
Ambassador Quinn: Planting Hope, Preserving Legacy 

 

  Few people in this world would plant hope without expecting recognition in return.  

Ambassador Kenneth M. Quinn, however, did just that.  He put his life on the line to build a 

better life for others. To topple one of the worst genocidal groups, the Khmer Rouge, Quinn 

created “Roads and Rice”, a program designed for Cambodians to plant rice and build roads to 

transport the rice.  This ensured job stability among Cambodians so they would not resort to 

joining the Khmer Rouge.  When the Khmer Rouge leader was eliminated, Quinn established 

peace in Cambodia before finally returning home to Iowa. 

“In the summer of 1999, having left my post as ambassador to Cambodia, I was contacted 

by Mr. John Ruan III; he offered to me the position leading the World Food Prize Foundation.”, 

said Quinn. “That conversation was one of those small but enormously important moments as 

returning to my home state of Iowa, and to be associated with the legacy of Nobel Peace Prize 

Laureate Dr. Norman Borlaug, seemed like the right moment and the right opportunity to make 

change.” 

  Wanting to honor Norman Borlaug, the Iowan Nobel Peace Prize Laureate, Quinn raised 

hundreds of thousands of dollars to create a statue in Borlaug’s tribute at the United States 

Capitol Building in Washington D.C.  Quinn also built the Hall of Laureates, an Iowa monument 

that features the stories and struggles of hunger fighters worldwide.  Additionally, he was 

responsible for elevating the name of the World Food Prize to “the Nobel Prize for food and 

agriculture”.  Quinn hopes to involve many others to follow in his footsteps to fight hunger, 

poverty, and spread Dr. Borlaug’s legacy.   

 “Ambassador Quinn could motivate our youngest audiences through his stories of World 

Food Prize laureates.”, stated Kelsey Tyrrell, director of youth leadership at the World Food 

Prize Foundation.   “His ability to translate science into meaningful action was truly inspiring.” 

In addition to being a compelling motivational speaker, Quinn substantially expanded the 

Borlaug-Ruan internship during his twenty-year presidency.  In this internship, students work 

with leading policy makers and scientists across the globe to help alleviate food insecurity 

through agricultural research. In its first year, 1998, the internship had just two participants from 

Iowa.  Quinn has grown the internship to twenty-four participants from across the United States 

each year.  To this day, several interns are moved by Ambassador Quinn’s sense of purpose.  

“Ambassador Quinn inspires me by demonstrating what it is to be an exemplary public 

servant and dedicating your life’s work to the service of others.”, said Chase Krug, Agronomy 

major at Iowa State University and former Borlaug-Ruan Intern.  “I have been inspired by 

Ambassador Quinn to consider scientific careers in governmental and non-profit institutions.” 
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