
COLLEGE OF AGRICULTURE, FOOD 
& ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENCES

ISSUE 5   SPRING 2018

CONNECT

LEARN

LEAD

Embracing 
Automation

Cal Poly is leading the effort in  
revolutionizing agricultural production.  

Page 6



SPRING 2018

4

9

14
Dean’s Office 
805-756-2161
Communications Team
Haley Marconett
hmarcone@calpoly.edu 
805-756-2933
AnnMarie Cornejo
ancornej@calpoly.edu 
805-756-2427

Publication Designer
IE Design + Communications, 
Hermosa Beach, California

Printer
Lithographix, 
Los Angeles, California

Staff Photographer 
Darby Toth

cafes.calpoly.edu

Stay Connected on:

CULTIVATE is published for alumni and friends by the College 
of Agriculture, Food and Environmental Sciences (CAFES).

A NOTE FROM THE DEAN

We live in a new reality, where the production of food, fiber and fuel, and 
the health and well-being of people, animals and the environment,  
present difficult challenges and exciting opportunities. This reality requires 
us to constantly innovate through technology, creativity and complex 
problem solving. We believe there is no better place to do this than at  
Cal Poly, and no better way than through our Learn by Doing philosophy.

We at the College of Agriculture, Food and Environmental Sciences are 
ready to lead. We are integrating our faculty and departments to share 
insights, methods and expertise. We are developing new state-of-the-art  
labs and instructional facilities. We are actively recruiting faculty with  
expertise to address automation, water sustainability, data analytics,  
artificial intelligence and entrepreneurism, in addition to fundamental 
areas including soil health, experience management, animal behavior  
and many others. And, we are partnering with industry to train the  
most qualified, career-ready students, in exchange for access to their 
knowledge, their guidance, and their investment.

But we need your help. In the past, 90 percent of our financial support came 
from the state of California. Today that level of support has decreased to 40 
percent. We’ve had to make up the difference through steadily increasing tu-
ition, but that model is not sustainable if we hope to build for the future – our 
future, yours and ours. It will take all of us rolling up our sleeves and getting 
to work together – students, faculty, alumni, industry and supporters. You. Us.

This is reality: Our future requires your participation. 

Bring your expertise and connections, contribute to our strategy and 
vision, invest in training tomorrow’s leaders in agriculture and land, food 
production and food safety, and the health and well-being of people and 
our environment. Fuel the economy in California and beyond. Join us 
today to help Cal Poly shape a new reality – a better world for all of us.

Warmest regards,

Andrew J. Thulin | Dean

A New Reality
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NEWS & NOTES 

Paul F. Burkner (Agricultural Engineering, ’64), known for his innovations and 
inventions in the field of custom agricultural machinery, was named the 2017  
College of Agriculture, Food and Environmental Sciences Honored Alumnus. 

Burkner, who earned a master’s in agricultural engineering from the University 
of Hawaii at Honolulu in 1966, started his career as an applied mechanization 
researcher for the U.S. Department of Agriculture in 1966 and co-founded Ag 
Industrial Manufacturing Inc. (AIM) in 1979. He developed a new concept for a 
grape harvester in 1980 that is still in use today and has continued to develop 
countless harvesters and machinery for a diverse group of crops and various 
agricultural needs. 

The owner of several patents, Burkner is one of only 15 members of the American 
Society of Agricultural and Biological Engineers to be named to its 2009 class of 
fellows. Also in 2009, he was inducted into the San Joaquin County Agricultural  
Hall of Fame. He is an active member of both the Wine and Viticulture and the 
BioResource and Agricultural Engineering Department advisory committees and 
makes a point to hire several Cal Poly students to intern at AIM each year, where  
he has a direct hand in their training. 

“Paul Burkner epitomizes what Cal Poly is all about,” Dean Andrew Thulin said. 
“His passion for the industry and his compassion for our students, college and 
faculty make him an invaluable mentor and champion of the Learn by Doing 
philosophy here at Cal Poly.”

 

Honored Alumnus

Swanton Pacific  
Ranch Director 
Named an  
Environmental Hero 
Brian Dietterick, the director of  
Cal Poly’s Swanton Pacific Ranch, 
was recognized by the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Adminis-
tration (NOAA), a scientific agency 
within the U.S. Department of 
Commerce, as an environmental 
steward for his efforts to strengthen 
and diversify the recovery efforts for 
the Central California Coast (CCC) 
coho salmon. Swanton Pacific Ranch, 
in Santa Cruz County, is home to the 
southern-most existing population 
of coho salmon. In the last decade, 
Dietterick and Cal Poly students 
have collected and shared data in 
support of the CCC coho salmon 
federal recovery plan and provided 
additional areas of critical support. 
As written in NOAA’s biennial report 
to Congress, “Dr. Dietterick is a  
dedicated leader at the front line of 
CCC coho salmon conservation who 
connects his colleagues, staff and 
graduate and undergraduate stu-
dents with unparalleled opportunities 
for CCC coho salmon conservation, 
education, and habitat restoration  
in the name of species recovery.” 

CALENDAR OF UPCOMING EVENTS 

MARCH 27-30 Cal Conclave 

APRIL 12-14 Open House 

APRIL 13-14 78th annual Poly Royal Rodeo 

APRIL 14 Cal Poly Beer and Wine Garden, 2:30 to 5 p.m. 

