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Residential  
Internet  Plans

Starting at $69.95

Fast  100/10o Mbps 
Fiber Service.

Add home phone for Add home phone for 
$24.95, includes 
local and long 

distance.

Call Today to 
Get Started:

1-715-350-7033

No Usage Caps

No Data Throttling

No Gimmick Pricing

Hometown Internet
provided by Pierce 
Pepin Cooperative 
Services backed 
by our 10G fiber 

network

Get Connected!

Call us for a quote!

Serving you since 1915…

369 W. Main St.  |  Ellsworth, WI 54011
www.theserviceagency.com

715-273-3939

See RFSD, Page A-3

PRICES VALID 
THROUGH OCTOBER 31, 2023126 S. Main Street | Downtown River Falls | 715-425-7971 | wemarket.coopYOUR SOURCE FOR LOCAL, ORGANIC 

AND SUSTAINABLE GROCERIES

Beyond 
Breakfast 
Sausage Annie’s 

Mac & 
Cheese

Nixie Sparkling 
Water

Napa 
Valley 

Grapeseed 
Oil

Bionaturae 
Tomatoes

2/$2/$6.006.00

2/$2/$9.009.00
2/$2/$3.003.00

Dandies Vegan 
Holiday 

Marshmallows

2/$2/$5.005.00

NEW!
16-MONTH
CERTIFICATE

(715) 425-6782

124 South Second Street
PO Box 89
River Falls, WI 54022

www.rfstatebank.com

See PSB, Page A-3

See COURTHOUSE, 
Page A-8

River Falls School District survey shows strong support for 
operation referendum, $26 million in capital projects

By John McLoone

River Falls School Dis-
trict voters would support 
two referendum initiatives 
which are likely to appear 
on the ballot for the Feb. 20 
spring primary election, the 
school board learned at its 
meeting Monday, Oct. 16.

A survey of district voters 
showed support for a referen-
dum giving the district more 
funds to operate the district 
and also to spend $26-$30 
million on capital projects.

Darin Sievers of Sling-
er-based School Perceptions 
surveyed district residents 
and found a high level of 
support and confidence in 

the work being done at the 
school district.

Sievers said the compa-
ny’s survey work gauging 
community support for ref-
erenda has been 95 percent 
accurate in Wisconsin and 
100 percent accurate in Min-
nesota.

“I really believe in our 
process,” he said.

The survey was mailed 
to district residents and dis-
tributed to staff in Septem-
ber. There were 1,995 total 
respondents, which came to 
a 19 percent response rate. 
Sievers said the survey data 
is accurate with at least 10 
percent of surveys being re-
turned, and that the survey 

has a 2.22 percent margin 
of error. Of the respondents, 
23 percent were 65 or older, 
13 percent were between 56-
64, 23 percent were between 
46-55, 31 percent were be-
tween 36-45, 9 percent were 
between 26-35 and 1 percent 
were between 18-25. 

With nearly 60 percent 
of the surveys completed by 
people over 46, Sievers said 
that’s a good sign.

“They’re watching your 
project very closely,” he 
said. “They vote.”

Where respondents live 
was a fairly accurate snap-
shot of the district, Superin-
tendent Jamie Benson said: 
City of River Falls 56 per-

cent, Town of River Falls 
13 percent, Town of Troy 11 
percent, Town of Kinnikinic 
8 percent, Town of Clifton 
5 percent and other areas 7 
percent.

Parents of students in Riv-
er Falls schools made up 52 
percent of the respondents, 
and 23 percent were school 
district staff members.

The survey asked resi-
dents how they like to re-
ceive information. Top three 
responses were the district 
newsletter, school websites 
and the Pierce County Jour-
nal.

Data shows that the River 
Falls School District ranks 
333rd of 421 districts in the 

state in the amount of money 
the district receives to spend 
per student. The state aver-
age is $16,124, while River 
Falls receives $14,808. The 
district is projecting a budget 
deficit “to grow to more than 
$3 million over the next three 
years,” the survey stated.

