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A freight railroad strike was 
averted just ahead of a Friday 
deadline after management and 
union leaders reached a tenta-
tive deal.

The agreement came after a 
20-hour bargaining session at 
the Labor Department’s office 
and still needs to be ratified by 
union workers.

Railroads and rail workers 
had until Friday to reach an 
agreement that would prevent 
a lockout or strike after the 
Presidential Emergency Board 
(PEB) published a proposed 
settlement on Aug. 17.

Both parties agreed to a 
cooling-off period of several 
weeks to ensure that if a vote 

doesn’t succeed for any reason, 
there isn’t an immediate rail 
shutdown across the nation.

The tentative deal was 
announced in a statement from 
the White House, which called 
it “an important win for our 
economy and the American 
people.”

The new contracts provide 
rail employees a 24% wage 
increase during the five-year 
period from 2020 through 
2024, including an immediate 
payout on average of $11,000 
upon ratification, following 
the recommendations of PEB, 
according to the Association of 
American Railroads.

“These rail workers will get 
better pay, improved working 
conditions and peace of mind 
around their health care costs: 

all hard-earned,” President Joe 
Biden said in a statement. “The 
agreement is also a victory for 
railway companies who will 
be able to retain and recruit 
more workers for an industry 
that will continue to be part of 
the backbone of the American 
economy for decades to come.”

About 30 agricultural groups, 
including American Farm 
Bureau Federation, sent a letter 
Sept. 8 to leaders of House and 
Senate transportation commit-
tees, calling on Congress to 

intervene to prevent a strike.
On Wednesday, AFBF Presi-

dent Zippy Duvall said a rail 
strike would have “cascading 
effects on farmers and ranch-
ers.”

“There is no real substitute 
for moving agricultural goods, 
as trucks can only move a small 
percentage of grain and other 
products typically transported 
by rail, and river transport 
is only an option for certain 
geographic areas,” Duvall said. 
“A rail strike now would reverse 

the supply chain improvements 
achieved in the past year and 
make it more difficult for U.S. 
farmers and ranchers to address 
rising global food insecurity.”

The companies and workers, 
which total more than 140,000 
represented by a dozen unions, 
were in contract talks for more 
than two years. A strike would 
also have disrupted passenger 
traffic as Amtrak and other 
commuter railroads operate 
on tracks owned by the freight 
railroads.
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The outbreak of highly pathogenic 
avian influenza (HPAI) spread its wings 
across a much larger portion of the U.S. 
in the past year compared to the previous 
outbreak in 2015.

And it continues to drive up food price 
inflation, which recently soared to 11.4% 
— the largest 12-month increase since 
the period ending in May 1979.

“It appears the disease is now far more 
widespread than in the past, with a very 
large number of bird species affected,” 
authors of the CME Group’s Daily 
Livestock Report noted.

Cases of HPAI have been confirmed 
from Florida to Alaska. The turkey indus-
try alone lost more than 5 million birds, 
prior to a recent outbreak in Califor-

nia. USDA also reported an outbreak 
of HPAI affecting 175,000 turkeys in 
Minnesota this month, which was the 
first confirmed case in the Midwest since 
May.

“We sit at 418 confirmed detections in 
48 states that impacted about 40.5 million 
birds in the U.S.,” Bernt Nelson, Ameri-
can Farm Bureau Federation economist, 
told the RFD Radio Network. “When we 
find a case, those birds are isolated and 
the flock is depopulated.”

Consumers will be able to find turkeys 
for the upcoming holiday season, accord-
ing to Nelson. But they should prepare 
for high prices.

“The reduction in (turkey) supply 
is largely responsible for the increase 
in prices,” said Nelson, who recently 
discussed the situation on CBS News 
MoneyWatch. “Will HPAI have a further 

impact on supply? We could see prices 
climbing higher.”

