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Community Foods Assessment—5 Years Later
We just have to toot our horn! The 5-year update to our
Community Foods Assessment is completed and we have
much to celebrate. VSN has made integral partnerships
with a number of local and regional allies in the food
systems arena. It is those key partnerships that have
facilitated amazing results in addressing our desire to
strengthen the economic viability of sustainable agriculture
that plays such a vital role in protecting our land, water,
and community. At the same time, we engaged a broad
network of folks to help with the community and farm
connection.
Our brag sheet is impressive. VSN’s Food and Farming
Initiative (FFI) designed, executed and managed a number
of projects over the past five years. Accomplishments in our
report include projects such as:
• Facilitation in the design and launch of Fifth Season
Cooperative.

Coalition member of Vernon County Farm to School
initiative.
• Hosting and sponsoring producer “Buy Local” workshops
• Key role in Local Food Access and Healthy Eating
Education
• Design and launch of the Kickapoo Harvest: Gleaning for
Healthy Communities program.
Much of the work described in the 5-year update report
continues and will be on-going into the future, carried
forward by our partners and allies with networking and
resource support from FFI. VSN’s growing stewardship
program will likely become an umbrella to all of our
initiatives, of which Food and Farming will always be an
integral component. By building resiliency in a sustainable
food system, we protect the land and waters that feed it.
The resiliency of the Kickapoo Valley and her people is our
•

(Continued on page #2)

Letter from the Chair
state and national level to support
No one who knows me well would call me a “winter”
person, but I have to say that hiking through the silence of sustainable farming as well as better
stewardship of our lands and waters right
a winter woods or frozen river brings great peace and
here in the Kickapoo.
clarity. Nature is stark in mostly black and white and
usually silent except for the cracking of ice
You see, Harriet is one of my
heroes. Every time, as a citizen, I feel too
on the River or the knocking echo of a
tired to attend an important Town zoning
woodpecker deep in the woods. It is a
meeting or County Board meeting after a
wonderful time of year to explore the
long day at work, I think about Harriet
Kickapoo Valley—I’ve been hiking the more
known wonders of the Kickapoo Reserve
serving on the Crawford County Land
Conservation Committee despite her crazy,
and Wildcat Mountain as well as the lesser
known, but vast bottomland wetlands of the
overwhelming schedule. This is what has
lower Kickapoo where it flows into the
made the difference in my Town, my
Wisconsin River. What an amazing river—
community and my Valley---people quietly
choosing to participate rather than just talk
with little vegetative cover in winter you
about conservation, water quality,
can see the incredible curves as it winds
across the landscape. Please—go out and
sustainable land use as volunteers, donors,
enjoy this wonderland. Introduce your
and citizens.
children to a different Kickapoo than the
Thank you to all of our recent donors this
one we see on a hot summer day in a canoe.
past fall—from long-time supporters to new
It’s why we live here, after all.
members who may have just learned about
Ice caves: winter wonders of the
As I drive across the miles of Crawford
the
Valley Stewardship Network. You, too,
Kickapoo
County, I also enjoy celebrating the people
can support our critical work here protecting
the lands and waters of the Kickapoo River Valley. Donate
of this land who exemplify the volunteer network that
started our organization and continue to sustain it. One of online at kickapoovsn.org or see the enclosed donor form on
page 7. Let’s celebrate our work together.
these is Harriet Behar. You’ll read about Harriet and her
husband, Aaron Brin, who have a lovely sustainable farm in
Sleepy Hollow a few ridges and valleys over from my house,
Cynthia Olmstead
and be amazed at all they have been involved in on a local,
Chair, VSN Board of Directors

