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Meet Our Newest Team Member!
Liz Keehner recently joined 
the Ag Ventures Alliance 
team as Venture Analyst to 
assist in sourcing, evaluating 
and closing venture capital 
investments. 

Liz brings with her six years of 
startup operations and venture 
capital experience to this role. Most 
recently, Liz served as the Program 
Manager for VentureNet Iowa 
where she played a crucial role in 
evaluating early-stage companies 
commercializing innovative 
technologies in the areas of bioscience, value-added ag, advanced 
manufacturing, and IT for the State of Iowa’s Innovation Funding 
programs. She is excited to apply her background and experience to 
Ag Ventures Alliance’s goal of increasing farmer profitability.

Liz grew up in Sheldon, Iowa, and although she was raised around 
agriculture it wasn’t until she married a farmer’s son that she 
found a true appreciation for it. She holds a BA in Finance with an 
emphasis in Investments from the University of Northern Iowa. 
When she isn’t reading about or listening to podcasts on all things 
venture capital, Liz enjoys spending quality time with her husband, 
Logan, and Golden Retriever, Stevie.

Please welcome Liz at the next Ag Ventures Alliance event or shoot 
her an email to introduce yourself at liz@agventuresalliance.com.

First Quarter Events
Earlier this year, I had a chance to 
attend a few powerful industry events. 
In February, I had the opportunity to speak at the Ag 
Outlook Forum in Washington, D.C. The following 
week, I was in Memphis, TN for the AgLaunch Demo 
Day with two of our farmer-members. The week 
before recommendations to limit travel and large 
gatherings came out, I had the chance to attend the 
Iowa Biotechnology Associations annual conference 
in Ankeny, IA.

The Ag Outlook Forum was an impressive event. 
It was held just outside of D.C. and attracted roughly 
1,800 people from all corners of the Ag industry. 
The theme for the conference this year was “An 
Innovation Imperative.” Secretary Perdue gave the 
keynote presentation alongside a well-known venture 
capitalist from Silicon Valley. It was exciting to see 
that USDA leadership has recognized the impact 
technology can have on farmers. However, I believe 
there is still work to do to make sure that farmers 
are at the center of future innovation and financially 
benefit from it. I was able to share the work that we 

are doing at Ag Ventures Alliance with an audience 
of 200 people on the second day of the event. My 
portion of the panel focused on how farmers can work 
with startups to develop better products, and that we 
believe startups will recognize the value farmers can 
add by awarding equity for early product development 
contributions. This is exactly the work we are piloting 
this year with our Farmer Trial Network powered by 
AgLaunch. The message of shifting value back to the 
farmer was well received by the audience, including 
USDA staff.

A few days after my plane landed in Minneapolis, 
I was on the way to Memphis for the AgLaunch 
Demo Day. The AgLaunch team did an amazing job 
of providing a stage to the five startups that graduated 
from the accelerator. The five teams were NORI, 
Sigma0, Continuum Ag, Nexyst360, and Lepidext. 
These teams are also at the front of the list for farmer 
trials this Summer. Congrats to all of the graduating 
startups and the AgLaunch team for a great event.

The last event I was able to attend was the Iowa 
Biotechnology Association’s annual conference 

called Partnering for Growth. The great thing about 
this event is that it is much closer than the other two, 
and they were able to pack in eight startup pitches 
and a keynote from Governor Kim Reynolds to the 
first day of the event. I had the unfair advantage of 
being on the selection committee that chose which 
startups would present at this event, so this was at 
least the second time I was able to see each of the 
presentations. At the end of the event, Ag Startup 
Engine portfolio company, Skroot Labs, walked 
away with the $10,000 grand prize from the pitch 
competition.

Part of what makes this work so much fun is that the 
world of startups changes fast. Right now, the entire 
world is in a rapidly changing situation, and we know 
that we will have to adapt to continue being effective. 
It is clear that conferences will not be our main 
source of deal flow in the second quarter, so I would 
like to ask all of you to be on the lookout for great 
opportunities to increase farm profitability. We are 
all in this together, and our mission is more important 
than ever.
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2020 Membership Renewals
This year Ag Ventures Alliance will be extending our 
membership renewal deadline from June 30th, 2020 to 
September 1st, 2020.  An additional $5.00 late fee per month will be 

