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President Lehman testifies before Senate Committee 
on behalf of Iowa farmers.
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IFU testifies at US Senate Hearing About Massive Health 
Premium Increases

On December 10, 2025, Iowa Farmers Union (IFU) President 
Aaron Lehman testified before the U.S. Senate Committee 
on Homeland Security & Governmental Affairs Permanent 
Subcommittee on Investigations at a hearing titled “Defining 
Our Healthcare Problem, and Principles We Should Follow to 
Solve It.”

Lehman emphasized the massive damage to family farmers 
and rural residents who will experience enormous increased 
costs for health insurance as a result of the decision by the 
US Congress to not extend enhanced premium tax credits 
in 2026.   He illustrated the problem by sharing that the 
premiums for his family will more than double.

The following is an excerpt from his testimony...

“Without a doubt, a dramatic increase in 2026 health care 
premiums for thousands of rural residents will crash individual 
family budgets and intensify the economic crisis across rural 
America. 

A stressed rural health care system will feel the pain also.  
KFF, a leading health policy organization, estimates that 
27% of my sector, “farmers, ranchers, and other agriculture 
managers” relied on individual ACA market coverage in 2023.  
Rural hospitals and clinics, many already operating on narrow 
margins, will face mounting uncompensated care when 
residents lose coverage. This will only accelerate the financial 
strain that has already pushed many rural facilities to reduce 
service or close entirely.

Our rural economy only grows when people are willing to take 
risks and make investments.  The ACA has provided certainty 
and affordability in the health insurance marketplace for 
working people without employer sponsored health insurance.  
The success of the ACA has meant that people have been 
able to start their own businesses, change jobs and invest 
more in their own farming operations. 

Extending the federal support for lowering the cost of 
health insurance is a true win for farmers and for all of rural 
America.”

To read the full testimony, visit https://bit.ly/IFUtestimony.
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Since 1915, Iowa Farmers Union members have 
worked together to strengthen the independent 
family farm through legislation, education and 
cooperation and to provide Iowans with safe food, 
a clean environment and healthy communities.

Iowa Farmers Union
Mailing address:  

P.O. Box 1883, Ames, IA 50010
www.iowafarmersunion.org
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Iowa Farmers Union members from across the state gathered on 
Dec. 5–6 at the Quality Inn & Conference Center in Ames for the 
110th Annual State Convention. This year’s theme, “Empowering 
Farmers to Weather the Chaos,” reflected the uncertainty facing 
family-scale farmers and the need for fair, stable agricultural 
policy rooted in strong grassroots advocacy.

The IFU convention set the grassroots legislative policy that will 
guide the organization’s work in 2026, elected leadership, and 
provided opportunities for members to learn from one another 
through workshops, panels, and roundtable discussions focused 
on the challenges and opportunities facing Iowa agriculture. 
Throughout the convention, members engaged in policy debate, 
sharing firsthand experiences from their farms and communities 
to help shape IFU’s priorities at the state and federal level.

A highlight of the convention was a special address from former 
U.S. Senator Tom Harkin, who spoke about the threats facing 
American democracy and the importance of civic engagement 
during times of political and economic uncertainty. Harkin 
reflected on his agricultural legacy in Congress and emphasized 
the role family farmers play in strengthening rural communities, 
protecting democratic institutions, and advocating for policies 
that support a fair and resilient food system.

“Senator Harkin reminded us that family farmers have always 
been a stabilizing force in chaotic times,” said IFU President 
Aaron Lehman. “His call to stay organized and stay hopeful could 
not be more timely for Iowa agriculture.”

The convention opened Friday with the Iowa Local Food Summit, 
which brought together farmers, state agencies, food system 
leaders, and legislators to discuss strengthening Iowa’s local food 
infrastructure and expanding opportunities for small- and mid-
sized farms. Conversations focused on building resilient regional 
markets, improving access to local foods, and ensuring public 
investment supports farmers and communities across the state.