PAGE 2

VOLUME XIII, ISSUE I

KICKAPOO VISIONS

Water Quality Program Highlights
By Katya Leonard

of launching a pilot project to 2nd and
VSN’s Water Quality program is an
5th grade students at the Wauzeka Eleextensive, grassroots watershed initia- mentary School and Boscobel Elementive aimed at protecting and improving tary school. This project focuses on
the health of the Kickapoo Watershed interacting with our natural surroundregion. While a major focus of the Wa- ings as students will literally “get their
ter Quality program encompasses wa- feet wet” in the name of science. Workter monitoring by citizens and staff, a
ing streamside, students will learn to
strong emphasis is also placed on
identify macroinvertebrates, otherwise
working with our communities to
known as aquatic bugs and critters,
broaden awareness of the importance
which spend most or all of their life
of clean water both locally and globally. cycle in the water. Macroinvertebrates
On the heels of the Kickapoo River
are important environmental indicaWatershed Assessment, VSN has retors of stream health as they are relacently launched an interactive web
tively immobile and cannot escape both
tool, via Google Earth, utilizing water
short- and long-term pollution inciquality data collected by VSN’s staff
dences. This factor alone highlights
and volunteers from 2000-2010. This
the interconnectivity of species to
latest feature to VSN’s website not
healthy habits and ecosystems. While
only showcases the water data in a
learning in an outdoor educational setuser-friendly manner, but also allows
ting, it is with every intention that this
users the opportunity to search historic project gives youth additional ways of
and ongoing water sampling sites.
understanding the vital importance of
With this new tool, one can review the clean water---a finite resource. Furhealth of the creek or stream in their
thermore, data collected by students
own backyard with a simple click of a
will be used in future VSN research to
button. We are extremely excited to
determine the health of water bodies
leverage this with the purpose of
within the Kickapoo watershed.
reaching out and inviting community
To search historic and ongoing water
members to become more aware and
sampling sites in the Kickapoo Waterinvolved in the conversation of the wa- shed, visit VSN’s website at
ter and how water impacts every ashttp://www.kickapoovsn.org/resources/
pect of our health.
watershed-library/virtual-globeVSN is also in the beginning stages
reporting.

Top: The VSN’s new interactive web tool
showcases water quality data for the region.
Above: Local grade school students learn
about water quality monitoring.

Community Foods Assessment-5 Years Later
(Continued from page 1)

most humbling and exciting
work.
For all you local food
geeks, who need to see the
details of the report, you can
read the document in its
entirety on our website at
www.kickapoovsn.org/news.

Left: Fifth Season Co-op makes its
debut at a major foodservice trade
show in La Crosse.
Above: Students compete in the
2012 Harvest Challenge to raise
funds for their local farm-to-school
program.
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Local Stewardship Hero: Harriet Behar
Interview by Tom Lukens

Harriet Behar, and husband Aaron Brin, first arrived in
the Driftless area in 1981. Today, they are beekeepers, are
planting beneficial insect and pollinator habitat every year,
are restoring a native prairie, and are improving the
stream riparian and forested areas of their land. During
these many years they have been involved in a wide range
of conservation, stewardship and organic farming efforts.
Their main employment for most of their working careers
has been with organic agriculture in a variety of roles.
From being an early farmer member and employee of
CROPP/Organic Valley in 1989 right up through the current and urgent frac sand issues, Harriet Behar has shown
herself to be an untiring and exemplary steward of the
lands and water here in the Kickapoo watershed. On the
subject of organic agriculture, her wide ranging experience
as an organic inspector, organic farmer, organic processor
organic educator and organic policy advocate, has made her
a go-to person for many who want to learn more about
organic production and its benefits to the land.
Harriet has logged countless hours in service to the
protection of our natural resources, as a member of the
Crawford County Land Conservation Committee,
through her interactions
with the State and Federal Natural Resources
Conservation Service
(NRCS), and as a volunteer water quality monitor for Valley Stewardship Network. She is an
organic specialist with
MOSES (Midwest Organic and Sustainable
Education Service), a
Wisconsin based agricultural education organization that provides information
through publications, field days, conferences and more to
aspiring organic and sustainable farmers throughout the
Midwest.
In fact, I have heard it said by one who is also truly
dauntingly energetic on these fronts that, "Harriet is my
local conservation hero." Just scheduling an interview with
Harriet was not easy as it had to be fit in between a recent
trip to Washington DC where she met with the US Secretary of Agriculture, Tom Vilsack, and several congressional
aids as well as attending two different meetings of national
sustainable and organic policy groups.
Harriet, where did your deep commitment to environmental stewardship and organic farming originate?
I was inspired by the very first Earth Day, and the understanding in the late 1960s and 1970s that if we did not protect our precious environment, we would damage our own
health as well as the health of wildlife, plants, waterways
and more. Whenever I had the opportunity to go hiking or
wilderness camping, I experienced a peace and healing that

