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The Year 2021: Food continues to be key to sustaining lives. 
Agriculture is changing, but the importance is growing and 
sustainable.
Herd immunity is a focus and we experience daily changes as a 
result of the pandemic. Labor needs are growing especially in 
Agriculture, Food & Natural Resources (AFNR) – education, 
experience, networking in the state of Minnesota is key to 
food processors, supply chain/logistics and those involved in 
growing/raising food.
Change with the SACE Team is happening; Outreach & 
Recruitment in AFNR continues in virtual modes and in-
person, also on social media platforms.  We are grateful to have 
had Natalie Compart, who coordinated effective efforts for the 
SACE mission, working to amplify the efforts in AFNR for 3 ½ 
years, however she has accepted and is delivering her talents in 
a new role in the agriculture industry. 
Directing the work of the SACE Team will be guided with 
new leadership as a restructure has occurred at South Central 
College (SCC.) The Southern Agricultural Center of Excellence 
is hosted by SCC. The opportunity to build the Centers of 
Excellence focused on agriculture in our state in the past 
10 years has been a rewarding, positive, demanding and 
collaborative process.  It has been a privilege to build strong 
and key relationships, connect industry and education in 
AFNR and assist in supporting students and teachers. Despite 

the anticipated changes, it is assuring to have a strong SACE 
Board in place and engaged in guiding the efforts and resulting 
in progressive impacting results. Change… it happens.
Change in AFNR wages with significant increases have been 
reported. We continue Engaging Industry with messages that 
are informative, collaborative, results oriented and founded 
in the spirit of community, rural development and success. 
Our efforts of Inspiring Students, being inclusive, exciting, 
informative and accommodating, is all centered on assisting 
learners in success, opportunity, earning an academic award 
and employment for a rewarding future. With Enhancing 
Education, it is our desire to increase awareness related to 
the growing opportunities in AFNR. We want to educate on 
providing the financial means to resources for students to 
learn and complete an academic award with minimal financial 
stress. We also want to support educators with real professional 
development opportunities coupled with the resources to 
teach effective lessons, labs, internships, capstone courses and 
learning outcomes that will yield strong results.
Going forward: Changes will occur, investments may yield 
dividends or returns on investment, the potential to invest is 
predicated on character, capacity, conditions, collateral and 
capital.  In the past nine years it becomes apparent the ROI, 
the yield is strong in Southern Minnesota in Agriculture. I’m 
pleased to have supported this report and the preceding ones 
since inception of this Agricultural Center of Excellence.
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Our Board of Directors is made up of many individuals representing the full spectrum of the agricultural 
industry. They play a key role in the direction of the Center, program development, workforce training, and 
continued education. Members of the Board represent the 8 career pathways represented in the Agriculture, 
Food, and Natural Resources industry.
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The Southern Agricultural Center of Excellence will align 
students with the resources of academic institutions and 
industry to develop and sustain the workforce needs of 
agriculture in Southern Minnesota.
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Vision
The Southern Agricultural Center of Excellence will serve as a 
dominant force in the promotion of education in agriculture 
and agricultural careers, aligning colleges and curricula  
across the region.  
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Work Plan

2021 began the same way that most of 2020 became with working from home 
and attending conferences via Zoom. As summer approached, in-person 
events slowly returned and we were able to engage with students, educators 
and the industry face-to-face. As the year went on, there were more significant 
transitions for our partnering schools as well as our Center itself.

• Ridgewater College – Ended its FBM program on June 30, 2021 (students 
and faculty transitioned to MN West and Central Lakes College).

• MN West Community and Technical College – Dean of Ag resigned.
• Riverland Community College – Dean of Ag transitioned to new role  

within the college.
• Rochester Community Technical College – Suspended its  

horticulture program.
• Southern Agriculture Center of Excellence – Director transitioning to 

full-time Dean of Ag role at South Central College and Outreach and 
Recruitment Coordinator resigned. Both roles will be replaced.

These changes impact our Work Plan as these are all big transitions that disrupt 
the planning and execution process. However, our passion and enthusiasm for 
what we do hasn’t changed so that will keep forward momentum despite some 
unplanned changes with our team.
It is gratifying to see that according to a report conducted by RealTime Talent 
in August 2021, median wages across 7 of 8 AFNR career pathways increased 
by $15K over the past year. This is clear evidence of the essential nature of 
these careers as well as the opportunity to find new ways of encouraging people 
to consider a career in AFNR.
Ultimately, the level of support and collaboration that we provide hasn’t 
changed, but how we do it and the people we are doing it with will change in 
the future.
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      Thought,  
Leadership, 
   

and Innovation

Utilizing the crowd of the MN State Fair, we invited people to take a 
talent survey that MSU, Mankato Food and Ag Innovation conducted.  

We also presented from the Christensen Farms Stage.

AgCentric, GreenSeam and  
we visited Big Ideas and were 
able to experience the virtual 
reality used to teach hands-on 
courses to help people learn 

skilled trades.