MAY 4 Center for Wine and Viticulture Groundbreaking

JUNE 2 Performance Horse Sale

JUNE 16  Spring Commencement 

From L to R: Cal Poly President Jeffrey D. Armstrong, Monica Burkner, Paul 
Burkner, Dean Andrew Thulin, and Cal Poly Alumni Association President Rik Floyd. 

http://CAFES.CALPOLY.EDU
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NEWS & NOTES 

Grand 
Opening 
The grand opening of the Oppenheimer Family Equine 
Center, a 60,000-square-foot covered riding area, foaling 
barn, stallion barn and hay barn at the northern end of 
Cal Poly’s campus, will be celebrated the first weekend  
of June with a ribbon-cutting ceremony.

The project was funded by the $20 million donation 
made to the College of Agriculture, Food and  
Environmental Sciences from longtime Cal Poly  
supporters Peter and Mary Beth Oppenheimer.  
Students from across campus will benefit from the  
equine center. A second riding arena, an Animal Health 
Center and an Agriculture Event Center, all funded  
in some part by the Oppenheimers’ donation, are also  
in various stages of planning.

The ceremony will coincide with Cal Poly’s annual Quarter 
Horse Enterprise auction, to be held June 2 in the new 
Oppenheimer Family Equine Center. The Quarter Horse 
Enterprise program is comprised of students  selected to 
start, prepare and prime Cal Poly bred horses. The colts 
and fillies are trained entirely by students and are geared 
towards performance, general pleasure riding, and ranch 
work. At the end of each spring quarter a live auction is 
held to showcase student progress and achievements. 
For more information, visit www.ranchhorse.calpoly.edu.

From L to R: Cal Poly  
agricultural education 
lecturer Sherri Freeman;
freshman agricultural 
communication major  
Alexa Pinter; Central 
Valley Congressman  
Jeff Denham, a Cal Poly  
alumnus; events man-
ager Donna Packard; 
agricultural science  
sophomore Tess  
Johnston; and U.S.  
Secretary of Agriculture 
Sonny Perdue at the  
College of Agriculture, 
Food and Environmental  
Sciences booth at  
World Ag Expo in  
Tulare, California. 

The Cal Poly Wine and 
Viticulture Department 
hosted a reception  
for alumni and friends 
at the Unified Wine  
and Grape Symposium 
in Sacramento on  
Jan. 24. The annual 
two-day trade show 
provides students  
with networking  
opportunities and 
insight into the latest 
industry developments.   
From L to R: Brian  
Franzia, Jolene Lohr, 
Jerry Lohr and  
Chester Murphy.

S

http://www.ranchhorse.calpoly.edu
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STUDENT FEATURE

S
Steward  
of Nature

Merging my  

connection with 

the natural world, 

I believe that my 

way to give is 

through address-

ing climate change 

as much as I can.”

Ben Christensen

Senior Ben Christensen, an environmental  
management and protection major, grew up in  
the arid New Mexican highlands, his back door 
opening to the national forest. He forged a strong 
relationship with nature in his youth, a passion that 
continues to guide him today. 

Christensen, 22, leads the Cal Poly Green Campus 
Team – a group of students who work to promote 
energy efficiency and environmental stewardship  
on campus. 

“I have always believed that I have been granted  
a huge opportunity to give to the world,” said  
Christensen. “Merging my connection with the 
natural world, I believe that my way to give is through 
addressing climate change as much as I can.”

Last fall Christensen founded a student research 
team, called the Climate Action Research Group,  
in an effort to better understand students’ attitudes 
toward climate change. The team surveyed more than 
700 students, with the goal of using the responses to 
provide a starting point to inform future research and 
conservation actions on campus. 

“Logically, it makes sense to understand the different 
aspects of how the Cal Poly student body interacts 
with climate change before we start to zero in on 
changing or more myopically examining one of 
them,” he said. The results of the survey are being 
compiled now and will be used to inform campus 
sustainability projects in the near future. 

“Climate change often feels so big that it can be easy 
to think that we personally cannot have a meaningful 
impact,” he said. “But every single day we get to do 
our small part by being conscientious, proactive, and 
supporting our beliefs with our dollars and actions.” 

In his free time, Christensen leads students on  
backpacking trips with Cal Poly’s Poly Escapes  
Program. “It is an amazing organization that  
has taught me a lot about personal growth and  

leadership,” he said. During his time at Cal Poly, he 
has led more than 25 trips throughout California. 

After Christensen graduates in the spring, he plans to 
attend graduate school before entering the industry 
of sustainability management. “I hope to learn more 
about management, the science behind climate 
change, and statistical analysis,” he said. “Longer 
term, I want to be an action-oriented environmental 
leader with the wherewithal to turn big-picture ideas 
into tangible initiatives.”

His overarching goal? To contribute as much as possible 
to achieving global carbon negativity by 2075. 

Humphries Peak, Arizona.

http://CAFES.CALPOLY.EDU
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ALUMNI FEATURE 

T
A

Lumberjack  
Superstar

Alumnus Walt Page, 34, a forestry and natural 
resources major from Tollhouse, California, pursued 
his passion for the outdoors after graduating from 
the College of Agriculture, Food and Environmental 
Sciences in 2012. Today, he works as a full-time timber 
felling contractor in the Sierra Nevada mountains. 
He’s also a lumberjack superstar. 

