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Annual Meeting 2021
On March 24, 2021, the members of the Ag Ventures Alliance came together 
for the 23rd annual meeting. The meeting was held via Zoom due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Spencer Stensrude, the Executive Director of Ag Ventures Alliance, 
provided a summary of the organization’s performance for the year and 
a look forward to the initiatives underway. The three core initiatives 
include Direct Investment, Countryside Angels, and the Farmer Trial 
Network. Highlights for the year included a financial performance that 
has led to the best liquidity position in the history of the organization, 
the highest quality investment portfolio in the history of the organization 
and two new programs to add value to members.

The Countryside Angels network allows members of the cooperative 
increased access deal flow to make investments on their own behalf. The 
program closed out its first year with two deals to make investments in 
two different startups. Eight individuals invested $162,000 in ag innovation.  
We are looking forward to growing this network and funding more great 
founders in 2021.

The Farmer Trial Network is the second new initiative at Ag Ventures 
Alliance. Members completed three pilot trials in 2020. This initiative is 
expected to grow to six trials in 2021. The farmers participating in field trials 
can earn equity in the startups they work with, while being the first to see 
new opportunities. 

Aaron Putze, the Senior Director of Information and Education at the Iowa 
Soybean Association, delivered the keynote speech. He shared stories about 
life on the farm and the values instilled in farmers through their connection 
with the land. The value of hard work, integrity, and innovation was at the 
core of the message Aaron delivered. As soon as he was finished, we had 
messages flying in about how powerful his speech was. 

The annual meeting concluded with the business portion of the meeting. The 
audited financial statements were presented followed by an update on all of 
the portfolio companies. Jill Euken, Sterling Young, Mark Edelman, and Luke 
McCabe were elected to new terms as directors. The meeting concluded. We 
are looking forward to another great year of increasing farm profitability!

Countryside Angels Meeting
The next Countryside Angels meeting will 
be held on May 25th at 6:00pm. Additional 
information on the companies that will 
be presenting will be sent out a couple of 
weeks prior to the meeting so be on the 
lookout. 

Countryside Angels will be closing its third 
syndicate investment in the next week with 
EarthSense, an AI and machine-learning 
platform using an autonomous, under 
canopy robot to collect critical plant trait 
data to accelerate and improve agricultural 
product development.

If you are interested in joining 
Countryside Angels, please visit  
www.countrysideangels.com and  
click on the “Join Countryside Angels” 
link or you can call our office at  
641-494-2368 for an application.
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Portfolio News
Ag Startup Engine, an ag 
startup accelerator and investor 
at ISU, announced the close 
of its second fund. The fund 
will make investments in up to 
45 companies over the next 5 

years. Colin Hurd, the founder and CEO of SmartAg, 
has been named a co-director for ASE. Additionally, 
ASE accepted two new companies into their 
program; Mazen Animal Health, an orally-delivered 
vaccine platform using maize as a biofactory for 
production and Stockguard, a startup developing 
risk management tools to protect US beef and pork 
producers from unexpected financial losses, including 
foreign animal diseases.

ClearFlame Engines, a 
manufacturer of a diesel-
style engine that runs on 

ethanol, is raising a $10M Series A financing round to 
test their engine in road demonstrations this year.  

Continuum Ag, a soil health data 
software platform, has launched new 
features in their TopSoil tool and 
has started onboarding farmers and 
consultants onto the platform. New 
TopSoil features include AutoZones, 

AutoRecs, Online Bill Pay and custom SAAS services 
for agronomists. 

Environmental Tillage Systems, 
manufacturer of the SoilWarrior strip-till 
equipment, introduced the SoilWarrior 
Edge, a 3-point mounted strip-till system 
that can attach to any fertilizer system. 

Mazen Animal Health, a 
biotech startup developing 
an oral vaccine that is grown 
in corn for livestock and 

companion animals, achieved a successful proof-of-
concept study in sows where their vaccine performed 
equal or better than a single-dose of the standard 
injectable vaccine.

Midland Co., an aquaculture facility 
raising shrimp using algae-based 
RAS technology, had their first 
shrimp harvest in February. They 
are now selling fresh shrimp direct 
to consumers and there is already a 
waiting list.

New Investments
The team at Ag Ventures Alliance moved forward with 
two new investments in February and March. Both 
investments are new companies to the portfolio.

Mazen Animal Health 
is a startup focused on 
developing, delivering and 
commercializing novel 

biological vaccines and therapeutics that disrupt 
the status quo and address complex or unsolved 
challenges in animal health and protein production. 
Mazen’s first disruptive solution is an oral vaccine 
grown in corn. The company will target swine as 
their initial market as they work towards USDA 
approvals. The AgVA staff believes Mazen has the 
potential to decrease the cost of vaccination for 
producers and increase the efficacy of vaccination 
against infectious diseases. Mazen will use this 
funding to complete an additional sow study, set up 
protocols for their registration studies and scale-up 
materials for those studies. 

