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Data collection included observations and 
semi-structured interviews which were 
recorded, transcribed and analyzed using 
qualitative coding.

Participants discussed their opinions and 
motivations for conservation, connection 
to the watershed, sense 
of community, and awareness of the 
phosphorus pollution problem.

In total, 23 participants from across
the watershed were interviewed, 
nine of whom were farmers.

Conservation Practices 
in Common

The purpose of this research is to understand individual farmer 
perspectives and narratives about conservation efforts in the Red Cedar 
River Watershed of West Central Wisconsin by engaging in meaningful 
conversations through oral interviews to address existing conflicts in the 
effort to reduce use of excess phosphorus in farming practices. 

Pressures of Consolidation, Expansion
and a Changing Economy in Rural America

Use of Watershed,
Connection to Landscape

Cultivating Community
as a Tool for Conservation:

All farmers expressed some sort of connection to the 
landscape either through their generational familial 
connection or their fondness of the environment. The 
majority of farmers did not 
use the lakes, rivers and streams in the area 
for recreation, citing either no desire, limited 
free time, or the poor water quality. 
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Motivations for Conservation
“Everything I do is for a conservation reason but everything 

I do has a dollar amount attached.”
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Farmer Participant Spread within the 
Red Cedar River Watershed, West Central Wisconsin

“I feel as all my neighbors do…. We have a 
responsibility in that we control a significant amount of 
land, more so than the average citizen. Much more. So, 
we have an important responsibility in doing things 
right… because in a real true sense
of a way, I really don't own anything here.” “We forget that we have done a lot already. 

And that people really do care. I would just 
like to see us, for people who are doing a 
good job, reward that somehow. At least 
recognize it… I don't believe that it is always 
recognized.”

Recognize Farmers

Lake Associations 
And Lake Districts 

Part-Time Residents

“Can we all do a better job? Absolutely. But everyone 
still needs to live and make a living...”

“If you lake folks were smart, you'd reach out to those 
communities and instead of asking them to
do something for you, like no-till practices, you'd figure 
out how first to do something for them.”
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Create a Space for Farmer 
Leadership and Conversation

“My entire history is pretty much right here.”
“We're very attached to the river. That is our pride.”

By crediting both conventional and organic farmers 
for the conservation practices they have 
independently pursued, farmers feel encouraged 
and engaged with the issue, rather than feeling 
blamed or isolated. 

Prioritize Farmer-Led 
Conservation

“Farmers are kind of a goofy animal...They're not 
followers. They are their own innovators. They 
kind of have to get it straight in their own mind 
that it works, so that's why I kind 
of say that we're all a crazy critter. Cause we 
don't just change that easy.”

“[My neighbor and I], although we have very little in 
common, like very little, have been able to find 
common ground, literally, just by talking about 
vegetables. I think that is really interesting and allows 
for the spirit of cooperation.”

By creating a physical space where all farmers can 
interact and engage in open dialogue to share their 
experiences and advice, a sense of community and 
ownership can be established. 

“This is when we see each other. 
Either on the road or at church.” 

Aim of Research 

Types of farming operations included:
• Conventional and organic dairies
• Agritourism farms
• Large scale cash-crop operations
• Small-scale vegetable farms
• Alternative “niche- market” farms

Methodology

Our most sincere thanks to all of the farmers, lakefront residents, and 
community members who took the time to welcome us into their home 
environments to share their experiences with us. We couldn’t have done this 
work without their willingness and generosity. 

“What will agriculture look like in this economy twenty years from
now?... I can tell where dairy is going. There's going to be fewer of us
and we're going to be larger. And if you don't do that, you might find a
niche market or something where you can survive, but it's still a game
about efficiency... And sometimes it's just about playing dumb luck,
whether or not you made the right investment at the right time or not."
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