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WORKING FROM ANYWHERE — 
The Brownfield Ag News team of 
farm broadcasters, like many other 
ag journalists, is uniquely prepared 
for what their company, Learfield 
IMG College, calls “Working from 
Anywhere (WFA).”  
 
“Most of our anchors are located 
throughout the states within the 
Brownfield Radio Network footprint 
and work from home offices,” said 
Cyndi Young-Puyear, director of 
Brownfield & Ag Operations. “All 
are trained and equipped to work 
and report from a corn field, a state 
or U.S. capitol building, or a 
convention center. 
   
“Due to COVID-19, all farm shows, 
meetings, group conventions, and 

farm visits are on hold, but production agriculture and all supporting businesses aren’t slowing 
down and those involved are hungry for news and information. Our goal at Brownfield is to 
provide timely and relevant information for those involved in agriculture. In this new 
environment, we are producing more stories and working longer hours to make sure our 
listeners, readers, and viewers are well-informed. We are laser-focused on covering those 
issues that are most pertinent to farmers and agribusiness in these mostly unprecedented 
times, but isn’t that what you do every day when you cover agricultural news and markets?” 
  
Young-Puyear was asked if farmers are asking more questions because of the financial and 
economic destruction caused by the reaction to the COVID-19 pandemic: “Perhaps they are 
asking more questions, but what is most notable is that their questions are different than they 
were a few short weeks ago. Most continue to wonder about normal things like commodity 



 

prices and weather, but now they are wondering how quickly, and if, we can get back to 
something that resembles normal after the pandemic. 
 
“We talk to farmers and ranchers every day and often ask them what they need and want from 
us,” Young-Puyear added. “Like many others, they are navigating some uncharted territory in 
the markets. They rely on their farm broadcasters to keep them up-to-speed on what is 
happening. Of course, they also are concerned about the health of their families, friends, and 
neighbors. Like all Americans, they also want to know about the spread of COVID-19, but many 
do not trust the national media to give them the real picture. They go to sources they know 
they can trust — local reporters and farm broadcasters. Many, not only farmers and ranchers, 
are rediscovering just how reliable local radio is in a time of crisis. 
 
 “Using the Brownfield radio network megaphone and our social/digital platforms to promote it, 
we are hosting a series of live webinars about COVID-19’s impact on various segments of 
agriculture,” Young-Puyear saidd. “We’ve received positive feedback from producers across the 
country, and videos posted to our website are being played by viewers in the U.S. and 
beyond.”   
 
An area on the Brownfield website offers easy access to all the stories they have posted that 
include information about COVID-19 and its impact on agriculture. Brownfield has experienced 
increased activity since the COVID-19 outbreak in the comments section on their website and 
more feedback on their social media platforms.  
 
“There has been an uptick in social media use as farmers, like others on this planet, use 
platforms like Facebook and Twitter to express concerns and let off steam. These platforms also 
have proven successful for farmers to engage with and have virtual conversations with 
consumers. Unfortunately, social media can also be a hotbed for misinformation. It reminds me 
of the gossip game we played when we were kids. Also called the telephone game, one person 
whispers a message to the person next to them and the story is passed progressively to several 
others, with inaccuracies accumulating as the game goes on,” she said.  
 
“It has been difficult to find a silver lining in many of the stories we’ve covered in the past few 
weeks and the months leading up to the pandemic,” Young-Puyear added. “We’ve all done 
stories on mental health and depression and the need to address and manage stress during 
tough economic times in agriculture. It can be overwhelming to do the interviews and tell those 
stories every single day. Then add to the mix a fear of the unknown and heightened concern 
about the physical and economic well-being of your family, your neighbors, your friends, and 
your community. 
  
 
 
 
 



 

“Let us be intentional in our conversations with one another and check on fellow farm 
broadcasters as we, like those who rely on us for news and information, navigate these 
uncharted waters. Now that we have rolled past April and the 2020 crop is planted, I am 
hopeful we will soon be interviewing farmers face-to-face in their corn and soybean fields 
instead of over the phone,” she concluded.  
 
 
HAYS COMMENTS ON 
UNNPRECEDENTED TIMES 
— Put simply, we are 
dealing with unprecedented 
times. 
 