added until June 30th then the $15.00 late fee will remain until September 30th. 
Membership renewals may be mailed to our office at 2009 4th St SW Suite 1, 
Mason City, IA 50401 or done online at www.agventuresalliance.com.
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Agribusiness Industry Panel with  
Mike Regan, CPA, CMA at BerganKDV
With an ag economy hurting from 
two years of low commodity prices, 
tariff wars, adverse weather and 
shifts in global supply and demand, 
the spread of COVID-19 has added stress to an 
already challenging environment. BerganKDV 
recently hosted a webinar on the Agribusiness 
Industry and the resources available to 
businesses, farmers and service providers in the 
Ag industry that have been or will be affected by 
COVID-19. We’ve highlighted the programs and 
key points in the recently passed legislation that 
relates directly to Agribusiness. 

Families First Act – Paid Sick Leave

• Effective April 1, 2020, employers with fewer 
than 500 employees are mandated to provide 
two weeks or 80 hours of paid sick leave to any 
employees directly or indirectly effected by 
COVID-19.

• Employers with fewer than 500 employees 
must offer up to 12 weeks of job protected leave 
through December 31, 2020 for employees who 
can’t work remote and whose childcare provider 
or school has closed due to COVID-19. The first 10 
days of this leave are unpaid, and the remaining 
days are to be paid at 2/3 of the employee’s 
regular rate. The employer would be eligible for a 
payroll tax credit if this occurred.

• The employer will not be required to pay FICA 
taxes on the wages paid during leave, but they 
will be required to pay their share of Medicare 
taxes, for which they will be eligible for a payroll 
tax credit.

• The Department of Labor has detailed 
information on Paid Sick Leave if it applies to 
your business. 

In the CARES Act, $46 Billion has been allocated 
to industry-specific loans, including agriculture. 
You can expect to see this funding come through 
in the form of subsidies versus MFP programs. 
Additionally, $349 Billion was allocated to the 
Small Business Association (SBA) with the intent 
to make the SBA programs available to all types 
of businesses. As of April 7th, $38B of this has 
been allotted.

CARES Act – SBA PPP and SBA EIDL

Payroll Protection Program (PPP)

• To apply for the PPP, you must be able to show 
financial uncertainty in your business due to 
COVID-19. Farmers and self-employed persons 
will be eligible to apply starting April 10th.

• The loan amount you can apply for is calculated 
based on your average monthly wages and 
wage-related costs x 2.5 ($100K wage cap per 
individual). The loan is forgivable up to 100% if 
your headcount stays the same for 8 weeks from 
when the loan was disbursed. Any portion of the 
loan that is not forgiven is nontaxable and due 2 
years from the date of the loan at a 1% interest 
rate.

• Loan proceeds can only be used to cover payroll 
costs and operational facilities costs, but no 
more than 25% of the loan can go towards facility 
costs.

• Ex: If you report $100,000 of self-employment 
income on your Schedule F, divide that by 12 to 
determine your average monthly self-employment 
income x 2.5. This comes out to ~ $21,000 in PPP 
loan potential for a self-employed farmer.

Economic Injury Disaster Loan (EIDL)

• As of right now, according to the language in 
the application, Agribusiness is not eligible; 
however, language in the CARES Act states that 
all types of businesses are eligible for these 
programs. The SBA is unclear whether EIDLs can 
be issued to farmers so there are many groups 
advocating to legislatures in Washington on 
behalf of Agribusinesses.

• If Agribusiness is deemed eligible, an EIDL 
could provide up to $2 Million at a fixed interest 
rate of 3.75% with a 30-year payment period. 
Collateral would be required unless the loan is 
less than $200,000.

CARES Act – Tax Legislation

• The federal tax return date was pushed back 
from April 15 to July 15. IRA contributions aren’t 
due until then as well.

• $100,000 can be taken from your retirement plan 
or IRA without a 10% penalty if it’s necessary to 
COVID-19 and it can be reported as income over 3 
years or paid back in up to 3 years.

• Farmers and self-employed persons can delay 
50% of their 2020 self-employment taxes until 
December 31, 2021; 25% of the taxes can be paid 
on December 31, 2021 and 75% could be paid on 
December 31, 2022.

• Net operating losses in 2018, 2019 and 2020 can 
be carried back 5 years.

• Business Interest Expense limitation was raised 
from 30% of adjusted taxable income to 50%. 

You can listen to the full webinar HERE?HERE? for 
a more detailed overview of the legislative 
programs that apply to Agribusiness.