Later that day, IFU members gathered for a Candidate Forum 
and Reception, where they heard directly from candidates in 
competitive 2026 congressional and U.S. Senate races. The 
forum provided an opportunity for farmers to ask questions 
and engage with candidates on issues including agricultural 
policy, rural economic development, and the future of family 
farming. During the reception, Clear Lake farmer and former IFU 
president Chris Petersen received the IFU Lifetime Achievement 
Award in recognition of his decades of leadership and service to 
the organization. Al Womble, State Political Director of the Iowa 
Federation of Labor, AFL-CIO, also addressed the membership, 
highlighting the importance of solidarity across rural and 
working-class communities.

Saturday’s programming included a Farm Bill keynote from 

Jonathan Coppess, who provided context on ongoing federal 
negotiations and the implications for farmers navigating 
continued uncertainty. Members also participated in a panel 
discussion on trade and tariffs featuring Chad Hart, Lori Wallach, 
Mike Stranz, and IFU President Aaron Lehman, exploring how 
global trade dynamics and domestic policy decisions affect farm 
income and rural stability.

Workshops throughout the day offered practical tools and 
perspective on a range of issues impacting family-scale farmers. 
Sessions explored the role of rural journalism in strengthening 
democracy and community accountability, strategies for 
building resilient local food economies, and the connections 
between water quality, public health, and agricultural policy. 
Other workshops examined Iowa’s history of grassroots rural 
organizing, offering lessons and inspiration as farmers confront 
today’s economic and political challenges.

Members also took part in policy roundtables, elections, 
and floor debate that will shape IFU’s legislative agenda and 
organizing work in the year ahead. These discussions reinforced 
IFU’s commitment to a member-driven process and the belief 
that lasting change in agriculture begins with farmers organizing 
together.

As IFU looks toward the coming year, members left the 
convention energized and prepared to continue building a 
stronger voice for family-scale farmers across Iowa. Through 
advocacy at the Capitol, engagement in federal policy debates, 
coalition-building with allied organizations, and continued 
investment in grassroots leadership, IFU remains committed to 
empowering farmers to weather the chaos and advance a more 
just and resilient agricultural system.

A recording of Senator Harkin’s remarks can be found by visiting 
https://bit.ly/IFU-Harkin. 

Iowa Farmers Union Sets 2026 Priorities at 110th State Convention

Former U.S. Senator Tom Harkin addresses 
the convention body.
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Welcome to 2026. As we look ahead to the work we’ll do 
together, it’s important to remember how we grew stronger in 
2025.

The challenges were great. We saw a significant downturn in the 
farm economy. The staff at USDA shrunk by more than 20%. 
Farmers and ranchers were on the front lines of an ongoing 
trade war and still are. The Trump Administration cut over $100 
million meant for Iowa farmers, ranchers, rural communities, 
researchers, farm groups, and non-profits. We lost conservation 
funding, programs for local foods, investments in climate-smart 
projects, and markets for our commodities. Congress allowed 
the Affordable Care Act’s enhanced premium tax credits to 
expire. It was a tough year.

In our 110-year history, Iowa Farmers Union has always been 
strongest when we are needed most. Last year was one of 
those times. 

We answered hundreds of media calls. We don’t have an exact 
count. However, considering we had calls almost every day 
beginning right after the Inauguration and some days multiple 
requests, we feel confident we were contacted well over 250 
times. Our members rose to the occasion. We go into 2026 
as one of the most trusted farm organizations among local, 
state, and national news outlets. In addition to print, radio, and 
television coverage by Iowa news outlets, we were covered 
by many national outlets, including the New York Times, CNN, 
CBS, PBS, the Washington Post, NewsNation, The New Republic, 
DTN/Progressive Farmer, Successful Farming, Market to Market, 
and NPR.

We hosted a listening session with Federal Trade Commissioner 
Alvaro Bedoya at the Griffieon Farm near Ankeny. We held 
virtual town halls and press conferences. We sent the most 
members to the National Farmers Union’s annual Legislative Fly-
In that we’ve sent in decades. 

