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suburb also is planting clover, 
which can provide nectar and 
pollen for bees, in three city 
parks . And they hope other 
metro area cities follow suit.

“This should be exciting 
for Minnesota,” said Patricia 
Hauser, a resident who pushed 
for the policy. “This is a big win 
for pollinators and bees.”

As concern over the drastic 
decline of bees grows across 
the country, she and other 
residents in the small Lake 
Minnetonka community have 
banded together to urge peo-
ple to plant and take care of 
lawns without harming bees.

While there is much debate 
over the role that neonicoti-
noids play in the bee die-off, 
Shorewood hasn’t ever used 
the chemicals on city property. 
But, Mayor Scott Zerby said, 
the policy ensures that the city 
doesn’t use the chemicals in 
the future and helps educate 
the community about creating 
pollinator-friendly habitats.

“In Shorewood, we take a 
lot of pride in being innova-
tive,” he said. “In a way, we’re 
restoring the environment to 
be more bee-friendly.”

Earlier this year, city lead-
ers sent a letter of support to 
the state Legislature before it 
passed a law forbidding nurs-
eries to put a “bee-friendly” 
label on plants containing neo-
nicotinoids.

And it’s not the first time 
the city has been ahead of the 
curve. More than a decade ago, 
Shorewood and Minneapo-
lis were the first in the state 
to ban selling lawn fertilizer 
with phosphorus, spurring 
bans in other cities and then 
a state law .

Now, Hauser, a retired 
schoolteacher, and her hus-
band, Jeff Dinsmore, a retired 
engineer, hope that Shore-
wood can do the same with 
its “bee-safe” city policy. 
Since January, the couple has 
encouraged residents and the 
city not to use pesticides that 
harm bees, handing out bright 
yellow lawn signs in exchange 
for those who take the pledge.

“That’s a huge win, and we 
hope people across the coun-
try see that,” said Hauser, 
whose passion for the issue 
extended to offering to stop at 
each council member’s house 
to show them a  video on the 
bee die-off. “We tried to be per-
sistent without bugging them 
to death — pardon the pun.”

Beekeepers across the 
country are losing a fourth to a 
third of their hives each winter 
— a dramatic decline that has 
exposed bees as a fragile link in 
the nation’s food supply chain. 
U.S. agriculture depends on 
bees to pollinate $15 billion 
worth of crops annually — a 
third of the food we eat.

The crisis hit the Shore-
wood couple after they lost 
some bees in their own hive. 
So in January, they started the 
group Humming for Bees. 
Since then, they have stirred 
up more than just a buzz. At 
churches, schools, farmers 
markets, nature centers and 
neighborhoods, they’ve spread 
the word about the bees’ plight 
and how people can help.

Now, the group is paying 
for, planting and watering 
clover seeds in  vacant  areas of 
Cathcart, Freeman and South 
Shore skate parks. The city will 
 take over watering, which it 
would ’ve done anyway, mak-
ing the cost  minimal, Zerby 
said.

“This is not the complete 
answer, but this is a very big 
step,” Hauser added. “We 
want the whole state to be 
bee-safe, the whole country to 
be bee-safe, the whole world 
to be bee-safe. Even if we start 
small, we can be part of the 
change.”

Kelly Smith • 612-673-4141
Twitter: @kellystrib

Policy 
seeks to 
fight bee 
die-off
ø BEES from A1

FOR MORE INFO
In person: A representative 
from the group Humming for 
Bees will be outside Excelsior 
Bay Books, 36 Water St. in 
Excelsior, 11 a.m. to 1 p.m. 
every Saturday in August.
Online: www.hummingfor
bees.org 

Thousands of acres of soy-
beans and cotton had to be 
mowed down in recent years 
because the herbicide-resis-
tant Palmer amaranth had 
overrun the fields.

Meints said the Palmer 
weed has reached southern 
Iowa but is not yet in Min-
nesota, where farmers grow 
more than 7 million acres of 
soybeans and about 8.5 mil-
lion acres of corn. No Minne-
sota farmers have lost entire 
crops to herbicide-resistant 
weeds, he said, but some have 
experienced yield losses.

University researchers 
and grower associations have 
pushed hard the past couple 
of years to let farmers know 
that using the same herbicide 
year after year is a bad idea, 
Meints said, and that herbi-
cides and crops need to be 
rotated more frequently to 
lessen the chances of runaway 
superweeds on their fields.

‘The big hammer’
Weeds that can tolerate 

herbi cides are nothing new, 
said Jeff Gunsolus, University 
of Minnesota Extension agron-
omy professor and weed spe-
cialist. Weeds are able to adapt 
to different environments, he 
said, so it shouldn’t be surpris-
ing that they can also adapt to 
certain herbicides.

He said only a small number 
of weeds within a species, per-
haps one in a billion, have the 
genetic makeup that enables 
them to survive a particular 
 herbicide application. But 
that single weed can produce 
10,000 to 300,000 offspring 
seeds, depending on the spe-
cies, that also will be resistant 
to the herbi cide. Those that 
sprout the next year or remain 
dormant in the soil for a longer 
period also won’t be killed, he 
said, unless the farmer applies 
a different herbicide that’s 
effective against them.

Changing herbicides annu-
ally or using multiple herbi-
cides was a standard practice 

in the 1970s and 1980s, and 
agronomists referred to the 
chemicals as tools to control 
weeds and get the most yield 
from crops.

But in 1996 came the tool 
that some nicknamed “the big 
hammer”: Monsanto intro-
duced Roundup Ready, a 
seed and herbi cide combina-
tion that allowed farmers to 
plant genetically engineered 
soybeans that would not be 
harmed by the herbicide 
glyphosate, sold under the 
trade name Roundup.

Farmers could apply 
Roundup and kill nearly every-
thing in sight, except the soy-
bean plants, whose seeds were 
genetically altered to tolerate 
the herbicide. Corn, cotton and 
sugar beets were soon modi-
fied to tolerate it as well.

The system was revolu-
tionary for farmers because 
it simplified the issue of what 
herbicide to use and reduced 
time and money spent to grow 
crops. Gone was the need to 
till the soil, apply multiple her-
bicides and use cultivators to 
turn under weeds or hire labor-
ers to yank them.

Roundup Ready seeds now 
account for about 90 percent 
of soybeans and 85 percent 
of corn planted in the United 
States each year. “Initially when 
the technology first came out, 
you literally could go into the 
fields and kill weeds that were 

18 inches tall and they would all 
die,” Gunsolus said. “It was just 
like penicillin was in the 1950s. 
It was a miracle.”

Losing effectiveness
But overreliance on 

Roundup accelerated the 
spread of weeds resistant to 
glyphosate. After the first 
few years of remarkably clean 
fields, farmers began to notice 
that they needed to apply 
Roundup earlier in the year, 
when weeds were no more 
than 3 or 4 inches tall. Then, 
some fields began to need two 
or three applications a year for 
effective weed control.

Weeds that were resistant 
to glyphosate survived, flow-
ered and seeded. In fields that 
used the herbicide year after 
year, the weed populations 
skyrocketed.

“We fell into the habit of this 
particular scheme of produc-
ing our crops, and one of the 
consequences is the develop-
ment of these resistant [weed] 
populations,” Meints said. “By 
developing these fantastic sys-
tems using a single or only a 
couple of herbi cides, we also 
accelerated the [ability] for 
those herbicide-resistant 
weeds to flourish.”

He said the main glypho-
sate-resistant weeds of con-
cern in Minnesota are kochia, 
a tumbleweed-type plant 
found mainly in northwestern 

Minnesota’s wheat and sugar 
beet fields, common water-
hemp in southern and west-
ern cropland of the state, and 
giant ragweed, which appears 
almost everywhere.