A Message from our Executive Director
Our highest priorities are the 
health and safety of our staff, 
our members, and the well-
being of our communities.  
I would like to take a few minutes to 
discuss how COVID-19 is impacting 
Ag Ventures Alliance. In response to 
COVID-19, we have taken steps to 
manage the impact on our organization.

As directed by the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention and state and 
local public health authorities, all of our 
staff have been directed to work from 
home. We were lucky to have remote 
access infrastructure in place to make this 
transition. After a few days of working 
from home, we implemented Microsoft 
Teams to make short conversations easier 
with instant messaging and file sharing. 
We are not taking or scheduling any in-
person meetings, so Zoom has become 
our preferred tool for videoconferencing. 
Zoom has worked well to allow us to 
continue meeting with the founders 
of startups, our team, and portfolio 
companies.

The impact of COVID-19 on our portfolio 
companies is an immediate concern that 
we continue to evaluate. Our investment 
team has had several calls over the past 
few weeks to help founders evaluate 
the potential impact on their company. 
There is still a lot of uncertainty that may 
depend on the length of time operations 
are impacted. The ag sector is in better 
shape than many other industries, but 
no industry is immune. As I write this, 
we are starting to see food supply chains 
impacted. Our team is advising founders 
to re-forecast financial projections and 
evaluate multiple scenarios. Several of 
our startups have closed recent financing 
rounds and have time and cash to 
continue development and may even 
benefit from an expanded labor pool. 
Some startups are working on finding 
their first few customers and will be able 
to do this regardless of what happens. 
The startups that are growing revenue 
or that need to raise additional capital 
soon are most at-risk. We are offering 
emotional and technical support to these 
teams where we can and will consider 

additional investment on a case by case 
basis.

Ag Ventures Alliance, as an organization, 
is prepared to weather this storm. 
We have the liquidity to support our 
operation for at least two years, capital to 
deploy, and a laser focus on our mission 
to increase farmer profitability. We will 
continue to work hard to make sure our 
team, members, and communities can 
come out on the other side of COVID-19 
in the best possible way. If you have 
additional questions about our response, 
please reach out to Spencer at spencer@
agventuresalliance.com.

Portfolio News
Ag Startup Engine, an accelerator in 
the Iowa State University research 
park, announced a new investment in 
Skroot Laboratory. Skroot Labs makes 

wireless sensor systems for animal and human health 
biotherapeutic companies and vendors. Additionally, 
Performance Livestock Analytics, a portfolio company of 
ASE that uses cattle data and analytics to improve beef 
management, was acquired by Zoetis. The Ag Startup 
Engine has officially announced the launch of Fund II.

SwineTech, the maker of piglet crushing 
prevention hardware and software, closed 
a $5M equity round to ramp up sales and 

marketing for its second-generation suite of products in 
addition to product development.

Rantizo, a drone spraying platform, is 
looking to raise a Series A financing 

round. The company also announced that it will be one 
of four AgTech providers to partner with Sony Electronics 
on the expansion of their Smart Agriculture Solution 
ecosystem. The ecosystem supports day-to-day crop 
management by collecting and analyzing data on pant 
growth and health status. Sony’s Smart Agriculture 
Solution will provide Rantizo the imagery for areas that 
need spraying.

ClearFlame 
Engines, a 

manufacturer of a diesel-
style engine that runs on 
ethanol, closed a $3M equity 
round that will be allocated 
towards building out their 
own testing lab, hiring 
engineers to their team and 
product development.

Nexyst, a 
portfolio 

company through our 
partnership with the 
AgLaunch accelerator, is 
building climatized shipping 
containers for produce. 
They are launching a seed 
round. Nexyst was selected 
to pitch at the InvestMidwest 
conference in St. Louis at the 
end of April (which will be 
held virtually).

AgVA 
New Members

Joseph Rowe – Manly, IA

Jt Mudjacking  
(Chad Krull) – Northwood, IA

2020 Annual Meeting
Ag Ventures Alliance has postponed our 2020 Annual Meeting   
in efforts to do our part in keeping our staff and members safe against the spread of 
Covid-19. We will continue to monitor health updates and decide on a later date to 
hold our annual meeting. Annual Meeting mail-in ballots may still be mailed in. If you 
are in need of a new ballot please reach out to Kellie King by email at  
kking@agventuresalliance.com or by phone at 641-494-2368.


