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Dairy Wellness Webinar Highlights 
Challenges and Resources
Focusing on the needs of field staff, CMAB & CDQAP’s 
discussion featured some of the nation’s foremost 
experts on farmer stress.

By Dr. Michael Payne, UC Davis, 
School of Veterinary Medicine and 
Director, CDQAP
While field staff, veterinarians 
and other allied professionals 
may be the first to notice signs 
of stress, burnout and mental 
fatigue in producers or dairy 
employees, they may frequently 
feel uncertain about what to 

do next. On October 26th CMAB and CDQAP partnered with 
experts from Wisconsin, Colorado, California and Washington 
State to discuss the most current advice related to farmer wellness 
and mental fatigue. The webinar used a confidential format 
where participants’ identity and submitted questions remained 
anonymous if they elected to.  

A recording of the webinar is available for industry use, below are 
some of the highlights. 

It’s OK to not be OK…by someone who lived it.
Perhaps the most poignant presentation came from Jeffrey 
Ditzenberger, a former dairy producer with a life-long career in 
Wisconsin agriculture and a Desert Storm veteran. In a fearlessly 
candid way Jeff detailed his own personal crisis, a story that 
would eventually be featured on HBO, A&E and the independent 
film Greener Pastures. Jeff ’s experiences led him to found the 
farmer-to-farmer, non-profit TUGS Group. The organization 
works to destigmatize farmer emotional fatigue and dispel 
common fallacies, such as the misconception that talking to 
someone about suicide makes them more suicidal. 

Ag wellness was already challenging; the pandemic made it worse.
The Western Regional Agriculture Stress Assistance Program or 
WRASAP is funded in part through USDA’s National AgrAbility 
Project, and serves 13 western states and 4 territories. Don 
McMoran from Washington State University directs the program 
and briefed the audience on the scope of the problem. 

Farmers are 1.7 to 5 times more likely to die from suicide then 
the general population, which is even higher than military rates. 
Farmers don’t typically take their own lives in the middle of a life 
emergency, but later on after they have had a chance to reflect on 
their situation. The most common stressors reported by farmers 
are time pressure, workload, unpredictable income, isolation, 
farm succession and interpersonal conflicts. 

Continued on Page 2

Save the Date: March 26, 2024
The fourth California Dairy Sustainability Summit will 
be held as a one-day event on March 26, 2024, at the 
UC Davis Conference Center. The Summit brings the 
dairy community together, along with policy makers, 
regulators, researchers, supply chain partners, and 
other stakeholders. The program recognizes world-
leading accomplishments 
and promotes long-
term sustainability of 
California’s family dairies. 
Stay tuned. 

Water Records Are Important!
By Deanne Meyer, Ph.D. Livestock Waste Management Specialist, 
Department of Animal Science, UC Davis and UC ANR

Tracking water application 
to crops is important in 
wet and dry years alike. 
This information is helpful 
to determine if irrigation 
water is managed efficiently.  
Improving irrigation efficiency 
(amount of water applied 
compared with plant needs) 

may be important in the new year as Sustainable 
Groundwater Management Plans are more fully 
implemented. Keep in mind that water applied above 
crop needs leads to leaching and may move nitrate 
below root zones. Record keeping is also important 
as water application information is required for dairy 
water quality annual reports. 

Regardless of where the dairy is in CA, producers will 
want to track water sources and quantities applied 
to fields. Your nutrient management consultant can 
provide forms or spreadsheets, or you can download 
record keeping templates from cdqap.org. (Click the 
binders tab to find information specific to your region.)

The El Niño ahead may bring much rain. 
Documenting where water ends up will be important.

North Coast Reports Due 
November 30

A quick reminder that 
Annual Reports are due by 
November 30 to the North 
Coast and San Francisco 
Bay Regional Water 
Quality Control Boards. 

https://www.dairycares.com/_files/ugd/e8c369_3b3a3604b63441a5aaa03918875db506.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GaV_0vxWkl4
https://tugsgroup.com/
https://farmstress.us/
http://www.agrability.org/
http://www.agrability.org/
http://cdqap.org
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Dairy Wellness Webinar Highlights Challenges and Resources continued
Signs of severe farmer stress include: 
•	 Expressing (even as a joke) ideas of hurting oneself
•	 Lack of energy or motivation to perform usual tasks
•	 Loss of interest in favorite activities
•	 Withdrawal from others and regular events
•	 Increased alcohol or drug use 
•	 Increased stress in children or tension in relationships
•	 Increased incidence of ag-related accidents
•	 Giving away prized possessions

WRASAP has created a clearinghouse of various services 
ranging from financial guidance to substance use to legal 
mediation. A farmer resource hotline (not a crisis line) is 
available at 1-800-FARM-AID. 

