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Good afternoon everyone.

I’m so proud to lead the next panel. I get to introduce an All-Star team of IFAS leaders.

It’s an honor for us to stand before you. You’re our steadfast partners in research, advocacy and telling the real story of Florida agriculture.

Here’s a real story of a Florida farmer who got the backing of both IFAS and the Farm Bureau to defend her property rights and keep her family together.

Michelle Welch married into agriculture. Her husband Blake is a third-generation cattleman. They have 40 acres in Plant City.

You know better than I how hard it is to make a living off 40 acres. They needed day jobs. Michelle taught school. Blake fixed plumbing at nuclear power plants.

His work kept him away from the farm for months at a time.

Things changed when they hosted their son’s wedding reception in their barn. They poured concrete for a center aisle, hung decorative lights, and turned Mason jars into candle holders. The party was a smash success, and soon their son’s friends were asking to have their weddings in the barn.

Word spread, and people they didn’t even know started booking the barn. The thing just blew up, and Michelle incorporated as Wishing Well Barn, Inc.

Then Blake’s dad, in his 80s, got sick. “Papa” was a big man, so big that only Blake had the physical strength to help him. And Papa pleaded not to be put in a nursing home.

When Blake got the call for his next plumbing job, Michelle told him, “I want you to stay home.”

He turned down the job, nervous that there wouldn’t be others. She resigned from teaching after 23 years. They’d stay home and take care of Papa, and do it by making their farm more profitable.

They’ve now had more than 200 weddings in 3 years. They make more money now than they did as wage earners.

It was all going great until the fire marshal showed up and told her that by the time he finished his inspection, she wouldn’t be interested in the wedding business any more. He then told her she needed a $50,000 water tower, handed her a $900 invoice for his inspection, and left.

What did she do?

She called the Extension office. Michelle said she couldn’t afford a water tower, and furthermore she’d have to sell the farm to afford a nursing home for Papa.

Hillsborough County Extension Director Stephen Gran encouraged her to make a stand. He knew the county didn’t apply fire and building codes uniformly. He called Judi Whitson, the Farm Bureau boss for Hillsborough. The two of them advised Michelle to talk this out with the county.

And instead of sending Michelle up against a faceless bureaucracy, they got the county’s head of planning to come to her. They wanted him to see Michelle’s operation, not just have his people make decrees that would put her out of business.

It turned out the planning boss really hadn’t seen an agritourism operation like this before. After his visit to Wishing Well, the county backed off. No water tower, no rezoning, no bankrupting regulatory bills. 

Gran and Whitson helped Michelle save her farm. The wedding business is so successful that she’s planning to buy 40 adjacent acres and some more cattle.

Last month Papa died. But he did it on his own terms, surrounded by family. Without the barn business, Michelle said, Papa would have died two years ago in a nursing home.

“Plus,” Michelle says, “I had my husband back. What is that worth?”

I’d say a lot.

The Farm Bureau and IFAS work so well together to make these against-the-odds success stories happen on Florida farms.

I hope you’ll work with us again this year to make more of these stories possible. IFAS is coming off six brutal years of flat or declining state funding. We’re down 30 faculty and 300 staff from pre-recession levels of 2008.

We need your help on the road back. We’re asking the Legislature to increase our funding by $5.5 million. That’s less than a 4 percent raise. We want to use it to continue the fight against citrus greening, help create whole new industries like we did with blueberries, and yes, help farmers stay on their land and keep their families intact.

The three folks you’re about to hear from will demonstrate what a wise investment another $5.5 million would be.

I named Jackie Burns our new research dean in September. She’s been with us for 28 years, most recently as the director of the Citrus Research and Education Center in Lake Alfred. She’s helped the center secure millions in research funding since she took over there in 2008. 

She probably knows as much about citrus greening as anyone you will ever meet, and probably also cares more about finding a solution to it. She’s an extraordinary scholar, a leading figure in Florida citrus, and a sage administrator.

I hired Elaine Turner to lead the College of Agricultural and Life Sciences in April. As dean she’s responsible for degree programs in 22 fields of study and serves nearly 5,000 students. She’s won numerous teaching awards.

She’s coming up on 20 years with us. And she’s made it a priority to make sure that more new Gators choose our college. These are 18-year-olds who come to Gainesville with average GPAs of 4.4, young men and women we’ll train as Florida agriculture’s future leaders.

Finally, we have Nick Place, dean of Extension. He had been a faculty member here at IFAS before Maryland stole him from us in 2007 and made him their associate dean of Extension. We stole him back two and a half years ago.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Believe it or not, Nick and I believe Extension’s 67 offices can achieve even greater reach and impact. He is developing the vision to expand Extension universitywide, to find the resources to do more for farmers and to deploy our expertise in the locations where it does the most good.

So let’s get started……    Jackie, tell our friends what the latest is in IFAS research……
















