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OBITUARIES AND DEATH NOTICES, 6A
•Henry Kooistra
•Becky Lynn Lami
•George P. McGill
•Lloyd I. Oberman
•Mary M. Vaage

TODAY’S WEATHER
High 65 | Low 43  
Clouds breaking 

for some sun
More on 7A

Who pays tariffs?
White House economic adviser 

Larry Kudlow admitted Sunday 

that it is U.S. consumers who 

pay the costs of tariffs on goods 

from China, contradicting 

his boss. Page 6B

Remembering 

the Janesville 99
A May 19 ceremony  

will honor the 99 men 

of Company A of the  

192nd Tank Battalion. 

Page 3A

Cubs win again
Kris Bryant’s seventh-inning 

homer helped Chicago  

to a 4-1 win over visiting 

Milwaukee on Sunday, 

as the Cubs took two of 

three in the series. Page 1B

By Neil Johnson

njohnson@gazettextra.com

JANESVILLE

Bryce Aston thought at first he was taking a risk when 

he bailed from his job at a retail store and jumped into 

a new job welding metal tanks.

Aston, 21, a Beloit native and now a Janesville resi-

dent, had zero experience with a welding gun.

He’d just come out of retail as a checkout lane cashier 

at a big-box retailer in Janesville. Store management had 

whittled his and other employees’ hours from full-time 

to just 19 hours a week, Aston said.

He quit. Then, he started looking for a job outside 

of retail.

He is among a growing number of people leaving 

retail jobs—some voluntarily and some not—to reinvent 

themselves in other segments of the economy.

Nationally, the retail sector has been plagued by 

hourly cuts plus layoffs. Locally, multiple chain store 

closings in the last two years have cost hundreds of area 

workers their jobs, according to state records. Since 

2018, state Department of Workforce Development lay-

off notices show that announced store closings have 

meant 282 retail employees have been laid off or will be 
laid off in Janesville, Beloit and Delavan alone.

Many of those layoffs came in 2018 as big-box and 
department stores such as Boston Store and Toys R Us 
announced they were going out of business and liqui-
dating.

More job losses followed in the wake of the closures 
of Janesville stores such as Sears, Staples, Dress Barn 
and Yankee Candle, and the planned closures of local 
Shopko and Payless stores. Some of those stores weren’t 
required to submit layoff notices to the state.

That could peg the number of local retail workers laid 
off since 2018 at 300—if not 400 or more.

Southwest Wisconsin Workforce Development Board 
Chief Executive Rhonda Suda said any estimate of retail 
job losses locally would be a guess.

While it can be difficult to count unemployed retail 
workers, Suda said she’s been told those looking for jobs 
after leaving retail run the gamut from sales associates 
to top store management.

Retraining round
Job losses and job instability in retail are on federal 

Local retail workers reinventing themselves for new careers

Anthony Wahl/awahl@gazettextra.com
Bryce Aston spot-welds a metal tank at United Alloy in Janesville. Aston is one of a number of former local retail workers 
who have retrained and crossed into new careers. The trend comes as private companies and local job agencies begin to 
key on local retail employees who have lost jobs.

By Catherine W. Idzerda

cidzerda@gazettextra.com

MONROE

The fields around Monroe still haven’t 

been planted. The weather has been too 

cold and too wet.

But that’s the only pause in agribusi-

ness.

Agronomists, dairy farmers, herdsmen, 
ag equipment operators, breeders, sales 
people, mechanics, food scientists, ag lend-
ers, commodity specialists, dairy farmers 
and other producers all are working.

It’s that comprehensive view of agricul-
ture that led Blackhawk Technical College 
to expand its agribusiness program from 
continuing education for farmers to a one-
year certificate program and then to a two-
year associate degree.

The program has been successful 
enough that the college’s board approved 
$650,000 to build a 3,200-square-foot lab 
for the program. The building will give 
students the space for hands-on train-
ing, regardless of weather conditions, 

according to a news release from the col-
lege.

Changing course
On a recent rainy morning while his stu-

dents studied for final exams, ag teacher 
Dusty Williams showed where the new ag 
lab was emerging from the ground. Next to 
it in the parking lot stood a six-row planter 
customized by students.

Blackhawk Technical College has 
offered agricultural courses from its earli-
est days, but they were more like continu-
ing education for farmers, Williams said.

That program still exists as “farm busi-
ness and production management” and is 
designed for farm operators.

“So part of the problem was that the 

courses weren’t transferable, and it wasn’t 

at the associate degree level,” Williams 

said. “So we weren’t really offering any-

thing for people who wanted to work in 

the industry.”

The school created a one-year certifi-

cate program for agribusiness specialist. 

The two-semester program includes a vari-

ety of three-credit courses, such as Intro-

duction to Plant Science, Introduction to 

Animal Science and Math with Business 

Applications.

Students also leave with a commercial 

driver’s license, a commercial applicator’s 

Agribusiness expansion at BTC offers choices, faces challenges

By Scott Bauer

Associated Press

MADISON
Republicans deter-

mined to deliver Wiscon-
sin for President Donald 
Trump next year will be 
doing it with a party work-
ing to rebuild after the 
departure of its two biggest 
stars and a rough midterm 
election that sent it reeling.

The Wisconsin GOP 
heads into its state con-
vention that starts Friday 
with a plan that depends on 
rebuilding from the ground 
up after former House 
Speaker Paul Ryan retired 
and Gov. Scott Walker was 
voted out of office.

“After the November 
2018 elections it was a 
combination of shock and 
a certain level of depres-
sion,” said Sen. Ron John-
son, the only Republican 
left in statewide office. 
Johnson led a post-mortem 
study of the midterm losses 
that determined more work 
needed to be done at the 

local level to recruit and 

train both volunteers and 

candidates.

Johnson was to discuss 

the report at the conven-

tion, which has taken the 

theme “A New Day. A New 

Party” and will emphasize 

training and workshops 

over the usual political 

speeches. Johnson said that 

work will create a “grass-

roots juggernaut” to reelect 

Trump.

Wisconsin is among a 

handful of battleground 

states that could determine 

the 2020 election.

Trump was the first 

Republican since Ronald 

Reagan in 1984 to carry 

Wisconsin, but he did so 

by less than 1 percentage 

point. Reagan was also the 

last Republican to win the 

state twice in a row. Barack 

Obama won big both times 

he ran for president, but 

previous Democratic can-

didates won by less than 

half a point in 2000 and 

Suddenly 
starless

Associated Press
President Donald Trump, right, accompanied by Sen. Ron 
Johnson, R-Wis., left, arrives last month at Austin Straubel 
International Airport in Green Bay. Republicans determined to 
deliver Wisconsin for Trump next year will emphasize at their 
state convention that starts Friday that they must do a better 
job engaging with grassroots voters if they hope to rebound 
from a devastating 2018.

‘Maybe I’ll weld’

Wisconsin GOP plans a rebuild for 2020

Comprehensive view 
has changed school’s 

approach to its offerings

Turn to CAREERS on Page 7A

Turn to BTC on Page 7A

Turn to GOP on Page 6A
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