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Comments from the Chair 
Jaime Weisinger 

As the Florida growing season winds 
down, the spring semester at FGCU 
does too. We look back on another 
year of growth and development for 
the Agribusiness program on campus 
with pride and confidence for the 

coming years. As the country emerges from its own COVID-
induced slowdowns, I am encouraged because our 
program never stopped teaching and developing. The next 
generation of Ag leaders looks strong as our classes are 
gaining more and more interest. We marked a milestone in 
the fall semester as we celebrated our first two 
Agribusiness graduates with two more to come in a few 
weeks. Our classes hosted more than 100 students during 
the covid pandemic and by Dec 2021, another 10 students 
will graduate with some of the first Ag degrees in SW 
Florida history. There is much to celebrate. 

On another front, the Agribusiness program was recently 
asked to play a significant role in the request for a planning 
grant that FGCU is developing from the National Science 
Foundation’s Sustainable Research Systems Research 
Networks. If funded, the grant could be worth $150,000 for 
the University to pull together public and private 
stakeholders from across SW Florida to help the Water 
School design a decade-long research and education 

agenda for water management and social equity in the 
region. FGCU certainly recognizes the impacts the Ag 
industry has on Florida’s environmental and economic 
development and will tap into our capabilities in 
developing their agenda. We will have a seat at the table 
along with representatives from across several industries 
including the Seminole Tribe, ecologists, urban designers, 
engineers, NGO’s, and multiple government agencies. The 
end document could very well become the platform by 
which state and local policy makers base their agendas, so 
our involvement is paramount. 

As the program grows, so does our outreach into the 
community. Fritz Roka and Ron Hamel have contacted local 
leaders across the spectrum and have been called upon to 
share their insights on several occasions. Fritz recently 
served as a panelist for Leadership Collier’s Agriculture Day 
event. Ron helped coordinate Lee County’s own leadership 
class for a tour of agricultural operations all over 
Southwest Florida that included stops at the Immokalee 
UF/IFAS, packinghouse tours, and tour of a local citrus 
grove operation. Fritz was also the featured speaker for the 
All Faiths Climate Action Team presentation recently. He 
spoke about the action agriculture is taking to be good a 
steward of the land it operates on. Keep up the good work, 
Fritz and Ron. 

Lastly, I want to welcome Mitch Hutchcraft, King Ranch’s 
VP of Real Estate, as our new Vice-Chairman. His 
experience in the industry is invaluable and he will be a 
huge addition to our committee leadership.  
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Agribusiness Student Enrollment is Up! 

Dr. Alex Magnier  

During the 2020-2021 
academic year, we 
offered six agribusiness 
courses and reached a 
total enrollment of 109. 
Two of the six courses 

were new to the program - International Food & 
Agribusiness Trade and Canna-business, which 
proved to be quite popular - attracting 35 
students during the Fall 2020 semester.  

More than 100 registrations 

As we all know, the 2020-2021 academic year 
was a pandemic year that compelled us to adjust 
the delivery of our classes to limit the spread of 
the COVID virus. Accordingly, all the agribusiness 
courses that we taught were delivered under the 
so-called Blend-Flex format. Under this format, 
students and teachers could conduct in-person 
classes so long as everyone wore a mask and kept 
attendance to 50 students or 50% room capacity. 
For those students who did not feel comfortable 
being on-campus and attending F2F classes, each 
lecture was delivered synchronously (i.e., in real-
time) through the internet. The online 
component was delivered via Zoom or other 
video-conferencing platforms. 

Teaching under these conditions was a challenge. 
Engaging face-to-face and remote students 
simultaneously and managing the video-
conferencing platform stretched our multitasking 
abilities. We also had to provide many 
accommodations to our students. Some of them 
fell sick because of the virus; several students 
shared with us mental health challenges as they 
worried about their physical health and health of 
their relatives. By the end of the Spring 2021 
semester, students and instructors alike grew 
weary of Zoom fatigue. Despite the challenges, 

we believe that we managed to provide our students with a quality 
learning environment.  

Enrollment remains very important to the success of our program. 
Awareness of the Agribusiness minor is growing among FGCU students. 
The pandemic forced us to revise our marketing and promotion strategy 
by shifting from direct interaction with students as guest speakers in 
various classes and distributing pamphlets and brochures to creating 
digital and electronic strategies. We began sending customized emails 
to inform students about our minor and course offerings. We also 
created a website to provide online visibility to the Center, and we 
revamped our minor’s webpage to make it more informative and 
appealing. (https://www.fgcu.edu/cob/agribusiness/ ) 

FGCU Agribusiness Class Growing  

Our enrollment numbers have been increasing and nearly doubling each 
academic year (see figure below). As awareness in our program grows 
the number of FGCU students committed to the Agribusiness minor 
increases as well. During Spring 2021, 16 students were on track to 
complete the minor.  

