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MADISON – Assembly Republicans
are considering tightening Wisconsin’s
voter ID law by amending the state con-
stitution — an approach that would take
years but allow them to avoid a veto
from Democratic Gov. Tony Evers.

The proposal is one of several As-
sembly Speaker Robin Vos is thinking
about as he considers changes to voting
laws. No final decisions have been made
on what to do, the Rochester Republican
said in an interview.

Republicans who control the Legisla-
ture for months have been looking into
ways to restrict a law that allows people
who say they are confined to their
homes to vote absentee without first
placing a copy of their ID on file with
their municipal clerk.

Advocates for the elderly and dis-
abled have said the policy is essential to
ensuring the most vulnerable voters in
the state can cast ballots. Republicans
have said they believe the indefinitely
confined law is being abused because so
many more people took advantage of it
during the coronavirus pandemic last
year.

Republicans have compiled other
ideas for changing election laws, such
as requiring felons to pay all fines before
they can have their voting rights re-
stored. They’ve also discussed requiring
the bipartisan state Elections Commis-
sion — instead of just the chairperson —
sign off on the certification of presiden-
tial votes, according to a list of initial
proposals put together by Vos’s staff.

“I’m not going to say they’re all great
ideas. I’m not going to say they’re bad. I
just I don’t know,” Vos said in the inter-
view.

State’s voter ID law

Under the voter ID law Republicans

adopted a decade ago, most voters must
show a photo ID every time they vote at
the polls and the first time they request
an absentee ballot. They included an ex-
ception for absentee voters who are in-
definitely confined to protect the law
from legal challenges.

The approach worked and courts re-
peatedly upheld the heart of the state’s
voter ID law through multiple chal-
lenges. (Courts ordered some changes
to the law, such as by changing the proc-
ess for getting free IDs to those who
have the most difficulty obtaining
them.)

Last year, about 215,000 voters called
themselves indefinitely confined.
That’s a nearly four-fold increase over
2016 when about 57,000 identified
themselves that way.

Republicans passed legislation this
summer that would have required con-
fined voters to produce IDs to get absen-
tee ballots in most cases. Evers quickly
vetoed it.

Vos said one way to address the issue
would be to adopt an amendment to the

state constitution — a move governors
can’t block.

“The only other way that we can
guarantee that the people have a right to
have a say, and they’re kind of the final
arbitrator, is to put a constitution to-
gether that clarifies exactly what voter
ID would be, how it would work,” he
said.

Amendments must be approved by
the Legislature in two consecutive legis-
lative sessions and then by voters in a
referendum. If lawmakers acted this
session, the soonest the issue could go
to voters is 2023.

Random audits of confined voters
considered

Vos also raised the idea of performing
random audits after elections to deter-
mine whether a sampling of indefinitely
confined voters were actually confined.

Vos said the concept hasn’t been
fleshed out enough to determine how it 
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City of Milwaukee snowplows could
be sitting idle this winter because of a
shortage of drivers, extending the
amount of time needed to clear the
streets. 

“That scares the hell out of me ...
that we may have trucks and no driv-
ers,” Ald. Robert Bauman said
Wednesday at a meeting of the Com-
mon Council’s Public Works Commit-
tee, which he chairs. 

Danielle Rodriguez, director of op-
erations for the Department of Public
Works, said the department is finding
it “extremely challenging” to find
workers to drive the trucks.

The nation has been facing a signifi-
cant labor shortage, and workers with
commercial drivers’ licenses are in
very high demand industrywide, Rod-
riguez said.

There are about 85 vacant positions
between those workers to drive the
plows and laborers who work on the
trucks, she said. About 350 or 360 total
positions are needed.

The department has some backup
from temporary employees who help
laborers on the trucks, she said. How-
ever, the temporary employees do not
have commercial drivers’ licenses and
therefore cannot help with driving.

The department is looking at mea-
sures including salary adjustments
and bonuses to draw workers. 

In recent weeks the department has
hired and made offers to 10 new people
for the positions that drive the snow-
plows, but the biggest challenge the
department is facing is a lack of qual-
ified candidates, she said.

“Obviously it’s a problem that’s
more than just a problem for the City of
Milwaukee,” DPW Commissioner Jeff
Polenske said, adding that it will take
some time to correct. 

“We do have a challenge ahead of us
— an immediate challenge,” he said.