While at Cal Poly, Page competed on the  
Cal Poly Logging Team, quickly finding that the  
lumberjack events were something he enjoyed.  
After graduation he continued wood chopping  
at competitions throughout the U.S., eventually  
earning international recognition. Today he is a  
world class timbersports athlete. 

Page excelled at the 2016 Stihl Timbersport U.S.  
Professional Championship, where he tied for third.  
It was his fourth year competing at the national finals, 
quickly moving his way up to the top 3. He finished 
fourth in 2015, sixth in 2014 and 10th in 2013.

Page said he trains year-round for the sport, focusing 
on sharpening his wood-chopping skills during the 

summer months and weight training and cardio in the 
winter. He competes in the wood chopping and saw-
ing categories, which include the standing underhand 
chop (swinging an axe downward to cut the log you 
are standing on), springboard chops (climbing and 
chopping), power-sawing and hand-sawing events. 

While he enjoys all of the wood chopping events, the 
springboard chop event is his favorite, he said. The 
springboard chop combines the skills of chopping 
and climbing – a skillset that Page uses often in his 
forestry career. Contestants climb up to nine feet 
using springboard placements and chop through a 
12-inch-diameter log mounted on the top of a pole. 

He has competed at numerous lumberjack events,  
including competitions in Australia and Canada. 
When he is not competing, he enjoys spending  
time with his wife, Caitlin, and 3-year-old  
daughter Claire. 

Page continues to give back to Cal Poly, volunteering 
each year to help coach the Cal Poly Logging Team.  

Alumnus Walt Page 
competes before a 
packed arena during  
an international tim-
bersports competition. 
Photo courtesy of  
Stihl Inc.
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FEATURE

T
A Cut 
Above

There is always 

someone swinging 

an axe, falling off 

a log, or flinging 

themselves up a 

50-foot tree, and 

this ever-present 

excitement is  

always backed 

up by the sweet 

sound of chainsaws 

and cheering.

Kyle Rozell

The cacophony of sound as chainsaws buzz through 
trees and axes whirl through the air adds to the  
underlying hum of excitement that surrounds the  
Cal Poly Loggers.

The intercollegiate team of male and female  
students are deft in traditional forestry field skills such 
as chopping wood, climbing trees and balancing 
on rolling logs. In fact, they have a long history of 
winning. In May 2017 the team won first place at the 
78th annual Association of Western Forestry Clubs 
Logging Sports Conclave in Flagstaff, Arizona. That 
win marked the third time in the last four years that 
the Cal Poly Logging Team has taken first place. The 
club is open to all university students. 

Kyle Rozell, a senior majoring in biology, has been  
a member of the team for three years. His top events 
are the single buck and the double buck, which  
involves using a crosscut saw to cut the end off of  
an elevated log. He also competes in the under-
hand and vertical chop, where competitors use an 
axe to cut a log block in half while it is positioned 
horizontally beneath their feet. “There is always 
someone swinging an axe, falling off a log, or flinging 
themselves up a 50-foot tree, and this ever-present 
excitement is always backed up by the sweet sound 
of chainsaws and cheering,” Rozell said.

Axe throwing, pulp tossing, choker races, caber 
toss, horizontal chopping, dendrology, and traverse 
are also a part of the competition. Yet the sport is 

much more than a torrent of adrenaline. The Cal Poly 
logging team’s history dates back to the 1970s, with 
victorious wins throughout and several alumni who 
have gone on to be international timber sports  
champions. (See opposite page). 

Doug Piirto, a retired professor from Cal Poly’s 
Natural Resources Management and Environmental 
Sciences Department, helped oversee the team for 
more than 30 years. The art of managing forests and 
keeping them healthy, while achieving the objectives 
that people want for them, is a learned skill that  
students are exposed to both in the classroom and  
by participating on the logging team, he said. 

The sporting event pays homage to the past by  
highlighting the tools once used by lumberjacks  
and teaches modern-day skills used by foresters  
and arborists. Teams compete in groups of eight  
– a blend of both males and female athletes. “It takes 
some finesse to put teams together,” Piirto said. “It’s 
not just the big and brawny.”

Cal Poly will host the Association of Western Forestry Clubs Logging 
Conclave (AWFC) from March 27-30 on campus. It is the largest  
collegiate timber sports competition west of the Mississippi. As  
many as 150 competitors from 15 colleges across the nation will  
compete. For updates about the event, which is open to the public, 
visit www.facebook.com/Cal-Poly-Loggers. 

Save the Date

Cal Poly Loggers President Will 
Kraemer and team Secretary  
Kyle Rozell double bucking at  
the Bear Clave competition  
at UC Berkeley. 

http://CAFES.CALPOLY.EDU
http://www.facebook.com/Cal
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TEmbracing 
Automati n

Technology is revolutionizing farming, with  
automation playing a crucial role meeting the  
demands of feeding a growing population.  
Computer technology, data processing and  
human ingenuity will soon replace and improve  
certain aspects of human labor with machines. 

COVER STORY

The Cal Poly Strawberry Center, 
which operates in close partner-
ship with the California Strawberry 
Commission, is leading the way in 
advancing agricultural automation. 
“Automation in agriculture has be-
come a pivotal focus in the last three 
years, specifically for strawberries and 
other specialty crops that produce 
highly perishable or delicate fruits,”  
said John Lin, production automation  
manager for the California Strawberry 
Commission, which is housed at  
Cal Poly’s Strawberry Center. 

Lin said the trifecta of minimum wage 
and overtime changes and immi-
gration pressures led the California 
strawberry industry to make investing 
in automation a priority in 2017.

