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Two Ag Ventures Alliance Farmers will  
sit on the panel for 2020 Row Crop 
Challenge Panel
Two Ag Ventures Alliance Farmers will sit on the panel for 2020 Row Crop Challenge 
Panel. Where nine early stage ag tech startups focusing on row crop innovations and 
sustainability will pitch to the panel for a spot in Phase Two of AgLaunch.

Meet the two farmers from Ag Ventures Alliance who will sit on the panel.

Mark Hanna

Ag Ventures Alliance Board Vice President

Mark is from the Joice area, grew up on a family 
farm. He graduated from Lake Mills High School and 
attended Northeast Iowa Tech and has an AB degree 
in Farm Management.  He is married to Belinda, 
they have two sons, Andrew and Philip, and three 
granddaughters.  Mark has been a member of AgVA 
since 2003 serving on the board of directors, Executive, 

Startup, and Business Development Committee’s.  After college, Mark worked for 
a tiling contractor for two years before returning to the family farm. In 1981, they 
moved to the Forest City area to his Grandfather’s farm and ran a farrow to finish 
hog operation and raised corn and soybean.  In 2013, they moved back to Joice.  
Their current Family Farm operation includes his two son’s Andrew and Philip. They 
row crop corn and soybeans, and Philip runs a wean to finish hog operation. They 
also do tiling and excavation work.  Mark is a member of the Lake Mills FFA Alumni.  
It was very important when AgVA was organized to find ways to add value to our 
commodity’s in agriculture. As our industry, has changed, it is still very important to 
continue that vision.

Loran Steinlage

Ag Ventures Alliance Member

Loran is from rural West Union where he lives with his 
wife Brenda.  They have three children, Kelli, Rolan, and 
Kassi.  They are the owner/operator of FLOLO farms 
which specialized in adapting practices and equipment 
to its unique location on the edge of the Driftless area.  
The Steinlages are evolving to a companion/relay, no-
till cropping system which is focused on cycling plants 

to keep a living plant in the soil at all times, to help aid in moisture management 
and weed suppression. This evolution has required the farm to develop custom 
equipment solutions and test a variety of cover crop and cash crop management 
practices. Loran has been known to describe his entire farm as one big test plot.  
FLOLO farms is currently producing corn, soybeans, cereal rye, winter wheat, 
malt barley, and buckwheat. Loran recently took on a role with DAWN Equipment/
Underground Ag as an Infield Practical Field Engineer.  Loran served Ag Ventures 
Alliance on the selection committee for the 2019 AgLaunch Row Crop Challenge. 
Loran became a member of Ag Ventures Alliance in 2019. 

Read the article on the next page for more information.

How Farmers are Changing the World with Regenerative Agriculture
Regenerative agriculture. If you work in or are 
associated with the agriculture industry, you have 
most likely heard this buzzword. As sustainable 
farming practices gain popularity, companies 
like Walmart, Cargill and General Mills are also 
committed to making their operations more 
regenerative in the future. So, why is everyone 
talking about regenerative agriculture, why does it 
matter, and how feasible is it really? 

What is Regenerative Agriculture?
Regenerative agriculture is a system of farming and 
land management practices that work to restore 
and preserve organic soil matter to help decrease 
carbon emissions, build crop resilience, and 
increase nutrient density. Regenerative ag seeks to 
add to the soil through a self-nourishing ecological 
system that benefits the environment in the process 
and creates a closed-loop system that not only halts 
humans’ impact on the environment but reverses it. 
Some of these practices include no-till, cover crops, 
livestock grazing, limiting chemical inputs, rotating 
crops, and composting crop residue.

Why is Regenerative Agriculture Important?
The positive environmental impacts generated 
by regenerative practices are one of the biggest 
reasons they are being more widely adopted. 
According to the United Nations, one-third of the 
world’s topsoil is already acutely degraded, and 
they estimate complete degradation within 60 years 
if current practices continue. Today, agriculture is 
responsible for 57% of greenhouse gas emissions. 
Regenerative farming practices sequester carbon in 
the soil and can help reverse climate change.  

