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Good evening, everyone, and welcome to the 4th annual Dinner of Distinction. A handful of people will be recognized on the podium tonight, but most of the people in this room have contributed to the success of IFAS. Our future success depends on you, and I expect I’ll be seeing many of you up here on the podium at our 5th, 6th or 7th Dinners of Distinction. 

You’re our family. Actually, we’re treating you a little better than family tonight. No having to pass platters or fighting over the last piece of cake! 

We have other sources of support, but not like yours. State funding is driven by politics, not just where public investment can do the most good. Investments and endowment interest respond to markets, not to need. Citrus growers can only come up with so much greening research money when the disease is bleeding them of the ability to do so.

Many of you are in this room tonight because you’re so good at what you do and you’re in a position to pay it forward. Tonight isn’t about what you do, though. It’s about who you are. What you care about. What you can do to make an impact.

It’s about answering the question, “What did I do to make the world a better place for my grandkids?”  It’s about being a good ancestor.

There’s one place we at IFAS can turn where the primary driver of support isn’t the market, the profit or the vote. You support us because of your heart. Tonight we celebrate who you are and the legacy you’re creating.

It’s a night to talk about dreams and aspirations, including those of current Gators.

Gators like Logan Ham. Three years ago he was a freshman at UF with supportive parents who could covered most of his expenses. Logan had it made.

[PAUSE]

Until he didn’t. During his freshman year, Logan’s parents went through a messy divorce. Money that was supposed to go to Logan’s expenses ended up going to lawyers.

Logan’s stress level spiked. He was living on grilled cheese sandwiches and ramen. He entered a downward spiral. He fell behind in class and that threatened his scholarship eligibility. That brought on more stress, which made it even harder to keep up, and so on. Soon he was working more than attending class, fixing scooters to earn meal money.

It wasn’t just hunger that drove Logan to drop out, but having to worry about where his next meal was coming from pretty much sealed his fate.

We almost lost him. Fortunately, Logan is resilient, and he’s back. This time with a wife and two kids. In fact, his sense of obligation to be a good ancestor for his 2-year-old inspired him to give UF one more try. The three of them moved into a camper last summer and then into on-campus housing. They eat a lot of rice and beans, which they buy with food stamps.

About the time Logan was deciding to come back to UF, I was reading about campus hunger nationwide. And I wanted to know if there was hidden hunger here at UF. Because as someone who champions our role in feeding the world, even one hungry student here is not going to happen on my watch.

Part of the land-grant mission, a central tenet of it, in fact, is making education accessible to all who can benefit, not just those who can afford it. We in the IFAS family have always been the keeper of this flame, the ones who most ardently champion Gators as the stewards of the land-grant mission. 

Hunger threatens the land-grant mission of access. It’s also a threat to our doing our part to tackling one of the grand challenges of our time -- feeding 9.7 billion people by 2050. We need every single Gator we can enlist to dedicate their talent to the cause.

Alan and Cathy Hitchcock made a career out of selling groceries, and their name is still on supermarkets across this region. They, too, have declared that UF campus hunger will not continue on their watch.

Three and a half weeks ago, they joined Logan in cutting the ribbon to open a food pantry behind the IFAS Food Science and Human Nutrition Building. The Hitchcocks have pledged a leadership gift that will allow us to more than double the size of our modest pantry. That will go a long way toward feeding the 1 in 10 UF students who reported going hungry in a survey IFAS commissioned. That’s thousands of Gators whose learning is impeded by hunger.

Logan doesn’t rely on the pantry to feed four. Yes, four. Logan has an 8-week-old son. But Logan works at the pantry, and he’s still putting in more hours at work than in class. 

It’s hard enough to balance studies, finances, family, health and time. If we can remove lack of food from the list of barriers to higher education, we forward the land-grant mission. And we’ll make it less likely that we’ll ever come so close to losing someone like Logan again.

I’m glad Logan accepted our invitation to be here tonight. He gave up his Friday night stroll with the family through Corry Village followed by a family movie to show his support for IFAS and the food pantry. Logan, would you please stand for a moment?

[JMP leads applause]

Thanks for being here, Logan. And thanks for the inspiring us to work together to conquer hunger wherever it is. Especially when it’s right here in the family. 

Everyone here can help make the difference between a hungry Gator getting a UF degree and going home hungry, debt-ridden and regretful.

The path shouldn’t be as steep as Logan’s. We want an even playing field for all students. That’s the special obligation and special opportunity we have as a land-grant family. We don’t choose between our kids. Your presence here tonight shows that you recognize this. Each of you fits into the family in a different way.

IFAS SHARE Council members are the patriarchs and matriarchs. Their leadership makes the family so much stronger. Thanks for making us believe in ourselves, SHARE Council!

[JMP leads applause]

The CALS Alumni and Friends Board are the kids who grew up and moved away but still come back for Thanksgiving. Thanks for being great role models for the kids who haven’t left the nest yet!
[JMP leads applause]

Then we’ve got nurturing aunts and uncles, the ones who take the kids fishing or to the amusement park. 4-H Foundation board volunteers make sure 200,000 Florida kids have fun while they’re learning to be leaders. 
[JMP leads applause]
We’ve got with us tonight some of those family members we always want at our birthday parties and holiday celebrations. You just know they’re going to show up with the best presents! Our President’s Council includes donors whose lifetime giving is $100,000 or more. Thanks for thinking beyond fruitcake and ugly clothes. You humble us with your generosity. Thanks for being here tonight, President’s Council members.
[JMP leads applause]
Let’s also recognize the people who we spend so much time with that they become family, whether related by blood or not. Our faculty and staff deliver on the IFAS mission daily. Thank you, colleagues.
[JMP leads applause]
Of course, we have the kids with us, too. CALS students remind us why we need to keep the family strong. We want to bequeath them a better world and happy families of their own. 
Tonight we have xx CALS Ambassadors with us and every single one of them was sponsored by a donor this evening. 
[JMP leads applause]
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