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Welcome to Florida, everyone.

On behalf of the University of Florida’s Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences, I am honored to welcome you to Gainesville and to the 5th Global AgMIP Workshop.

That’s because you, all 200-plus of you, are my kind of people – scientists. You subscribe to the notion that science is the best tool devised by humankind to determine the truth as we know it.

In the United States, we are engaged in vigorous debate over what the science says. But too often we’re exhausted when we get to the starting line. Too often we have to defend science itself before we can start talking about how science can improve our lives.

The most listened-to radio show in the nation has a host who has labeled science one of the “four pillars of deceit.” Yes, that’s right, a man with a microphone talking to more than 13 million listeners calls science precisely the opposite of what it is.

A recent survey revealed the disheartening news that despite agreement among the world’s leading science academies that there is no evidence that eating genetically modified foods harms human health, only 37 percent of the American public believes GMO foods are safe to eat, compared to 88 percent of scientists.

Not only has a small but well-funded minority confused the public about climate change, but they have the upper hand in the nomenclature of the debate. Our mainstream media calls them “skeptics.” Skepticism – the foundation of the scientific method – has been appropriated and assigned to people who are not weighing the evidence as a whole. 

But I digress. 

Welcome, men and women of science. 

We just finished two days of the AgMIP workshop on Advancing Pest and Disease Modeling. I hope you’ll follow their lead in reaching out to new colleagues and forming multidisciplinary teams.

Another reason I feel at home among this crowd is that you’re dedicated to a better future. That you’re essentially doing this work for our grandchildren. You’re pyramid builders.

One of my favorite bands is Fleetwood Mac, and a favorite lyric of mine is “Don’t stop thinking about tomorrow.” They were huge in the 70s. Now one of them is in her 70s, but their anthem is no less inspirational than the day it was released.

Because you think so hard about tomorrow, this group represents one of humanity’s best hopes for agriculture’s adaptation to climate change. 

Your very presence at these workshops signals your global perspective. 
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UF gets to be the capital of the agricultural system modeling world for the next four days.

We need to provide policy makers with the best available predictions to inform them about the far-reaching implications of their decisions – or their failure to decide. After all, as some of the politicians from my state will be all too quick to tell you, they are not scientists.

The reason we even have this workshop is that we don’t necessarily agree on how to design the best tool. You each specialize in modeling particular components. We need to integrate those models to simultaneously account for climate, soil, pests, water and all the other factors that go into raising food for a hungry planet.

That’s hard, technical stuff. But it starts with a human touch. I ask that you venture into new territory while you’re here and extend your hand to that stranger. 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.

I think you’ll find new homes, new brothers and sisters, new collaborators, for your research.

I’d like to use this opportunity to announce one such new home.

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 with us this week. 

Jim, would you please stand and be recognized?

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, talk to Jim 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, who has been among those advocating for AgMIP to undertake activities that include pests and diseases.

Karen led discussions yesterday on plant disease modeling, including discussion of 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.

Karen, would you please stand for a moment?

You are all uniquely positioned in a discipline at a moment in history where you can help tilt the balance – do we see into the future how our innovations play out and guide the technological advances that allow us to increase sustainable yields? Or do we devolve into food wars, famine, accelerating climate change and untold other human misery?

The 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.

Of course you all know Jim Jones, who heads the Florida Climate Institute and is a highly accomplished crop modeler. He and Ken Boote (pronounced BOOTY) of UF have done modeling to predict how biological and physical factors affect production of peanuts, soybeans, tomatoes, cotton, corn, chick peas, and other crops. And, Senthold Asseng of UF’s ABE Department is one of the world’s leading modelers of wheat cropping systems.

I’m really excited that the UF/IFAS team gets to confer with so many agricultural system modeling experts from around the world this week. We have conference registrants from Monsanto and Nestle. The Gates Foundation and the UK’s Department for International Development also show up on the participant list for this meeting.

The future of the planet could hang in the balance.

Our best shot is to get a head start. Your models, the biological, engineering and mathematical know-how that’s the closest thing we have to seeing the future, are that head start.

Time is of the essence in this quest to feed the world. Already one in two people on the planet already suffer from malnutrition of one kind or another.

Here’s what I hope you leave here with:

First, a redoubling of efforts to conduct combined regional and global assessments of climate change. As you know, national assessments that are disconnected from a worldwide outlook won’t have consistent assumptions and scenarios, which makes it very difficult to make useful comparisons.

Second, it’s essential that we bring your expertise to bear on more near-term climate risks for agricultural systems and look for better ways to model sustainable farming systems that are at the core of food security.
 
Policy makers and funders have to figure out where to focus their resources. Your work can help national agricultural programs, the FAO, the World Bank, etc., make life-saving decisions that play out over decades. Some agricultural system modelers should focus on what to do in the short-term next week, helping a farmer decide if he or she should apply a pesticide next week.

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….. And like the Fleetwood Mac song says, don’t stop thinking about tomorrow.














