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THE WORLD FOOD PRIZE FOUNDATION

In 1999, having completed my tenure as U.S. Ambassador 
to the Kingdom of Cambodia, I accepted John Ruan III’s 
offer to return home to Iowa and assume leadership of the 
World Food Prize Foundation. Having literally gone from 
“The Killing Fields” to “The Field of Dreams,” I found I 
had two dreams to fulfill: 

• Norman Borlaug’s aspiration that the World Food 
Prize could come to be seen as the equivalent of a 
“Nobel Prize for food and agriculture;” and

• John Ruan Sr.’s vision of central Iowa being the “Food 
and Agricultural Capital of America.”

Sitting in a small, two-room office at the end of a dark 
corridor on the 10th floor of the Ruan office building in 
Des Moines, I questioned my judgment in retiring from 
the State Department to take on what now seemed like 
Mission: Impossible. After all, I had only one employee, 
and the World Food Prize was essentially a one-day event 
that attracted only 25 to 30 people from outside Iowa.
Adding to these rather dismal prospects was the fact that 
aside from John Ruan’s generous endowment and an 
appropriation from the State of Iowa, there were only 
four outside donors who contributed a total of $45,000 
to support World Food Prize programs.

Still, I thought I should give it my best shot. With 
Norman Borlaug’s extraordinary legacy of humanitarian 
achievements and John Ruan’s generosity, it appeared that 
we should be able to make some headway. 

Norm and John, having been born just one month apart 
in small Iowa towns in 1914, were 85 years old at the 

time. It was their commitment that had kept the World 
Food Prize moving ahead in the previous decade, and I 
was very fortunate that they lived for another 10 years as 
we became partners in my efforts to fulfill their dreams. 

In this regard, it is essential that I recognize the absolutely 
essential collaborative role played by John Ruan III in 
all of these accomplishments. For the overwhelming 
majority of my tenure as President, John Ruan III was the 
Foundation Chairman, and he and I served as the entire 
legal governing body of the World Food Prize.  

It was only with John’s trust in my plans and his confidence 
in me that we were able to transform the World Food 
Prize into the internationally renowned organization that 
it has become, attracting over 1,500 participants to Iowa 
each October for a week-long series of events, in addition 
to other programs during the year. John has my unending 
gratitude for giving me one of the most incredible 
professional opportunities of my entire life. 

I was also aided in those early years by several individuals 
who had played an important role in shaping the first 
decade of the Prize’s existence. Among the key individuals 
serving on the “Executive Committee” were the first 
Chairman of the Prize A.S. “Al” Clausi and Dr. Robert 
Havener, one of Dr. Borlaug’s closest collaborators.
 
From that small, two-person office we occupied in 
1999, we moved to a larger office suite on the 17th floor 
of the main Ruan tower. In 2013 we moved into the 
spectacularly restored Norman Borlaug Hall of Laureates, 
where our 10-person staff is coordinated by my absolutely 
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critical partner of 12 years Vice President Mashal Husain. 
She and I led the $36 million fundraising campaign and 
managed the construction project that transformed the 
former Des Moines Public Library Building into the new 
home of the World Food Prize Foundation. 

It was only with John’s trust in my plans and his confidence 
in me that we were able to transform the World Food 
Prize into the internationally renowned organization that 
it has become, attracting over 1,500 participants to Iowa 
each October for a week-long series of events, in addition 
to other impactful programs during the year. John has my 
unending gratitude for giving me one of the most incredible 
professional opportunities of my entire life. 
 
I was also aided in those early years by several individuals 
who had played an important role in shaping the first decade 
of the Prize’s existence. Among the key individuals serving 
on the “Executive Committee” were the first Chairman of 
the Prize A.S. “Al” Clausi and Dr. Robert Havener, one of 
Dr. Borlaug’s closest collaborators.
 
From that small, two-person office we occupied in 1999, 
we moved to a larger office suite on the 17th floor of the 

main Ruan tower. In 2013 we moved into the spectacularly 
restored Norman Borlaug Hall of Laureates, where our 
10-person staff is coordinated by my absolutely critical 
partner of 12 years, Vice President Mashal Husain. She and 
I led the $36 million fundraising campaign and managed 
the construction project that transformed the former Des 
Moines Public Library Building into the new home of the 
World Food Prize. 

The individuals I chose to serve on our Foundation staff 
have been essential collaborators in carrying forward 
Norm and John’s vision and making the World Food 
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Prize programs models of efficient and highly effective 
implementation. Whatever credit accrued to me for our 
achievements over the past two decades were only possible 
with their involvement, the dedication of our volunteers, 
docents and interns and the generous financial support of 
our more than 70 donors and the state of Iowa. 

As I conclude my 20th year of leading the World Food Prize, 
I have compiled this volume as a record of the key steps and 
actions along the way to fulfill Norm and John’s dreams. In 
looking back, I believe my most significant achievements 
can be seen as falling into the following categories, into 
which this volume is divided:

• Elevating   Dr. Borlaug’s  status so he would 
be seen as Iowa’s greatest hero, and one of 
America’s and the world’s most significant 
agricultural scientists in all human history; 

• Creating a ceremony in a setting which would give 
the presentation of the World Food Prize the stature 
of a Nobel Prize, and expanding the awarding of 
the World Food Prize so that women and experts 
and scientists from Africa, Latin America and 
the Middle East were considered for the prize; 
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• Shaping the Borlaug Dialogue International 
Symposium so it would be seen as the “Davos 
of Global Food Security,” where the most 
significant issues in agriculture, development 
and hunger reduction were discussed each year; 

• Expanding the World Food Prize youth 
education programs to inspire the next 
generation of leaders in combating hunger; 

• Promoting the theme of Peace Through 
Agriculture linking the issues of national security 
and global food security, including by emphasizing 
the role that upgraded rural roads and improved 
seeds can play in both poverty alleviation and 
conflict prevention, and how confronting 
hunger can bring diverse people together across 
significant differences, be they ethnic, racial, 
cultural, religious, political, or diplomatic; 

• Making Central Iowa and the city of Des 
Moines the Hunger Fighting Capital of 
America, thus fulfilling John Ruan Sr.’s vision; 

• Integrating architecture, art and music into our 
World Food Prize ceremonies and programs 
in order to recognize and inspire great 
achievements in agricultural science and in 
reducing hunger, poverty, and malnutrition; and 

• Leading the $36 million project to restore the 
historic 19th century designed Des Moines 
Public Library building, and transform it into 
the spectacular Dr. Norman E. Borlaug Hall of 
Laureates, which will serve as the home of the 
World Food Prize inspiring efforts to end hunger 
well into the 22nd century.

In striving to accomplish these objectives, I have 
endeavored to have our World Food Prize programs 
operate in a manner that: promotes economic 
development for our state (we bring more agri-business 
CEOs to Iowa than any other organization and our 
programs and projects have contributed over $100 
million to the Iowa economy); provides opportunities 
for thousands of Iowa high school students to consider 
studying agricultural science and STEM subjects; and 
attracts tourists with over 20,000 visitors each year 
visiting our Hall of Laureates. 
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I. Make Norman Borlaug Iowa’s Greatest Hero

II. Norman Borlaug IPTV Documentary

III. Borlaug International Award for World Understanding

IV. Congressional Gold Medal

V. Borlaug Statue  
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section one

A GLOBAL & IOWA HERO
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One of the most stunning discoveries I made 
shortly after returning to Iowa in 1999 was how 
few Iowans knew of Norman Borlaug’s name or 
were aware of his prodigious accomplishments. 

I would regularly speak to classes of Iowa high 
school students and ask for a show of hands of 
who had even heard of Dr. Borlaug. Only one 
or two hands would go up, and this included 
schools all over the state. When speaking to 
groups to raise awareness about the World 
Food Prize, I found that adults were even less 
informed. While most people in Des Moines 
knew who John Ruan was, I learned that I had 
to explain about Borlaug’s accomplishments. 

How could it be, I asked myself, that the man 
who saved hundreds of millions from famine, 
starvation and death in South Asia and had 
received the Nobel Peace Prize could be better 
known in India than in Iowa? 

I vowed to myself that if I did nothing else in 
my time leading the World Food Prize, I would 
make Norman Borlaug a hero in his home state. 
Over the next 20 years, with the generosity of 
John Ruan III and critical collaboration with 
elected leaders in both political parties, I feel we 
have made Norman Borlaug, the humble farm 
boy from Howard County, into Iowa’s greatest 
hero, and spread his legacy around Washington, 
D.C., and to numerous foreign countries.

Iowa’s Greatest Hero
Make
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“Dr. Norman Borlaug has saved more lives than any other 
person who has ever lived.”

One of the very first steps that was taken came from my conversation with Iowa Governor Tom Vilsack, during 
which he suggested the idea for having a day of recognition for Dr. Norman Borlaug and The World Food Prize 
be established by the legislature. I proposed October 16, U.N.World Food Day and the time we hold our annual 
symposium, as the date. The Republican legislative leaders quickly embraced the idea and enacted the legislation 
which established Norman Borlaug / World Food Prize Day as only the second ever day of recognition for an 
individual in Iowa‘s history.

Establishing October 16 as Dr. Norman E. Borlaug 
World Food Prize Day in Iowa 

MAKE NORMAN BORLAUG A 
GLOBAL AND IOWA HERO
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A Norman Borlaug 
IPTV Documentary

A next step was to find a way to tell Borlaug’s story to 
the people of Iowa. In that regard, Iowa Public Television 
was an essential partner. One of the most meaningful 
collaborations of my time at the World Food Prize was 
with the late Dan Miller, the brilliant and dynamic general 
manager of Iowa Public Television (IPTV). Dan and I had 
an instant bond over our love for Iowa history and the power 
of storytelling in spreading the inspiration of humanitarian 
and agricultural heroes like Norman Borlaug.

This led to the creation of a documentary about Borlaug, 
which Dan designed and the World Food Prize financially 
supported, entitled, “Out of Iowa: Borlaug and the Green 
Revolution”. When we previewed it at the 2001 Laureate 
Award Ceremony at the Greater Des Moines Civic Center, 
it had an immediate impact on the several thousand people 
in attendance and hundreds of thousands who would see it 
on the IPTV network across the state. 

In effect, this initiated our common endeavor of making 
Borlaug into the Iowa hero he so richly deserved to be. Dan 
Miller made the next decision to provide live television 
coverage of our Laureate Award Ceremony in the Iowa 
State Capitol each October, thus expanding exponentially 
the number of Iowans who had heard of the World Food 
Prize and its founder Norman Borlaug.

Dan was an informal advisor to me on the design of our 
Norman Borlaug Hall of Laureates, which is filled with 
artwork telling great stories from Borlaug’s life, the lives 
of other members of Iowa’s pantheon of agricultural 
and humanitarian heroes, and of the history of human 
agriculture over the past 10,000 years. One of my most 
treasured memories is of walking through the Hall of 
Laureates with Dan when it was just finished and hearing 
him say to me, “You are the only person in Iowa who could 
have done this.”

Dan died tragically at too early an age, but his spirit still 
animates everything that we do with IPTV, including 
the incredibly impactful documentary that was produced 
about the Borlaug statue’s  journey from conception, to 
fabrication, to installation in Statuary Hall.
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In 2002, working closely with two Des Moines Rotary Clubs, my staff and I developed a nomination for Dr. Borlaug 
for Rotary International’s highest recognition: the Award for World Understanding and Peace. Previously presented 
to a diverse array of prominent individuals including Pope John Paul II, Mother Teresa and Nelson Mandela, the 
award was presented to Dr. Borlaug at the Rotary International Convention in Barcelona, Spain in 2002. It was the 
first of several significant national and international honors that I would actively work to have presented to Norman 
Borlaug, so that he would be recognized for the extraordinary humanitarian accomplishments in his life. 

The Rotary International 
Award For World Peace 

and Understanding 
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Congressional
   Gold Medal

The two most significant recognitions on which I 
worked and Norm received during this time were:

• His being presented the Congressional Gold 
Medal, America’s highest civilian honor, in a 
ceremony in the Rotunda of the U.S. Capitol on 
July 17, 2007; and

• Having his statue unveiled in Statuary Hall in 
2014, five years after he passed away. 

In both endeavors, I had to convince leaders in both 
the U.S. Congress and the Iowa State Legislature 
respectively to make the decision to award Norm the 
Gold Medal and to replace the statue of Civil War-
era Senator James Harlan. In the case of the statue, a 
resolution by both Houses of the State Legislature, plus 
a signature by the Governor was required.

To receive the Congressional Gold Medal a three-fourths 
majority of members of both Houses of Congress was 
needed, an extremely high standard. To this end, I began 
personally calling on Iowa’s Congressional delegation to 
urge a coordinated effort on Dr. Borlaug’s behalf. In the 
Senate, both Senator Chuck Grassley and Senator Tom 
Harkin embraced the concept and began efforts in their 
respective party caucus to line up the required votes. 
Their seniority and stature enabled them to achieve the 
required super majority.

The House of Representatives, being larger and more 
unwieldy, was significantly more difficult. Despite 
yeoman’s efforts by Representatives Leonard Boswell on 
the Democratic side and Tom Latham and Jim Leach 
on the Republican, obtaining a three-fourths majority 
proved elusive. In the end, the only way to get a vote on 
the floor of the House was if the Speaker of the House, 
then Representative Dennis Hastert of Illinois, were to 
grant a waiver. 

Speaker Hastert had been a high school wrestling 
coach, and so, with the help of my friend and former 
wrestler Steve Noah, I began a behind-the-scenes effort 
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America’s Highest 
Civilian Honor

to persuade friends and colleagues of 
Hastert to contact him and urge that 
he allow Borlaug, himself a high school 
and college wrestler, to come to a vote. 
Republican Majority Leader John 
Boehner also urged the waiver that was 
finally granted in the final days of the 
lame-duck session of the Congress.  

In November 2006, in a dramatic 
moment I watched on C-Span, the Iowa 
delegation in the House all showed up for 
the vote, which was happening in a nearly 
empty House chamber under special 
rules that permitted votes by acclamation 
as long as neither side objected. It had 
been a nearly two-year-long effort that 
came down to this moment. Sitting in 
my office on the 17th floor of the Ruan 
Building in Des Moines, I let out a huge 
sigh of relief when the vote went through 
without any objection. The actual awarding of the Gold 
Medal took place the following year on July 17, 2007, at 
which President George W. Bush presided.

The Congressional Gold Medal ceremony itself was 
extraordinary. Held in the Rotunda of the U.S. Capitol 
with the statue of Abraham Lincoln looking on, it began 
with President Bush escorting Dr. Borlaug along the red 
carpet while the U.S. Army Chorus sang the Iowa Corn 
Song, Dr. Borlaug’s favorite musical piece. I had privately 
engineered this Iowa tribute for Norm to show clearly 
to the large friendly group from Texas (including the 
President) that it was our state’s day.

The leadership of the Congress as well as the Iowa 
Congressional delegation all spoke. I was seated in the 
audience between Iowa’s Democratic Governor Chet 
Culver and Republican Secretary of Agriculture Mike 
Johanns (an Iowa native). President Bush joined by Speaker 

Nancy Pelosi and Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid 
made the actual presentation of the Gold Medal to Dr. 
Borlaug. The photo of those four individuals locked arm 
in arm was the greatest possible example of the bipartisan 
cooperation that Dr. Borlaug always engendered. 

Dr. M. S. Swaminathan gave very powerful remarks 
including quoting a poem that alluded to how great people 
“change the world.“ Dr. Borlaug gave the concluding 
speech ending with the warning that hunger can lead to 
all sorts of “isms” including “terrorism.” The link between 
national security and global food security was never more 
succinctly nor effectively stated.

With this award, Norman Borlaug became one of only 
three Americans ever to have received the Nobel Peace Prize, 
the Presidential Medal of Freedom and the Congressional 
Gold Medal. The other two are Dr. Martin Luther King 
Jr. and Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel. Not bad for a farm 
boy from Howard County.

MAKE NORMAN BORLAUG A 
GLOBAL AND IOWA HERO
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Following the July 17, 2007, ceremony in the 
U.S. Capitol at which Norman Borlaug received 
the Congressional Gold Medal, the World Food 
Prize Foundation hosted a reception in Statuary 
Hall, the ornate, circular chamber adjacent to the 
Capitol Rotunda which is arrayed with statues of 
great figures from American history.  

By chance, the podium from which I offered a toast 
to Dr. Borlaug was set up directly in front of the 
statue of Iowa Governor Samuel Kirkwood. When 
I asked about it, it was explained to me that each 
state gets to place two statues of its most illustrious 
figures in the Capitol. Iowa’s statues depicted 
Governor Kirkwood and Senator James Harlan, 
both significant leaders during the Civil War.

As our reception concluded, I was discussing with 
Iowa Representative Tom Latham how appropriate 
it would be for Norman Borlaug’s statue to one 
day be here in the Capitol. Two years later, shortly 
after Dr. Borlaug passed away on September 12, 
2009, I approached the leadership of the Iowa 
Legislature to urge that a resolution be passed to 
have the statue created, since it would take action 
by the Legislature to officially change out one of 
the Iowa statues. 

