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May 29
CFANS horticulture student Lindsay Mayer 

wears purple gloves and an orange bandanna 
on her head to capture sweat as she places 
shallot plant after shallot plant into the soil. 

She’s one of seven CFANS student interns 
whom farm manager Courtney Tchida (’02–
B.S.; ’07–M.Ed.) hired to operate Cornercopia, 
the student-driven organic farm on the St. 
Paul campus. The 3.34-acre farm is the only 
certified organic farm in Ramsey County. 
Each spring, a new crop of student interns 
steps onto the grounds of this outdoor 
classroom ready to take in what the land, the 
insects, the weather, the plants, the chickens 
and Tchida teach.

Today, they learn how deep to dig and 
how firmly to pack the soil around roots. 

Students dig 
internship 
operating 
Cornercopia 
organic farm
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High school student intern Kao Zoua Pa Lee works  
with Cornercopia through a partnership with an  
Urban Roots youth program. She and Cornercopia 
volunteer coordinator Caleb Simon snip greens  
on the St. Paul campus farm.
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And with each day their knowledge will expand. 
The Cornercopia internship illustrates exactly 
what CFANS faculty members and leaders had in 
mind when establishing the new requirement for 
students to complete one high-impact experiential 
activity prior to graduation.

“This internship can be really crucial in a number 
of different ways,” says Tchida. “There are some 
interns who want to be farmers and this gives 
them that taste of ‘is this really something I want 
to pursue? Or, is it something fun to do for one 
summer but I have no interest in pursuing?’” 

Interns come to Cornercopia with varying levels 
of farming experience, Tchida says. They all have 
one thing in common: they want to be more 
connected to their food.

Mayer, who is focused on organic and sustainable 
agriculture, started gardening a few years ago. She 
took the student organic farm planning, marketing 
and growing class during spring semester to gain 
more experience before her internship.

“These are skills I want to learn for myself and 
then teach to others,” says Mayer, who aims to 
go into a field involving urban agriculture.

Kneeling again in the soil, Mayer 
continues planting. She knows 
this internship and perhaps 

her life’s work amount to more than a job. It’s a 
vocation. “In farming, you have a direct connection 
with nature and life processes,” says Mayer, as she 
wipes dirt from her brow. 

She likes the step-by-step procedure that others 
might find mundane. 

“If you do one thing every day, it adds up,” Mayer 
says. “You can see the progress of your work. It’s a 
lot more tangible than an office job.” 

All interns plant, fertilize, weed, 
harvest, process and sell the 
produce grown at Cornercopia, 
but each also specializes in a 
certain aspect of running 
the farm. And, Mayer, well, 
she’s the "chicken mama."

“Officially I’m helping 
with the chickens, the 

broilers we’re raising,” she says while continuing to 
plant. The students are raising about 200 chickens, 
most of which will be sold to the University of 
Minnesota Campus Club. Cornercopia also partners 
with University Dining Services to put the organic 
farm’s crops on the plates of U students. 

The learning-by-doing aspect of Cornercopia 
drew Lorrie Bouley to the farm. As a junior studying 

nutrition, Bouley says this internship and a 
previous service-learning project opened 

her eyes to new career possibilities.
“Nutrition is a very broad 
subject. You often think of 

clinical settings, but now I 
realize it’s a lot more about 
communities and where food 
comes from,” Bouley says.
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Wearing a straw hat to shade her eyes, gloves 
and a pair of red gardening boots, Bouley kneels 
in the dirt.

“There’s a lot more to being a nutritionist than 
sitting there and telling people what to eat,” she 
says as she digs a trench where onions will be 
planted.

June 5
A lot of rain means interns go inside for rainy  

day projects. Some cut PVC pipe to the correct 
length and drill holes into pails to create 
strawberry growing buckets. Others make signs 
to identify crops.

June 14
Undergraduate horticulture major Ben Boo  

uses a hoe to remove weeds from potato and 
bean fields.

“This is a cool experience to work on a farm 
and have a hands-on role in how one operates,” 
says Boo, who is one of the farm’s marketing 
managers along with Ryan Murphy, a student  

working toward his master's in professional studies 
in horticulture. 

There’s no time for marketing today. The farm 
requires other attention. It’s one of the few dry 
days of the season so far and everyone must focus 
on weeding and getting other crops in the ground. 

A synergy grows among the interns as they work 
Cornercopia’s fields. It’s physical, demanding work. 
With each task, they develop a deeper appreciation 
for what it takes to be a farmer.

“It really gives them a value for food and the 
food system and where food comes from,” Tchida 
says. “Suddenly that carrot, that beet and that 
tomato have intrinsic value. They see how much 
work goes into it—getting it from seed to plate.”

That’s not something learned in a traditional 
classroom. Neither is how unpredictable weather 
might affect their yields.

Mother Nature delivered one of the first lessons 
of the year—patience—to Cornercopia interns 
with an unusually late, cold and wet spring. The 
interns started planting in the fields in mid-
May—three to four weeks behind normal and 
just 14 days after the last snowflakes of the season 
fell in St. Paul. 

The season started much earlier, though. While 
snow buried the fields, Tchida and Cornercopia 
student volunteers met to review what crops 
worked well last season and to determine what 
to plant this season. Before the interns started, 
volunteers planted seeds in soil blocks inside, 
giving the plants a head start. In mid-May, interns 
transplanted the plants into largely barren fields 

and seeded the walkways with a cover crop  
of clover.

After a day of planting, Murphy emerges from 
the field brushing soil off his blue jeans and pauses 
as he peers back at his work. Green leaves and 
stems barely break the surface. 

June 21 
Mother Nature whips up thunderstorms with 

high winds, upending Cornercopia chicken coops 
and scattering chickens into the wet, dark Friday 
night. Using flashlights, Tchida and others rush 
into the fields. They gather wayward chickens and 
return them to the coops. The storm damages two 
coops but the crops escape harm.

July 16 
A combination of moisture and warm weather 

has transformed Cornercopia into a sea of lush 
vegetation.

Some interns harvest while others process the 
day’s bounty. Katy Nordhagen, a junior studying 
food systems in urban environments, fills two 
large tubs with clean, cold water and a third  
tub with an organically certif ied sanitizer. 
Nordhagen and fellow interns set the tubs on a 
table in the shade.

She and Bouley inspect kale for pests, picking off 
worms and rinsing the kale in water, then sanitizer, 
then water again.

A class in growing organic food ignited 
Nordhagen’s passion for working with food. Her 
interest in food production bloomed recently. 
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Above: Intern Ryan Murphy harvests lettuce. Left: Interns Caleb Simon (left), Lorrie Bouley and Ben Boo 
process the day’s harvest.
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“I got into it late but I’m happy that I did. I think 
it’s where I fit, which is kind of fun to know,” 
Nordhagen says. “I would love to have my own 
urban farm someday. That’s my big lofty goal.” 

The Cornercopia internship gives students an 
opportunity to walk in a farmer’s boots. 

“To farm organically is a lot of work,” Murphy 
says. “There’s a lot of manual labor. You figure 
out how much effort it actually takes to weed a 
bed—and then, just think about it in the context 
of if this were my farm, this is how much work it 
would take to do it using this method.

“It’s something you know, but to actually 
experience it is really something else,” Murphy 
says.

Nearby, intern Ryland Sorenson plants beets. 
While Sorenson learns on the farm himself, in 
his second internship, he teaches horticulture to 
Gordon Parks High School students.

“A lot of them have never been on a farm 
before,” Sorenson says. “A lot of them are afraid 
of the dirt. They don’t want to get dirty.”

Today, he gave them a choice of weeding or 
planting. They chose planting. 

“I hope to teach them that growing your own 
food is important and to show them that it’s not 
impossible to have fresh organic food, at least 
throughout the summer in Minnesota,” he says.

Across the field, intern Caleb Simon, the farm’s 
volunteer coordinator, gives instructions to Kristin 
Sorenson and Blake Olsen, two volunteers who 
will be harvesting herbs, cucumbers and zucchini.

A close tie develops between the interns and 
the food they grow. “You feel a little connected 
with them—a bond,” Simon says. “They’re like 
my children. I’ve been watering them, weeding 
them and tending to them, especially the 
tomatoes.”

July 19
Each Friday, the interns and Tchida take a field 

tour where they track crop progress, examine 
crops for pests and determine next steps for the 
day and week ahead.

Enticing aromas from various plants captivate 
visitors who join the field walk today. Tchida leads 
the group to the tomatoes. Boo works to prune 
tomato plants. Then, he and other interns clasp 

tomato plant stalks to bamboo sticks for support. 
Tchida stops, kneels in the soil and lifts a stalk to 
demonstrate the right height for clasping. 

She stands up and surveys the tomatoes’ 
progress.

“Our tomatoes are starting to actually produce. 
There are a few fruits here and there. That’s 
exciting,” Tchida says. She picks a few and hands 
them to everyone to sample.

The field tour continues at the eggplants, which 
need to grow more before harvesting. Then it’s 
on to the sweet peppers and hot peppers. Some 
are ready. Interns will return to harvest them 
later in the day.

The group’s attention turns to a wilted squash 
plant—a sure sign of squash borer infestation. 
Tchida kneels down for a closer look. She sees 
where the pest bored its way into the stem. It’s 
time for a little surgery demonstration. Tchida 
takes out a knife and makes a slit longitudinally 
in the stem. She removes the borer. “Then you 
bury it (the stalk and leaf) over with soil and it 
will usually heal itself,” she says. 

