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Over the past few years, state-
authorized pilot programs for growing 
industrial hemp as an agricultural 
crop have opened up across the 
country. In early 2019, the value of 
the dried hemp flower hit an all-
time high, as the emerging market 
for processing the biomass for 
cannabidiol (CBD) oil outpaced the 
available supply.

Wiese Bros. Farms, Dan Wiese
Among those intrigued by this 

specialty crop were dairy operations 
looking for a leg to add to their stool 
of diversification. One of them was 
Wiese Bros. Farms, located just 
outside of Green Bay, Wisconsin. 
Dan Wiese, the farm’s agronomy 
operations and project manager, 
began researching the projected 
opportunity to maximize profit on a 
small acreage, thus diversifying his 
family business that includes 6,000 
dairy cows, a trucking company and 
alfalfa mill.

Wiese first planted hemp in 2018 
as part of Wisconsin’s industrial 
hemp pilot research program, with 

the intention to sell it as a grain crop. 
That market never came to fruition. 
However, in early 2019 when the 
dried hemp flower was estimated 
to be worth $45 to $50 per pound, 
he switched to growing hemp for 
cannabidiol (CBD) production.

Wiese partnered with a handful 
of other local farmers and growers 
to take their crop one step further 
through the supply chain. The 
partners invested in extraction 
equipment to turn the dried flower 
into crude oil, forming Ledge Rock 
Hemp, a processing facility to produce 
raw crude for the CBD market.

“Our plan was to be a wholesaler,” 
Wiese recalls. “We’re dairy farmers; 
that’s what we do.”

Entering the direct sales and 
retail markets was foreign territory 
to this group. However, the value of 
extracted crude on the open market 
plummeted by the fall 2019 harvest 
season. The dried hemp flower 
that was valued at $50 per pound 
in January of that year had sunk to 
closer to $10 per pound. That’s when 
marketing the oil made from the 

partners’ own crop went from being 
a “back-up plan” to now their bread 
and butter. Ledge Rock Hemp shifted 
their focus to market their own 
products under the brand Tinc’s.

All together, the Ledge Rock 
Hemp partners grew around 50 acres 
of industrial hemp in 2019. At a 
density of 2,000 plants per acre, he 
estimates they harvested 1 pound 
of dried flower per plant (at 8% dry 
matter). The resulting crude oil from 
20 plants is enough to produce 350 
bottles of their branded oil tinctures. 
With a crop of roughly 10,000 plants, 
Ledge Rock Hemp has more than 
satisfied their own demand for locally 
grown raw material.

“We didn’t realize just how much 
these plants would produce,” Wiese 
says, reflecting on his bountiful 2019 
crop.

With an abundance of biomass 
still in storage from last year, Wiese 
grew only a small, backyard plot 
of hemp in 2020. His stand is less 
populated, at just 800 plants per acre, 
and he’s traded mechanization for 
hand labor to reduce input costs.

Pirtle Farms, Cliff Pirtle
Meanwhile, 1,400 miles away in 

Roswell, New Mexico, Pirtle Farms 
is in their second year of growing 
hemp for the CBD market. The state 
opened up a hemp-growers’ pilot 
program in 2019, and Cliff Pirtle was 
among a group of dairy producers 
who got in on the chance to diversify 
their multifaceted family business of 
dairying and forage harvesting.

Like Wiese, Pirtle faced some 
learning curves that first year.

“When we got in, we had no idea 
how to grow it. Then we had no idea 
how to harvest. And then we had no 
idea how to sell it,” Pirtle says.

He dedicated 60 acres under 
lateral-move sprinklers to this new 
crop. After purchasing the hemp 
plants as seedlings for $3 apiece, 
he planted at a density of 2,500 
plants per acre. Their crop yielded 
between 1,000 and 4,000 pounds of 
dried flower per acre. The harvest 
is currently stored in jumbo totes 
and will soon be taken to a nearby 
processor to be extracted into crude oil 
to then be sold for CBD processing.

“We knew going in, when we 
would sell our product would be 
when people ran out of 2019 crop. 
We knew we’d be planting the 2020 
crop before we sold the 2019 crop,” 
Pirtle says. “Not many manufacturers 
want the dried flower. Buyers are 
looking for either winterized crude or 
isolate.”

