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There was a time when agricultural progress surged on the intellectual might of single individuals. 

Thomas Jefferson found time between writing the Declaration of Independence, building Monticello, founding a university and serving as president to make important improvements to the plow. Eli Whitney radically changed our nation with his invention of the cotton gin.

But the model for scientific advance has evolved from the lone tinkerer in the lab to huge multidisciplinary teams. UF physicists’ work on the Higgs boson comes to mind. They’re part of a network of thousands of scientists in dozens of countries.

But it can also be a team of two, one with a solution in search of a problem, the other with the distance to see an idea in an entirely different light.

Take the chemist in the labs of 3M who was trying to create a stronger adhesive. He came up with a much weaker one. He felt it had merit, but he couldn’t persuade colleagues to help him find an application for it.

That is, until six years later, when another 3M scientist had his Eureka moment in church. The second scientist was in the choir, and he was frustrated because his bookmarks frequently fell out of his hymnbook. He needed a bookmark that would stick to a page without damaging it.

He remembered the weak adhesive, spread it on his bookmarks, and voilà! The Post-It Note was born. It required a perspective from outside the chemistry lab to make it happen.

The challenges we face in agriculture and natural resources today are too complex to be solved by any single individual. There’s no gadget or novelty to address climate change, sea level rise. We face a systems challenge to feeding 9.6 billion people by 2050, to producing more food in the next 40 years than we have in the previous 10,000.

We need a systems approach to do it. Our world is much less one of Renaissance men and women than of specialists – biogeochemists, plant pathologists, community ecologists – you get the picture.

“Eureka!” is rarely the song of the soloist nowadays, but one sung by a choir.

So as we recruited researchers to join our Food Systems Hub preeminence initiative, we made a point of looking for evidence of their ability to partner across disciplines.

That’s on the front end. With our existing faculty, it’s important that we recognize the folks we already have who are good at reaching out to partners in other disciplines. Folks who are smart enough to know what they don’t know.

We need more people like James Jawitz, Jonathan Martin, Jonathan Dain and Jane Southworth.

IFAS funds enterprises such as the Florida Climate Institute and the UF Water Institute to give these collaborative thinkers an academic home.

You should be very encouraged by what our president-elect, W. Kent Fuchs, told me and other search committee members last week. He said a university president has a role in talking about and promoting cross-disciplinary collaborations. Among the ways he sees to do it: Dedicating physical space for partnerships to form and bloom, hosting talks and seminars that bring together researchers, and -- my favorite – events with free food!

Land-grant universities have to lead the way on this. We’re the ones with both the breadth of expertise and the public-service mission to solve society’s problems. We are one of only six universities in the nation with colleges of agriculture, medicine, law and veterinary medicine all on the same campus.

We have a tremendous responsibility to take advantage of our unique structure to take on climate change, for example, because the world’s governments so far have shown themselves unable or unwilling to do it.

The future of science, and indeed the future of our planet, belongs to people like those we honor today. Please keep up your important work.

Thank you, and congratulations to today’s honored faculty fellows.


