
Part #4 – History of the Wheat Check-Off Referendum 
 
When the Illinois Wheat Association was organized 21 years ago, one of the goals was to establish a wheat check-
off referendum to provide funds for projects that benefited the welfare of the Illinois wheat industry.  The previously 
enacted corn and soybean check-off programs appeared to be successfully doing that for those producers.  Action 
began in 1997.  The first step was to pass state legislation to establish procedures.  House Bill 1680 “Illinois Wheat 
Development Act” was enacted effective August 14, 1997.  Sponsors in the House were Representatives Larry 
Wollard and Duane Noland and in the Senate, Vince Demuzio and William O’Daniel.  The purposes of the Act were: 
 

1. to foster development of new markets for wheat and wheat products;  
2. to provide research needed to improve the efficiency of the wheat production, marketing and  utilization of  
  wheat;  
3. to enhance more efficient and economical production of wheat;  
4. to enable the wheat industry to adapt to changing market demands; and  
5. to foster communications and cooperation in all phases of the wheat industry-producers, business,  
 institutions, and agencies in order to provide an adequate and equitable level of economic returns.  

Other provisions were: 
a. Funds cannot be used for political purposes. 
b. Voters must be bona fide wheat producers. 
c. Districts to be established and at least one member to serve on Wheat Board.  Terms to be three years. 
d. Assessment level to be 1 1/2 cents per bushel of wheat produced. 
e. Refunds may be requested by filing within 60 days. 

 
The Act directed Illinois Director of Agriculture, Becky Doyle, to appoint seven producers to a “Temporary Program 
Committee.”  Their task was to develop details for the operations of a Wheat Development Board and check-off 
procedures.  Committee members named were Chairman, Allan Morris, Mason; Allan Aves, Kirkland; John Little, 
Tolono; George Obernagel, Waterloo; Steve Stallman, Chester; Jon Zeeb, Greenville; and Rusty Walsh, Carmi. 
 
The first meeting of the committee was held November 12, 1997, at Springfield.  Meetings continued throughout the 
winter to draft the necessary procedures.  To help provide information to the state’s wheat producers, the committee 
hired Heather Hampton Knodle, agriculture communications specialist (and farmer, Fillmore, IL).  In early February 
1998, a questionnaire was mailed to wheat producers to gather inputs on how a development program should serve 
their purposes. 
 
Why 1 1/2 cents per bushel?  It was thought that the rate should be low enough to be readily accepted, but high 
enough to not have to request an increase within a few years of passing the initial rate.  Based on the numbers of 
acres and yield of wheat in the state at that time, the check-off could bring in at least $600,000 before refunds.  The 
date for the vote on the check-off was set for July 7, 1998.  To save costs, it was held in conjunction with other 
commodity elections – Corn, Soybean, Lamb and Wool, and Beef.  That would also save time for farmers and the 
Extension office polling places to have it all in one day. 
 
The check-off was not successful!  It was defeated by about a 4 to 1 margin.  The strongest no vote was in an area 
of about three counties in the southeastern part of the state.  I remember Bob Allan, Illinois Department of 
Agriculture’s, observation that the same area earlier provided the strongest opposition to the corn and soybean 
referendum elections. 
 
In 2013, the Wheat Association Board again discussed the possibility of a check-off referendum.  It was obvious that 
state and federal funding for research and education that had previously benefited the wheat industry was becoming 
less and less available.  In preparation, an amendment of the Illinois Wheat Development Act was sent through the 



Illinois legislature and promptly signed by Governor Pat Quinn.  Nat Williams reported in an article in the August 22, 
2013 issue of the Illinois AgriNews, “House Bill 2709 actually included a couple of changes to the original Illinois 
Wheat Act, both minor.  One alters language of the act, changing the assessment from 1.5 cents per bushel to an 
unspecified amount “up to” 1.5 cents per bushel.  The other change extends the period of refund from 60 days to 90 
days.” 
 
The IWA Board never appeared to be very enthusiastic about pursuing another referendum.  In spite of the future 
benefits, producers were reluctant to take on another cost.  And perhaps there were still strong memories of the 
rejection felt 15 years before?  However, the Act remains in the legislature’s files in case it is ever needed in the 
future. 
 