Training available for the rural community
After spending 25 years working Crisis Psychology, usually 
in an Emergency Department setting, Kirsten Wulfsberg 
now works with Colorado State’s Cooperative Extension 
– AgrAbility project. People concerned about a friend or 
family member often don’t approach them for fear they will 
be insulted or angry. Kirsten explained that in the 25 years 
she had been performing crisis assessments “Never once 
have I had someone be offended by me asking if they were 
having suicidal thoughts.” For allied industry professionals 
who just want an introduction to how and when to take 
action, there are numerous courses available. All of them 
can be taken on-line and at no cost. 

•	 COMET – (Changing Our Mental & Emotional 
Trajectory) Developed by Colorado State, the training 
is a gentle introduction to assisting those potentially 
in a vulnerable space. Developed specifically for rural 
communities, this 1 ½ course focuses on five non-
threatening questions to help start a conversation with 
someone who may or may not be struggling.

•	 QPR – (Question, Persuade, Refer) While COMET 
focuses on beginning the conversation, QPR for 
Farmers and Farm Families teaches laypersons and 
professionals how to recognize and respond to a mental 
health crisis. Operated by the national Agri-Safe 
program, this 1 ½ hour training is specially tailored to 
the agricultural community.

•	 Mental Health First Aid - Just as CPR helps you assist 
an individual having a heart attack, this 8-hour course 
helps you assist someone experiencing a mental health 
or substance abuse crisis. While not farmer focused like 
the COMET & QPR trainings, this course is a deep dive 
into both crisis and non-crisis situations, strategies and 
referral resources.

Farm Stress: Barriers & Resources 
Karen Endres, Coordinator for Wisconsin’s Farmer Wellness 
Program, brought to the workshop a unique perspective 
as a dairy producer, producer spouse and a nationally 
recognized expert in farmer stress. Last year alone Karen’s 
wellness program referred more than 250 farmers to 
counciling and follow-up assistance. 

A survey performed by the American Farm Bureau 
Federation found four major barriers to farmers 
seeking mental health treatment. The four “As” were: 
Affordability of counseling, Accessibility to treatment 
in their community, Awareness of the need for help and 
Acceptability due to the stigma attached to treatment. 

California wellness programs & helper resources 
Esmeralda Mandujano program manager for UCD’s 
AgrAbility and WRASAP program closed out the 
discussion by using a resources flyer specifically developed 
for the workshop. While not specific to agriculture the 988 
Suicide & Crisis Lifeline (formerly known as the National 
Suicide Prevention Lifeline) can be accessed by simply 
dialing “988”, which for farmers has less implications then 
dialing “911” which requires a law enforcement response. 
While not a 24/7 hotline, the national FARM AID program 
can be reached at 1-800-327-6243 during workdays from 
6am to 6pm Pacific Time and can direct farmers to a 
variety of resources. Similarly, the regional WRASAP 
homepage described by the second speaker has an extensive 
clearinghouse page for western farmers. Finally, CDFA’s new 
Mental Health Resources page for farmers and farmworkers 
also lists and describes many of these programs. 
To learn more about the webinar or to obtain a copy for 
industry use contact Dr. Payne at mpayne@ucdavis.edu.  

https://farmstress.us/clearinghouse/
https://agrability.colostate.edu/
https://medschool.cuanschutz.edu/family-medicine/community/practice-based-research-networks/hprn/projects-and-programs
https://www.agrisafe.org/courses/qpr/
https://www.mentalhealthfirstaid.org/
https://datcp.wi.gov/Pages/AgDevelopment/FarmerMentalHealthWellness.aspx
https://datcp.wi.gov/Pages/AgDevelopment/FarmerMentalHealthWellness.aspx
https://calagrability.ucdavis.edu/
https://www.dairycares.com/_files/ugd/e8c369_093482d071fa4350b8b4730e95b1c7e3.pdf
https://988lifeline.org/
https://988lifeline.org/
https://www.farmaid.org/our-work/resources-for-farmers/
https://farmstress.us/
https://farmstress.us/clearinghouse/
https://www.cdfa.ca.gov/farmer_farmworker_mentalhealth/
mailto:mpayne%40ucdavis.edu?subject=