We strive to push our enrollment numbers higher. As of the ending of 
the Spring 2021 semester, we already have 58 students registered for 4 
classes scheduled for the Fall of 2021. For comparison, at the start of 
the Fall 2020 semester, we had 66 students registered for four 
agribusiness classes. With transfer students arriving over the summer, 
we expect registration to increase and hopefully surpass Fall 2020 
student numbers. 

https://www.fgcu.edu/cob/agribusiness/
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Center Advisory Committee Meets May 19th

The FGCU Center for 
Agribusiness Advisory 
Committee met May 19th 
“face-to-face” and on 
campus in the Cohen 
Center following a year of 
“virtual” communications 
due to the COVID 
pandemic. 

Chairman Jaime Weisinger called the meeting to order and 
welcomed committee members and FGCU faculty and staff 
noting the significance of getting to meet “in person” and 
discuss the progress being made in the Center’s programs 
and student enrollment. 

Lutgert College of Business 
Dean Chris Westley thanked 
members of the committee for 
their volunteer leadership and 
pledged to “reclaim 
agriculture”, one of the 
region’s top economic drivers, 
as an important part of the 
LCOB mission via the newly 
established Center for 
Agribusiness. He provided an 
update on the status of the “Alico Chairs”, noFting that Dr. 
Stuart Van Auken had retired after 21 years at FGCU and 
efforts are underway to refill that Alico “marketing” chair 
position. Dean Westley reported that Drs. Allen and Birou, 
the two remaining “Alico Chairs” were already actively 
engaged in the Center’s research efforts including the 
current joint project with UF/IFAS studying the qualitative 

impacts of the COVID 
pandemic on agriculture. 

Dr. Alex Magnier updated 
the committee on student 
enrollment in the 
agribusiness classes 
reporting that student 
numbers have increased 

each academic year to date since the program began in 
2018. He also circulated copies of the fliers and posters 

that the Center 
created to attract 
currently enrolled 
FGCU students into 
the agribusiness 
courses, and hopefully 
the “minor”. Drs. Roka 
and Magnier reported 
that they are 
optimistic that 
enrollment for the 
upcoming Fall 2021-
2022 semester will 
continue the positive 
trend of increased student enrollment numbers.  

Dr. Roka and Tifarah Pardue, LCOB internship coordinator, 
discussed their efforts to launch the Center’s internship 
program including matching student interests with those of 
the companies providing opportunities. Dr. Roka 
highlighted the need for agribusiness companies to 
coordinate with the Center regarding the prospects of 
internships and their details. Advisory committee members 
expressed strong support for this initiative.  

Dr. Roka and Ron Hamel 
discussed the Center’s efforts 
to reach out to the coastal 
counties public school 
systems regarding the 
establishment of the FGCU 
Center for Agribusiness. They 
reported their focus was with 
administrators and teachers  

who were directing and teaching Vo-AG courses in the high 
schools to students who were pre-disposed to agriculture. 
Charlotte and Lee county systems have already committed 
to working with the Center staff, and a meeting with the 
Collier County superintendent has been scheduled. These 
efforts are targeted to recruit area students to attend 
FGCU and enroll in the agribusiness program. Dr. Roka also 
discussed the interest expressed by area educators 
regarding the establishment of a “dual-  

(continued next page) 

Matt Caldwell and Mitch Hutchcraft 

Jaime Weisinger and Bernie 
Lester 

Ryan Duffy and Angela Kunkle 

President Martin and Charlie Edwards 

Fritz Roka and Stephen Massie 
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enrollment” program whereby high school students could 
take an FGCU ag-related course for college credit.  

Staff also reported that feedback on AG-related “jobs” and 
“careers” from school administrators coupled with the 
Center’s needs to recruit students have led to focusing the 
2021 FGCU AG Forum, scheduled during Farm-City Week 
(Nov. 17-24) on agricultural employment and careers. 
Committee members expressed interest and support for 
this concept. The “on-campus” AG Forum would be 
scheduled for two days with one day focused on high 
school students and the next on current FGCU students. 
Both groups would receive AG employment and career 
opportunity information from area agricultural leaders 
through displays and presentations. 