“We are all guilty of 
overusing the word 
‘unprecedented’ since the 
first of March. At least, I will 
confess to doing so. In my 
broadcast career stretching 
back to the mid-1970s, it is 
simply like nothing ever 
before,” said Ron Hays 
(Radio Oklahoma Network, 
Oklahoma City, Oklahoma) .   
 
“I saw many of my fellow 
farm broadcasters at the 
Cattle Industry Convention 
in San Antonio in early February. Then I jumped into two weeks of travel into South America 
with the Oklahoma Ag Leadership Program, thus missing many broadcasters at Commodity 
Classic. When we arrived back in the U.S. on February 29, we observed the early signs of the 
coming change as we passed through customs in Dallas early that morning. Face masks were 
not being worn by everybody, but by a lot more than usual,” Hays said. 
 
“Our in-state schedule was busy in early March, and we jumped into high gear as we began 
coverage of what is known as the world’s largest junior livestock show, the Oklahoma Youth 
Expo (OYE), which began on March 10. As it began, word came that the Houston Livestock Show 
was shutting down in the middle of its run because of coronavirus fears. We lived on the edge 
of closure through Sunday afternoon, March 15, at the OYE when word that a local case of the 
virus was confirmed in Oklahoma County. Minutes later, we were helping the OYE staff draft a 
media release announcing the show was done. About 7,000 breeding animals were shown, but 
the more than 7,000 market animals did not see the show ring,” Hays said.  
 



 

“For the past six weeks, it has been virtually a totally work-at-home scenario. In recent years, I 
have produced a lot of my radio broadcasts from a home studio, so that was in place and is 
where I do all my radio-broadcast work. Work on our website and daily email can be done 
wherever I have a computer set up. The same goes for my other full-time staffers, NAFB 
Member KC Sheperd and Market Reporter Dave Lanning.  
 

Pictured is the home studio of Ron Hays.  
 
“We move files around with Dropbox, we do lots of work on Go to My PC, and KC has gotten 
really good at doing audio interviews on Zoom. I have had a phone coupler setup for a while for 
my landline and do my interviews that way. Also, I have a JK Audio Blue Driver F3 that allows 
me to get really good quality when recording cell phone calls to my small Zoom recorder,” Hays 
added. 
  
“I suspect that I am not alone when I say that we have worked harder and had a larger volume 
of information coming at us since the stay-at-home orders went into place. Covering the impact 
of the pandemic on farmers and ranchers has been nonstop. The ag community is paying 
attention, too, as I have seen higher open rates on our email consistently in recent weeks — 
more than we have ever had,” Hays said. 
 
“I have met a few industry leaders for in-person interviews, but you can count the number of 
those on one hand. But, literally, my first event to cover in-person came recently when the 
Oklahoma Secretary of Agriculture invited me to come to a ceremony where she represented 
the Governor to thank the Diagnostic Lab at the Vet School at Oklahoma State University for its 
work in adapting and becoming able to test for COVID-19. I was one of 10 people who attended 



 

that event. I was the only media person invited. Others were lawmakers, OSU representatives, 
and ag industry leaders. 
 
“Farm broadcasters are aided in doing their work through the long-standing relationships with 
our audience that we have established. These relationships make us trusted voices that 
farmers, ranchers, and the agribusiness community want to hear,” Hayes concluded. 
 
 
MIDWEST FARM REPORT TEAM WORKING REMOTELY — The Midwest Farm Report team 
(Madison, Wisconsin) is working remotely these days, reports Pam Jahnke. Photos below help 
tell the team’s story. 
 

 
Pam Jahnke, also known to her listeners as the “Fabulous Farm Babe,” is shown in her home 
studio/office. 
 



 

 
Josh Scramlin uses his couch as an office and broadcast studio. 
 
 

 
Kaitlyn Riley is a kitchen-table broadcaster. 
 



 

 
Pictured is a Midwest Farm Report Zoom staff meeting and recording session. 
 