Although Rodriguez has contingen-
cy plans, she said snowplow opera-
tions should be expected to take long-
er.

The department has also lost an es-
timated five or six drivers due to the
city’s mandate that employees be vac-
cinated against COVID-19, she said.
The requirement went into effect Sept.
1 and employees have until Oct. 29 to
provide proof of vaccination.

Rodriguez also said, though, that
staff have been going to field offices to
help employees upload vaccination in-
formation.

Contact Alison Dirr at 414-224-2383
or adirr@jrn.com. Follow her on Twit-
ter @AlisonDirr. 
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When COVID-19 began developing last year, Vic-
tory Garden Initiative, an urban farm in the Haram-
bee neighborhood, pivoted.

The 11⁄2-acre farm nestled between Concordia Av-
enue and Townsend Street went from being for
members only to allowing access to anyone who
wants fresh vegetables that are grown on the site.

It has operated as a community supported agri-
culture farm since 2017 when the initiative acquired
the land. People pay a yearly fee to receive a share or
box of the farm’s harvest.

“We pivoted on that with COVID and decided to
give it to our neighbors,” said Michelle Dobbs, who
became executive director of the 12-year-old or-
ganization in 2020. “Part of it is keeping food in the
neighborhood. It didn’t feel right to export the very
best away from the neighborhood when people
around us were hungry.”

During the pandemic, Dobbs said shelves at the
few stores serving Harambee went empty. And
compounding the community’s food access is a
lack of affordable healthy food options, a plight
shared by many Black neighborhoods. Corner
stores that sell more liquor and canned foods, in-
stead of fresh produce, proliferate Black and Latinx
neighborhoods.

Urban gardens or farms like Victory Garden Ini-
tiative have increasingly stepped up to fill the food
access void, providing fresh fruits and vegetables
as the pandemic drags on. They’ve become pivotal
in countering food insecurity.

The nonprofit Feeding America describes food
insecurity as a lack of consistent access to enough
food for everyone in a household to live an active
and healthy life. In 2020, the projected food insecu-

rity rate for Milwaukee County is 14.9%, according
to the nonprofit’s Map the Meal Gap. For children,
the rate is 26.6% compared with 19.9% nationally.

“Good food is a privilege,” Dobbs said.
That privilege is based on whether people can af-

ford it and have a quality grocery store in their com-
munity, she said. That is often not the case for low-
income communities of color, Dobbs added.

In some cases, having a reliable car to get to a
quality grocery store is also a challenge. 

And in areas like Harambee, which Dobbs

All People’s Church garden educator Susan Holty picks collard greens at a garden stand at the corner of North 2nd and
West Clarke streets in Milwaukee. The stand offers free produce grown on-site as well as donated food items. MARK

HOFFMAN / MILWAUKEE JOURNAL SENTINEL

Urban farms in Harambee
became a vital food option
Black and Latinx neighborhoods already limited in healthy options
hit hardest by empty shelves during disruption from pandemic
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Michelle Dobbs, executive director of Victory
Garden Initiative gardens, at the farm nestled
between Concordia and Townsend in Milwaukee.
When COVID-19 hit, the farm went from a crop
share model to allowing anyone who wanted or
needed fresh vegetables to access food from its
farm. MIKE DE SISTI / MILWAUKEE JOURNAL SENTINEL

See URBAN, Page 14A
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described as a “food
swamp,” a lack of food
isn’t the problem. The is-
sue is the food that’s
available here is more
processed and less nutri-
tious.

“The food system is
flawed, and we’re left out
of it,” she said. “But there
are people who are lobby-
ing and legislating and
fighting to get that gap
closed. But in the mean-
time, the people of the
neighborhood still de-
serve nutritious food.”

The answer for Dobbs
is self-sufficiency by
teaching individuals to
grow food in their own
backyards until the gaps
in the food system are
corrected. On a small
piece of land, she said,

people can feed their en-
tire family for the sum-
mer or for the year.

She is not advocating
seceding from the food
system, but using urban
farming or “agrihood” to
serve as backups.

Her organization cre-
ated several services to
ensure neighboring resi-
dents have access to nu-
tritious food. 

Last year, it estab-
lished a farm stand, a 10-
foot table filled with crops
harvested from the farm
where residents can
choose what they want at
no cost. Last weekend,
the farm stand gave out
200 pounds of food,
which Dobbs said was
gone within a matter of
hours.