Dr. Bernie Lester provided an historic overview of Alico, 
Inc. and Ben Hill Griffin, III’s “vision” for what would 
become FGCU and its public service roles to the SW Florida 
community, including its regional agriculture. Dr. Lester 
recalled that the region’s leadership wanted the new 
university to work with the community’s sectors to address 
issues and opportunities for prosperous growth. The 
rationale for Alico’s endowment of the three “Chairs” 
within the College of Business was to directly work with the 
region’s agribusiness community. 

FGCU President Mike Martin reported that FGCU has come 
through the pandemic in relatively good shape and 
suggested that the Fall 2021 semester is anticipated to be 
as close to pre-pandemic conditions as possible. He noted 
that the 2021 Florida Legislature treated higher education, 
including FGCU, better than anticipated, and that funding 
for non-recurring programs could be available. 

President Martin introduced FGCU’s new provost, Dr. Mark 
Rieger, by stating, “he is one of us”, noting his previous 
positions at UF/IFAS, University of Georgia and University 
of Delaware--all land-grant universities supporting 
agriculture. Provost Rieger reported that during his four 
months on the job he has been focused on meeting with 
FGCU’s administrators, professors, and staff. He indicated 
that he is “rallying the troops” in efforts to look out five to 
seven years for the future faculty of the university. He 
noted his interests in building “cross-disciplinary” 
relationships among the staff in positioning FGCU for the 
future. Both President Martin and Provost Rieger 
encouraged the Center to think about agribusiness 
“broadly” and used examples of themes such as 
“therapeutic agriculture,” food-supply chain management 
and local food networks within the region. 

Promotion to Business Students 

 

      Promotion to Arts & Science Students 
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“Alico Chair” Dr. Stuart Van Auken Retires After 21 Years 
Dr. Stuart Van Auken, distinguished professor of marketing 
and holder of the first “Alico Chair” in Market 
Development & Analysis at Florida Gulf Coast University’s 
Lutgert College of Business, retired May 4, 2021. Van 
Auken was hired in 2000 by then College of Business Dean 
Richard Pegnetter as one of three eminent scholars called 
“Alico Chairs”, and served FGCU with distinction for 21 
years. 

In his remarks at the April 22nd “Retirement Party”, Dean 
Chris Westley noted the marketing professor’s significant 
contributions. “In research, during 21 years at FGCU, Stuart 
equaled his previous referred journal output of 27 articles; 
he doubled his previous conference proceedings of 56; he 
received FGCU’s “Senior Scholar 
Excellence Award in 2005 and he was 
named “Reviewer of the Year” by the 
Marketing Education Review in 2014.” 

Westley continued, “In terms of 
teaching…Stuart was named 
‘Marketing Educator of the Year’ by 
the Marketing Educators Association 
in 2006; he received the ‘Excellence in 
Teaching Award’ from FGCU’s chapter 
of the National Society of Leadership 
and Success, and he was named a 
‘finalist’ over 10 times for FGCU’s 
Senior Teaching Award.” 

“In terms of service…he served as president of the 
Marketing Educators Association in 2001-2002; in 2011, he 
received the organization’s ‘Lifetime Achievement Award 
for his many research contributions; and in 2008, Stuart 
received FGCU’s ‘Team Service Award’ for his role in 
addressing agribusiness issues in Southwest Florida.” 

Dr. W. Bernard Lester, retired president and CEO of Alico, 
Inc. and the individual for whom the “Alico Chair” in 
Market Development and Analysis was named, attended 
Van Auken’s retirement event. Dr. Lester commended Van 
Auken for his leadership and support for the region’s 
agriculture during his 21 years at FGCU. 

He singled out the multi-year research study entitled, “AG 
Business in SW Florida: Present and Future” released in 
June 2007 by Dr. Van Auken and Dr, Howard Finch as 

principal investigators, as the most significant and timely 
research efforts on agribusiness in the region. This major 
research effort was conducted at the time when much of 
the region’s agricultural properties were under intense 
pressure from urban development, federal trade policy and 
deadly pests and diseases. The public perception was that 
agricultural operations were not sustainable in the region 
and that the major agricultural lands would be cleared for 
development. Following Van Auken’s and Finch’s 
investigation and personal interviews with the major 
sectors of SW Florida, their research results were shared 
publicly. 
 