“Strawberry farmers have a long histo-
ry of investing in research, innovation, 
and sustainable farming practices,” 
said Rick Tomlinson, president of the 
California Strawberry Commission. 
“The commission’s partnership with 
Cal Poly to create the Strawberry 
Center demonstrates our ongoing 
commitment to innovation.”

The California Strawberry Commis-
sion, which represents more than 400 
strawberry growers, shippers and 
processors in the state, hosted the 
Strawberry Automation Summit in 
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partnership with Cal Poly in January 
– making it the first commodity- 
focused ag tech event of its kind. 
More than 160 people attended, 
including members of the industry, 
students, faculty and automation 
experts from other industries. 

More than $30 million in research 
and development was presented 
by some of the leading experts in 
strawberry production automation. 
The goal of the event was twofold: 
to inform strawberry growers of the 
available technological tools, and 
to stimulate synergies amongst de-
velopers and to help the synergies 
keep moving forward, Lin said. 

Industry representatives such as 
Dave Murray, vice president of 
Andrew & Williamson Fresh  
Produce, and Michael Christensen,  
director of Americas forecasting 
at Driscoll’s, shared the stage 
at the Strawberry Automation 
Summit with an emerging group 
of Cal Poly scholars focusing on 
strawberry production automation. 
Cal Poly professors from the  
BioResource and Agricultural 
Engineering, Computer Science, 
Electrical Engineering and  
Agribusiness departments all 
shared their research findings from 

collaboration with the Cal Poly 
Strawberry Center. Students  
also shared their involvement in 
advancing automation to improve 
facets of the industry. 

“We are embracing automation 
at Cal Poly because we know that 
it will enhance human welfare,” 
said Andrew Thulin, dean of the 
College of Agriculture, Food and 
Environmental Sciences. “This  
is not just about labor shortages 
or business efficiencies. This  
is about helping society, and  
Cal Poly is uniquely positioned  
to move automation forward.”

Improving the Industry  

Picking strawberries – which is 
still done by hand – is a physically 
taxing occupation, which can 
lead to ailments throughout the 
body. Individuals who harvest 
strawberries spend a long time 
in a stooped position, leading to 
chronic back issues. 

Jack Stobaugh, a senior majoring 
in bioresource and agricultural 
engineering, is trying to better 
understand how a person moves 
their body when picking strawber-
ries. His goals include launching 

an education program to guide 
strawberry pickers in efficiency 
without injury, and to further 
understand how controlled 
movement can lead to strawberry 
pickers sustaining momentum 
while minimizing fatigue. Stob-
augh is using automation to 
make efficiencies in longstanding 
practices used in the field. 

Stobaugh is in the process of 
establishing a partnership  
between Cal Poly’s Human  
Motion Biomechanics Lab and 
the California Strawberry Com-
mission to perform advanced 
analysis, such as force plate data, 
muscle activity, and kinematics 
using markers and cameras. He 
is currently using measurement 
sensors located along the arms, 
legs, spine and on the hips to 
monitor movement. He will travel 
to farms throughout California to 
get motion capture data from a 
wide range of workers in the field. 

“My inspiration for working on 
automation is to keep food 
affordable and be able to feed a 
growing population,” Stobaugh 
said. “Agricultural workers struggle 
in performing these difficult tasks 
and my goal is to create a healthier 

We are embracing 

automation at  

Cal Poly because 

we know that  

it will enhance  

human welfare. 

This is not just 

about labor  

shortages or busi-

ness efficiencies. 

This is about  

helping society, 

and Cal Poly  

is uniquely  

positioned to 

move automation 

forward.

Andrew Thulin

COVER STORY

http://CAFES.CALPOLY.EDU
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Q&A
COVER STORY

The Cal Poly College of Agriculture, Food and Environmental Sciences is in the early 
stages of establishing a Center for Automation to provide a collaborative space for 
experts across the university to engage directly with industry to conduct applied  
research involving both faculty and students. The center will foster an open design 
that is welcome to visiting scholars, industry partners and universities. For more 
information, contact Russ Kabaker, assistant dean of advancement and external  
relations, at 805-756-6601 or rkabaker@calpoly.edu.

The vacuum uses 
suction created  
by large axial fans 
to remove the 
Lygus bug from 
strawberry plants. 

Strawberry  

farmers have  

a long history  

of investing  

in research,  

innovation, and 

sustainable

farming practices.

Rick Tomlinson

*

environment so that workers don’t 
have to deal with chronic pain.”

Cal Poly junior Jack Wells, a  
bioresource and agricultural 
engineering major, also presented 
his work at the technology summit. 
Wells is working to improve the 
Lygus vacuum, which is used by 
more than 80 percent of strawberry 
growers to remove the invasive  
bug from strawberry plants. 

“I see automation in agriculture  
as being crucial to the long-term  
profitability of agriculture, and  
our ability to sustainably feed a 
growing population,” Wells said  
of his involvement.

Looking Forward  

Lin, who joined the Cal Poly 
Strawberry Center in September 
2016, is a bioengineer by trade 
and was the lead scientist on the 
development of a machine that 
takes the tops off of strawberries 
prior to processing. He symbol-
izes the California strawberry 
industry’s focus on improving the 
future by automation.   