The interns sigh with relief because they know 
an outbreak can decimate an entire crop. 

Cornercopia provides insight into an entire food 
system. The interns plant and tend the crops. They 
harvest and process them. And they take the 
crops to farmers markets to sell, earning money 
to put back into the farm. The Campus Club chef 
buys the rest. Some interns and volunteers will 
continue their Cornercopia work into October or as 
long as the season lasts. Vegetables keep growing 
and there is plenty to harvest.

“Here they see their whole local food system. 
They now have that knowledge base to go into 
other food-related careers,” Tchida says. “I think 
that is where a lot of the appeal of working on 
the student farm comes from.”  n
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From top: Horticulture major Ben Boo prepares to 
wash lettuce. Rows of vegetables and fruit mature 

during the 2013 season. Lorrie Bouley, a junior 
studying nutrition, harvests onions.

Watch a short video feature of 
Cornercopia interns in action 
at z.umn.edu/cornercopia
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The New Forecaster

Q. What does the state economist do?
A. The state economist and the Economic 

Analysis Division at the Minnesota Management 
and Budget office develop the state's twice-yearly 
revenue forecasts in November and February. 
The forecasts form the beginning of the budget 
planning process for state government. We 
provide quarterly updates on what is going on 
in the economy. I serve as an advisor and give 
commentary about the state economy.

We also track revenue—we track receipts as 
they come in. There’s constant monitoring of 
how we are doing relative to the forecast so that 
policymakers have the information they need to 
adjust their decisions.

Q. When you were growing up did you ever 
think: “I want to be the state economist?”

A. I went to high school in south Minneapolis so 
I was in Minnesota as a youth, but I’ll admit that I 
did not know that there was a state economist or 
what that person would do or whether I wanted to 

be that person. Once I started studying economics 
at the University of Minnesota and in graduate 
school, I knew I wanted to study the economics 
of government, and I wanted to be a professor. 

Q. Why did you want this position?
A. I’ve admired the impact Tom Stinson had in 

the position. He has had a reputation of providing 
sound data, sound analyses and sound guidance. 
That’s what I want to do. I’ve worked in and with 
government, and I’ve studied and taught public-
sector economics, so I appreciate the opportunity 
to continue to be a professor while also working 
with government. 

Q. Is being the first female state economist 
significant to you?

A. I think it ’s worth noting because the 
economics profession is still male-dominated. I 
personally have worked with lots of really fabulous 
women economists, so it doesn’t feel like a male-
dominated profession to me—I have wonderful 

male and female colleagues—but especially at 
the top ranks, women are under-represented. 

Q. Did you work with Tom Stinson on 
previous forecasts?

A. I observed the process for the last two 
forecasts. That helps me feel confident that we 
are having a seamless transition. Observing helped 
me to have a better idea of what the job entailed 
and what I still need to learn. 

Q. What is your biggest concern about the 
Minnesota economy?

A. I  would cite two things. One is the 
uncertainties that arise from things happening 
outside the state. During the last couple of years, 
federal fiscal policy imposed a lot of uncertainty 
on our economy, our budget process and our 
revenue process. That uncertainty coming from 
Washington is something that makes decision-
making at the state level difficult. It affects 
the choices individuals and businesses make in 

Laura T. Kalambokidis
Jobs:   State Economist 

Professor, Department of Applied Economics 
Extension Economist

Home: Stillwater

Family:  Husband, Nick; son, Teddy, a college student;  
and daughter, Maria, a high school student

Education:  B.S. in Economics, University of Minnesota and  
a Ph.D. in Economics, University of Michigan

Laura Kalambokidis became Minnesota’s new state economist July 1. She takes over 
for fellow applied economics professor Tom Stinson, who recently retired from the 
post after 26 years. 
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response to changes in federal fiscal policy. That affects economic 
performance but also affects revenue forecasting. That’s short 
term, or I hope it’s short term. We’ll see—maybe that is the 
new normal.

The other thing is longer term. I think there’s a challenge at 
many levels of government in looking long term, so we have 
to deal with what’s happening right now, but we also have to 
ask what can we do now that will help the Minnesota economy 
thrive in the future.

Q. What will help the Minnesota economy thrive in 
the future?

A. I’m going to sound like somebody who’s worked with Tom 
for a while. We need to look at the demographic changes we are 
experiencing now and that are going to continue. We need to ask 
ourselves what kinds of investments we need to make in human 
capital at various levels to make sure that we continue to have a 
workforce that makes Minnesota a place where people want to 
do business and hire people.

Q. Tom Stinson was known for his dry or deadpan style; 
what’s your style?

A. I don’t think anyone can match his poker face, so my style is 
naturally a little more animated. I don’t think that would offend 
him for me to say that. (She laughs.) I want to be as useful as 
possible. We are educators—we are teachers—so I want to 
make sure that people understand what I am saying. We will do 
our best to produce information that will be accurate and useful 
and helpful to policymakers, business people and families in the 
decisions they have to make.

Q. In addition to family and friends—who you’ve made 
clear rank most important in your life—what are three 
things you can’t live without?

A computer. Obviously, I use it for work but I’m on the 
computer all the time at home, too.

My dog. He’d be hard to live without. He’s a big part of our 
lives. His name is Zach. We think he’s probably a Shepherd Husky 
mix.

A good chef’s knife. It was a significant quality of life 
improvement when my mother gave me a gift certificate to 
buy a good knife. Wow, it does make cooking a lot more fun. I 
enjoy cooking.

Q. What’s your favorite dish to make?
A. Lately, bibimbop—a Korean dish—I just made that last 

weekend.  
–Patty Mattern

HONORING

THOSE  

WHO HELP

FEED THE 
WORLD

HONORING

THOSE  

WHO HELP

FEED THE 
WORLD

NOMINATE SOMEONE TODAY
Laureate nominations are open 

through January 15 for the 2014  
Siehl Prize for Excellence in Agriculture, 

the University of Minnesota's  
recognition of how Minnesotans put 

food on tables around the globe. 

www.cfans.umn.edu/siehlprize
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Chippewa National Forest—Scan the 
horizon of this vast, open swamp and 
forest land and you’ll see black ash trees. 
Millions and millions of black ash, and 
not much else.

When—not if—the Emerald Ash 
Borer (EAB) arrives here in north central 
Minnesota, it will kill all these trees in 
just a few years, through a process in 
which the ash borer larvae basically 
prevent nutrients from moving between 
the leaves and roots and cause trees to 
die. Because there are so many black ash 
trees in this forest, and so little else, the 
insects will feast, and in their wake, leave 
a dramatically changed forest landscape. 

A collaborative project between 
CFANS scientists, the U.S. Forest Service 
Northern Research Station, the Chippewa 
National Forest and the Minnesota Forest 
Resources Council is preparing for that 
scenario, whenever it comes. Scientists 
are simulating the future landscape at 
32, 4-acre sites in the forest using three 
different situations: in one, all the ash 
trees have been removed. In another, 
the ashes are slowly dying. In a third, 
small patch openings show what might 
happen if smaller groups of ashes die. 
The rest of the sites are monitored as 
controls but unaltered by the scientists. 

Few trees will remain after the ash 
borer comes through. “In lowland areas 
in this part of the state, black ash makes 
up 90 percent of the native forest,” says 
Tony D’Amato, associate professor in the 
Department of Forest Resources and a 
co-principal investigator for the research 
project. “Unfortunately, the options for 
replacing them are pretty limited.” 

fromtheAshes
Rising What happens when the trees disappear from the forest?

By Becky Beyers
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Brian Palik, left, and Tony D’Amato stand in a marshy area that 
shows what the landscape might look like after pests destroy the 
black ash forest. 
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Why black ash?
Black ash trees have adapted over time to the 

wet, marshy conditions in the National Forest. The 
trees can live many years—one tree found as part 
of the team’s research efforts was estimated to be 
more than 300 years old—and can withstand wet 
roots for extended periods. But like their cousins 
the green and white ash, they’re highly susceptible 
to the EAB, and D’Amato estimates that when the 
pests almost inevitably expand their range to the 
Chippewa National Forest and other portions of 
northern Minnesota, the trees’ mortality rate will 
be about 100 percent. 

What will replace them? 
Ash has thrived here but few other trees 

currently do because of the marshy conditions. Ash 
trees absorb water from the swamps, and early 
experiments have shown that when the ashes 
are gone, the water table goes up, D’Amato says, 
which could have a significant effect on streams 
and lakes if large parts of the forest are affected 
and no other trees take root. “If 1,000 acres of 
black ash is gone, where would that water go?” 
he asks. “At the very least, we want to hold this 
as forested wetland” because of the potential 
impact on waterways as well as wildlife. As part 
of the project, CFANS scientists also are tracking 
how surface and groundwater are affected by the 
simulated disappearance of black ash. 

While foresters and entomologists are closely 
studying the effects of EAB in urban forests, few 
are considering its impact in the large tracts of 
undeveloped forest lands like those in northern 
Minnesota, D’Amato says. 

What next?
Walk into the research sites deep in the forest 

and it’s clear how devastating the impact could 
be. To address this, scientists have planted new 
seedlings of possible replacement trees, including 
local wetland species such as tamarack, black 
spruce and white cedar, but also species from 
more southerly locations in Minnesota, including 
hackberry and swamp white oak. All of these 
species could potentially grow in these forests. 
At one time, elm trees also grew here, but the 
invasion of Dutch Elm Disease three decades ago 
took out nearly all of the only other trees that 
occurred in high abundance in these wetlands. 

