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Patty Loew:

Hello and welcome to “In Wisconsin.”  I'm Patty Loew.  This week, think you know what you're getting when you order a Friday night fish fry?  Think again.  

Man:

And I'll bet out of the last 50 restaurants I've gone to, I bet I haven't had yellow perch in two of them, even though I've ordered yellow perch.  

Loew:

Find out how state aqua farmers are working to keep perch on your plate.  Let the meter run while you join this Madison cab driver for a night shift.  

Man:

There's so much poetry and so much drama here that it's really unbelievable.  

Loew:

And discover how a sheep's best friend keeps the wolves at bay.  

Woman:

I firmly believe that this is wolf territory and we need to learn to live within that system.  

Loew:

It's all ahead, “In Wisconsin.”  

Loew:

Agriculture has long been big business in Wisconsin, but in our first report, Andy Soth shows us that some state farmers are trading in silos and barns for streams and nets.  

Andy Soth:

Think Wisconsin agriculture, and you'll probably envision a farm like this.  But step back and you'll see that this is also a farm, a fish farm.  Wisconsin aquaculture.  

Myron Kebus:

I think in Wisconsin, we could really do some wonderful things with fish farming.  

Soth:

Dr. Myron Kebus is the state aquaculture veterinarian.  And just like a large animal vet, he's often on the farm.  Today it's a trout farm near Palmyra.  

Kebus:

We lead the nation in quality fish.  

Soth:

A quality fish is a healthy fish.  

Kebus:

When we open up this fish, we can see that this fish has been feeding well.  

Soth:

Dr. Kebus works with fish farmers to optimize fish health.  

Peter Fritsch:

We've gone chemical-free and with no antibiotics.  Ten years ago, five years ago, to the average consumer that was important to some.  Now, more and more people, as they're being educated, they want to eat a cleaner product.  

Kebus:

We need to look at the fish, see what the environmental requirements are and try to create the environment that keeps them healthy.  

Soth:

For these trout, that means raceways, ponds with cool, moving water, like a natural trout stream.  Successful fish farming means careful monitoring of feeding and water conditions.  Wisconsin's water resources and farming tradition make it a good place for aquaculture.  That's why the state Ag Department hired Kebus, one of only a few fish doctors in the country.  

Kebus:

If you look around the world, there have been tremendous developments.  When there's coming together of the people who are raising the fish and the support of the government, and the universities to do that.  I think in Wisconsin we're better situated to do that than many states.  

Soth:

The state Ag Department, the university system, and many fish farmers are particularly interested in raising one type of fish.  It might be called the holy grail of Wisconsin aquaculture.  The yellow perch.  

Jeffrey Malison:

In the great lakes region there's a huge demand for this fish.  It's a great-tasting fish, particularly Friday night fish fries.  That's where it's always been very popular.  

Soth:

Jeff Malison directs UW-Madison aquaculture program, and is co-director of the northern aquaculture demonstration facility located on the Red Cliff reservation.  But he's here at the perch farm he co-owns near Deerfield.  .  

Malison:

This is what I do on weekends, and when I have extra vacation time.  

Soth:

He gladly shares what he's learned about the challenges of raising perch with fellow fish farmers.  

Malison:

I think it's just a matter of time before we really see the development of a significant industry here in Wisconsin, and possibly or probably in other Great Lakes states as well.  

Soth:

That's because the Great Lakes used to be home to millions of yellow perch, before overfishing and ecological change all but wiped them out.  

Kebus:

We thought the oceans would never stop providing fish.  And they've begun to.  We thought the Great Lakes never would and they have.  

Soth:

While the fish may be disappearing from the lakes, the taste for them remains.  So much so that it has led to some unscrupulous practices.  

Malison:

We do go to a lot of Friday night fish fries.  And I'll bet out of the last 50 restaurants I've gone to I bet I haven't had yellow perch in two of them, even though I've ordered yellow perch.  Basically everything you get is not yellow perch.  

Soth:

Meet a fish called zander.  Native to eastern Europe, it's become an invasive species at Wisconsin fish fries.  Some seafood dealers label it as European perch or walleye and sell it to unsuspecting restaurant owners.  

Susan Quam:

In Wisconsin, we're known for great fish fries.  And we’re also known for it being a reasonable way to take your family out to dinner on a Friday night.  So, restaurant operators are under a lot of pressure when they have a cheaper alternative that's called European perch or European walleye.  It looks like a great way for them to serve, provide their customers what they want.  A lot of restaurants don't realize they can't utilize that and call that perch or walleye.  