While the process would ultimately take almost two 
years, it fittingly was a bipartisan resolution passed 
by the Republican controlled Iowa House and the 
Democratic Senate in March 2011 that made the 
decision for Norman Borlaug’s statue to be created 
and placed in the U.S. Capitol. It was one of the 
truly great honors of my life that Governor Terry 
Branstad asked me to chair the Borlaug Statue 
Committee to select the artist and raise the funds 
to carry out this historic endeavor.

Installing The 
Norman Borlaug Statue 

in the U.S. Capitol



15WWW.WORLDFOODPRIZE.ORG

“ One of the 100 most influential minds of the 20th century.”
– TIME Magazine, 1999

The entire process culminated on March 25, 
2014, the exact centennial anniversary of 
Norman Borlaug’s birth, with the unveiling 
ceremony in Statuary Hall. The artist our 
Committee had chosen--Benjamin Victor who  
produced a spectacular bronze likeness of Norm. 
Governor Branstad and Agriculture Secretary 
Tom Vilsack both spoke, as did Senators 
Grassley and Harkin and Iowa Representatives 
Tom Latham and Bruce Braley. 

As I addressed the Congressional leadership 
and the more than 300 people in attendance, 
it seemed most fitting that Norman Borlaug’s 
statue was now there in the exact place that had 
been occupied by Samuel Kirkwood’s statue 
seven years earlier when I offered that toast to 
Norm. As I concluded my remarks, thinking back 15 years and recalling how few people seemed to know about Dr. 
Borlaug, I felt that I had fulfilled my goal to make Norman Borlaug a national hero as well as an Iowa icon.  
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make the World Food Prize

The Nobel Prize
for Food & Agriculture

section two
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I. Ceremony at the Capitol

II. Laureates Around the Globe

III. Laureate Announcement Ceremony

IV. Borlaug Medallion Presentations

V. Borlaug Field Award

VI. Global Speaking Engagements

VII. Council of Advisors
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Built in 1872, the Capitol resembled buildings of the 
grand European tradition that might be found on the 
most elegant boulevards in Paris, London and Vienna. The 
Governor, after hearing that it was for Dr. Borlaug’s award 
ceremony, immediately gave his approval for the event to 
be held, but added that I needed the concurrence of the 
leadership of both Houses of the Legislature, which were 
controlled by the Republican Party. However, when I spoke 
with Senate President Mary Kramer and House Speaker 
Brent Siegrist, both quickly added their agreement to the 
Governor’s, noting that Dr. Borlaug was a bipartisan hero 
for his herculean achievements in confronting hunger. 

With this magnificent building in which to host our 
Laureate Award Ceremony, I next worked with producer 
Mark Thomson to design an elegant ceremony that would 
be filled with the pomp and celebration equivalent to the 
significant breakthrough achievements of the Laureates who 
were being honored. With our World Food Prize banners 
displayed on the west front of the Capitol building, and a 

band playing tributes as the Laureates and guests walked up 
a red carpet lined with a ceremonial honor guard, the event 
already had a feeling of prominence and grandeur. 
As they entered the Capitol building, the guests confronted 
a stunning 20 foot tall globe with the World Food Prize 
logo that was filling the center of the Rotunda. I placed a 
harpist on the landing of the grand staircase right below the 
huge 19th century mural to set the tone for the ceremony as 
the guests ascended to the second level. When they entered 
the House Chamber the Belin Quintet was performing a 
selection of chamber music pieces. 

I had Mark assemble a troupe of Herald Trumpeters who 
would play a fanfare to signal the Procession of Laureates 
and Dignitaries as previous year World Food Prize 
recipients and Government Ministers and ambassadors 
were announced into the House Chamber, where the 
Laureate award presentation would take place before an 
international audience of over 800 persons. 
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The 90-minute ceremony that I designed also included the 
following elements: 

• An introductory video about the legacies of Norman 
Borlaug and John Ruan Sr., followed by a reading 
by Dr. Norman Borlaug’s daughter Jeannie Borlaug 
Laube of the poem “In Any Language” composed 
by Iowa Hunger Fighter Lucille Morgan Wilson;  

• A video about the World Food Prize Youth Programs 
followed by the presentation of two youth awards 
to the most outstanding high school age Borlaug-
Ruan International Interns, whom we had sent 
abroad the previous summer for amazing, life-
changing experiences. The awards were initially 
presented by Michael Gartner, and subsequently by 
the granddaughters of Dr. Borlaug and Mr. Ruan;  

• A welcome address by the Governor; and  

• Two musical, cultural performances by acclaimed 
artists usually associated with the achievements of the 
Laureates or their home country. 

Finally, the ceremony featured a video documentary about 
the achievements of that year’s Laureate(s), which like all 
of our videos were written, designed and produced by 
our World Food Prize staff and me. Then as the video 

concluded, the Laureate entered the Chamber to a standing 
ovation and came to the dais, at which time Dr. Borlaug and 
our Chairman John Ruan III would present the Laureate 
Award Sculpture designed by the acclaimed artist Saul 
Bass. Following the ceremony, an elegant dinner would 
take place in the Rotunda of the Capitol building with the 
various courses related to Iowa cuisine and the legacy of Dr. 
Borlaug and Mr. Ruan.

The effusive, overwhelming positive reaction to that first 
ceremony in 2000 convinced me that I had found the right 
formula. One very distinguished Iowan told me that sitting 
in the Chamber as the World Food Prize was presented 
was the “proudest moment of my life as an Iowan.” 
Another out-of-state guest, who had been to many events 
in Washington, D.C., said that this “was the most elegant 
ceremony I have ever attended.” Most meaningful of all was 
Dr. Borlaug’s comment that our Laureate Award Ceremony 
“exceeded the one in Oslo at which I was presented the 
Nobel Peace Prize.” 

I was pleased that I had found a significant element that 
would give the World Food Prize the Nobel-level stature 
that Dr. Borlaug so deserved. Indeed, from that first year 
on, leaders from around the world increasingly began to 
refer to the World Food Prize as “the Nobel Prize for Food 
and Agriculture.” 
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Laureates from 
Around the Globe

By 1999, the World Food Prize Laureates already had a 
notable ethnic diversity with several recipients from South 
Asia, Europe and China, but there were a number of 
egregious omissions. There had been no women winners, 
nor any from Latin America, the Middle East or Africa. 
I set it as a personal goal to endeavor to broaden the 
geographic and gender balance among the recipients. The 
first opportunity came in the very first year. 

While I did not have any vote in the Selection Committee, 
I did play a role as the interpreter of the rules within the 
selection process. In 2000, a decision I made permitted the 
Committee to choose Dr. Evangelina Villegas of Mexico as 
the first female and first Latin Laureate. 

I next undertook an urgent revision of the nomination 
precepts and the rules by which individuals were chosen, 
in order to increase the number, quality and diversity of 
Laureate nominations. 

During the 2000 Selection Committee meeting, Dr. 
Borlaug and several committee members noted that 
there were a number of questions that were seemingly 
unanswered by the bylaws, but were necessary to clarify 
the authority of the Committee. This caused me to initiate 
a review of the selection precepts, on which our Director 
of Secretariat Operations Judith Pim and I collaborated. 
When the bylaws had been substantially rewritten, we 
then presented them to the Executive Committee and the 
Council of Advisors for approval. 

This had an immediate and significant impact. Among 
those modifications were one permitting two individuals 
who did not work together but did work on the same 
achievement to share the Prize. A second was a provision 
allowing individuals who worked on the same achievement 
but at different times to  share the Prize.  

Over the next 15 years this resulted in much greater diversity 
of Laureates in that it permitted many more individuals, 
including more women and more geographically diverse 
individuals to be chosen. Included were government 
officials, NGO leaders and scientists working on issues at 
different stages of development. 
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Laureates from 
Around the Globe

As a result, by 2019 we now have six women Laureates, 
six African Laureates, six from Latin America and one 
from the Middle East. While still not enough, I take great 
satisfaction that it is a significant change from when I 
arrived, and it resulted from changes that I initiated.
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Laureate
Announcement
Ceremony

In an effort to increase awareness of the World Food 
Prize among senior diplomats, foreign affairs experts and 
government officials, I endeavored to create events which 
could draw a large number of such persons to attend. 

The first came in 2000 when I convinced my former boss 
Ambassador Richard Holbrooke, the U.S. Representative 
to the United Nations, to host a luncheon at the Rainbow 
Room on the top of the Rockefeller Building in New York, 
at which we introduced the Millennium World Food 
Prize Laureates--Dr. Evangelina Villegas (our first ever 
female recipient) and Dr. Surinder Vasal. U.S. Secretary of 
Agriculture Dan Glickman also spoke on the program.

Given Holbrooke’s role as U.S. Permanent Representative 
to the United Nations, we were able to attract a broad 
array of ambassadors and senior U.N. officials, including 
the President of the United Nations General Assembly. 

Caroline Kennedy Schlossberg, the daughter of President 
John F. Kennedy, was a special guest of honor. 

To accompany the event, I purchased a full-page ad in the 
New York Times announcing the names of our Millenium 
Laureates. That event put the World Food Prize front 
and center at the United Nations in the same year that 
Secretary General Kofi Annan introduced the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs). 

A second opportunity to exponentially increase awareness 
of the World Food Prize came in 2004 when U.S. 
Secretary of State Colin Powell agreed to host our Laureate 
Announcement Ceremony in the elegant Benjamin Franklin 
Room on the eighth floor of the State Department with 
over 300 ambassadors, diplomats and international officials 
in attendance. Secretary of Agriculture Ann Veneman 
also participated as we celebrated Norman Borlaug’s 90th 
birthday with a cake and 90 candles.

This would lead to a 13-year streak in which either the 
Secretary of State or another senior official would preside 
at our announcement before an audience comprised of 
ambassadors, diplomats, international and World Bank 
officials, members of Congress and other leaders and experts 
from the agriculture, nutrition and NGO communities. 
On two other occasions the announcement ceremony was 
held at USDA headquarters with Secretary Sonny Perdue 
presiding in 2017. 

Highlights from some of these State Department events 
include: Secretary Hillary Clinton introducing the 
principles upon which the Obama administration’s “Feed 
the Future Initiative” would be based; discussions that would 



23WWW.WORLDFOODPRIZE.ORG

lead to the George W. Bush administration’s “Knowledge 
Initiative” with India; Secretary John Kerry presiding when 
we announced the pioneers of biotechnology as our Laureates; 
and Secretary Mike Pompeo conferring with the Chinese 
Ambassador about a forthcoming meeting between President 
Trump and President Xi Jinping in 2019 at the height of the 
U.S.-China trade and tariff dispute. 

Over the past 15 years, it seems clear that this Washington, 
D.C. based event has resulted in a significant increase in 
the awareness and status of the World Food Prize, especially 
among foreign diplomats and U.S. government officials, as 
well as national agriculture groups and agribusiness executives.
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A WORLD FOOD PRIZE HONOR BESTOWED UPON 
EXCEPTIONAL WORLD LEADERS AND INSTITUTIONS

One of the earliest conversations I had with Dr. Borlaug 
about the World Food Prize was his lament that it had 
never been possible to present the Prize to two individuals 
whom he considered absolutely essential to the breakthrough 
achievements in the 1960s in India and Pakistan. Those two 
persons were Indian Minister of Agriculture C. Subramaniam 
and Pakistani Minister Malik Khuda Bakhsh Bucha.

Borlaug felt that they deserved to receive the World Food Prize 
itself, but had met resistance within the Selection Committee 
he had assembled to give the award to government officials. 
Rather, the Committee member(s) insisted that the Prize 
should go to the scientists and plant breeders who had actually 
done the work to produce the new seeds and agricultural 
techniques that so dramatically increased food production. 

However, by 2000, within the Selection Committee there 
was a feeling that there could be very senior government 
or international organization officials who would not be 
considered for the World Food Prize, but nonetheless deserved 
special recognition for the critical leadership they had provided 
and which had resulted in more food being produced and/or 
made available to reduce hunger. Borlaug and the Selection 
Committee turned to me to address the matter. 

During a visit to the campus of Iowa State University, I came 
upon a stone sculpture by Danish immigrant artist Christian 
Petersen depicting two women and a boy in classical times 
making cheese. I was so enamored with the image that I asked 
University President Gregory Geoffroy and Brunnier Art 
Museum Director Lynette Pohlman for permission to use the 
sculpture to create a bronze medallion and then a spectacular 
stained glass window at the Hall of Laureates. 

I next turned to a George Washington Carver college student 
Intern from Russia named Anya Kosterina, who made the 



25WWW.WORLDFOODPRIZE.ORG

first computer-based designs for what would become a bronze medallion. Once fabricated, it was first presented 
to His Majesty Bhumibol Adulyadej, the King of Thailand, in a ceremony in Bangkok. I asked former Iowa 
Governor Robert D. Ray to represent the World Food Prize in making the presentation. Subsequently, the image 
was translated into color and fabricated as a 20-foot-high stained glass window in the Norman E. Borlaug Hall 
of Laureates. 

Other recipients of the Borlaug Medallion with a special connection to Dr. Borlaug and his career include: 
Ryoichi and Yohei Sasakawa, the University of Minnesota, Texas A&M University, the Association of Public and 
Land-Grant Universities, U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan, Secretary Tom Vilsack and the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture, India Minister of Agriculture C. Subramaniam, Strive Masiyiwa and the Alliance for a Green 
Revolution in Africa and the International Maize and Wheat Improvement Center (CIMMYT) in Mexico. 
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In 2011, as we celebrated the 25th anniversary of the World 
Food Prize, there were two events of particular significance 
to recall Norman Borlaug’s brilliant insight in founding 
the Prize. The first was the dedication and official grand 
opening of the Norman E. Borlaug Hall of Laureates on 
October 16, U.N. World Food Day around the globe and 
Dr. Norman E. Borlaug World Food Prize Day in Iowa. 

The other event was the announcement by Dr. Judith 
Rodin, the President of the Rockefeller Foundation, of 
a $1 million grant to the World Food Prize to create the 
Dr. Norman E. Borlaug Award for Field Research and 
Application, Endowed by the Rockefeller Foundation, but 
best known by its shortened, informal title as the Borlaug 
Field Award (BFA). 

Dr. Rodin announced the grant as part of the 100th 
anniversary of the Rockefeller Foundation, mentioning 
the support Rockefeller had provided to young Norman 
Borlaug in the 1940s when just 30 years old he had been 
part of the first agricultural advisory team ever sent beyond 
the borders of the United States. 

In developing the idea for this award, I worked closely with 
Gary Toenniessen of the Rockefeller Foundation staff. We 
determined that the award should reflect several key aspects 
of Dr. Borlaug’s professional life which should be emulated 
by the young scientists, under the age of 40, who would 
receive the BFA. Among those characteristics are: Borlaug’s 
work in the field directly with smallholder farmers and 
producers; his “never give up” determination; and his 
commitment to science to guide his work to increase food 
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Global Speaking 
Engagements

to Encourage Laureate Nominations

One of the early observations I made was how little awareness there was of the World Food Prize outside of a narrow 
group of individuals closely associated with Norman Borlaug himself or within the international research networks that 
made up the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR). To change this situation, I accepted 
invitations that would allow me to be on the stage at various events internationally and across the U.S. 

Among the most memorable presentations I have made and world leaders I have met include: an audience with Pope 
Francis (the Pontifical Academy of Science had made a nomination), a conference hosted by Prince Charles, delivering 
a keynote in Beijing at a Think-Tank symposium hosted by the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences; addressing the 
International Wheat Congress in St. Petersburg, Russia; speaking at the Africa Green Revolution Forum in Rwanda and 
Ghana, and the Japan TICAD VI conference in Nairobi; delivering lectures at the University of Georgia, the University 
of Minnesota and Texas A&M University; participating in the PAPSAC seminar at the Harvard Business School; and 
giving the keynote address at the 2014 Centennial Observance of Norman Borlaug in Karaj, Iran, where I received a 
standing ovation. 
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Council of
 ADVISORS

Forming a Distinguished International

When I arrived in 1999 and saw how few people in the world were aware of the existence of the World Food Prize, I began 
to devise ways in which the stature and prestige of the Foundation could be dramatically and rapidly increased. One of the 
first steps was to design letterhead for the organization which would list names and countries of the Laureates. In addition, 
I made it a goal that I would recruit to the Council of Advisors an array of the most prominent and influential leaders and 
officials whose involvement would bring enhanced stature and prestige to our organization.

To that end, I contacted former President George H.W. Bush, for whom I had worked a decade earlier and with whom 
John Ruan Sr. had an existing relationship. The former President wrote back to me agreeing to serve on the Council in an 
honorary capacity, and to have his name appear on our letterhead. My invitation was also accepted by Former President of 
Mozambique Joaquim Chissano and Former President of the Philippines Corazon Aquino, two of the most highly respected 
leaders in Africa and Asia. 
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Over the next decade, I would endeavor to invite the most 
brilliant and effective leaders and experts in global agriculture 
and food security to join the Council of Advisors. One of 
my great points of pride is that I was able to convince such 
an amazing array of the most distinguished and honored 
individuals to be part of our organization, including: Sir 
Gordan Conway, Dr. Louise Fresco, Dr. Ismail Serageldin, Dr. 
Shenggen Fan, Dr. W. Ronnie Coffman, Brazilian Minister of 
Agriculture Roberto Rodrigues, Dr. Chen Zhangliang, Strive 
Masiyiwa, M. Peter McPherson, Margaret Catley-Carlson, Dr. 
Madhura Swaminathan, Dr. Purvi Metha, Cynthia Milligan, 
Yohei Sasakawa and President Wendy Wintersteen. These 
individuals joined Tom Vilsack, Paul Schickler and Presidents 
of Iowa State University Steven Leath, and Gregory Geoffroy 
who served on the Council at the invitation of John Ruan III.