The research team also is testing a new, non-
native species, the Manchurian ash, which is 
resistant to EAB. Black ash is used for traditional 
basket weaving by Native Americans in the 
region, including the local Leech Lake Band of 
Chippewa, and so losing all of it would affect tribal 
culture, D’Amato says. The Manchurian ash has 
similar characteristics and could eventually be a 
replacement for the lost black ash trees. Because 
it’s a non-native species, researchers are only 
planting the seedlings to see how they survive the 

forest’s tough weather and growing conditions. 
But before the trees are able to reproduce they 
have to be destroyed. 

The clear-cut site shows most dramatically what 
may happen to the landscape, but more realistic 
scenarios are found in the research sites where 
trees are dying because their bark has been shaved 
off using a technique called girdling, or where trees 
have been removed in smaller patches, says Brian 
Palik, a Forest Service research ecologist who’s 
D’Amato’s co-principal investigator on the project. 
“This is more like what would happen in nature,” 
he says while standing in a research plot where 
the girdled trees are slowly dying. 

When the trees start to die from EAB, it happens 
fast, he adds. At a Forest Service site in Michigan, 
40 to 50 acres of trees were gone in a year; the EAB 
is so devastating that it even attacks the sprouts 
of regrowth after a tree is cut down.

Some early indications are that the EAB can’t 
tolerate the extremely cold temperatures of 
northern Minnesota, but a warming climate 
may remove that barrier to the pest's expansion, 
D’Amato says. 

No one knows when the ash borer will reach 
this forest, although it has just this summer been 
found in Superior, Wis. But researchers are in it 
for the long haul, Palik adds. The project is funded 
for five years and is being duplicated in another 
forest in Upper Michigan. “We’ve built all this, 
and we’re going to follow what happens as long 
as we can,” he says. 

D’Amato says projects like this help scientists 
plan ahead for what seems inevitable. “Can we 
do things ahead of time that will make this forest 
more resilient? We don’t know yet. If not, it’s pretty 
depressing and overwhelming to think what could 
happen. We won’t have time to play catch-up.”  n

Left:  D’Amato shows moss growing at the base of a black ash tree. Right: Researchers also are studying the understory 
that grows after the trees are gone.

Left: Toppled trees lie in the swampy areas that once were filled with black ash. Right: To simulate a slower destruction 
of the trees, scientists took the bark off black ashes so they will die slowly.
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Joanne Slavin is an eggs and potatoes 
woman. She loves milk too. And she enjoys 
dessert. Slavin’s life—or more precisely, her 
life’s work—revolves around food.

The food scientist teaches hundreds of 
students each year about nutrition as a 
professor in the Department of Food Science 
and Nutrition. In the lab, she examines the 
foods people eat, investigating everything 
from how increasing fiber intake affects 
satiety to the role whole grains play in 
preventing disease.

Students love her. She commands immense 
respect in nutrition research circles and ranks 
as one of the national media’s most sought-
after nutrition experts.  

Slavin’s profile rose even more when she 
became one of 13 health and nutrition experts 
selected for the 2010 U.S. Dietary Guidelines 

Advisory Committee. The committee acted as 
architects of the recommended American diet. 

Everyone is so different, it’s difficult to come 
up with one diet and say it works for everyone, 
she says. “Humans are very adaptable and can 
live on very different diets. So to say a high-fat 
diet is bad, a high-carbohydrate diet is bad—
it just makes us look bad as nutritionists,” 
Slavin says. 

“We forget that people in Asia—80 percent 
of their calories come from carbohydrates and 
they do really well on it,” Slavin says. “Eskimos 
are on 80 percent fat. That is really high. Well, 
a lot of them don’t have heart disease. They 
do well.”

Slavin’s interest in and relationship with 
food began in her childhood. She credits her 
farm and 4-H experience for building her 
interest in nutrition and food science. She 
attended the University of Wisconsin, where 

she earned a bachelor’s degree and became 
a registered dietitian. Because of a clerical 
error, she didn’t get an internship as expected. 
She decided to go to graduate school and 
received a master’s and then a doctoral degree 
in nutritional science. 

Today, fiber remains her core research area.
“We look at the physiological effects of 

fiber. It’s not very glamorous,” Slavin says. 
“People eat fiber and it doesn’t get broken 

down and then they excrete it. That’s our 

Joanne Slavin’s nutritional advice: 
One size doesn’t fit all
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business: looking at different fiber and what happens along 
the way.”

That means Slavin and student researchers give people 
diets, collect fecal samples and measure the microflora in 
the fecal samples.

About half of the work Slavin does now centers on what 
affects gut microflora—a subject that is experiencing a 
resurgence of interest recently, she says. Gut microflora 
or gut microbiota, as it is also known, is the collection of 
microscopic living organisms in humans’ intestines.

Slavin and her students also focus on satiety—one of the 
few areas of her research not involving fecal samples. This 
was a godsend for students who wanted to avoid anything 
involving fecal samples, but still wanted to work with her, 
Slavin says while laughing. 

Graduate student Justin Carlson sought Slavin out as an 
advisor. “She’s open to trying new things and new ideas,” 
says Carlson, who will study gut microbiota and psychology 
of the gut. “She’s always encouraging you. She’ll encourage 
you to always apply for fellowships and scholarships,” he 
says. “She tells us to give it a shot. You never know what 
can happen.”

At times, nutrition experts do lack popularity, though. 
Those looking for a strict nutritionist—the type who 

says “eat this, not that”—won’t find that in Slavin. So what 
advice does Slavin dish out if a friend, family member or 
acquaintance at a party seeks her expertise?

“That’s tough. It’s really hard,” Slavin says. “I think food 
has so many more facets to it—it’s got social meaning—
getting together and having parties,” Slavin says. “There 
are all these things related to food and we can forget how 
important that is to people.” 

– Patty Mattern

What is Slavin’s 
favorite food?

Breakfast. She loves eggs and hash browns, 
she says. And then poses a question to herself: 
“What would be my last meal on earth?”

“It would be breakfast: strong coffee, an egg sandwich 
with some really thick, smoked bacon, or a BLT with a fresh 
tomato and thick bacon on some whole grain bread or toast. 
That would be pretty good too,” Slavin muses.

“If you look at bacon nutritionally, it’s high in fat and has 
nitrates. I can give you 10 reasons why you shouldn’t have 
it,” she says. “But, it’s pretty darn tasty.”

Interim Dean Brian Buhr

Brian Buhr, head of the Department of Applied 
Economics since 2009, became interim dean of CFANS 
in late August. 

What’s the best thing (so far) about 
moving from department head to dean 
of the college?

Learning about and engaging with faculty and 
students has been truly invigorating. In less than a 
month, I’ve had conversations about the potential 
cancer-preventing compounds in tuber crops; colony collapse disorder in bees; water 
resource issues related to biofuels, cover crops and hypoxia in the Gulf of Mexico; methods 
to control and eliminate aquatic invasive species; genetic editing in livestock as a means to 
improved health care for humans and animals; the impact of climate change on agricultural 
productivity; and measuring how forests respond to changing temperatures and how we 
can best respond to those changes. It’s not only the compelling and important nature of the 
research, but the dedication and enthusiasm people bring to solving these most vexing issues. 

Why did you choose applied economics? 
It’s maybe not as much why, but how. I started at Iowa State in pre-veterinary medicine 

during the farm financial crisis of the early 1980s. I had done well in introductory economics 
and was reading a lot about the crisis, so I began exploring the economics department at 
Iowa State. I ended up with a double major in animal science and agricultural business. By 
that time I was married to Michelle (we’ve now been married for 30 years) and she was going 
to vet school—a rather expensive proposition—so my goal was to get a job near Ames 
and help pay for that rather than go to vet school myself. The broader economy also wasn’t 
doing well, so I applied to the PhD program in economics at Iowa State and got accepted 
with a research and tuition stipend that helped pay for our college. I also really didn’t like 
organic chemistry, but that’s a less interesting version! Seriously, the lesson for students 
is that college is about exploring your interests and finding an area that interests you and 
that you can excel in. 

If you weren’t a professor, what would you be doing?
Depends on if the inferred end to that question includes: “and make a living”! I’ve always 

thought of working as a professor as the risk-reduced version of creative entrepreneurship. 
I think that says a lot about people who choose to be professors and about the kind of things 
they’d like to do—that is, self-directed, creative roles. In my case, I write short stories, 
mostly for pleasure, and mostly in the form of memoirs or familiar topics. That’s mainly 
because I have limited time and it’s easy to write about things you know. I would love to be 
a historical writer in the vein of David McCullough or Candace Millard, who writes history 
“in the small”—the details that change the course of history but often are forgotten in the 
larger life of historical figures. But while it’s creatively intriguing, it may defy both making 
a living and risk reduction! 

Bonus Question: What’s your proudest achievement?
Did I mention I’m from Iowa? 

Three queSTionS WiTh...
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It’s on the horizon rising just above the lush green soybean plots, emitting a buzz 
as it climbs to an altitude of 100 feet. Eight rotors propel the black octocopter into 
the air, looking like a giant spider as it nearly disappears into the blue sky. Spanning 
about 3 feet and carrying a 3- to 5-pound payload, it hovers over one area of a farm 
field capturing photos before darting to another pre-routed section to gather more 
images before descending.