“If you questioned whether you have enough Internet power at home, you’re making 
conclusions pretty quickly if you’re like the Midwest Farm Report crew across Wisconsin. While 
I make brief appearances in the radio studio for live shows, some interviews, and TV updates, 
but for the most part, everyone is working remotely,” Jahnke said. “I think many farm 
broadcasters have been better prepared than others when it comes to working remotely 
because so many cover events like national conventions that force us to work in 
unconventional settings. However, if your significant other, kids, and pets are all factored in on 
this equation, here comes the fun. I’m fortunate that I don’t have the stress of handling my job 
plus kids, but I do have a spouse who’s working at home. That has led to interesting 
conversations revolving around what Internet channel you are using today. Redialing people 
multiple times via VOIP to try and catch just the right bandwidth for a recordable conversation, 
and then their dog starts barking. When do you have conference calls scheduled because I have 
an interview? Don’t do laundry now because it happens to be next to the room I’m using as a 
studio. Interesting conversations I’ve never fathomed having. 
 
“Then again, I never fathomed having to tell the stories we are doing today either. Wisconsin 
has been rife with dairies dumping milk for weeks now. That is a difficult story to deliver. Pork-
producer friends who have been so resilient for so long are telling me this may be it for them 
with a quiver in their voice when saying it. I think it is even more difficult for farm broadcasters 
to deliver this news because we’re so engaged and involved with our audiences on a personal 
level. I look back now on all the conventions, fairs, banquets, and events that we enjoyed with 
our audience, and now I wonder if we’ll ever get that back,” she added. 
 
 
 



 

“Still, there is something uplifting about all of this, too. The communities are supporting farmers 
by buying and donating milk and food goods. Signs popping up along roadways show love and 
appreciation for farmers. Comments are popping up on social media supporting farmers and 
farm broadcasters and the jobs we do. I don’t know that I’ll work from home as frequently as I 
have recently, but it’s nice to know I found solutions and can do it,” Jahnke concluded.  
 
 
CASSIDY COMMENTS ON COVID-19 
COVERAGE IN THE NORTHEAST — 
Farmers in the Northeast United States 
are facing COVID-19 effects much as 
they are across the nation and world. 
 
“Area farmers still need to tend to 
crops and animals every day,” said Tom 
Cassidy, farm broadcaster and general 
manager of Ag Radio Network, Inc. 
(Barneveld, New York). “Something I 
realized 10 years ago when I left the 
farm is that news affects us differently 
when we have a daily responsibility. 
When I was solely focused on the news 
I had to deliver, I didn’t get to see the 
good stuff: calves being born, a manger 
piled high with feed, the smell of fresh-
turned soil, seeds germinating, and dew 
on the meadow. Those were things I missed and forgot that my farmer listeners were still 
getting to enjoy. I decided then that I would focus my news delivery on stories that will help 
producers make better decisions. 
 
“It is a terrible job to tell farmers that prices are down the limit day after day. I can’t change 
that fact, but I can provide access to information, resources, and people who can show 
opportunities for that bad news. Farmers in the Northeast are still dumping milk, holding cattle 
back from harvest, and depopulating broiler sheds and hen houses,” Cassidy added.  
 
“They don’t need to hear that on the radio because they are getting that bad news direct from 
their processors, co-ops, and auction barns. They need us farm broadcasters to bring them 
ideas for mitigating risks, alternate markets, different crop rotations, changing input schedules, 
and how to preserve their mental health and family businesses. This time of disruption 
challenges us to deliver what our listeners need in a timely, authentic manner with compassion 
and love for their industry,” Cassidy said.  
 



 

UNCERTAIN TIME CHALLENGES 
FARM BROADCASTERS — 
Uncertainty is currently the name of 
the game. 
 
“This COVID-19 era is an uncertain 
time for all of us, but the product we 
deliver to our farmers and ranchers 
has not changed,” said Don Wick 
(Red River Farm Network, Grand 
Forks, North Dakota). “As farm 
broadcasters, we provide market 
analysis, economic news, and policy 
information every day. Coronavirus is 
dominating everything we are doing 
right now, inside and outside of 
agriculture. If anything, the demand 
for timely information has never been more important,” Wick said. 
 
