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Thank you for the opportunity to address you today. Welcome to Florida. We’re far from Gainesville but not far from campus. 

That’s because as the land-grant, the University of Florida is really the local university for all Floridians. We’re in all 67 counties with Extension employees who are sometimes paid by us, sometimes paid by the counties and sometimes paid by a combination of the two. And it’s different in every county. 

I’m sure that causes absolutely no hand-wringing or headaches among the people who have to keep track of such things.

I love being around land-grant people. You understand how special our institutions are because of the foresight of Sen. Morrill and his supporters more than 150 years ago.

So when Mary Anne invited me to come four hours from Gainesville to talk for five minutes, I said yes without hesitation. I knew I’d find kindred spirits here. But I also came because you deserve to hear two simple words in person: Thank you.

You don’t often get recognition. There’s some irony to that because many of you likely plan events and run programs that recognize others at your universities.

 I know how valuable your contributions are.

 I know we can’t run world-class universities without the work you do. So again, I say thank you.

A lot of the attention on our campuses goes to the researchers. They’re the rock stars we hail in news releases, whom we feature in our marketing, the ones we trot out as testimony to our policy makers to prove our relevancy and value.

These researchers succeed with a tremendous amount of human capital behind them. This is where you come in. Human resources, fiscal services, contract and grant support are part of the scaffolding on which we build the teams that produce knowledge and get it out to the people who can benefit from it.

It supports researchers to do what they do best. It makes our institutions great places for everybody to work. It provides the stewardship necessary to make the case to our funders that their investments in us are well spent.

Running HR and finance for IFAS is like running an entire university – we have an annual budget of $340 million and we have 2,000 employees, plus another 1,000 post-docs, graduate students and hourlies on the payroll. That is a lot of people and money to keep track of, and we can’t succeed as organizations without the good work that all of you do behind the scenes. 

You know when Mary Anne comes to see me, I experience cognitive dissonance. I get the anxiety surge that comes with knowing she’s about to tell me there’s a people problem. Yet at the same time I’m soothed because I also know she’s coming with a solution.

It’s sort of like getting a visit from the campus police chief. She darkens my doorway with dread and then dispels it with reassurance that she’s on top of it.

So you do a great job at both identifying problems and finding solutions. As you are well aware, no good deed goes unpunished.

What I’m about to tell you may sound like a familiar story on your campuses, differing only in the particulars.

This year UF launched an ambitious plan to become a top 10 public research university. We got $15 million in annual funding from the state to do it. Our UF Preeminence Plan – our roadmap top 10 status – is to spend every cent of it on researchers. It’ll build or enhance superstar research teams in 28 areas.

IFAS is involved in at least five of these preeminence research areas. We’ll lead or contribute to teams on food systems, plant genomics, One Health, bioinformatics and biodiversity. So we’re in the process of bring on a dozen or more researchers as part of an overall university hiring spree of more than 100 faculty.

For people like Mary Anne, it means supporting more people without a commensurate rise in resources in her own department. In fact, we’ve been so good at bringing on our share of researchers that the president just shifted two more preeminence positions over to us from other parts of campus that haven’t moved at IFAS speed. This, of course, ratchets up the demands on Mary Anne and other staff to support this growing number of employees.

Like I said, these requirements to serve an ever-expanding operation likely sounds familiar to many of you, who also work for institutions aspiring to raise their rankings and competitiveness.

But I know we’re all up to the task. After all, we’re at land-grants in the first place because we’re service-oriented. The untold story when we celebrate our rise in the rankings as a university will be the work done by folks in HR, budget, contracts and grants and intellectual property. And because land-grants are such great collaborators, I expect our rise will fuel yours, and vice versa.

So I’m pleased to be here today to tell you how much I appreciate the job all of you do. Keep up the good work so the thousands of people you support can continue to improve the lives of the people in your state, the nation, and the world.

Thank you.