Drones or Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) like this could be a key tool for farmers 
and agricultural professionals in the future, so CFANS researchers are working to 
unlock the possibilities of UAVs by testing and incorporating the vehicles into the 
studies they work on today. 

“I foresee a time when UAVs are heavily used in agriculture,” says Ian MacRae, 
associate professor of entomology and Extension entomologist at the Northwest 
Research and Outreach Center. “Eventually the technology will be within the reach 
of the average grower.” 

Technology continues to transform agriculture, with advances such as robots that 
milk cows, tractors that drive themselves with the help of GPS and internal cow 
monitors that send information to farmers by text.

“If you told me 20 years ago that growers would be answering telephones in their 
cabs, I wouldn’t have believed you,” MacRae says. “If you would have told me that 
I would be carrying around a smart phone that is more powerful than a top-end 
laptop 15 years ago, I would have thought you were crazy.”

MacRae, along with assistant professor of entomology and Extension entomologist 
Bob Koch (’05–Ph.D.) and graduate student Tavvs Alves, are incorporating UAVs 
into their research involving the use of remote sensing technologies to assess aphid 
infestation in crops.

The researchers use sensors such as near-infrared cameras mounted on the UAVs to 
take images of fields. The recorded images will provide researchers the data needed 
to determine if they can accurately pinpoint stressed crops using UAVs.

“We’re looking at whether or not we can use spectral reflectance as a way of 
measuring insect damage in a field and what level of damage does there need to 
be before you can actually see that difference in spectral reflectance,” MacRae says.

Koch and Alves focus their research on aphids in soybean fields at the Rosemount 
Research and Outreach Center. There, Koch and Alves cage some of the soybean 

Researchers use drones on 
mission to assess crop stress

Above: The digital camera mounted on the unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) will 
capture key data for researchers. In the future, many farmers will use UAVs like 
this one to scout crops.
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plants to carefully control aphid infestation levels 
that range from non-infested to heavily infested. 
When it comes time for the UAV to fly its research 
mission, Alves and Koch remove the netting that 
covers the cages.  In addition to the octocopter, 
through collaboration with a private entity, they 
also use a small helicopter UAV in their work.

Both the octocopter and helicopter carry 
cameras or sensors to record data for the 
researchers. Stressed plants may reflect different 
wavelengths of light depending on the level of 
infestation, Alves says. When using a near-infrared 
(NIR) camera for example, healthy plants will 
show up as bright pink while stressed plants will 
appear darker.

“Plants have evolved to use chlorophyll to reflect 
near-infrared light,” Alves says. “When plants get 
stressed, the chlorophyll pigment decreases, so 
measuring the amount of reflected NIR light can 
indicate decreases in chlorophyll content, which 
indicates stress on the plants.” 

With the growing season f inished, the 
researchers now begin analyzing and interpreting 
the large amounts of data collected.

They hope the data show that they can 
accurately locate stressed plants using UAVS, but 
they likely won’t be able to determine the exact 
causes of the stress. Pest infestation, excess rain, 
drought and soil nutrient deficiencies or excesses 
all can cause stress.  

Using UAVs to pinpoint specific locations of 
aphid-infested soybeans could lead to more 
effective and efficient scouting, says Bob Koch. The 
scouts will be able to zero in on the stressed areas 
rather than having to scour every foot of farmland 
looking for plant stress. In turn, farmers will be 
able to target pest treatments more precisely. It 
can all save time and money. If UAV use proves 
effective in research, it will represent a significant 
advance for soybean growers, Koch says.

“We could see this in the hands of growers 
within 10 years,” Koch said. “It’s just a matter of 
the pricing to come down.”

Daniel Kaiser, assistant professor in the 
Department of Soil, Water, and Climate, also wants 
to use UAVs to find crop stress. But he’s looking 

for stress caused by soil nutrient deficiencies or 
excesses rather than pests. 

“It’s like any new piece of technology. It’s 
interesting and fun, but you’ve got to come up 
with something that really makes it useful for 
agriculture,” says Kaiser, who is also an Extension 
nutrient management specialist.

He’s focused on testing his octocopter with 
hopes of using visible aerial imaging to detect crop 
stress. One advantage he sees is that UAVs allow 
for on-demand use, so agricultural professionals 
don’t have to schedule a human-piloted plane and 
wait, Kaiser says.  

“I think there are some benefits here just in 
general field scouting,” Kaiser says . “I don’t think 
this is actually going to replace people. I think 
it will direct people where to go to look at the 
problems in more detail.”

The UAVs do have limitations. They’re 
costly—$10,000 for the octocopter—and battery 
life is relatively short, so flights remain brief. 

Interest in using UAVs for a variety of purposes 
in industry, business, law enforcement and 
more keeps climbing. The United States strictly 
limits the use of UAVs. But the Federal Aviation 
Administration does offer certification waivers for 
some people, including researchers at universities. 

In 2012, Congress ordered the FAA to move 
toward opening the national airspace system to 
UAVs. By the law’s 2015 deadline, the FAA must 

develop regulations and technical requirements 
that integrate UAVs into the system. The FAA took 
a major step toward integration in late July when 
it issued restricted category type certifications for 
two UAVs for commercial use.

The FAA estimates that within five years, 7,500 
commercial UAVs will be flying in the United 
States. For now, safety and privacy concerns 
involving UAVs continue to build.

UAVs pose some risks, just as human-piloted 
airplanes do. They can malfunction and crash. But, 
given the small size of the UAVs—they weigh up 
to 20 pounds and have a 3-foot wingspan—and 
their rural farm field flight patterns, the risk to 
life and property is lower than that of human-
piloted planes, researchers say. They also believe 
concerns about privacy will be low when it comes 
to agricultural UAV use for the same reason: the 
UAVs tend to fly in rural fields away from homes 
and buildings.  n

Researchers Bob Koch (left) and Ian MacRae examine the research UAV before flight. They are incorporating UAVs into 
research involving the use of remote sensing to assess stress in crops.

See scientists use  
drones in their research 
at z.umn.edu/scouts
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–Mother Jones, mid-June

A warming world may produce a higher average 
precipitation and a higher average humidity, 
but fires perversely enjoy this, says Lee 
Frelich, director of the Center for Forest Ecology. 
It means they can feast upon even more forest 
fuel once conditions snap back to dry and hot. 
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Karen oberhauser,
 professor in the Department of Fisheries, Wildlife and 

Conservation Biology, has been named a White 
House Champion of Change for Citizen Science for 
her work in the field of monarch butterfly citizen 
science and her role as director of the Monarch 

Larva Monitoring Project. She was 
honored at a ceremony at the 
White House on June 25.

Stephen Polasky, 
 professor in the Department of Applied 
Economics, has been named a 2013 Regents 
Professor, the highest award conferred on 
University of Minnesota faculty members.

Marla Spivak, 
 professor in the Department of 
Entomology, was a presenter 
at the Global TEDTalks forum in 
Edinburgh, Scotland in June. TED 
is a nonprofit devoted to “Ideas 
Worth Spreading” and brings 
together people from three worlds: 
Technology, Entertainment, Design. 
The video of Spivak’s talk is online 
at www.ted.com/talks/marla_spivak_why_bees_are_disappearing.html. 
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16,000 students participate 
in first CFAnS MooC 

By the time CFANS first massive open online course (MOOC) 
launched last summer, 30,000 people from all over the world 
registered for the class.

They clamored to take the class “Sustainability of Food Systems: 
A Global Life Cycle Perspective” taught by McKnight Land-Grant 
Professor in the Department of Bioproducts and Biosystems 
Engineering, Jason Hill (’04–Ph.D.).

While students learned from Hill, he found the experience 
educational as well. 

“I learned just how much people all over the world are interested 
in finding ways to improve the sustainability of our food system, and 
that there is an amazingly diverse wealth of ideas out there for how 
to go about doing so,” Hill said.

Some 16,000 students actively participated in Hill’s class, and 
1,550 people completed the class and received statements of 
accomplishment.

Will Hill be willing to teach a MOOC again?
“Absolutely! It was an incredible opportunity to interact with people 

from all over the world, of all ages, and at all levels of education and 
experience,” he said.

 Researchers from the university’s College of Biological Sciences 
used animal skulls from the Bell Museum of Natural History to 
estimate the brain sizes—thus the cognitive ability—of 10 
Minnesota mouse species. The 
result? City and suburban animals 
had bigger brains, suggesting that 
living closer to humans might be 
affecting the animals’ evolution. 

– Joanne Slavin, food science and nutrition 
professor, in a Washington Post story about the 
return of the Twinkie–tweet from the Bell Museum of Natural History

“I	think	there’s	some	tweaking	you	could	
do	on	your	Twinkie	to	make	it	healthier,	
but	at	the	end	of	the	day	it’s	still	a	dessert.	
People	have	to	accept	it	for	what	it	is.”	

@Bellmuseum:  
add “Fly from Earth to the 

edge of the known universe” 
to your weekend activity list: 

http://ow.ly/nm6cF  

The number of “Goldy Ears” paper hats CFANS 
produced for this year’s Minnesota State Fair and 
Welcome Week events

The 100th anniversary of 
Norman Borlaug’s birth. 
Stay tuned for news about 
a centennial celebration. 

