
Caring  for  natural  resources  is  in  
Travis  Luedke’s  blood.  He  learned  
the  importance  of  land  and  water  
stewardship  from  his  grandfather  and  
father  as  he  grew  up  on  the  family  
dairy-turned-crop  farm  just  outside  
Plymouth, Wisconsin.

“Soil  is  a  living,  breathing  entity,”  
Luedke  said.  “We  try  to  be  cautious  
about  how  we  work  with  it.”  Today,  
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Luedke  runs  the  650-acre  family  farm  
with  his  parents,  Warren  and  Linda,  
and his  girlfriend, Jen. They raise corn, 
beans and winter  wheat  and have been 
no-tilling  for  about  20  years.  Three  
years  ago,  they  began strip  tilling,  only  
plowing up narrow strips of their fields 
where seeds will be planted and leaving 
the areas between the rows undisturbed. 
They also plant cover crops now.

The  family  tries  to  do  most  of  the  
farm  work  themselves.  Luedke’s  other  
job  working  as  a  seed  and  fertilizer  
dealer  allows  him to  be  on the  farm at  
key  times  of  the  year  such  as  planting  
and  harvesting.  Family  members  work  
together  to  do  the  agronomist  and  
mechanical work.

Travis Luedke: Third-Generation Farmer, 
Conservationist
By Mary Hookham for TNC
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Networking and Growing through a 
Farmer-led Group

Luedke  is  a  founding  member  and  
current  treasurer  of  Sheboygan  River  
Progressive Farmers (SRPF). The group 
is  about  five  years  old  and  continues  

its  focus  on  
cover  crops  and  
minimal  tillage.  
Another  aspect  
of  the  group  is  
networking  with  

other farmers to share stories and trial-
and-error results, two priceless pieces of 
being  a  member  of  a  farmer-led  group  
for Luedke.

“Having  this  peer  group  to  bounce  
ideas off of allows you to feel confident 
in trying new practices on the farm,” he 
said. 

Learning what real-life practices other 
area farmers are trying continues to be 
eye-opening for Luedke. He appreciates 
the  chance  to  listen  to  others  and then 
assess what may or may not work on his 
own farm.

“This is not the same as reading about 
something  in  a  book,”  he  said.  “As  you  
listen  to  others,  your  mind  wanders  to  
the  possibility  of  trying  some  of  these  
new things yourself and getting similar 
results.” 

The  farmers  in  the  group  are  in  the  

Sheboygan  River  Basin  and  struggle  at  
times with a different climate compared 
to other parts of the state because of the 
proximity  to  Lake  Michigan,  Luedke  
said.  When  the  weather  stays  cooler  
in  the  spring,  it’s  tough  to  get  a  crop  
planted at the right time.

“Those of us closest to Lake Michigan 
deal  with  cold  springs,”  he  said.  “This  
can  be  difficult  to  work  with  when  
planting crops.” 

Building  Relationships,  Being  a  
Leader

Recently,  Luedke  served  as  the  
moderator  for  the  SRPF’s  annual  
meeting. He’s held the group’s treasurer 
post  for  one  year,  and  he  continues  to  
host group field days on his family farm. 
Stepping  up  to  the  plate  to  be  a  leader  
in the group and in his community are 
characteristics  Steve  Richter,  Director  
of  Agriculture  Strategies  at  The  Nature  
Conservancy in Wiscsonsin, admires in 
Luedke.

“I appreciate his willingness to play a 
leadership role and do it in a way that’s 
very  positive  and  engaging,”  Richter  
said.  “Travis  develops  real  friendships  
amongst the farmers, something I know 
really builds confidence and trust. Those 
farmers then have that connection, and 
it helps them try new things.”

Luedke understands how important it 

(continued from page 1)

is  to  put  new  practices  in  place  on  his  
farm, not only to learn more for himself 
and his family but also to then speak up 
during  group  meetings  and  share  that  
knowledge  with  his  neighbors.  Strip  
tilling is a great example of this. 

“This  is  a  process  of  tilling  and  
fertilizing only where the seed is put in,” 
he said. “It keeps the seed and fertilizer 
exactly  where  it  needs  to  be,  and  by  
doing  this,  we  can  grow  a  better  crop  
using less fertilizer.”