EarthSense is building an AI and machine-learning 
platform to accelerate and improve agricultural 
product development. Using a compact, under-
canopy robot, EarthSense delivers critical plant trait 
data, which cannot be obtained by drones, planes, 
or satellites. Their AI-robotic field data delivery 
platform is already being piloted or deployed at scale 
by large enterprise customers in the seed and agri-
chemical industry. We are excited about EarthSense’ 
technology because enabling more efficient product 
development means farmers will have access to 
more productive, resilient and sustainable crops that 
could help improve farm profitability. Funds from 
their raise will be used to help scale Enterprise sales 
and hire additional team members. 

New Ag Ventures Alliance Board Members
Ag Ventures Alliance recently re-elected four members 
(Mark Edelman, Jill Euken, Luke McCabe, Sterling Young) 
to its board of directors. 

Luke McCabe, Luke graduated 
from Lanesboro High School. He 
also graduated from Winona State 
University with a bachelor’s degree 
in Accounting. Luke joined AgVA 
in 2018 after attending a Stover 
Ventures informational meeting. Luke 
is currently a Senior Tax Associate at 
Hawkins Ash CPAs in Rochester, MN. 

He also grows corn, beans, hay and raises cattle with 
his father. He only works at Hawkins and Ash during the 
tax season. He finds this works well with farming as tax 
season is during the winter months. Luke has completed 
a two-year term with AgVA and is being nominated for 
his first three-year term.

Jill Euken and her husband Randy farm 
south of Atlantic, IA.  Jill graduated from 
Atlantic High School and earned B.S. and 
M.S. degrees from ISU.  She recently 
retired from ISU, having served 39 years 
in a variety of extension and university 
outreach roles, most recently as Deputy 

Director of the ISU Bioeconomy Institute. Jill and Randy, 
along with their daughter Michelle and son-in-law Steve, 
annually raise 2200 acres of corn and soybeans; and own 
and manage cow-calf and beef feedlot operations.  Their 
son Bret, daughter-in-law Katie and grandchildren Mollie, 
Claire, Luke, and Leah live and work in Chaska, MN.  Jill 
and Randy were founding members of Iowa Quality 
Producers Alliance (IQPA) in SW Iowa in 2003.   IQPA 
has a similar history and goals to AgVA; and many of its 
members have also become members of AgVA.  Jill was 
appointed to the AgVA board in 2019 to fulfill the term 
of Dave Denne who passed away unexpectedly.  She is 
committed to working with AgVA members and staff to 
find investments that add to the bottom line of farmers 
and is especially passionate about finding opportunities 
for millennials who are in the early years of their careers 
in agriculture.

Mark Edelman is an agricultural 
economist who retired in 2020 after 
serving 40 years in Extension and as a 
professor at Iowa State University and 
South Dakota State University. He taught 
undergraduate and graduate courses in 
public finance, agricultural policy, and 

economic development. Mark coordinated statewide 
Extension policy education programs on agriculture, 
economic development, and rural policy issues. He 
co-authored media columns for Farm Journal, Farm 
Progress Publications and Agri-Pulse Communications. 
Since 2002, Mark coordinated numerous entrepreneur 
development projects, philanthropy development 
projects, and rural policy studies as Director of ISU’s 
Community Vitality Center. He led formation of two 
nonprofits that continue to provide microloans and 
coaching services to small business entrepreneurs across 
Iowa. Mark has served on several private and public 
sector boards including Advisory Director on the Land 
O’Lakes Board, Boone City Council, Amaizing Energy 
Ethanol Company, Rural Policy Research Institute, a 
family-owned rural housing development company, 
and Iowa Small Business Development Center Advisory 
Committee. Mark has been an AgVA Board member 
since 2014 and connects AgVA to ISU Extension. He has 
written grants supporting Countryside Angels and AgVA 
Membership initiatives. He is a Round Table Fellow for 
Farm Foundation, based in Chicago. Mark’s great-great 
grandfather settled near Elgin, Iowa in 1850s, however 
Mark grew up on a farm near Sabetha, Kansas. Mark and 
his wife Nancy live in Boone and have 3 grown children 
and 2 grandchildren.

Sterling Young is retired from a 46-
year career as a farm manager and 
farm realtor. He lives with his wife, 
Vicki, in Clear Lake. They have 3 
children and 6 grandchildren. Sterling 
has served on the AgVA Board for 
over 20 years as a representative 
of his former employer Hertz Farm 
Management, Inc. He served on the 

AgVA grain processing committee that created Midwest 
Grain Processors, the farmer-owned ethanol facility at 
Lakota, IA. He served on MGP’s initial board of directors. 
He is or has served on AgVA’s auditing, nominating, and 
investments committees.

AgVA New Members
Bryan Biegler – Lake Wilson, MN

Kelly Nieuwenhuis – Primghar, IA

Pleasant Farms LTD,  
Adam Bierbaum – Griswold, IA

Josh Bierbaum – Griswold, IA