No one knows how many 
farms in Minnesota are bat-
tling  glyphosate-resistant 
superweeds or how severe the 
problem is. “Whenever there’s 
something new that’s a prob-
lem, farmers don’t want to talk 
about it because they think it 
reflects poorly on them,” Gun-
solus said.

Brian Hicks, who grows 
corn, soybeans and hay on 
about 2,500 acres near Tracy in 
southwestern Minnesota, said 
it’s clear to him that controlling 
weeds is no simple matter.

“We still do use Roundup, 
but we also use other chemis-
try to make sure that the weeds 
that we’re targeting will die,” he 
said. “It’s easy to drive around 
the countryside and see guys 
and gals that haven’t been pro-
active and they do have some 
[weed] issues that are getting 
worse all the time.”

Combo herbicides
Large agribusinesses are 

pushing hard to develop 
a successor to Roundup.

Dow AgroSciences, a sub-
sidiary of Dow Chemical, has 
spent the past decade devel-
oping Enlist Duo, a herbicide 
containing a new form of the 
2,4-D weedkiller and glypho-
sate. Company spokesman 
Garry Hamlin said the combo 
herbicide has “less drift poten-
tial, less volatility, less odor and 
better handling characteris-
tics.” It would be used with 
new corn and soybean seeds 
genetically engineered to tol-
erate the chemicals. The prod-
ucts need to be approved by 
two federal agencies and have 
been opposed by environmen-
tal and other groups.

Monsanto proposed the 
Roundup Ready Xtend Crop 
system, which combines 
the herbicide dicamba with 
glyphosate to be used with 

newly engineered corn and 
soybeans.

And Syngenta Seeds Inc. 
and Bayer CropScience are 
proposing a soybean geneti-
cally engineered to tolerate 
exposure to the herbicides 
glufosinate and mesotrione.

Critics of the products say 
new chemical combinations 
will harm the environment and 
public health and may lead to 
more resistant weeds.

Ben Lilliston, vice presi-
dent of programs for the Min-
neapolis-based Institute for 
Agriculture and Trade Policy, 
said that combining herbicides 
into new mixes “keeps us on an 
increasingly toxic treadmill.”

Gunsolus said herbicides 
are important tools with great 
economic benefits but added, 
“We also need to be looking at 
non-herbicide solutions and 
maybe looking at some old 
ideas in new ways.” 

His suggestion list: better 
targeting of weeds, cultivation 
and rotation with crops such 
as alfalfa or winter wheat that 
could disrupt weed resistance. 
Some of those traditional prac-
tices may be less expensive and 
time-consuming than farmers 
think, he said, especially when 
precision agriculture tools are 
added to the mix.

Goplen, the weed watcher, 
also envisions farmers again 
using many little hammers 
instead of one big hammer in 
the battle against weeds.

“You might delay your 
planting date a week or two, 
and that will help eliminate 10 
or 20 percent of your weeds, 
or you might till the field an 
extra time in the spring,” he 
said. “It’s not going to kill all 
the weeds, but it’ll take care of 
some of them, and then you 
use various herbicides that 
will take care of any weeds that 
do escape. The idea is to do a 
whole bunch of little things to 
combat the problem because 
one big thing isn’t going to do 
it anymore.”

Tom Meersman • 612-673-7388

BREAKING THE GRIP OF ‘SUPERWEEDS’
ø SUPERWEEDS from A1

GLEN STUBBE • gstubbe@startribune.com
U grad student Jared Goplen measured the density of alfalfa 
plants in his crop test plot as giant ragweed grew along its edge.

Suspect to police: ‘I hate cops’
We really appreciate every-
thing.”

The charges were filed as 
Patrick’s family firmed up plans 
for his funeral, to be held at 11 
a.m. Wednesday  at St. Stephen’s 
Lutheran Church in West St. 
Paul. Visitation will be held 
at the church from 2 to 8 p.m. 
Tuesday.

Up to 3,000 officers are 
expected to attend the funeral.  

“This is a very difficult 
time, as it would be for any 
of us losing a family member 
so quickly and violently,” said 
the Rev. Cassie Nault of St. 
Stephen’s Lutheran Church, 
where Patrick and his family 
have been longtime parishio-
ners. “It’s a shock.”

The mourning for Patrick, 
the most seni or mem ber of 
the Mendota Heights force, 
began the moment he was 
cut down on the job. Public 
memorials at the shooting 
site and at Mendota Heights 
City Hall continued to grow 
and draw visitors over the past 
three days. At a news confer-
ence Friday where authorities 
discussed the criminal cases 
against Fitch, officers wore 
black bands over their badges 
in a united show of grief.

Dakota County Attorney 
James Backstrom said at that 
news conference that he and 
Ramsey County Attorney 
John Choi will convene a joint 
grand jury in the case. Back-
strom said the step “is not used 
often.” Dakota County did it 
once in the 1990s. This would 
be the first time for Ramsey 
County, Backstrom said.

Convening a joint grand 
jury, made up of citizens 
from both counties, will allow 
prosecutors to combine sev-
eral crimes into a single, joint 
prosecution, Backstrom said. 
If a grand jury returns indict-
ments, the Dakota County 
attorney’s office will lead the 
case. Both offices would des-
ignate a lead prosecutor to 
work on the case.

Asked why Fitch had been 
free  given his lengthy record 
of committing violent crimes, 
Backstrom said that his pros-
ecutor asked for prison time 
for Fitch in a recent Dakota 

County case, but the judge 
sentenced him to the 211 days 
he had served in jail. He then 
placed him on probation and 
ordered him to participate in 
a drug rehabilitation program.

“Hindsight is always 20-20,” 
Backstrom said. “I can tell you 
we take violent criminals seri-
ously in our community. … We 
do our best under oftentimes 
difficult circumstances.”

The deadly stop 
A half-hour before the 

news conference Friday, Fitch 
was scheduled to undergo 
abdominal surgery at Regions 
Hospital in St. Paul, where 
he is expected to remain for 
another week. A woman who 
was in the SUV with him at 
the time of the shootout with 
police also was wounded, and 
she was taken to Regions with 
noncritical injuries.

According to the murder 
charges: Fitch fired at Patrick 
as the officer approached him 
during a traffic stop about 
12:20 p.m. Wednesday on 
Dodd Road near Smith Ave-
nue S. in West St. Paul.

When Patrick stopped the 
car, he wouldn’t have known 

who was driving it before 
looking at a driver’s license 
— something he never got the 
chance to do, Dakota County 
Sheriff Dave Bellows said Fri-
day. Quickly obtained license 
plate information can reveal 
the car’s registered owner, 
although the driver may be 
someone else.

“This is why officers are so 
cautious when they approach 
a vehicle, even on a so-called 
routine stop,” Bellows said.

Fitch fled the scene in a 
Pontiac Grand Am as pass-
ersby ran to Patrick’s aid, 
using the officer’s portable 
radio to sound the alarm, “offi-
cer down,” the charges said.

Officers traced the Grand 
Am to a Mendota Heights 
address, where a woman said 
she had recently sold the car 
to Fitch. She told police that 
he had been living at her home 
and left Wednesday at 11 a.m. 
Police eventually found the 
Grand Am covered with a 
tarp in the yard of a home on 
S. Robert Street in St. Paul.

Officers spoke with a man 
and woman at that residence 
who told them that Fitch 
arrived there shortly after 

12:20 p.m. Fitch asked the man 
to hide his Grand Am in the 
garage and tried to buy the 
woman’s SUV, a blue Hyun-
dai Veracruz, the charges said.

“Defendant stated that 
he needed another vehicle 
because he did not want to be 
recognized in the Grand Am,” 
the complaint said.

The woman refused to sell 
her SUV, but agreed to lend it 
to Fitch, the charges said.

