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The 65-acre IFAS Gainesville beef teaching unit is home to as many as 200 cattle, an academic coordinator – and no students.

Three years ago the university had to shut down the student quarters after a storm tore a corner off the roof. Damage assessment led to the discovery of an infestation so advanced that we concluded, as the old joke goes, that we no longer had a habitable building but just a bunch of termites holding hands.

That’s not acceptable. It’s time for a new home that brings student residents back to the unit.

Our plan calls for a 10,800-square-foot facility with housing for four students, a classroom for as many as 70 people for teaching and extension, cattle handling facilities and restrooms.

This project demonstrates our commitment to having a program in Gainesville to train the future leaders of Florida’s cattle industry. It’s a step toward ensuring the longevity of the beef teaching unit in the place where most UF students are.

We do need help to take that step. The project has a $735,000 price tag. UF/IFAS needs the support of the cattlemen and other Floridians who want to invest in a strong cattle industry.
 
We already house animal science students in cattle country. Two years ago we opened a student dorm at our Marianna research and education center, thanks in part to the support of the Florida Cattlemen’s Foundation. Ona, too, has student housing.

You can get an education without living at the unit, of course. Many of our animal science students visit the beef teaching unit for the labs that supplement their classroom education.

But sleeping just a few yards from the animals is more than education. It’s experience.

Mark Randell, who lived at the Gainesville unit as an undergraduate at UF, said that living among the animals gave him the opportunity to meet more people – ranchers, veterinarians, fertilizer salesmen and other industry professionals. He’s still associated with some of them today as the owner of Randell Family Farm in Wellborn, where he grows hay. They’re the kind of contacts he was unlikely to develop from a two-hour class assignment on the pasture.

Live-in students can serve as 24/7 attendants to keep trespassers out and cattle in. Think of the danger to animal and public if a bull gets onto a road and it takes 20 minutes to summon a student or staff to the scene.

A new home will also help us recruit top undergraduate and graduate students. Master’s and doctoral candidates could pursue research that’s often aligned with FCA priorities. Then they’ll strengthen the Florida cattle industry as researchers, extension agents, ranchers or allied tradesmen and women.

Free or deeply discounted housing for undergraduate animal science majors may also be the difference that makes their education possible. It’s a hand up, not a hand-out, because student residents would work at the beef teaching unit. Randell said having a place to live helped ease the financial burden of paying for college.

We want students to have the opportunities and experience Randell had. And we want our graduate students at work on research that will inform your operations – not commuting, not working second jobs to pay the rent, and not missing opportunities to meet cattle people.

I think of this dorm as a home for learning, a house for opportunity, and the foundation on which to build an even longer legacy of beef teaching in Gainesville. I hope you will, too.