Luedke first started strip tilling after he 
hosted a field day showcasing a diverse 
cover  crop  mix  and  demonstrations  by  
multiple  strip  till  manufacturers.  Part  
of  the  field  day  also  involved  sharing  
information about cover crop root depth 
using a root pit.

After  that  field  day,  Luedke  was  
convinced  that  strip  tilling  was  a  
practice he should try on his own farm, 
so he purchased a strip till machine later 
that year.

“Travis  knows  and  talks  about  the  
value  of  edge-of-field  practices,  such  
as  grass  buffer  strips  planted  between  
crop  fields  and  streams,  which  trap  
sediment  and nutrients  and keep  them 
from  reaching  the  water,”  Richter  said.  
“He  knows  the  value  these  practices  
play  environmentally  as  well  as  the  
economics behind them.”

Join us in person to hear about SRPF’s accomplishments from the past year and plans for 2023.
When: 9:30 a.m.- 3 p.m. 
Where: The Manor at Pinehurst Farms, The Bull, Sheboygan Falls
Watch your email and check srpfarmers.com for full details. If you’re interested in running for the 
SRPF board please reach out to a board member - nominations are open! 

Annual Meeting
Mark your calendars for Thursday, Feb. 16, 2023
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which was awarded a $50 million climate-smart grant.  These 
dollars  are  to  be  used  in  developing  the  various  farmer-led  
watershed groups from Wisconsin and the Upper Midwest. It 
is our hope to partake in a study on how these practices impact 
our  profitability  as  farmers,  and  we  are  excited  to  share  the  
benefits of the innovative work of our members. 

We  look  forward  to  seeing  you  all  at  our  annual  meeting  
on  February  16  at  the  Manor  on  Pinehurst  Farms/The  Bull  
golf  course  in  Sheboygan  Falls.  We  are  putting  together  a  
great  lineup  of  speakers  and  farmers  for  all  to  enjoy.  If  you  
or someone you know would be interested in serving on the 
board, please contact me. 

As  you  spend  time  this  winter  making  plans  for  the  
upcoming  cropping  season  and  have  questions  about  trying  
no-till planting or experimenting with a cover crop, please do 
not hesitate to reach out to myself or any of the board members 
for advice or tips. It is our hope to see more green than brown 
as we drive around this winter! 

As always, keep an eye on our website for the latest updates.
Sincerely, Brody

I write this reflecting on the beautiful harvest 
season  we  enjoyed,  and  it  is  truly  a  time  for  
giving  thanks.  Despite  near  record  high  input  
prices, farmers were able to harvest a bountiful 
crop that should do well for the end of the year 
balance sheets.  As I look back on another year, I 
I am encouraged by increased member and non-

farmer involvement at our field days. The resolve of the group to 
continue to try new practices encourages our board but also tells 
a great story to our neighbors, communities and policy makers.  
Farmers are willing to open up their farms for others to see what 
practices worked and what didn’t work as well as we hoped. The 
key here is persistence! Regenerative agriculture is not a race but, 
rather, a journey.   

I would like to encourage our membership to continue talking 
with neighboring farms and invite them to join SRPF and attend 
field days. As we look forward to next year’s goals, we would love 
input from our membership for on-farm trials we are looking to 
participate in. As many of you may know, Farmers for Sustainable 
Food does  a  lot  of  the  administrative  work for  SRPF.  They are  
part  of  a  larger  organization,  Edge  Dairy  Farmer  Cooperative,  

President’s message

Greetings from your president
By Brody Stapel, SRPF president
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Driving around the state for this 
third year of collecting biomass 
samples, we saw less cover crops 
than in the past in the southern 
parts of the state, likely due to dry 
conditions and a longer harvest 
season. However, other areas east 
of Lake Winnebago had timely 
rains and cover crops looked good. 

Again, we deeply appreciate 
all the farmers who worked 
with us, as well as the financial 
and collaborative support from 
the Wisconsin chapter of The 
Nature Conservancy and the 
Wisconsin Natural Resources and 
Conservation Service. We also 
want to thank Jamie Patton and 

Partner update

Thanks to all our collaborating 
farmers who responded to an online 
survey about their cover cropping 
practices and allowed us to collect 
cover crop samples at the end of the 
growing season. We recently finished 
our biomass sampling from around the 
state and have closed our online survey. 