For the operating expense 
referendum, the school board 
intends to ask voters for $1 
million in additional money 
next year, $2 million in the 
2025-26 school year and $3 
million after that on a recur-
ring basis. That money would 
be used to retain current 

Prescott School Board passes 2023-24 levy, but may have to 
ask voters for additional funds for future years at referendum
By John McLoone

The Prescott School 
Board took care of current 
financial needs at its meet-
ing Wednesday, Oct. 18 and 
is starting some tough com-
munity conversations for the 
coming year.

With expectations for 
higher contributions in state 
per-pupil education aid not 
coming through when the 
Wisconsin State Legislature 
passed its two-year bud-

get over the summer, The 
Prescott School District is 
dipping into its savings to 
plug a $900,000 gap in the 
2023-24 budget. The school 
board unanimously passed 
the local tax levy to support 
the budget of $10,350,998, 
up 6.14 percent from the 
2022-23 levy of $9,752,610. 
The amount of the levy that 
goes to general fund expen-
ditures is $5,778,722.

The remainder of the levy 
goes to referendum debt ser-

vice totaling $3,981,041, 
non-referendum debt service 
of $391,041 and $200,000 
for the community service 
fund which covers Prescott 
Community Education and 
Prescott Community Recre-
ation programs.

The district presented the 
budget and levy at its annu-
al meeting last month. Since 
that time, numbers came into 
focus, after the final enroll-
ment count and total from the 
state on the actual amount of 

aid the district will get.
“We did learn that we did 

get an adjustment, a little bit 
of a haircut from the amount 
of money coming from the 
state,” Superintendent Dr. 
Rick Spicuzza said.

The certified district en-
rollment dipped slightly, 
from 1,327 students last year 
to 1,310 this year. Per pupil 
aid is on a three-year rolling 
average, meaning Prescott 
lost $55,000 to put to this 
year’s budget because of 

having less “butts in chairs,” 
as Spicuzza put it.

Prescott taxpayers will 
pay $7.70 per $1,000 of 
property valuation on their 
tax bill this year. That tax 
rate has dropped over the last 
several years as the district 
valuation has grown. 

About 75 percent of the 
school district lies within 
the City of Prescott and Oak 
Grove Township. The City of 

New judicial facility proposal moves to next step
Possible uses of  county building explored

By Sarah Nigbor

Pierce County’s Judicial 
Facility Planning Ad Hoc 
committee voted Oct. 17 to 
recommend a new judicial 
facility plan and costs asso-
ciated with the project to the 
Finance & Personnel com-
mittee. 

Representatives from 
Wold Architects & Engineers 
and Market & Johnson pre-
sented the committee with 
three variations of a courts 
addition to the current Pierce 
County Sheriff’s Office at 
555 W. Overlook Drive. The 
projected cost of the option 
the committee settled on is 
$30.9 million, which would 
include four courtrooms, 
judge’s chambers, a secure 
underground parking lot, and 
space for the clerk of court 
office, register in probate, 

victim/witness coordinators, 
the district attorney’s office, 
and a secure connection to 
the jail. 

Market & Johnson, who 
built the existing law en-
forcement center (LEC) in 
2017 at a cost of $17.4 mil-
lion, said in today’s dollars, 
that cost escalates to $28.4 
million. 

The $30.9 million price 
tag would include a $1 mil-
lion place holder for possible 
furniture/furnishings, $1.9 
million for design services, 
and $27.9 million in con-
struction costs. 

County Administrator 
Jason Matthys said a lot of 
pre-work was done when 
the LEC was built with the 
idea that someday the courts 
would move out there. Util-
ities for a possible addition 
were built into that master 

plan. 
“A lot of work has gone 

into this in a short period of 
time,” Matthys said. “It’s 
hard to swallow the num-

ber a little bit, but when you 
look at construction projects 
around us…” 

Pierce County Circuit 
Court Judge Elizabeth Rohl 

said $30.9 million is a lot of 
money, but she doesn’t see 
what could be taken out. 