Later that evening, two 
informants told police that 
Fitch was in St. Paul’s North 
End, near Rice and Sycamore 
streets. Responding officers 
spotted Fitch. A brief chase 
ensued before the SUV was 
stopped. According to the 
complaint, that’s when Fitch 
fired a handgun at police, who 
returned fire.

Charges filed in Ramsey 
County gave this account of 
that standoff: Officers were 
tipped that Fitch was at a 
house on Sycamore Street. 
When they arrived, they saw 
the SUV parked at the home. 
Fitch fled in the SUV.

Police pursued Fitch to a 
parking lot about a block away. 
Fitch sped and swerved in the 
lot, stopping in the corner near 
a building. That’s when he 
fired at officers, charges said.

“[Fitch] made no signs of 
wanting to give up or surren-

der,” the charges said. “He was 
ducking down and coming up 
repeatedly while he was firing.”

Court documents show 
that before the gunfire, a man 
jumped out of the SUV’s front 
passenger seat and ran with 
his hands in the air. Officers 
fired at Fitch and stopped 
when they realized that a 
woman, Kelly Lee Hardy, was 
in the SUV. Hardy suffered 
gunshot wounds to her left 
elbow and left leg.

“She fell out of the vehicle,” 
the Ramsey County charges 
said. “She told officers that 
[Fitch] would not voluntarily 
exit the vehicle.”

Police used an armored 
Bearcat vehicle for protection 
as they arrested Fitch.

A 9mm Smith and Wesson 
was found on the floor of the 
SUV. It had been reported sto-
len from Eden Prairie. Auth-
ori ties later sent the gun to 
the state Bureau of Crim i nal 
Apprehension for test ing to 
de ter mine whether it was 
used to kill Patrick.

In an interview with police, 
Fitch’s male passenger said 
that Fitch and Hardy arrived 
at the Sycamore Street home 
about 5 to 6 p.m. The man said 
Fitch took a gun out of a bag 
and placed it in his waistband.

Fitch told the man that 
if anyone asked about his 
whereabouts, he should say 
that Fitch had gone to Canada. 
Fitch threatened to kill the 
man if he didn’t follow those 
directions, the complaint said. 

The man told police that 
Fitch pulled the handgun out 
of his waistband and placed it 
on his lap when he saw a black 
police car pull up behind the 
SUV. The man said that he 
jumped out of the car when 
Fitch turned into the parking 
lot and raised the gun in his 
right hand, the complaint said.

Patrick, 47, started work-
ing for the city of Mendota 
Heights in 1995. He is the first 
officer from the city to be 
killed in the line of duty.

Staff writ ers Nicole Norfleet, Pat 
Doyle, David Chanen, James Walsh 
and Liz Sawyer contributed to this 
report.
Chao Xiong • 612-270-4708
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RENÉE JONES SCHNEIDER • reneejones@startribune.com
Michelle Patrick embraced her mother, Lorene Johnson, after a news conference Friday at the 
scene of the shooting of her husband, Mendota Heights officer Scott Patrick, in West St. Paul.

“We are one big family that is truly 
hurting right now.” Widow Michelle Patrick
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CLASSY 
SKYLINE 
ADDITION
Tenants are mov-
ing into a new 
Loring Park luxury 
apartment tower 
called LPM. D1

Cease-fire 
collapses
Missing Israeli 
soldier dims the 
chances of an end 
to hostilities. A3

Anti-gay law 
revoked
In Uganda, a court 
threw out the law 
that provides jail 
terms for gays. A2

Congress ties 
up loose ends 
Amid dysfunction, 
House passes con-
troversial border 
bills. A4

Tireless search 
in Ukraine
At Flight 17 crash 
site, international 
team looked for 
body parts. A3

Rochester VA 
cited in audit
It says the VA clinic 
“felt pressure” to 
manipulate data 
to hide delays. B1

Hauling in the 
campaign cash
Sen. Franken, GOP 
candidate McFad-
den are both doing 
very well. B2

Church’s 
history stolen 
Burglars broke into 
Chaska church’s 
safe and got 100 
years of records. B1

Soccer takes 
over The Bank
Two European 
powers will clash 
Saturday on U 
campus. C1

Gophers count 
on Big D 
Coach Kill puts pri-
ority on improved 
defense. C1

Economy is 
adding jobs
Labor report shows 
a string of sturdy 
monthly advances 
above 200,000. D1

 Jason Lewis, who 
quit in the middle 
of his radio talk 
show, is taking his 
political views to 
the Web. B3

VIKINGS CAMP
Rookie Anthony Barr is 

proving his versatility  SPORTS

BIRDS GET ALLY
City Council backs special

stadium glass TWIN CITIES

83°⁄ 65°
Summery Saturday

Warm sun, isolated storms. B6

Brian Fitch Sr. was charged with murder in the shooting 
death of Mendota Heights officer Scott Patrick.  

By CHAO XIONG
chao.xiong@startribune.com

 
Lying in a St. Paul hospital bed 

with eight gunshot wounds after 
a shootout with police, Brian 
Fitch Sr. allegedly told the offi-
cer guarding him: “Just to let you 
know, I hate cops and I’m guilty.”

That chilling comment came 
hours after Fitch, a career crimi-

nal, allegedly shot and killed 
Mendota Heights police officer 
Scott Patrick after a traffic stop 
Wednesday in West St. Paul, 
according to murder charges 
filed against Fitch on Friday.

Fitch, 39, of Mendota Heights, 
was charged in Dakota County 
District Court with two counts 
of first-degree murder. He had 
three warrants out for his arrest 

when he allegedly shot Patrick 
in the leg, abdomen and head.

In Ramsey County District 
Court, Fitch was also charged 
in the standoff with police in 
St. Paul later Wednesday that 
ended with his arrest. There, 
he faces three counts of first-
degree attempted murder, three 
counts of dangerous-weapon-
drive-by shooting, three counts 
of second-degree assault and 
one count of possession of a 
pistol or assault weapon.

Friday night, Patrick’s wife, 
Michelle, addressed a large 
crowd of neighbors, friends and 
total strangers looking to pay 
respects. She held back tears 
and clutched her two daughters 
as she expressed her gratitude for 
the outpouring of support.

“You all provide us with the 
hope that we’ll somehow find a 
way to eventually climb out of 
this stunned grief we feel,” she 
said. “We hear you. We feel you. 

Suspect to police: ‘I hate cops’ 

By RACHEL E. STASSEN-BERGER  • rachel.stassen-berger@startribune.com

Pacing slowly in a dingy kitchen hallway, Republican Jeff 
Johnson was trying to convince the radio host on the other end 
of the phone that he is the one to watch in the Aug. 12 primary.

As the sounds of a Hmong banquet leaked into the echo-
filled corridor in Oakdale, Johnson pledged that as the endorsed 
candidate he alone was capable of uniting the party and per-
suading swing voters to go Republican this time around.

For Johnson, the stakes are extraordinarily high. A loss in 
the August primary could severely diminish the power of the 
party endorsement. If he wins the primary but fails to woo 
moderate voters from supporting DFL Gov. Mark Dayton in 
November, Republicans will be shut out of the top office for 
years to come. Johnson, who has been intimately involved in 
the party’s recent struggles and recovery, knows the weight.

“If I blow this? If I screw this up? Yeah, that will be on my 
shoulders,” said Johnson, a former state legislator and former 

GOP’S JOHNSON HAS PARTY ON HIS SIDE

GLEN STUBBE • gstubbe@startribune.com
Jeff Johnson, at a July 8 fundraiser at Day Block Brewing in 
Minneapolis, is looking at high stakes in the Aug. 12 primary.

GLEN STUBBE • gstubbe@startribune.com
U graduate student Jared Goplen’s research focuses on giant ragweed, a “superweed” resistant to common herbicides.

“High risk” it will spread, 
health officials warn.

