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Healthy Food, Healthy Lives. Challenges and Opportunities
Wayne D. Purcell

How do university administrators get their dedicated,
creative, highly motivated, and often over worked faculty
involvedinlongterm strategic planning, especidly whenitis
acrossdisciplines? University administratorsall ask this
guestion. Virginia Tech is attempting to resolve this
sometimesintricate and dwaysdifficult problem. Itispart
of amuch larger, moreimportant question: Whereshould
VirginiaTech be headed in the 21% Century to best serve
the Commonwedlth of Virginiaand beyond?

InAugust 1997, VirginiaTech administrationissued the
Implementation Plan of the Updateto the University Plan.
ThisAcademicAgenda, asitiscalled, wasinresponseto
the complex challenges that face Virginia Tech and all
ingtitutionsof higher education. Stayingintouchwiththe
variousclientdegroupsand publicsserved by theUniveraty
isan ongoing task that takestime and energy. Evenwhen
communicationisgood, questionsabout program focusand
correct emphaseswithin and acrossresearch, education,
and outreach are always present.

VirginiaTech isatop-50 research university, but its
chargeobvioudy extendsbeyond research. Theon-campus
undergraduate and graduate teaching functions and the
outreach responsibilities that extend across the
Commonwealth areimportant and complementary to the
research programs. Trying to meet self-imposed high
gandardsof excellenceindl threeareaschdlengesavailable
resources and raisesthe need for careful, forward-looking
planning. Inresponseto the administration’srequest for
long-term strategic planning to identify directionsinwhich
Virginia Tech should move in the new millennium, the

Provodt’sofficeidentified and proposed seven cross-cutting,
multidisciplinary planninginitiatives. Oneof theseinitiatives
wasthe Food, Nutrition, and Health Cross-Cutting Initiative.

Thecurrent emphasisof theFood, Nutrition, and Hedlth
Cross-Cutting Initiativeison theinteraction among these
aress, but that perspectivedid not emergeimmediately. The
18-person Committeefrom acrossthe University community
initialy discussed issuesranging fromwhich areato focus
on—food, nutrition, or health—to how to deliver quality
programsineachor dl threeareas. Early on, thissomewhat
fragmented approach wasnot surprising. VirginiaTechhas
sgnificant srengthsand visbility ineach of thethreearess.
Theimplicit question of how to combinethethreeareasand
emphasizethar interactionswasdtill initsinfancy whenthe
committeedivided into three subcommitteesto completea
“gapanalysis’ that wasto include avision statement for
each area. These vision statementswereto providethe
foundation upon which the subsequent work of the
Committeewasto grow and devel op.

Asthevision satementswere examined and analyzed,
the overlapping themesthat span thethree areasbegan to
draw atention. The Committee sthinking Started to broaden
and change. Why not propose aprogram that would build
onVirginiaTech'sstrengthsin each of thethreearess, that
wouldimprove VirginiaTech'sability to competein each,
and that would enter into new areas of multidisciplinary
investigation and development? Could VirginiaTech stress,
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in research, education, and
outreach, asynergigtic program
involving foodstuff develop-
ment designed to improve
nutrition and contribute to
better health? Could Virginia
Tech move into relatively
unexplored territory where
foodstuffsare devel oped and
processed to provide a
therapeutic component and to
hel p prevent chronic diseases?

Vision statements:
Food:

at reasonable cost.”

“To provide a safe, healthy,
environmentally friendly and securefood supply

Nutrition: “To provide a leadership role in
helping to prevent heart disease, cancer, and
stroke through research, teaching, and outreach
efforts related to development of a healthy and As
nutritious food supply and through encouraging
healthy food selection and healthy life-styles.
Health: “To provide programs and solutionsto
support healthier Virginia communities and
citizensthroughout their life span.

progressed, the collective
energy of the Committeebegan
to coalesce around programs
that contributeto better health
through theinteractionsof food,
nutrition, and hedlth.