“The Red River Farm Network (RRFN) team meets every morning at 8 . There seems to be 
countless angles to the COVID-19 story and its impact on agriculture and the general economy. 
Our morning meeting keeps everyone updated, and we’re able to brainstorm story ideas. 
During a typical planting season, RRFN is in the field visiting with farmers and ag retailers. Due 
to social distancing, that is impossible this year. We’re on the phone interviewing those growers 
and NAFB Allied Industry listeners. In addition, RRFN is utilizing Zoom for a regular agronomy 
update which is posted on Facebook and Twitter. Rather than face-to-face meetings, we’re 
covering numerous webinars from university and private sector experts. 
 
“COVID-19 and its dramatic impact on markets has stressed an already stressed population. Our 
news coverage has included stories about mental-health issues and tying that information back 
to the uncertainties surrounding coronavirus. For more than a year, RRFN also has hosted a 
radio and podcast series called TransFARMation. This program is designed to bring awareness 
to the issues of farm stress and mental well-being. We have interviewed counselors, clergy, and 
mental-health experts. Farmers also have shared their very personal stories. TransFARMation 
has featured suicide survivors, farmers dealing with depression, and ranchers who have 
survived horrific farm accidents,” he added. 
 
“There has always been a disconnect between the consumer and the farmer. The food supply 
chain generally goes from the farm to the processor to the supermarket without any 
interruption. COVID-19 has resulted in some hiccups in the supply chain, but it also may be that 
opportunity to show the importance of every link in the food supply chain,” Wick said. 
 



 

HILLMAN ENJOYS WILD RIDE OF 
COVERING FARM NEWS — “Little 
did we know on March 12, driving 
home from AgSafe’s annual 
conference in the heart of 
California, the wild ride of farm 
news we would cover for the next 
month and a half,” said Taylor 
Hillman (AgNet West Radio 
Network, Clovis, California). “My 
co-worker Brian German and I 
discussed the possibilities as the 
week progressed and public safety 
and health were incrementally 
changing at the conference. We 
concluded that no matter how 
intense recommendations or 
actual enforced orders became, 
the farming industry would 
continue because someone has to 
feed the world. What we did not 
see coming was the impact 
consumer reactions to those 
recommendations would have.”  
 
 
Pictured at left is Taylor Hillman. 

 



 

 
Bill Gorman (pictured left) and Clint Thompson of AgNet West Radio Network team. 
 
“When the first social distancing orders were given and leaders were recommending people to 
stay at home, fear buying was something that ensued. Everyone heard and saw the mad rush to 
buy toilet paper and paper towels, but there was also a dash to buy specialty crop products. 
Citrus, strawberries, avocados, and many others saw a spike in fresh-produce sales for about 
two weeks starting around St. Patrick’s Day,” Hillman said. 
 
“Distancing recommendations turned into more serious orders during that time, and the food 
service sector all but shut down. Restaurants closed, schools transitioned to distance learning, 
and event centers shuttered. The uptick in fresh-produce sales carried others during that time. 
The California Avocado Commission told AgNet West in late March, ‘We understand from the 
packers that retail sales are brisk and seem to off-set some of the declines on the foodservice 
side.’ Citrus also was one of the products flying off the shelf, but after about three weeks of 
pandemic buying, the fresh-produce market came back down to earth. California Citrus Mutual 
told AgNet West, ‘As a new normal is starting to set in, we are getting some unpredictable 
orders and sales. We don’t know how this market is going to shape up.’” 
 
Several industries were forced to leave products unharvested to rot in the field with no food 
service markets and just average fresh produce sales. A Florida farmer told Vegetable and 
Specialty Crop News’ Clint Thompson, “We’ve left about 2 million pounds of green beans and 
about 5 million pounds of cabbage.”  
 
Social-media posts of rotting produce caused AgNet West staff to switch from reporting a silver-
lining to fear and plummeting markets. 
  



 

“Adhering to the social distancing standards, our team covered the shift as best as possible. We 
talked with associations, growers, and allied industries as aid letters and lobbying efforts 
commenced. Unfortunately, another negative narrative was just beginning for our industries. 
The focus shifted to agricultural labor with news of border shutdowns and the safety of those 
workers. Fortunately, there was some common sense on the immigration and ag-worker issue 
with waivers for the industry. However, agricultural commissioners feared that agriculture, as a 
whole, would get a bad rap from this pandemic, and they were right,” Hillman said. “In the 
middle of volatile markets and uncertainty, ag-labor groups went on the offensive and started a 
campaign about essential workers not being properly protected during this pandemic. Again, 
our team’s focus had to change. After we asked how producers are being impacted and what 
they are doing about it, we needed to include what they were doing to protect workers. 
  