Malison:

These are wild-caught fish.  The areas they grow, there might be significant levels of pollution in these waterways.  So we don't really know what we're eating.  So it's a huge problem.  

Soth:

And a problem for Wisconsin's fish farmers who want to meet the demand with true, homegrown yellow perch.  

Malison:

Our goal has always been food fish production.  

Soth:

The Wisconsin Aquaculture Association is trying to bring perch farmers together to meet the challenge.  

Man:

If we leave it to chance, it ain't going to happen.  

Soth:

At this first ever yellow fish forum at UW-Stevens Point, fish farmers share technical know-how and talk about how to better market their product.  

Bill West:

The beef, pork and cranberry industries are all developing their own identity.  We certainly want to develop our identity.  

Quam:

Restaurant operators in Wisconsin would love to have the opportunity to purchase farm-raised perch from local providers.  

Soth:

So it might be that in the future, a Wisconsin-grown label will mean as much for Wisconsin aquaculture as it has for Wisconsin agriculture.  

Malison:

If you look at Wisconsin cheese, for example, they set the bar for cheese.  We're not going to be quite as big as the cheese industry, but quality-wise we're right there.  Hey, we’ve got a good thing here.  

Loew:

The state aquaculture vet in Andy's report has his work cut out for him.  The importance of fish health was reiterated last fall, when the U.S. Department of Agriculture placed an emergency ban on the live interstate transport of many fish species, including rainbow trout and yellow perch from Great Lakes states.  The culprit was a disease that causes hemorrhaging in fish, a disease that could potentially devastate fish farms.  The USDA subsequently scaled back the total ban to allow the shipping of live fish across state lines as long as the fish are tested for the disease.  Because of its investment in fish health, Wisconsin is better prepared than most of its Great Lakes neighbors to perform this testing.  

Loew:

One of the things “In Wisconsin” likes to do is introduce you to interesting people, people you may never have a chance to meet in person.  To that end, one of our videographers, Mike Eicher, rode shotgun with Bruce Algozin, a Madison cab driver.  Algozin has worked the night shift since 1979 and he agreed to show us the ropes.  

Bruce Algozin:

You all by yourself?  Where do you want to go?  Whereabouts?  Okay.  

I've been driving a Badger Cab since 1979.  That's 26 years.  And I'm by no means the most senior member of that -- of the fleet here.  We all complain about it.  But at the same time, doing what I would call a straight job, where you've got a supervisor, somebody hanging over your head.  I just couldn't do it, I don't think, at this point.  

Cab drivers are kind of natural born gamblers.  You're putting yourself, you know, you're throwing yourself on the mercy of the public.  You're trusting them.  

Have a good night.  Yeah, we'll see you later.  

I had one kid one night show me a gun, you know, he was going to try and rob me.  And he wasn’t in the cab, standing outside.  It was a big mistake.  So I just hit the accelerator.  He was an amateur at it.  Statistically, driving a cab is the most dangerous job in the country.  There are more homicides to cab drivers than anything else, even more so than cops.  But interestingly enough, in Madison here, the real danger isn't so much being robbed, or beaten, or assaulted, as it is drunk drivers.  More of my friends have been killed and hurt by drunk drivers than any other single factor.  

Need a cab?  Okay.  

How the radio works, you're competing with all those other cab drivers and you're calling in your location all the time.  And the dispatcher has to make a determination when you call in your position as to who is closest to the call.  So it's very important you tell the truth.  You can't lie.  Because the only thing that keeps you from lying is the repercussions in terms of your reputation.  Say you exaggerate.  We’re right now in the 1400 block of Williamson.  If I called in and said I was at Ingersoll and Willy, that's two or three blocks ahead of where I really am.  That’s called long-hooding.  It’s as though my hood were actually three blocks long.  If you're caught long-hooding, you could live with that reputation for 20 years.  

You get down here a lot?  

Man:

This is the first time down here in 11 years, actually.  

Algozin:

11 years?  What do you think?  

Man:

The girls are a lot younger than they used to be.  

Algozin:

Probably could have predicted that.  

I went to high school in Denver.  I came out here in 1965 to go to college, majored in English and Philosophy.  Of course, that led immediately to cab driving.  

But I also write.  I just completed a novel, just recently, which is my third.  Hopefully, this one is going to -- something will happen.  There's so much poetry and so much drama here, that it's really unbelievable.  I picked up a woman today, a girl about 17 years old, had been out to West Town to have pictures taken of her and her newborn child.  And she was alone and treating herself to a cab ride there and back.  And, I mean, it was just -- it was -- it was a very poignant situation.  Really something.  And that suggests a multitude of things, entire dramas in that.  