We hosted a federal candidate forum at our State Convention, 

where our members heard from 14 candidates, including nearly 
all of the leading contenders in the Senate race and all four 
congressional districts. Our policy team met virtually with more 
than two dozen statewide and federal candidates from both 
parties. We partnered with environmental and public health 
groups to do listening sessions about cancer around Iowa and 
brought the voice of Iowa farmers ready to partner with Iowans 
to clean up our water for a healthier Iowa.

At the State House, we helped defeat the bill that would have 
protected pesticide companies from “failure to warn” lawsuits. 
While much of the agriculture community stood with pesticide 
companies, we stood up for Iowans against chemical companies 
like Bayer that are trying to take away our right to hold them 
accountable when they choose profit over safety.

In the U.S. District Court for the Northern District of Iowa, 
CTM Holdings challenged the USDA’s longstanding authority 
to enforce Swampbuster rules, claiming that they amounted 
to an unconstitutional restriction on private property. IFU 
joined the case as an intervenor alongside several allied 
conservation organizations, including Food & Water Watch, Iowa 
Environmental Council, and Dakota Rural Action. Together, we 
helped successfully defend the principles that wetlands are 
vital to water quality, wildlife, and climate resilience—and that 
farmers who accept taxpayer support have a responsibility to 
conserve shared natural resources.

Throughout 2025, we built new relationships with funding 
partners, deepened our work with the National Farmers Union, 
and continued to strengthen our projects with fellow Iowa 
organizations that share our values and vision for a better Iowa. 
Contributions from members and other individuals helped us 
finish the year on a solid foundation to grow in the coming 
years. Thank you to everyone who made a contribution in 2025 
showing up, speaking out, volunteering, and donating.

As we enter 2026, we will continue to expand our power and 
grow our ability to shape a better future for Iowa farmers, 

ranchers, rural communities, and our entire 
state. Your membership makes us strong. 

Thank you for your commitment and being 
a member of the Iowa Farmers Union. It’s an 
honor to be your executive director.

To learn more about the work of the Iowa 
Farmers Union, visit 
www.iowafarmersunion.org.
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A Year in REVIEW 
BY: Matt Russell, IFU Executive Director 
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SAVE THE DATE:
Iowa Farmers Union Day on the Hill
Tuesday, Feb. 3 from 9 am to 5 pm at the
lowa Genealogical Society Building and 
lowa State Capitol. To register, visit 
www.iowafarmersunion.org.
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Learn about practical
tips to addressing
mental health

MENTAL HEALTH
TRAINING
WORKSHOP

WHY ATTEND?

JOIN NOW!!
319-677-0660

jlawrence@iowafarmersunion.org

Break the stigma of mental
health

Become a confident
and positive leader
in your community 

Learn how to be there
for yourself, your family,
& your community when
mental health feels
tough

WHEN/WHERE?
FEBRUARY 26 - 27

Story County
Extenstion Office

Hotel, food, & travel
stipend offered!

IFU Urges Members to Engage with 
Candidates on Key Agricultural Issues
The Iowa Farmers Union is extremely pleased to see a 
growing number of Iowans considering running for Iowa 
Secretary of Agriculture and other key state offices in the 
2026 election cycle. These races present an important 
opportunity for members, farmers, and rural communities 
to engage in meaningful discussions about the policies and 
decisions that directly affect family-scale farming across 
Iowa. IFU looks forward to a robust conversation about the 
issues facing our agricultural communities and the steps 
needed to ensure a sustainable future for Iowa farmers.

The challenges facing Iowa agriculture could not be more 
urgent. Farmers continue to produce nearly all commodities 
at prices below the cost of production, creating significant 
economic pressure on family farms. Iowa’s waterways 
remain degraded, and investments from both public and 
private sectors in clean water projects continue to fall far 
short of the need. Massive consolidation in the agricultural 

sector has driven up input costs, driven down prices for 
what farmers grow, and left consumers grappling with the 
effects of increased food costs. Meanwhile, Iowa’s local and 
regional food systems struggle due to limited investment 
and support, food insecurity remains a persistent concern, 
and pesticide companies continue to attempt to restrict 
accountability for harm caused to farmers and rural 
residents. Farmers also face ongoing threats from the 
misuse of eminent domain for private pipelines, adding 
another layer of uncertainty and risk.