As planned, Pirtle grew hemp 
again this year, but with a focus on 
further reducing inputs. He seeded 
directly into the ground, at a cost of 
13 cents per seed and a rate of 8,500 
seeds per acre. That brought the cost 
down from $7,500 per acre to $1,100 
per acre across 80 acres.

What happened 
to the hemp market?

Wiese and Pirtle weren’t the only 
dairy producers intrigued by the 
high-profit hopes of hemp. In fact, so 
many farmers and others jumped into 
growing this specialty crop that by 
harvest time in the fall of 2019, the 
supply of hemp biomass far exceeded 
processing capacity. Wiese attributes 
the drop in value to “massive amounts 
of biomass” produced across the 
country.

Following the 2018 Farm Bill 
that legalized industrial hemp as an 
agricultural crop, licensed acres in 

the U.S. jumped 550% from 2018 to 
2019, according to Beau Whitney, 
chief economist for the National 
Industrial Hemp Council. Whitney 
notes that while the supply pipeline 
was overflowing with hemp, the 
processing side still struggled to get 
on its feet. Considered a high risk 
by lenders and investors, obtaining 

Dan Wiese began growing hemp to diversify Wiese Bros. Farms, a dairy, cropping and agricultural enterprise in Greenleaf, 
Wisconsin. Dan is pictured here with his wife, Angela, and a few of this year’s crop of industrial hemp plants.

financing for hemp-based businesses 
was difficult, as was wading through 
the murky regulatory waters of a 
crop that only a year before had been 
classified as a controlled substance.

“We all did what farmers do. 
When the price is good, we hammer 
it,” Wiese says. However, the 
conservative projections in early 2019  
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Dairies dabble in growing and marketing industrial hemp
Progressive Dairy Editor Peggy Coffeen

From planting to final product

PLANT

The step-by-step process of how Cliff Pirtle, Pirtle Farms, and Dan Wiese, Wiese Bros. Farms, plant, grow, 
harvest and produce oil for CBD products.

HARVEST DRY/STORE EXTRACTGROW

Lateral irrigation was an 
essential tool to grow 
water-loving hemp plants in 
New Mexico.

Pirtles will have their hemp 
extracted into crude oil and 

market it in an extracted form to 
CBD manufacturers.

Pirtles harvested some 
hemp by hand, and some 
with a combine head kit for 
canola.

In 2019, Pirtles 
transplanted hemp 
seedlings. This year, they 
used direct seeding.

Wieses have found starting 
plants indoors and then 
transplanting the started 
hemp to be most favorable 
in Wisconsin’s climate.

Pirtle Farms

Wiese Bros. Farms

The resulting 
biomass of hemp 
material after the 
crop was combined.

that calculated $20,000 to $40,000 
profit per acre were reduced down 
to just a sliver of that by harvest, for 
those lucky enough to find a buyer at 
all. Some farmers are holding out for 
the market to bounce back before the 
2020 harvest season.

The final product from the hemp grown by Wiese and his 
partners in Ledge Rock Hemp is Tinc’s CBD products.

FINAL PRODUCT

Wieses have tried different 
methods of weed control, 
including tilling the soil and 
planting a winter wheat 
cover crop.

Wieses used hand-
harvesting methods to cut 
down their plants and haul 
them to their warehouse for 
drying. P
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Dried hemp flower 
picked by hand and 
stored in large totes.

The hemp biomass 
goes through an 
extraction process at 
Ledge Rock Hemp to 
produce crude oil.

Made in USA

1-888-231-3575 • 1-308-254-1137 

             C A L F H U T C H . C O M

NEW! 
ULTRA FLEX-PEN™

Removable center panel  
for group calf housing

Ultra rear venting for  
maximum airflow

The “Ultra” Indoor  
Calf Housing Solution*

©2020 Agri-Plastics Mfg. * Patents pending.
A G R I - C O M F O R T. C O M

More  
comfort. 
More 
Milk.

Rubber Mattresses  
and Alley Flooring
•  Earned the top ++ Fokus Test  

evaluations by The German  
Agricultural Society (DLG)

•  Zero warranty claims  
for over 30 years

• 10-year warranty

Contact your local  
Agri-Comfort dealer today. 

1-888-231-3575 • 1-308-254-1137 
info@agri-comfort.com 

©2020 Agri-Plastics Mfg.  Made in Germany

48 PROGRESSIVE DAIRY ISSUE 15 • SEPTEMBER 12, 2020 ISSUE 15 • SEPTEMBER 12, 2020 PROGRESSIVE DAIRY 49


