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Catherine Swoboda'’s

early interaction with
legendary Nobel Peace

ST .
LSO e re &

ﬂi?’@;m \;__.__ Prize winner Norman

T — () . Borlaug inspired a

career influencing the
world’s food policies.

atherine Swoboda once ran into

Dr. Norman Borlaug, the late

Nobel Peace Prize winner who

was credited with saving a bil-

lion lives through disease-resis-
1ant wheat, at his birthday party.

It was March 2005 at the State Capitol,
and Swoboda sat at a table with other col-
lege students who had taken part in youth

programs  of
YP SPOTLIGHT the World Food
Prize, the Des
Moines-based
organization
that  awards
what is billed
as the Nobel
Prize of agri-
culture. Bor-
laug, then a
JOSH HAFNER covers man in his 90s
young professionals in with a passion
central lowa. Have astory  for young peo-
idea? Contact Josh at ple, asked the
515-284-8412, jhafner@ students about
dmreg.com or on Twitter  their plans for
@JoshHafner. college.
Swoboda, a
kid from Des Moines' east side who
played hockey and loved science, told
Borlaug she was going to school to study
agronomy, his field of expertise.

“L just remember he grabbed me and
said, ‘God bless you, ” recalls Swoboda,
now 28. “But that was enough inspiration
for me to be putting in the long hours I am
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Swoboda discusses the challenges and rewards
of planning World Food Prize events at
DesMoinesRegister.com

Catherine Swoboda, director of lowa and Midwest education programs at the World Food Prize, is busy planning the organization’s symposium, summit and award ceremonies this
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right now. On a day-to-day basis.”

Since her first meeting with’
Borlaug in high school, Swoboda’s
pursuit of justice through science
has taken her across continents
and back to Iowa, back to an organi-
zation she works with to connect
young people to the most pressing
issues in agriculture today.

Lately vou’ll find Swoboda
working long hours at the World
Food Prize building downtown.
She’s aprogram director and one of
justnine staff members organizing
this week’s World Food Prize
events, a slew of ceremonies set to
draw 1,300 people to Des Moines,
including the president of Iceland,
a former British Prime Minister
and a high-ranking cardinal ap-
pointed by the Pope.

In the past month or two, the
basement offices at the World Food
Prize building have looked like
those of a presidential campaign at
the height of caucus season. The
lights are almost always on. The
computers rarely turned off.
Young staffers work until 2 a.m. or
later, with occasional breaks for
takeout food or a nap beneath their
desk.

Swoboda organized the prize’s
Towa Hunger Summit this year, a
statewide gathering of Iowans ad-
dressing hunger, set for Tuesday at
the downtown Marriott. The logis-
tics of a large-scale event that
draws hundreds is demanding,
Swoboda said, but it’s rooted in bet-
tering lives and ending hunger. So
it's worth it.

“You’re exerting physically and
mentally so hard, but the sense of
community keeps you going,” she
said.

Last year, a World Food Prize
staffer was injured by a car while
walking home from work late one
night leading up to the 2012 World
Food Prize symposium. Kenneth
Quinn, a former U.S. ambassador
to Cambodia and the prize’s presi-
dent, relied on Swoboda to step up
and run the entire week’s events.
She pulled it off and the week was a
success, Quinn said, though he did
send Swoboda home to sleep once
after she worked 24 hours straight.

“It’s the kind of dedicated per-
son that she is,” Quinn said. “She
has in her Swoboda genes, from her
family, a deep heart.”

Those genes come directly from
Rod Swoboda, an agricultural writ-
er, and Eileen Swoboda, a social
worker, both of Des Moines. Their
daughter and older son, Frank,
grew up knowing their father’s
passion for land stewardship. They
knew their mother’s heart for chil-
dren in the foster care system.

“A lot of the focus on people and

social justice comes through both
of our parents together,” said
Frank Swoboda, now a teacher in
Boston’s public schools. “I think
you definitely see that connection
in her career, seeing ways science
leads to a better world.”

The Swobodas sent their daugh-
ter through Hiatt Middle School
and East High. She knew kids who
couldn’t afford school lunches,
kids who grew up without the sup-
port she had. She also knew teach-
ers at those schools, teachers like
Patrick Byrnes and Richard Safris
at Hiatt, who cared.

“Whatever support they could
provide for those students, they
wanted to do that,” Swoboda said.
“That always had a huge impact in
me.”