the Committee
members realized that they
were planning something that
could be very important to
VirginiaTech, they started to

deal with some of the knotty

Theideaof beinginvolved
in promoting health by helping to prevent chronic and
debilitating diseaseswas exciting, and it was contagious.
The somewhat new orientation started to spread through
the committee. But would such aprogram focus work?
What could food that isnot only tasty but a so enhanced to
promote healthier people mean to an aging baby boomer
populationincreasingly concernedwith heglth, better nutrition,
and quality of life? Someinvestigation provided quick and
interesting insight. According to the increased budget
requestsfor the National Institutes of Health (NIH), and
thetendency for NIH to move moretoward preventionin
their policy positions, the answer appeared to be
“Everything!” And upon reflection and discussion, the
possbilitiesgrew onthecommittee. VirginiaTechisuniquely
positioned in the Commonweal th to take on research and
educational programsthat rangefrom genetic selectionin
the production process, to better health through nutrition,
toimproved life-stylesand eating behavior, to prevention of
debilitating diseases. With the growing focus on disease
prevention asaway to contributeto better health, theidea
of abroad and multidisciplinary program gained momentum.

Theexcitementintensfied asthe Committeeresearched
demographic trendsand predicted atidal wave of growth
in demand for long-term health as the baby boomer
generation movestoward retirement. Thisgeneration has
money. Thisgenerationwill want high-qudity, hedlthy life-
styles. With NIH showing clear signs of moving more
toward apreventivemodeinitsthinking, theproverbid “idea
whosetimehascome” started to take shape. Indeed, why
not envisonaVirginiaTechwithmultidisciplinary, high-tech
research and educational programs that encompass
biotechnol ogy, foodstuff devel opment, improvement of
nutrition, and disease prevention? As the discussions

issues that arose almost
immediately. Inatimewhenal universitiesare depending
more on private funding and endowments, the question
raised was, “How dowefund suchaproject?’ If thisidea
isso powerful, themembersreasoned, it would financeitself.
Inthe absenceof available Univeraty fundingtolaunchand
support thisand other initiativesthat had been proposed, a
model of employing aningtitution builder (soonto becalled
a “corporate fellow” in on-campus discussions) was
generaly seenastheright way to go. Hence, the committee
decided to ask the University for support intheform of a
person, aningtitution builder, for ashort periodto hepforge
the connectionswith the private sector, with federal and
state health-rel ated agencies, and with stateleadership for
any specid satefundedinitiatives.

The committee’s report was submitted to the
Provost prior to September 1, 1998. The committee
made essentially one, broad recommendation, which
can be paraphrased as

TheUniversity should employ an*ingtitution
builder” to create this presence on campus,
facilitate the needed partnerships and
alliances, and movethe programto the point
itwill financeitself from private and/or public
support.

The report, defining the integrated approach and
reguesting an institution builder, made the rounds of the
University hierarchy. In June of 1999, the Committee
recelved apositivereaction to thegeneral ideaandtothe
suggested procedure. Thetimehad comefor atransition
fromjust planning into joint planning and implementation.
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Through the summer and fall months of 1999
discussonscontinued. Namesof possiblecorporatefdlows
weresolicited from Committee membersand their faculty
colleagues. Potentia graduate programswere discussed.
Medtingswith officidsin Universty Devel opment prompted
preliminary discussonson how money might beraised. Early
in 2000, a series of meetings with faculty to discussthe
initiativeingenerd, and new graduate programsin particular,
wereheld. After theearly, highvisbility of thecrosscutting
initiative planning process, communication to the larger
University community waned, and somefaculty werenot
sureabout the status of theinitiativeand how it might impact
their college, their department, and their ownresearch and
educationa programs. And asisthecaseinany University
planning effort, the Committee needed to get the attention
of anawaysbusy faculty and givethem achanceto provide
input and to sharetheir thinking with the Committee.

During 2000, developmentson the University campus
have changed the environment within which the Food,
Nutrition, and Health initiative is being conceived and
discussad. Building onlong-standing strengthsininformation
technology and rapidly growing strengthsin biotechnol ogy,
the University hasmadeamajor commitment to excellence
incombining thetwointo aprogram caled Bioinformatics.
Onefocusof the Bioinformatics program isexpected to be
inthe areaof modified foodstuffswith programsranging
from superchargingtraditiona plant andanima breedingand
genetic development programs to the possibility of
geneticaly modified organismsdesigned to contributeto
nutrition and to prevent chronic diseases. The
complementary rel ationships between two programs, one
off and runningintheform of Bioinformaticsand one, the
Food, Nutrition and Healthinitiative, still onthelaunching
pad, started to be more widely recognized. This
complementarity will help both programsand providea
synergistic boost as Virginia Tech makes amajor move
forward inthefast-paced world of information technology
and biotechnology.