California, where 88 percent of 
America’s strawberries are grown, 
is behind in automation com-
pared to other countries because 
until recently it had plentiful land, 
water and labor, Lin said. Given 
the labor-intensive nature to  
produce strawberries and  
the $2.3 billion production  
value, venture capitalists in  
the technology space are now 
looking to strawberries as a  
strategic place to invest.

“The challenge with automating 
the unstructured non-uniform 
tasks found in our industry is that 
there is a high investment required 
and the cost is not one that a single 
grower, shipper, or processor can 
handle on their own,” Lin said. 
“Growers recognize that and are 

starting to collaborate and even 
modify their own growing systems 
to accommodate new develop-
ments and methods of innovation. 
They are paving the way for  
entrepreneurs to come in and 
tackle their needs.”

In order to be successful,  
entrepreneurs will need to focus 
on one specific crop because  
agricultural automation technology 
is highly customized to specific 
end users, Lin said. Strawberries 
are the place to start. 

“The partnership between the  
Cal Poly Strawberry Center  
and the California Strawberry 
Commission coalesces both the 
efforts of the university and the 
industry to expand the resources 
available to entrepreneurs.  
Until now, it has been very  
difficult for tech experts to break 
into farming.”

Lin said the partnership  
represents a “beacon of hope” 
to agricultural technology and 
a model for other commodity 
groups to make the advances 

needed to sustain future  
demands on agriculture.

“The Cal Poly Strawberry  
Center acts as the liaison between 
the strawberry and technology 
industries,” Lin said. “We welcome 
developers to reach out and  
discover the advances needed for 
a very high-value specialty crop.”

The bigger picture is what comes 
next, Lin said. “We see this as 
technology’s gateway into other 
areas of crop production,” he said.  

The California Strawberry Commission  
and Cal Poly are committed to 
the sustainability of the California 
strawberry industry through applied 
research and education to address 
industry needs. With an original 
investment of $1 million from the 
California Strawberry Commission in 
2014, Cal Poly launched the Cal Poly 
Strawberry Center. Cal Poly and the 
California Strawberry Commission 
recently renewed their commitment, 
with the California Strawberry  
Commission pledging additional 
funding over a five-year period to 
continue to address industry needs.

mailto:rkabaker@calpoly.edu
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Q&A
Q&A

Q: Your focus is on understand-
ing sustainable groundwater use 
in the face of external pressures 
such as agricultural pumping. 
What are some of the research 
methods you use?

A: We primarily install wells and instrument 

them with water-level sensors to monitor long-

term behavior of groundwater reservoirs. To 

install wells, we use a direct-push power probe 

capable of reaching depths of 40 feet. The 

probe also allows us to collect core samples of 

the subsurface sediment, which we use to map 

subsurface strata as well as to perform laborato-

ry permeability measurements.

Q: How do natural pressures 
such as rising sea levels and 
drought impact groundwater 
sustainability?

A: Drought has a two-fold effect: on the one 

hand, it reduces surface water reserves, increas-

ing demand for groundwater, and on the other, 

it reduces groundwater recharge. The net effect 

is chronic drops in water levels and depletion of 

groundwater in storage. Sea-level rise is poised 

to exacerbate the problem of seawater intrusion, 

which could render some coastal groundwater 

reservoirs unusable. 

Q: How do you quantify  
long-term system responses  
to drought-induced stress?

A: We monitor groundwater levels and 

groundwater in storage over the long-term. 

Precipitous chronic drops in groundwater levels 

with incomplete recovery to historical levels 

during the rainy seasons, from year to year,  

are indicative of drought-induced stress.  

Storage losses are quantified from land surface 

subsidence measurements.

Q: What technological advances 
are being made that could have 
a positive impact on improving 
groundwater measurement?

A: Advances include geophysical methods for 

detailed mapping of aquifers, well instrumentation 

with water level and flow-rate sensors, coupled with 

monitoring through wireless networks, which allow 

for real-time monitoring of the state of aquifers by 

groundwater managers and research scientists.

Q: How critical is it to fully  
understand groundwater use?

A: In California groundwater accounts for 

about one-third of the water used in an average 

year. Groundwater is a limited resource, which 

if used unsustainably, is subject to undesirable 

consequences such as failed wells, deteriorated 

water, and long-term environmental damage. 

These potential consequences of overuse have 

been well articulated and enumerated in the 

Sustainable Groundwater Management Act 

(SGMA) of 2014. 

Q: How do students assist  
in your research?

A: The projects provide a lot of hands-on  

learning opportunities. Students are directly 

engaged in direct-push soil and sediment 

sampling, well installation and instrumentation, 

laboratory and field-testing, and some  

modeling. The wells installed in the agriculture 

fields at Cal Poly, Chorro Creek Ranch in San 

Luis Obispo, and Swanton Pacific Ranch in Santa 

Cruz County were all installed and instrumented 

with graduate and undergraduate student help.

Assistant Professor Bwalya 
Malama works in the Natural  
Resources Management and  
Environmental Sciences  
Department at Cal Poly. 
He does research on hydrogeology, geostatistics and  
hydrology. Prior to joining Cal Poly in 2014, Malama was  
a senior member of the technical staff at Sandia National 
Laboratories in New Mexico, where he investigated  
groundwater flow and contaminant transport related  
to geologic disposal of nuclear waste.

http://CAFES.CALPOLY.EDU
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STUDENT SUCCESS

1 
Cal Poly Makes the Final 
Four at the Young Farmers 
and Ranchers Meet

A group of six Cal Poly students  
attended the California Farm  
Bureau’s Young Farmers and Ranchers 
Meet on Dec. 4 in Anaheim. Three 
students advanced to the Elite 8 
Round: agricultural communication 
senior Haley Warner, animal science 
junior Sarah Dreyer and agricultural 
business senior Blair Brookes.  
Warner and Dreyer advanced to the 
Final Four. “They worked hard to 
prepare and represented Cal Poly 
and CAFES with poise, dignity and 
talent,” said Professor Scott Vernon, 
who advised the group. 