Additionally, better soil quality means it can absorb 
and retain rainwater. This means there is less run-off 
into local watersheds and less need for irrigation. 
As local groundwater is increasingly contaminated 
with nitrates used by conventional agriculture, 
the costs of the ways people farm are borne by 
everyone. 
Equally important is how it benefits the farmers 
directly. By increasing the organic matter in the 
soil and therefore increasing its water holding 
capacity, yields have shown to be higher in cases 
of extreme weather events. In an article with 
AgFunder, Gabe Brown, a rancher in Bismark, 
ND, noticed organic matter and rainwater uptake 
tripled after introducing regenerative practices, 
while he was able to handle five-times the number 
of cattle he used to. The ranch is also home to 
sheep, chickens, and dozens of crops. While he 
noticed a dramatic change in the landscape of 
the ranch itself, his previously indebted operation 
began turning a profit. A 2013 study published 
in Agricultural Systems showed that compared to 
conventionally managed farms, regenerative farms 
could accommodate more cattle per acre, had 
lower cow and calf mortality, purchased less feed, 
and used fewer herbicides. Researchers also found 
that topsoil was deeper, more aerated, and more 
densely covered with plants. As consumers demand 
transparency in the food they eat, companies at 
all points in the supply chain are beginning to see 
the additional value added through regenerative 
farming practices. 

How feasible is it?
In 2018, The Rodale Institute launched a 
Regenerative Organic Certification aimed to build 

off the current organic standards. Understanding 
Ag, LLC, a regenerative agriculture consulting 
group, partnered with General Mills in their 
commitment to bring regenerative ag practices to 
1 million acres of farmland in 2030. Regenerative 
agriculture has even broken into the online 
grocery business. Blue Apron’s founder, Matthew 
Wadiak, recently launched Cooks Venture, an online 
grocer selling poultry raised using regenerative 
practices. Investors and politicians are also bringing 
regenerative solutions into their conversations. 
For smaller-scale, family farmers looking to make 
the transition to regenerative farming, it does not 
happen overnight. It is a biological system that 
takes time and, it comes with a cost. Ultimately, it 
has to be market driven for farmers to justify and 
invest in the transition. 
As more farmers embrace the promise of 
regenerative practices, AgTech startups are creating 
solutions to help support it. While regenerative 
agriculture is inherently low-tech because 
it’s based on the idea of returning to natural 
processes, AgTech innovations will play a vital 
role in increasing the efficiency of operations and 
communication. Livestock management software, 
supply chain traceability, soil sensors and satellite 
imagery software are examples of the types of 
solutions available to farmers.
In summary, regenerative agriculture will play a 
very important role in restoring our agricultural 
system and the benefits reaped from it seem to be 
immeasurable. As more institutions, corporations 
and investors see the potential of these practices, 
we will continue to have pride in how our farmers 
feed and change the world.
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AMES, Iowa, November 12, 2020 – Ag Startup Engine 
(ASE), at the Iowa State University (ISU) Research Park 
(https://www.isupark.org/), and Ag Ventures Alliance 
(https://www.agventuresalliance.com/) announced an 
initial $50,000 investment in Washington, Iowa based 
startup Continuum Ag (https://continuum.ag/), which gives 
farmers prescriptions for practices and products proven 
to work with biology - increasing soil health, removing 
guesswork, and facilitating a profitable transition to 
regenerative agriculture.

Mitchell Hora, the startup’s founder and CEO, said 
of the investment, “I’m excited to continue my 
entrepreneurial journey with ongoing support from the 
Iowa ag community. Investment from the Ag Startup 
Engine and the Ag Ventures Alliance brings a feeling of 
community and a network of strategic folks to align with.” 