By ADAM NOSSITER and ALAN 
COWELL  • New York Times

ABUJA, NIGERIA – In an omi-
nous warning as fatalities 
mounted in West Africa from 
the worst known outbreak of 
the Ebola virus, the head of the 
World Health Organization said 
Friday that the disease was mov-
ing faster than efforts to curb it, 
with potentially catastrophic 
consequences, including a “high 
risk” that it will spread.

The assessment was among 
the most dire since the out-
break was identified in March. 
The outbreak is blamed for the 
deaths of 729 people, accord-
ing to the WHO, and more than 
1,300 people have confirmed or 
suspected infections.

Dr. Margaret Chan, the WHO 
director general, was speaking 
as she met with the leaders of 

Ebola 
outruns 
efforts 
to stop it

Michelle Patrick stood with her 
daughters Erin, 19, and Amy, 
14, at a news conference at the 
scene of the shooting Friday. 

B E E S  AT  T H E  B R I N K

Read the Star Tribune’s series 
examining honeybees’ decline 
at startribune.com/bees. 

Suburb will plant clover, 
avoid certain pesticides.

 By KELLY SMITH  
kelly.smith@startribune.com

In the growing movement 
to better protect honeybees, 
Shorewood has become the 
first city in Minnesota — and, 
leaders say, the third city in 
the nation — to pass a policy 
encouraging planting bee-
friendly flowers and restrict-
ing certain pesticides.

This week , the City Coun-
cil unanimously approved the 
“bee-safe” resolution, vow-
ing to refrain from using sys-
temic pesticides, including 
neonicotinoids — the most 
widely applied insecticides in 
the world, which can be lethal 
to insects, but not to humans 
and mammals. The west metro 

Shorewood 
OKs plan on 
bee safety 

WEED WARS

Top herbicide-
resistant weeds 
in Minnesota: 
kochia, common 
waterhemp, giant 
ragweed.

Resistant crops: 
Soybeans, corn, 
cotton and sugar 
beets have been 
modified to toler-
ate herbicides.
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BREAKING THE GRIP
OF THE ‘SUPERWEEDS’

By TOM MEERSMAN • tom.meersman@startribune.com

On a research plot near the Rochester airport, 
Jared Goplen has watched weeds for the past 
three summers. His specialty is giant ragweed, 
one of more than a dozen species of “superweeds” 
that resist the most widely used  herbicides. Super-
weeds can take over cropland, reduce yields and 
wipe out farmers’ profits. Even consumers can face 
a secondary effect in the form of higher food prices.

“It’s a serious problem and one that will con-
tinue to grow,” said Paul Meints, research program 
manager for Minnesota Soybean. 

Weeds that won’t succumb to mainstream her-
bicides are a rising concern nationally, especially 

in cotton, corn and soybean country, and the larg-
est agribusinesses are racing to propose solutions. 
In Minnesota alone, growers plant nearly 16 mil-
lion acres of corn and soybeans each year.

Goplen, a University of Minnesota graduate stu-
dent, is testing whether crop rotation and other 
non-herbicide methods can make a difference in 
keeping weeds under control. He records the num-
ber of giant ragweeds as they come up, collects and 
counts seeds that fall from mature plants, and even 
sifts seeds in the soil to map hot spots in the seed-
bank where seeds are waiting to sprout next year.

In states such as Arkansas, Tennessee and 
Georgia, the primary menace is a different weed. 

Crops are put at risk by plants that have become resistant to common herbicides

Related: Ebola vaccine may 
be available in 2015. A4
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first Precision Agriculture Cen-
ter in the country, and its direc-
tor David Mulla is a pioneer in
the field. “It’s amazing some-
thing that didn’t exist 30 years
ago has now been adopted by
large numbers of farmers across
thewhole globe,” he said.

Mulla said farmers tradition-
ally spread uniform amounts
of fertilizers, herbicides, insec-
ticides and seeds across their
farms, but scientists and farm-
ers began to realize in the 1980s
that the fields were more com-
plicated thanthat.One fieldmay
have several different soil types,
moisture levels and fertilizer
needs, he said, and the amount
of corn it would grow can vary
significantly fromacre to acre.

Precision agriculture figured
out how to produce fertilizer
prescriptions tailored to indi-
vidual fields, Mulla said, so that
more nutrients were applied
where they were needed and
less where they weren’t. He
estimates that 30 percent to 40
percent of corn and soybean
farmers in the Upper Midwest
now use variable rate fertilizer
systems.Thesameprinciplehas
been followed with herbicides,
insecticides and seeds, he said,
so that farmers waste less and
savemore.

Today, variable seed planters
and chemical spreaders link to
digital mapping programs that
automaticallyadjust todeliverat
different rates as they’re driven
across a field. Yield monitors
measure the number of bushels
of corn or soybeans instantly as
they’re being harvested in the
field.Globalpositioningsystems
connect directly to hydraulic
steering mechanisms that allow
tractors and combines to run on
autopilot.

“The first time you watch a
tractor steer for a quarter mile
as straight as a string without
youtouching thesteeringwheel,
it’s close to magic,” said Todd
Peterson, technology innovation
manager forWinfieldSolutions,
a wholly owned subsidiary of
LandO’Lakes.

At the controls
Amundson’s brother-in-law

CraigBreuerenteredcommands
on a touch pad screen last week
in thecabofaCaseInternational
STX325 four-wheeldrivearticu-
lated tractor.He thendroveonto
a 140-acre field, pullinga60-foot
wide planter with 24 row units,
or small hoppers. Each unit
inserted seeds into a furrow 1
3/4 inches deep and spaced 6
1/4 inches apart with a squirt
of starter fertilizer, and covered
them with a layer of soil and a
trickle of secondary fertilizer.

Amonitor in the cab showed
gray ahead and green behind as
the planter crawled across the
land, planting 24 rows at a time,
30 inches apart. If Breuer turned
the tractor toosharplyat theend
of a pass and began to overlap
any land already planted, indi-

vidual units would be “told” by
the program to shut off to avoid
double-seeding.

A different map showed
the 140-acre field divided into
zones, color-coded according to
fertility. Programmed software
hooked to theGPS system auto-
matically adjusted the distance
between seeds as the planter
moved across zones: about 6
inches apart in the more fertile
areas,up to 7 inchesapart in less
fertile soilwhere thecornwould
not grow quite as robust, based
on soil quality and past harvest
results.

Costs and benefits
Mulla said costs for high-tech

agriculture are always an issue,
but farmers are increasingly
finding that they can profit by
using the devices. Precise plant-
ing and fertilizing can increase
yields and the quality of crops,
he said, and reduce expenses by
using less seed, chemicals and
fuel.

“And ifwe’re using less fertil-
izer or less herbicide, then less
is getting into our surface and
groundwater,”Mulla said.

Many of the systems have
become standard as farmers
upgrade their equipment. One
survey suggested that 70 per-
cent of the corn and soybean
farmers in the Upper Midwest
nowusesometypeofautomatic
steering.

Precision farming has also
created hundreds of companies
that make and sell agricultural
software, Peterson said, and
train the serviceproviders, local
coops and farmers to use it.

“Not long ago you would
advise a farmer using hand-
drawn instructions,” he said.
“Now we implement sugges-
tions with a thumb drive, and
ultimately it’ll be wireless. It’s
howwe do agronomy now.”

Unmanned help
Entrepreneurs and univer-

sities are experimenting with
the next wave of futuristic farm
tools: robots to tend plants and
drones to check for crop stress
or insects.

Rowbot Systems, aMinneap-
olis start-up company, showed
off a prototype robot in several
fields last fall that could motor
between corn rows to add nitro-
gen fertilizer in midsummer
when corn plants need it the
most and heavymachinery isn’t
an option.

