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Introduction

I am happy to be here with you. I bring greetings from Secretary Veneman and Undersecretary Jen.

I have a few thoughts on challenges and opportunities for Extension, especially relating to Directors and Administrators. Others were in your positions before you were, and others will follow you. However, right now is your turn. You have picked a very interesting time to be where you are.

Yesterday I read something from a former Economics Professor at University of Maryland that I would like to share with you. He said,

This is my long-run forecast in brief:

The material conditions of life will continue to get better for most people, in most countries, most of the time, indefinitely. Within a century or two, all nations and most of humanity will be at or above today’s Western standards.

I also speculate, however, that many people will continue to think and say that the conditions of life are getting worse.

Julian Simon (1932-98), Professor of Economics, University of Maryland (Regis 1997:198)

Is this not human nature? We live increasingly longer, healthier, more interesting and prosperous lives overshadowed by a feeling that things must be somehow getting worse.

Nostalgia is over rated, and under informed.

The Value of Hard Times

I heard a long time ago that there are three things capable of destroying any organization:

· Too fast growth

· Too much money

· Leaders who make easy decisions instead of right decisions

When things are growing and there is plenty of money, bad decisions are made that affect organizations for a long time. When things are tough, less bad decisions and more good decisions are made. The struggles you are going through now are setting the course for the future.

George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Gandhi, Winston Churchill and many others great leaders may never have been heard of if they had lived in easier times.

Extension’s Strength

Extension in the Land-Grant University System has done much to create our Nation’s remarkable quality of life.

Unbiased, research-based, and community-based Extension education programs have been recognized as reliable and credible sources of information.

These are important keys to our success in Extension–unbiased, research-based, and community based.

Unbiased

Many things contribute to credibility, but an unbiased approach is its base. Faculty members, Extension Specialists, Extension Agents, and even Directors and Administrators, have opinions and biases. An underlying realization that the information is not all in and that none of the answers are completely accurate can go a long way in this area.

We, and our predecessors, have earned credibility by listening to all sides of all arguments. Credibility takes a long time to earn and a very short time to lose. Once lost, credibility is very hard to regain.

Research-Based

We have a picture of Extension finding questions or problems in the field and reporting them to researchers at the university who find answers that Extension then disseminates. We use this picture to explain Extension to those unfamiliar with what we do.

In practice, we only infrequently follow this scenario. Much of the research at our universities is not as directly applicable to our Extension clients as it once was. Extension Specialists do much of the applied research themselves. We need to pay attention to the conduit between Extension and research in our universities.

Information on almost any subject, unrestrained by quality standards, is easily available on the web and elsewhere. We are in the position of not only making sure our information is solid, but also somehow distinguishing it from less credible offerings.

Community-Based

Extension was intended to be local. Federal Formula Funding links with various forms of local funding to put the heart of Extension at the local level. For all the good things you and the Extension Specialists are and do, the core of the program is the local agents. This is true in the political arena too. Neglect of this point or efforts to move the center of gravity of Extension could upset the whole thing.

Challenges and Opportunities

Sometimes we too easily let others make the decisions we should be making. We need to look at the resources we have and decide how to best use them. What we have now is much larger than any increase we could possibly receive from any source. We just have to look closely at what we want to do most and use what we already have to do it.

When things are hard, we can either circle the wagons or move ahead. Circling the wagons is easier, but we don’t get as far. We have probably been studied and studied ourselves enough. 

What is it we want to accomplish? Keep our eye on that; move toward it every day. We are in the business of improving lives and livelihoods. We do good.

When I do good, I feel good.

Abraham Lincoln

With this in mind, you should all feel great no matter what happens to you or around you.

Thank you.
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