“The four courtrooms are 
needed,” she said. 

Currently, Pierce County 
has two court rooms at the 
historic courthouse (414 W. 
Main St.) The court addition 
to the north side of the exist-
ing LEC would connect to 
the current lobby. Expanded 
parking would be included 
on the north and northeast 
for the public and on the 
west side for staff. The low-
er level would consist of 29 
underground parking spaces 
and tie into the existing jail 
circulation. 

The addition’s main lev-
el would feature weapons 
screening at the entrance, 
meeting rooms, departments, 

This map shows where a judicial facility addition would be lo-
cated adjacent to the current Pierce County Sheriff’s Office at 
555 W. Overlook Drive, Ellsworth. Map courtesy of Wold Ar-
chitects
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River Falls American Legion
Veterans Serving Our Community

701 N MAIN STREET • RIVER FALLS WI 54022
715-425-7362 • americanlegionpost121.org

We Host 
Weddings & More!

Flexible Hall Rental Packages
CONTACT US AT:

post121hallrental@gmail.com

RF Senior Center November news
Welcome to November! 

This is the month we want 
to give thanks for all our 
blessings. Thank you to all 
the veterans who served our 
country, thank you to all the 
volunteers that help at the 
Senior Center and thank you 
to all our friends and family 
who love and support us dai-
ly.

Follow us on Facebook 
(River Falls Senior Cen-
ter) to learn what’s happen-
ing and see pictures of our 
events. 

November activities
All events are held at 

Wellhaven (119 Union St., 
River Falls) unless otherwise 
noted.

Nov. 5 – Daylight Savings 
Time begins, fall back

Nov. 6 – Senior Center 
Board Meeting, 9 a.m. 

Nov. 7 – Memory Café, 
10-11:30 a.m.; Election Day

Nov. 9 – Pizza party at 4 
p.m.

Nov. 11 – Veterans Day
Nov. 13 and 27 – Foot 

care; call 715-425-9932 to 

make an appointment. Cost 
is $25.

Nov. 16 – Free blood 
pressure clinic, 10:30 a.m. to 
noon; Wine & Cheese Social 
at 2 p.m.

Nov. 23 – Thanksgiving, 
closed/no meals

Nov. 24 – Black Friday, 
closed/no meals

Nov. 28 – Senior Center 
General Meeting at 1 p.m., 
followed by Bingo

Free 55+ fitness classes 
– 9:30 a.m. every Monday 
through Friday

Bingo – Every Monday at 
1:30 p.m.

Cards/Euchre – Every 
Wednesday at 1 p.m.

Cards/500 & Bridge – 
Every Friday at 1 p.m.

Coffee hour – 9:30 a.m. 
Monday through Saturday

Tuesdays in November is 
½ price for new diners ($3). 
Call the Senior Center (715-
425-9932) Monday to make 
a reservation. This is a great 
time to visit the Senior Cen-
ter, make friends, and have 
a delicious meal. Stop in the 

office to register.
The River Falls Senior 

Center is looking for volun-
teers to help with our Home 
Delivery Meal program. It 
can be as little as once or 
twice a month. If interested 
contact Lena Aumann (715-
273-6780).

The Senior Center is open 
at Wellhaven (119 Union St., 
River Falls) for in-person 
dining. We offer delicious 
meals 11:30 a.m. to 12:15 
p.m. Monday through Friday. 
Cost is $6. You are served an 

entrée with all the trimmings, 
fruit, dessert, and a beverage. 
Be sure to check out our 
menu. We also have grab-
n-go for pickup at 11 a.m. 
Please call 24 hours in ad-
vance to reserve your meal.

If you would like more 
information on the home-de-
livered meal program, please 
call Pierce County ADRC at 
715-273-6780.