The weekly average price for an 8- to 
16-pound turkey was $1.85 per pound on 
Sept. 3, 27% higher than the same time 
last year. Breast cuts are leading the surge 
with an average price of $6.65 per pound 
on Sept. 3 compared to $3.13 at the same 
time last year, Nelson noted.

Meanwhile, the loss of chickens to 
HPAI led to egg prices nearly tripling in 
the past year.

It’s one of the numerous contributors 
to the historic run-up in food prices. 
Other key factors include ongoing supply 
chain issues, escalating costs for shipping, 
packaging and fuel, a labor shortage and 
widespread drought in the western U.S. 
impacting food output.

Meanwhile, food demand remains 
strong around the world. U.S. beef 

exports were valued at $6.45 billion from 

January through July, up 29% from the 

same time last year.

Tight supplies and higher prices 

rationed U.S. pork exports, though, 
which were valued at $3.56 billion 

the first half of the year, 15.9% lower 
than a year ago, according to the Daily 

Livestock Report.

Overall, there doesn’t appear to be 

much relief from inflationary pressure 
any time soon. USDA expects food prices 
to grow more slowly in 2023 compared to 

2022, but still above the historic average 

rate.

Nationwide, inflation of all goods 
measured remained at an historic high 

in August (8.3%), although it decelerated 

slightly compared to the previous month.

HPAI cases contribute to food price inflation

Because their alpacas have 
access to barns at night, 
Hoepker said they’ve had no 
problems with predators, such 
as coyotes.

The women personally 
sheer their animals each 
spring, usually in April unless 
cool weather delays sheering 
into May. A fleece can range 
between 5 to 10 pounds per 
animal.

“Our heaviest (alpaca) coat 
weighs 10 pounds. We have 
some that are not as densely 
fleeced. We are trying to 
breed for more dense fleeces,” 
Hoepker said.

More than just raising the 
animals, the two women are 
commercially certified master 
classers in sorting and grading 
fiber, which involves hands-on 
evaluation and separation of 
fleece into micron ranges and 
creating uniform batches of 
fiber within grades related to 
color, length and contamina-
tion.

A majority of ROAR’s fiber 
is processed into yarn at an 
artisan mill in Ohio. Hoepker 
explained the fiber is processed 
monthly “so we can tell them 
what to use the (specific) lot 
for” to produce different types 
of yarn.

Once the processed yarn 
returns to Makanda, Hoepker 

and Stevenson dye the yarn 
and make it into a variety of 
items, including dryer balls and 
felted goat-milk soap, which are 
top-selling products. Hoepker 
described dryer balls as ecologi-
cal replacements for dryer sheets 
that can be used repeatedly. The 
two women make their own 
goat-milk soap with milk from 
a local dairy goat farmer. Felted 
alpaca fiber encases the soap and 
acts as an exfoliating washcloth.

Scented candles are the newest 
addition of ROAR products. 
Hoepker handcrafts the vessels 
for 8-ounce candles made with 
coconut wax. “I name my candle 
scents to have something to do 
with the farm or alpacas,” she 

added. Currently, candles are 
available at the on-farm shop 
and will be added to the online 
store in the near future.

In addition to products, 
Hoepker and Stevenson offer 
a variety of classes and private, 
guided tours. Check the farm’s 
Facebook page for classes. Tours 
are offered on Wednesdays, 
Fridays and Saturdays and may 
be booked online on the farm’s 
website under the “visit us” tab.

While Hoepker and Steven-
son welcome visitors to ROAR 
on Sept. 24-25, they encour-
age those who can’t drive to 
Makanda to visit alpacainfo.com 
and find a participating farm in 
their vicinity.

Alpaca
Continued from page 1

Visitors tour Rolling Oak Alpaca Ranch near Makanda. Union County 
Farm Bureau members Judy Hoepker and her daughter, Morgan Ste-
venson, will open their farm to the public Sept. 24-25 to mark Na-
tional Alpaca Farms Day. (Photo courtesy of Morgan Stevenson)

Agreement averts national freight railroad strike


