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Adair County 4-H Alumni Speak Out

Emily Ford Balvanz

Education:  2000 O-M High School graduate.


       2004 Iowa State University gradate  
                     Major: Horticulture  Minor: Design

Career: Work at Acres Group Professional Landscaping & Snow Removal in Chicagoland, IL.  Acres Group is the #1 largest independent landscaping company in Illinois and the 5th largest snow removal provider in the nation.  Five years after graduation, I am still employed here and have worked my way up to a Sr. Account Representative and currently manage 10 sales reps to help our team meet our sales and customer service goals each month.  It proves to be very challenging, yet rewarding, and I sincerely give much credit to my experiences with my local and county 4-H clubs. 

Family:  I had classes for 3 years at Iowa State with a fellow hort classmate named Seth Balvanz.  We both got jobs at Acres Group after graduation and soon began dating in early 2005.  Both being from Iowa (he from Marion) and Cyclones fans, we had a lot in common...4-H included!  I'm thrilled to say we were recently married on August 8, 2009.  (Fellow 4-H'er and Orient-Macksburg classmate Beth Lilly Gregory stood up in my wedding with me!)  Seth and I hope to start a family soon, and someday we'd love to return to Iowa to raise our family!

Favorite Part of 4-H: It is REALLY hard to nail down what my favorite part of 4-H was...I think I owe my current success and most prominent memories to the total experience...with my local Union-Zion club, County 4-H Council, Area Council (SWIFT), and my year on State Council.  These combined experiences helped prepare me for my interview and trip to National 4-H Congress in Atlanta.  I really learned through my 4-H experience that the more you put into it, the more you get out of it!  If I was forced to narrow all my memories down to one favorite, it would have to be my junior year on County Council.  I got to know members from all of Adair County's local clubs, and that summer at the County Fair we had an organized water balloon fight.  Because we all knew each other well, the waterfight was pretty large and soon spread across the whole fair grounds.  In fact, it didn't stop that day:  I think we were all in danger of a stray water balloon flying through the air for the rest of that County Fair!
Life Skills Gained:  Hands down, my personal development was most improved through my 4-H experiences.  I grew up as a shy, quiet girl, and County 4-H Council truly brought me out of my shell.  I gained self-confidence and soon realized that each person has something different and very valuable to bring to the table in any group.  I had never realized that I had great ideas that could motivate a group of peers, and the teamwork and synergy we experienced on County Council still motivates me today with my sales team at Acres Group.  Again, how much you put into something is exactly what you get out of it!
Advice to 4-H'ers: Ah, to be a 4-H'er again.  Treasure the time you have in 4-H.  Never use the excuse:  "I will wait to do that next year in 4-H...there is always next year."  Get into it!  Never think you are too young or too inexperienced to contribute at any group level of 4-H.  4-H and Extension programs are here for us to learn, grow, and experience.  As I moved away from Iowa, it has been VERY eye-opening at how many youth and young adults have never heard of 4-H or had the opportunity to be involved in some youth organization.  As a result, many of these young adults are still struggling to obtain scholarships, internships, and jobs.  The experiences you gain now through 4-H will be with you for a lifetime.  Don't hold back!