“There’s lots of opportuni-
ties during the season when the
needsofplantsarechangingand
we can respond to those needs
inaverytailoredway,”saidRow-
botCEOKentCavender-Bares.

The robots, 20-inch wide
machines, could also be pro-
grammedtoplantcovercropsor
sensewhere to targetherbicides
and insecticides, he said.

Unmanned aerial vehicles,
or drones, also have a future in
farming, said IanMacRae, asso-
ciate professor of entomology

at the University of Minnesota,
Crookston.

Remote sensing from satel-
lites and aircraft allows farmers
to see areas of stressed plants,
he said, but it’s not always clear
whether the poor growth is the
result of drought, disease or
insects.

Dronesthatcanflyoverafield
at 100 feetcanprovide fasterand
better images of crops that are
not doing well, he said, without
theneedtohireapilotorwait for
clouds to clear. Federal officials
havenotyetreleasedregulations
for commercial use of drones,
he said, but theUhas permits to
use a 3-foot electric octocopter
at certain research plots.

One of the mini-helicopter’s
missions is to carry regular and
near-infrared cameras to photo-
graph stressed crops, MacRae
said, and develop “spectral sig-
natures” of their wavelengths to
identify particular insects, such
as soybeanaphids.Data like that
could allow farmers to pinpoint
and treat insect hot spots before
awhole field is infested, he said.

A fewmore years of research
is needed for that technology,
MacRae said, and federal rules
need to be established.

“Onceweget to thatpoint, it’s
going to take off, it really is,” he
said.

TomMeersman • 612-673-7388

GPS, robots,
drones new
farmhands
øFARMING from A1

Photos by BRUCE BISPING • bbisping@startribune.com
Before planting corn, farmerMarty Amundsen cleaned out seed from throw units on a huge planter attached to the tractor. Shown below
is a GPS system that pinpoints where the tractors are in the field andwhere seeds are planted.

“Not long ago you would
advise a farmer using hand-
drawn instructions. Now we
implement suggestions with
a thumb drive, and ultimately
it’ll be wireless. It’s how we do
agronomy now.”

Todd Peterson

CAUTION:

strong side effects.
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274 KILLED
INMINE
EXPLOSION
More than150people
areunaccounted for
inTurkey’s deadliest
miningdisaster.A3

Investing in the
Green Line
At least $2.5Bwill be
used to finance proj-
ects along the LRT. B1

Health officials
back HIV pill
Daily use of Truvada
has been shown to
reduce infection. A3

A call to balance
clinical trials
NIHwarns scientists
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women in studies. A3

Violence forced
over 33M to flee
Number ofworld’s
displacedpeople is the
highest in 20years.A2

Lockdown drills
miss themark
The required safety
procedure at schools
is not enforced. B1

Museum could
lose funding
Somewonder if
AfricanAmerican
Museumwillopen.B1

Real estate
finds its niche
Demand for indus-
trial spaces is on the
rise. D1

From food to film, bike
trails to beer, vacation
spots to shopping,
check out our Best of
MN annual special
section onMinne-
sota’s finest.

Aplan tobringacamel
to campusquickly
backfired forUniver-
sityof St.Thomas stu-
dent leaders.B3

Big Papi is a big
pain for Twins
DavidOrtiz led the
Red Sox to a 9-4 vic-
tory at Target Field. C1

Saying farewell
toMidway
Thiswill be the Saints’
final season in the
beloved ballpark. C1
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Affordable housing, higher
education and convention
centers are the bigwinners.
By BAIRDHELGESON
baird.helgeson@startribune.com

Minnesotans needing afford-
able housing, communities seek-
ing convention center expansions
and the state’s higher education
institutions are big winners in a
new $1.1 billion package of state-
backed constructionprojects.

DFL legislative leaders bro-
kered the agreement behind
closeddoorsthisweek,andexpect
to pass the measure in the next
couple of days even though they
have not yet nailed down some
crucial Republican votes.

“We have worked hard to put
together a statewide bonding
bill that makes strategic invest-
ments that will create thousands
of jobs and support the continued
growth ofMinnesota’s economy,”
saidRep.AliceHausman, aDFLer
from St. Paul who helped broker
the deal. “This bill will benefit
Minnesotans across the state.”

Senate Republicans have
said they have enough votes for
passage, but Republican House
leaders are not embracing the
agreement, which could be a
problem when the bill comes
up for a House vote on Thurs-
day. State borrowing requires
a supermajority for passage,
which means DFL legislative

$1billion in state
buildingprojects
close to finalOK

Fired officer andMpls. schools cook are indicted
in a conspiracy to buy guns for gangmembers.

By PAULMcENROE
paul.mcenroe@startribune.com

A Hennepin County correc-
tions officer, now fired, and a
Minneapolis schools cook have
been indicted on federal charges

that theyconspiredtobuygunson
behalf of gangmembers involved
in robberies anddrugdeals.

Three alleged gang members
also were indicted Wednesday,
including a man charged in the
shooting thatwoundedan8-year-

oldMinneapolis girl.
At least seven weapons, large

amounts of ammunition and fire-
arms magazines were purchased
over several months, with orders
often placed in coded conversa-
tions over jail telephone lines,
according to an investigation by a
task force led by the U.S. Bureau
of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms
andExplosives (ATF). Theweap-

ons turnedup in local crimes, and
agents said they are not discount-
ing the possibility thatmore guns
will be traced back to the straw
purchasers or another cell of buy-
ers associatedwith the group.

Federal authorities said
Wednesday this is the first
large-scale conspiracy case
involving the straw purchase
of firearms to be prosecuted in

Minnesota. They described it as
unique because of the specific
and repeated purchase requests
that gang members passed
along to the school employee
and the corrections officer, who
is now a fugitive.

“This was a partnership
between straw purchasers who
showed a pattern of buying par-

Feds: Jail guardhelpedarmgang

Photos by BRUCE BISPING • bbisping@startribune.com
GETTING IT JUST RIGHT: FarmerMarty Amundson showed how fields are programmed into
the control units, tellingwhere to put different amounts of seed, depending on soil quality.

F
orMartyAmundson, farming ismea-
sured in inches, not just acres.

As he and hundreds of other corn
farmers began tilling, fertilizing and

planting last week, an increasing number is
turning to technology to optimize their crop.

The techniques, known as precision
agriculture, incorporate global position-
ing systems and digital mapping software
linked tomachines that apply just the right
number of seeds and just the right concen-
trations of fertilizers and herbicide to get
the most out of the fields.

“The technology’s been figured out, and
now the guys are saving money doing it,”
Amundson said. “Ninety percent of the
guys I know are using it.”

Precision agriculture has gone from
largely experimental to mainstream since
the mid-1990s, and more technology is on
the horizon: narrow robots that chug down
cornrowstozapweedsorsquirt fertilizerand
drones that hover above cropland takingpic-
tures of insect infestations.

The changes are exciting to Amund-
son, beginning his 11th year as a grower.

He and his brother-in-law and father-in-
law will plant about 1,700 acres of corn
and 300 acres of soybeans on family and
rented land this season. “It feels good to be
moving,” he said, looking across a 140-acre,
gently rolling field near Zumbrota, Minn.

TheUniversity ofMinnesota created the

New farmhands:
GPS, drones, bots

ASSOCIATED PRESS

NEW YORK – Leaders of the
soon-to-open Sept. 11 museum
portrayed it as a monument to
unity and resilience ahead of
its dedication Thursday, say-
ing that the struggles to build
it and conflicts over its content
would be trumped by its tribute
to both loss and survival.

“It tells how in the aftermath
of the attacks, our city, our nation
andpeopleacross theworldcame
together,” former New York City
Mayor Michael Bloomberg, the
memorial foundation’s chair-
man, said at a news conference
Wednesday. “Thismuseum,more
than any history book, will keep
that spirit of unity alive.”