Being able to list all of these names on our letterhead during 
my 20-year tenure brought enormous respect and credibility 
to the World Food Prize. Of even greater importance, each 
individual, on numerous occasions, provided invaluable 
guidance, advice, and encouragement to me as I endeavored 
to shape the World Food Prize programs with the goal of 
fulfilling Dr. Norman Borlaug and John Ruan’s vision for 
what it could become.

In addition, a number of individuals have served anonymously 
as members of the World Food Prize Selection Committee. 
While their names are not revealed, they have played an 
equally critical part in bringing praise and respect to the 
World Food Prize through the 33 deserving Laureates that 
were selected during my tenure. I personally nominated 
and received the Council of Advisors’ approval for Dr. M.S. 
Swaminathan to succeed Dr. Norman Borlaug as Chair of the 
Selection Committee when Norm’s health began to fail; and 
then for Dr. Gebisa Ejeta to be designated as Vice-Chair and 
subsequently Chair when Dr. Swaminathan stepped down in 
2018. 

Looking back, I believe that our Laureate Award Ceremony, 
events in Washington and major capitals, and the array of 
prestigious international leaders, scientists and experts, on 
our Council of Advisors when combined with the individuals 
chosen as our Laureates, have all added enormous prestige and 
stature to the World Food Prize, fully justifying the claim that 
it has become the “Nobel Prize for Food and Agriculture.”
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I. Building the Davos of Global Food Security
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section three
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In my endeavor to fulfill John Ruan Sr.’s vision of Des 
Moines being at the center of global agriculture, at least for 
one week each year, I believed that holding a symposium that 
addressed the most critical subjects in global food security 
would be an essential element. Being new to this discipline, 
I searched for what I believed would be the most intriguing 
topics, compelling enough to cause people to buy a plane 
ticket to Des Moines in order to attend. 
 
As a result, in 2000, the theme I chose was The Safety of GMO 
Crops, and Their Role in Feeding Developing Countries. To 
be sure that we had a lively debate, I invited leading experts 
in biotechnology and development from China, India and 
Africa, as well as representatives of U.S.-based organizations 
highly critical of genetically modified crops, such as the 
Union of Concerned Scientists. To them I added the German 
Minister of Agriculture, and Ingo Potrykus, a Swiss scientist 
featured on the cover of TIME magazine for his efforts to 
develop vitamin enriched GMO golden rice. 

With our public relations firm Esseman and Associates, we 
developed a print piece highlighting the topic and spread it 
as widely as possible. At that time, there were few conferences 
anywhere addressing such topics. The result was a day-and-a-
half-long symposium filled with lively exchanges and several 
hundred attendees from outside Iowa. 

The following year the theme I chose was Risks to the World Food Supply, which addressed such subjects as pandemic 
diseases and water shortages. To that list, I added the topic of bio-terrorism. As a result, when 9/11 occurred (with widespread 
stories of possible agro-terrorism), the World Food Prize had the first conference anywhere in the world addressing “food 
terrorism” and agricultural terrorist threats, with seven expert speakers. 

The number of attendees soared to over 500, with many participants wondering how I knew months in advance that this 
would be such a relevant topic. The acting head of the FDA, who gave a keynote address at our symposium, subsequently 
commented that “The issues discussed at the World Food Prize in October 2001 helped keep America safe in the months 
immediately following the tragic events of 9/11.” 

Working closely with Judith Pim, the first person I hired for my expanded staff, over the next several years, we came up 

Cutting-edge Symposium Topics - the First Decade

Building The Davos of 
Global Food Security
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with further cutting-edge issues that caused the audience 
to swell even more. Among those topics was: Global 
Water Insecurity in 2002, at which we had two Israeli 
experts, a Palestinian specialist from the West Bank and 
scientists from research centers in Syria and Egypt.

In 2005, we addressed The Dual Global Challenges of 
Obesity and Malnutrition, with experts from Harvard 
Medical School, the Mayo Clinic and the Center for 
Disease Control, plus the U.N. Nutrition Sub-Committee 
holding a side event meeting around our conference. 
One senior official from the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services commented that “no one had ever 
addressed obesity and malnutrition at the same time at a 
conference.” I was so pleased that we were highlighting 
nutrition before it became such a central issue.

Over the next 15 years, I continued to pick critical themes 
including one titled Confronting Crisis as the 2008 global 
food price crisis was spreading across the world. It featured 
my interviewing World Bank President Robert Zoellick, 
arguably the most important international leader urgently 
addressing the collapse of the food commodity trading 
system and the concomitant food riots taking place in 
numerous developing countries. 

Continuing to find timely topics that would draw 
attendees to Des Moines, one symposium was on Biofoods 

and Biofuels, and another entitled A Green Revolution 
Redux, which attempted to look ahead and identify what 
would be the chief characteristics of those countries that 
will have successfully met the challenge of feeding all of 
their people when the population of the planet reaches 
over 9 billion around the middle of the 21st century. 

It was also during this period that the World Economic 
Forum began holding a side event during our conference 
to plan its own initiatives in global food security. It was 
titled From Des Moines to Davos. 
During this initial 10 year timeframe, the annual World 
Food Prize Symposium had been almost the only non-
governmental conference in the world that was regularly 
addressing the most critical topics in front of the largest 
audiences. It caused Sir Gordan Conway to refer to the 
Borlaug Dialogue as “The premiere conference in the 
world on global food security.” 

In 2009, in an effort to further build in the connection 
between military conflict and the food supply, our topic 
was National Security and Food Security. That conference 
came just one month after Dr. Borlaug had passed away. 
Having renamed our symposium the Borlaug Dialogue, 
2009 truly represented the culmination of our first decade 
of drawing attention to critical issues in global food 
security, and would set the agenda for the next 10 years. 
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Two Transformative 
Presentations

The 2009 Borlaug Dialogue

October 15, 2009, is the most significant date in my 20-year period of highlighting the most cutting-edge issues in 
global food security. On that day, there were two presentations that in fact would set the agenda for the next 10 years. 
Coming just one month after Noman Borlaug passed away made both presentations particularly poignant.

The first was Bill Gates’ keynote address, during which he launched his global multi-billion dollar initiative to 
eradicate poverty and malnutrition in the world and especially to uplift smallholder farmers across Africa and South 
Asia. In his speech, he referred to the smallholder farmer as the answer to the problem of poverty and highlighted the 
critical role of women in development.
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The story about how Mr. Gates came to choose the World 
Food Prize as the forum from which to inaugurate his 
signature humanitarian endeavor actually began in 2006 
with a visit to Pioneer International by Dr. Rajiv Shah, a 
young American physician whom Gates had charged with 
formulating his agricultural program. I had only a 20-minute 
luncheon slot at Pioneer headquarters in Johnston during 
which I could tell Dr. Shah, whom I had never met, about 
what the World Food Prize did. 

Dr. Shah was intrigued by the themes for our symposia and 
asked me to put together a panel for him, which I did in 
October of 2006. Following his presentation to the audience 
about his early thinking, I invited Dr. Borlaug, Sir Gordan 
Conway, Dr. Chen Zhangliang and 2003 Laureate Catherine 
Bertini to join Dr. Shah and give him feedback on his ideas. 
In her 2019 book The Moment of Lift, Melinda Gates credits 
one comment made by Catherine Bertini that day as shaping 
the Gates’ program to focus on women smallholder farmers. 

Dr. Shah was so impressed with his experience at our 
symposium that he invited me and my Director of Planning 
Frank Swoboda to travel to Seattle to outline ways that we 
could work more closely with the Gates Foundation. Dr. 
Shah began our meeting by saying that he “had met a more 
diverse array of people at the World Food Prize in Des Moines 
than at any other conference he and the Gates Foundation 
staff had attended anywhere in the world.” 

That observation led to Mr. Gates choosing the World Food 
Prize as the platform from which to announce his global 
endeavor just three years later. One of the programs that the 
Gates Foundation unveiled that day was a significant grant 
to the International Potato Center (CIP), which would 
lead to three members of its staff receiving the World Food 
Prize in 2016 for their development of the vitamin enriched 
biofortified orange flesh sweet potato. 

On the same day that Bill Gates launched his dramatic global 
initiative, the Chair and CEO of PepsiCo, Dr. Indra Nooyi, 
gave a stirring luncheon keynote presentation in which 
she called for a “Nutrition Revolution” to rival and build 
upon Dr. Borlaug’s Green Revolution. This was particularly 
meaningful as it came from the leader of a company known 
for its soft drinks with high levels of sugar.

Nooyi’s address, like that of Bill Gates, became a benchmark 
event leading to a decade-long emphasis on nutrition as a 

central factor in enhancing food security. This would lead to 
my choosing further Borlaug Dialogue Symposium topics 
highlighting nutrition and to the awarding of the World 
Food Prize in four consecutive years between 2016 and 2019 
to individuals whose selection was principally driven by the 
advances in nutrition they had promoted. 

They were: the three scientists who developed the orange 
flesh sweet potato: Maria Andrade, Robert Mwanga and Jan 
Low; the founder of HarvestPlus and the biofortification 
movement Howarth Bouis; the former Minister of 
Agriculture of Nigeria Akinwumi Adesina, who focused 
programs on alleviating stunting; the two leaders of the 
“Scaling Up Nutrition” global effort Lawrence Haddad and 
David Nabarro; and Simon Groot, whose work in increasing 
the production of nutritious vegetables had impacted 60 
countries.
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The Borlaug Dialogue Agenda

During the next decade, I was particularly pleased that in 
2013 we introduced the topic of Climate Volatility. Then, in 
our 2014 Borlaug Dialogue, which celebrated the centennial 
of Norman Borlaug’s birth and the unveiling of his statue in 
the U.S. Capitol, we focused on the topic of confronting The 
Greatest Challenge in Human History: can we sustainably 
and nutritiously feed the 9-10 billion people who will be on 
our planet by 2050?

Two years later when the World Food Prize was awarded 
to four individuals who were pioneers in bio-fortification, 
our symposium topic was Let Food Be Thy Medicine. This 
familiar phrase from Hippocrates reminded all in attendance 
that the focus of enhancing health through one’s diet is one 
of the oldest admonitions of  medical science. 

In 2017 our symposium returned to the topic of the powerful 
role that improved rural infrastructure plays in upgrading 
farmers’ livelihoods and introducing new agricultural 
technologies with the title The Road Out of Poverty. The 
emphasis on rural roads as the key to ending poverty has 
been the centerpiece of my work in village development ever 
since my first assignment as a rural development advisor in 
the Mekong Delta in 1967 just as the Green Revolution was 
getting underway. 

In 2019 for my last symposium as President, I chose the 
title Pax Agricultura: Peace Through Agriculture. More than 
any other topic, this theme sums up my 52 years of work in 
connecting agriculture to foreign affairs and also highlights 
the theme of Dr. Borlaug’s life. It is my belief that--as Daniel 
Hillel’s nomination for the World Food Prize demonstrated-
-confronting hunger can bring people together across even 
the broadest differences, whether they be religious, cultural, 
ethnic, nationalist, diplomatic or political.
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The Second Decade
The Borlaug Dialogue Agenda



38 THE WORLD FOOD PRIZE FOUNDATION

In reviewing the 20 years of the Borlaug Dialogue, 
I have vivid memories of the array of significant 
high-profile speakers who have appeared at our 
symposium, as well as a number of other perhaps 
lesser-known individuals who nonetheless made 
a lasting impression. The top headliners would 
include: Bill Gates; U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki-
moon, former U.N. head Kofi Annan; and former 
Prime Minister Tony Blair, who joined a panel led by 
Howard Buffett on the occasion of Buffett launching 
his book 40 Chances. Buffett then took great delight 
in showing Mr. Blair through the permanent exhibit 
of his 40 Chances Photographs, which is installed in 
the World Food Prize Hall of Laureates.

Another memorable appearance was by Princess 
Haya bint Al-Hussein, the daughter of King 
Hussein of Jordan and a U.N. Messenger of Peace, 
who gave an extremely compelling address in the 
Borlaug Dialogue. She later demonstrated the power 
of agricultural achievement to unite people in the 
Middle East when she attended the Laureate Award 
Ceremony for Israeli irrigation pioneer Daniel Hillel 
at the Iowa State Capitol. 

Smallholder farmers have also been featured at the 
World Food Prize. Jeff Raikes, President of the Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation, remarked at how 
surprised and pleased he was to be able to have dinner 
with 10 smallholder farmers from Africa while at the 
World Food Prize in Des Moines. I was delighted to 
partner with the Iowa based Global Farmer Alliance 
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to welcome 15-20 farmers from around the world to our 
events each year. Other fascinating symposium sessions were 
those featuring Oxfam Hunger Heroes, including a woman 
pastoralist from East Africa, who discussed issues in camel 
herding.  

But the most remarkable smallholder story may be that of 
Dr. Emma Naluyima of Uganda, whose one-acre farm I 
visited in 2014. I was so taken by how she carried out so 
many different types of agriculture on that small plot (which 
enabled her to have an income of close to $100,000 a year) 
that I invited her to come to Des Moines and tell everyone 
about her experience. 

This turned out to be her first-ever international trip, and 
so I became worried that I might be putting her under too 
much pressure. I need not have been concerned. She turned 
out to be a rock star-like performer who has been sought after 
ever since for speaking engagements. In 2019, she was named 
a co-recipient of the $100,000 Africa Food Prize, reflecting 
the model she has become for smallholder farmers across the 
African continent. By chance I was present in Ghana when 
she received that award. When she saw me in the audience, 
she rushed up to hug me and said, “You were the one who 
discovered me.” 

Throughout 20 years, we have endeavored to find speaking 
roles for increasing numbers of women participants. I was 
particularly pleased in 2009 when we had all-female opening 
keynote presentations including Gerda Verburg, then the 
Dutch Minister of Agriculture; Patricia Woertz, the CEO of 
ADM Corporation; Ellen Kullman, the CEO of DuPont and 
Louise Fresco the President of Wageningen University in the 
Netherlands. 

Other memorable panels include: U.S. Secretary of 
Agriculture Tom Vilsack interviewing the Ministers of 
Agriculture from Afghanistan and Pakistan on how rural 
development would help their countries deal with Al-Qaeda 
revolutionaries; and presidential panels that have included an 
array of former African Presidents, including two of the three 
women Presidents, Joyce Banda and Ameenah Gurib-Fakim.

Iowa State University President Wendy Wintersteen leading 
a panel discussion of four women Deans of Agriculture. In 
2013, Cardinal Peter Turkson, the President of the Pontifical 
Council for Justice and Peace, delivered a luncheon keynote 
on the issues surrounding biotechnology. 
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ebola
ag

In 2014, as the Ebola pandemic swept across parts of Africa causing fear of the spread of contagion, the World 
Food Prize Symposium was the first conference in the world to highlight the devastation to agriculture and food 
production that accompanied the tragic loss of life. Dr. Kanayo Nwanze, President of the International Fund for 
Agricultural Development, gave a keynote address highlighting this extremely debilitating issue. 

He and the former Liberian Minister of Agriculture Dr. Florence Chenoweth joined me in a press conference 
that detailed the enormous damage that was being done and the devastation in just a few weeks to agricultural 
development that had taken years and years to build. Dr. Chenoweth pointed out that entire villages in Liberia 
were suddenly no longer able to tend or harvest crops because of the huge loss of life. 

Moreover, Minister Chenoweth continued, outside investors were leaving the country in panic, wiping out 
economic gains that had taken over a decade to build. CNN followed up the next day with interviews with the 
participants and myself to give further emphasis to these dramatic developments.

Separately, the President of Sierra Leone, Ernest Bai Koroma, did a live keynote presentation to our symposium 
from the capital of Freetown when he said he was forced to remain because of the worsening Ebola crisis. While 
the human devastation and agricultural setbacks were painful to describe, highlighting them was one of the most 
important accomplishments of the Borlaug Dialogue during my 20 years. 
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Bringing Agribusiness CEOs

In building the World Food Prize International Symposium, 
which I would subsequently re-name the Borlaug Dialogue, 
my goal was to bring together an array of national and 
international leaders from a variety of perspectives 
and organizations. While not having any substantive 
background in agriculture or global food security, my 
academic training for my PhD inculcated in me a desire to 
put together the most intellectually stimulating panels and 
conversations possible. I was fortunate to have a marvelous 
array of extremely bright Directors of Planning to serve as 
my chief partners in this process including: Judith Pim, 
Frank Swoboda, Bian Li, Catherine Swoboda, Morgan 
Day and Meghna Ravishankar. 

Very early in my tenure, I started extending invitations to 
the CEOs and senior executives of agribusiness companies, 
snaring the new chairman of Syngenta in 2002. This 
was later followed by the CEO of Land O’Lakes, Chris 
Policinski, accepting my invitation.

As the chief executives of Cargill, DuPont, ADM and 
Monsanto also accepted my invitation, I began receiving 
comments about how unprecedented it was for business 
leaders to speak at conferences with academic research 
scientists and NGO leaders. I recall one of our Laureates 
saying to me that “CEOs just don’t take part in conferences 
like this. How are you getting them to attend?” 

