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Good morning.

Dr. Oli has graciously invited me to welcome you to the Fifth Annual Undergraduate Research Symposium for Microbiology and Cell Science.

I think it’s important that this department is housed in the Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences, because microbes are going to be one of the keys to feeding the world.

I commend you all for the initiative you’ve shown in pursuing research so early in your academic careers. You are going to be the cream of the crop when you apply for graduate school or for jobs.

I was eager to accept Dr. Oli’s invitation because I want to give you three reasons to go into agriculture in your graduate school or a first job.

First, let’s start with the jobs themselves. Agriculture has a real problem: Too many jobs and not enough people to fill them. There were 34,000 people a month hired into agricultural jobs last year, according to a report from a national group I belong to called the STEMConnector Food & Ag Council. Our agricultural colleges aren’t producing anything close to that.

And these are good jobs. The average starting salary for someone graduating with a bachelor’s degree in an agriculture and natural resources major this year is more than $51,000. That’s higher than the projection for health care majors.

So you see, there’s a real chance to do well.

Second, you can make a global impact. 

We need to produce more food over the course of your working lives than we have in the past 10,000 years. And we’re not going to get there if people like you don’t come up with the scientific advances. That’s a huge challenge. But it also means huge opportunity.

Sociologists have predicted that people your age are primed to become a “hero generation” because of your care and concern about the wider world – and your belief that you can change it for the better.

Already half the people on the planet suffer from some level of malnutrition. That ranges from outright starvation to growth-stunting undernutrition to malnutrition that drives skyrocketing obesity rates. And we’re projected to add another two and a half billion people to the mix by the time most of you are around 55 years old.

We used to be able to grow our way out of this – just plant more acreage, add more fertilizer, irrigate more and watch your production increase. But now subdivisions are paving over farms, the water supply is drying up, our fragile environment can’t withstand the amounts of pesticides and fertilizers we used in the past and climate change is projected to reduce productivity. We need scientists like you to innovate our way off this collision course.

So you see, there’s a real chance not just to do well, but to do good -- as in saving-the-world good.

Third, I may be biased, but agriculture and natural resources are where the action is.

When you were getting ready to enter elementary school, the Human Genome Project was completed. It mapped all our genes, the instructions for the development and function of human beings. It was an absolute sensation. And it has contributed to huge leaps forward in medicine.

You’re coming of age when we’re in a position to do something similar in the plant world. No one has mapped the complete microbiome of an important crop plant. It’s a Mt. Everest waiting to be conquered. 

If you can figure out how the microbes of a plant change with geographic area, weather conditions, farming techniques and more, you might be able to predict which microbes will help crops perform better. That can translate to so many more mouths fed, better medicine, and biofuel breakthroughs for a world of cleaner energy.

You’ll be on the cutting edge as an agricultural scientist. Your achievements will make the case for technology in the food world. We badly need that, because there’s skepticism that’s not grounded in fact over things like GMOs and climate change. As scientists focused on food, you’ll be able to help drive social change that leads to better health and a reduction of human suffering.

You may be criticized, you may be doubted, you may be misunderstood, but you won’t be bored by a career in plant sciences.

So you see, there’s a real chance to work on something cool.

We’re about to go through a generational shift in agriculture. A lot of us in the field now are of retirement age. We really need you now, not in 10 years. We’re depending on you, and so is the world. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]So please consider doing well, doing good and working on something cool. Consider agriculture.

Thanks, and have a great day today.