Newmuseum
enshrines
9/11 losses
andsurvival

By KAVITAKUMAR
kavita.kumar@startribune.com

It was a LinkedIn post heard
around the world — or at least
one that was shared all over
social media.

In an unusual move, Target’s
chief marketing officer posted
a 750-word candid commentary
titled “The Truth Hurts” on the
networking site late Monday.
By Tuesday, it was blowing up
on sites such as Facebook and
Twitter, sparking discussions
about the “Target culture” and
the need for the Minneapolis-
based retailer to innovate.

The piece served as a rallying

call for Target employees who
have been battered for months
with one piece of bad news after
another — from missteps in the
retailer’s expansion into Canada
to themassivedatabreach toslug-
gish sales in the United States.
And then last week, Gregg Stein-
hafel, the company’s chief execu-
tive,steppeddown.Amidsomuch
turmoil and public scrutiny, Jeff

Targetcriticismprompts
exectopost: ‘Truthhurts’

SCREEN TIME : Farmer Craig Breuer pro-
grammed the GPS control unit on a tractor
before planting cornfields.

By TOMMEERSMAN • tom.meersman@startribune.com | ZUMBROTA,MINN.

JEFF JONES :
Chiefmarketing
officer’s piece sparks
discussionabout
“Target culture’’and
theneed to innovate.

“This museum, more
than any history
book, will keep that
spirit of unity alive.”
FormerMayorMichaelBloomberg

Above,recovered steel tridents
fromthebaseof theNorthTower,
ondisplayat themuseum.
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The practice of precision agriculture is nowwidespread



ZSW [C M Y K] D6 Sunday, Aug. 31, 2014

D 6  •  B U S I N E S S  •  S T A R  T R I B U N E  •  S U N D A Y ,  A U G U S T  3 1 ,  2 0 1 4 

ing beer and munching chicken 
wings, customers order at the table 
and the food comes to them. The cus-
tomer generally pays for this service 
with a 15 to 20 percent tip in addition 
to paying the check. 

At fast-casual restaurants, the 
customer orders at a counter and 
gets food perceived to be as good as 
if not better than the food served at 
a full service restaurant. The ticket 
is cheaper, sometimes a lot cheaper. 
And there’s no tip. 

Not only is it cheaper, the custom-
ers still get to sit down in a comfort-
able and attractive room that doesn’t 
resemble the crew’s mess of the USS 
Iowa the way fast food joints do. 

It’s a winning combination of 
good, fast and cheap, easily making 
fast-casual the hottest segment of the 
business.

Sales for the segment had been 
growing at a compound annual rate 
of about 11.2 percent over the past five 
years, according to the Chicago mar-
ket research firm Technomic,  steal-
ing market share from both the fast 

food companies as well as full-service 
casual restaurants.

This is not to suggest that there’s 
any slowdown in evidence at Buffalo 
Wild Wings. Sales at restaurants open 
for at least a year increased 7.7 percent 
in the most recent quarter at the res-
taurants it owns, and 6.5 percent at 
franchised locations.

Same-store sales growth will even-
tually flatten, however, and opening 
new restaurants is how it will keep 
up its earnings-per-share growth. 
The expectations are lofty, with the 
analysts looking for just under $6 per 
share in earnings next year, which 
would represent a big move from 
$3.79 per share for 2013.

The Golden Valley-based company 
has more than 1,000 Buffalo Wild 
Wings restaurants, both owned and 
franchised, well over half the way to 
the 1,700 restaurants in North America 
that the company thinks might repre-
sent a fully built out chain. 

That’s why it’s looking to make 
investments now in five to seven 
start-ups, not as a diversification 
strategy but as relatively low-cost 

way to find the growth vehicle that 
will drive earnings growth when the 
core concept of Buffalo Wild Wings 
runs out of headroom. 

“Full-service dining is still on the 
radar of things we’re looking at,” said 
Smith . “It just happened to be that the 
first couple of them were fast casual.” 

Smith said she and her team have 
looked at perhaps 150 different con-
cepts, an effort that really extends 
back years when franchisees first 
started asking about what else the 
company had for them to build and 
operate in their own markets. 

When she goes through her list of 
what she called “must-haves,” the list 
certainly seems to favor fast-casual.

Smith said she is looking for con-
cepts that would appeal to custom-
ers throughout the country. And 
since part of the strategy is to find 
and refine a restaurant concept that 
can be easily operated by franchisees, 
it’s important that the operations be 
what she called “simple,” maybe a 
limited menu offered to customers 
in a simple and inexpensive space. 

The really popular fast-casual 

niche in 2014 is pizza, and Buffalo 
Wild Wings jumped in with a minor-
ity investment in PizzaRev last year. 
It just opened its second Minne-
sota PizzaRev location this month 
in Edina. The company is far from 
the only one to have figured out the 
appeal of pizza, and there’s a long list 
of competitors in this niche.

Rusty Taco sells what it calls street 
tacos emphasizing fresh ingredients, 
a concept that seems to rival a hot 
dog stand for simplicity. There’s a 
long list of upstarts in the Mexican 
food niche as well, along with the 
reigning fast casual champ, Chipotle 
Mexican Grill.

It’s easy to see the appeal of 
fast casual concepts like Chipotle, 
explained restaurant consultant 
Allan Hickok,  but it’s a stretch to 
suggest that the traditional casual 
segment is going shrivel to nothing.

Part of his explanation for disap-
pointing sales in the casual segment 
is that chains like Chili’s, Applebee’s 
and TGI Fridays were all the hot com-
panies of 25 years ago. Hickok called 
them the “class of 1990.”

The best managers can refresh 
the menu with new items and come 
up with effective ad campaigns, but 
the fact remains that a young adult 

in particular is not going to frequent 
the same restaurant where his par-
ents went after their prom.

Young adults will go in droves, 
he said, to a Buffalo Wild Wings. He 
called it “their clubhouse.” 

Yet the company deserve some 
credit for looking into new fast-casual 
concepts now, he said, and jumping 
into a crowded niche like pizza or 
simple Mexican foods makes good 
sense to him.

“This sounds a little counterintui-
tive, but to succeed you go to where 
the greatest competition is,” Hickok 
said. “So many chains are invented, 
do a course correction and then fail 
because they try to be different. The 
way you really want to compete is to 
be the same. Same as what? The same 
as the guys making all the money in 
the areas where all [the consumers’] 
money is being spent.”

And ignore any comments that 
there may be too many restaurants, 
he said. A well-managed company 
like Buffalo Wild Wings has plenty 
of growth opportunity.

“There aren’t too many restaurants 
in America,” he said. “There are too 
many mediocre restaurants.” 

lee.schafer@startribune.com • 612-673-4302

Buffalo Wild Wings takes on ‘fast casual’
ø SCHAFER from D1

DAVID BREWSTER • dbrewster@startribune.com
Bruce  Peterson farms corn near Northfield. He said farmers who did not “forward market” by selling ahead of time are likely “below water at this point.” 

son said. It “boggles the mind” that 
the market thinks that corn was 
worth $7 at one point in 2012 and 
half of that value two years later, he 
said. “It’s incomprehensible.”

Belt tightening
For Tim Wiersma,  who grows 

corn and soybeans near Albert Lea, 
it’s time to “pull back on the reins.”

“Typically if a farmer has a buck 
he spends two, buying machin-
ery, upgrading the house, buying a 
pickup or some toys or investing into 
another business or in the market,” 
Wiersma said.

That happened when corn prices 
were high between 2011 and 2013, 
Wiersma said, and both farmers and 
local businesses benefited. This sea-
son will be different, he said, with 
decent yields in Minnesota and 
record crops nationally.

“I don’t see this to be a devastat-
ing time because we’ve come out of 
some good years,” Wiersma said. 
“But if [low prices] persist and the 
costs don’t retract, we could see 
some exiting of farmers out of the 
industry,” he said.