3/25/14 
T h e  n u m b e r  o f 
CFANS students 
who were enrolled 
in classes over the 

past summer

356	

18,745

City mouse, country mouse 
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dIScovErCFANS
A task force from CFANS and the College of Biological Sciences is 

spending this semester examining the potential for creating a new 
U of M college that integrates the two existing colleges. Senior Vice 
President for Academic Affairs and Provost Karen Hanson has asked 
the group to make recommendations by the end of fall semester. 

Both colleges are in transition; Allen Levine stepped down as CFANS 
dean in August and CBS dean Robert Elde will retire at the end of 
this academic year. Those changes made the time right for such a 
discussion, Hanson said. The possibility of a college of agriculture, 
environmental and life sciences has been under discussion for some 
time by both Elde and Levine; the two colleges already have a number 
of cross-appointments and working alliances.

The leadership transitions are important, but the discussion also 
was prompted by the direction of the life sciences, especially around 
genomics, and trends in research and higher education in agriculture, 
biological and natural resource sciences.

The task force’s work will include discussions and gathering 
information from students, faculty members, staff, alumni, donors 
and friends of both colleges. For the latest information, visit  
academic.umn.edu/provost/cbs-cfans

Task force will examine 
creation of a new college 

ARBORETUM AD

Wanted: St. Paul campus 
building upgrades

When legislators convene at the state Capitol in February, they’ll 
consider a request from the University of Minnesota that includes 
funding for several building projects on the St. Paul campus, including: 

• A new chemistry- and biology-based experimental laboratory 
building that will become the home of non-medical life 
sciences fields such as plant pathology, animal infectious 
diseases, microbial systems, synthetic biology and fungal 
evolution. The space will accommodate 30 to 35 researchers 
and would be shared by CFANS, the College of Biological 
Sciences and the College of Veterinary Medicine.

• Renovations to the Bee Lab, Aquatic Invasive Species Research 
Center and greenhouse facilities, all aimed at enhancing and 
expanding research space and at upgrading utilities and 
security.

• Funding to repair and maintain other buildings on campus, 
including the Food Science and Nutrition building, which lacks 
adequate heating and cooling and isn’t wheelchair-accessible.

The Bell Museum of Natural History’s proposed new building on the 
St. Paul campus, while not part of the university’s official request, also 
is expected to be discussed during the session, which begins Feb. 25.

3675 Arboretum Drive Chaska, MN 55318 • 952-443-1400 
Located 9 miles west of  I-494 on State Highway 5 in Chanhassen

Visitors age 13 and up, $12; children to age 12 and Arboretum members, Free; 
Third Thursday after 4:30, April-Oct, Free; Thursdays all day, November - March, Free

Make the 
Arboretum 
Your Place

The Best of Fall. Scarecrows, pumpkins, apples, 
Witch Hazel Hustle 5K, amazing fall color, miles of trails 
and more.

Making Spirits Bright. 
Nov. 29-Jan. 5. Decorated trees, 
holiday music and storytimes, 
Saturdays with Santa, shop local 
merchandise at Gift Store, teas and 
gourmet dinners, snowshoe and 
ski trails.

Winter Magic. Jan.-March. Tropical trees, Tiny 
Treasures fairy gardens. Best of Arb photo exhibit, 
Minnesota Magic members’ fine art exhibit. Snowshoe and 
ski trails. Weekend family fun programs.

www.arboretum.umn.edu
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dIScovErCFANS This is a close-up, top view of a lotus 
fruit, which shows the nutlike seeds 
loosely embedded in cavities of the 
flattened top of a receptacle. On the 
top of each seed, there are two scar-like 
spots: the brown one on the top center 
is the residue of a pistil and the black-
gray one likely is for air-exchange. This 
photo by Assistant Professor Changbin 
Chen in the Department of Horticultural 
Science was selected as the cover photo 
for the July issue of the  EMBO Journal. 



A handful of trees may hold the key to disease resistance

By 
Sara 
Specht
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On the left, a healthy American Elm stands in Shoreview, while on the right, Robert Blanchette and Benjamin 
Held examine a tree stricken with Dutch Elm Disease in St. Paul that has been scheduled for removal. 

Quick—picture the quintessential American tree-lined 
street, one you’d see in an old movie. It’s summer, and 
kids ride their bicycles down the road toward the park, 
playing cards slapping the spokes as they pass. Along 
that street you’re likely picturing, elm trees tower 100 
feet tall on either side.

That perfect vista is increasingly a thing of the past. 
Those vast shady arches have been dwindling from 

the landscape for decades, ever since Dutch Elm Disease 
(DED) arrived in the United States in the ’30s and spread 
to Minnesota in the ’70s. A fungal disease spread by bark 
beetles, DED continues to ravage the American elm, an 
otherwise hardy, fast-growing shade tree. And yet, among 
the scores of dead and dying elms, a few trees have stood 
for generations—and continue to thrive. 

A team of scientists in CFANS is working to track down 
those lone survivors to find out whether they actually are 
resistant to the disease or if they simply have escaped 
infection. The project has been funded by the Minnesota 
Turf and Grounds Association and has secured a grant 
from the Legislative-Citizen Committee on Minnesota 
Resources to identify DED-resistant American, red and 
rock elm varieties for commercial release.

“It does look like there is resistance out there,” says 
Department of Plant Pathology professor Robert 
Blanchette. “We don’t have too many trees to study, but 
there are a few and we’ll find more with this project. These 
trees are selected for testing because they survive where 
most elms die. Not all of them survive inoculation but a 
few of them are looking very good.”

The process of testing for resistance is time consuming. 
Once a potentially resistant tree is identified, the team 
collects branches that forest resources scientist Chad 
Giblin (’01–B.S.; ’13–M.S.) propagates into hundreds of 
clones. After three years of growth in the greenhouse, 
the clones are inoculated with spores of the DED fungus. 
If the clones survive, they get transplanted into the field, 
where they mature another two to three years before a 
second round of inoculation. 
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“A susceptible variety will die completely and 
really quickly,” Giblin says. But one promising 
variety tested so well the team has applied for a 
patent for future release. “Inoculated side by side, 
a wild American elm is dead after two or three 
weeks, but this new variety shows a little bit of 
wilt, and then it recovers and lives on.”

What isn’t clear is why certain American elms—
only an estimated one in 100,000—can tolerate 
DED. 

“It’s not like resistant trees are disease-free,” 
says plant pathologist Benjamin Held (’98–
B.S.; ’13–Ph.D.), who is analyzing the defense 
mechanisms of the trees that survive inoculation. 
“They do have some level of symptoms from the 
disease. We think they’re more efficient at walling 
off the pathogen and keep growing once they get 
it. Currently we don’t understand how but we have 
started investigations to find out.”

Held is trying to identify any differences 
between resistant and susceptible trees, from 
the structure of a tree’s vascular system—the 
DED fungus spreads through these vessels—or the 
anatomy of its wood to chromosomal variations. 
He hopes that identifying defense mechanisms 
will help the team screen for new resistant trees.

For now, finding new elms to study is a matter 
of collaborating with people in the area who 
might have seen a surviving tree in disease-ridden 
areas, Giblin says. “We have partners throughout 
the state—urban foresters, arborists, even 
homeowners—who will identify trees they’ve 

watched for a generation or more. One trained 
arborist brought us samples from a sole survivor, 
and that’s what kicked off the program.”

That master arborist was Mark Stennes, a 
graduate of the university (’75–B.S.; ’81–M.S.)
and a plant pathologist with S&S Tree Specialists 
in 1997, when he discovered a massive, flourishing 
100+ year-old elm among a field of infected trees 
in Afton, Minn. He encouraged Blanchette to seek 
funding to study it. The variety has been named 
the St. Croix Elm, and after years of testing it is 
slated for commercial release by Bailey Nursery in 
2015. Two of the trees have been planted already 
on the grounds of the state Capitol, and another 
will be planted in Stennes’ honor at the Minnesota 
State Fairgrounds.

Stennes says he chose to study plant pathology 
in the late ’70s because of the DED epidemic, so 
he’s proud to help bring a resistant American elm 
back into the landscape. “I don’t buy lottery tickets, 
but the St. Croix was me winning the lottery. It 
seems bulletproof. They bring it up and infect it 
with Dutch Elm Disease over and over, and it gets 
sick, but then it gets better. This tree just takes 
your breath away—it’s the perfect tree for a shady 

street, and it would grow out of a crack in the 
sidewalk if you let it.”

It is that hardiness that drives the research focus 
onto American elms in particular. Several Asian 
elm varieties have shown considerable resistance 
to DED, but they are not as well suited to the 
Minnesota climate.

“We want a tree that is winter hardy and will 
grow here,” he says. “So we’re focusing on our 
native trees. They’re practical and they grow fast. 
The only reason we don’t have them anymore is 
this disease, and this is a time when we need some 
good urban shade trees for planting.”

The project’s ultimate goal is to identify, test 
and release several resistant varieties of elm, with 
possibly different mechanisms of resistance for the 
best chances of survival if the disease mutates. If 
the new varieties find commercial success, the 
team hopes that those towering arches will return 
to the cityscape.

“If you’ve ever seen these giant elms on the 
side of the street, the shade they produce, their 
shape,” says Held, “they’re just so well-suited  
to the environment. There’s nothing else like 
them.”  n
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Left: Blanchette cuts some branches from an elm in St. Paul that received expensive chemical treatment for years to 
protect it from DED, but four years ago the homeowner decided it was too expensive. The tree has been infected and is 
now scheduled for removal. Right: Held examines samples from surviving elms to determine resistance mechanisms.