This fall, we 
launched a 
brand new 

AFNR Careers 
website that 
easily allows 

one to explore 
AFNR career 

pathways 
and plan their 

education 
using SMART 

goals.

The Way to  
a CAREER  
in AFNR
<  SCAN WITH YOUR SMART PHONE

minnstate.edu/AFNRcareers



Engaging 
   Industry

Seeking the voice and expertise of 
industry and community partners is integral 
throughout the work of the Centers. Centers 
facilitate rich, interactive networks to inform 
and guide our workforce of the future.

Through a new collaboration 
with Living Earth Center and MN 
Assistance Council for Veterans, 

we established a veterans garden 
where they could grow and  

harvest food.

On National Ag Day, GreenSeam 
presented its State of Ag Report 
in a live broadcasted event.  We 
were there to speak to the need 

for talent in AFNR careers.

We did a field trip with NRCS 
and Waseca Soil and Water 

Conversation District to record 
a career exploration video on 

environmental systems careers.

At a Celebration of Ag event 
in August, almost 300 AFNR 

organizations across southern 
MN came together to mark the 

accomplishments and milestones in 
ag over the past year.



As part of the summer MAAE 
Conference in July, we led the 

opportunity for professional 
development with 67 statewide  

FBM instructors, who teach almost 
3000 students.

According to Farm Business 
Management Southern MN 2021 
Annual Report, each farmer, on 
average, spent $959,834 in the 

greater community in 2020.

Assist in Meeting Farm Business  
and Personal Goals

Direct Effective Financial Management

Support Rural Mental Health

Guide Sound Business Decisions

Advise Farm Transition and  
Succession Planning

Develop Farm Efficiency  
and Risk Management

Increase Access to  
Lending Opportunities

MONICA KRAMER MCCONKEY 

218-280-7785
MN FARM & RURAL HELPLINE 

833-600-2670, x1
TED MATTHEWS 

320-266-2390

Minnesota State continues to support Rural Mental Health and has two rural mental health specialists, Ted 
Matthews and Monica Kramer McConkey. Each is a resource for farm families and is being funded by the 
2020 legislature’s actions to grow mental health resources in Minnesota. Matthews and McConkey will work 
collaboratively with the Minnesota Agricultural Centers of Excellence, Minnesota Department of Agriculture, 
and farm industry groups to reach farmers and their families to support them in these times of economic stress.

Colleges Supporting  
Farm Business Management

Alexandria Technical College

Central Lakes College

Minnesota West Community  
and Technical College

Northland Community  
and Technical College

Ridgewater College  
(ended June 30, 2021)

Riverland Community College

South Central College

St. Cloud Technical  
and Community College



Inspiring 
   Students

Centers will provide high school and 
college students with opportunities to 
meaningfully expand their knowledge of 
careers and acquire skills and knowledge 
for their chosen profession.

Students with the YMCA 
Voyager’s Camp learned and 
helped work in the garden and 
prepared food to be sold at the 

on campus farmers’ market.

At R-STEP Academy at Riverland 
Community College, our summer 

intern presented and did a lab 
with students on how to make 

corn plastic.

Even on one of the coldest days 
of the year, we were inspiring 

families at Farmamerica as they 
play and explore.

It was fun to team up with the 
Engineering Center of Excellence 

and lead a week-long camp 
combining science and ag. 

Students learned through many 
unique hands-on activities.



Did you know about the Diesel 
Technology program at Riverland 
Community College in Albert Lea?  

We visited them to learn more 
about the program and how we 
can help with this high demand 

pathway.

Enhancing 
   Education

Centers will be a catalyst and conduit 
for the latest industry knowledge to 
benefit our faculty and staff and to 
provide students with an innovative, 
high quality education.

MN Boy Scouts Expo was a new 
event that we attended this year 

and the John Deere Combine 
Simulator was a big hit. Scouts 

from all over southern MN were in 
attendance.

We sponsored professional 
development to FBM instructors 

and finance professionals on farm 
succession planning, which is a 

crucial element in farming.

Conferences in 2021 continued to be influenced by the pandemic. Many that 
we’ve previously attended were either virtual or canceled.



Growing Leadership 
   Development

In front are many of the newest Ag Ed teachers and instructors  
in the state of MN.  We are here to support you in educating  

students about AFNR!

MN FFA State Officers organize a leadership conference at South 
Central College for regional FFA students.



Looking ahead
                                  to 2022...

We are one of several partners 
included in a $943K grant from 

the Small Business Administration 
to provide assistance to enhance 
sustainability and growth in the ag  

and food-related sector of  
South Central MN.

Learn.Do.Grow. continues to expand 
its followers on social media!  We did 
social media take overs throughout 
the summer and a back to school 
giveaway.  Both efforts helped to 

increase our followers.

Transition to a new Director 
and Outreach and Recruitment 

Coordinator for our Center.
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After receiving approval to 
launch the Farmer Veteran 

Coalition of MN in August 2021, 
we’re excited to begin the next 

steps of growing this chapter  
in 2022.
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