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Customer Appreciation & 
Community Contributions 

The theme for this year’s customer appreciation events was a celebration of the future of 
agriculture in Pennsylvania. As part of that effort, AgChoice donated a total of $1,350 to local 

agricultural organizations. We had a blast celebrating with our customer-owners and look 
forward to next year’s events! 
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Message from the President

It’s fall, and as the leaves burst with color and 
the harvest season continues in earnest, at 
AgChoice we focus special attention on the 

future of your customer-owned cooperative. Our 
strategy-building activities, which will generate 
our business plan for 2018 and beyond, are always 
exciting and challenging.

Especially now, we are asking ourselves 
questions such as, how can AgChoice position 
itself to serve the emerging needs of customers 
in this rapidly changing environment? How can 
we ensure our employees are equipped with the 
skills they’ll need to help the next generation of 
farmers? How can we help producers acquire 
the necessary knowledge that can propel them 
to future success in a competitive market? We 
believe the future for agriculture is bright and 
exciting, but selecting the right course to navigate 
is far from simple.

As we contemplate the state of agriculture 
in our region of the country, and as it contributes 
to the global agricultural community, we are 
witnessing a massive information technology 

“takeover” of our industry in many respects. We 
see this in the emergence of airborne (aircraft, 
drones, satellite) technologies to manage crops, 
moisture, nitrogen and other sensors in the soil, 
robotic labor-saving applications and genomic 
editing, all of which are dramatically enhancing 
plant and animal agricultural productivity while 
improving conservation practices.

This is a necessary phenomenon. The United 
Nations’ and other studies point to a growing 
world population through the first half of this 
century, with a burgeoning middle-income class 
demanding a higher and more protein-laden 

caloric diet. Because much of the planet’s fertile 
farmland is already cultivated, increased produc-
tivity is imperative to meet the demand. 

Combining this with volatile commodity 
prices in the market (with the highs and lows 
increasingly more pronounced) means the stakes 
are high for current and future producers. Farming 
is not for the faint of heart or for those unwilling 
to continue to learn and adapt to changing condi-
tions by investing in essential training, equipment 
and technologies. If you find the magnitude and 
pace of change daunting, you’re not alone.

At AgChoice, we strive to understand 
how these changes are impacting you and the 
cooperative, much like you are doing as you 
consider your own business and personal life. 
Fortunately, there are techniques you can apply 
to help. Terri Babers, who provides training with 
the Leadership Team of famed pastor, leadership 
coach and author, John Maxwell, offers seven tips 
for dealing with change including the following:

• Adopt an attitude of anticipation and be 
grateful. 

• Choose your thoughts and attitudes about 
each change (negative thoughts block your 
creativity and problem-solving abilities).

• Set smart goals so you can guide the change, 
and write them down.

AgChoice is actively working to best position 
our Association employees and to the extent 
possible, you, for the future:

Employees
• Recruit smart, customer service-oriented 

employees who can adapt to the future.

• Continuously invest in training and educating 
our employees about industry and market 
trends.

• Constantly seek opportunities to commu-
nicate with you, industry leaders and other 
Farm Credit entities to make informed 
decisions.

Customers
• Continue to provide customer education 

programs, such as Ag Forums, featuring 
industry speakers on financial and risk 
management topics, two-year AgBiz 
training programs for new and experienced 
producers (AgBizMasters.com) and training 
seminars and video calls hosted at our offices.

• Maintain relevant online content such as 
industry outlooks, field notes blogs and 
information about other programs offered 
for customers and agricultural producers.

• Continue to publish our quarterly enews-
letter that describes upcoming educational 
events.

• Promote AgChoice loan officers and other 
employees as key referral sources for infor-
mation, data and educational opportunities. 

While we live in a world of rapid change 
with magnified risks and rewards, the future holds 
exciting opportunities for agricultural producers. 
At AgChoice, we strive to anticipate your needs 
and expectations and provide you with tools to 
embrace the future. Thank you for working with 
your customer-owned cooperative — AgChoice. ◆

Embracing Our Future
Darrell Curtis, President and CEO



4  ‹  Fall 2017  |  AgChoice Farm Credit4  ‹  Fall 2017  |  AgChoice Farm Credit

Students Conclude  
2017 Internships 
Each summer, AgChoice hosts a group a college 
students for a robust, hands-on internship experi-
ence that includes group projects, job shadowing 
and skill building. This year’s interns wrapped 
up in August after working with our marketing, 
underwriting, sales and accounting teams. Visit 
our website or email interninfo@agchoice.com 
with questions or interest. 

Pictured (L-R): Mara Tate (Millersville University), 
Hannah Albright (Penn State), Austin McMonagle 
(Penn State), Karissa Swartz (Elizabethtown College) 
and Krystal Helm (West Virginia University). 

Association News
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AgChoice Scholars Registration Opens 
Students attending Penn State have an opportunity to join the AgChoice Scholars program, where 
they will participate in educational seminars, a one-week externship, field trips to local agribusinesses, 
credit analysis projects and more. Visit our website to apply or learn more. 

New I Am AgChoice 
Videos Available    
We are excited to share a new batch of customer-
owner, channel partner and employee testimonial 
videos this year. Videos will appear weekly on 
our Facebook page. Be sure to check them out 
and share them with your friends. Branch staff 
are happy to play the videos on their computers 
or mobile devices for customer-owners without 
Internet access.