I feel should be
available not only
to us today, but
for future generations as well. For
me, organic farming seeks to mimic
the natural systems, rather than
destroying them,
and is based in a
deep respect for
incredibly diverse
and elegant interdependence all
aspects of our
natural world

have with each other. The
commitment and activities of organic
farmers to finding ecological balance on
their own lands is a continual inspiration to
me.
How did you come to locate here in the
Kickapoo?
I attended the University of Wisconsin in
Madison, and after a few visits to Southwestern Wisconsin, I was hooked on our beautiful
landscape as well as the community I found
of like-minded people. I lived various places
around Madison, but when it came time to
buy my own property, I sought a place in
Crawford County, near my friends.
I understand you are a founding member of
CROPP and later dedicated your efforts to MOSES
and organic educational efforts. Can you please tell
me something of the critical markers or influences
along this path?
When CROPP started, I was attracted to the idea of a
cooperative of growers, having been part of an organic vegetable growers group in the 1970s, that no longer existed. I
had been growing vegetables and selling direct to stores
and the Dane County Farmers Market and saw CROPP as
another outlet for my organic produce. There were many
long hours of meetings when CROPP was just beginning,
where we discussed not only what organic agriculture
meant for the environment, but also what a socially just
business could mean for the community. It was a very exciting, although many times an exhausting experience. I
left CROPP to spend more time on my farm and not in an
office, and I then became an organic inspector for more
than a decade. This allowed me to visit thousands of or(Continued on page 4)
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Local Stewardship Hero: Harriet Behar
(Continued from page 3)

ganic farms around the U.S., and this was an incredible
privilege. I had been doing some contracted work for
MOSES at that time as well, providing workshops to NRCS
and extension personnel about organic agriculture. They
offered a full time job and I moved into a more educationoriented role. I still grow and sell organic vegetables, mostly
to the Kickapoo Exchange in Gays Mills. I am still picking
spinach, lettuce, kale, parsley and cilantro from my greenhouse and high tunnel for the coop and my local neighborhood to enjoy. I also grow, dry and sell organic culinary and
medicinal herbs, processed in my state licensed drying facility on the farm.
As both an organic farmer and one who also works
to influence at the statute and regulatory levels in
sustainability, I am curious to hear what your
"elevator speech" is .... the one that briefly explains
the essence of these efforts? How do you sum it up?
Or, can this even be done?
I believe that if you agree to be invisible to those in
power, then you will be. From my personal experience, as
well as all of the
farms I have visited,
I know that organic
agricultural systems
can produce the
yields we need to
feed the world, and
do it in a way that
continually improves
soil fertility, lessens
plant pest and disease pressure and
enhances our greater environment. I understand that most
of agriculture in the U.S. is not organic, and that it will
take time before organic becomes the dominant method of
producing food and fiber. I believe organic will continue to
grow, and that it must if we want to have a sustainable food
production system into the future.
I know you were recently in DC working in your
capacity with MOSES with the National Organic Coalition*, what does that feel like? Does that leave you
hopeful? Or frustrated?
I am basically an optimistic person, although there can be
a lot of frustration, especially in the current political landscape. However, I have not run into any legislative aid, politician, or government bureaucrat that has been negative to
me about organic agriculture. One government official said,
when discussing the Wisconsin livestock siting law that
oversees CAFOs, “no one in the neighborhood complains
when an organic farmer moves in.” Organic farming is consumer driven, with more and more people seeking out organic foods, which will encourage more farmers to transition to organic. It is frustrating that taxpayer dollars go to
promote policies that hurt family scale farms while supporting the use of toxic materials on our land. However, I have
found organic consumers to be on the staff of even the most