Those teachers also taught Swo-
boda, a kid who loved school and
the outdoors in equal measure, that
science was cool. In high school,
her government and biology teach-
ers encouraged her to apply for an
education program conducted by
the World Food Prize. In the pro-
gram Swoboda saw the melding of
her inherited interests of science
and humanitarian issues. She saw
where she could make an impact.

In time, Swoboda became the
first to complete all of the World
Food Prize’s youth programs. She
researched and presented on food
insecurity in Brazil. She then spent
a summer there researching dis-
ease resistance among soybeans.
Later, she received a World Food
Prize fellowship to intern with the
USDA.

Swoboda also pursued Borlaug’s
vision in the classroom, complet-
ing a bachelors in agronomy and a
masters in crop production and
physiology at Iowa State Univer-
sity. When the World Food Prize
came upon new funding for a youth
programming position a few years
ago, its president didn’t have to
think long for a possible candidate.

Swoboda accepted the job offer
and now runs the same programs
that once changed her life. She has
picked up other titles on the way:
Swoboda is the youngest alumni to
win ISU’s Outstanding Young
Alumni Award for her work. She’s
also the youngest member on the
Governor’s Science, Technology,
Engineering and Mathmatics Ad-
visory Council.

“We like to think of Norman Bor-
laug as the patron saint of STEM,”
Swoboda said.

Whether working long days to
shine a light on Borlaug’s legacy
this week or through education
programs the rest of the year, Swo-
boda wants to inspire young people
with the same spark her hero
placed in her.

“They want to do something,
they want to have an impact,” she
said. “I feel like it’s an easy sell.
You just have to show it to them.”
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Ballet Des Moines residents Jose Gamero and Serena Chu share a duet in last fall's triple bill.
BALLET DES MOINES/SPECIAL TO THE REGISTER
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Schubert’s “Death and the
Maiden” quartet, seven
dancers in elegant dove-
gray costumes lay flat on
their backs and then rose to-
gether, as if from a grave.
They coupled up in a series
of graceful duets, before
Death (Orza) approached
the odd maiden out (Chuy).
Her time had come, and
their pas de deux was a

. study in surrender and con-

trol, in airy lightness and
weight.

The ensemble’s all-male
and all-female unison se-
quences weren’t as precise
as they could have been on
Sunday afternoon, especial-
ly in contrast to the vigor-

work a jolt of drama.
Cong’s piece, “Within the
Bodies,” which he pre-
miered here in 2007, was
generally smoother and
warmer, as four couples
danced through four differ-
ent stages of romance in
flesh-toned costumes that
left to the imagination noth-
ing except how they might
have gotten those tan lines.
(Susan Roemer designed
the outfits, as well as the
gray ones from before.)
This dance was set to
Schubert, too (a piano and
cello recording), but it used
a broader vocabulary of
moves. In my favorite se-
quence, set to Schubert’s
sweetly melodic “Stand-
chen,” Chu grabbed Orza’s
outstretched arm and slow-
ly walked up the side of his
torso. Later they both bent

ous rhythms from the flat at the waist, locked
string quartet (Kathy Naja, arms and walked together
Kris Shay, Julie Stroud and like a sawhorse.
Curtis Barr from the Des Cong is the resident cho-
Moines Community Or- reographer at Tulsa Ballet,
chestra). and he has a knack for bal-
But the duets were love- ancing jaunty angles and
ly, and the cold spotlights fluid gracein a way that still

(Felix Campbell) gave the

looks cohesive. His danc-

ers’ limbs are willowy, then
rigid, then akimbo, like one
of those multi-armed Hindu
gods. In Sunday’s show,
Grooters and her mop-
topped partner, Amand Pu-
laj, articulated Cong’s vi-
sion especially well, gliding
from one position to the
next as naturally as the rest
of us might walk down the
street. They could have
been figure skating on a
rink.

Grooters stepped aside
for the work she choreo-
graphed herself, “Vivaldiin
Motion,” which tossed local
students in with the pros.
And to the students’ credit,
it was hard to tell much dif-
ference.

Their moves were more
traditional — and on pointe
this time — but most leaps
and twirls looked as pol-
ished as the next. With the
sparkling music (another
recording) and each new
burst of dancers in black tu-
tus, the overall effect was
like an artillery of Cham-
pagne bottles. It reminded
me of “Be Our Guest” from
“Beauty and the Beast.”

Correction

A story in Monday’s IowaLife section on the Iowa Mission of Mercy free dental clinic
should have noted that no registration is available ahead of time. Services are first-

come, first-served only.
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