Our next steps include mailing out 
honorariums over the next few weeks 
to participants and beginning to crunch 
through our data. We’ll have a full 
research report by early spring. We’ll 
also share individual information about 
biomass yield, nutrient analysis and 
forage quality in the early spring. 

Biomass samples are in the dryer 
now, but forage quality analysis is 
taking a while at the lab.

Season 3: “Building knowledge about Wisconsin’s 
cover crops: a farmer research data collection project”

Around Wisconsin, 55 farmers participated 
from at least 33 counties. Seventeen participants 
were repeats from our previous seasons. 

By  Dan  Smith,  UW-Madison  NPM  Program,  Ricardo  Costa,  The  Nature  Conservancy,  and  Mrill  Ingram,  
Michael Fields Agricultural Institute

THANK YOU
FOR LETTING US
SUPPORT YOUR
PRACTICES OF
BEING GOOD

STEWARDS OF
THE LAND. 
Country Visions Cooperative 

(continued on page 5)
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under 10% to 100%. Thirteen respondents have between 25-50% of their farms in 
cover crops, while nine respondents have 100% acres in cover crops. 

Multiple farmers mentioned the challenges of planting cover crops after corn, 
especially when corn is harvested late in the season.

Stay tuned for details on cover crop species, timing, nutrient management and 
more. For more on us and our work, please visit our webpage (https://cias.wisc.edu/
our-work/farming-systems/cover-crops/ccrop/). 

If you’re interested in potentially joining us for the 2023 season, reach out to 
Ricardo. 

Edge Dairy Farmer Cooperative an-
nounced the hiring of Shawn Wesener 
as a data collection specialist to work 
on the cooperative’s sustainability pro-
grams.

Wesener has a professional back-
ground in agriculture 
and public planning. 
As a certified crop ad-
viser, he most recently 
served as a precision 
agriculture specialist 
for Country Visions 

Cooperative, based in Brillion, Wis.
At Edge, Wesener will support mem-

bers in their conservation efforts by 
working directly with farmers and crop 
advisers to capture the data needed to 
drive sustainability projects and sup-
port continuous improvement.

His work will align with Farmers for 
Sustainable Food, a nonprofit organiza-
tion of food system partners that Edge 
helped establish.

“Shawn brings a unique range of 
skills and experiences in customer data, 
agricultural software programs, compli-
ance review and farmer engagement,” 
Tim Trotter, CEO of Edge and Farmers 
for Sustainable Food, said.

“I am excited to be part of the 
sustainability initiatives Edge sup-
ports through Farmers for Sustainable 
Food,” Wesener said. “The members are 
clearly committed to field practices that 
protect soil and water quality while also 
remaining profitable. Data holds the 
key to connecting that work to custom-
ers who want to know that the food 
they buy is responsibly produced.”

The data collection specialist position 
is a new one for Edge, which supports a 
growing number of farmer-led water-
shed conservation groups that imple-
ment and promote practices to build 
soil health, protect water quality and 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

Introducing 
Shawn

Dan Marzu of the University of Wisconsin-Madison Nutrient and Pest Management 
Program for helping us collect samples. More results will be out soon, but in the 
meantime, here’s a quick peak at our results:

Farmers’ experience with cover crops was distributed, with 40% of respondents 

having 4-6 years of experience.
The number of acres under cover crops by each respondent ranged from under 

100 to over 2,500.
Regarding the percentage of each farm under cover crops, numbers ranged from 



W3653 Hoitink Rd
Cedar Grove, WI 53013
srpfarmers.com

 facebook.com/srpfarmers srpfarmers.com @srpfarmers
Social icon

Circle
Only use blue and/or white.

For more details check out our
Brand Guidelines.

THANK YOU SPONSORS!
Platinum

Silver

Sheboygan  River  Progressive  Farmers  is  offering  
$1000  scholarships  to  graduating  high  school  
seniors  and  current  college  students  who  will  be  
enrolled  in  a  two-year  tech  school  or  four-year  
college  during  the  2023-24  academic  year.  SRPF  
offers this scholarship to encourage young people to 
continue their education in agriculture.

Applicants  must  be  pursuing  an  agriculture  
or  environmental  science  related  degree.  The  
scholarship application deadline is April 1. 
Visit srpfarmers.com  for the application and more 
details. 

Please mail the completed application to: 
Sheboygan River Progressive Farmers 
W6431 State Road 67
Plymouth, WI 53073. 

Scholarships available now!


