The Making of an Activist
How a Dakota Resource Council leader zeroes in on GM issue
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FARGO, N.D. - Dean Hulse believes he's speaking for taxpayers and consumers and farmers when works toward the release of information on deals between transgenic crop companies and land grant universities.

Hulse, 50, is an environmentalist, a former farmer, an agricultural writer and one of North Dakota's most persistent critics of genetically modified crops and the commercialization of GM wheat in particular.

GM wheat has been a hot-button issue in the state since the 2001 Legislature. In 2003, the issue came up again, and it was largely off the table in the 2005 Legislature, after Monsanto announced it would withdraw its commercialization plans for Roundup Ready wheat.

Hulse is a past chairman of the Dakota Resource Council. While he was chairman, in 2005 the group filed open records requests with the North Dakota State University Research Foundation, to reveal what kind of research deals the public university has made with Monsanto, a private company, based in St. Louis.

The North Dakota Attorney General has issued an opinion favorable to the DRC. The Foundation has delivered volumes of documents to the DRC, but Hulse says there are very few documents on Roundup Ready wheat deals.

"As long as NDSU and any of its entities - which the Foundation is - as long as they want to accept public dollars, they should be accountable to the public," Hulse says.

Hulse says the DRC isn't interested in private company trade secrets, but he believes that when it comes to the state's germ plasm and seedstocks, the public has a right to know how they're being managed and the "types of negotiation that engages those properties." He says companies with development deals with land grants should not be allowed to use the concern over the release of "proprietary information as a shield" against open records law.

Hulse believes transgenic proponents see him as a Luddite - generally an opponent of new technology. Ironically, he says it's the pro-GM crowd out of step with the times, with a focus on "monocultures, so heavily dependent on fossil fuel."

From farm to pencil
Hulse says he adopted his "land ethic" up on a farm near Westhope, N.D., in Bottineau County.

His parents, Darrell and Vivian Hulse, had two older daughters who died in infancy, so Dean grew up as an only child.

Hulse's father, Darrell, raised a few cattle, but largely put much of the farm into the Soil Bank in the 1950s. He was active in Non-Partisan League and then Democratic politics and served several years on the local Farmers Union supply cooperative.

"I always thought I was going to be a farmer," Hulse says, despite the fact that his father discouraged him. "All during my formative years, he was saying you've got to get off the farm," Hulse recalls. "He tried to persuade me it was not a good lifestyle - hard work and low prices - the farmer's lament."

When Hulse was in high school, the farm had largely come out of the Soil Bank. In the spring 1968, Hulse remembers he started a summer-long job of breaking up 800 acres of land that had been in the land idling program. He use a 5010 John Deere, pulling an offset disk and then a 24-foot-wide cultivator.

His parents started renting some other family land, and the farm expanded to nine quarters.

"It was about 1,000 acres - a big farm for back then." It was sandier soil, great when there was moisture, but not when it was dry.

After graduating from high school in 1973, Hulse attended the University of North Dakota in Grand Forks, where he received a degree in business administration.

While Hulse was away at college, a farmer who rented land from his dad pulled up all of the fence on the pastureland and "farmed virtually every acre."

In 1976, Dean married Nikki, who grew up in Hazen, N.D. Just out of college, Hulse sold cars for two years at Rydell Chevrolet in Grand Forks. A self-described introvert, Hulse says the car sales biz made him more outgoing and comfortable meeting strangers. "I took the job with the idea that it wasn't going to be permanent. I was going to farm someday."

Two happy years
In 1978, Hulse's father was reaching retirement age and Dean and Nikki moved home to take over the farm. She worked as school district secretary.

"Some of my happiest memories are the two years we farmed - disking up stubble, chasing up partridge and grouse," Hulse says. "It was a nice lifestyle. It's still a nice lifestyle, even though there aren't enough people engaged in it."

But farming was seeing a proliferation in chemical crop protectants, and Hulse didn't much like it. "I thought, did I want to take on a lot of debt and farm in ways that were not right for me, philosophically? All of this technology required mechanical aptitude to apply - aptitude I didn't think I had."

After the 1979 crop year, Dean and Nikki left the farm and headed for Fargo.

In town, Nikki became a legal secretary. Dean enrolled in chef school. He got his one-year certificate, but he decided he didn't want to work in anyone else's restaurant and that buying his own restaurant would be too costly and risky. He went back to selling cars and worked as a business manager at Corwin Chrysler and was in sales at Valley Imports.

In 1984, Hulse enrolled at Moorhead (Minn.) State University, where he got a mass communication degree. He was hired by a Fargo advertising agency and wrote news releases and brochure copy for manufacturers, including Steiger Tractor.

In 1986, the Conservation Reserve Program started catching on. The Hulses put some of the land back home into the CRP - pretty much all that had been broken up by the renter in the 1970s.

