Remarks to kick off the business meeting of the STEMconnector Food & Ag Council
UF/IFAS Orange County Extension Office
Orlando, FL
March 6, 2015

Welcome to Florida, everyone, and good morning!

I’m glad you get to see our UF/IFAS Orange County Extension Office. I’m glad I get to see this one and not the old one, which I’m told was attached to the sheriff’s mounted patrol barn. During gatherings like this you could sometimes smell, well….. the barn. 

You could also see rats scurrying across the rafters.

It’s hard to believe this facility is 8 years old. It still sparkles. You’ll have the opportunity to take a quick tour later on.

IFAS Extension has offices in all 67 counties. And they’re getting busier, since Florida recently became the third-most populous state in the nation.

You were on campus the second you stepped off your plane. We’re about 120 miles from Gainesville, but as the land-grant university, the whole state is our campus.

We’re working on making the world our campus. Last year the university launched UF Online, one of the first fully online four-year bachelor’s degree programs in the nation. Our College of Agricultural and Life Sciences, which we call CALS for short, is one of the pioneers in this effort and has one of UF Online’s first majors, environmental management in agriculture and natural resources.

On the graduate level, our agronomy and soil & water science departments have teamed up to offer the nation’s first online agroecology master’s program. 

We don’t market CALS as strictly an agricultural college. What we want our students to get from CALS is exactly what this council says today’s students need – a rigorous science education. Many of our 23 undergraduate majors and 22 graduate majors are heavily infused with STEM disciplines.

We know, like you do, that this kind of education can lead to rewarding careers in a number of fields.

Indeed, in the last decade our alumni have:
· Been elected and re-elected Florida commissioner of agriculture
· Been elected to Congress
· Won the Heisman Trophy
· Hit number one on the country music charts
· Been recognized for founding a fleet vehicle tracking company with a current annual growth rate of 73 percent -- #126 in Inc. Magazine last year.

We don’t wait until students to get to Gainesville to start educating them. We run 4-H programs for more than 200,000 kids age 5 to 18.

We also reach kids like Kiona Elliott, whom we met when she was in high school, one of three children being raised by a single mom. The mom made ends meet by selling second-hand clothes at a flea market. 

One of our faculty invited Kiona to work in his lab at our Ft. Lauderdale Research and Education Center. He supervised her research on bacteria as an alternative to chemical pesticides to control plant-damaging nematodes. The work earned Kiona a fourth-place finish at an international science fair, and she credits the experience with helping her win the Gates Millennium Scholarship that makes it possible for her to attend UF today.

She’s putting that scholarship to use in Gainesville now as a sophomore, where’s she’s doing research on transgenic plants under the supervision of the chair of our horticulture department.

Kiona also founded what she calls the STEAM Academy – STEM with the arts thrown in – a student group that holds public events to raise awareness about food security issues.

Among the groups she’s partnered with is a local science education non-profit headed by a woman who opposes GMOs. But Kiona says that after several conversations listening to Kiona’s evangelizing about technology in the service of fighting hunger, she has the woman rethinking her position.

In this polarized world where even a preponderance of facts won’t move people from their beliefs, that to me is an incredible tribute to Kiona’s abilities in both science and communications. That’s exactly the kind of student we’re trying to nurture.

Now Kiona, whose family has no background in agriculture whatsoever, aspires to work in industry on transgenic crops. She originally leaned toward academia, but she sees more potential to interact directly with farmers and to respond more directly to consumer demands in an industrial setting.

I have a feeling we’ll be highlighting her as an alumna in a few years. And maybe one of you will, too!

IFAS is a $340 million-a-year research, teaching and Extension operation. So we’re a huge part of UF.

CALS alone is a massive undertaking with myriad opportunities for achievers like Kiona. It’s the fourth-largest agricultural college in the U.S. It has roughly 4,000 undergraduates and 1,000 graduate students.

Our students can pursue undergraduate degrees at five locations outside of Gainesville.

Our students are the crème de la crème. The average high school GPA of this year’s UF freshman class was 4.3.

CALS has 32,000 living alumni.

CALS has the largest doctoral program in agriculture and related sciences in the U.S.

On its faculty, CALS has more national USDA teaching award recipients than any other college or university.

There’s another group that helps CALS work so well – private sector partners. We have numerous individuals and companies that support us on everything from scholarships and endowments to teaching symposia, a student leadership institute, student recruitment efforts and CALS’ own career expo.

In fact, on Monday, I’m going to be joining the top executives of the world’s fourth-largest seed company at a news conference in Gainesville. The French company Limagrain and IFAS will be announcing a strengthening of our relationship that began with Limagrain and its subsidiary, HM.CLAUSE, providing $300,000 in startup money for our Challenge 2050 program.

You’ll be hearing later on from students and faculty in this new program, so I’ll let them tell that story. 

HM.CLAUSE was also a major presence at our career expo last month. As an aside, I’d also like to thank Pepsico for its participation in that event as well.

So, back to Monday. Limagrain and IFAS will be talking to European and Florida media about an executives-in-residence program in which some of the company’s executives will spend time on campus so students can benefit from their managerial expertise, global outlook and agribusiness acumen.

We’ll be expanding an internship program that will send UF CALS students to France for extended periods. And we’ll engage in faculty exchanges so that we can help each other stay on the cutting edge in developing new and better plants.

The news conference will be in Gainesville because that’s where Limagrain decided to have its annual meeting of its 40 top executives from all over the world. Before they begin their internal meetings, they’ll tour IFAS research labs, greenhouses and fields, hear from students and enjoy our Southern hospitality at events such as a dinner at our natural history museum.

We know we need to do more, though. The Food & Ag Council let us know how much more with that eye-opening report last year that estimated nearly 34,000 hires a month in the ag sector nationally.

With demand that staggering, we know we can’t do it alone. So that’s why we’re part of this Council, and that’s why we said yes when Ted Wells asked if we’d be interested in hosting this meeting. 

I’m sure it didn’t hurt that you can pack light to come here, even in February and March. It’s been in the 80s this week. You can bet Ted didn’t ask folks in Michigan first! 

As much as I loved my time at Iowa State, it was pretty alluring to have people here apologizing that it was in the 50s when I came to interview for my current job. Now I’ve taken up paddleboarding, and I can do it in December.

I hope we have a productive day talking about what we can do together to engage more of America’s youth in pursuing STEM Food and Ag careers to help us feed the world. Enjoy the rest of your stay.
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