conservative of politicians, so we are making some progress.
I do not have animosity towards conventional farmers, I
know the pressures they are under. What organics can do is
offer an alternative and, hopefully, this will make sense to
more and more farmers over time.
Having mentioned possible frustrations at the Federal level, I’m wondering about your experiences
with participating in the Town and County Planning
processes. I know you were much involved. How did
this go and do you have any advice for others wishing to get involved in, for example, Vernon County or
elsewhere?
As someone who worked on both my township’s land use
plan as well as Crawford County’s plan, I know that there
is skepticism among our citizens concerning possible rules
that could affect what they do with their land. It has taken
lots of conversation to help folks understand it is worthwhile to envision what we want our landscape to look like
in the near and far future. While change is affected by
things beyond our control, as a community, we can steer
that change in a direction that meets our goals. At times it
seems we are constantly hit with challenges that threaten
our vision, from CAFOs, high capacity wells and now sand
mines. You have to do the work necessary to protect what
you believe in, or else you cannot complain when it doesn’t
go your way.
I know you have been a Valley Stewardship Network water quality monitoring volunteer and I was
not surprised to learn that you were part of the
founding of our organization as well. Do you have
any wisdom for those of us who are either members
or on the Board of the VSN?
Just as I was attracted to CROPP when they started, I
also thought that Valley Stewardship Network was a much
needed organization for our region. I have only been a water quality monitor for a few years, and it is hard for me to
find the time during the busy summer to do my monitoring.
I do enjoy being out in the water, whether doing my monitoring or fishing for brook trout. I would encourage folks to
not get discouraged by setbacks, but instead use these as a
learning opportunity on how to better approach challenges
in the future.
Maybe this is related to the question above yet I
must ask in conclusion: What do you believe are the
stewardship opportunities in the watershed?
I think we have a tremendous opportunity to encourage
farmers and land owners to manage their lands in a way
that promotes a strong rural economy. We can have healthy
“working lands” in our fragile landscape, by choosing systems that promote a healthy environment. Valley Stewardship Network’s initiative to promote grazing in our region is
an example of this type of farming. Family scale farmers
from the Driftless region have lead the way nationally in
the protection and enhancement their natural resources on
their working lands. I believe the retention of this type of
rural community is important not only for us, but for the
(Continued on page 5)
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Welcome New Board Member Sarah Bratnober
VSN’s newest board member, Sarah Bratnober, discovered the Driftless Region from the back of a horse. Having
spent much of her youth in a small Minnesota town, she
was taken with the idea of once again living in a rural community.
That idea became a reality in 2003, when Sarah went to
work as Organic Valley’s Director of Marketing Communications and moved to Viroqua from Minneapolis. She was
thrilled to apply her years of strategic and creative marketing experience to the mission of building and protecting a
healthy system of food production. In 2011, Bratnober
launched Whereabouts Marketing, a creative communications agency based in Viroqua, to help environmentally responsible businesses with marketing their products and
services.
Her years of land ownership, trail maintenance, and silent sports recreation have endowed Sarah with much respect for our fragile environment and all the creatures that
depend upon it. We’re excited to have her expertise on our
board at this time when we seek to sharpen our focus on
education and outreach that promote land and water stewardship throughout the Kickapoo River Valley.