While the Iowa Farmers Union, including IFU President 
Aaron Lehman, will not endorse candidates in the 
primary elections, the organization strongly encourages 
members, volunteers, and leaders to individually engage 
with candidates, learn where they stand on key issues, 
and participate in discussions that impact the future of 
Iowa agriculture. Active member engagement is critical 
to ensuring that the voices of family farmers and rural 
communities are heard in state decision-making.

IFU will explore ways to support these conversations, 
including hosting forums, providing educational 
resources, and fostering opportunities for 
members to connect with candidates and each 
other. 

By staying informed, asking questions, and 
advocating for policies that strengthen family-
scale farming, members can play a direct role in 
shaping Iowa’s agricultural future.

The Iowa Farmers Union remains committed 
to protecting the interests of family farmers, 
promoting resilient rural communities, and 
ensuring that Iowa’s agricultural policies reflect 
the needs of the people who farm and care 
for our land. This election cycle provides an 
important chance for members to make their 
voices heard, engage with candidates on the 
issues that matter most, and help advance 
solutions for a sustainable and equitable Iowa 
agriculture system.

Lunch & Learn Webinar Series
Thursdays from 12:30 to 1 pm CT on Zoom
To register, visit the events calendar at
 www.iowafarmersunion.org.



Membership growth brings a powerful 
wave of fresh perspectives, increased 
influence and shared strength, creating a 
vibrant community where diverse talents 
combine for greater impact, making 
everyone’s journey richer and achieving 
more together than any individual could 
alone.  It signals a thriving organization, 
proving our shared vision resonates, and 
invites new energy to expand 
our collective reach for mutual 
success.

We begin each new year with high hopes 
for what’s ahead.  For the last couple of 
years, my goal has been to reach 1,250 
members - the number needed for official 
certification by the National Farmers 
Union (NFU).  Although Iowa has already 
been certified on the basis of number 
of events held each year, reaching that 
number would signal an achievement that 
was earned through directed effort and 
determination. 

Unfortunately, for each of the years I set 
that goal, I have fallen short.  Yes, the 
membership  numbers have increased 
each year but like Ahab’s great white 
whale, I have yet to catch the prize.

It goes without saying, but always bears 
repeating, that renewal is a critical 
component of building membership. 
Although we added close to 200 new 
members to our roster, our year-end 
number holds close to the same as the end 
of 2024.  What this means is that our rate 
of renewals  slowed considerably.

This sluggishness can be attributed to a 
number of things; 
  
• We somehow missed sending you a 
renewal notice; 

•  You put off renewing and it 
eventually slipped your mind;

•  A reluctance to renew based on 
financial considerations;

• A reluctance to renew based on a 
consideration of value and benefits.

The good news is that we can help with 
the first three.  If we somehow missed 
sending you information (of any sort), 
contact me and I will get cracking and get 
what you need to you as soon as possible. 
If you have changed your address or 
other contact info recently, updates help 

us stay in touch. We do send out several 
renewal notices but nothing will reach 
you if we don’t have your proper contact 
information.

If your reluctance is based on financial 
considerations, please let IFU help. 
We appreciate that things are a little 
precarious right now.  Give me a call and 
we  can talk. 

Finally, If your decision to not renew is 
based on a careful consideration of the 
value and benefits of your membership, 
please let me know why you came to that 
conclusion.  Member feedback is one of 
the only ways we can work to provide 
greater value and a better experience for 
our members.  

IFU’s new Executive Director Matt Russell 
has set a goal of 500 new members in 
2026.  To achieve this, we all have to 
do our best, organizing, reaching out 
to new people and renewing  existing 
memberships.  Let’s get cracking!  