Submitted by Laura Swan-
son

UWRF celebrates opening of remodeled campus dairy plant 
Wuethrich Family/Grassland Dairy Center of  Excellence will boost student learning, business opportunities

 RIVER FALLS – During 
a celebratory ribbon cutting 
and with each tour of the 
rebuilt Wuethrich Family/
Grassland Dairy Center of 
Excellence at the University 
of Wisconsin-River Falls on 
Friday, Michelle Farner felt 
emotions welling inside her. 

Gratitude. Accomplish-
ment. Relief.

Emotions were to be ex-
pected after Farner, direc-
tor of dairy production at 
UW-River Falls, had poured 
her heart and soul into revi-
talizing the dairy pilot plant 
for the past 11 years. Finally, 
after many meetings, delays, 
unanticipated expenses and 
fundraising efforts, Friday’s 
grand opening ceremony 
marked the plant’s official 
reopening. 

Five years after the plant 
was shut down due to outdat-
ed machinery, the remodeled 
6,000 square-foot, $9 million 
plant in the Agricultural Sci-
ence Building houses rows 
of shiny new equipment. The 
equipment will serve as a 
hub for students and dairy in-
dustry employees to engage 
in high-tech, hands-on learn-
ing making dairy products. 
The dairy plant was renamed 
for the Wuethrich Family 
Foundation and Grassland 
Dairy Products, Inc., of 
Greenwood, after $1 million 
in donations helped make the 
plant a reality.

Surrounded by UWRF 
officials, politicians, agricul-
ture industry supporters and 
other well-wishers at the cer-
emony, Farner said it’s diffi-
cult for her to describe how 

much seeing the facility near 
completion means to her 

“This is truly a momen-
tous occasion for so many 
people, especially me,” she 
said. “It’s positively amazing 
to finally see the equipment 
that I have spent so much 
time researching, working 
with vendors on, and fund-
raising for actually be in-
stalled and operational. 

During Friday’s ceremo-
ny, speakers praised the dili-
gent effort of Farner and oth-
ers to make the dairy plant 
a reality. Their unwavering 
commitment to seeing the 
project through was neces-
sary to help overcome chal-
lenges along the way, speak-
ers said. They also discussed 
how the dairy plant will be 
a high-tech training site for 
students and others in the 

dairy industry.  
“She was the champion 

of this project,” John Um-
hoefer, executive director 
of the Wisconsin Cheese 
Makers Association, said of 
Farner. “Her perseverance 
and conviction are the only 
reason we’re standing here 
today.”

Final adjustments are 
being made to dairy plant 
equipment and the plant is 
expected to begin operating 
in November, when milk 
from UWRF-operated Mann 
Valley Farm will be pro-
cessed at the plant. 

Trevor Wuethrich, pres-
ident of Grassland Dairy 
Products, Inc., said the work 
of UW-River Falls and oth-
ers to get the revamped plant 
up and running signifies their 
commitment to Wisconsin’s 

dairy industry. 
“We don’t consider (the $1 

million contribution) a gift at 
all. We see it as an invest-
ment,” he said, noting many 
of his company’s employees 
are UWRF graduates. 

Mike Orth, dean of the 
College of Agriculture, Food 
and Environmental Sciences 
(CAFES), described how the 
remodeled plant will enable 
dairy industry personnel to 
be on campus to interact with 
students and utilize its state-
of-the-art equipment.

“This plant will create 
unique opportunities for fac-
ulty, staff and students to in-
teract with industry leaders, 
which will be beneficial for 
all and great for the state of 
Wisconsin,” Orth said.

Dale Gallenberg worked 
as the CAFES dean during 
the formation and building 
of the remodeled dairy plant 

and was heavily involved 
with making the facility a re-
ality before retiring last year. 
The dairy plant will improve 
students’ education while 
boosting the state’s dairy 
sector, he said. 