Wiersma said that he and other 
farmers often hedge their losses by 
selling on the futures market. He sold 
some of his expected 2014 corn crop 
months ago when prices were higher, 
he said, so that will ease the pain if 
he loses money or only breaks even 
on other acres.

Bruce Peterson,  who grows corn 
and soybeans with two brothers and 
a nephew near Northfield, said that 
farmers who did not “forward mar-
ket” by selling some of their crop 
ahead of time are probably “below 
water at this point.”

“It’s not all doom and gloom 
because the prices run in cycles 
and we’ve had a pretty good run 
recently,” he said.

“Most people should have had 
some fairly strong profit to build up 
a little reserve capital and reduce 
some debt to weather a period of 
time when prices are negative.”

But Peterson said that three years 
of healthy profits were accompanied 
by rising costs for fertilizer, seed, 
land rent and other expenses, and 
now everyone needs to recalibrate.

Costs of production are “way out 
of balance with expected revenue,” 
said Dale Nordquist,  associate direc-

tor of the Center for Farm Financial 
Management at the University of 
Minnesota. Land values and land 
rental rates have just caught up to 
where corn prices were during the 
past couple of years, he said, but now 
corn has plummeted.

“There’s no profitability at these 
current corn prices,” he said, and 
many producers will not be able to 
break even.

Some analysts have predicted 
that corn prices may drop to $3.20 
or $3.25 per bushel before bottoming 
out during harvest in early October. 
Prices of course depend on contin-
ued good weather, which has been 
ideal for corn and soybeans in most 
parts of the Midwest this year.

The insurance trigger
The center estimated that in 2013, 

the average Minnesota corn farmer 
spent $5.16 in direct and overhead 
expenses to grow one bushel of 
corn, and that two-thirds of those 

expenses were for seed, fertilizer 
and land rent. The estimates are 
based on real costs reported by about 
859 farms that are part of the Min-
nesota Farm Business Management 
programs.

If those costs stay about the same 
for 2014, said Swanson of Wells 
Fargo, and if corn prices remain at 
slightly under $4 per bushel, farm-
ers could lose about $1.25 per bushel 
this year. “That would generate some 
of the largest losses that we’ve ever 
seen historically,” he said, and could 
trigger record amounts of crop insur-
ance payments to farmers.

The low prices may also be affect-
ing land values. “Land prices have 
moderated following a multiyear 
period of strong growth,” according 
to the most recent quarterly survey 
of agricultural lenders by the Fed-
eral Reserve Bank of Minneapolis. 
Minnesota farmland prices dropped 
about 4 percent in the second quarter 
from what they were a year ago, the 
report said.

Corn and soybean farmers have 

seen ups and downs in the mar-
ket over the years, and many have 
invested in side businesses to spread 
the risk, such as raising livestock or 
specialty crops or selling seed.

In addition to corn and soybeans, 
Peterson raises pigs and cattle, and 
owns shares in an ethanol plant. 
“That side of our operation will 
benefit from the lower corn prices,” 
he said.

Kirby Hettver,  who grows corn, 
soybeans and alfalfa on about 870 
acres near De Graff in western Min-
nesota, said that if prices remain low, 
those at greatest risk will be growers 
who haven’t farmed long enough to 
build up equity, and who have large 
debt for machinery and pay high 
rental prices for farmland.

Les Anderson,  who farms about 
1,100 acres near Cannon Falls, said 
growers cannot control whether 
corn prices go up or down, but they 
can control their own costs. “Rais-
ing corn is pretty much a break-even 

deal now,” he said. “I don’t think the 
prices are going to come back any-
time soon, so everybody’s going to be 
tightening their belts and scrutiniz-
ing expenses.”

That could include applying less 
fertilizer, buying less expensive seed, 
renegotiating land rent prices, and 
fixing farm equipment instead of 
replacing it, he said.

Equipment demand slow
Manufacturers have already 

noticed the change. Two weeks 
ago, Deere & Co. announced that it 
will put more than 600 employees 
at four locations on indefinite layoff 
because of weaker demand for its 
agricultural equipment. Last week 
 the Moline, Ill., company announced 
another 460 layoffs at its tractor 
manufacturing plant in Waterloo, 
Iowa. Deere said it will also intro-
duce “seasonal and inventory adjust-
ment shutdowns and temporary lay-
offs” at other factories.

Andrew Swenson,  sales manager 
and one of the owners of Midwest 

Machinery in St. Cloud, was not sur-
prised.

“When corn prices are low, sales 
really slow down almost exponen-
tially at the dealership level,” he said. 
New combines range from $300,000 
to $400,000, Swenson said, and large 
row crop tractors typically cost 
$200,000.

Equipment sales at Midwest’s 13 
stores across central Minnesota have 
been healthy in recent years, Swen-
son said, but the company will need 
to adjust if corn prices remain low.

“Our business is built now for $6 
corn, so it’ll be a little bit of work to 
muscle through a depressed time,” 
he said.

What will sustain his company if 
corn prices remain in the doldrums, 
Swenson said, is its parts and ser-
vice departments. “That part of the 
business shouldn’t really fall off that 
much because farmers still have to 
plant, they still have to combine, and 
they have to use their machines just 

as much as they did when commod-
ity prices were high,” he said.

The two largest consumers of 
corn are animals and ethanol plants, 
according to the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, and both may benefit if 
corn prices stay low.

“The single largest cost for rais-
ing a hog is the price of corn,” said 
Dave Preisler,  executive director of 
the Minnesota Pork Producers Asso-
ciation. In 2012 and 2013 when corn 
prices were high, he said, “probably 
some of the very best [hog] farms 
broke even and made a few dollars, 
but on average there were losses dur-
ing those years.”

Hog farmers should be able to 
make money this year, Preisler said.

“Price doesn’t really make any 
difference in the big scheme of 
things,” he said. “What’s important 
is the margin: What are your costs 
and what can you sell your product 
for. That’s what keeps both crop and 
livestock farmers in business.”

Tom Meersman • 612-673-7388

Low corn prices stoke worry
ø CORN from D1

« IF [LOW PRICES] PERSIST … 
WE COULD SEE SOME EXITING OF FARMERS. »

Tim Wiersma, corn and soybean farmer near Albert Lea

It can get even more confusing if 
you’re shopping for a device: There 
are now 50 streaming media boxes 
and 12 smaller-size sticks on the mar-
ket, according to Mike Paxton, analyst 
at research firm SNL Kagan.

Despite the disarray and the emer-
gence of the so-called smart TV, own-
ership of streaming media devices is 
rising and competition among manu-
facturers is intensifying.

When boxes including Apple TV 
and Roku started seeing wide adop-
tion a couple of years ago, many 
analysts guessed they were merely 
a stopgap measure until everybody 
bought a TV set that could connect 
directly to the Internet. But adop-
tion of smart TVs has fallen short of 
expectations.

Though the number of U.S. adults 
with high-definition TV has jumped 
25 percentage points to 78 percent 
during the last four years, the tally of 
smart-television-owning adults has 
ticked up only 14 percentage points 
to 21 percent, according to media con-
sulting firm Frank N. Magid Associ-
ates Inc. Meanwhile, the number of 
consumers with streaming devices is 
growing rapidly and is already on par 
with smart TVs at 21 percent.

One key reason: Prices for smart 
TVs have remained high while some 
streaming media devices cost $30 on 
sale.

“When you can just connect a 
media box to a dumb screen, I don’t 
think TV manufacturers have con-
vinced consumers that the value 
proposition is there for a smart TV,” 
Paxton said.