The conclusion of this research was that 
the region’s agricultural leaders were 
committed to remaining in business and 
adapting to new technologies to remain 
sustainable. And, that the geographical 
location of the region’s agricultural 
operations was producing valuable crops, 
particularly in the winter months, that are 
in high demand throughout the United 
States. As noted by that research released 
in 2007, the region’s agriculture today still 
produces billions of dollars of crops and 
stimulates the SW Florida economy. 

Dr. Fritz Roka thanked Dr. Van Auken for his leadership in 
the formative days of the Center, as well as his continued 
efforts to engage in some of the new Center’s research 
efforts. Van Auken is currently participating, along with the 
other two “Alico Chairs” in the joint UF/IFAS and FGCU 
research study of the impact of COVID-19 on agriculture.  

Several other colleagues from the Lutgert College of 
Business thanked him for his interest and support over the 
21 years that he served at FGCU. Van Auken noted that he 
has always enjoyed the career challenges of taking on a 
situation that needed to be improved or enhanced and 
making that happen. 

For the record, there is no doubt that Dr. Van Auken has 
left his indelible mark at the Lutgert College of Business at 
Florida Gulf Coast University. The Center for Agribusiness 
wishes him the best in whatever his next “retirement” 
career challenge is.

(L-R) Stuart Van Auken, Bernie Lester 
Chris Westley 
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Center Assists Leadership Lee with AG Day 2021 
Thirty-five Leadership Lee class members “studied” the region’s progressive food producing operations, on March 19th, as the 
highlight of the Chamber of Southwest Florida’s traditional “AG Day” field trip.  Chamber Executive Director, David Miller, 
called on FGCU’s Center for Agribusiness leaders Jaime Weisinger, Mitch Hutchcraft and Ron Hamel to assist in putting this 
year’s “AG Day” program together.  Center Director, Fritz Roka, and staff members, Dr. Alex Magnier, Ron Hamel and Ashley 
White participated in the day’s educational event.

The Leadership Lee program is coordinated by David Miller 
of the Chamber of Southwest Florida and designed to 
educate community/civic leaders on the key sectors and 
economic drivers in the Southwest Florida region.  The 
program has trained leaders annually for many years. 

The agenda for “AG Day” 2021 featured three stops: The 
University of Florida’s Institute for Food and Agricultural 
Sciences’ Southwest Florida Research and Education 
Center, Lipman’s Roma/Cherry/Grape Tomato 
Packinghouse, and King Ranch/Consolidated Citrus’ Gopher 
Ridge Grove.  For maximum educational experience and 
reduced travel time, all three sites were in or near 
Immokalee, Florida. 

At the UF/IFAS Southwest Florida Center, Gene McAvoy, 
Associate Director for Stakeholder Relations, presented an 
overview of the region’s agricultural production including 
the economic impact of its leading crops including citrus, 
vegetables, cattle, and sugarcane.  Following McAvoy’s 
presentation, the class experienced four demonstrations 
highlighting the recent advances in AG technology 
including “smart” weed and tree sprayers, a weed steamer, 
and drone capabilities. These technologies focus on 
reducing the amount and costs of the agrichemicals 
needed to produce crops most economically. 

 

Lipman’s Tomato Packinghouse tour featured an initial 
historical presentation and company overview by Jaime 
Weisinger, who also fielded questions regarding Lipman 
Family Farms, and led the class group through its facilities.  
Also assisting at the packinghouse were David Cockrell, 
Director of Packing Operations, Maria Munguia, 
Community Service Coordinator, and Coral Contreras, 
Assistant Packinghouse Manager.  Following the group’s 
tour, each attendee was generously gifted a package of 
Lipman tomatoes!  

Arranged by Mitch Hutchcraft, the 
King Ranch - Consolidated Citrus 
Gopher Ridge Citrus Grove was the 
class’s third site visit. The Leadership 
Lee class learned about the global 
marketplace challenges faced by one 
of Florida’s largest citrus producers 
and the citrus industry of the “Sunshine State”, as a whole.  
The King Ranch/CCLP team included Cody Lastinger and 
Darryl Cox.  They discussed how the company is addressing 
the deadly “citrus greening” bacterial disease; is 
implementing the latest best management practices 
(BMPs); is adopting the latest technology and is planning 
for a sustainable future. 

   

 
   

  

Gene McAvoy highlights 
economic importance of 
AG at UF/IFAS SWFREC 

Yiannis demonstrating 
drone technology at 

UF/IFAS SWFREC  

Jaime describing the 
tomato industry in 

Immokalee 

Weed control   
at CCLP Gopher Ridge 

Grove 
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Center Sponsors Area Events 
In addition to several speaking engagements with local community groups, the Center for Agribusiness participated in a few 
events to advance local agribusiness interests and promote its educational efforts. 