Left: Chad Giblin stands with a potentially 
DED-resistant elm variety that survived 
inoculation tests in the greenhouse and has 
been moved to the field for further testing.

Center and right: A healthy clone of the St. 
Croix elm (left) stands beside one that has 
been inoculated with DED. It shows some 
signs of wilt but is recovering, unlike the 
inoculated wild elm on the far right, which 
will succumb to the disease.
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Scott Bates 
Position:  Assistant professor, Department of Plant Pathology and 

curator of fungi at the Bell Museum of Natural History 
Previous position:  Research associate at the Cooperative Institute 

for Research in Environmental Sciences, University of Colorado at 
Boulder, and adjunct researcher at the Denver Botanic Gardens

Research and expertise:   Bates’ research focuses on documenting 
fungal diversity in North America and digitizing fungal specimens 
at the Bell Museum as part of the National Science Foundation’s 
Advancing Digitization of Biological Collections program. Bates 
hopes to include microfungi in the digitization effort. In his 
research, he also seeks to understand biotic/abiotic factors that 
influence fungal communities in natural environments. He also has 
a strong interest in the ecology of soil-borne fungal pathogens.

Metin Cakir
Position:  Assistant professor, Department of Applied Economics
Previous job:  Assistant professor at the University of Saskatchewan
Research and expertise:  Cakir’s research focuses on the industrial 

organization of agricultural markets and food marketing. His work 
includes analysis of market power and the effects of marketing 
strategies on food intake. His recent research explores the 
effects of manufacturers’ package downsizing strategies and 
whether consumers have differential sensitivity to changes in 
price and package size and how package downsizing affects food 
consumption. 

Teaching areas:  Cakir will teach courses in industrial organization 
and business strategy.

This	year	CFANS	has	added	19	new	faculty	
members;	some	are	replacing	faculty	
members	who	left	the	college	and	others	
are	new	positions	created	to	address	the	
need	for	interdisciplinary,	highly	technical	
scientific	research	in	the	food,	animal	and	
plant	sciences.	We	gathered	as	many	of	the	
new	faculty	as	possible	in	late	August	for	
this	group	photo.

Meet 
the new 
Faculty 
Members  
in CFAnS
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From left: Scott Bates, Metin Cakir, Marc F. Bellemare, Fabián Fernández, Milena Saqui, Candice Hirsch, Diana Karwan, M. Scott Wells, Robert Koch, John Fieberg

Marc F. Bellemare
Position:  Assistant professor, Department of Applied Economics
Previous job:  Assistant professor of public policy and economics at Duke 

University
Research and expertise:  Bellemare’s research focuses on answering 

questions in international development and food policy or at their 
intersection.

Teaching:  Bellemare will teach an undergraduate course in intermediate 
microeconomics that is one of the requirements for Applied Economics 
majors. At the graduate level, he will co-teach “Microeconomic Analysis of 
Economic Development.”

Fabián Fernández
Position:  Assistant professor, Department of Soil, Water, and Climate
Previous job:  Assistant professor in the crop sciences department at the 

University of Illinois
Research and expertise:  Fernandez will concentrate on environmental 

issues related to nutrient management of corn cropping systems. He wants 
to find solutions to environmental concerns by identifying and implementing 
sustainable nitrogen management practices. He will develop research and 
Extension education programs emphasizing nitrogen management in 
relation to water quality and economic impacts. 

Milena Saqui
Position:  Assistant professor, Department of Animal Science
Previous job:  Research investigator, University of Michigan
Research and expertise:  Saqui is one of the few “stomach people” in 

the world. Her research focuses on studying the role of gastrointestinal 

chemosensory cells, particularly the endocrine cells with primary cilia in 
the stomach, in sensing components of food and secreting hormones in 
response. This hormone secretion in turn regulates metabolism. She wants 
to investigate how what people eat affects how bodies function. 

Teaching:  Saqui’s teaching expertise is in the areas of general and gastro-
intestinal physiology, nutrient sensing, pathophysiology and molecular 
physiology.

Candice Hirsch 
Position:  Assistant professor, Department of Agronomy and Plant Genetics
Previous job:  Visiting research associate at Michigan State University
Research and expertise:  Hirsch’s research focuses on maize translational 

genomics. She will explore maize genotypic diversity as it relates to 
phenotypic diversity to identify genetic elements underlying important 
phenotypic traits such as yield, yield component traits, nutritional quality. 

Teaching:  Her teaching focuses on using cutting-edge genomics tools in 
plant breeding.

Diana Karwan
Position:  Assistant professor, Department of Forest Resources
Previous job:  National Science Foundation Earth science postdoctoral fellow 

based at the University of Delaware 
Research and expertise:  Karwan’s work focuses on forest and wild land 

hydrology and watershed biogeochemistry. Specifically, she will research 
erosion and sediment export from managed and vegetated watersheds 
as well as links between sediment movement and biogeochemical cycles. 
She will begin teaching a forest hydrology and watershed management 
course this fall.    

Ph
ot

o b
y D

av
id

 H
an

se
n



SOLUTIONS  FALL 201324

M. Scott Wells
Position:  Assistant professor, Department of Agronomy 

and Plant Genetics
Current job:  Graduate research assistant in organic 

cropping systems at North Carolina State University 
Research and expertise:  Wells plans to evaluate cultural 

practices that improve nitrogen use efficiency; crop 
competitiveness over weeds and pests; crop systems 
that provide both weed and fertility management; 
optimum crop rotations to maximize soil and water 
conservation; improving cultivar testing for enhanced 
nutritive output and increased drought resistances; 
and addressing the long-term ecosystem services of 
perennial forage cropping systems.  

Robert Koch
Position:  Assistant professor, Department of Entomology 

and Extension entomologist
Previous job:  Research scientist, Minnesota Department 

of Agriculture
Research and expertise:  Koch’s research program 

focuses on applied ecology and integrated pest 
management of arthropods associated with soybeans. 
The goal, in conjunction with his Extension program, is to 
improve the environmental and economic sustainability 
of soybean pest management. His research program 
is broadly based in integrated pest management, 
emphasizing decision-making and evaluation and 
integration of control tactics. The program focuses 
on existing pests of soybean, but also addresses new 
threats and challenges to soybean production. 

John Fieberg
Position:  Assistant professor, Department of Fisheries, 

Wildlife and Conservation Biology
Previous job:  Wildlife biometrician for the Minnesota 

Department of Natural Resources at Carlos Avery Wildlife 
Management Unit; adjunct professor, Department of 
Fisheries, Wildlife and Conservation Biology

Expertise and research:  Fieberg is a quantitative 
ecologist; his expertise is in the application of statistical 
and mathematical models to problems in ecology and 
natural resource management. His research has focused 
on methods for analyzing wildlife telemetry data, with 
application to survival analysis, home range estimation 
and habitat selection modeling.  

Teaching:  He will teach courses in applied ecological 
statistics.

Abdennour Abbas
Position:  Assistant professor, Department of Bioproducts 

and Biosystems Engineering
Previous job:  Postdoctoral research associate, 

Washington University 
Research and expertise:  Abbas’ areas of interest are 

biosensors and bionanotechnology for food safety and 
security, environmental quality control, health care and 
biodefense. In the food-engineering program, Abbas and 
others will focus on developing device-free hand-held nanobiosensors for rapidly 
detecting bacterial contamination in food processing plants or military dining 
facilities. He’s also interested in empowering farmers and agricultural engineers 
with biosensors that enable early detection of plant diseases. 

Teaching:  He will teach “Engineering Principles for Biological Scientists.” 

Melania Figueroa
Position:  Assistant professor, Department of Plant 

Pathology
Previous job:  Postdoctoral research plant pathologist at 

the USDA-ARS in Corvallis, Oregon
Research and expertise:
  Figueroa’s research involves elucidating mechanisms 

of pathogenicity of rust fungi that represent a threat to 
cereal crops, such as wheat and barley, in addition to forage grasses. She will 
try to develop a model pathosystem to study rust fungi and identify disease 
resistance-related genes to these pathogens. The most important objective of 
her research is the identification of fungal molecules that confer the ability of 
these organisms to cause disease in the plant. 

Teaching:  She will teach “Introduction to Fungal Biology” and will lead an outreach 
program to connect the university with other academic institutions and will 
offer learning opportunities for underrepresented students who are interested 
in biology and agriculture.

Koushik Seetharaman 
Position:  Associate professor, Department of Food 

Science and Nutrition
Previous job:  Associate professor and Cereals Chair at the 

Food Science Department at University of Guelph
Research and expertise:  Seetharaman will establish a 

grain polymer research laboratory. His research focuses on 
understanding starch synthesis, structure and function—
including functionality of starch in product systems 
while also eliciting any causal relationship to digestion as it relates to glucose 
release in the body. He will continue international collaborations to find health 
benefits of alternative cereals like African rice or millets and to promote them 
for consumption here and in developing countries.

Teaching:  He plans to develop and teach courses in cereal science and technology 
as well as starch structure and function.
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David J. Baumler
Position:  Assistant professor, Department of 

Food Science and Nutrition
Current job:  Post-doctoral fellow with the NIH-

funded Computation and Informatics for Biology 
and Medicine Training Program at the University 
of Wisconsin–Madison, conducting research in 
the area of systems biology of infectious diseases

Research and expertise:  Baumler’s research and teaching is in the area of 
microbiology and food microbiology. Baumler’s research group will study 
infectious disease of numerous food-borne microbial pathogens, such as 
E. coli and salmonella during interactions with hosts;  the fermentation 
processes of yeast and microorganisms used in the food/beverage 
industry; the antimicrobial properties of chili peppers against food-borne 
pathogenic microorganisms; and the metabolism of ancient/ancestral 
organisms of food-borne pathogens.

