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Good evening, everyone, and congratulations to our new graduates.

You’ve dated IFAS for nearly two years now. I hope that’s been enough time to persuade you to marry us.

The way I see it, we need each other. The world is getting way too complicated, the challenges way too complex, for us to leave this dinner tonight and just go back to Hastings, LaBelle, Lake Wales, St. Petersburg, Tallahassee, Winter Haven, and elsewhere to do our own thing.

We need to walk together toward 2050.

Projections are we’ll have 9.6 billion people on the planet then. And less farmland. And less water. And an increased urgency to reduce the environmental impact of farming. And climate change contributing to higher temperatures, rising seas levels and catastrophic weather events. 

Put another way, we need to produce as much food in the next few decades as we have since the dawn of agriculture. And we need to do it under far less favorable conditions than we’ve enjoyed for millennia.

Yet I’m hopeful about the world your children will inherit because as the challenges grow, so does our capacity to address them. Some call this capacity human resources, some call it human capital, some call it capacity building. I call it leadership.

Less than 2 percent of the U.S. population feeds the other 315 million-plus Americans and many others worldwide already. That 2 percent will only improve on that remarkable efficiency with visionaries guiding them.

So please don’t let what happens in Wedgworth stay in Wedgworth. Let’s stick together to prevent widespread human misery, famine, and war. Let’s stick together to protect our natural resources.

At IFAS we’re already working on growing plants in space. Turning mustard plants into jet fuel. Using drones to scout in minutes what would take weeks on the ground. We can benefit so much from your support and partnership to advance science in the service of society. Through the knowledge we share, you can all nourish more people, strengthen your stewardship of the environment, and yes, make more money.

How do you change society? How do you get people to embrace new technologies? How do you make deniers take climate change seriously? How do you change the tragic phenomenon that nearly half of all food produced never reaches a human mouth?

IFAS isn’t going to solve this by itself. Neither are you. But together we can do so much. 2050 is a long journey. Of course, it will be here before we know it. And I think both you and IFAS will be enriched if we’re all able to look back from 2050 through our decades-long relationship and how much good we were able to do together.

I recently spoke at an event on campus honoring Alto and Patrecia Straughn. It was in our building named for them. What struck me most about them wasn’t the size of the checks they’ve written. It was the 63-year relationship Alto had with UF – as a student, as an Extension agent, as a grower client, as a research partner who lends us vast acreage to field-test our new cultivars. Without us, he likely wouldn’t be the wealthy man he is today. And we wouldn’t have such a great professional development center. And Florida wouldn’t have such a strong blueberry industry.

That you’ve committed yourself to Wedgworth tells me you’re capable of the sacrifice and hard work to go the distance like the Straughns, to think decades ahead.

I’m glad spouses and families are here for this. I appreciate that they’ve sacrificed, too, while you’ve been away in DC, South America, and the Dakotas.

To all of you – graduates, husbands, wives, sons, daughters, brothers, sisters – I say thank you for your commitment to Class IX.

I was eager to come down here tonight to thank you not so much for what you’ve already done, though, as what you’ll do in the future. Thanks for signing on to the movement. Thanks for recognizing IFAS as an institution that can help you make your stamp on the world. Thanks for demonstrating that you’re willing to give your time to improve yourself so that you can improve the people in your organization and maybe even improve the lot of 9.6 billion people.

The fraternity you’ve entered into is one of powerful passion. You’ve already seen it through the involvement of previous Wedgworth graduates in your seminars.

Please tap into that network.

Do what they do.

Our surveys indicate that one of the things they do is create jobs. Kevan Lamm’s research on previous Wedgworth graduates indicates that on average, each of you will create three jobs as a result of your participation in this program.

Another characteristic of Wedgworth graduates is their service as leaders of multiple organizations. Please consider UF/IFAS as one of those organizations you serve in some sort of advisory capacity. For us to stay successful and relevant we need your input. If you can serve on some of our multiple advisory boards, ag councils, or other committees, you’re certainly the caliber of people we’re looking for. 

More than anything, though, I hope you’ll be ambassadors for IFAS. Tell your friends and your associates how Wedgworth has helped you. Tell people how important IFAS research, teaching and Extension is to Florida agriculture and natural resources.

You’re part of the IFAS family now – even if you’re not quite ready to say “I do” to us.

I often conclude my remarks in other settings by saying you can expect great things from IFAS. Tonight, I need to turn that on its head. IFAS – and Florida, and the world – expects great things from you.

Congratulations, and good luck.
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