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Investment in FFA is investment in our future

By Ben Higgins, State Director USDA Rural Development

Word count: 618

The U.S. Department of Agriculture Rural Development in California is a longtime supporter of FFA’s mission and programs. In fact, Rural Development is playing a key role in the future of FFA with a $2.2 million loan to build a new state headquarters. Why is Rural Development involved in FFA? The answer, quite simply, is there is no better way to plan for the future of rural communities than by investing in future community leaders. 

Our support of FFA is a valuable investment in California and in our nation. As a former FFA member, I can attest to the benefits of leadership development and vocational education excellence that endure long after members retire their blue jackets. As a member of the Ontario chapter, I gained valuable experience in learning the characteristics of laying hens, poultry production and poultry judging. I worked on a poultry ranch the last two years of high school. It was hard work, but through FFA, I learned responsibility, leadership and commitment. 

Next month, Rural Development’s advocacy for FFA will take the shape of concrete and steel when construction starts on a new FFA state headquarters in Galt. The project, funded with a low-interest loan from Rural Development, will establish a new home for the California FFA, adjacent to Highway 99, between Sacramento and Stockton.  Other organizations have pitched in too, including a $100,000 donation by the California Farm Bureau Federation. When the last nail is driven sometime this fall, the center will open to serve the needs of more than 50,000 FFA members across our state.

Under its new roof, the California FFA will promote programs that Rural Development has supported in past years, including the FFA’s Agri-Entrepreneurship Awards program. Last year, USDA provided $150,000 to support FFA programs like this one. The program sparks the entrepreneurial spirit of young people and it encourages new business start-ups by teaching members how to identify market opportunities and create jobs. Members, through their local FFA chapters, are encouraged to conceive of new business opportunities and to develop agricultural related business plans. Members compete for local, state and national cash awards, with funding from USDA Rural Development. 

Phase one of the new center will provide meeting rooms and training facilities. A second phase, to be built later, will add a conference room and breakout rooms for classroom-sized leadership training. We are proud to play a role with other FFA supporters to help make this dream a reality.

Rural California is fortunate to have an active California FFA program. Today’s youth face intense pressures. They face some of life’s biggest decisions about their education and vocation. They find support and advice from parents and teachers, but importantly, thousands of young people find guidance and inspiration from FFA’s excellent leadership programs and from FFA mentors who administer them.

The FFA motto I learned long ago is just as relevant today to the goal of developing effective leaders: “Learning to do, doing to learn, earning to live, living to serve.” It is relevant to the future of California agriculture and rural communities. 

Political columnist George Will has stated, “the future has a way of arriving unannounced.” I also remember the Boy Scout motto, “be prepared.” It is clear that we should not gaze too long in the rear view mirror.  As impressive as California’s potential as an agricultural superpower, it is nothing without effective, dynamic leadership.

The future of California agriculture rests on the shoulders of the next generation, including the true blue legion of young men and women who belong to the FFA. USDA Rural Development is steadfast in its support of the FFA organization. We will endeavor to do all we can to strengthen the “future” in FFA.
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