Lipman Family Farms Annual 5K Run for Backpacks.  

Lipman 5k Run 4 Backpacks was held at Ave Maria on April 17, 2021. More than 200 folks came out to run the 5-kilometer 
course around the town center of Ave Maria. Fritz Roka was among the participants doing more walking than running. The 
event raised more than $65,000 to supply elementary school children in Immokalee and the surrounding area with school 
supplies, clothing, bikes, and backpacks.    The back-2-school /backpack hand-out will take place on August 7th  in Immokalee.

   

Lipman 5K Run 4 Backpacks 

Immokalee (RCMA) Charter School-
winner by bringing the most participants 

to the 5K Run 
 

Jaime keeping things organized  

Gulf Citrus “Golf Classic” Tournament 

On May 14, 2021, the Center and the Lutgert College of Business sponsored two FGCU foursomes for the Gulf Citrus Growers’ 
Association annual “Golf Classic.” The Lutgert team, which included Bob Behr, Shelton Weeks, Mark Komives and Doug Smith, 
won the “Low-net” prize. The Center’s team featured a stellar group of Agribusiness students including Joe Flood, Austin 
Anderson, Ryan LeFergola, and Jaimes Veneziale. Proceeds from the “Classic” supports Gulf Citrus’ operations including 
support for the Gulf Citrus Scholarship Foundation, which award scholarships to area students pursuing degree programs in 
agriculture. 

  
(L-R) Mark Komives, Bob Behr, Shelton Weeks, Doug Smith, 
and Sarah Markle. 
 

(L-R) Joe Flood, Austin Anderson, Ryan LeFergola, Jaimes 
Veneziale. 
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The Director’s Report 
Dr. Fritz Roka 

Come July 1st, FGCU’s Center for 
Agribusiness will mark its 3rd 
anniversary. Through the efforts of 
President Martin and Ron Hamel, his 
“agribusiness consultant,” a stellar 

Center Advisory Committee has been assembled. From the 
very beginning, the Advisory Committee has set forth as 
“Job #1” - growing the Agribusiness minor  

Dr. Magnier noted earlier in this newsletter that our 
student registration numbers having been increasing 
steadily since we offered our first agribusiness class in 
Spring 2019. This growth has occurred despite being in the 
midst of a global pandemic since March 2020. Nine 
Agribusiness courses have been added to the FGCU Class 
catalog and two more will be added by the end of 2021. 
We celebrated our first two Agribusiness graduates in 
December 2020 and we expect another 10 students to 
complete the minor by December 2021. Good start, but 
more needs to be done. 

To keep the student “pipeline” stocked and expanding, we 
are planning two initiatives. The first involves aggressively 
promoting internships with agribusinesses. A number of 
companies have already expressed interest in offering 
internships, and we have matched up students with four 
internship opportunities this summer. An internship is the 
best way for a student to see the agribusiness career  

 

opportunities. Once they realize the myriad of career 
possibilities within the broad landscape of agribusiness, the 
program will sell itself. Our second recruitment initiative 
will be directed toward area high school students, 
particularly those students who are enrolled in agricultural 
classes. We are looking into the possibility of establishing a 
“dual-enrollment” agribusiness class for area high school 
students. This class will offer college credit and 
complement the American Farm Bureau’s ongoing AEST 
certifications that many area high school students already 
are earning. 

 As campus life at FGCU returns to normal in Fall 2021, we 
look forward to direct face time with our students. With an 
expanding internship program and more aggressive 
recruitment of high school agriculture students, we expect 
to see even greater growth in the next academic year.

 

 

Questions or comments?  Contact us at: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fritz Roka 
froka@fgcu.edu 

(239) 590-7301 

Alex Magnier 
amagnier@fgcu.edu 

(239) 745-4307 

Ron Hamel 
rhamel@fgcu.edu 

(239) 745-4530 

Florida Gulf Coast University 
10501 FGCU Boulevard South 

Fort Myers, FL 33965-6565 

Educate Florida Gulf Coast University (FGCU) students, faculty, and the regional community as to the 
economic significance and sustainability of Southwest Florida’s agriculture, and provide service and 

support to the region’s agribusinesses through research-based information.

mailto:froka@fgcu.edu
mailto:amagnier@fgcu.edu
mailto:rhamel@fgcu.edu