As more and more agribusiness leaders and executives 
took part in our annual conference, we found that other 
companies were calling and encouraging us to invite their 
chief executive. Soon we were bringing business leaders 
from outside the U.S., such as Netafim in Israel, Bayer 
in Germany, Jain Irrigation in India as well as senior 

representatives of agribusiness companies from China, 
Brazil and Africa. 

I was particularly pleased when we were able to have a 
panel of all-women leaders of businesses and government 
ministries that included the CEOs of DuPont and ADM, 
as well as the Minister of Agriculture from the Netherlands 
and a female NGO leader from Zimbabwe. These 
initiatives led to us featuring the CEOs of smaller startup 
organizations, including business leaders pioneering new 
technologies in areas such as synthetic biology and digital 
innovations. 

One of the most compelling moments came in 2019 as 
I was planning my final Borlaug Dialogue Symposium. 
Jim Collins, the new CEO of Corteva, asked me to host a 
conference at our Hall of Laureates for 160 of his company’s 
top business executives from around the globe. Following 
my presentation about Dr. Borlaug to this group, Jim told 
me that he envisioned our working together to make the 
World Food Prize annual Borlaug Dialogue into the “Davos 
of global agriculture.” I replied that this had been my vision 
for two decades and warmly welcomed his collaboration.

At our 2019 Symposium, I was extremely pleased that 
my invitations to Liam Condon the CEO of Bayer, Eric 
Fyrwald the CEO of Syngenta and Chris Nelson the CEO 
of Kemin Industries to join with Jim Collins were accepted. 
The panel session they held in which they were joined by 
Josephine Okot the CEO of Victoria Seeds in Uganda, was 
viewed as just that -- an important next step in my 20 year 
quest to build the World Food Prize into what I believe it 
has been “The Davos of global agriculture.” 

to Iowa for the Borlaug Dialogue
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Bringing Agribusiness CEOs
to Iowa for the Borlaug Dialogue
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A Special Connection
With China

In January 2012, a phone call from Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack led to a remarkable opportunity both for the 
World Food Prize and for me. The Secretary explained that during the visit of then, Vice President Xi Jinping, that a 
U.S.-China High Level Agricultural Symposium was planned. The event could take place in Iowa but only if it could be 
held in our new Hall of Laureates. I immediately agreed. 

On February 16, I greeted Vice President at his car and escorted him into our building where he would deliver the keynote 
address. As we walked along through his interpreter, I told the Vice President that he had such an “interesting story” about 
how he first came to Iowa in 1985 as a young provincial official on an agricultural delegation and was returning now 
in such a senior position. To commemorate his experience, I was going to commission a painting about his visits which 
would hang in our building. Vice President Xi thanked me through his interpreter.

Continuing the conversation, I remarked to the Vice President that I had just shaken his hand, and that I was one of 
the very few Iowans who had shaken  his hand and also shaken his father’s hand when his father visited Iowa in October 
1980. My statement so surprised Vice President Xi that he literally stopped in his tracks. He turned looking at me wide-
eyed and with a broad smile on his face, said “You have two interesting stories.“ The painting with the quote by now 
President Xi written across the bottom in Chinese hangs in the Iowa Gallery. A copy is in the office of U.S. Ambassador 
Terry Branstad in Beijing.
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A Special Connection
With China
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Inspiring the 
Next Generation 

When I arrived in 1999 to assume the leadership of the World Food Prize, the Foundation youth education program 
consisted of 25 Iowa high school students taking part in a half day program organized by the Iowa Center for International 
Understanding (ICIU) and hosted at the Iowa Farm Bureau offices in West Des Moines. 

It had begun in 1994, when with a desire to inject some youthful emphasis into the annual World Food Prize Award 
presentation, John Ruan and Norman Borlaug engaged Ann Schodde, the head of ICIU, to recruit 14 Iowa high school 
students to come to Des Moines with a teacher to discuss an issue in global hunger.

In 1998, a summer internship at a leading international, agricultural research center was built into the program to 
provide a special opportunity for two Iowa students. The operation of the entire Youth Institute, as the program was 
known, was contracted out to Ms. Schodde’s organization. 

World Food Prize Youth Education Programs 
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Inspiring the 
Next Generation 

World Food Prize Youth Education Programs 
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Global Youth 
INSTITUTE

As one of my first acts, I hired a new staff member, Lisa 
Fleming, to head our newly named “Global Youth 
Institute.” With Lisa working throughout the year, we were 
quickly able to significantly increase the number of Iowa 
schools and students taking part, building to 40, then 50 
and up to 80 schools. Almost all were still from Iowa.

As the Global Youth Institute size grew, word spread 
around Iowa about the amazing experience students had 
each October. We were extremely fortunate to have Pioneer 
Hybrid International offer us the use of their modern and 
large facility in Johnston for our now day-long Saturday 
experience. While the new student participants would 
present their research papers in “roundtable discussions” in 
the morning, the afternoon was given over to presentations 
by the Borlaug-Ruan International Interns, whose 
powerpoint displays seemed to captivate the new students. 
As a result, applications doubled and then doubled again. 

At the same time, we developed new relationships at 
international agricultural research centers, particularly 
ones with which Dr. Borlaug and Council of Advisors 
member Robert Havener had personal connections. With 
special financial contributions from Pioneer Hi-Bred, the 
Principal Financial Group and John Deere, we were able to 
increase from five to eight, the number of summer interns 
we were sending on life-changing eight week long summer 
assignments. 

In 2018, I implemented a new Inspire the Next Generation 
Award to be presented to a teacher(s) each year from our 
youth education programs. In 2018, the first award went 
to Associate Dean David Acker from Iowa State University, 

who has played an integral role in building the GYI and the 
Borlaug-Ruan Internship beginning in 1998. 

In 2019, the award was shared by two Iowa high school 
teachers Kacia Cain of Des Moines and Tricia Reichert 
of Emmetsburg High School, both of whom have highly 
innovative programs in their schools that attract a significant 
number of students each year to write the World Food 
Prize essay and compete to go to the Iowa Youth Institute. 
I personally chose these recipients given the essential role 
I saw them play as we built the World Food Prize Youth 
education programs from 25 students to more than 10,000 
being impacted each year.

Inspiring Students and Teachers
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Following my first exposure to the World Food Prize Youth 
Institute in October 1999, the next step was to conduct 
interviews of those students interested in one of our eight-
week long summer internships at a leading international 
research center in Asia or Latin America. To do this, we 
solicited applications and then arranged for Dr. Borlaug 
and the members of our Executive Committee to interview 
the prospective students in February when Borlaug, Al 
Clausi and Robert Havener had returned to Des Moines 
for the semi-annual advisory meeting. 

It was at those interviews, that I came to see how intensely 
interested Norm Borlaug was in this program and in each 
student who took part. He had remarked to me at the 
Youth Institute that it was “my favorite part of the week,” a 
statement that stuck with me throughout our decade long 
relationship. 

In the early days of the summer internship, the interest in 
it grew exponentially as the students heard reports about 
what the previous year interns had worked on and the 
incredibly rich cross-cultural experience they had. As it was 
clear that there were more students than we had positions 
to fill, identifying new opportunities at other research 
centers became a high priority. The number of interns in 
1999 was increased to five, and just two years  later we 
pushed the number up to eight as we added positions in 
India, Brazil and China.
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Given the increasing demand, working through members of our Executive Committee and other times reaching out directly 
myself, we soon were identifying new sites for Borlaug-Ruan interns in China, India, Africa, Bangladesh, Taiwan and Costa 
Rica. As the program grew, so did the need for more structured orientation for the interns and sessions with their parents to 
assure them of our strict attention to the safety of their daughters and sons. We implemented a 24-hour on duty policy for 
Lisa Fleming and myself so that any call or email about the health and welfare of the Borlaug-Ruan interns would be dealt 
with immediately. 

Over the two decades, we handled diverse challenges such as: halting the travel of interns to China on just two days notice due 
to the SARS outbreak; medically evacuating a student who had contracted a serious illness; coordinating with the American 
Embassy and the police in escorting an intern to the airport during a severe terrorist incident in Dhaka, Bangladesh; and 
providing nonstop counseling to a student who had a difficult family situation arise. Given that approximately 70% of our 
B-R interns were female, it was extremely important for us to be alert to risks and dangers that they faced in the different 
cultures and settings in which they were assigned. 

The numbers of Borlaug-Ruan interns grew to its present level of 24 each year, which has the total number of students 
having this experience reach close to 400, almost all during my tenure as President. Each year when I meet with the returning 
interns, I would ask them if their experience exceeded their expectations. Every single intern has answered “yes.” I then would 
ask whether they would repeat the internship experience if it were to be offered. I have received 100% positive responses. 
At our Laureate Award Ceremony each October, we present two awards to the Boralug-Ruan International Interns whose 
essays were judged to best convey both the scientific project on which they worked during their eight-week assignment, as 
well as the cross-cultural experience they experienced. Named in honor of two strong supporters of the World Food Prize 
John Chrystal and State Senator Elaine Szymoniak, this recognition has gone to an amazing array of students who have gone 
on to significant achievement in their adult careers.
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The World Food Prize youth education programs reached another significant point in 2007 when Clay Mathile, a long-
time friend and benefactor of Dr. Borlaug, committed a significant amount of money over a five-year period to begin a 
national expansion of the Global Youth Institute concept--a long held dream of Dr. Borlaug.

At my urging, Keegan Kautzky, one of the very first George Washington 
Carver college interns to work at the World Food Prize, returned from South 
Africa to accept my offer to leading this national expansion effort. Given his 
relationship to Dr. Borlaug and his commitment to carry forward his legacy, 
he was the perfect choice for this role. When The Mathile Institute increased 
the amount of its grant, we added another equally dedicated individual to 
our staff - Libby Crimmings. 

Building a World Food Prize Youth Institute in another state, begins with 
establishing a relationship with a major university, usually the Land Grant 
Institute. I am pleased that as part of this expansion effort, I personally 
traveled to the following schools to meet with the President and or the Dean 
to encourage them to join our program: Rutgers, Cornell, The Ohio State, 
Tuskegee, Purdue, Mississippi State, Texas A&M, and the Universities of 
Minnesota, Nebraska, Illinois, Missouri, Maryland and Georgia

National Expansion of 
State Youth Institutes
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In 2018, the World Food Prize Youth Institute concept was inaugurated at Wageningen University & Research in 
the Netherlands by Dr. Louise Fresco, the highly respected university President and a distinguished member of our 
Council of Advisors. The launch of the Borlaug Youth Institute at Wageningen was a truly impressive gathering as 
it took place in conjunction with the 100th anniversary of the University’s founding in 1918. 

Dr. Rajiv Shah, the President of the Rockefeller Foundation spoke as did Dr. Shenggen Fan the Director General 
of IFPRI, and a new member of our Council of Advisors. The Dutch Minister of Agriculture joined in the 
inauguration of the Youth Institute and I was pleased to be part of the announcement of the names of the first high 
school age students who would travel to Des Moines for the Global Youth Institute. 

Keegan Kautzky did yeoman’s service in helping guide the initial steps of the Wageningen Institute. Morgan Day, 
provided the on-the-ground support to another institute which was held in Honduras in 2019. There are plans for 
an African Youth Institute organized by Dr. Akin Adesina and his World Hunger Fighters Foundation in 2020. 
Other possible expansion is being planned to Sweden, Brazil and India in the near future. 

INTERNATIONAL EXPANSION 

of Youth Institutes
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Thanks to an initiative by then Secretary of Agriculture 
Tom Vilsack, a new summer program was created within 
the USDA for college-age alumni of the World Food Prize 
youth education programs. It was named the “Wallace-
Carver Fellowship.” As it approaches its tenth anniversary 
in 2020, over 300 students will have participated in it. 

The idea for this program began in 2009, when newly 
installed U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack 
expressed to me a strong interest in having some of the top 
students from our Global Youth Institute come to serve 
at his Department. Keegan Kautzky and I spent hours 
brainstorming about what a program might look like 
and proposed to the Secretary that we create a follow on 
experience to the Borlaug-Ruan International Internship. 
It would be aimed at the students who have gone through 
both the Global Youth Institute and the B-R International 
Internship and were now in college. 

Secretary Vilsack embraced the proposal, specifying 
that the Fellows would be placed at significant USDA 
research facilities across the U.S. and in offices within 
USDA headquarters in Washington, D.C. (including the 
Secretary’s own office). These would be paid positions 
covering the 8-12 week summer break Fellows had from 
their college or university. 

In 2010 as we walked into the Iowa State Capitol at 
which time Secretary Tom Vilsack was to announce this 
new program, I posed the question about the name. 
Reflecting on a photo that sat on the wall behind his desk, 
the Secretary said let’s name it the Wallace-Carver Fellows 
Program in honor of former Secretary Henry A. Wallace 

WALLACE  CARVER FELLOWSHIP
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and Professor George Washington Carver, both Iowa 
agricultural heroes. 

With the extremely strong support of Dr. Chavonda 
Jacobs-Young, the Administrator of the Agricultural 
Research Service, the W-C Fellowships grew and developed 
significantly. High prestige positions in the office of 
the Secretary and other senior Washington officials also 
brought attention to the program and increased interest 
in it. 

The capstone experience for the Wallace-Carver Fellows 
is a week-long Washington experience during which all of 
the W-C Fellows travel to Washington for a coordinated 
set of meetings and briefings at USDA, the White House, 
State Department, USAID and with Congressional offices 
on Capitol Hill. 

These daytime briefings would be supplemented by 
evening meals and sessions with World Food Prize 
Laureates and other senior leaders in global food security. 
These evening sessions were organized by the World Food 
Prize youth team staff led by Keegan Kautzky.

 It was at one of those evening meals that I spoke to 
Catherine Swoboda, who was then fulfilling a Wallace-
Carver Fellowship following her Borlaug-Ruan Internship 
in Brazil. Having just received a commitment from Paul 
and Claudia Schickler to finance the creation of an Iowa 
Youth Institute, I was delighted that Catherine accepted 
my offer and would return to Des Moines to being 
building this new youth education program. 

WALLACE  CARVER FELLOWSHIP
at the USDA 
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A generous financial grant by Paul and Claudia Schickler in 2010 led to my creating the Iowa Youth Institute. I brought 
back former high school Borlaug-Ruan Intern and Wallace-Carver Fellow, Catherine Swoboda, to build this program, 
which now features a large gathering each spring on the campus of Iowa State University from which the Iowa participants 
in the Global Youth Institute would be selected. When Catherine became Director of the Borlaug Dialogue Symposium, 
Jacob Hunter and then Kelsey Tyrrell took charge of the IYI, which continues to grow each year with over 70% of all Iowa 
high schools having participated. 

When the Schicklers first told me of their interest in giving back to Iowa, I considered what type of program such support 
might go towards. Recalling Dr. Borlaug’s interest in having a youth institute operate within every high school everywhere 
in America, I felt this was the opportunity to build a flagship model, which would be the prototype to be followed in 
every other state. Up to that point we had students from about 70-80 Iowa highschools take part in our Global Youth 
Institute at one time or another. 

Now, with Catherine being able to travel to individual schools in order to urge principals and teachers to start a youth 

Iowa Youth 
INSTITUTE
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institute program in which they would encourage or 
challenge as many students as possible to write the World 
Food Prize essay and then compete for a spot at the Iowa 
Youth Institute in late April, would take place on the 
campus of Iowa State University. 

With the total support by Iowa State President Gregory 
Geoffroy and the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences 
as well as the strong endorsement by Governor Terry 
Branstad and the bi-partisan leadership of the State 
Legislature, the Iowa Youth Institute had a very strong 
foundation when we launched it in the Governor’s office 
in 2011. 

When the first IYI took place in April of 2012, thanks to 
Catherine’s dedication and hard work more than double 
the number of students who had previously taken part 
in the Global Youth Institute participated. The numbers 
grew again and again under her leadership. 

In subsequent years under the direction of Jacob Hunter 
and then Kelsey Tyrrell, the percentage of Iowa high 
schools participating has continued to rise to over 70%, 
with about 300 students and 150 highschool teachers 
filling the floor of Hilton Coliseum each April for a day-
long unique educational experience. Students present their 
research paper on a critical issue in a developing country 
at a roundtable session and then spend half a day taking 

part in an “Immersion Session” in a laboratory or research 
facility within the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences.
At the Iowa Youth Institute luncheon, business and 
education leaders join elected political officials in sharing 
a table with students conveying their professional insights 
from their careers. This is followed by a keynote address by 
the Governor.

From the 300+ students who attend the IYI in April, 
approximately 75 are selected to attend the Global Youth 
Institute in October, which is held in conjunction with 
the Borlaug Dialogue International Symposium. In this 
way, even though the GYI has expanded significantly in 
size, the number of Iowa participants has been kept at its 
traditional high-level reflecting the role that Iowa students 
have played in building these programs as well as the very 
significant financial support that the World Food Prize 
receives from the Iowa State Legislature. 

