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Returning 4-H’ers a Bright Spot in SW Iowa Economy

One of the bright spots in rural southwest Iowa’s current economic outlook is the impact Iowa’s largest youth organization, 4-H, is having in stopping the “brain drain.” According to 4-H staff and volunteers across the region, a large number of former 4-H’ers are returning to southwest Iowa following college graduation to pursue careers close to home.

The new ISU Extension Region 18, which includes Adair, Adams, Cass, Clarke, Decatur, Madison, Ringgold, Taylor and Union counties, has the highest percentage of youth enrolled in local 4-H clubs of any region in the state. 

Adair County Extension Exectutive Director Deb Hall says one of the biggest factors helping bring former 4-H’ers back home is the connection to community nurtured through 4-H. That working connection, she says, often helps young people see career opportunities that might otherwise be overlooked.

Hall and her staff focus heavily on developing leadership skills. An important part of that, as the organization’s pledge states, is using head, heart, health and hands in community service.
In 2007, four former Adair County 4-H’ers served simultaneously in top student leadership positions while attending Iowa State University in Ames.  Matt Rohrig, a 2002 graduate of Orient-Macksburg High School, served as president of the Animal Science Block and Bridle Club, while Michael Cooley, Grant Nelson and Greg Lilly headed student groups related to public service in agriculture, agronomy and campus 4-H, respectively. Today, following graduation, all four young people make their homes in Adair County as they pursue professional careers.
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Also in 2007, Adair-Casey graduate, Matt Wedemeyer, brought a business administration degree from Southwestern Community College back home to join his family’s farming and real estate businesses near Casey.  Scarcely a year later he put some of the leadership skills gained through 4-H into practice, becoming the youngest person ever elected to the Adair County Board of Supervisors.
“One of the best things about 4-H was how it taught you to see the potential in things,” said Wedemeyer.  “Whether it was with your projects, some community event or just helping another 4-H’er, you looked for opportunities and then figured out ways to get it done.” 
“That’s kind of the attitude he brings to the board,” said fellow supervisor, Steve Shelley, of Stuart – himself a former 4-H’er.  “He wants to see the county grow and prosper and is willing to cooperate to make that happen.  He’s been a good addition and it would be nice to see more people his age involved in local government.” 
Former Adams County 4-H’er, Jason Wetzel, echoes Hall‘s comments about connection to community.  “I had a lot of terrific mentors during my 4-H career who not only made me feel welcome but also instilled in me the attitude that I could make a difference,” Wetzel said.  “Those were big  factors influencing my decision to come back to southwest Iowa to pursue a career.” Wetzel, a Northwest Missouri State University graduate, teaches social studies and is head wrestling coach at Corning High School.
Another Northwest Missouri State alum, Becky Hays, says that 4-H experiences and college training were instrumental in the start-up recently of two new businesses for her Ringgold County family. Becky is owner/manager of UltraInsights, a cattle genetics tracking company, founded in 2002, while husband, Craig, oversees operation of Hays Beef Development Center, which opened last year.
UltraInsights utilizes sophisticated computer software and the Internet to analyze and deliver ultrasound carcass data to customers throughout the Midwest and Canada. Last year the Diagonal firm was recognized by the Iowa Farm Bureau as one of five finalists for its Renew Rural Iowa Entrepreneur of the Year award.
“Growing up on my parents’ (Jim and Ann Werner) farm and working in 4-H made me aware of many of the challenges facing the cattle industry today,” Hays said. “College can open your eyes to new solutions and, sometimes, if you’re willing to take a chance, opportunities come along.”   
Bob Gunzenhauser of rural Humeston thinks enough of life in the “slow” lane that he’s willing to endure a 150-mile daily commute to enjoy it. Gunzenhauser, a Decatur County native, had swine, small engine, welding, electronics and photography projects while a member of the LeRoy Merrymakers 4-H club. After graduating from Mormon Trail High School, he attended Iowa State University, receiving undergraduate degrees in agricultural systems technology and ag education, followed by a Masters of Business Administration degree in 2003.

Since then, he has worked in various fields ranging from industrial technology to full-time farming, small business owner—and writer. In 2005, he won an essay contest sponsored by Wallaces Farmer Magazine and Bayer Crop Science describing his experiences as a beginning farmer. Since then he has authored a regular column for the magazine called “Getting Started” which, alternately, extols the virtues and the shortcomings of modern-day agriculture and rural life.
Gunzenhauser’s lengthy commute to Johnston, Iowa where he is a field mapping applications manager for Pioneer Hi-Bred International, might seem daunting to some. For Gunzenhauser and his wife, Jackie, however, it’s just part of their real dream, which is to raise their family of three children in a caring, rural setting.  “My wife was a 4-H’er, too, in northeast Iowa,” Gunzenhauser said. “We like the community, the school, our proximity to family and friends, and the opportunity for our kids to enjoy some of the same experiences we had growing up.  With a few concessions to time and distance, we can access virtually everything here that we could in the city. But, living in the city, I’m not sure we could duplicate the lifestyle we enjoy here in southern Iowa.”  

For Cass County residents, Stacie and Eric Euken, returning to family and community was an easy choice.  Stacie graduated from Atlantic High School and Eric from C & M, but the two actually became friends through 4-H.  Following graduation from ISU and marriage, he brought his animal science degree back home to the farm. Her ag education degree landed a job with PigChamp, a firm offering computerized health, management and data collection services to swine producers worldwide. Much of her time is spent working from a “virtual” office in their home southeast of Atlantic, but, she also logs many travel miles visiting trade shows, seminars and customers.

It’s a job offering plenty of variety, Stacie says, but she adds that overcoming the digital divide has been a key element to making it all work. “Without reliable, high-speed Internet service, it wouldn’t be possible.  We have access to two, good Internet providers, in case one goes down.  But, fortunately,” she says,  “we’ve had relatively few problems.”

One misconception that continues to persist is that 4-H is just for farm kids. Loretta Harvey, of Creston, didn’t grow up on a farm but says 4-H was a big part of her youth in Union County. “I guess you’d have to say it was a great character builder through citizenship and service projects,” Harvey commented. “4-H taught you responsibility, but it did so in a fun and caring way. You learned that success was usually tied to effort, but you also knew that help was always there if you needed it.”
Again, it was connection to community and family that eventually lured Harvey home after a taste of life in the corporate world. Following a business degree from Iowa State University and several years working for agribusiness giants, American Cyanamid and Archer-Daniels-Midland (ADM), Harvey had a change of heart.  “For a kid straight out of college, those were great jobs and the pay was good,” Harvey commented, “But, after a while, I got the feeling something was missing. For me it was the personal contact with friends and neighbors. Ultimately I decided those were the people I wanted to work with on a professional as well as personal level.” 
In 1999, she said farewell to the corporate life, went back to school for a law degree from Creighton University and, in 2002, returned to Union County to join her father’s law firm in Creston. “For me it was the right decision,” Harvey said, “and yes, I think some of my 4-H experiences were a part of that.”
Though no formal system is in place to keep tabs on the number of 4-H’ers returning home to pursue careers, Hall is among those who say the numbers appear to be increasing. “News spreads quickly these days on Facebook and Twitter and that’s probably some of the best advertising we could have.” “In many instances, these are some of our best and brightest young people. So, when they return home, we want it to be a good experience—and then tell as many people as possible!”
For more comments from former 4-H’ers who’ve returned home to southwest Iowa to pursue careers, visit Iowa State University Extension’s video website: http://video.extension.iastate.edu/2010/01/22/region-18-4-hers-return-to-rural-iowa/ .
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