be all over the drugstore too?" And I stopped everything,
and I said: "I have to apologize, because we are working on this case so intently
that we just let some names slip and so on and so forth. But definitely your
name will not be known public. Well, he says, "What can you do for me in
relationship to Farm Credit Services?" And I says, "Well, this is what your
options are." And I went over and I looked at some financial stuff with him,
and talked a little bit, and I says, "Well, let's make an appointment, me and you.
We'll go down to Farm Credit and we'll negotiate some kind of a loan, some kind
of a restructure or something on this loan that you have." He said: "Okay, I'll
call you when I make the appointment with Farm Credit." Well, I never heard
from him. Never heard from him. Went over there about two months later.
Here he'd gone out and made the appointment with Farm Credit on his own.
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He'd got a guarantee from FmHA on his own. He did the whole thing all bv
himself. And I asked him, "Aren't you glad you went up to Extension and g-ot
some assistance?" "I didn't get any assistance from them people? I did it all bv
myself!" So it's kind of cute that he realized, "Hey! It's possible to do it by
yourself.":
KM: What's your favorite dirty lender story? What's the worse thing you've
seen one of those guys do?
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DE: I don't know, [pause] Not do what they're supposed to do.. Not follow some
regulations. Most of the lenders in our area that I work with have been pretty
good. And they're respective of the Advocate Program. I mean, they realize
that they don't want to stir up any problems. That's why I feel kind of guilty,
because sometimes when I hear some of the other Advocates talking about how
dirty and bad the FmHA people in whatever county might be, I don't face that.
I have one lender, in Milaca, that's not too nice a guy, and I just tell him what
I'm feeling, and if the farmer qualifies, he qualifies. Just like I had one party
over there, they were trying to get a deferral, and I knew in my heart that
they did not qualify for a deferral. I mean, I knew they weren't entitled to it.
And they would run FINLRB after FINLRB after FINLRB to prove the point that
they q u a l i f i e d for a d e f e r r a l . And they were purposely defrauding the
government, and I couldn't support them on that. So I went down and I just
listened, and I says, "Well, maybe this would work, maybe that would work."
And it was in rny younger days as an Advocate and I didn't want to stir the
waters up, either. But when that situation comes up again I'll say, "A deferral
is not going to work in your case. Don't even ask for it." So I've learned to be a
lot more outspoken that way: "Hey, it's not going to work." If something isn't
going to work for a farmer then I'm not going to support it. But if it'll work
for him then I'll give it my whole heart.
DH: Did you mean that when the farmer didn't qualify for a deferral that they
didn't need any loan servicing or that they just couldn't make the payments at
the end of the five year period?
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DE: No, they wanted the deferral and they didn't qualify for it. They were
qualified for some reamortization. And this is what FmHA finally did. They
just lowered the interest rate, and I don't remember if they brought some debt
down or what. But they made it fly without using the deferral. And the farmer
was not aware of the fact that the deferral would cost him five years of interest
put on the thing five years later, so that interest that was deferred would be
charged back to them. And they weren't aware of that until we pointed it out,
and then they finally realized, "Hey, this isn't what we really want. We don't
really want that." Now maybe a two year deferral would have worked in their
case. But it's another one of those cases where I just inherited it. 1 met them at
the FrnHA office and sat there and listened, and never did go to their farm.
Because they never really, I don't know if they didn't want me at the farm or
what. But I never did sit down at their table and talk about it. And those are
the kind of cases that I don't really appreciate. When you inherit them from
somebody else. When you don't have that time to sit down and actually talk to
them three or four times before you actually go into an office with them.
KM: This is going to be sort of a strange question, but-DE: Political minded?
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KM: It may sound critical, but I'm just trying to ask a hard question here. But
given that the lenders are pretty good folks in general in this area, and people
like this man you spoke about said, "Well, I can just apply myself and get
through these programs, don't need Extension's help." I can imagine someone
saying, "Well, then what's really the need for the Advocate Program? Why
don't we just sort of let those farmers deal with this themselves. Why do we
need to have you in the way?" So, if you could just talk about what the need is.
DE: Not every farmer is as organized as this particular fellow was. And not
every farmer is in as good a financial position as he was. He had $20,000 of
off-farm income that he could negotiate with. So he was in a position where
he was better off. If he quit farming, fine. It wouldn't have been that big of a
deal. I mean, he could have lived without farming. But there's a lot of farmers
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out there that don't have the savvy that this particular fellow had. And we can
kind of instill that in them. We can speak for them. We can help them to get to
the point where they can feel comfortable to negotiate with guys in suits and
ties. And that's where the Advocate Program is really a necessity. It really,
really helps you apply.
Or by the same token, maybe we can't solve the problem, but we can be there
as a witness, or we can be there just to listen, or we can be there to bear some
of his burdens.
KM: Has t h e r e been m u c h resistance to the Advocate Program in the
community here?
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DE: I haven't had any resistance. In another county, which I work, there was
a case where a farm group, and I don't really know what word to say or
anything else, but there was a farm group that helped farmers that did not go
to the farmer's place and sit down and a c t u a l l y h e a r what the farmer's
situation was, but showed up at a mediation session and says, "This is what I
think you ought to do." Without gaining the confidence of the farmer. And
then that kind of came back, "Well, if that's what an Advocate does, we don't
want Advocates in the community." Well, patched it up and says, "Well, the
reason they were there was because it was too far for them to drive and it
should have been turned over to me in the first place." And so we kind of
ironed it out. But they were pretty irate about that.
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DH: That was a Minnesota Farm Advocate that went to the meeting? Or some
other group? I wasn't clear on that.
DE: It was an advocacy group.
DH: But not the official Minnesota Farm Advocate Program?
DE: This farm was going to get foreclosed on, on a contract for deed. In the
meantime, during mediation, we take the farmer up to FmHA. And we find out
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there's a FmHA farm that was voluntarily conveyed back. So these people have
a chance to buy this FmHA farm. Well, January rolls around and FmHA says,
"There's a moratorium that we can't sell any farms until we find out how Farm
Credit's market is going to be depressed if we sell farms less than what they're
selling it for. So the farm sits up here with nobody on it. In the meantime,
this other farm gets foreclosed on by Farm Credit, and the people just give it
back, and the year of redemption expires, and this farm is sitting there empty.
So the original farm here gets foreclosed on by the contract holder, and the
contract holder takes the farm back. These people get kicked off of this farm,
they can't buy this one because the new regs from FmHA are coming out and
they don't know what they can do with it, so these people move over to this
Farm Credit farm and are now running the Farm Credit farm. And this one
sitting up there is just going to deteriorate because FmHA isn't going to sell it,
aren't going to do anything with it. And this contract for deed holder realizes
that he should have sold that farm at the fair market value instead of the
thousand dollars that he had it appraised at when its only worth five hundred,
and now these people are going to corne back and sue this contract holder for
unjust enrichment, because they put a silo up there and couldn't take that silo
with them. So here's down on the farm in Pine County. And these people are
sitting pretty happy right now because they don't have to buy the farm,
they're renting it, and it's going to cash flow neatly on a rental basis rather
than making the payments and insurance and sort of thing. So that's another
one that we, quote-unquote, won.