2 
Cal Poly Wins First Place at 
Timber Sports Competition

Cal Poly’s logging team, an inter-
collegiate team of male and female 
students involved in traditional  
forestry field skills, won first place  
at the Cal Conclave collegiate  
logging competition held Nov. 4 
at Cal Poly. Twenty-four Cal Poly 
students competed in three teams 
of eight, based on a combination of 
ability, improvement and commitment 
to the competition. Professor  
Samantha Gill is the team’s advisor. 
Events included tree climbing, power 
saw (chainsaw), single and double 
buck with cross cut saws, obstacle 
pole, choker setting and more.  
Cal Poly bioresource and agricultural 
engineering junior Will Kraemer 
emerged as the top male competitor, 
winning the title “Bull of the Woods.”

Pictured, from left to right in the 
top row: Vanessa Shevlin, Kyle 
Rozell, Ian Wilson, Will Kraemer, 
Clark Hunter and Renny Winters. In 
the bottom row, from left to right: 
Erin Delany, Professor Samantha 
Gill and Rachel Wehrman.

From L to R: Blair Brookes,  
Kaleb Roberson, Haley Warner, 
Sarah Dreyer, Tony Lopes and 
Chloe Fowler.

Definition  
of success

• degree or measure of succeeding  
• satisfactory completion of something  
• the gaining of wealth, respect or fame   
• a person or thing that succeeds 

1

2
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STUDENT SUCCESS 

3 
Dairy Judging Team Earns 
Top Honors at Southwestern 
Livestock Exposition

Cal Poly’s dairy judging team earned 
the highest team ranking at the Fort 
Worth Stock Show Dairy Judging 
contest in Texas on Jan. 14. Fourteen 
teams representing many of the top 
college dairy programs in the nation 
competed, with Cal Poly placing as 
the High Team Overall.  Cal Poly also 
placed first in reasons, first in the 
Jersey breed, second in Brown Swiss, 
and third in Holsteins. Individual team 
members also placed high, including 
sophomore Brandon Almeida, who 
received the High Individual Overall. 
Almeida placed first in Jerseys and 
was fifth in oral reasons. Senior  
Caitlin Lopes placed third in oral 
reasons and teammate Hannah Neer 
placed fourth in the same category. 

4 
Western Bonanza Junior 
Livestock Show

Cal Poly’s Western Bonanza Junior 
Livestock Show — the largest  
student-run exhibition of its  
kind in the U.S. — was held from 
Feb. 16-18, at the Paso Robles Event 
Center in Paso Robles. Western  
Bonanza began as a senior project  
in 1985 and has grown over the  
last three decades to be one of  
the largest and most successful 
student-run jackpot shows with 
more than 657 exhibitors and 4,000 
entries. This year exhibitors from 
all over the Western United States 
showed their animal in one of four 
categories: beef, swine, sheep and 
goats. A management team of 30 
Cal Poly students and more than 100 
committee members host the junior 
livestock show annually. This is the 
event’s 34th year. 

5 
2018 Ag Showcase

The Agribusiness Management and 
National Agri-Marketing Association 
Club hosted the 29th annual Ag 
Showcase Jan. 18-19. The two-day 
career fair is organized solely by  
students. More than 100 companies 
attended the event, giving students 
the opportunity to network with  
company representatives from a  
wide range of fields in the industry.  
The event serves as one of the  
largest fundraisers for the club each 
year, with proceeds invested directly 
back to students. In 2017, more  
than $20,000 in scholarships were 
awarded from the showcase’s  
past proceeds. 

From L to R: Hank 
DeVries, Nicolas Marsigli, 
Brandon Almeida, Hannah 
Neer, Caitlin Lopes,  
Alexandria Lopes,  
Jack Vander Dussen  
and coach Rich Silacci. 

3

4

5
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S
Aerial view circa  
1955-60. Beef feedlot 
in foreground, with 
Feed Mill in center  
and Hay Shed at rear. 
Following the road  
at the left was the 
Horseshoe Unit and 
Meat Lab. Photo by 
Jim Dearinger. Courtesy 
University Archives.

Rooted in Our History
BY LAURA SORVETTI  |  University Archives

Since classes began in 1903, Cal Poly’s agricultural 
facilities have played a key role in Learn by Doing. In 
the 1940s and 1950s, the addition of ranch lands and 
new agricultural operations at Cal Poly accentuated 
the growth of the agricultural programs. 

In 1948, the newest addition to the agricultural  
facilities was the Feed Mill. Located in close proximity 
to the cattle feedlot along Brizzolara Creek, the Feed 
Mill was the first of a series of buildings to fill the site 
at the entrance to Poly Canyon. The Feed Mill was 
originally intended to support the beef program, but 
specialized machinery was added to the mill so that a 
variety of rations could be provided for other campus 
livestock (eventually supporting beef, dairy, swine and 
horse operations). 