InMarch, theVirginiaTech administration alocated Dr.
Tom Caruso to the Initiative. Dr. Caruso manages the
Industry Program Devel opment effortson campus. The
addition of histime, energy, leadership, and insight helped
reenergize the Committee as they sought the necessary
support from thefaculty, the University administration, and

possiblefunding agencies. Meetingswith small groups of
faculty inthe Colleges of Agricultureand Life Sciences,
Human Resources and Education, Natural Resources, and
the Virginia-Maryland Regiona College of Veterinary
Medicine were conducted to broaden exposure and
encourage buy-in from the faculty. The meetings and
discussions were extended to the Director of the new
Bioinformatics program, the Deansin the four directly
involved colleges, the Provost, other University
administrators, and the new Director of University
Development. Asthese meetingswerebeing conducted, a
plan was put together regarding possiblefinancing for the
Initictive.

Bioinformatics: A combination of biotechnology
andinformeation technol ogy, dealing specifically with
the application of computational and analytical
methods to biological problems. Bioinformatics
involves the search for and use of patterns and
inherent structurein biological datasuch asgenome
sequences, and the development of new methods
for database access and queries. (More details at
http://gibas.biotech.vt.edu/whatis.html.)

In the early stages, the expectations are that initial
funding will comefromtheprivate sector, fromthe stateas
a specia initiative presented by the University, or a
combination of thetwo. Longer term, public agencieslike
NIH and privatefirmsin the healthinsuranceand thehedlth
careareaswill beinterested asvisibility and productivity
arebuilt.

Currently, private sector firmsinvolvedinbiotechnol ogy,
seed development, genetics, food production and
processing, and consumer-level foods all appear to be
interested. With thevery real possibility of private sector
support developing, contactswith privatefirms have been
established and cultivated during thelate spring and summer
monthsof 2000. A planwithtwo distinct but related phases
isbeing devel oped with the ultimate objective of having a
relatively small, private-sector Steering Committeevisit
campus on October 27. The intent of the October 27
mestingisto acquaint therepresentativeswith VirginiaTech's
strengths in the various areas on which the interactive,
multidisciplinary program can bebuilt andto seek theadvice



of the private sector representativesin fashioningaprogram
that would appeal to thebusinessworld. Thefirmsbeing
invitedto participateinthe new foodstuff devel opment range
from biotech firmswith the capability to modify geneticsto
food companiesinterested in being ableto offer foodsand
beverageswith targeted and scientifically verified attributes
necessary for improved nutrition and health.

In preparing for the session, afaculty database with
qualifications, current research and educational programs,
and extended research and educational interestsisbeing
compiled. Using thisdatabase, the Committee attracted
over 50 members of the faculty from a wide range of
colleges and departmentsto aplanning meeting that Dr.
Carusofacilitated on September 15. Thismeeting provided
the Committeewith input, perspective, and advicefroma
broad spectrum of faculty, many of whomwereinthesmall
group meetings in the spring and summer months.
Awareness and interest was broad and extended well
beyond the Committee members. Thediscussion at the
meeting was active and extensive. Drawing on the
discussionsand faculty input, presentationsfor the private
sector Steering Committee meeting set for October 27 are
being devel oped.

Contacts have been established withindividualsina
number of firms, and vistshave been madeto severd firms.
Theattendance of therepresentativessignalsawillingness
to pursue partnerships, opportunities, and allianceswith
VirginiaTech. Inaddition, al Steering Committeemembers
haveindicated awillingnesstofacilitatelater meetingswith
a much broader group of firmsthat the Steering Committee
membersthemsalveswill helptoidentify. That broader list
of firmsisexpected toformafutureconsortiumwith Virginia
Techand possibly other universities. WhentheUniversity
makestheexpected commitment tothisinitiativeby bringing
inacorporatefellow to provideleadership to help build the
alliances, form the partnerships, and establish the new
presence on campus, both the informal and formal
expressions of support from the private firms will be
important.

Inthefall of 2000, now that much of the preliminary
work has been done, enthusiasm for the Food, Nutrition
and Hedlth Cross-Cutting Initiativeishigh. After morethan
three years of work by the Committee, the new,
multidisciplinary, forward-looking presencethat Committee
membersenvisioned hasagood chance of being realized
on campus.