The party has begun down on State Street.  Some drivers will sit down here and they won't ever leave.  It's lucrative.  And it's good money and it’s quick.  It’s easy.  But we call this cream puff.  What it means is that you're just, you know, you're taking the cream off the top and not doing the real work that requires you to go far, long distances into the city, or take any risks of any kind.  And it's very much looked down upon.  The other real cab drivers, of course, don’t cream puff.  I'll be 60 years old pretty soon, another couple years, another year, so I'm facing the situation of being physically not being able to do this anymore, I mean, at some point.  And you wonder when that's going to come, and how I'm going to know when it does come.  Because I don't know what I'm going to do in its stead.  And it's not because there aren't other things I could do.  It's just I'd miss it.  I’d miss the streets.  I'd miss the freedom.  I'd miss the excitement.  And I'd miss the camaraderie of the other cab drivers.  

Loew:

We move now from the urban jungle to the wilds of wolf country.  Wisconsin's wolf population has grown to the extent that farmers and bear hunters are increasingly losing livestock and dogs to the predators.  It's illegal to shoot wolves due to their protected status, but producer JoAnne Garrett met a Bayfield couple that has discovered another way to control the animals.  

JoAnne Garrett:

Just off County A, in Bayfield County, in the heart of the far north, is the Morning View Farm, owned by Larry and Gail and their family.  It's 300 acres.  The family has horses, peacocks, chickens and sheep, lots of sheep.  

Larry:

We have approximately 250 ewes.  Right now we're looking at around 400 lambs.  And we raise some cattle with them.  

Garrett:

And amid all those sheep is another animal that looks like a sheep.  

Larry:

Kind of blends right in, doesn't it?  Yeah.  

Garrett:

This sheep-like dog is called a Maremma.  They stand about two and a half feet tall and weigh in at 70 to 100 pounds.  There are three of them, Jose, Moses and Lola.  And they play an important role on this farm.  They're not pets.  They're protection for the sheep flock.  

Larry:

We're in the heart of predator territory.  It's probably the most predators in the state right here.  The other day I saw a bear right up the road.  I saw a coyote when I was cutting hay yesterday.  And I often hear wolves.  

Garrett:

The heart of predator territory.  

Larry:

We saw where the fawn had been killed by a wolf.  That's only a half mile away from here.  And you can tell, because a coyote will eat around the bones.  A wolf eats right through the bones.  

Garrett:

Sheep like these are easy prey.  Three years ago, the family had first hand experience with what predators can do to a flock.  

Larry:

We went out one morning and I think we found about 15 lambs that were chewed up.  

Gail:

Eventually one year there were 28 carcasses that were found.  

Garrett:

This is not a hobby farm.  Fickbohm makes his living as a farmer and losses like those were unacceptable.  

Gail:

Not a very pretty thing to see.  It was very distressing, you know.  We think what could we have done differently.  So, wondering why we didn't protect them better.  

Garrett:

At the time of the wolf strike, they had only two Maremmas, Jose and Moses.  For two years, two dogs had been enough for predator control.  But Wisconsin’s wolf population has multiplied in recent years.  So, after the wolf strike, three years ago, they added a third dog, Lola.  The math is now three Maremmas for up to 650 sheep, patrolling a300-acre farm.  Despite the increase in wolves, three Maremmas has been enough to keep wolves and other predators away.  

Larry:

So far, it's been successful.  It's been three years since we've had a wolf strike.  I hear them all over the place.  

Garrett:

Maremmas are described as livestock protection dogs, or flock guarding dogs.  Their origin is Italy, where they've been guarding sheep for 2,000 years.  Different groups of flock guarding dogs have been used by shepherds around the world.  But it wasn't until the 1970s that Maremmas were brought to the U.S. to work on sheep farms like these.   It's common to see a border collie herding sheep.  

Larry:

Bring them up.  Bring them up.  Bring them up.  Up, up, up, up, up.  

Garrett:

But you'll never see a Maremma herding sheep.  Maremmas have no herding instinct.  Instead, you'll see them within a herd, patrolling, protecting or sometimes even leading the herd.  

Larry:

Actually, I've seen one dog hold the sheep at the gate while the other dog goes around the boundary and then he comes back.  Okay, let them in.  

Garrett:

They check out the territory, make sure it's safe.  

Larry:

They're bred to protect, to protect the animals that they're with.  

Garrett:

And they're with this flock 24/7, winter and summer, on their own, patrolling, protecting.  