Following the construction of the Feed Mill, a hay 
shed was added with a 600-ton capacity, including a 
drag that conveyed hay to the feed mill. A meat lab 
was constructed in 1951, and in 1954 the Horseshoe-
ing Shop and classrooms were moved to the site. 

Over the next 60 years the facilities were expanded 
and updated to help prepare undergraduates in  
agriculture for future careers. The mill was a  

working laboratory that grew to meet the ever-changing 
needs of Cal Poly’s livestock operations. The feed 
produced at the mill was used by the beef, dairy, 
swine, and horse production areas. The facilities were 
the study of over 100 senior projects, instrumental in 
coursework, and provided an “earn while you learn” 
opportunity to many student employees. 

In 2006 the construction of Poly Canyon Village on 
the site of the Feed Mill required the operations be 
relocated.  The Animal Science Department used the 
move as an opportunity to improve their facilities. 
The Animal Nutrition Center, a state-of-the-art feed 
production facility opened in 2006 next to the  
Poultry Center, replacing the Feed Mill. In 2011, the  
J and G Lau Family Meat Processing Center joined  
nearby on Stenner Creek Road. The Beef Center  
and reproductive physiology program were also  
relocated to other locations on campus.

Students walking from the library (or in that general 
direction) to Poly Canyon Village may come upon 
“Feed Mill Road,” the last remnant of the past  
operations at the Feed Mill complex. 

THEN & NOW
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SStudents in the College of Agriculture, Food and Environmental 

Sciences are immersed in hands-on learning experiences that 

prepare them for industry jobs upon graduation. Because  

of lower state funding levels, the high cost of providing the 

technology and equipment needed to keep educational 

programs focused on meeting employer demands is at the 

forefront of every budget discussion, in every department. 

In 2009, 11 innovative industry leaders who recognized the 

distinct advantage of Cal Poly’s hands-on education came 

together to form the Learn by Doing Endowment. Each of 

the founding members donated $100,000 to create a fund of 

$1.1 million that is being used to this day to create matching 

endowments from other generous donors.  

Today, the endowment provides more than $32,000 in  

spendable income each year – money that is invested directly 

into learning experiences. In 2017, the funding supported 

numerous projects including:

•  A new 3D printer to expand student opportunities to learn 

additive manufacturing and efficiently design, develop  

and manufacture components that contribute to innovate 

solutions for food and agriculture;

•  A LactiCheck milk analyzer to enable students to rapidly  

analyze milk composition and learn how milk composition 

affects cheese-making; and

•  A point-of-care lipid and glucose analyzer, a  

ParvoMedics face mask, and hydration assessment kits  

for the metabolic lab for students to evaluate oxygen  

consumption and utilization in active and resting states,  

analyze the effects of exercise on macronutrients, and  

perform clinical nutrition assessments to identify risk factors 

for heart disease and diabetes.

With the available matching funds from the founding  

members, you can establish a $25,000 personal Learn by Doing 

Endowment for $12,500. The Orange County Farm Bureau did 

just that — making a $165,000 donation quickly transform into 

a $330,000 endowment for student success.

Learn by Doing  
Endowment

Orange County 
Farm Bureau  
Invests in the  
Future of  
Agriculture  
at Cal Poly
The Orange County Farm Bureau donated 
$165,000 to the College of Agriculture, 
Food and Environmental Sciences in  
April 2017 to create a $330,000 Learn 
by Doing Endowment. Income from the 
endowment will be used to directly fund 
student learning needs in perpetuity. 

Mark Lopez, president of the Orange 
County Farm Bureau, said the donated 
money came from the bureau’s profits 
from overseeing eight year-round  
farmers markets in the Orange County 
area — which enables the bureau to  
continue to support agriculture in the  
face of encroaching urban growth. 

“The board wanted to invest directly  
back into the future of farming,” said 
Lopez, who grows strawberries and  
green beans under the Orange County 
Land Management Company.

The bureau also made scholarship  
donations to the agriculture programs  
at Cal Poly Pomona and Mt. San  
Antonio College. 

“The bottom line is that this is for our 
future,” Lopez said. “College students 
studying agriculture today will guarantee 
that there is food for all of us to eat in 
the future as the population swells and 
land disappears. There is no reason why 
anyone should be hungry in our country 
— and these students are going to make 
sure of it.”

To learn more, contact 
Russ Kabaker, assistant 
dean of advancement 
and external relations, 
at 805-756-6601 or  
rkabaker@calpoly.edu.  
To see a list of the 
Learn by Doing Endow-
ment founders, visit 
cafes.calpoly.edu/ 
support-learn-doing.

NEWS & NOTES

http://CAFES.CALPOLY.EDU
mailto:rkabaker@calpoly.edu
http://cafes.calpoly.edu/support-learn-doing
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FACULTY NEWS

Professor Named One of  
the World’s Most Impactful  
Scientific Researchers

The head of Cal Poly’s Natural Resources 

Management and Environmental Sciences 

Department in the College of Agriculture, 

Food and Environmental Sciences was 

named to the 2017 list of Highly Cited 

Researchers. Professor Gregory Brown was 

included on the annual list produced by 

Clarivate Analytics, which recognizes the 

most frequently cited researchers span-

ning the globe in 21 fields of the sciences 

and social sciences, representing leading 

researchers whose papers have supported, 

influenced, inspired and challenged others. 

