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VISION Play a vital role in creating a vibrant rural economy, driven by vision, 
knowledge, technology and novel business opportunities in the agricultural sector. 

MISSION To be recognized as a key entry point for its own members, rural communities, strategic partners and other 
investors to explore new agricultural businesses and nurture them to success.
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Ag Ventures Alliance Backs AgLaunch 
Startups
Ag Ventures Alliance announces investments in its first AgLaunch cohort. The 
startups completed Phase II of the farm innovation focused startup accelerator 
program just in time to take the stage at the Farm and Gin Show in Memphis, 
TN on March 1. The companies will move into farmer trials with members of the 
AgLaunch Grower Network during the 2019 growing season. Shepherd Farming 
and Soil Nerd each received $25,000 investments from Ag Ventures Alliance and 
Innova Memphis as they completed Phase II of the AgLaunch program.

Shepherd Farming has developed an easy-to-use workflow management platform 
for farmers to assign, track, and pay for work done on the farm. Founder, Tyler 
McGee, built this tool after discovering that some of the most efficient farms are 
using sticky notes stuck to tractor steering wheels or a centralized whiteboard in 
the farm shop to manage workflow. Tyler recognized there is a better way and built 
the Shepherd app. Visit www.shepherdfarming.com to learn more.

Soil Nerd is developing a database that integrates chemical, physical and 
biological soil characteristics to enable more effective fertility recommendations 
for farmers. Soil Nerd aims to provide nutrient recommendations through the 
software platform and offer a premium service to guide farmers through the 
organic transition process with less risk. 

New Portfolio 
Company: 
ClearFlame Engines
Ag Ventures Alliance recently approved 
an investment in ClearFlame Engines, 
Inc. based in Chicago, IL. The company 
was founded by two Stanford Ph.D.’s, 
BJ Johnson and Julie Blumreiter. 
ClearFlame has been supported by 
nearly $2M in non-dilutive grant funding 
by partners such as the Department of Energy, the National Science Foundation, 
and the USDA. ClearFlame utilizes ethanol in place of diesel in compression 
ignition engines. 

Problem: Diesel fuel burns dirty. Engine manufacturers struggle to meet Tier 4 
emissions regulations with costly and complex after-treatment systems. Additional 
regulation is expected in the diesel industry.

Solution: ClearFlame combines a clean fuel source (ethanol) with high-
temperature combustion and precise air-fuel ratios to enable 90% lower tailpipe 
emissions with 10% better fuel economy. 

ClearFlame has the potential to dramatically increase demand for ethanol by 
unlocking its potential as a diesel substitute, which is good for our farmers and air 
quality.

ClearFlame will use the funds from this financing round to expand its team, build 
a multi-cylinder prototype, and validate engine subsystem designs. 

Visit www.clearflameengines.com to learn more about what ClearFlame is doing 
to improve engine performance.

Stover Ventures, LLC Returning 
Investor Deposits
Stover Ventures, LLC is returning investor deposits after falling 
short of the $19,000,000 capital raise required to break escrow. 
The team is re-evaluating pathways to commercialization 
and options to increase the strength of the project. The team 
at Stover Ventures thoroughly appreciates all of the support 
received from farmers, community members and investors in 
their mission to create high-value corn stover solutions.

The search for a long-term off-take agreement for the extract 
product has been challenging and has yet to be secured. The 
challenge remains that the extract product is a new ingredient 
in the market that has not been available before. The team 
believes that securing a profitable off-take agreement for 

the extract will make the overall project more attractive to 
investors. 

Key customer feedback has led the company to pursue 
additional testing supporting the extract’s effectiveness as 
an antimicrobial. A combination of antimicrobial testing will 
demonstrate the value and effectiveness of the product in 
different segments of the human and animal food ingredient 
industries.

Small-scale production and contract manufacturing will be 
implemented to continue to de-risk the production process and 
generate additional product for commercialization efforts.

Once again, the team at Stover Ventures appreciates all of the 
support received and will continue to work diligently toward 
creating high-value, corn stover solutions.

Strategies for Rural Angel 
Investing Workshop
Following the AgVA annual meeting on March 21, a workshop 
was held at Music Man Square in Mason City as a pilot for other 
similar workshops to be conducted around Iowa by Iowa State 
University Extension and Outreach Service in 2019 and 2020. 
Dr. Mark Edelman, agriculture ag economics professor, led the 
workshop.

The topic of the workshop was angel investing. An angel 
investor is a wealthy individual who provides financing to a 

start-up and early stage businesses, either in exchange for 
convertible debt or equity. Among start-ups, they are thought of 
as a bridge between loans from family and friends and venture 
capital. Angel investors take on a great deal of risk when they 
invest in these start-ups. Therefore, they usually require a 
high rate of return in exchange for their financing. They are 
sometimes referred to simply angels. 

Seventeen angel or potential angel investors participated in 
the workshop where they discussed different types of angel 
investing, typical size of angel investments and the process 
angels and angel groups take when making financing decisions.
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AgVA New Members
Tim Brown – Mason City, IA

Tony Arndorfer – LeRoy, MN

New Ag Ventures Alliance Board 
Members
Ag Ventures Alliance recently added two new members to its board of directors. Luke 
McCabe was elected to a two-year term at AgVA’s annual meeting in March and Jill Euken 
was appointed to the board by the AgVA board to fill the unexpired term of Dave Denne 
who recently passed away. 

Dave Nelson of Belmond, David Underwood of Clear Lake, Dean Moretz of Northwood 
and Steve Trainer and Tom Hurd both of Mason City were all re-elected to three-year terms. 
Steve Jennerjohn of Swisher, Iowa and Chuck Souder of Charles City did not seek re-
election. Chuck Souder has however been elected to the AgVA Foundation board.

Luke McCabe, is an accountant and farmer from Chatfield, Minnesota. 
Luke’s farms with his father in Southeastern Minnesota and works as a 
Senior Accountant at Wolter & Raak Ltd. In St Charles, Minnesota, primarily 
during tax preparation tie. Luke is a fairly new member of AgVA joining in 
2018, Luke and his father grow corn, beans and hay and raise cattle. 

Luke graduated from Lanesboro High School in Lanesboro, Minnesota and graduated with 
a bachelor’s degree in accounting Winona State University. 
 

Jill Euken serves as Deputy Director of the Bioeconomy Institute at 
Iowa State University.  She leads new program development, industrial 
collaborations, outreach programs, and project management for the 
Institute.  Euken has both B.S and M.S. degrees from ISU.  Her background 
includes 30 years of outreach work for Iowa State University; and five 
years’ experience in developing farmer-owned, value-added businesses in 
southwest Iowa.  

Jill served as a member of Iowa Governor Vilsack’s Agricultural Policy Work Group in 
2001, the Iowa Agriculture Value-Added Task Force in 2003, and chaired the development 
of the Iowa Vision and Roadmap for Biobased Products and Bioenergy. Jill and her 
husband Randy own and operate a family farming business near Lewis, Iowa in Southwest 
Iowa.  They raise 2000 acres of corn, soybeans, and alfalfa; and feed cattle.

Ag Ventures Alliance Annual Meeting
Ag Ventures Alliance (AgVA) held its 21st Annual Meeting at Music Man Square in Mason 
City on Thursday, March 21, 2019. There were workshops before and after the regular 
meeting, making it a full day of events for those that wanted to attend everything. 
Approximately, seventy-five members attended the meeting and were treated with a 20 
year look back at Ag Ventures Alliance in pictures presented by AgVA’s president, Steve 
Trainer.

The keynote speaker was Pete Nelson, CEO of AgLaunch from Memphis, Tennessee. Ag 
Ventures Alliance and Ag Launch are similar organizations in that they both have farmer 
members and both work to raise profits at the farm gate by supporting new innovations 
in Agriculture. Pete talked about the work AgLaunch is doing with to connect farmers 
as mentors with entrepreneurs in the ag space. The farmers provide advice to the 
entrepreneurs on how to improve their products to better fit the needs of farmers and 
some even provide a few acres to test products. In exchange, the farmer gets a small 
ownership stake in the new company. AgLaunch is working with AgVA to implement the 
same program in Iowa and Southern Minnesota.

Those attending the meeting were very interested in the mentoring program laid out by 
Mr. Nelson and many farmers are anxious to learn more. Jude Conway gave his Executive 
Director’s report that covered a couple of the more challenging investments Ag Ventures 
Alliance currently has in its portfolio and then switched gears to discuss AgVA’s new angel 
network, Countryside Angels.

AgVA Membership Renewal
You should have received a letter with an annual 
membership renewal form in January. The renewal fee 
is $25.00 per year which was due by March 31st. If your 
renewal was not received by March 31st an additional 
$5.00 per month late fee will apply. Anyone not renewing 
by June 30th will be dropped from our registration rolls, 
will no longer receive mailings or the newsletter and will 
need to apply as a new member to get reinstated. Like all 
new memberships, it will need to be approved by the AgVA 
board of directors and the $250.00 new member fee will 
need to be paid.

Over 1,100 
people Enjoy 
2nd Annual 
“Gathering” in  
Mason City
 
On Saturday, March 16 the 2nd 
Annual Gathering sponsored 
by AgVA, was held in Mason 
City to rave reviews. Billed 
as a “celebration of local 
foods”, it featured food and beverage exhibits, cooking 
demonstrations, workshops, food samples, a children’s 
area and a concession stand. The parking lot was a bit 
muddy but the weather was great. Over 1,100 people 
visited the event. A big difference from the first year of the 
event, when a snow storm kept the crowds away. 

A steady stream of people kept all the vendors hopping 
for the entire six hours of the event. Many of the vendors 
ran out of product but continued to talk to people, 
handout business cards and take down names of potential 
customers. 

Most of the crowd tasted new things from micro greens to 
flavored crickets. Many listened, watched and learned new 
things, while others told tall tales or shopped. 
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AgLaunch and Ag Ventures 
Alliance Partner to Further 
Engage Farmers in the AgTech 
Innovation Pipeline
 
Pete Nelson, Executive Director of AgLaunch Initiative 
(AgLaunch) presented the keynote address to the Ag 
Ventures Alliance (AgVA) Annual Membership Meeting. 
The presentation will highlight AgLaunch’s Farm-Centric 
Innovation Model, a unique approach to building agtech 
companies in which farmers incubate new agtech and 
value-added companies in exchange for equity in the new 
enterprises. AgVA and AgLaunch have recently signed an 
MOU to co-invest in new early-stage companies, as well as 
to create new opportunities for farmers to participate in the 
innovation value-chain. 
 
“AgLaunch is honored to address AgVA’s farmers about 
how to pool their resources into jumpstarting the agtech 
industry and next generation of value-added processing. 
AgVA’s history of farmer-led innovation and investment in 
new technologies is a natural extension of AgLaunch’s Farm-
Centric Innovation Model,” said Nelson. “Expanding our 
farmer network beyond the Mid-South Delta region allows 
AgLaunch to build on its current work and gives startup 
companies additional opportunities to test and develop their 
products.” 
 
AgLaunch and AgVA are committed to establishing a network 
of farmers to incubate new technologies that includes pilot 
trials, farmer feedback and guidance, as well as providing 
startup capital. 
 
“We are pleased to have AgLaunch at our annual meeting 
to further advance the collaboration between the two 
organizations,” said Jude Conway, Executive Director of 
Ag Ventures Alliance. “Investing in the future of agriculture 
with AgLaunch is adding tremendous value to our farmer-
members and provides a new collaborative opportunity for 
startups we are investing in.”  
 
Currently, the two organizations are jointly supporting startup 
companies like Agrisync, SwineTech, Shepherd, Soil Nerd, 
and Rantizo through direct investments, farm-scale trials, 
and business support. Additionally, AgLaunch and AgVA also 
support value-added enterprises related to new crops, new 
market opportunities, and processing.   

Founder’s Panel
Three founders of startups chasing big 
opportunities in the agriculture industry kicked 
off the Ag Ventures Alliance Annual Meeting in 
2019. The panel discussion was the first event 
of the day, starting at 10. a.m.

Pete Nelson of AgLaunch opened the 
discussion by letting each founder introduce 
himself. Pete was intentional about getting the 
founders to share who they really are and why 
they are working on the startup they founded. 

The first panelist was Michael Ott, founder 
of Rantizo. Michael shared a little bit about 
his family and then jumped into the work he 
is doing to enable drone spraying of fields. 
Steven Brockshus is the founder of Farmland 
Finder and grew up on a dairy farm in 
Northwest Iowa. Steven shared unique insights 
learned directly from farmers about preparing 
to buy land and having to sell land. Abe 
Espinoza, the co-founder of SwineTech, was the 
third panelist and shared his approach to using 
technology to solve the large and unaddressed 
problem of piglet crushing.

The best part of this panel was listening to how 
each founder approaches problems, and why 
they started working on the big problem their 
startup is solving. One particularly interesting 
question posed to the panel was, “How did 
you get in a position to take on the risk of 
starting a startup?” The discussion around 
this question didn’t come back as the personal 
finance answer of having X amount of living 
expenses set off to the side. After hearing the 
responses, it became clear that founders may 
not be looking at their startup from the point 
of personal risk at all. It is more like they are 
solving an algebra problem where the variables 
are revealed over time.

This segment of the meeting was new for 2019 
in an attempt to engage members with the 
teams we are supporting while offering insight 
into the challenges these startups can face. If 
you would like to see more content like this in 
the future, please let the staff at AgVA know.

AgVA Bus Trip
It’s that time of year again when we begin planning our 
annual AgVA Bus Trip. We are always open to suggestions 
on things our members would like to do and see. Please 
feel free to reach out to our office by phone at 641-494-2368 
or by email at agva@agventuresalliance.com with your 
suggestions for this years trip.
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