These extremely enriching day-long experiences have 
motivated significant numbers of the student participants 
to apply to attend Iowa State University and to enroll in 
the College of Agriculture. In doing so, the students receive 
a scholarship (now named in my honor as the Ambassador 
Kenneth M. Quinn Scholarship). To date, over $300,000 
has been awarded to students from our World Food Prize 
youth education programs. 
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The idea to have college age students serve as unpaid interns 
at the World Food Prize began just a year after I arrived 
to assume the leadership of the Foundation. At that time, 
there were only four professional staff members and so I 
perceived a need for individuals who, while earning college 
credit, could assist us in implementing some of the basic 
functions of our organization, such as public affairs often 
with considerable effectiveness. 

For example, we turned over organizing the press conference 
at which we announced the 2001 Laureate at Grand View 
University in Des Moines to a young intern from Drake 
University named Emmanuel Hestermann. His phoning to 
the local T.V. stations and newspapers, produced the largest 
single number of journalists and T.V. cameras we had ever 
had at an event. 

In another remarkable achievement, Jayson White from 
Iowa State University took the lead in shaping our 15th 
Anniversary celebration, filling the Greater Des Moines 
Civic Center with over 2,500 people. Jayson also designed 
our first fund raising brochure for the campaign to raise 
$30 million for the Hall of Laureates project.
Another Iowa State intern, Keegan Kautzky, was so inspired 
by his personal interaction with Dr. Borlaug at our offices, 
that he revised his academic program and life plans and 
went to Africa for further education and to prepare for a 
career in development and hunger eradication.

As the program expanded to our having two or three 
college interns a year, we gave it a more formal structure 
and a name - the George Washington Carver Internship 
program. I chose that name based on the close collaboration 
we had developed with the Pioneer International staff and 
particularly one executive, Thomas Phillips, who had told 
me a number of stories about Professor Carver and his early 
relationship to Henry A. Wallace. 

Interestingly, we hired one or two of these interns to 
become members of our professional staff shortly after 
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they graduated from college. That pattern has continued 
over the last 18 years where today 8 of the 10 employees 
of the World Food Prize Foundation are former George 
Washington Carver or Borlaug-Ruan Interns. 

The George Washington Carver (GWC) Internship 
program has grown so significantly that we now have 
three sets of interns per year, each involving from 12 - 15 
students all of whom work directly with members of our 
professional staff. These interns, about 75% of whom are 
young women, take on real responsibility and are absolutely 
essential to our being able to plan and implement our 
programs each year. 

Upon completion of their internships, the GWC alums 
are “commissioned” into our Reserve Corps, and in fact, a 
great many of them come back each October as volunteers 
during our World Food Prize week-long set of events. The 
bond and commitment to the goals of our organization 
and to carry forward the legacy of Dr. Norman Borlaug is 
particularly strong among this group of exceptional young 
adults. 

In addition to these more routine duties, George Washington 
Carver Interns have contributed in extremely meaningful 
ways to some very significant aspects of the operation 
of certain World Food Prize programs. For example: an 
intern from Drake University, Cara Pratt, assisted directly 
in the design of the stained glass globe that is on display 
in the Ruan Laureates Room of the Hall of Laureates, on 
which are designated the 12 areas of the world at which 
human agriculture was first initiated thousands of years 
ago. Another intern from Grand View University, Anya 
Kosterina, made the initial computer based design of the 
20ft high stained glass window that dominates the grand 
staircase in the Hall of Laureates. 

In still another instance, a GWC intern Adam Riesselman 
provided detailed images of Iowa prairie flowers to an artist 
who had been commissioned to create a painting about 
the Iowa Landscape prior to European settlement, which 
hangs in the Hall of Laureates. In an extremely significant 
contribution, Paxton Williams from Iowa State University 
made me aware of the historic but almost unknown 
relationship between Mahatma Gandhi and Professor 
George Washington Carver, which is highlighted in a 
major artwork in the Iowa Gallery.
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As I look back 20 years to 1999 when I first arrived, the 
entire youth institute consisted of 25 Iowa high school 
students, who spent a half-day program at the Iowa 
Farm Bureau building, presenting their papers on global 
development. Just two decades later in 2019, the total 
number of high school students impacted by our youth 
education programs was over 10,000. 

This included over 200 students from 26 states and 10 
countries who would come to Des Moines in October for 
our Global Youth Institute, which now takes place at the 
Iowa Events Center, the largest events center in the city. 

In addition, there were 24 Borlaug-Ruan International 
Interns present, sharing their story about their amazing, 
eight-week, life-changing experience at international 
8agricultural research centers in Asia, Africa and Latin 
America. 

Beyond that, we had 30 Wallace-Carver Fellows at USDA 
and almost 300 Iowa high school students on the campus of 
Iowa State University for our Iowa Youth Institute, which is 
the flagship entity of our national expansion. 

There are now state youth institutes operating in 24 other 
American states reaching into high schools to draw student 
participants to day long events on the campuses of land-
grant universities that are cooperating with the World Food 
Prize Foundation. 

In my last year, I have made contacts with individuals in 
India, Brazil, Morocco and Africa all aimed at creating 
World Food Prize high school age youth institutes in those 
areas. In addition, I have encouraged the Shijiazhuang 
Foreign Language School in Hebei Province of China to 
have all of its students write the World Food Prize essay as 
part of the process by which that school selects 10 students 
to take part in the Global Youth Institute each year. It is a 
model that can be replicated across China.

Spending 20 years involved with our high school youth 
education program enabled me to observe the impact of our 
experience and the inspiration of Dr. Borlaug on students 
who were just 16 years old when they first came to us and 
are now in their mid-30s. For the past several years, I have 
invited one or two of these now grown-up former youth 
participants back to address our Laureate Award Ceremony 
and tell our audience about the impact of the World Food 
Prize on their educational and professional development. 
Included have been;

• Dr. Megan Srinivas from Fort Dodge, Iowa, whom 
we sent to Mbita Point in Kenya when she was just 
16 years old. This experience in village development 
drew her to a major at Harvard University in 
biological sciences and then to a medical degree at the 
University of Iowa. This was followed by fellowships 
at Johns Hopkins, but also an interest in public 
health issues at home that drew her to be a delegate 

Looking Back... 
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at the Democratic National Convention in 2016; 

• Lazarus Lynch from an urban high school on the east 
coast, whom we sent to work in a research laboratory 
at Peking University in China. His experience drew 
him to the culinary world, where he scored first 
place in the Chopped Young Chef competition on 
the Food Network Channel and is now a significant 
author with his first book Son of a Southern Chef; 

• Also completing a Borlaug-Ruan Internship at Peking 
University was Anne Michael Langguth, whom I 
first saw playing the violin when she was a freshman 
in high school in Iowa City. Having an interest in 
science, I encouraged her to come to our Global 
Youth Institute. Following her internship in China, 
she attended Harvard University and then obtained 
a medical degree with a specialty in ophthalmological 
surgery. As she was still playing the violin, I had her 
perform a tribute to Dr. Borlaug at our Laureate Award 
Ceremony one month after he passed away, and also 
had her play in Statuary Hall of the U.S. Capitol on 
March 25, 2014, when we unveiled the statue of Dr. 
Borlaug in that most hallowed place of our democracy; 

• Catherine Swoboda was a city kid from the east side 

of Des Moines, a place not known for producing 
students with an interest in agriculture. Encouraged by 
a teacher to attend the Global Youth Institute, she was 
chosen for an international internship at EMBRAPA 
in Brazil where she focused her research on soybeans. 
This in turn led to her obtaining two degrees in 
agronomy at Iowa State University, where she now 
serves as a faculty member in the Global Resource 
Systems major, which was developed in part based 
on the World Food Prize International Internship 
program. In between, she served brilliantly in several 
staff positions at the World Food Prize Foundation;  

• Maria Rose Belding had personal medical issues that 
kept her from an international internship, but at only 
age 17 while still in high school, we placed her as a 
Wallace-Carver Fellow. Based on that experience, 
while going to school at American University, Maria 
established a nonprofit called the MEANS Database. 
It now operates in 49 states, the District of Columbia 
and Canada, reducing food waste by connecting 
surplus food to organizations that can dispense it. 
Through her “college job” over 2.3 tons of food has 
been rescued. Maria, who only graduated in the 
spring of 2019, has applied to medical school.

The statistics about participants in our World Food Prize Youth 
education programs are truly remarkable. Among all participants, 
92% will major in college in a subject related to agricultural 
science, international development or STEM areas; and 77% 
choose careers in those same areas. Most impressively, two-thirds 
of all of the students taking part at every level are young women.

The Bottom Line 
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section five
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In 2001, I had the privilege to travel with Dr. Norman 
Borlaug to Oslo for the 100th anniversary of the Nobel 
Peace Prize. It was an extraordinary experience to be 
together with so many previous Laureates such as the 
Dali Lama, Bishop Desmond Tutu and Kofi Annan 
who, along with the United Nations was being honored 
as the newest Laureate.

However, the most memorable and impactful moment 
came not at the award ceremony but at an unexpected 
encounter because I couldn’t sleep. Having arrived on 
Saturday evening and suffering from jet lag, I was up 
very early the following morning wandering about the 
deserted downtown Oslo business district. 

Suddenly, in the distance I heard church bells and 
started walking toward them. They were coming from 
a Gothic-style red brick church that might have easily 
been located in Iowa. Always curious about religious 
services in other countries, I entered the church and sat 
down in a pew in the very back. 

The Lutheran Bishop of Oslo was addressing the 
congregation in Norwegian. Unable to understand, 
I was about to leave when she abruptly switched to 
English to introduce a very special guest--Nobel Peace 
Prize Laureate and Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel. 

I watched with rapt attention for what was a stunning 
and dramatic moment. Standing in the pulpit, Wiesel 
told the congregation that he and his wife were pleased 

to be with them, 
although for 
many, many years 
they could not 
bring themselves 
to be with 
Christians because 
Christians had 
done such terrible 
things to their 
people. However, 
Wiesel continued, 
they had come to 
see that of course 
not all Christians 
had been involved 
in that. 

Wiesel concluded by saying that they were very glad 
to join with the congregation in standing together and 
singing together because he believed that people who 
can sing together, can live in peace together. 

It was one of the most powerful messages I ever heard, 
and one that I would see enacted in 2012 during our 
Laureate Award Ceremony in the Iowa State Capitol as 
Muslims, Jews and people of many faiths stood  together 
and cheered together for Daniel Hillel. It would also 
come to play during my unprecedented trip to Iran in 
2014.

Inspiration at the 
100th Anniversary 

of the 
Nobel Peace Prize
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If asked to identify just one moment or event from my 20 years of leading the World Food Prize that encapsulates the 
mission of our organization, I would choose the Laureate Award Ceremony in October 2012, when the U.N. Secretary-
General Ban Ki-moon came to Des Moines to join in presenting our prize to Daniel Hillel, an Israeli irrigation pioneer. 
What was most remarkable about that event was that Hillel, a Jew, had been nominated by three Muslim scientists from 
three Muslim and Arab countries. 

Sitting side by side in the front row of the audience were an Israeli diplomat, Princess Haya bint Al-Husein, a U.N. 
Messenger of Peace (and the daughter of King Husein of Jordan) and an Arab Sheikh from Qatar. Arrayed behind them 
were numbers of Hindus, Buddhists, Christians, followers of other faiths and secularists from more than 40 countries. 
All were standing together and cheering together for the accomplishments of this Israeli Jew who had done so much to 
promote peace through his work in other countries. 

More than any other event, this demonstrated to me that confronting hunger can bring people together across even the 
widest differences of faith, ethnicity, nationality, politics and diplomacy, thus promoting peace and understanding. It was 
Elie Wiesel’s message being enacted at our ceremony in the Iowa State Capitol.

THE MOST 
POWERFUL
 MOMENT

 of My 20 Years at the World Food Prize
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Thirteen years after seeing Elie Wiesel speak in that Lutheran 
cathedral in Oslo, his words would again come back to 
me as I prepared for one of the most extraordinary and 
compelling experiences of my entire life. In 2014, shortly 
after unveiling the Borlaug statue in the U.S. Capitol in 
Washington, D.C., I received an email message inquiring 
about the possibility of purchasing a copy of the statue Iowa 
had created so it could be placed on the research campus 
of the organization that the writer represented. This was 
not an unprecedented or even unusual request. We had, in 
fact, been contacted by institutions like the University of 
Minnesota with a similar question.

What made this message stand out, however, was that it 
was from ABRII - the Agricultural Biotechnology Research 
Institute of Iran.

The exchange with the individual who had sent the inquiry 
led to my being invited to come to Iran on August 26 to 
deliver the keynote address at a special day-long conference 
being put on by the research organization specifically 
to commemorate the centennial of Dr. Borlaug’s birth. 
Borlaug was considered a hero in Iran because of the impact 
of his new “miracle wheat” had on the country in the late 
1960s.

After checking with the State Department and discussing 
the pros and cons with key members of my staff, I accepted 
the invitation and with my wife arrived in Tehran at 2am 
on the same day that I was to deliver my address. To say 
I was apprehensive as I entered the assembly hall at the 
ABRII campus would be a gross understatement. The 
room was filled with over 400 Iranian scientists with the 
Minister of Agriculture and a Mullah representing the 
Grand Ayatollah seated prominently in the front row. All 
had stern expressions on their faces.

My presentation included descriptions about Borlaug’s 
early life recalling his Iowa roots, his belief in the primacy 
of science in the power of agriculture and confronting 
hunger to bring people together across the widest religious, 

A JOURNEY TO IRAN
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cultural, political and diplomatic differences. Alluding to 
our 2012 World Food Prize recipient being nominated by 
scientist from Muslim countries, I made reference to the 
lesson that Elie Wiesel had shared on that Sunday morning 
in 2001 about people who can stand together and sing or 
cheer together can live in peace together.

I concluded my presentation by referring to Borlaug’s most 
ardent hope - that using biotechnology, scientists could one 
day identify the gene in rice that prevents that plant from 
ever developing rust disease, and then transplant it into 
wheat, barley and other grains thus eradicating forever that 
scourge against which Borlaug had fought his entire life.
 
Painting a picture of the World Food Prize Laureate 
Award Ceremony in the Iowa State Capitol, I said 
imagine American and Iranian experts in biotechnology, 
having worked together to at last fulfill Borlaug’s dream, 
then walking in together to receive our award which is 
considered the “Nobel Prize for Food and Agriculture.” 
The audience filled with Americans, Iranians and people 
from all around the world would be “standing together 
and cheering together” for this extraordinary achievement, 
with it left unspoken but clearly understood that the result 
would be “living in peace together.”

Then extending an invitation to the Minister, I invited 
him to begin this collaborative process by sending his top 

scientist to our Borlaug Dialogue International Symposium 
in Des Moines just two months later. As I stepped back 
from the podium, I was unprepared for what happened 
next. Led by the Minister and the Mullah, the entire 
audience sprang to its feet in a prolonged standing ovation. 
As I walked off the stage, the Mullah ran to me and holding 
my hands effusively thanked me for my message.

Using my State Department connections, I somehow 
achieved the impossible by obtaining a visa for the top 
Iranian biotechnology expert to travel to Des Moines and 
take part in a special panel session at our conference in mid 
October. For several years there after, I had previous World 
Food Prize Laureate’s travel to Iran to take part in other 
agricultural conferences to continue to build upon the 
initiative that had started with my keynote address.

While the ABRII never was able to follow through to 
purchase a copy of the Borlaug statue, they created instead 
a huge weaving depicting Norm with his quotes about bio-
technology in both English and Farsi. It would be installed 
in the main building on their campus in Karaj. A smaller 
version was presented to me and it hung behind my desk 
in my office in the Hall of Laureates, a constant reminder 
of both Elie Wiesel’s powerful message from Oslo and the 
potential of “Peace Through Agriculture.”
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Roads & Security

The paramount importance that I give to upgraded rural 
roads as a key to peace and development runs throughout 
my five-decade long career in international affairs. I learned 
that lesson during my first assignment with the State 
Department as a Rural Development Specialist in Sa Dec 
Province of the Mekong Delta during the Vietnam War. 
In Duc Thanh District, where I was assigned as a civilian 
as part of a 10-person U.S. Army advi sory team, I had 
the opportunity to visit the eight villages that made up 
the District and to evaluate how various U.S. assistance 
programs were progressing and the impact they were 
having. 

This was in 1968 when the very first batch of new high-
yielding IR8 rice seeds, that had been developed by Dr. 
Hank Beachell at the International Rice Research Institute 
in the Philippines, came to Vietnam. At the same time, 

extension workers were bringing these new seeds out to 
farmers, a USAID contract was issued to upgrade the old 
French farm-to-market road that had fallen into serious 
disrepair. The road restoration had been completed through 
four of the eight villages. 

Wherever farmers planted the IR8 rice, the results were truly 
dramatic and occurred almost overnight. With seeds that 
could triple the yield and produce a crop in half that time, 
farmers could now greatly increase their income because 
they could harvest two crops of rice a year, plus a crop of 
vegetables or melons. With surplus income, they could buy 
more nutritious food for their children, who would also 
stay in school longer. Child mortality went down and the 
appearance of farmer’s homes were greatly improved as they 
could now purchase better roofing and other materials. 
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But what was the truly amazing part of this was in 
villages where the new IR8 rice was utilized, security was 
dramatically improved and the VietCong insurgency 
dissipated. My key observation in this process, however, 
was that it was only in the villages where the old farm-to-
market road had been upgraded and paved, that farmers 
adopted the new seeds. 

