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Welcome to Florida, a state our entomologists have called the Ellis Island of the bug world.

We’ve got several major ports where pests can hitchhike into the U.S. on cruise ships or freighters. We get millions of tourists visiting places like Walt Disney World just two hours from here. Perhaps you’ve been following the news about the outbreak at Disneyland in California of a disease we thought we had all but wiped out in our country, measles.

We’ve got a subtropical climate that makes us an agricultural powerhouse, one of the world’s leading producers of citrus. That subtropical climate also makes us a hospitable beachhead for those hitchhiking bugs as well as for plant diseases from abroad. Currently the disease of citrus greening threatens the very existence of our most iconic crop, so plant pests and pathology are serious business in Florida.

On average, a new invasive pest species arrives in Florida each month. An estimated 88 percent of the nation’s flower imports and 55 percent of the fruit and vegetable imports that arrive by air come through Miami. Yet less than 2 percent of food-related imports get inspected by the federal government.

So the gates are wide open. Pest invasions are a fact of life. So we are so glad that you’re here and earnest about devising predictive models to help growers, agribusiness leaders, policy makers and residents prepare for and adapt to the onslaught of bugs and disease.

The University of Florida’s Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences, which I lead, has long been an active participant in AgMIP. In fact, I’m told we have the highest concentration of researchers on our campus contributing to AgMIP of any university in the United States, and maybe in the world.

But Dr. Jim Jones, whom you all know, is the first to say that pest and disease modeling has not been adequately integrated into agricultural systems modeling efforts. That’s a hole in modeling that can impact production and economics and thus food security. 

That changes this week.

I’m sure you all communicate by email, but there’s nothing like face-to-face meetings to promote collaboration. There’s a challenge to being part of such an elite, specialized group. It’s hard to find peers in your own neighborhoods. Here, you’ll find your tribe.

Please make a point of connecting with people you haven’t met. It’s a great way to discover new opportunities to collaborate, to look at a problem in a way you’d never considered or even to become aware of a problem that your fellow pest and disease modelers could really use help with. It’s perhaps your best shot at the serendipity that seems to somehow occur more frequently as your network expands.

The workshop organizers have diligently compiled a complete list of attendees with photos, areas of expertise and contact info. So please use it as your collaboration roadmap this week and take it home with you for future reference.

You’re the tail that wags the dog this month. Once AgMIP leaders booked this workshop for Gainesville, Florida, they decided it would be smart to schedule the 5th AgMIP Global Workshop here immediately following this one. So thanks, too, for luring all that intellectual firepower to our campus for the next few days.

There are a few reasons I think it’s important that UF is hosting. 

First, we have the concentration of researchers as I’ve already mentioned.

Also, we have the largest academic Department of Entomology and Nematology in the United States, at least according to membership in the Entomological Society of America. We have world-renowned experts in everything from the crazy ant to the firefly. We breed endangered species of butterfly in our Museum of Natural History. We quarantine insects to determine in a controlled setting whether they’re harmful or benevolent. And we don’t wait for bugs and disease to come to us as invaders. In conjunction with our Emerging Pathogens Institute, we scout them on other continents in anticipation of their possible arrival.

You’ve arrived at a time of transition for our department. Our entomology chairman, John Capinera, is retiring. 

John, if you’re here would you stand please? I’d like to publicly thank you for 28 years of service as department chair.

Blair Siegfried will arrive as the new entomology department chair on Sept. 1. You can imagine what a great candidate pool we had. Having such excellent finalists made it a very difficult decision.

This workshop is about forming teams. We need you to help us see how models of climate, pests, diseases, economics and individual crops interrelate. 

And when I say “we,” I don’t mean UF. I don’t mean Florida. I don’t mean the U.S. I mean the world. The future of the planet could hang in the balance.

In the movies, a single action hero saves the world with sudden and sweeping acts that stave off impending disaster. In real life, teams of people make incremental progress in preventing those disasters, figuring out what to do 10 or 20 years before disaster besets us so that we don’t have to roll the dice on the emergence of a Superman or Superwoman to take us back from the brink.

Who knows how things would have turned out if 30 years ago we could have seen the Asian citrus psyllid coming – figured out where it would enter the U.S., how it would spread, what conditions enable it to jump from grove to grove. Could we have come up with a way to stop what’s become a threat to the very existence of Florida oranges? We’ll never know.

And in any case, we don’t have the luxury of looking backwards. 
 
So please leave here as a member of a team. AgMIP hopes that in the next three days research teams will coalesce to compare and improve models of integrated assessments for several major diseases and pests. No single genius by himself or herself is likely to come up with the best way to compare and predict disease outbreaks and their impacts on agricultural production and economics.

The University of Florida is in the midst of a preeminence campaign to hire more than 100 new researchers in strategically targeted areas to help us become one of the very best public universities in the nation.

One of those areas is food systems. Our Institute for Global Food Systems is so new that the paint is still wet in the office of its director, Jim Anderson.

The mission of the Institute is to conduct research, develop curricula and disseminate knowledge in four main areas, one of which is modeling. Jim wants people and partners who can develop new metrics, merge models, do predictive modeling and put Big Data to use.

The Institute can go in so many different directions at this early stage. It’ll depend in part on whom we partner with. And Jim is well aware of AgMIP and sees the potential to make agricultural systems modeling a focus of its research.

We hired Jim from the World Bank to lead the Institute because he has the global perspective to match the global scale of our vision for it. He thinks big, and he wants to play an active role in AgMIP. So please, when you see Jim at the Global Workshop later this week, talk to him to learn more about the Institute and pitch him ideas on how you might get in on the ground floor of an initiative with ambitions to play a central role in meeting the global challenge of feeding 9.6 billion people by 2050.

The Institute already includes renowned plant pathologist Karen Garrett, whom we just hired away from Kansas State University and has been among those advocating for AgMIP to undertake activities that include pests, diseases, weeds and ozone.

Karen, would you please stand and be recognized?

Karen will lead a discussion Tuesday afternoon that includes talking about a potential new working group on potato late blight models. It’s one of the most famous of plant diseases, the one that triggered the Irish potato famine that brought my ancestors here to the U.S.

Again, no one had a predictive model in the 19th century of how such a disease might spread. So it triggered widespread misery, famine, social breakdown and a massive diaspora. And we’ll continue to have devastating famines if we can’t see them coming.

We have got to figure out how to better link your models of the spread of pests and disease and those of productivity. With the population increasing, the amount of arable land in production decreasing, our water supply shrinking and climate change threatening to reduce production, we’ve got to find ways to get more food to more people. And we need you to see ahead to 2050 to help us do it.

So your foes may be the size of a fingernail, or the size of a microbe. But make no mistake, these are beasts that could bring the world to its knees. Our best shot is to get a head start. Your models, the biological, engineering and mathematical know-how, are the closest thing we have to seeing the future.

All we’re asking is for you to join a team to save the world. No pressure. I want you to have a good time while you’re here. The present is important, too. But please, don’t stop thinking about tomorrow.

Again, welcome to the University of Florida and IFAS, institutions dedicated – just like you are -- to coming up with solutions to improve people’s lives.

Have a great week.
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