“It’s very gratifying to 
see this transformative and 
visionary renovation come 
to completion,” Gallenberg 
said. “An updated and ex-
panded facility will signifi-
cantly increase opportunities 
for UWRF students to gain 
valuable knowledge and 
hands-on experience as well 
as assist one of Wisconsin’s 
major industries with top-
end, job-ready talent.”

Agriculture businesses 
were key backers of ensur-
ing that the remodeled dairy 
plant was completed, even 
when challenges like the 
coronavirus pandemic, sup-
ply issues and unexpected 

costs occurred, Farner said. 
That support is borne out in 
numbers: nearly two doz-
en organizations – many of 
them ag-related businesses 
– contributed $5.2 million of 
the project’s $9 million cost, 
with the state paying the re-
mainder.

Jim Mildbrand, a col-
league of Farner’s who grew 
up in and worked in the dairy 
industry, felt compelled to be 
part of the fundraising effort. 
The benefits of an upgrad-
ed plant to students and the 
dairy industry are many, he 
said, noting that Wisconsin 
counts on UWRF to provide 
training necessary to help the 
sector thrive.  

“This newly renovated 
dairy plant, with state-of-the-
art equipment, will ensure 
that UW-River Falls contin-
ues to be there for the dairy 
industry of the Midwest,” he 
said. “I am deeply gratified 
to see this dream come true.”

So is Farner. Shortly after 
the grand opening event, she 
reflected on the first meeting 
11 years ago about rebuilding 
the dairy plant and the chal-
lenges and successes since 
then. She eagerly anticipates 
the restart of the plant and 
the resulting student learning 
opportunities and advance-
ments for the dairy industry.  

“This amazing facility 
will bring full circle what 
students are learning in the 
classroom to life,” she said. 
“Knowing now that will hap-
pen feels so good.”

 
Submitted by UW-River 

Falls 

Michelle Farner, director of dairy production at UW-River Falls, 
receives a hug from Trevor Wuethrich, president of Grassland 
Dairy Products, Inc., center, while Tayt Wuethrich, owner/vice 
president of procurement at Grassland Dairy Products, Inc., 
right, discusses the opening of the Wuethrich Family/Grass-
land Dairy Center of Excellence on the university’s campus at 
a grand opening ceremony Friday. UWRF/Pat Deninger photo

UW-River Falls officials and agriculture business leaders cel-
ebrate the grand opening Friday of the Wuethrich Family/
Grassland Dairy Center of Excellence, a $9 million facility that 
will provide students and dairy employees high-tech, hands-
on training opportunities. UWRF/Pat Deninger photo

Courthouse
from Page 1

courtrooms, a holding cell 
and a secure elevator coming 
from a secure hallway in the 
lower level. A second floor 
would house more court-
rooms, the district attorney’s 
office and victim/witness 
spaces. 

In an email to The Journal, 
Rohl said the state assesses 
the need for additional cir-
cuit court branches through-
out the state. 

“They review the case-
loads of each county to de-
termine need and allocate 
new judges based upon who 
has the highest need at the 
time,” Rohl said. “The coun-
ty would have to have the 
appropriate infrastructure to 
support an additional circuit 
court branch.”

She said the county 
doesn’t know for sure if the 
state will begin that process 
or if Pierce would be allocat-
ed a new judge if a new facil-
ity was built. 

“What we do know for 
sure is that if we maintain 
our existing courthouse, 
we would not have the ap-
propriate infrastructure to 
support an additional cir-
cuit court branch. In short, 
building a new courthouse 
does not guarantee Pierce 
County would get an addi-
tional judge, but not building 
a new courthouse guarantees 
it won’t.”

Rohl said Pierce County 
needs a second judge, even 
with a full-time court com-
missioner on staff. 

“Pierce County is for-
tunate to have a full-time 
court commissioner but the 
duties of a court commis-
sioner are somewhat limited 
and a commissioner cannot 
do everything a judge can 

do,” Rohl said. “As the only 
judge, scheduling on my cal-
endar can be difficult and it 
can be frustrating for parties 
to have to wait a long period 
of time to have their matters 
heard. Whether Pierce Coun-
ty retains a full-time commis-
sioner position in the future 
really depends on the needs 
and caseloads at the time that 
a new judge is added.”