“We are a company that operates two radio networks, two magazines, and two events. 
Operating remotely has not been an issue. However, in the span of six weeks our coverage 
went from relatively positive, to slightly concerning, then drastic and petitioning, and now 
defensive and wary. That is a wild ride for an essential industry that is feeding the world. I know 
our farm-broadcasting brethren around the nation have been on this coaster too, so hang in 
there make sure you are sharing factual farm knowledge for the general public to see and 
hear,” Hillman concluded. 
 
 

ZORTMAN BRINGING PEOPLE TOGETHER THROUGH 
COVID-19 BROADCASTS — The role of the farm 
broadcaster varies daily during the COVID-19 
pandemic.   
 
“I’ve learned through my 53 years of reporting, 
consulting, and supervising to look at the whole 
picture not just the political side that is convenient,” 
said Bill Zortman (KELO-AM Radio, Sioux Falls, South 
Dakota). “In our COVID-19 day-by-day coverage, we 
have found ways to be a cheerleader or a 
matchmaker and to be empathetic for what we are 
all going through. Those in our farm-broadcasting 
business are often surprised with the leaders that 
we get on the show and how they fit together to tell 
stories every day. 
 

“Two months ago, I collapsed in front of 150 people in the South Dakota governor’s residence 
while participating in a media event. Quite unexpectedly, I drew the attention of medics, the 
secretary of health, the lieutenant governor, and the governor. Little did I know that our paths 
for the next few months would have us working together for the health of all those around us.  
 



 

“One of the best results was to bring South Dakota Governor Kristi Noem on the air with Nancy 
Reynosa of Que Pasa, a non-profit organization that works with the 60 nationalities at 
Smithfield Foods in Sioux Falls. After Reynosa was on my show with the governor, she was 
called by the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) wanting to help her put clean-up instructions for 
Smithfield in 100 or so different languages. As a result, a Zoom video meeting with CDC and the 
state department of health discussed those language barriers to get their insight on the plant 
and what they believed needed to be done for safety. Plant employees there have died from 
coronavirus. The hope was that others like Reynosa in Worthington, Minnesota; Dakota City, 
Nebraska; and Waterloo and Columbus Junction, Iowa, could learn from the model we were 
creating,” Zortman said. 
 

 
South Dakota Governor Kristi Noem, left, is with Bill Zortman. 
 
“Pork producers have been on my show scared to use the word ‘euthanize’ about their animals. 
But more and more, we found others who felt that ‘euthanize’ should be mentioned more,” 
Zortman said. “As a result, we brought a ‘Pass the Pig’ program to the air for Iowa Secretary of 
Agriculture Mike Naig. This was the same day that Minnesota Congressman Collin Peterson, 
Minnesota Governor Timothy Waltz, and Minnesota Ag Commissioner Thom Peterson were 
meeting the media in Worthington, Minnesota. They were looking at ways to work together 
with a focus on safety first.  
 
“Language is important, and, yes, we need to open the meat plants, but the safety of our 
workers is important, too. We do have the opportunity with our ag and business shows to bring 
people together avoiding political bias and speed COVID-19 on down the track. It’s a part of 
what we can contribute with our microphones, cameras, social media, and newsprint.  



 

 
“We’ve brought together Groundworks South Dakota in 104 of 112 schools in South Dakota 
with 8,700 on-line. The kids are learning, and we give them a chance to talk about being out of 
school and how much fun learning about agriculture can be.  
 
“To my broadcaster colleagues, I say, ‘Make the best use of your broadcasts, tell stories, be 
real, and make these days re-energize what we do,’” Zortman said.  
 
 
WE WANT YOUR NEWS — Send us your stories and photos for future newsletter issues. 
Contact Larry Quinn at larryaquinn@outlook.com or phone at 703-819-6532. Airing on the Side 
of Agriculture is included in the blog section of NAFB.com. For an archive copy of any past 
issues, go to Membership and click on Airing on the Side of Agriculture. 
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