The farm’s crops are
grown based on resident
surveys and are culturally
specific like collards, tur-
nips, mustards, carrots,

beans, and corn. Resi-
dents can pick their own
vegetables. They also are
taught canning and pre-
serving apples, pears,
peaches, plums and rasp-
berries that are grown in
the farm’s “food forest.”

Since many neighbor-
hood residents, especial-
ly senior citizens living on
fixed incomes, don’t eat
regular meals, the organi-
zation began serving gar-
den-inspired hot meals
from its “to-go-window.”

The free meals are
served on Wednesdays
and are prepared by a vol-
unteer retired chef. The
meals are Southern com-
fort dishes like chicken
and waffles or oxtails and
gravy. They also provide
snacks for kids leaving
school.

“If we are putting out
hot and nutritious food,
people are going to have a
taste for it,” she said.

“That might be a lever we
could push in moving
that needle in terms of
the health disparities in
our neighborhood.”

“People in my neigh-
borhood are three times
more likely to die of a CO-
VID-19 infection because
of the co-morbidities. We
got the high blood pres-

sure, heart disease, dia-
betes,” Dobbs added.

Reducing those health
disparities begins with
access to nutritious and
affordable foods, some-
thing urban farms and
gardens can provide, she
said.

A similar effort is being
repeated nearly a mile

and a half away at an ur-
ban garden operated by
All People’s Church. They
too operate a free farm
stand three times a week
stocked with items har-
vested from its garden as
well as donated produce
and dry goods from local
grocery stores.

“Before Pete’s (Pro-
duce) came, we were ab-
solutely a food desert
which means it is more
than two miles to any gro-
cery store where you can
get fresh produce,” said
Susan Holty, the church’s
garden educator. “The ex-
ception is these mom and
pop [stores] but they tend
to have really old produce
so the vitamins are basi-
cally not there anymore.”

Located at Second and
Clarke streets, the garden
occupies two city lots and
grows a variety of greens,
beans, melons, squash,
snow peas and cherry to-
matoes.

The garden’s goal is
not only to provide fresh
vegetables but introduce
residents to new foods,
like kiwi, eggplants or
pattypan squash and the
different ways to use
them. She relies on gen-
erational knowledge from
older residents on how to
cook or use certain foods.

“When you start doing
that you get a lot of them
start telling you how they
were raised rhubarb or
eggplant or kiwi,” Holty
said, noting that a lot of
people remember grow-
ing up on these foods.
“So, it is almost more re-
minding people that they
have this in their histor-
ies. I don’t ever want to be
the white woman trouba-
dour that comes in to fix
your eating habits.”

Holty said she just
wants people to get com-
fortable with the idea of
trying different foods.
Since it is free, she said, it
is a better gamble than
paying a lot of money for
something that someone
may not like. The hope is
to break the cycle of pop-
ping something in the mi-
crowave or pouring
something from the can,
especially for the younger
generation, who are fill-
ing up on junk food, Holty
said.

“It gives people a sense
of being full but provides
no nutrition,” she added.

The garden’s mission
has evolved since it start-
ed 25 years ago with 10-12
raised beds or boxes. It
now has 40 raised beds,
nine accessible boxes, 2
hoop houses and grow
room. It first started to
serve church members
and to introduce garden-
ing to youth so they can
gain employable skills.
But in 2014, the church
opened the garden to the
neighborhood because
they were growing more
food than the congrega-
tion needed.

“We saw a need,” Holty
said.

That need has in-
creased since the pan-
demic. Holty has reached
out to local grocers to pro-
vide additional produce
to meet the demand. One
of their Lutheran sister
churches coordinated
with garners and smaller
farmers in Oconomowoc
to bring in crops to help
supplement their food
give-a-ways.

This year, the garden
has served about 2,500
individuals, as well as
providing cases of pro-
duce to two elementary
schools. The farm stand
on average serves about
120 families a week.

“When you garden
with your family and see
something go from seed
to fruit, it is really exciting
for children and people of
all ages,” Holty said.
“They are much more like
to try food from their own
garden than any produce
that’s picked way too
early in order to make it to
store shelves.”

Urban
Continued from Page 3A

Susan Holty holds a bucket of freshly picked produce
from the hoop house at a garden stand at the corner
of North 2nd and West Clarke streets in Milwaukee.
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