AgChoice Represented at Farm Credit Fly-In
Over 600 Farm Credit leaders and customer-owners met with policymakers in Washington D.C. during 
July’s Farm Credit Fly-In. The annual event is an opportunity to remind legislators how Farm Credit is 
mission-critical to supporting agriculture and rural communities. 

Connect with AgChoice Online 
We believe that Knowing You Makes The Difference™, 
and in the digital age that means reaching 
customer-owners and our extended network 
through online platforms like social media. Find 
and follow AgChoice on Facebook and LinkedIn 
or check the Field Notes blog on our website to 
enjoy our latest news, events and photos. Make 
sure we have your email address on file so you 
can receive our monthly newsletter and other 
electronic communications. 

Last year’s scholars concluded their program at an awards dinner with AgChoice staff and directors. 

Pictured (L to R): Jerry Chessman (customer-owner), Shawn Wolfinger (director), Mark Miller (customer-
owner), Donny Bartch (customer-owner), Chris Waddell (director) and Darrell Curtis (president and CEO). 
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Industry News

Advice to Young Producers

During a snowstorm, I 
arrived in West Point, 
Nebraska, to present 

at a conference hosted by four 
collaborating agribusinesses. These 
companies came together to offer 
lifelong learners a cutting-edge 
seminar focused on technology 
and innovation. Much of the 
seminar group was attentive and 
eager to gain any differential edge 
in business strategy.

A quiet, young producer 
actively listened throughout most of my presen-
tation and often jotted notes. After the session 
ended, this producer approached me and asked 
for my advice to young producers. Well, this is only 
a beginning, but here are five good points to start.

1. Invest in productive assets.
 One of the keys to success is wise invest-

ment. Remember, this includes investing in 
your own emotional, mental and physical 
well-being. In other words, invest in assets 
that will provide a profitable stream of 
revenue, both short- and long-term. Don’t 
be enamored by the “latest or greatest” 
things. Actually, a good investment is often 
based on good ol’ common sense. Prudent 
investments may include a good set of cattle, 
select equipment and technology, produc-
tive land or buildings and structures. Resist 
the temptation to keep up with your peers 
and neighbors. Whatever advantages they 

may have, no business can enjoy 
success without solid business 
management practices.

2. Watch for trends 
that might provide a 
competitive edge.
More young producers are 
branching out. Specifically, 
they are looking beyond the 
norm for solutions or oppor-
tunities that will increase 
revenue. These could include, 

for example, adding grass-fed beef into a 
livestock operation, partnering with an older 
producer without a succeeding generation, 
sharing equipment between farm businesses 
or joining a buying/selling cooperative of 
commodities. In short, think interdependent, 
not independent.

3. Seek a good producer-lender 
relationship.

 As a young producer, you will most likely 
have to borrow money. A good lender can 
be helpful in facilitating an appropriate loan 
structure, terms and rates, which are critical. 
When finding a lender, consider if he/she 
knows the industry and understand your 
goals and visions. Do they have experience 
in supporting young farmers, and can he/
she provide education and training? Each 
of these elements is important for a good, 
side-by-side relationship with your lender. A 
lender can be one of your most significant 

business relationships, especially when 
starting a new business.

4. Maintain and enhance your 
knowledge coefficient.

 Knowledge is information as it is applied 
to your business. This component is critical. 
Focus on business, financial and marketing 
practices. Remember the law of dimin-
ishing return (paraphrased): Apply capital 
and energy to where you get the biggest 
bang for your buck until it’s all used up. 
Actually, this point feeds into the final of 
the five points as maintaining and enhancing 
knowledge requires the support and partici-
pation of others.

5. Establish a good circle of mentors.
 Test your thoughts and expand your critical 

thinking through a circle of mentors that 
includes at least some individuals outside 
the family culture. Advisors (either single or a 
group) should include some peers as well as 
some more experienced individuals. Because 
of its cyclical nature, success in agriculture 
requires varying perspectives, a mix of 
young ideas with seasoned experience. 
In addition, agriculture is often in rural or 
geographically isolated communities, which 
can make networking outside of the industry 
more difficult. Yet, a perspective outside of 
the industry can be extremely valuable 
and should be included in matters under 
advisement. ◆

Dr. David M. Kohl

Dr. David M. Kohl
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“I’ve always wanted to farm as long 
as I can remember,” said Todd 
Esbenshade, a second-generation 
farmer in Beaver Springs, Snyder 
county. “We love the lifestyle.”

Todd, his wife, Eileen, and their three daughters —  
Ava, 5, Madison, 2, and Isabella, 4 months — manage 
a nursery pig barn and grow corn, beans and 
hay with Todd’s dad, Clair, and brother, Kyle. The 
Esbenshade family also raises turkeys and a small 
beef herd. 

“Before pigs, I worked part-time for a neighbor 
farmer, milking cows,” recalled Todd. “When we 
decided to expand the business, we wanted an 
operation that would allow me to farm full-time.”

“My biggest adjustment was realizing that the 
pigs were priority number one on the farm,” he 
continued. “The crop work could wait.”

In those early years, Todd and Eileen’s loan 
officer, