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The Future of Animal Agriculture: [State] 4-H Livestock Ambassador Program

Need for Innovation

Current budget shortfalls have placed increased stress on 4-H program faculty and staff to develop an effective volunteer force.  A reduction of county extension agents with primary 4-H responsibilities has generated more work for the remaining agents to manage diverse county 4-H programs.  The previous has illuminated the critical need for highly trained volunteers to assist county extension agents with the time consuming livestock project.
 
The 4-H Livestock Ambassador Program was created to equip youth with the knowledge and skills to become and serve as ambassadors for animal agriculture through Extension Service and the state 4-H Program. The program is designed for motivated youth desiring to enhance their knowledge of livestock and agriculture, as well as sharing their gained knowledge with others. Rusk and Machtmes (2002) reported that 78% of the youth participating in a similar program in Indiana were motivated to share the information learned with others in their community. 

How it works/methodology
Selection
The program uses a criterion-based method to select the students that who applied to be in the program. The criteria are: senior aged (14-18) 4-H youth that have exhibited a superior level of ambition regarding their livestock project participation, students with a profound interest in animal science, provide an exceptional grade point average, students who exhibit advanced leadership qualities and willingness to help others and applicants must have the approval of their respective County Extension Agent.

Livestock Ambassador Short Course
The 4-H Livestock Ambassador Short Course is an in-depth learning experience for the youth who are selected to represent the agricultural industry in the state. The training takes place on the campuses of the major universities with a college of agriculture and life sciences.  The students apply to one of the two host universities. During this three-day training, more than 20 hours of rigorous instruction by university faculty, Extension Specialists, and County Extension Agents cover topics such as college level animal science principles, leadership, career development and animal agriculture advocacy. For a young person to become a 4-H Livestock Ambassador they must complete and pass a 150 question final exam at the conclusion of the short course.

Serving as a 4-H Livestock Ambassador
Upon completion of the short course the active 4-H Livestock Ambassadors are required to commit at least 30 hours of service annually, in most cases the service goes back to assisting novice 4-H families with their livestock projects and education. Ambassador’s conduct and assist with educational livestock project clinics, conduct home project visits, speak to civic groups, assist with livestock shows, speak at agricultural awareness days and advocate for the livestock and agriculture industry. An ambassador reports monthly to an on-line reporting system their accomplishments and highlights from their experiences. Ambassadors with superior performance are selected to participate in an annual trip to the State Capitol to visit with members of the House of Representatives and Senate regarding the importance of the agriculture and animal industry in the state. This visit also includes an opportunity for roundtable discussions with agriculture industry leaders. If the students have completed the required 30 hours of service in a year, they will remain a 4-H Livestock Ambassador until high school graduation. However, the requirement of 30 hours of service annually is in place to remain an Ambassador.

Results to date/Implications

Since the inception of the 4-H Livestock Ambassador Program it has been extensively evaluated. In the past two years, 68 of the 71 youth have completed the year long process and officially been recognized as 4-H Livestock Ambassadors. On average each ambassador has volunteered more than 150 contact hours over their year of service. This equates to more than 12,534 hours contributed at a value in volunteer time amount of more than $263,380. Livestock ambassadors have presented topics in agriculture advocacy, nutrition, selection, daily maintenance and care, showmanship, preparing new 4-H families for the livestock show and management of show animals during a livestock show. Additionally, the ambassadors teach livestock ethics and animal care to the novice 4-H families. These individuals have represented 4-H at interpretative events with such individuals and groups as members of the [State] House of Representatives and Senate, State Agriculture Commissioner and Deputy Commissioner, County Judges and Commissioners, Major Livestock Show Management and 4-H families. The life skills gained by these youth serving as ambassadors indicates the following: ambassadors gained a newfound ability or qualification to assist and educate novice 4-H families, identified the importance of teen/peer leaders being incorporated into livestock project education, better understanding of career aspirations, transformed from student to a peer teacher empowered to provide leadership and acquired a more comprehensive understanding of expectations of higher education.

Future Plans

The 2011-2012 class will be trained at the 2011 Livestock Ambassador Short Courses.  Upon completion of the training 50 new 4-H Livestock Ambassadors will be deployed back to his/her respective communities.  The program seeks to continue to build relationships with the major livestock shows, local, county, state and national elected officials. The program will also be promoted for implementation in states with a similar youth livestock program.

Cost of the Program

 Below is the requested budget for supporting the fifty (50) new members of the 2011-2012 [State] 4-H Livestock Ambassador Program.  Each participant is required to pay a $75 fee for participating in the 4-H Livestock Ambassador Program. (50 youth @ $75each) $3750.Total funds needed for the 2011-2012 Livestock Ambassador Program: $12,850. The project is currently funded by [State] Extension and [State] Junior Livestock Association.
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