Many issues still need to be addressed, and many
guestionsneed to beanswered. What will thenew presence
oncampuslook like? What will the new graduate programs
now inthe process of being drafted offer? How will they
interfacewith existing programs? How will anew program
impact existing collegesand departments? What formwill
theadminigtrative structuretake? The Committee, inthelr
report, conceptualized asystem that operated withinthe
Council of Deansthat headsthefour collegesfunded by the
“229Budget.” Thesysemenvisonedwouldusetheexiging
research and extens on/outreachinfrastructuresin thosefour
colleges: the Collegesof Agricultureand Life Sciences,
Human Resources and Education, Natural Resources, and
the Virginia-Maryland Regional College of Veterinary
Medicine. But that Structureisonly arecommendation. As
the new institution emerges, other organizational,
adminidrative, and infrastructureissueswill likely need to
be addressed.

The Committeeismore hopeful than ever that anew
presencewill be devel oped ontheVirginiaTech campus—
that thisnow long-running planning processwill bear fruit.
If it does, VirginiaTech cantakeagiant step forward. The
University has the chance to be in the forefront of
development infood production and processing; of advances
innutrition; of research, and education on changing life-yles
and eating behavior; and of the development of designed
andtargeted plant and animd foodstuffsthat providesuperior
nutrition and hel p prevent chronic and debilitating diseases.
A needto ded withthemany policy issueswill surely arise.
Theseissuesarerelated to controlled foodstuff production
wherethe control mechanismwill eventualy extend to the
arenaof geneticaly modified organisms. Thenew, extended
programs of research and education could be important
contributorstotheUniversity’spublicly announced objective
of moving to thetop-30 mgor research universities.

The prospects are indeed exciting. The new
multidisciplinary program hasthe potentia to not only bring
something new totheUniversity, butit canasohelpVirginia
Tech better meet the changing needsof someof theclientele
groupsand publicsit haslong served. Inanerawith very
low commodity prices, rurd communitiesandtheir farming
contingentsacrossthe Commonwealth arestruggling with
issuesof economicviahility, quaity of life, and overdl well-
being. Thisplanned expansion of the scope of activity on
theVirginiaTech campusinto forward looking, technically



sophigticated programshasthe chanceto move Virginiainto
value-added foodstuff production and away from the
globally competitivecommodity business. Thisinnovative
program has implications, it would appear, to the farm
community and to many nonfarm clientelegroupsthat |ook
to VirginiaTechfor cutting edge research, education, and
outreach.

Planning can befun—whenit openssuch awidearray
of possibilities—and when it works. Truly, many thingsa
committee cannot do, but when acommitteeismotivated
by a common goal and comes to a common focus, the
committeestructure with itsmultiple memberscan generate
agreat ded of energy. | hopethisideacontinuesto grow,
to become even more contagiouson campus, and to demand
support smply becausel firmly believeitistheright thingto
doat thispointintimefor thisUniversity anditsfaculty.

Notices

** Pleasenotify the REAP officeif your addresschanges
or if you know of anyonewhowould liketo beadded to
ourmallinglist.

**Howtoreach us. REAPR Department of Agricultural
andApplied Economics0401, VirginiaTech, Blacksburg,
VA 24061; by phone: (540) 231-9443; by email:
reapOl@vt.edu; or on the web at http://
www.reap.vt.edu/reap

**Area Meeting: The Rura Virginia Prosperity
Commissonwill holditsfirst areamestinginlate October
inthe Staunton area. 1t will include Planning Didtricts5,
6, and 7. The second area meeting will be held in
November in the South Boston areaand will include
Planning Districts 11, 12, 13, and 14. Input from local
citizensin welcomed and encouraged. Watch you local
newspaper for details. Vistthe Commission’swebsite
at http://mwww.rvpc.vt.edu.

**\/igt thewebstefor al seven Cross-Cutting Initiatives:
http:/Amwww.unirel vt.edu/cci




Horizons

Virginia Polytechnic Institute
and State University
Department of Agricultural and
Applied Economics 0401
Blacksburg, VA 24061

Temp--Return Service Requested

A
e

Printed on recycled paper

VT/001/1000/3.85M/211608

Non-Profit Org.
U.S. Postage
PAID
Blacksburg, VA 24060
Permit No. 28