VSN’s newest board member Sarah Bratnober

VSN Employee Spotlight: Jessica Rizzolo
Making her spotlight debut this month, Operations Manager Jessica
Rizzolo is celebrating her one year anniversary with the Valley Stewardship Network. Whether she’s providing top-tier support or hands-on project work, Jessica is always happy to lend a hand to members and coworkers alike. Jessica came to the Valley Stewardship Network, bringing with her several years of upper management in the retail & restaurant industry.
When Jessica isn’t happily sorting out membership info or updating
organizational records and financials, you can find her in her garden.
She also enjoys kayaking, hiking, foraging and spending quality time
with her family and friends. Not only does Jessica enjoy the great outdoors, but she’s also an animal lover. Jessica is a bit of a softy. She is
known to take in wounded and abandoned animals that she finds on her
property. However, as a local food advocate, she also raises her own
chickens, ducks and rabbits. Their fate….well… is on her dinner plate.
She brings her passion for local foods, environmental stewardship and
“restaurant –minded” hard working fortitude to the office everyday. She
also has one heck of an infectious laugh. We are grateful to have Jessica
on the VSN team.
Left: Jessica Rizzolo, recently promoted to Operations Manager, at the 2012
Cultivate Event

Local Stewardship Hero: Harriet Behar
(Continued from page 4)

greater region. We can offer healthy foods, a bucolic environment for visitors, and a place where people of all ages
can live the good life and thrive.
Thank you for your time Harriet. My bet is you are
eager to get on with the many things that call you.

Please know that there is gratitude and high regard
from nearly all who know you.
Sincerely,
Tom Lukens, Vice-Chair of the VSN Board of Directors
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Thank You Members and Donors
October 1, 2012—
2012—January 31, 2013
Individual Members:
Phil and Kathy Aaker
Adrian & Donna Amelse
Paul Bergquist & Carole Austin
Daniel Badtke
David and Diane Banner
Neil and Mary Bard
Terry and Jean Beck
Harriet Behar & Aaron Brin
Bill Brooke
Colleen Carroll & Travis Scott
Steve and Mary Christenson
Dr. Michael Corr, Corr Investments, LLC
Cox Builders LLC
Claire Decoster
Hank and Judy Deutsch
Jane Keeley & Kevin Dohse
Edie Ehlert
Kathy and Paul Fairchild
Idelle Fauske
Dan Flaherty
Larry and Diana Forkash
Susan & John Gesslein
Ellen Brooks & Dave Hackett
Tracy & Victoria Hames
Chuck and Gwen Hatfield
Paul and Bernadette Hayes
Laura Hewitt
John & Rita Hoffmann
Mary Benson & Ed Holahan
Peter and Jane Holzhauer
Monique and Phillip Hooker
Robert Horwich
Jonathon and Suzanne Howe
Vince & Dawn Hundt,
PAXAM Foundation
Robert Jackson
Larry and Kelly Jansen
Richard and Mildred Jawson
Michael and Pamela Kalinosky
Nan Marshall & Jim Kangas
Mark Kastel
John and Andrea Kenny

Pete and Nora Knapik,
Inn at Lonesome Hollow
Patricia DeMark-Knower &
Charles Knower
Roger and Phyllis Krause
Peg La Martina
Jamie Lamonde & David Bruce
Elizabeth Lange
Jack and Margaret Lee
Christine and Gary Leinberger
Katie & Ralph Lemley
Joel and Karen Leonard
Dani and Mike Lind
Michael and Bernadette Link
Maggie Jones & David Linton
Carol Peterson & Ernie Lubbe
Tom Lukens
Jill Lynch
Mia Sondreal & Larry Madeo
Natalie and Jerry McIntire
Kathy Neidert
Bill Neil, LPL Financial
Gayle Nielsen
Perry Nesbitt & Ezra Diman
Eric Newman
Sue Noble
Rod Ofte
Cynthia Olmstead
Rebecca Ottoson
Dan Peak
The Perfect Spirit
Harry and Sylvia Peterson
John and Patty Pfitsch
Susan and Russell Pope
Colleen Kinsey & Bill Putze
Pam Saunders
Tom and Sharon Sharratt
Mary Helen Shortridge
George & Jane Siemon
Beatrice Small
Brad and Carolyn Steinmetz
Kris Stepenuck
Donald and Mary Stirling
John and Anne Tedeschi