Continuum Ag’s TopSoil software integrates agronomic 
data from many sources and compiles the information into 
a consistent system, a “common soil language.” This data 
allows for benchmarking metrics that include nutrients, 
organic matter, and microbial activity based upon different 
geographies, soil types, and cropping systems. TopSoil 
also identifies soil health drivers and provides growers a 
high confidence road map to soil improvement through 
practices and products known to work in analogous 
geographies, soil types, and growing conditions. The team 
is now expanding their data offerings to connect farmers 
and their data to sustainability initiatives and data-driven 
supply chains.

“Mitchell is a leader in the soil health movement and 
passionate about quantifying the impact of regenerative 
ag practices for use by farmers, consumers, and the supply 
chain. This tool is needed to enable other high-impact 
technology that is being built.” said Spencer Stensrude, 
Executive Director at Ag Ventures Alliance.

“We’ve known Mitchell has been developing Continuum 
Ag since his second year at Iowa State University,” said Joel 
Harris, Executive Director of ASE. “In the last six months 
he has had access to our advisory resources and has been 
super engaged in the program. Regenerative agriculture 
practices are getting a lot of attention right now and we 
believe he has the entrepreneurial spirit and regional 
expertise and access to make his vision successful.”

Continuum Ag is the 15th startup to receive investment 
from ASE.

Ag Startup Engine addresses two fundamental gaps that 
prevent agricultural startups and entrepreneurs from 
being more successful: early seed-stage investment and 
organized mentorship from successful entrepreneurs.

Ag Ventures Alliance is a cooperative of farmers that 
invests in new technology and innovation to increase farm 
profitability.

Visit http://www.agstartupengine.com/ for more 
information.

The 9 Row Crop Challenge startups will spend a week  
preparing for Farmer Investor Pitches and participation in  
2021 AgLaunch365 programming

MEMPHIS, Tenn. (November 2, 2020) — Nine early-stage 
agtech startups focusing on row crop innovations and 
sustainability are preparing for a week of intense virtual 
programming and the chance to pitch to a panel of farmers 
and aligned investors for a spot in Phase II of AgLaunch365. 
Teams will spend five days refining their value proposition, 
meeting with leading farmers and agricultural industry 
experts, and improving their pitch to investors.

This year’s Row Crop Challenge is focused on technologies 
that accelerate the adoption of sustainable production 
practices toward the farm-of-the-future, specifically outlined 
in the Cotton Trust Protocol that can be applied to other crops 
and cropping systems. 

“We’re excited to see how the next class of ag tech startups 
are helping to reimagine our food and fiber production 
system from the ground up,” Tennessee Agriculture 
Commissioner Charlie Hatcher, D.V.M. said. “AgLaunch is 
providing an innovation eco-system that is unparalleled 
anywhere in the nation with its farm-centric model. TDA is 
proud to be a partner in supporting these ag tech startups 
for the potential they represent for rural investment and job 
creation.”

Finalists for the Row Crop Challenge were selected using 
a panel of farmers from across the country as part of the 
AgLaunch Farm-Centric Innovation Model and are each 
addressing an identified problem in agriculture. AgLaunch’s 
model, catalyzed and supported by the Tennessee Department 
of Agriculture, aims to position farmers to be competitive in a 
changing global marketplace. 

The 9 startups participating in the Row Crop Challenge are:

1. Agricision, Inc.: Agricision is an agricultural technology 
company founded by farmers, for farmers. ScoutX2, a 
drone-based method, collects data to determine crop and 
soil health, disease, stand count, and images of insects 
and weeds and stores them in an agricultural cloud 
database.

Location: Sedley, Virginia

2. CropZilla Software, Inc.: CropZilla has developed a 
farm machinery telemetry analysis for optimizing field 
operations and supporting capital purchase decisions.

Location: Dublin, Ohio

3. Global Neighbor, Inc.: Global Neighbor’s first product 
for ag, the weed seed destroyer, uses light to make weed 
seeds collected at harvest non-viable, thereby addressing 
the problem of escape and herbicide-resistant weeds in 
grain crops.