Meanwhile, Dean started as a free-lancer writer. In 1992, he took a job as a staff writer with Farm and Ranch Guide, writing about conventional farmers. "What always intrigued me was the ingenuity of farmers, even if it was industrial."

As part of a farm equipment feature, he interviewed Fred Kirschenmann of Windsor, N.D., one of the nation's most eloquent promoters of organic farming. Among other things, Kirschenmann talked about Wes Jackson, founder of the Land Institute in Salina, Kan., and a promoter of perennial polycultures. Hulse would meet Jackson and later his friend, Wendell Berry, a Kentucky-based farmer-author-environmentalist, who the New York Times called the "prophet of rural America."

Hulse says he aspires to publish his literary writing, and to have an influence similar to Berry's.

Joining the DRC
In August 1996, Hulse started as a part-time ag writer with the North Dakota State University Extension Service. He enjoyed getting research information out to farmers and consumers who could use it.

In summer 2000, he quit at NDSU and went to Minnesota State University in Moorhead, where he worked toward a master of fine arts degree, which he received in 2002.

About the same time, he joined the Dakota Resources Council. He'd gotten to know the DRC through his contact with the Northern Plains Sustainable Agriculture Society.

In 2002, he was asked to be an at-large member of the DRC board, which has roughly 25 members, depending on the number of active local affiliate groups. He served as chairman from 2003 to 2005. In 2004, Hulse was asked to write a column on "sustainability" for the Dakota Farmer magazine.

Who's the Luddite?
"No one has ever called me a Luddite to my face, but people have certainly been dismissive," Hulse says of his economic beliefs. He's seen the "body language" by legislators when he's testified, indicating "they are not sharing my concerns or beliefs."

He is against what he calls "industrial" agriculture.

"I'm not claiming to have the answers," Hulse says. "I do believe industrial agriculture is not going to put people on the land. It's going to take people from the land. I'm not saying we can save every small town, but I think we have to be thinking about ways to get people on the land, if that's their choice."

The DRC is concerned about market acceptance of transgenic crops. They're concerned that they can't be segregated and that there is no plan for liability in cases of contamination.

This segregation is one of Hulse's chief concerns. "I can eat organic bread right now," he says. "Why can't I eat organic bread tomorrow that is as pure as it is today?"

Research in agronomics is "leapfrogging" the issue of whether there might be unintended consequences.

DRC's 'flat' democracy
Like any DRC member, Hulse emphasizes that he speaks only for himself - not the organization for which he serves as a past chairman. He notes that DRC is a nonprofit, citizens organization, with a broad spectrum of political and other viewpoints - ranging from conservative to liberal.

"What unites these people are issues," Hulse says. The DRC's paid staff members always are quick to refer questions to people like Hulse, or better yet the people who chair task forces on various issues.

The DRC structure is "flat," with all members on an equal footing, Hulse says.

The DRC is a 501C3 company - tax-exempt and nonprofit - the DRC can't advocate for individual political candidates, but only on issues. The DRC operates from a group of annually approved resolutions, which can be supplemented through the year by board actions at any of their bimonthly meetings.

"If the board passes it, it becomes a position of the DRC," Hulse says. "At the annual meeting, if we want to revisit that, the members can take back a resolution. This is a very democratic group."

On agriculture's future
An avid reader, Hulse often refers to works relating to agriculture.

He subscribes to ideas in "The End of Agriculture in the American Portfolio," a 1998 book by Steven Blank, an agricultural economist and former farmer who contends that U.S. land, labor and water costs will drive America out of the world agriculture picture and make us dependent on imported food.

"I question whether the availability and cost of fossil fuels will allow agriculture to move ahead the way we have," he says. "I think we've reached 'peak oil.' We've gotten beyond half of the reserves on the planet, and we're spiraling through the second half."

Hulse says that whether biotech crops offer true environmental benefits can be argued both ways. They've saved on fossil fuel use, he says, but they've also led to pest resistance. Some of this is unnecessary, Hulse says, noting that a Roundup Ready alfalfa has been developed, even though 83 percent of conventional alfalfa never gets herbicide treatment.

"The idea of not knowing what we're undoing as we go forward concerns me about transgenic crops in general," Hulse says. "We tend to downplay the negative consequences of something new and exciting, with the potential to make money."

Hulse says some of his former colleagues at NDSU no doubt are disappointed with his thinking. Most are good public servants who have made careers out of bringing new technology forward and are quick to embrace transgenics.

"A lot of them would have to be faced with some pretty significant negative information (on transgenics) to change their point of view," he says.

More information should be coming out on both sides of this, Hulse says. He hopes consumers will weigh in on transgenics, as they have done on trans-fatty acids. He says that while consumers already consume many products that include ingredients produced with genetically modified crops, he thinks that might change if the ingredient lists would specify that the products were labeled as such. He's seen studies that show some 70 percent of consumers don't know they're eating GM foods.

"If consumers don't know that they're in there, they don't have a choice. It's a sign of an unhealthy system when people don't even know what they're putting in their mouth."