Brown is the first Cal Poly professor to be 

named to the list and the only professor 

from the California State University system 

to be included. “I am honored to be named 

to the list recognizing some of the most 

forward-thinking scientists in the field,” he 

said. “Cal Poly is known for its high-quality  

undergraduate education across all 

disciplines. This international recognition 

confirms the university’s increasing impact in 

applied research and scholarship as well.” 

Brown joined Cal Poly’s Natural Resources 

Management and Environmental Sciences 

Department in 2016, after serving academic 

leadership positions at the University of 

Queensland, Central Washington University, 

University of South Australia, Alaska Pacific 

University, and Green Mountain College  

in Vermont.

Brown’s current research is focused on 

methods to enhance and expand public 

involvement in land use planning and 

management by integrating social spatial 

information using “Public Participation 

Geographic Information Systems” (PPGIS). 

These methods allow people to identify 

important places and preferences for  

acceptable land uses that will improve  

their quality of life.

Faculty are immersed in 
current research relevant 
to industry demands
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FACULTY NEWS

Healthy Soils Grant to Fund Research at Local Wineries 

Cristina Lazcano, assistant professor in the Natural Resources Management and 

Environmental Sciences Department teaching soil ecology, was awarded a $206,771 

grant from the California Department of Food and Agriculture to study the effects 

of compost application and no-till methods on soil carbon and greenhouse gas 

emissions relevant to the production of wine grapes on the Central Coast. 

The grant is part of California’s Healthy Soils Initiative, which seeks to promote the 

development of healthy soils. Cal Poly’s Center for Sustainability, the Horticulture 

and Crop Science Department, the Natural Resources Management and  

Environmental Sciences Department and the Wine and Viticulture Department  

are all collaborating on the research, which will take place at two vineyards in  

Paso Robles over a three-year period. 

“The wine industry wants to better understand soil management practices and  

the impacts on the environment,” Lazcano said. “Industry representatives came  

to us with this request and we found a way to help them.”

Lazcano said that two graduate students will help oversee the research and  

undergraduates will also be given the opportunity to assist. Soil measurements will 

begin early this year and that data will be processed at year’s end. Lazcano and her 

Cal Poly partners will hold seminars and various field days to share the results once 

they are available. “Outreach and dissemination of information we obtain is  

a higher priority,” Lazcano said. 

Food Safety of Packaged Foods  
to Be Studied

Food Science Associate Professor Amanda Lathrop 

was awarded a $360,000 grant by the Center for 

Produce Safety to study the effects of storage  

conditions on fresh-cut salad ingredients. 

Recent outbreaks and recalls of produce due 

to Listeria monocytogenes contamination have 

increased the need to better understand the factors 

that contribute to its growth.

Lathrop and a cross-disciplinary team from Cal Poly, 

including Professor Jay Singh and Associate Professor 

Koushik Saha from the industrial technology  

and packaging program in the Orfalea College of 

Business, and Professor Christopher Kitts  from the  

Cal Poly Center for Applications in Biotechnology in 

the College of Science and Mathematics will study 

the effects of storage conditions and the natural 

microbiome of nontraditional fresh-cut salad  

ingredients on Listeria growth. 

Consumer demand for “superfoods” and the need 

to create sustainable products by using more of 

the whole plant in new salad blends to reduce food 

waste continues to increase. New ingredients now 

being widely marketed in prepared salads, such as 

beet greens, kale, Brussels sprouts and shredded 

broccoli stalk, have not been as broadly studied as 

other fresh-cut salad ingredients for conditions that 

may cause Listeria growth. 

The research project will determine if, and under 

what conditions, the bacteria that causes Listeriosis  

will grow on non-traditional salad ingredients. 

Several graduate and undergraduate students  

will be involved in the research. A postdoctoral 

researcher will also assist in managing the project. 

“Cal Poly prides itself on incorporating students 

into research that is directly applicable to industry 

needs,” Lathrop said. “There is clearly a void as far 

as the industry goes in understanding how Listeria 

behaves in these environments and our research 

will help provide a scientific basis for the decisions 

being made by producers.”

Kitts, director of Cal Poly’s Center for Applications 

in Biotechnology, will help oversee the collection  

of DNA needed to analyze the bacterial growth. 

“Students will get a look into how the presence 

of specific microbes in an environment can affect 

other microbes and is elected by environmental 

conditions,” Kitts said. “These are difficult concepts 

to understand without direct involvement in the 

process of answering questions; that is: doing  

the research.”

http://CAFES.CALPOLY.EDU
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PHOTO ESSAY

Students in the Food Science and Nutrition  
Department have been making jam on campus 
for more than 40 years. The successful student-led 
commercial enterprise produces more than 15,000 
jars annually. The Olallieberry Spreadable Fruit 
that students are shown packaging in the photos 
is one of the most popular products produced by 
students on campus.



But this future requires 
your participation. 

WE LIVE
IN A NEW

REALITY.

TO LEARN MORE ABOUT HOW YOU CAN HELP, CALL 805-756-6235
OR EMAIL RUSS KABAKER AT RKABAKER@CALPOLY.EDU. 

Production of food, fiber and fuel, and 
the health and well-being of people, 

animals and the environment, present 
difficult challenges and exciting

opportunities. This reality requires us to
constantly innovate through technology,
creativity and complex problem solving.

There is no better place to do this
than at Cal Poly, and no better way than
through our Learn by Doing philosophy.

mailto:rkabaker@calpoly.edu
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