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Introduction/Need for Research

According to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO, 2009), the year 2050 is projected to host one of the world’s most unprecedented occurrences: a population of over nine billion people. An increase in population this large will impose many implications affecting individuals spanning from local to national communities. One of these implications involves the growing trend of the urban sector of the country (FAO, 2009). Along with an increase in urbanization, additional factors such as food security and climate change have been brought to the attention of industry professionals (FAO, 2009). Perhaps one of the largest concerns developing in response to this global issue is the general public’s awareness of the problem (FAO, 2009). The combination of an increased trend in urbanization along with the growing population of individuals over the age of 65 will ultimately call for extension educators to adapt their methods. However, without a proper assessment for identifying the needs and perceptions of residents at the local and county level, extension educators will be unable to effectively plan and implement programs targeting and prioritizing the needs of the general public (Harder, Lamm & Strong 2009). A higher level of perceived camaraderie between extension educators and agricultural and natural resource leaders will also be helpful in boosting the overall credibility of the extension programs developed (Johnson, Lilja, & Ashby 2003). The purpose of this study was to identify the issues agricultural and natural resource leaders deem as important for the public to inform extension program planning. The objectives are to: prioritize the level of importance for specific issues influencing agriculture and natural resources, determine the level of awareness the average Florida resident has on specific issues facing agriculture and natural resources, and provide a comparison between what industry leaders deem as important issues compared to perceptions of Florida residents’ awareness.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this research was adapted from the needs resolution process developed by Harder et al. (2009). Boyle’s (1981) work supports the purpose of this study as he describes needs as the gaps between what exists and what is desired. As a result, the purpose of a needs assessment is to identify and prioritize these gaps to create high quality programs (Harder et al., 2009). This model for the needs resolution process begins with a disequilibrium requiring a needs assessment (Harder et al., 2009). The direct response from the individual perspective is to either act and resolve the issue, or provide no action by continuing in disequilibrium. In the same way, the needs assessment will either cause an organization to act by increasing efficiency, synergy, and morale; or not act: leaving the employees to become disenfranchised with the needs assessment process (Harder et al., 2009). 

Methodology

A descriptive survey was developed and reviewed by a panel of experts. The survey instrument was administered separately to two leadership groups of alumni from the University of Florida: Agriculture Leadership Training Group (ALT) and Natural Resources Leadership Training Group (NRLT). The number of usable responses from this study included 105 responses from ALT members and 77 responses from NRLT members. Response rates obtained from these two groups were 50% and 35%, respectively. Respondents were compared to the population and significant differences did not exist. The first part of the instrument presented the respondents with specific agricultural issues requesting they use a five-point Likert Scale to rate the importance of each issue (1 - Not Important, 5 - Extremely Important). The second part requested the respondents rank their perception of the general public’s awareness of the same issues using a similar five-point Likert Scale (1 - Completely Unaware, 5 - Extremely Aware). The data was analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences version 22. Averages were calculated for each issue and chi squared tests were used to identify significant differences.

Results
The results from the data revealed the respondents’ perception of the public’s awareness on specific issues was low overall (Table 1). In other words, the public was on average between somewhat aware and aware of the specific issues. The issues of greatest importance were water quality, water supply, and food safety. The issues the public was perceived to be most aware of were immigration, water quality, and climate change. Overall, the most significant differences between the leaders’ perception of importance and perception of public awareness were in workforce preparedness, food safety, climate change, and endangered species (Table 1). 

Table 1

Importance versus public awareness of issues
	Issue
	Leaders’ Perception of Importance

M (SD)
	Leaders’ Perception of Public Awareness

M (SD)
	χ2

	Workforce Preparedness
	3.43 (0.93)
	1.77 (0.737)
	29.645*

	Food Safety
	4.17 (0.99)
	2.48 (0.916)
	23.599*

	Climate Change
	3.46 (1.26)
	2.60 (0.826)
	20.861

	Endangered Species
	3.24 (1.10)
	2.45 (0.829)
	20.184

	Water Supply
	4.59 (0.67)
	2.48 (0.978
	18.992

	Animal Welfare
	2.99 (1.04)
	
2.25 (0.893)

	18.175

	Immigration
	3.86 (0.97)
	2.76 (1.055)
	16.694

	Habitat/Ecosystem Preservation
	3.64 (1.03)
	2.45 (0.822)
	16.334

	Renewable Energy
	3.44 (1.02)
	2.34 (0.827)
	14.945

	Urban/Rural Interface
	3.41 (0.96)
	1.74 (0.732)
	12.072

	Imports/Exports
	3.59 (0.91)
	1.78 (0.742)
	10.405

	Food Security
	4.02 (1.01)
	1.87 (0.862)
	6.387

	Invasive Species
	3.89 (0.93)
	1.82 (0.757)
	6.711

	Pest/Disease Control
	4.06 (0.87)
	1.86 (0.778)
	5.700

	Water Quality
	4.45 (0.72)
	2.62 (0.938)
	4.515


Note: *p < .05.
Conclusions/ Implications/ Recommendations/ Impact on Profession

The data identified gaps referenced by Boyle (1981) between what is needed in extension programming and what exists in terms of level of issue importance versus perceived public awareness of that issue. The FAO’s (2009) prediction about a gap in urban/rural interface was supported by the data (Table 1). The top four issues showing significant issues in Table 1 could be viewed as interworking parts encompassed in the subject of urban/rural interface (Libby & Dicks, 2002). A recommendation made from this data to beneficially impact the extension profession would be to create educational material for the public on urban/rural interface tying together concepts from the agricultural and natural resource sustainability perspective including these identified topics. Developing material targeted at increasing public awareness of urban/rural interface could assist in increasing understanding of the unprecedented population in 2050. Research could then explore the effect of the educational materials on public knowledge.
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