Larry:

They mark a lot of their territory by urinating and defecating.  We've gone out in the wintertime and seen packed snow where the trail just keeps going around and around.  They kind of have a perimeter that they keep checking over and over again.  It can be three-quarters of a mile around.  

Garrett:

So how do you get this dedication?  How do you train a Maremma to do this?  Answer?  You don't.  

Larry:

We don't train the Maremmas.  

Larry:

You let the instincts work and you let it work by not training these dogs.  They don't know commands whatsoever.  They don't know their name.  Everything is instinct.  That's the goal, not to socialize these dogs.  If you socialize them, they'll be in your driveway.  That's not what they're here for.  They're here to protect the animals.  

Garrett:

The bonding is best begun when the dog's a puppy.  

Larry:

They were born in November.  It was cold.  I had some wool around from the last time we sheared.  I took a fleece and put it right in their nest with them.  And then I made a pen right in the middle of the sheep pasture.  They were engulfed by the sheep.  That's the type of thing we have to do when they're a pup to get them to bond.  

Gail:

Come here, Moses, I can almost touch his chin. How you doing?  That's about all he's going to let me do.  To give them a shot or take care of them, we kind of have to trick them and tackle them. It's really hard.  

Garrett:

Maremmas know their humans, but they're not bonded to them.  This is their pack, and this passive-looking dog can be very aggressive in protecting it.  

Larry:

I came around the corner with a border collie and we chased up a coyote that was really close to the sheep.  He went around the corner and ran smack dab into where one of the guard dogs was.  It was an awesome sight.  It was an ugly sight.  The coyote was like a dish rag.  It lasted mere seconds.  He went from one extreme, this mild-mannered dog, to a vicious fighter, in a matter of seconds.  I've seen them chase bear right out of the pasture.  

Garrett:

Wolves, the Maremma's traditional foe, require a bit more.  

Larry:

A dog is not going to be able to fight with a wolf and come out alive.  No matter what kind of a dog you have, it's not going to happen.  

Garrett:

But a pack of dogs, big imposing dogs, like these Maremma, deter the wolves by barking and charging, holding their ground.  

Larry:

Before we got the guard dogs, I used to hear the sheep, I’d wake up in the middle of the night, what's going on out there.  Now I sleep through the night because I know I got protection out there.  

Garrett:

The protection team.  

Larry:

They have a communication system.  They work as a team.  

Garrett:

We saw some of that team work in action.  The Maremmas were friendly enough toward us while we were filming and the family was around.  Jose settled down for a nap.  Moses hopped fence to go off and patrol the farm.  But when Jose woke up and found us in the field with the sheep and without the family, he sounded the alarm.  [barking]  And Moses came running.  They joined forces, formed a barrier between us and the sheep, and kept watch till we left the field.  

Gail:

They almost have the pack mentality themselves like wolves do.  They have a wolf pack thing where they work together.  Wolves are extremely social and they work within that pack for everything, raising their young, and kills, and everything else.  I think these dogs do some of that same thing, their communication, their wandering, trading back and forth, the type of guarding that they do.  

Garrett:

Maremmas can cost around $500 at a time when the pressures between people and predators are growing ever stronger, these dogs offer a relatively low cost, no-kill solution for co-existence.  Gail and Larry feel very strongly that wildlife, particularly wolves, is an essential part of the north woods.  Wildlife is part of the reason why they live there.  

Gail:

I firmly believe that this is wolf territory; this is coyote territory; this is bear territory that we've come into and chosen to be in.  We need to learn to live within that system as best we can.  And the dogs help us do that, and still farm without negatively impacting our business.  

Larry:

I honestly don't think that we could be in business here without these guard dogs.  

Loew:

Since we first produced that report, one of the dogs, Lola, was sold to another farm.  Lola's pup Lena has now become part of the team with Jose and Moses.  Farmers experiencing wolf depravation problems can get help buying a Maremma.  Our website, www.wpt.org/inwisconsin, has information about a program run by the Defenders of Wildlife Organization.  It helps provide farmers with the funding to buy the dogs.  The goal is to use nonlethal solutions to control wolf problems.  A few farmers within Wisconsin have already participated in the program.  And in the very near future the state's wolf population may be managed differently.  The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service may soon remove the gray wolf from the federal endangered species list within the western Great Lakes population area.  This area includes Wisconsin.  If the de-listing happens, then control of the animal reverts to the state.  We'll keep you posted on what develops.  

And that's our program for this week.  We leave you with a walk through Blue Mound State Park in Iowa County.  For “In Wisconsin,” I'm Patty Loew.  Thanks for joining us.  
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