Location: Dayton, Ohio

4. Index Biosystems, Inc.: Index Biosystems designs 
genetic traceability into food system products, like the 
genetically barcoded yeast product which can be used as 
a biological label alongside any food system product.

Location: Toronto, Ontario

5. JLI Robotics: The Grain Weevil powered by JLI Robotics 
is a mobile robot that scurries across the top of the grain 
inside of a storage bin performing tasks that no human 
should ever do.

Location: Aurora, Nebraska

6. LeafTech Ag: LeafTech Ag provides an integrated 
handheld digital lab and crop management solution for 
enhanced crop quality and performance.

Location: Greenfield, Indiana

7. NECi: NECi develops reliable and cost-effective tools 
for nutrient management. NECi’s test kits enable users 
to obtain timely, accurate information on soil and crop 
health on-site.

Location: Lake Linden, Michigan      

8. ReEnvision Ag: The ReEnvision Ag Planter (REAP) 
system works to allow farmers to plant in more diverse 
conditions without the pain of compaction the current 
industry standard causes.

Location: Nora Springs, Iowa

9. Spornado, Inc.: The Spornado early alert system for 
crop disease helps growers optimize their pesticide use. 
The wind-powered air sampler and highly sensitive DNA 
analysis allows farmers to know when crop disease is in 
the air long before it is seen in the field, enabling them to 
spray precisely; saving time, money, and yields. 

Location: Toronto, Ontario

Row Crop Challenge finalists are competing for up to 6 spots 
in AgLaunch365 programming beginning in January 2021, 
where they will receive investment, services, and support, 
and will design their in-field trials with members of the 
AgLaunch Farmer Network.

“We’re excited that our farmers and investment partners 
have selected such innovative technologies to be a part of our 
programming,” said Margaret Oldham, AgLaunch Business 
Development Specialist. “We know the founders will benefit 
greatly from the AgLaunch accelerator model which focuses 
on farmers engaged in early stage product development 
and support and coaching from best-in-class partners and 
mentors. Our goal is to help accelerate these technologies 
from idea to market to make a powerful impact on farms.”
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s Ag Startup Engine, alongside Ag Ventures Alliance, announces an investment in Continuum 
Ag. Continuum Ag helps farmers quantify their soil health data and provide prescriptions and 
products proven to increase soil health while facilitating a profitable transition to regenerative 
agriculture. Continuum Ag’s TopSoil software integrates agronomic data from many sources 
and compiles the information into a “common soil language.” This data allows for benchmarking 
metrics that include nutrients, organic matter, and microbial activity based upon different 
geographies, soil types, and cropping systems.

ClearFlame Engines, a manufacturer of a diesel-style engine that runs on ethanol, announced 
that it has matched the torque and power of a commercial diesel engine using ethanol in place of 
diesel. They achieved the results on a Cummins X15 engine. These results are a major milestone 
in validating their technology as a sustainable solution for diesel engine manufacturers as 
decarbonization requirements continue to evolve.

Nori, a carbon credit marketplace, announced a purchase from Shopify, a leading e-commerce, 
as a part of Shopify’s mission to fight climate change by investing in impactful technologies 
through their Sustainability Fund. Shopify’s purchase intends to support Nori as it develops a 
new model for verifying, registering, and monitoring carbon removals, scaling beyond soil and 
into other types of carbon removal. 

Rantizo, a drone spraying platform, extended its services to South Dakota as they added a new 
Application Services Provider. They are the first subcontractor in South Dakota for Rantizo’s 
drones. 

AG STARTUP ENGINE ACCEPTS 
CONTINUUM AG INTO  
STARTUP PROGRAM  

Makes initial investment along  
with Ag Ventures Alliance

AgLaunch and Farm Journal Announce  
9 Cutting-Edge Startups for Row Crop Challenge