The committee discussed 
at length different configura-
tions for the addition, as far 
as functionality and security 
needs. They agreed this op-
tion is the best.

“I don’t think we’re doing 
our county justice by trying 
to skimp on this,” said Su-
pervisor Neil Gulbranson. 
“We really need to think 
about the security, and that’s 
almost as important to me as 

the room.”
Having the courts attached 

to the LEC would eliminate 
the need for transporting in-
mates between the jail and 
courthouse, a cost savings to 
the county and elimination of 
a safety concern.

PCOB and Courthouse
Joel Dunning of Wold 

Architects & Engineering, 
who specializes in govern-
ment spaces, presented ideas 
to the committee on how to 
use and repurpose space in 
the Pierce County Office 
Building, courthouse and 
courthouse annex when and 
if the courts move out. He 
talked to county staff about 
potential growth and use in 
departments. 

“It’s tough to look ahead 
20 years, especially with 
human services since staff-

ing depends on grant fund-
ing, etc. There was modest 
growth predicted throughout 
each department.”

PCOB currently boasts 
20,930 square feet of us-
able area, while the court-
house and annex combine 
for 16,064 square feet. The 
courts take up 5,420 square 
feet on the courthouse’s sec-
ond floor. 

Human Services currently 
occupies the top floor of the 
PCOB At 412 W. Kinne St. 
Dunning suggested making 
the current public waiting 
area into a supervised vis-
itation area and designat-
ing the space a staff only 
floor. An interview/check-in 
area could be staged on the 
ground floor, keeping po-
tential volatile clients away 
from staff. 

“They don’t have a safe 
space to have face-to-face 
meetings with some chal-
lenging people,” Matthys 
said. “This is a better way to 
do business.”

Other suggestions in-
cluded reconfiguring Public 
Health, Information Services 

and the Aging & Disability 
Resource Center to better 
utilize space in the build-
ing. For example, the current 
ADRC staff have tiny offices 
and often have to meet with 
clients with mobility issues. 
One thought is to move the 
ADRC to the space occupied 
by the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, if they vacate 
the building. 

“There are no immediate 
pressing needs with these de-
partments, but this is a way 
the county could think about 
utilizing the building in the 
future if expansion needs 
come to reality,” Dunning 
said. 

As for the historic court-
house and annex, Dunning 
listed two main proposals for 
the courthouse and annex:

Moving Land Manage-
ment to the UW-Extension 
space in the annex, closer to 
an outside door since they 
have more foot traffic. Mov-
ing UW-Extension to the 
west side of the courthouse 
basement and Finance to the 
east side. One floor up, con-
verting a vault and mailroom 
into additional space for the 
treasurer’s office. Keeping 
the second floor vacant. 

Vacating the annex build-
ing entirely, except for the 
board room and storage. 
Could possibly tear it down 
to reestablish the historic 
footprint of the courthouse 
or bring in a tenant. All ex-
isting departments could fit 
into the courthouse, once the 
courts move. An administra-
tive floor could be created on 
the second floor for human 
resources, finance, adminis-
tration, risk management and 
corporation counsel. 

“It’s interesting to see 
what can be done, not saying 
that it will, but it does pro-
vide us with some options,” 
Matthys said. “There’s no 
bones about it, if we do end 
up in the courthouse, we will 
have vacant space that we 
still have to heat and cool.”

This map shows what one floor of a judicial facility addition 
onto the current Pierce County Sheriff’s Office building (555 
W. Overlook Drive, Ellsworth) could look like. Map courtesy of 
Wold Architects

One proposal, once the courts move out of the current his-
toric courthouse at 414 W. Main St., Ellsworth, is to make the 
second floor of the building into an administration floor for 
finance, corporation counsel, human resources and adminis-
tration. Map courtesy of Wold Architects