Jessica Gutknecht
Position:  Assistant professor, Department of Soil, Water, and Climate
Current job:  Senior scientist at the Helmholz Centre for Environmental 

Research–UFZ, Department of Soil Ecology, in Halle, Germany
Research and expertise:  Gutknecht will focus on soil microbial 

community ecology, and specifically how these microbial 
communities mediate larger scale ecosystem responses to 
global change or other human influences such as disturbance or 
agricultural management. 

Teaching:  She will teach “Environmental Soil Biology.”

Linda Nagel 
Position:  Director of Operations at the 

Cloquet Forestry Center and professor, 
Department of Forest Resources

Previous job:  Associate Professor of 
silviculture in the School of Forest 
Resources and Environmental Science 
at Michigan Technological University

Research and expertise:  As director of operations, Nagel 
will focus on managing the Cloquet Forestry Center and the 
Hubachek Wilderness Research Center to further develop 
the research, education and outreach capacity at each 
location. Nagel’s research focuses on developing adaptive 
management strategies in the face of a changing climate and 
exploring ecosystem response to silvicultural management.

Mary Rogers
Position:  Assistant professor, Department of Horticultural Science
Previous job:  Postdoctoral research associate in the Department of 

Plant Sciences at the University of Tennessee
Research and expertise:  Rogers will specialize in sustainable and 

organic horticultural food production systems. Her research centers 
on vegetable and specialty crop production as well as organic 
pest management and conservation biological control, pollinator 
conservation, no-till production systems, improving crop quality, season extension of 
vegetable crops and fertility and weed management in organic systems.

Teaching:  She will likely teach an introductory course in sustainable/organic agriculture 
and a new course on food production in non-agricultural areas.

Angela 
Orshinsky
Position:  Assistant 

professor, 
Department of 
Plant Pathology

Previous job: 
  National Science 

and Engineering 
Research Council of Canada postdoctoral 
fellow at Agriculture and Agri-Food 
Canada in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan

Research and expertise: 
  Orshinsky’s research focuses on diseases 

of horticultural and urban landscape 
plants, including turf, fruits, vegetables 
and ornamental plants. Her first primary 
research objective is to develop rapid, 
in-field diagnostic tools for pathogens of 
importance to Minnesota’s horticultural 
community. She will use the resulting 
technologies in her Extension work to 
perform statewide surveys. Her second 
research objective is to study biocontrols 
of plant diseases and weeds. Specifically, 
she will research the production of 
secondary metabolites produced 
by biocontrol organisms as well as 
application strategies that could improve 
their efficacy in commercial nursery, 
greenhouse and landscape situations. 

Several new faculty are also joining the college this fall on a contract basis, including: 
  Research Assistant Professors  

Yanhong Dong, Plant Pathology  
Ryan Fink, Food Science and Nutrition

Teaching Assistant Professor  
Mary Raeth-Knight, Animal Science

Research Associate Professors  
Michael Falkowski, Forest Resources  
Shawn Fraver, Forest Resources

Contract Assistant Professor  
Marianne Lorensen, Agricultural Education
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Making a Difference

The CFANS Alumni Society Board of Directors is especially excited about this academic year. 
We’ve got a great group of board members, the best alumni staff and a host of alumni and friends 
who are all united behind the goal of making a difference—for students, for fellow alumni and 
for the university.

One way we will make a difference is by focusing on one of our core goals: student engagement. 
While it sometimes seems like institutions only contact us to seek donations to a capital campaign 
or scholarship fund, there are many ways to make a difference without writing a check. I suppose 
using the phrase “writing a check” is a dead giveaway that my days as a student were over many 
years ago! But since graduation I’ve assembled some things that have real value to today’s students 
who have probably never used a paper check register: professional experience and a network of 
industry connections. The question is: How do you and I use these assets to make a difference in 
the lives of CFANS students? Here are four invitations:

A message from CFANS Alumni Society Board 
Vice President Paul Hugunin

•   Mentor a CFANS student! Students spend most of their 
college days building their on-campus network of classmates, 
faculty members and staff. The CFANS mentor program helps 
them build an off-campus network of professionals in their 
field. We matched 165 mentor/student pairs in 2012 and we’ve 
already received more applications than last year. We need 
more alumni and friends who are willing to be a mentor! It’s 
easy—you don’t even have to live in the metro area, state or 
even in the U.S. to participate—just be willing to have at least 
one quality meeting with your student each month. This could 
be by phone, in person, Skype or whatever works best for you 
and your student. It’s never too late to sign up!

•   Participate in speed networking events. This is easy—it’s 
a one-time event that only takes a couple of hours. You don’t 
need to be an expert networker to help students develop their 
networking skills; a willingness to listen and offer constructive 
feedback is all it takes. I always find that I learn as much or 

more than any of the student participants. Watch your e-mail 
for details and join us! I guarantee you’ll be impressed by the 
caliber of students who attend.

•   Volunteer to do an informational interview with a 
student or to make a classroom visit. Informational 
interviews have become a very popular and effective way for 
students to learn more about specific companies as well as to 
build their network of off-campus professionals.

•   Help us raise scholarship money through the Alumni 
Society’s annual Golf Scramble for Scholarships. OK, 
this one sounds dangerously close to “writing a check,” but 
it’s an amazing event with lots of ways to help out. This event 
has raised more than $200,000 for CFANS scholarship funds 
since 2004. You can play in the scramble, bid on a silent auction 
item or donate items to the auction or help plan and execute 
this fun event.

These are easy ways in which every one of us can individually make a difference, but I would be remiss if I didn’t thank the amazing 
companies that actually do write checks to the Alumni Society. All of our awesome sponsors are listed at z.umn.edu/cfanssponsorinfo. 

And for those of you who really do prefer to make a difference by writing a check—please consider contributing to one of our four 
scholarship funds. 

Here’s to a great year—Go Gophers!

Want to learn more about these programs? 
www.cfans.umn.edu/AlumniFriends
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Why cheese? 
Alise: Everyone loves cheese! When I was a 
senior in high school I toured a cheese cave 
in Wisconsin. I came home and told my dad, 
“That’s what I want to do.” I took classes in 
dairy production as a CFANS student and 
when we lived in Vermont and Wisconsin 
we did a lot of market research—40 cheese 
plants in eight states and two countries. 

Why is artisan cheese 
better?
Alise: It tastes better, and there’s a story 
behind it. Each wheel may taste a little 
different because there are so many things 
that make it unique. 

Lucas: There’s more care taken with 
individual cheeses during and post-
production. Commodity cheese, it’s all the 
same. But with artisan cheese, if something 
doesn’t quite fit the mold, maybe you have 
a great new cheese! 

How will Redhead 
Creamery be, well, green?
Lucas: In 2007, Alise’s parents put up a 
digester that now helps provide electricity 
for the farm from manure. We’ve heard that 
whey (a cheese-making byproduct) could 
be a good additive to energy production. 
We’ve been experimenting with whey from 
other cheese plants in Minnesota and it 
produced so much energy it broke the 
energy-measuring device on the digester. 
So if we can do that consistently, it will 
address two big cheese-making costs: whey 
disposal and energy production. 

Is cheese the new beer, in 
terms of being trendy?
Lucas: We hope so! 

Alise: In Vermont, artisan cheese came first 
and then the craft brewing industry came 
along. Minnesota is a little bit behind in 
that regard, but there’s now a Minnesota 
cheese guild and more producers. In the 
artisan world, more is better, so we hope 
to use what we’ve learned to get others up 
and running, maybe as consultants to other 
people who want to do this, and encourage 
them to get back to the farm. Kickstarter 
has helped us test the market a little, and 
everyone gets to be part of this project. I’ve 
been telling people for so long that I want 
to do this, that it’s fun to finally be doing it. 

 –Becky Beyers

Postscript: Redhead Creamery made its 
Kickstarter goal and more—nearly 500 
supporters pledged almost $42,000 to help 
get the creamery up and running. 