Sara Tedeschi
Rachel Toeppen
Ron and Karene Uhe
Sara Martinez & Matt Urch
Dave Van Dyke
Tom and Connie Vanderhyden
Joy Vietinghoff, CPA
Greg and Elizabeth Wahl
Rebecca Wainscott, Sacred Ground
Landscape Design & Installation
John and Linnie Waters
Leigh Welper and Sheryl Scott
Allison Werner
Tom and Danelle Weston
Dean Wiegert
William Humphrey,
Essential Skills School LLC
Michael Olson & MaryAnn Wolters
Ken and Michelle Workowski

In Memory of Dan Peper
Arthur and Angie Bernstein
In Honor of Paul Bader
Barbara & Dave Sarnowski
In Honor of Aldo Leopold on his
birthday
Amy Klusmeier
In Honor of John & Fay
Schoenemann
Erik & Bette Schoenemann
Corporate Donations and Grants
Organic Valley
Paul E. Stry Foundation

To stay current on all VSN events and news, go to our website at
www.kickapoovsn.org or visit us on Facebook. Prefer to get your newsletter
electronically? Contact VSN at info@kickapoovsn.org to be added to our e-mail list.
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Connecting Communities

Board of Directors:
Cynthia Olmstead, Chair
Tom Lukens, Vice Chair
Daniel Peak, Treasurer
Michael Link, Secretary
Sarah Bratnober
Sarah Grainger
Natalie McIntire
Jonathan Reinbold

Advisory Board:

Ed Holahan and Mary Benson display the bounty from their farm.

Lynn Chakoian
Gary Eldred
Laura Hewitt
Dr. Rob Horwich
Jamie Lamonde
Maggie Jones

To read the 5-year update to VSN’s Community Foods Assessment, visit our website at www.kickapoovsn.org/news.

Marty McEvoy
Sue Noble
Jan Rasikas
Ron Uhe
Marilyn Volden
Darin Von Ruden

Staff:
Toril Fisher, Executive Director
Jessica Rizzolo, Operations Manager
Katya Leonard, WQM Manager

124 1/2 S Main, Viroqua, WI 54665
608-637-3615
www.kickapoovsn.org

Join us if you care about Clean Water, Healthy Food & Connecting
Communities in the Kickapoo Valley. Donate today!
Please accept my tax-deductible donation of a
_____new annual membership
_____renewal of annual membership
_____special gift

in the amount of:

Name:

Individual

Business

___$35 Steward
___$75 Protector
___$250 Patron
___$100 Sustainer
___$500 Guardian
___$1000+ Visionary

___$75 Protector
___$100 Sustainer
___$250 Patron
___$500 Guardian
___$1000+ Visionary

Address:

My gift is ___ in Honor of or ___in Memory of

City, State, ZIP:
Email:
Please return with your check to:
Valley Stewardship Network
124 ½ S Main, Viroqua, WI 54665
Or give online at: kickapoovsn.org

________________________________________________

Thank you for your support!

Interested Farmers and Landowners, please join us for a free talk and lunch on:

Grass-fed Beef:
Introduction to Grazing Genetics and Financials
Sunday, February 24, 8:30 am to 1 pm
at the Westby VFW, 205 N Main Street, Westby, WI
RSVP by February 15th to Jessica Rizzolo at the VSN office
(608-637-3615 or info@kickapoovsn.org)
Featuring Speakers:
Dr. Allen Williams: Grazing Genetics & Grass-fed Success
Jim Munsch: Grass-fed Beef Financials--Does it pay to graze?
Sponsored by: The Kickapoo Grazing Initiative, a partnership funded by :

This newsletter is printed on 100% recycled paper.

124 1/2 S. Main Street
Viroqua, WI 54665