Deborah Bunka
IFU Membership & Fundraising Director

dbunka@iowafarmersunion.org

M E M B E R S H I P   M A T T E R S

The Power and Influence of a Strong Membership

(l to r) Mike Delaney, Linda Applegate, 
Chris Henning and Christine Curry at 
the Raccoon River Watershed  Spring 

conference.

Grassroots Winter  2026

State Fair Chalkboard showing our goal of 
100  and our final day achievement of 

109 new members.

Mikel Brown of West Union, IA renews his 
membership at the 2026 Practical Farmers of 

Iowa conference.
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For more information
please reach out to:
Jonathan Lawrence

FEBRUARY 18
ALTOONA

This partnership is funded through IFU’s partnership in the National Local Food Safety
Collaborative by the U.S. Food and Drug Aministration 

PRODUCE SAFETY ALLIANCE

There are two upcoming Produce Safety Alliance Grower Training
courses hosted by Iowa State University  Extension & Outreach Safe
Produce Program. Iowa Farmers Union is covering registration for a
limited number of participants. The sooner you reach out, the
better!

GROWER TRAININGS

MARCH 10
IOWA CITY

TRAINING
DATES:

'lawrenceOiowafarmersunion:or$

><D9ABB9;AA;

SPONSORED BY:

*Please know there are limited spots available for covered registration

In early November 2025, IFU member Julia McGuire 
attended the National Farmers Union Women’s Conference 
in Nashville. Julia found the small, focused event to be 
a valuable space for learning, networking, and gaining 
new perspectives on agriculture beyond her specialty in 
beekeeping. The following is a note from Julia sharing her 
experiences and takeaways from the conference: 

I really value learning, and conferences are a way for me to 
live that value. I also really like doing new things, so when 
other organizations didn’t return to in-person events, I was 
in the market for a replacement and eventually decided to 
sign up for NFU’s Women’s Conference in Nashville.

Although I could stick with honey producer events, I have 
benefitted from general agriculture conferences as idea 
generators. People outside of my specialty crop have 
different viewpoints that I can adapt to beekeeping. I enjoy 
meeting new people and expanding my network, and I find 
that small groups inspire my future work.

Besides having interesting locations for me to explore 
before or after the event kicks off, Women’s Conference 
is much smaller than a National Convention. Even with 
the event open to everyone across the nation, I find that 
attendance tops out around 80 women, so small groups 

are natural and easy 
rather than clique-y. 
The states with larger 
representations 
always adopt me in to 
their group, at their 
dining table, or in 
their Uber. And being 
all women, we have 
freer conversations 
than when in mixed 
company.

The topics are always 
very practical and 
the speakers are true 
experts with a farm perspective – talks on taxes, insurance, 
rural first aid, and photography were very impactful and I 
do things today because of those talks.

Since that first conference in 2022, I have attended two 
other Women’s Conferences. With their low admission price 
around $100, I think they give a nice break in my routine 
and central Iowa setting, and I try to attend when I can – 
they’re like reunions at this point.

- Julia McGuire

IFU Member Julia McGuire Attends 
NFU Women’s Conference

Join IFU for monthly legislative updates with our lobbying team. Get the latest from the Iowa 
Legislature, discuss movement on bills tied to IFU’s 2026 priorities, and take part in live Q&A.

These sessions will be held as interactive Zoom meetings, giving participants the chance to ask 
questions and share their perspectives.

Dates:  2/27, 3/27, and 5/1, at 11 am  CT

To register, visit https://bit.ly/IFU-leg-updates 

Grassroots Legislative Updates



PO Box 1883 Ames, IA 50010 

Website: www.iowafarmersunion.org
Facebook: Iowa Farmers Union
Instagram: @iowafarmersunion

2026 Iowa Farmers Union Day on the Hill

Farmers Union members will gather on Tuesday, Feb. 3 

from 9 am to 5 pm for a day of grassroots advocacy. We’ll 

start our day with breifings at the Iowa Genealogical 

Society Building before heading over to the Iowa State 

Capitol. To register visit www.iowafarmersunion.org. 