In fact, where the improved road stopped, so did all of the 
economic, nutritional and military security improvements 
halt. Twelve thousand miles from home, I suddenly saw 
that the formula which had uplifted Iowa and all other 
Midwestern states was the combination of enhanced farm-
to-market roads and the greatly improved seeds produced 
by research at both Iowa State University and private seed 
companies like Pioneer Hybrid International. 

Twenty years later, while serving as U.S. Ambassador to 
Cambodia, I used this same formula of improved roads 
and new seeds when dealing with the remnants of the 
genocidal, terrorist Khmer Rouge organization. There were 

still 25,000 of them hiding in remote areas that no outside 
force had been able to eliminate. With an assistance budget 
of only $13 million, I directed that all of it be used to 
acquire road-building equipment in Thailand and have it 
brought into Cambodia. 

As we began improving the roads into the Khmer Rouge 
strongholds, the impact could be seen as their military 
commanders and political leaders started to surrender. 
They were unable to withstand the powerful impact 
of the improved livelihood that the road brought, and 
which undercut the willingness of young people to serve 
any radical cause. In March 1999, the last Khmer Rouge 
surrendered. 

We had eradicated  the worst genocidal mass murdering, 
terrorist organization of the second half of the 20th century, 
using Norman Borlaug’s formula of improved roads and 
new seeds
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In 2013, I was invited to address the United Nations in New York on World Food Day. In my 
remarks, I observed that if you were to lay out the U.N. hunger map with its shaded areas on the 
continents and countries where the almost 1 billion people who suffer chronic food insecurity 
are located, and then on top of that place an overlay of the world conflict map showing areas 
of insurgency, terrorism and hostilities, it would be seen that those areas of insecurity would be 
largely coterminous with the areas of hunger marked on the U.N. map. 

I continued by saying that if one were to then impose on top of those two maps, an overlay of the 
rural roads and infrastructure network, it would be clear to see that “where the upgraded roads 
end, hunger, poverty and malnutrition as well as conflict, insurgency and terrorism all begin.” 

Dr. Norman Borlaug famously said, “If you want to feed Africa, build roads!” This singular focus 
on roads formed the bond between him and me. It has been the key intellectual, organizing 
principal of my entire professional career. It was summed up in the theme of our 2018 Borlaug 
Dialogue International Symposium- The Road Out of Poverty.

Where the Road Ends...
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The theme of Peace Through Agriculture for our 2019 Borlaug Dialogue is also represented extensively in the 
artwork I commissioned to hang in the Iowa Gallery in the Hall of Laureates (renamed the Ambassador Kenneth 
Quinn Iowa Gallery on October 15, 2019). 

Wanting to ensure that great stories from Iowa’s heritage did not fade away, I commissioned an array of paintings by 
Iowa artists to tell these stories. One of the most powerful centers on what I describe as “the most dangerous moment 
in human history,” when U.S. and Soviet nuclear weapons were aimed at each other and poised to be fired. 

In that environment, an invitation was extended to Soviet Premier Nikita Krushchev in 1959 to visit an Iowa farm. 
In the fall of that year, Krushchev ventured to Coon Rapids where he visited the farm of seed innovator Roswell 
Garst. Captured in the artwork by Thomas Agran, Khrushchev and Garst are standing at the corn crib with the 
Soviet Premier holding up an ear of Iowa corn and asking, “Why can’t I have corn like this in the Soviet Union?” 

Over the next two decades, Garst would send his nephew John Chrystal back and forth to Moscow and the Soviet 
Union, acting as an informal ambassador of agriculture. While Chrystal and his Soviet counterparts never discussed 
nuclear weapons, what they did accomplish was to demonstrate that it was possible for the U.S. and the Soviet 
Union to find ways to cooperate in other areas. 

By building and element of enhanced understanding around agriculture, they in effect created a buffer zone that 
helped ensure that the nuclear weapons were never fired. 

Iowa Heritage of 
Promoting Peace

The Krushchev Visit to the Garst Farm
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There are several other artworks in the Iowa Gallery 
that address this same theme. Among the events 
from Iowa history that are highlighted in artworks I 
commissioned are: the Yamanashi Hog Lift recalling 
how to build friendship just 15 years after the end 
of World War II, Iowa sent hogs to replace the 
herds decimated by a typhoon; George Washington 
Carver’s advice to Mahatma Gandhi as he led the 
effort for Indian independence; Herbert Hoover’s 
herculean efforts to take food to feed 600-700 
million people in Europe at the end of World War 
I; and Robert D. Ray’s heroic efforts on behalf of 
Indo-Chinese refugees, in which I played a direct 
role, including as Director of the Iowa SHARES 
campaign that raised funds to rush food, medicine 
and Iowa medical personnel to save over 30,000 
starving Cambodian victims of genocide.

Other Stories of Promoting 
Peace Through Agriculture
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section six
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Making Iowa the 
Hunger Fighting Capital 

of America
When returning to Iowa in 1999 to assume leadership of the World Food Prize Foundation, I was shocked at 
how few people knew of Norman Borlaug’s great humanitarian achievements, and equally dismayed that the 
story of Governor Robert Ray’s amazing humanitarian leadership rescuing refugees from Indochina had been 
largely forgotten. At the same time, I sensed that there was a diminishing spirit around the state for undertaking 
great efforts to confront hunger and reduce human suffering. I feared that compassion fatigue might be setting 
in. In an effort to combat that phenomenon, I held a symposium session in our Borlaug Dialogue in 2003 
focused on hunger in America. 
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Iowa Hunger 
Summit

Three years later in 2006, I approached the three living Governors of Iowa with a request that they serve as honorary 
founding co-chairs of a new event called the Iowa Hunger Summit. They agreed and in October of an election year, the 
sitting Democratic Governor Tom Vilsack and former Republican Governors Robert Ray and Terry Branstad joined to 
co-author an op-ed in the Des Moines Register endorsing the concept of an annual Iowa Hunger Summit, and agreeing 
to serve as the honorary co-chairs of this new annual gathering. 

Sponsored and organized by the World Food Prize Foundation, this event would be aimed at bringing together leaders 
and representatives of hunger-fighting organizations from across the state in an annual forum to discuss programs and 
initiatives that were endeavoring to alleviate hunger both at home and abroad. 

At the first Hunger Summit in 2007, Republican Governors Ray and Branstad joined with Democrats Vilsack and newly 
elected Governor Chet Culver to pose for an iconic photo with Dr. Norman Borlaug. This represented the dramatic 
kickoff of a series of Hunger Summits, which over the next 13 years would draw increasingly large crowds to this day-
long, free event.

The Iowa Hunger Luncheon, sponsored by the Iowa Farm Bureau, became a central feature of the day, almost always 
attracting the Governor as the luncheon speaker and providing the opportunity for leaders from both political parties to 
come together, thus demonstrating that fighting hunger is a bipartisan effort in Iowa.
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The Hunger Lucheon

A highlight of the Hunger Summit has been a meal designed to convey to participants the experience of dealing with 
limited amounts of available food. With most valuable financial support from the Iowa Farm Bureau and FBL Financial, 
first, we first served a variety of meals used by Iowa organizations to feed hungry or at risk persons both at home and 
abroad. This served as a way to highlight their programs and hopefully generate support for them in the community. 

As the logistics of coordinating so many different sources of food became more difficult, we turned to one source for all 
of the meals outreach operated by a marvelous Iowa couple Floyd and Kathy Hammer. More recently, we worked with 
the chef at the Marriott Hotel, where the Hunger Summit takes place, to serve a meal that cost only $1.34, the amount 
of money provided by USDA to a person receiving food stamps. The meals were remarkably well received, especially 
when supplemented by a bowl of vegetables on the table to represent the “Double Up Food Bucks” program that I had 
the World Food Prize financially support when it was just getting started in farmers’ markets around the state.

One of the most memorable moments at the Hunger Summit came in 2017 when, with the effective efforts of Director 
Crystal Harris, we assembled five of the former Secretaries of Agriculture for an amazing conversation on the most 
compelling issues including the critical importance of fully funding SNAP benefits. We had over 1,000 people register 
to attend that Summit. 

Keynote speakers at the Hunger Summit have included Howard Buffett, Magnus MacFarlane Barrow, the founder of 
Mary’s Meals and Suzanne Clark, the first woman to serve as President of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. 

In my last Hunger Summit in 2019, I was especially pleased to moderate a “fireside chat” between two legendary 
international leaders in the struggle to end hunger -Ambassador Tony Hall and 2010 World Food Prize Laureate Rev. 
David Beckmann.
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The Iowa 
Hunger Directory

In an effort to catalog all of the many disparate efforts carried out across Iowa to alleviate hunger, with strong 
support of staff members Frank Swoboda, Rachael Wilson and Stephen Lauet, I next created the Iowa Hunger 
Directory. Over the past several years, it has grown to include almost 500 entries, which provide information 
about upcoming hunger fighting events in local areas, as well as listing the total amount of money raised in 
private endeavors to reduce and alleviate hunger both in Iowa and outside our borders.
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The Des Moines
Area Hunger Hike

Building upon the Iowa Hunger Summit and seeking to have synergy with other hunger fighting efforts in Iowa, 
with strong support by Crystal Harris of our staff, I established a collaborative relationship with the Des Moines Area 
Hunger Hike. The organization’s founder, Louise Wilson, readily agreed to having their annual fundraising event 
— the Hunger Hike — serve as the opening event of World Food Prize Week. Once the Hall of Laureates opened, 
the Hunger Hike moved its starting place to the front steps of the World Food Prize building. I have given a regular 
welcome address to the gathering each year. Madeline Goebel, our Director of Community Outreach and Director of 
the Hunger Summit now serves as Vice Chair of the Hunger Hike.
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The Gov Robert D. Ray
Iowa SHARES

Humanitarian Award

To further recognize and inspire local hunger fighting 
efforts, in 2013 I created the Governor Robert D. Ray 
Iowa SHARES Humanitarian Award, which is presented 
each year to an Iowan or Iowans who have played an 
exemplary role in combating and reducing hunger. 
Quite appropriately, Lucille Morgan Wilson was our first 
recipient. The Iowa SHARES Award is now a significant 
feature of the Luncheon during our Iowa Hunger Summit, 
and has been presented to an array of inspiring leaders.

The SHARES name is taken from the 1979 campaign 
entitled “Iowa Sends Help to Aid Refugees and End 
Starvation,” during which Iowa food, medicine, doctors 
and nurses were rushed to the Cambodian border of 
Thailand to provide lifesaving assistance to the victims 
of the Cambodian genocide. I had the privilege to serve 
as Executive Director of Iowa SHARES while on loan to 
Governor Ray’s staff from the State Department.

In 2018, the Hunger Summit held a retrospective of that 
1979 Iowa SHARES campaign that Governor Robert D. 
Ray had led. The Governor had been deeply affected by the 
plight of the Cambodian genocide victims that he and I 
saw dying at the rate of 50-100 per day, when we visited the 
Thai-Cambodian border. It is now possible through this 
annual award to recall the Governor’s humanitarian legacy 
in rushing food and medicine to starving people halfway 
around the world.

One of the most poignant moments in my entire career 
came when Scott Raecker, the Director of the Ray Center 
at Drake University stated that as his last public action 
before passing away in July of 2018, Governor Ray had 
told Scott that he wanted Ken Quinn to be a recipient of 
the Robert D. Ray Iowa SHARES Humanitarian Award. 
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Hoover Wallace 

DINNER
In a related effort to bring attention to humanitarian efforts 
by Iowa leaders, I established the Hoover-Wallace Dinner 
at which we would honor individuals who had carried 
forward the humanitarian legacy of former President 
Herbert Hoover and former Vice President Henry A. 
Wallace. The first Hoover-Wallace Dinner took place in 
Cedar Rapids, co-sponsored by the Rotary Clubs of that 
city and Iowa City / Coralville. At that 2004 event, we 
celebrated Dr. Borlaug’s 90th birthday. In what would be 
an extremely meaningful moment for him, Dr. Borlaug 
was escorted into the dinner by many of the first few classes 
of Borlaug-Ruan International Interns who had returned 
just for this event. 

In addition to a cake with 90 candles, Norm received 
other presents such as lectures that would be given in his 
honor at the leading Iowa universities and colleges. In one 
particularly poignant moment, a present in the form of a 
commitment was delivered by Rachel Collier, one of the 
Borlaug-Ruan International Interns who had also been an 
Intel National Science Competition finalist. 

When I introduced her, I explained that the year before 
Rachel had been in a very serious automobile accident, 
which left her in a cast and unable to speak. She nonetheless 
had traveled for three hours in great discomfort just to be 
in the room when her paper was read by another student to 
Dr. Borlaug at the Global Youth Institute. 

Standing before the several thousand people in attendance, 
Rachel, speaking on behalf of all the Borlaug-Ruan Interns, 
said that “while we have no money with which to obtain 
a birthday present for you, Dr. Borlaug, our gift is that we 
commit our minds and our efforts to achieving all that 
we can in carrying forward your legacy and end hunger.” 
There were many tears being wiped away as Rachel received 
a standing ovation. 

Other Hoover-Wallace dinners honored the following 
individuals: 

 • Former Vice President Walter Mondale and for
 mer Iowa Governor Robert D. Ray for their joint 
 efforts to rescue the “Boat People” refugees from 
 Vietnam;

 • Senators Chuck Grassley and Tom Harkin for 
 their support of agricultural policies that enabled 
 Iowa farms to be so productive and able to help 
 feed the world.” It was the only event at which 
 they were ever jointly honored;

 • Governors Terry Branstad and Tom Vilsack for 
 their combined leadership in bringing Chinese 
 President Xi Jinping and the U.S.-China High 
 Level Agricultural Symposium to the World Food 
 Prize Hall of Laureates in Des Moines;

 • John Deere CEO Bob Layne to celebrate the 
 heritage of John Deere in transforming Iowa agri
 culture at a dinner in Cedar Falls; and

 • Former Democratic Senator John Culver and 
 Republican Congressman Jim Leach who were  
 honored at a dinner held in Iowa City Coralville, 
 which also highlighted the work of Dr. Ignacio 
 Ponseti whose medical innovations correcting 
 clubfoot helped children around the world.
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John Ruanlegacy

When I returned to Iowa in 1999 to assume leadership 
of the World Food Prize, I would spend hours and hours 
with John Ruan Sr., traveling to events with him and 
listening to his stories about his youth and his journey 
to becoming the most prominent business leader in Iowa 
and the man who rescued the World Food Prize. As with 
Borlaug, I was committed to preserving his legacy and 
fulfilling his dreams. 

In some ways, Norman Borlaug and John Ruan Sr. might 
seem like an odd couple, given that Borlaug was a PhD 
plant pathologist and Ruan a hard-as-nails truck driver 
and businessman. However, upon closer scrutiny, they 
had many similar elements in their background and 
upbringing that helps explain why at age 77 they became 
partners in re-planting the World Food Prize in Iowa soil 
and nourishing it. 

Like Borlaug, John Ruan was born in a very small Iowa 
town-Beacon, just outside Oskaloosa-in 1914. Ruan’s 
birth date, February 12, made him one and a half months 
older than Borlaug. He jokingly told me that he called 

Norm “Junior.” The son of a medical doctor, the Ruan 
family moved to Des Moines where he attended North 
High School (he was on the baseball team), and then 
enrolled at Iowa State University for a year. However, 
when his father passed away in 1931, young Ruan was 
forced to withdraw from school and endeavor to find a 
way to support his family. 

As the legend goes, he bought a deadlined Ford truck 
out of a farmer’s field, got it running, and began hauling 
gravel. The epitome of hard work throughout his life, 
John Ruan was up earlier than everyone else to get work 
hauling gravel. This paid off as he was able to expand 
his business and build a trucking company, which was so 
successful that by World War II he was a member of the 
national war effort transportation coordination board. 

John fascinated me by telling stories about his interactions 
with such infamous Teamster leaders as Jimmy Hoffa, 
Ruan built his trucking company into one of the largest 
in America, earning him a place in the top 100 most 
successful business leaders in America. 
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With a singular devotion to downtown Des Moines, as 
the business district was imploding as stores and business 
operations moved to suburban malls, Ruan stepped forward 
to construct the 34-story Ruan Center (the tallest building 
in town at the time) as well as the new adjoining Marriott 
Hotel. He was also the force behind the construction of the 
Skywalk system, linking the downtown major buildings 
and insulating its denizens against the bitter cold winters 
of the 1970s. 

John Ruan dreamed of yet another high rise entity that 
would once again allow him to dominate the city skyline 
and which would house all of the major agricultural and 
agribusiness entities of the entire country. His aim was 
nothing short of making central Des Moines and central 
Iowa the agricultural capital of America. 

It was with that vision in mind that he met Norman Borlaug 
in early 1990 after the Des Moines Register had run a story 
about how the General Foods World Food Prize was about 
to go out of existence. Michael Reagen, then President of 
the Des Moines Chamber of Commerce, held a gathering 
at which local business leaders were invited to meet with 
Norman Borlaug, the Prize’s founder. It was there that the 
two 77-year-olds from small-town Iowa, but each with a 
big-time vision, met. 