M
in

ne
s

DH: Then the contract holder is the one who's hurting after that's completed.
DE: Sure.

DH: What do you think about that? When you get into a situation where it's a
farmer who farmed, and sold the farm on a contract, and then you end up
being an Advocate for the new farmer, but it's really farmer against farmer?
DE: Yeah, see, that's the problem. Because if this contract holder would have
realized that he can't sell that farm for $1000 an acre when it's only worth
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$500, if the original farmer was willing to negotiate it because Farm Credit says
that this farm is worth $118,000 and the contract holder wanted $225,000. So if
the contract holder would have said, "I'll take $125,000 and you can stay here,"
everybody would have been fine. Because the original owner would have had
to come up some, and the contract holder would have had to come down some,
and the two of them could have got together and negotiated, and everything
could have been fine. But nobody's willing to give and take completely.
Everybody wants to take, instead of give and take.
You know we pointed all these things out to this contract holder. We says,
"You're not going to be able to sell the farm for what you're asking. You're
going to get it back, and you're going to have an income tax liability. And
you're probabJy going to get some unjust enrichment because we're going to
take some of those assets with us, and some of those are going to stay here, and
we have a right to them." "Oh, no. Oh, no. It's my farm and I'm going to sell
it." You know, when you're dealing with contract for deeds it's so bitter
because there's personal feelings. If you deal with Farm Credit it's job against
job, so to speak.
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Then I had another contract mediation where these people were fighting over
half a cord of wood. You know? $40. If I had had $40 in my pocket I'd have
said, "Here's your $40. Now forget it." But they figured, "That's my wood. And
you took it. And I'm entitled to that." That's the day I got told to leave the
mediation by the mediator. [Laughter]

M
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DH: Tell us about that.
DE: "You're too loud." "I'll keep it quiet." "You don't belong here. Just leave."
[More laughter] Jeez. We were all irate that day.

KM: Can a mediator do that?
DE: I don't know if they can or not., but I walked out for about five minutes
and then came back.
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KM: Have the lenders or the mediators changed because of the Advocate
Program being there? Are they like more flexible or more willing to work
with Advocates than they used to be?
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DE: The ones that I worked with, I really think so. At the first mediation
session I had this one Farm Credit loan officer there, and he was just all Farm
Credit, and everything had to be Farm Credit's way, and the farmer did not
want to fight it. The farmer was willing to—get this—the farmer was willing to
pay $108,000 to let Farm Credit foreclose on their property. Yeah. See, because
they had assets in the bank, and because the farm was worth so much, and
because their loan value was so much, they had to pay Farm Credit to take the
farm back. And I argued with them. I said, "I'm not that sharp an Advocate,
but call this attorney. Call this attorney. Call some people! Let's go visit them!"
KM: It's worth it. [Laughs]
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DE: I know. And they said, "Well our attorney down so-and-so says that we've
got to do this and do that." And I felt so inadequate, I mean, I just felt like
"Help!" And I called some of the other Advocates, and there's not much you can
do. I mean if they're not going to file a bankruptcy, and that was when the 12
first came out. And I suggested them talking to some quote-unquote '12'
attorneys. But they didn't--"No, we made the debt. We'll have to live with it."
And, oh, I tell you, I just-- But anyway, that was the Farm Credit guy, and he
had us over a barrel, so to speak. I had a mediation with him over this first
case where we won, where the debt was written down, it was the same loan
officer. And he realized that, "Hey, some things have changed here now.
Farmers have got some rights." So we've definitely made an impression in this
community, in this area, on Farm Credit Services.
KM: [To Dianna] Do we want to get Resource Center questions?
DH: We could. Do you mean ask him about the other Resource Centers or--?
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KM: The controversy.
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DE: We're t a k i n g it very slow over at Pine City. Because that's all I've heard
on this Resource Center thing. And the less the resource we can get involved,
we don't even want to call it a Resource Center. It's East Central Area AgInformation Center. Info.rmation Center, see? Because with all the p u b l i c i t y
of bad resource thing, we kind of stay away from it.
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