Green Cheese
How a creamery can be sustainable, 
farm-based and make great cheese

Editor’s note: Alise and Lucas Sjostrom are starting Redhead Creamery, 
an artisan cheese-making plant, on her family’s farm near Brooten, 
Minn. Alise graduated in 2008 with a bachelor’s degree in Agricultural 
Industries and Marketing and Lucas in 2009 with a bachelor’s degree 
in animal science. He’s currently pursuing a master’s degree in animal 
science. We caught up with them in late August when they were in 
the midst of a Kickstarter fundraising campaign that raised more 
than $35,000 to help with their startup costs.
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Until cheese-making facilities can be built at the family farm, Alise Sjostrom is making 
her artisan cheeses in the food processing facilities on the St. Paul campus. 
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President 
Bob Lefebvre, Midwest Dairy Association (’91) 

President-Elect 
Paul Hugunin, Minnesota Department of Agriculture (’89)

Vice President 
Shawn Haag, University of Minnesota (’03)

Vice President 
Quincy Lewis, University of Minnesota (’04)

Secretary/Treasurer  
Bruce Hatteberg, CHS Capital (’79)

Past President 
Brenda Jacob, Land O’Lakes (’82, ’88)

DIRECTORS:  
Roger Chamberlain, Agribank (’74)

Narayan Dhakal, University of Minnesota (’06)

Amber Ellering, Minnesota DNR (’05)

Garrett Peterson, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (’08, ’11)

Mark Rokala, Cornerstone Government Affairs (’90)

Mark Sample, HerdStar, LLC (’00)

Lauren Serbus, The Ultimate Wellness Center (’12)

Lisa Smiley, Cannon Valley Vineyards (’96)

Larry Thomas, Science Museum of Minnesota (’82)

Dennis J. Thompson, Aitkin County Soil and Water 
Conservation District (’98)

Megan Vimont, University of Minnesota (’06)

Clifford Vrieze (’67, ’72)

Myah Walker, Sparboe Companies (’10, ’12)

EX-OFFICIO:  
CFANS Interim Dean 
Brian Buhr

Alumni Relations Director 
Mary Buschette (’87)

CFANS Faculty Representatives 
Brian Horgan

Brian Steffenson

CFANS Student Board Representative 
Ajaj Chamoun

CFANS Ambassadors Representative 
Spencer Daley

CFANS Alumni Society

Board of directors

You'll love an 
Alumni Association

membership

IF YOU LOVE
THE U of M

Join, renew, or upgrade to life.
MinnesotaAlumni.org/Join

Special thankS to our 2013 
Alumni Society progrAm SponSorS!

Diamond • $15,000
AgStar Financial Services
Platinum • $10,000

AgriBank
Gold • $5,000

CHS Foundation
General Mills
Land O’Lakes

The Scoular Company
Silver • $2,500
ADM–Benson Quinn

BASF
Farm Credit Leasing

Bronze • $1,000
BMO Harris

CoBank
Midwest Dairy Association

Friend • $500
Compart Family Farms

GNP Company
Minnesota Corn Growers Association

United FCS
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Connect with us

JOURNEY THROUGH 
THE UNIVERSE

EXPLORADOME Weekly public shows Friday through Sunday

Audubon
AND THE ART OF BIRDS

October 5, 2013 - June 7, 2014

Saturday 
with a Scientist

Science fun for the whole family, 
with University of Minnesota 

scientists and students—
one Saturday a month!

Now Open
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Shaped by the Land

 Driving through Brown County, South Dakota, it’s easy to see 
why Millicent Atkins felt such a strong attachment to the land 
she called home. The prairie sky is enormous, framing a wide-
open landscape of gently rolling farmland, thin lines of trees and 
scattered wetlands.

Atkins, who grew up on a farm near Columbia, a small town east 
of Aberdeen, left this landscape for only one extended period of 
time: in 1937 to 1938, when she attended the U of M’s School of 
Agriculture, which was then a high school associated with the 
university. That encounter, however brief, has led to the largest 
single gift ever made to CFANS: an estimated $12.3 million estate 
gift from Atkins, who died in July 2012 at age 93.

According to her friends, she didn’t talk much about her time at 
the U, except to say that she was extremely homesick. “What little 
she did talk about it, she would say it was a good school. It taught 
her something about agriculture,” says her friend Beverly Burgod.

But after just a year, Atkins returned home, where she graduated 
from Northern State Teacher’s College in Aberdeen (now Northern 
State University) and taught elementary school briefly before 
deciding that education wasn’t her calling. Her real passion, say 
those who knew her best, was farming.

A Woman in a Man’s World
Atkins’ mother, Blossom, who also attended the U of M’s School 

of Agriculture and graduated in 1905, died when Atkins was just 
25 years old. An only child, she lived with her father, Fred, and 
soaked up his knowledge of farming until his death in 1955, when 
she inherited all of his land.

Atkins bought additional land through the years, waiting for 
the right plots and the right timing to make her purchases. At 
the time of her death, she owned more than 4,100 acres of prime 
farmland in Brown County, which she farmed through a crop-share 
arrangement with about a dozen tenant farmers.

In rural South Dakota in the 1950s and 1960s, it was unusual for 
a woman to be in charge of such a large-scale farming operation. 
“She was a woman in a man’s world,” says Marty Weismantel, 
vice president of First State Bank in Columbia, who knew Atkins 
since he was a child.

“She was very knowledgeable, very sharp,” he says. “She 
was always quizzing the guys at the grain elevator, listening to 
conversations, taking in what was being said. She didn’t miss 
anything.”

Friends say Atkins also suppor ted her communit y 
philanthropically. She cared deeply about her hometown of 
Columbia and the city of Aberdeen, where she lived in a modest 
apartment. She donated to various causes, including funding 
a fence for the Columbia cemetery where her parents and 
grandparents are buried.

A remarkable gift from 
a savvy South Dakota 
businesswoman will 
forge a legacy for her 
and help generations  
of students in CFANS
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Millicent Atkins in December 2011
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Amy Alch
Associate Development Officer
612.625.2924 • amyalch@umn.edu

Cynthia Cashman
Chief Development Officer
612.624.7489 • cashman@umn.edu

Jennifer Davy
Office Administrator
612.624.4285 • davy0001@umn.edu

Adam Fischer
Director of Corporate and  
Foundation Relations
612.625.5766 • afischer@umn.edu 

Connie Hempstead
Stewardship & Donor   
Relations Manager
612.625.2930 • hempstea@umn.edu

Cathy Konat
Senior Development Officer
612.625.5229 • kona0006@umn.edu

Matt Magers
Major Gifts Officer
612.626.0902 • mmagers@umn.edu

Shana Zaiser
Associate Development   
Officer, Bell Museum of   
Natural History
612.624.0089 • zais003@umn.edu

Developmentteam
The College of Food, Agricultural and Natural Resource 
Science's development staff are available to discuss 
giving opportunities with you and to answer any of your 
questions. Contact us anytime!

Memories of the Storms
Atkins, who never married or had children, had strong friendships with the tenants who 

farmed her land. Stan Carlson, one of those tenants, is eight years younger than Atkins. 
He says that like others who lived through the Dust Bowl of the 1930s, Atkins was shaped 
by the historic droughts and windstorms that blew away farms’ rich topsoil.

“The wind would blow, and it would get so dark that you’d have to light the kerosene 
lamps because you couldn’t see anything,” he recalls. “In those old houses, it would blow 
dust right through the windows.”

With improved farming practices 
and an end to the drought, the dust 
storms stopped, but Atkins remained 
concerned about soil management for 
the rest of her life. Carlson remembers 
a time when he was ready to plow 
his corn stubble under in the fall, but 
Atkins argued that it would be wiser 
to leave it in place over the winter to 
prevent blowing. “She never forgot 
the dust storms,” says Carlson.

Friends say she loved trees, many 
of which were planted in the 1930s 
to serve as windblocks, and she pre- 
served them whenever possible on 
her own land. Today, these lines of 
sturdy trees between acres of corn 
and soybeans form part of Atkins’ 

legacy—a legacy that now includes scholarships for generations of CFANS students 
with a similar love and respect for the land.

Out of Nowhere
The fact that Millicent Atkins had chosen them as beneficiaries in an estate valued in the 

millions came as a surprise to CFANS, Northern State University, and the Congregational 
Church in Columbia. Each one-third share is currently valued at about $12.3 million and 
will be distributed in 2022, when a trust created by Atkins terminates. In the meantime, 
each beneficiary will receive one-third of the trust’s annual income.

“My only regret is that I never met Millicent Atkins,” says Allen Levine, who was CFANS 
dean until the end of August. “I would have loved introducing her to the students who 
will benefit from her generosity. I think she and her parents would be awed at the modern 
science of agriculture and natural resources, and the impact the school has made on world 
food production and research.”

      – Amy Sitze  
This story originally appeared in Legacy,  
the University of Minnesota Foundation magazine.
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 Millicent Atkins as a junior at the School of Agriculture
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THE FUNGAL GARDEN

Students with a passion for growing edible mushrooms started the Fungal Garden 
on the St. Paul campus in 2011. The university’s Mycology Club keeps it growing today. 
Members use the garden as an instructional tool to educate people about the importance 
of the fungal world. The club also hosts mushroom cultivation workshops, organizes 
educational mushroom forays and hosts educational seminars. 

So how do the students cultivate the shiitake and oyster mushrooms in the Fungal 
Garden? Here’s a look at the supplies and tools in a fungal gardener’s toolbox: 

OF	
THE	

•   4-foot long tree logs that are 3 
to 8 inches in diameter: The logs 
will serve as both a home and 
food source to the fungi. 

  Power drill: Mycology Club 
President Gerry Presley drills holes 
in the oak log in a diamond shape 
pattern. 

•   Mushroom spawn or fungal 
mycelium in saw dust.

  Palm inoculator: Co-founder of the Fungal Garden Lotus Lofgren, upper right, 
uses a palm inoculator to pick up the mushroom spawn. Jason Oliver, left, inserts 
the inoculator into the drilled hole, packing the spawn in tightly. Amy Fox, lower 
right, uses a cotton dauber to apply wax to seal the holes.

The fungal gardeners then place the log in the shaded garden.

•   Water tank: To force a log to fruit, the gardeners place the 
log in a water tank and soak it overnight. Once removed from 
the water the primordial or “baby mushrooms” begin to form. 
In a few days, mushrooms will grow to maturity. 

277 Coffey Hall
1420 Eckles Ave
St. Paul, MN 55108

CHANGE SERVICE REQUESTED
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Watch a video of these tools in action at z.umn.edu/fungus