With support from Democratic State Senator Elaine 
Szymoniak, Republican John Ruan obtained the 
commitment of the Democratic controlled State 
Legislature to form a public-private partnership to rescue 
Norman Borlaug’s Prize, as well as his vision for it to one 
day be seen as the “Nobel Prize for Food and Agriculture.” 
The rest, as they say, is history, that I endeavored to capture 
with a series of plaques in the Ruan Laureate Room in the 

Hall of Laureates and a statue of him in the Janis and John 
Ruan III Garden.

It is worth noting that both Borlaug and Ruan would 
receive the Iowa Medal, the state’s highest citizen honor, 
as would I. In addition, in one of the proudest moments 
of his life, John Ruan Sr. was awarded an honorary degree 
by Iowa State University, an institution he had generously 
supported even though he was never a graduate. Both 
Borlaug and I also have honorary degrees from Iowa State 
as well.

John Ruan Sr. tended to stay close to home. He was not 
an international traveler, although he took pride in moving 
about America in his corporate jet with the Ruan name 
emblazoned on the side. One of the last things that I said 
to John, was that, 50 or 75 years from now, it will not be 
putting his money into what would be the tallest building 
in town, but rather rescuing the World Food Prize, that 
will most identify John Ruan Sr.’s legacy. 
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section seven
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   Bringing the Arts and 
Music to Confront Hunger
While I never had any artistic or musical talent, during my life I had come to appreciate the power of art, architecture 
and music in celebrating great human achievements and awe inspiring events. This may have come from attending 
High Mass in magnificent churches growing up as a Catholic. 

In endeavoring to give the World Food Prize the status of a Nobel award, I created a ceremony filled with similar 
pomp and pageantry as those religious services I had experienced. In this way, I hoped we would emulate the way the 
Nobel Prizes were presented in Stockholm and Oslo. 

At the same time, in close collaboration with Maestro Joseph Giunta, I commissioned the composing of a new 
symphonic piece entitled “Symphony to the Prairie Farm” by Steve Heitzeg, with the world premiere of the first 
movement taking place at the World Food Prize Laureate Award Ceremony in 2001, at the Greater Des Moines Civic 
Center. It was a triumphant moment in terms of recognizing Dr. Borlaug.

Among the array of internationally acclaimed musical artists that I brought to Des Moines to perform during our 
Laureate Award Ceremony were: Ray Charles; Leslie Odom Jr. (from the cast of Hamilton); the Tokyo String Quartet, 
the finest chamber ensemble in the world; and artists from abroad representing the home countries of our Laureates. 
Including pop singers from Ethiopia and Israel, dancers from India, a traditional string instrument soloist from 
Bangladesh and the West African Idol from Nigeria.
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Symphony to the

Prairie Farm
In 2000, former 
Governor Robert D. 
Ray asked me to have 
lunch with Maestro 
Joseph Giunta, the 
conductor of the Des 
Moines Symphony 
Orchestra. I had 
not met the Maestro 
and the Governor 
thought that it 
would be good for 
us to be connected 
and for me to learn 
of an opportunity. 
Over lunch at the 
Des Moines Club, 
Maestro Giunta 
explained that he 
was hoping to find 

money to commission the creation of an original three-
part symphony, which could be focused on the story of 
Midwestern agriculture.

Sensing an opportunity to bring further attention to 
the amazing achievements of Dr. Norman Borlaug, I 
told Maestro Giunta that I would endeavor to raise the 
money with the understanding that the new symphony 
could be dedicated to Dr. Borlaug. The Maestro agreed 
and he soon identified Steve Heitzeg, an Emmy-
winning composer from St. Paul, Minnesota, (a perfect 
connection to Boralug’s attending the University of 
Minnesota) who would compose “Symphony To The 
Prairie Farm.”

Heitzeg had the first movement finished and ready to 
be played by the following October, which was the 
15th anniversary of Borlaug’s founding of the World 
Food Prize. That timing was perfect since repairs at the 
State Capitol meant that we were not able to hold our 

Laureate Award Ceremony there, so we could move it to 
the greater Des Moines Civic Center, the regular venue 
for the Des Moines Symphony. 

The 2001 Laureate Award Ceremony turned out to be a 
truly memorable evening. I had the incredible privilege 
to feature the world premiere of the symphony to a 
packed house. It was especially stirring to be present 
when, for the first time ever, this new composition 
would be heard. Later that same evening, John Ruan 
III announced his family’s $5 million pledge to the 
restoration of the Des Moines Public Library building 
as a new home for the World Food Prize and named in 
Dr. Borlaug’s honor. 

Over 2,500 people heard that new symphony for 
the first time and also saw other “gifts” presented to 
Dr. Borlaug that evening, such as the creation of the 
Norman Borlaug Lecture at Iowa State University as well 
as special recognition of 4-H program winners from the 
Iowa State Fair. These awards were named in honor of 
Dr. Borlaug and Jessie Field Shambaugh, the “Mother 
of 4-H” who first developed the after school clubs at the 
Golden Rod School in Clarinda, Iowa. Her legacy is also 
celebrated in a special artwork in the Iowa Gallery of the 
Hall of Laureates.

As a finale, I had arranged for the Symphony Orchestra 
to perform Dr. Borlaug’s favorite musical piece- “The 
Iowa Corn Song.” There was actually considerable 
resistance among my advisors and staff about playing 
“The Corn Song” rather than some more sophisticated 
piece. However, when Dr. Borlaug, standing on the 
stage as the orchestra played, led the audience in signing 
“The Corn Song”, it was a triumphant end to a magical 
evening. 

As we walked out of the Civic Center, one of the 
producers said to me, “I learned a lesson tonight. I will 
never doubt Ken Quinn again.” 
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Ray Charles
I am especially pleased to have engaged significant artists to perform at out Laureate Award Ceremony. How many of 
these internationally renowned artists ended up at the World Food Prize, which has a very limited budget, are unique 
stories in and of themselves.

For example, in 2002, a friend from my days on Governor Ray’s staff, Ed Stanek, was directing the state lottery. Ray 
Charles “owed him a song,” as a result of a contract they had for the singer to make TV commercials promoting 
Powerball. 

Recalling an action I had taken 20 years earlier to bring a special honor to him Mr. Stanek invited me to his office 
and told me that he wanted me to have that song. As a result, Ray Charles appeared on the stage of C.Y. Stephens 
Auditorium in Ames and sang “America the Beautiful” in honor of Norman Borlaug and John Ruan Sr. before a 
packed house of over 2,500 guests. It was a huge event during those days when not many people in Iowa were aware 
of the World Food Prize.

When someone asked me why I didn’t have Ray Charles sing another song, I replied that “a second song would have 
cost several hundred thousand dollars.” 
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The Brazilian Twins

A particularly touching story took place in 2006. While listening to an Iowa Public Radio program, I heard about twin 
19-year-old Brazilians whose mother had made them take violin lessons in order to avoid being caught up in the gang 
violence that was so prevalent in the poor, urban favela in which they lived. Overcoming significant difficulty, visas 
were obtained and the two young men were introduced at the State Capitol to perform during the ceremony at which 
we honored our first ever Brazilian World Food Prize Laureates. At the conclusion of the ceremony, the President of 
the University of Northern Iowa rushed up to offer them a four-year full scholarship to attend his institution.

Now 13 years later, they are still in central Iowa performing at a variety of events as the Brazilian 2wins. It was with 
great personal pleasure that I introduced them to play at my final Laureate Award Ceremony in October 2019. 



101WWW.WORLDFOODPRIZE.ORG

Tokyo String Quartet
The Tokyo String Quartet, at the time considered the primere chamber music ensemble in the world, came to Des 
Moines to perform in 2011 as a special gesture by Mr. Yohei Sasakawa and the Nippon Foundation. Ryoich Sasakawa 
had first brought Norman Borlaug to Africa in 1986 and Dr. Borlaug had led the Sasakawa Africa initiative until his 
death in 2009. As a result in 2010, I presented our World Food Prize Norman Borlaug Medallion to his son Yohei 
Sasakawa in a special ceremony in Tokyo.

The Tokyo String Quartet, with their historic Stradivarius instruments, performed at our Laureate Award Ceremony 
in the State Capitol and at a special free public concert I organized at the Temple for Performing Arts that same week. 
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Iowa Corn Song
As I was riding through Oslo with Dr. Borlaug at the 
100th anniversary of the Nobel Peace Prize, he explained 
to me the story behind why the “Iowa Corn Song” was 
his favorite musical piece. The one-room school he 
attended from grades K-8 was known as “New Oregon 
Township Number Eight.” It attracted students from 
two very disparate communities: Saude, the township in 
which the Borlaug family farm was situated, and which 
was populated by families of Norwegian ancestry who 
were Lutherans; and Czech (Bohemian) Catholics from 
the town of Spillville, which was where Anton Dvořák 
spent a summer and was inspired to write his “New 
World Symphony.” 

In the 1920s, those ethnic and religious differences were 
extremely significant, and made people wary of each other. 
Borlaug explained that every morning the teacher had all 
the students stand and sing the “Iowa Corn Song,” which 
was about the one thing they had in common - being from 
Iowa. Borlaug said that through this experience, students 
from each settlement learned that the others were not so 
bad and that they could get along together. 

Borlaug’s message during his life reflected his belief that 
promoting agriculture and confronting hunger could 
likewise bring people together across great differences. 
In fact, reflecting that connection, I arranged for the 
“Iowa Corn Song” to be sung at his Congressional Gold 
Medal ceremony in the Rotunda of the U.S. Capitol, 
his memorial service at Texas A&M University in 2009, 
and at the unveiling of his statue in the U.S. Capitol on 
March 25, 2014, the exact 100th anniversary of his birth. 

The ceremony for the unveiling of his statue in Statuary 
Hall was a particularly poignant moment for me as 
Governor Terry Branstad had appointed me as Chair of 
the Borlaug Statue Committee. In that capacity I chose 
two Iowa artists to perform the “Iowa Corn Song.” One 
was the internationally acclaimed Opera Star, Simon Estes, 
whose powerful voice reverberated across and around the 
circular Hall. The other performer was Dr. Anne Michael 
Langguth, a retinal surgeon from Iowa City who, while a 
sophomore in high school in Iowa City, had served as a 
World Food Prize Borlaug-Ruan Intern in China. With a 
passion for the violin equal to her devotion to medicine, 
she filled the U.S. Capitol with her string version of the 
“Iowa Corn Song.” 

It is worth noting that the one-room schoolhouse Borlaug 
attended still exists and was moved to the Borlaug family 
farm where it is preserved today, along with the house and 
other buildings in which he spent his youth. Dr. Borlaug 
also had one point on which he insisted when singing 
the song: you had to pronounce Iowa as “Ioway,” the way 
in which the state was often pronounced when he was 
growing up. 

One final note: when I retired from the U.S. State 
Department and was leaving my post as U.S. Ambassador 
to Cambodia, we had a ceremony at my residence. I had 
obtained the music and words to the “Iowa Corn Song,” 
so that I was serenaded by my Cambodian employees 
performing the song that was a favorite of mine as well, 
even before I met Dr. Borlaug. 
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Mosaics in the 
Ruan Laureate Room

The stunning mosaics in the Ruan Laureates Room of the Hall of Laureates depict the first World Food Prize Laureate, 
M.S. Swaminathan of India and the first woman Laureate, Evangelina Villegas of Mexico. They also represent the 
creative inspiration of a Japanese female artist--Kinuko Craft--one of several diverse painters and sculptors whom I 
engaged to transform the Hall of Laureates. 

I commissioned Littleton Alston, an African-American sculptor from Omaha, to create an array of busts of prominent 
Iowans, including Governor Robert Ray, Professor George Washington Carver, John Chrystal and the longtime Des 
Moines City Librarian Elaine Estes.

Female artists I engaged included JD Hansen, who fashioned a compelling stone sculpture of the first farmer in human 
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history--a woman; Mary Kline Misol who tells the story of Mahatma Gandhi and George Washington Carver; and 
Rose Frantzen whose painting of a Cambodian woman so powerfully tells the story of the Iowa SHARES campaign 
to aid the victims of the Khmer Rouge genocide, the rescue of desperate Vietnamese Boat People refugees seeking 
freedom and welcoming the Tai Dam people of Laos whose culture Governor Ray kept intact in Iowa.  

The most prominent artwork in the building, one that I personally designed, the 20-foot-tall stained glass window, is 
arguably also the most diverse. Inspired by a statue by Danish immigrant artist Christian Petersen, the original design 
of the window was created by a Russian college intern on my staff, Anya Kosterina. The German firm Franz Mayer was 
next contracted to produce the window. At their studio in Munich, Afghani artist Fazl Maqsoodi oversaw the design, 
while his wife, Mahbuba oversaw the actual painting of the glass. 
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I. Norman E. Borlaug Hall of Laureates

II. The Borlaug Ballroom

III. The Ruan Laureates Room

IV. Stained Glass Window and Glove

V. Mezzanine Level

VI. Iowa Gallery

VII. Agricultural Timeline

VIII. LEED Platinum
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section eight
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The Norman E. Borlaug 
Hall of Laureates

No other aspect of my 20 years of leading the World Food 
Prize brought so many opportunities for exceptional 
involvement of the arts in honoring great achievements 
in human agriculture and confronting hunger. 

When John Ruan III told me of his vision for the 
former Des Moines Public Library building to serve as 
the headquarters of the World Food Prize, I was initially 
skeptical. After all, I had only a one-person staff and we 
fit quite well into the two-room office we occupied in the 
Ruan office building. Once I saw the inside of the Library 
building, however, I immediately saw what an inspired 
vision it was. John announced a $5 million Ruan family 
contribution to start the project in 2001. 

One of the great opportunities of my life would be to 
oversee, guide and direct the plans for telling the dozens 
and dozens of stories that comprise the 10,000-year 

history of human agriculture. In all, I commissioned 
about $4 million in public art and educational exhibits 
that fill the Dr. Norman E. Borlaug Hall of Laureates, 
to tell five stories: 1) How Norman Borlaug “has saved 
more lives than anyone who has ever lived; 2) That the 
World Food Prize has become the “Nobel Prize for Food 
and Agriculture; 3)  How John Ruan rescued the World 
Food Prize when it was about to go out of existence and 
transplanted it in Iowa; 4) That Iowa has a remarkable 
array of humanitarian and agricultural heroes; and 5) To 
trace the 10,000 year history of human agriculture.

From the crop sculptures that dominate the central 
rotunda to the 20-foot-tall Christian Petersen inspired 
stained glass window, the entryway to the building is a 
powerful testament to the great achievements during 
the 10,000 year history of human agriculture and food 
production. 
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The Borlaug 
Ballroom

On the first floor, the former stacks area has been converted into the Norman Borlaug Ballroom, with tapestries 
walking the visitor through the main segments of Borlaug’s upbringing and career: Iowa, Mexico, India and 
Pakistan and Africa. In the center of the room is Borlaug’s portrait surrounded by his three most important 
medals: the Nobel Peace Prize, Presidential Medal of Freedom and the Congressional Gold Medal. 

The Ruan Laureates Room
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The Borlaug 
Ballroom

Across the Rotunda, the former reading room has been 
transformed into the Ruan Laureates Room. It contains 
the Laureate Alcove with depictions of the 49 persons who 
to date have been named World Food Prize Laureates, 
and thus are members of the “All Star Team of the 
Single Greatest Period of Food Production and Hunger 
Reduction in Human History.”

The Ruan Lounge has portraits of both John Ruan Sr. and 
John Ruan III, as well as a series of plaques walking visitors 
through the main events in the history of the World Food 
Prize from its founding in 1986 as the General Foods 
World Food Prize, through its rescue by John Ruan Sr. 
and move to Iowa and finally the creation of the Youth 
Institute In 1994.

In the center of the Ruan Laureates Room is a plaque 
denoting the fact that Chinese Vice President Xi Jinping 
delivered the keynote address at the U.S.-China High 
Level Agricultural Symposium on February 16, 2012. On 
that same day, U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack 
and Chinese Minister of Agriculture Han Changfu signed 
the U.S.-China Strategic Cooperation in Agriculture 
Agreement in that same 

In the squinches of the Ruan Laureates Room are the 
names of 21 persons who have played a special role 
throughout the development of human agriculture. 
From Biblical figures like the prophet Isaiah, to the Incan 
Emperor Pachacuti, to the 20th century Russian plant 
scientist Vavilov, each has a unique story that I believed 
made them worthy of inclusion. 

The Garden Level of the building has a carefully restored 
WPA mural from the 1930s, as well as a set of modern 
educational exhibits. A unique feature of the building is 
that it has achieved LEED Platinum status, the highest 
possible certification of energy efficiency and resource 
conservation. This level of certification is almost unheard 
of in 19th century designed buildings that are on the 
National Register of Historic Places. 

I am especially proud that our Vice President Mashal 
Husain and I served as construction managers for the 
entire project, bringing it in on schedule for a grand 
opening on October 16, 2011 as we celebrated the 25th 
anniversary of the World Food Prize. Most importantly 
we were on budget at the $29.8 million construction cost, 
with a $7 million surplus. 

The Ruan Laureates Room
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The idea for the 20-foot-high stained glass window that dominates 
the grand staircase in the Hall of Laureates came to me as I was going 
through the Brunnier Art Museum at Iowa State University. There, 
I came upon an image of a stone sculpture on the campus that had 
been created by the Danish immigrant artist Christian Petersen. It 
depicted two women and a boy in classical times making cheese. 