Analysts attribute the popular-
ity of streaming media boxes to one 
company: Netflix Inc. Two in three 
people buying a streaming media box 
do it just to access Netflix through 
a television, Paxton said. Every time 
the streaming service launches ser-
vice in a new country, box sales pick 
up there.

That’s despite the growth in peo-
ple watching video on their smart-
phones. With better cellular data 
plans and more Wi-Fi availability, the 
amount of time people spend watch-
ing full-length TV content on smart-
phones and tablets tripled in the last 
year, according to Magid data.

At home, though, many people still 
find that the most comfortable and 
enjoyable way to watch video is in 
front of a TV — now more than ever 
with a streaming media box.

At the top of the charts are Apple 
TV and Roku boxes. Amazon Fire 
TV and Google Chromecast are far 
behind but growing. Fewer house-
holds are using gaming consoles 
such as Microsoft Xbox One and Sony 
PlayStation 4 to connect televisions 
to the Web. Some DVD players and 
DVRs can also stream online content 
to televisions, but these devices typi-
cally cost more, are physically larger 
or have fewer apps.

There’s a lot of work “involved 
right now in finding the right con-
tent,” said Magid researcher Andrew 
Hare. “The onus is on the industry to 
make it as easy as channel surfing. I 
don’t think we’re even tapping into 
how something  this big could change 
culturally how Americans view tele-
visions.” 

Media 
devices 
gaining 
appeal
ø STREAMING from D1
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Buffalo Wild Wings appears 
to be really interested in get-
ting into a new segment of the 
restaurant business.

The company made its 
name with a sports-themed 
empire of what are known in 
the business as “casual” res-
taurants, the kind where serv-
ers greet customers and take 
orders at the table. But the buzz 
in the industry these days is 
around “fast casual,” a format 
exemplified by the thriving 
Chipotle Mexican Grill chain.

Wild Wings has noticed the 
trend. It’s just invested in its 
second fast-casual restaurant 
company, one called Rusty 
Taco . 

CEO Sally Smith  downplays 
the significance, suggesting 
that the company might eas-

ily invest in a full-
service breakfast 
restaurant con-
cept next quar-
ter. 

Yet it wouldn’t 
be surprising 
if the company 
does more of 

what it’s been doing, investing 
in promising concepts in the 
segment of the industry that 
is currently growing rapidly.  

The thing that makes a res-
taurant either a fast-casual or 
casual restaurant is really the 
service model. At a Buffalo 
Wild Wings, filled on busy 
nights with sports fans drink-

‘Fast 
casual’ is 
gaining 
speed

lee
schafer

DAVID BREWSTER • dbrewster@startribune.com
Bruce  Peterson, a farmer near Northfield, looked over this year’s crop. Declining corn prices have heavy implications for the economy of the Upper Midwest. 

By TOM MEERSMAN  
tom.meersman@startribune.com

T he prospect of a bin-busting crop 
has driven corn prices to their low-
est levels in four years and raised 

fears of a prolonged slump for crop farm-
ers in Minnesota and elsewhere. 

After three years of profits, analysts 
are calling 2014 a break-even year, at best. 
Some think prices could drop more and 
stay low into 2015.

“It’s the absolute flip of where we were 
at 12 months ago,” said Mark Greenwood,  
senior vice president at AgStar Financial, 
referring to corn prices that have dropped 
from more than $6 per bushel in 2013 to 
around $3.60 on the Chicago Board of 
Trade in the past couple of weeks.

The sputtering prices have significant 
implications for the economy of the Upper 
Midwest, which has outpaced much of 
the nation in recent years partly on the 
strength of a strong agricultural sector. 
Not only are corn prices down, but soy-
beans and some other crops have also 
dropped sharply.

Beyond thinning farmers’ wallets, the 
impact could ripple outward to weaken 
a host of service businesses: seed com-
panies, farm implement dealers, fertil-

izer marketers, herbicide applicators, 
and landlords who rent fields to farmers. 
The record harvest will also overflow 
grain bins after harvest begins this fall, 
according to federal officials, further 
straining railroads that are far behind in 
shipping last year’s crop. 

“A big part of Minnesota’s overall 
economy is from the outstate that flows 
through the metro eventually,” said 
Michael Swanson, agricultural economist 
for Wells Fargo. “So we better take care 
of it if we want to have long-term health 
for a big part of the state.”

Lower prices, of course, are good news 
for buyers. When corn drops, livestock 
operators and ethanol producers benefit 
from cheaper feed and fuel.

Swanson said consumers at the gro-
cery store may benefit eventually from 
cheaper corn, which is an ingredient in 
cereals, cookies and other products. But 
he said it may take months to see price 
cuts as food companies first try to recoup 
losses from when corn prices were high.

He said it’s not clear what is driving 
the magnitude of the swing in commod-
ity prices.

“We say it’s about supply and demand, 
but you really wonder sometimes,” Swan-

AMPLE CORN, 
SCARCE PROFITS

Corn is selling for half of what it did two years 
ago, which could hurt farm-related businesses .

Source: University of Minnesota 
Center for Farm Business Management

RAY GRUMNEY • Star Tribune

Average corn 
prices per bushel, 
2004-2013*

*Based on cash sales reported by 
nearly 24,400 farms in Farm 
Business Management 
Associations across the state.
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prices are now below $4 after 
several years of profits.

See CORN on D6 Ø

Sept. 10 is the deadline 
for doctors to dispute info.

By JIM SPENCER  
jim.spencer@startribune.com

WASHINGTON – Dr. Julie 
Adams  has signed up to see 
what medical device and drug 
makers have reported to the gov-
ernment about her financial ties 
with their industries.

But Adams, an orthopedic 
surgeon at the University of 
Minnesota, is worried about 
her peers. A Sept. 10 deadline is 
approaching for physicians to 
check and challenge new dis-
closures that will become pub-
lic as part of national health care 
reform. 

“The burden is on physicians 
to correct the data,” Adams said.

If they don’t, it becomes 
public on Sept. 30 as part of the 
Physicians Sunshine Act , a law 
that applies to hundreds of thou-
sands of doctors and roughly 
1,100 teaching hospitals across 
the country. It is intended to 
allow patients to see monetary 
links between their doctors and 
device and drug companies. It 
aims to cut down on conflicts 
of interest that can affect treat-
ment decisions.

But there are major chal-
lenges in assembling and vali-
dating the data. As times runs 
out to review the accuracy of 
the information, the U.S. Cen-
ters for Medicare and Medicaid 
Services (CMS) will not say how 
many individuals and institu-
tions have signed up to review 

Doctors’ 
industry 
ties to 
be public

Higher demand also has 
intensified competition. 

By PARESH DAVE  
Los Angeles Times

More TV viewers are pick-
ing up so-called streaming 
media boxes in the hope of 
fulfilling a simple wish: Let 
me watch what I want when 
I want.

Basically, the devices, some 
as small as a thumb drive, link 
the TV to the Internet so users 

can watch Netflix or Hulu on 
the bigger screen, giving them 
a far wider choice of program-
ming than cable or satellite 
services can.

But that’s where it can be 
confusing and frustrating: 
Every box, including Apple TV, 
Roku and Amazon Fire TV, has 
its own set of apps that feature 
different libraries of shows and 
movies. Amazon Fire TV, for 
example, lacks HBO Go, which 
allows for on-demand viewing 
of HBO shows.

And although streaming 
apps such as Netflix and Hulu 
have vast libraries, some TV 
networks and studios limit 
availability of their content 
depending on whether the 
user is a cable or satellite sub-
scriber. That means streaming 
media boxes won’t help view-
ers ditch cable or satellite tele-
vision subscriptions because 
many networks’ apps require 
that users also have a pay-TV 
account.

As more buy streaming media boxes, confusion persists 

Offered at a 
lower price 
point than 
smart TVs, 
streaming 
devices 
like Roku 
come with 
a wide 
variety of 
content.  
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