The figures were so appealing that, having obtained permission from 
Iowa State President Gregory Geoffrey and Brunnier Art Museum 
Director Lynette Pohlman, I turned to a young Russian woman 
named Anya Kostryna, who was a college intern on our World Food 
Prize staff, to draw images of the sculpture into a computer, but 
changing some of the elements to create a family bringing in the 
wheat harvest. 

Working through our art advisor from Genssler in Chicago, we 
sent the image to the Franz Mayer Studio in Munich, which has 

been creating stained glass windows since 1847. There an Afghani artist named Faisal Maqsoodi actually painted 
the window, which then went through the industrial process of being baked into the glass. My wife Le Son and our 
daughter Kelly joined me in visiting the studio in May of 2009 as the window was being produced. 
I was given the privilege of inscribing a message which would be hidden in the design. It read “For Norm, From Ken. 
May 26, 2009.” That date happened to be my birthday, and so my present was to dedicate the window in honor of 
Dr. Borlaug, who passed away just three months later. 

Sitting on the steps watching the window be installed was an unforgettable experience as I saw the idea that had 
occurred to me as I wandered through the art gallery in Ames become a magnificent reality. As someone who had 
trouble coloring inside the lines, I never would have imagined fostering such an incredible, artistic creation. 

Another feature in the Hall of Laureates that involved a stained glass creation is the globe in the Ruan Laureates Room 
on which are marked the 12 locations where human agriculture originated. From the fertile crescent in the Middle 
East, to the oldest known farm fields in Ireland, to American Indian crops in the eastern United States, observers can 
learn about the evolution of agriculture over the first several thousand years of human cultivation. 

As with the stained glass window, a college-age George Washington Carver intern from Drake University named Cara 
Pratt was directly involved in designing the globe, which was then fabricated in California. 

Stained Glass 
Window and Globe
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On the Mezzanine Level of the Hall of Laureates, The Iowa Gallery, now named in my honor, is filled with paintings 
and artwork telling the story of Iowa’s great agricultural and humanitarian heritage. Across from it is the permanent 
exhibition of striking photographs by Howard Buffett entitled 40 Chances. 

The Founders Boardroom has a massive conference table with portraits of key individuals in the establishment of the 
World Food Prize lining the wall. The centerpiece of the room is a collage of photos by Jim Heemstra of some of the 
most prominent speakers in the Borlaug Dialogue International Symposium.

Opposite the Boardroom is the office of the President which has a dramatic wall assemblage of photographs of many 
of the performers who have been featured at the Laureate Award Ceremony at the State Capitol and other venues, 
including Ray Charles, John Denver and Leslie Odom Jr. 

Mezzanine Level
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IOWA
Gallery
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The Iowa Gallery, which to my surprise was renamed in my 
honor in 2019, is located in what was the art gallery of the 
original Des Moines Public Library and Cultural Center 
when that building was first opened in 1903. The architects 
who were leading our $36 million restoration of the building 
suggested the space be converted to another purpose, but 
given its central location I vetoed that idea. The Gallery has a 
renewed life as a space which features paintings and artworks 
by Iowa artists capturing great moments and stories from 
Iowa’s agricultural and humanitarian heritage. 

When I returned to Iowa in 1999, I was stunned to discover 
that many of these stories seemed to be evaporating, much 
like small towns on the prairie. I believed that one way of 
ensuring that these important pieces of history would not 
be lost forever was to memorialize them in works of art. I 
therefore began giving commissions to Iowa artists to tell 
the stories of George Washington Carver’s relationship with 
Mahatma Gandhi, Soviet Premier Krushchev’s visit to the 
Garst farm in 1959, the Yamanashi Hog Lift, Governor 
Robert D. Ray’s efforts on behalf of refugees and the visit to 
Iowa of Chinese President Xi Jinping and his father. 

At the far end of the gallery is a huge portrait of five of the 
most prominent members of Iowa’s pantheon of agricultural 
and humanitarian heroes. Composed by Gary Kelly of Cedar 
Falls, it depicts Herbert Hoover, Henry A. Wallace, George 
Washington Carver and Jessie Field Shambaugh all seated on 
Norman Borlaug’s front porch of his boyhood home outside 
Cresco, Iowa, while Norm is off to the side having welcomed 
them to his home. 

If you stand a considerable distance from the painting, it 
appears that a white bird magically emerges from it. An 
optical illusion but one that seems a meaningful part of the 
theme of the entire room--Peace Through Agriculture. I refer 
to it as the White Bird of Peace. 
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The Agricultural Timeline

As a political scientist with a PhD in International Relations, I had little background in the history and development of 
human agriculture. However, I felt strongly that we should incorporate such a story into the educational exhibits that we 
were creating as part of our transformation of the Des Moines Public Library building into the Norman Borlaug Hall of 
Laureates. 

Assuming that such an outline would be easily found at the bookstore at Iowa State University under a title like “History 
of Agriculture for Dummies,” which could guide me in creating such a timeline, I was surprised to find out that no such 
book was for sale, and then stunned to learn that there was no course on the subject at Iowa State or any land-grant 
institution. Several members of my staff and I, with valuable assistance from Professor Rattan Lal of The Ohio State 
University, set out to create a timeline of human agriculture from approximately 10,000 years ago into the 21st Century. 

Essentially, it was an intellectual endeavor to identify approximately 35 events, developments and breakthrough scientific 
discoveries that advanced human understanding of food production. Just like the World Food Prize itself, the interest was 
in identifying ways that food production was increased, food quality enhanced and food availability spread. 

What resulted was a fascinating display 29 feet long that starts with the first seed planted by the first farmer, almost 
certainly a woman in the Fertile Crescent, through distribution of seeds and knowledge by ship and by road through great 
empires, up to the Green Revolution of the 20th century and the prospect of the 21st century scientific achievements of 
biotechnology and gene editing. 

A vital part of the timeline exhibit is how it tracks the growth of human population which leads to the single greatest 
challenge in human history: “Will we be able to sustainably and nutritiously feed the 9-10 billion people who will be on 
our planet by 2046 when Iowa celebrates its bi-centennial?”
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LEED Platinum
One of the unexpected but extremely meaningful achievements that came out of our restoration of the Des Moines 
Public Library building was the awarding of LEED Platinum certification, the highest level of energy efficiency in new 
buildings or the refurbishment of older ones.

The many energy-saving aspects needed to attain LEED Platinum, while readily possible in new buildings, is extremely 
difficult in 19th century-designed buildings and ones that are on the National Register of Historic Places. In fact, 
there are only a handful of such 19th century LEED Platinum restorations anywhere in America. 

While architects and advisors were very cautious about whether our getting to LEED Platinum would even be possible, 
my Vice President Mashal Husain and I became determined to make our best efforts to get there, especially given the 
importance of sustainability in both agriculture and natural resources in the 21st century.

We met regularly with the architects and general contractor each week in an effort to identify even more innovations 
that could help us get to the top. We installed the highest quality solar panels on the roof of the building, buried 102 
geothermal wells in the garden and installed an 8,000 gallon reservoir under the newly restored main entrance to catch 
the rainwater runoff, which we use to flush toilets and irrigate the garden. 

There was one moment in the process where it seemed that it was uncertain whether we could make it to LEED 
Platinum. A significant financial commitment had to be made. Sitting in my office with my 24 year old Special 
Assistant Maura Walsh, I told her I wasn’t sure if we should take that next step. She simply told me to think about the 
environment. The next day I told Marshal Linn, our contractor, that we were going ahead. 

At the end of the project when we received the final certification of having attained LEED Platinum; it was an 
extraordinarily satisfying moment. Despite all the doubts, we had persevered with Borlaug-like determination and 
attained our goal. 
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Return On Investment

When asked to summarize the impact that the World Food Prize has upon the state of Iowa and its home community 
of Greater Des Moines, the following seem to be the most relevant facts and figures in conveying the important part this 
Foundation plays. Stated in terms of “return on investment,” the most significant statistics are:

• Since being relocated to Iowa, the World Food Prize Foundation has contributed over $100 million 
into the Iowa economy, with the overwhelming majority of that total coming between 2000 and 2019; 

• The World Food Prize brings more CEOs and senior executives of leading food and agribusiness companies to 
Iowa than any other organization; and  

• Through its youth education programs, the World Food Prize has encouraged several thousand Iowa high school 
students to pursue college majors and careers in agricultural science and STEM-related areas. Over $300,000 in 
scholarships have been awarded by Iowa State University to students who have participated in the World Food 
Prize Iowa Youth Institute, Global Youth Institute and Borlaug-Ruan International Youth Internship programs. 

The Dr. Norman E. Borlaug Hall of Laureates is now a significant tourist attraction, generating over 20,000 visitors a 
year. Managed spectacularly by Nicole Barreca, our Director of Communication and Events, the Hall of Laureates also 
serves as a conference center and event space, which attracts national and international meetings as well as weddings and 
receptions throughout the year. When the Hall first opened Rachael Wilson managed events in the building. My son was 
married in the Hall in 2012.  

 The Laureate Society, directed by my long time colleague and friend Nicky Schissel has more than 40 volunteer Docents, 
who regularly give tours through the Hall of Laureates, telling the stories of Dr. Borlaug’s legacy and other great heroes 
and events. The Docents are the invaluable heart of the building.
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Coming from a 32-year career in diplomacy, I never would have imagined that I would receive awards and recognitions related 
to food and agriculture. However, during my two decades at the World Food Prize, I was surprised and very pleased to have 
been honored by a number of ag-related organizations, often with their highest award. I was honored to receive the American 
Farm Bureau Distinguished Service to Agriculture Award, the Crop Science Society of America Presidential Award and the AFA 
Leadership in Agriculture Award. 

A particularly fond memory was walking onto the stage at the National FFA Convention to accept the Distinguished Service 
Citation for the exceptional effectiveness of our World Food Prize Youth Education programs. I reflected on how remarkable 
it was that the largest youth and agriculture organization in the world, with over 40,000 participants in the audience, were 
presenting its highest recognition to our foundation which had only 10 employees. 

I have been humbled to receive awards internationally including the Indian Council of Food and Agriculture Global Leadership 
Award and the M.S. Swaminathan Award for Environmental Protection, both presented in India. 

I was deeply touched to be named a White House Champion of Change, to be presented the George Washington Carver 
Distinguished Service Award and to have the late Iowa Governor Robert D. Ray, as one of his final acts before passing away, 
designate me to receive the Iowa Shares Humanitarian Award. It was an exceptional privilege to deliver the commencement 
address at Iowa State University in 2008 at which time I received an honorary degree. Other institutions awarding me honorary 
degrees include: Grand View University, William Penn University, Simpson College and my own alma mater Loras College. 

Two awards particularly stand out. On May 30, 2014, I became only the 23rd person in Iowa history to receive the Iowa 
Medal, the state’s highest civilian honor, joining such illustrious Iowans as President Herbert Hoover, Vice President Henry A. 
Wallace, Carrie Chapman Catt, Norman Borlaug and John Ruan, Sr. I took particular pride in the fact that with Dr. Borlaug 
and Mr. Ruan, the three leaders of the World Food Prize have been awarded the Iowa Medal. I do not believe there is any other 
organization in Iowa’s history that could make such a claim. 

In 2018, I was surprised when the Aegis Trust of England announced that it was presenting me the Steven Krulis Distinguished 
Service to Humanity Award for my role in confronting genocide in Cambodia during my diplomatic career. This was only the 
second time in history that the award was being presented. In 2019, I traveled to Kigali, Rwanda for a visit to the National 
Genocide Memorial, which the Aegis Trust established, and then to London where the award was presented in the House of 
Lords. 

While the award was related to my service in Vietnam in 1970 during the war, in 2009 I was presented the U.S. Army Air Medal 
for being the only civilian to participate in and command combat helicopter operations while a Foreign Service Officer.

Awards and Recognitions
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A Last Word...

Leading the World Food Prize and endeavoring to fulfill 
the vision of Norman Borlaug and John Ruan has been 
an extraordinary privilege, one that I never could have 
imagined when I arrived back in Des Moines from 
Cambodia in 1999. What at first seemed an impossible 
quest—to have the World Food Prize come to be seen as 
the “Nobel Prize for Food and Agriculture”—has over the 
last 20 years become a dream come true. 

For the past two decades, I have felt that I was the luckiest 
person in Iowa; with the support of four governors and 
the bipartisan leadership of the State Legislature, the 
generosity of our numerous donors, the wise counsel of our 
Council of Advisors, the inspiration of our World Food 
Prize Laureates, and the incredibly dedicated efforts of my 
amazing World Food Prize staff, as well as the dozens of 
interns and docents who make all of our programs and this 
building so compelling, we have achieved far more than 
anyone would have imagined possible. 
  
Together, we have brought more international agri-business 
CEOs to our state, turned the Laureate Award Ceremony 
at the State Capitol into the “Oscars of Agriculture,” made 
the Borlaug Dialogue International Symposium into the 
“premier conference in the world on Global Agriculture,” 
built our Global Youth Institute and International 

Internships into the “crown jewel” of the Iowa High 
School experience, and transformed the Hall of Laureates 
into a stunning architectural treasure and symbol of energy 
efficiency honoring Norman Borlaug’s achievements. 

With all of these accomplishments in mind, I announced 
on March 25 that I would be retiring as President of the 
World Food Prize in January, 2020.

In doing so, I want to especially convey my thanks to three 
individuals: first to John Ruan III, who convinced me 
to return home to Iowa and gave me one of the greatest 
opportunities of my life and then provided unending 
support to my vision throughout my tenure; second, to my 
incredible partner of the last 12 years, our Vice President 
Mashal Husain, without whose unending loyalty, selfless 
dedication and wise counsel, I could not have achieved all 
that I did, and without whose critical involvement, the Hall 
of Laureates would not be the treasure that it is; and, finally, 
my wife Le Son and our three children Davin, Shandon 
and Kelly who have been my endless source of inspiration 
and endlessly supportive in all of my assignments for the 
last 45 years.  

The individuals who have served on the World Food Prize 
staff over the past twenty years have my most heartfelt 
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A Last Word...
appreciation for all that they did to contribute to our 
common endeavor to carry the legacies of Norman Borlaug 
forward, beginning with Jan Douglas who was my only 
employee when I first came aboard in 1999. Judith Pim 
and Lisa Fleming will always have a special place as the 
first two persons I hired and my invaluable partners in 
beginning to build our programs. So too does Ed Redfern, 
with whom I had previously served in the Governor’s office 
came back  each October. 

My deepest thanks go to the long-suffering young women 
who put in exceptionally long hours serving as Special 
Assistant to the President, including Martha Pope, Maura 
Walsh, Crystal Harris, Abby Johnson, Megan DeSart and 
Meghan Walters. Crystal Harris, who served the longest in 
that position, has my additional great appreciation for her 
invaluable role working closely with me on the Norman 
Borlaug Statue project, and then as the Director of the 
Iowa Hunger Summit and finally leading our Borlaug-
Ruan International Internship program. She was replaced 
in that latter position by Ellen Franzenburg, a former B-R 
Intern, who also replaced Judith Pim as the Director of 
Secretariat Operations. 

Megan Forgrave, our Director of Communications also 
contributed directly to publicizing the Borlaug Statue as 
spokesperson for the Committee. She guided me through 
our most difficult challenge when we were criticized for 
(appropriately) presenting our Prize to the pioneers of 
biotechnology. 

Jayson White was our first Communications Director. He 
was succeeded by Justin Cremer and then Megan. Each in 
turn added significantly to our expanding public relations 
capabilities and worked closely with me in producing 
pieces to publicize the accomplishments of our Laureates 
and write the script for our Laureate Award Ceremony. 

I am particularly indebted to Nicole Barreca who has been 
our longest serving Director of Communications, and the 
individual who has shaped the effort to preserve my legacy 
through her design of my archive and website. In addition 
she managed the production of the magnificent Norman 
Borlaug Statue book, which will be a historic state treasure. 
Nicole and I worked together on numerous Laureate 
videos, the 30th Anniversary commemorative volume, and 
this President’s Report summing up my 20 years at the 
World Food Prize. When combined with her management 
of the Hall of Laureates and the events that take place there, 
her contributions have been even more exceptional.

Will Hamilton, Carmen Angel, Hannah Wiles, Geoffrey 
Purcell, Adam Kiesel, Tiffany Nelson, Alli Jones and Sophia 
Walker have combined to create my personal archive, the 
bibliography and website where my 52 years in foreign 
affairs are recorded. They have my gratitude as well as that 
of my children and grandchildren for ensuring my exploits 
and accomplishments will be recalled. 

To have worked with Norman Borlaug for 10 years was one 
of the most unexpected (but fulfilling) experiences of my 
life. When we first met in 1999,  Norm was understandably 
wary about what a fancy-pants diplomat and city kid from 
Dubuque would do leading his Foundation, I pledged to 
him my unending efforts to carry forward his vision. 

In September 2009, when I visited Norm for the last time 
in Dallas, just a few days before his death, I sat by his side 
holding his hand as he lapsed in and out of consciousness. 
Norm opened his eyes and, squeezing my hand, said to me, 
“Ken, I am so grateful...” and then his voice trailed off. Those 
were the last words Norm ever spoke to me. Norm, it is I who 
am saying how grateful I am to you—for the unparalleled 
opportunity you gave me to be part of your historic journey 
and to carry forward your legacy far into the future by leading 
the World Food Prize for the last 20 years. 
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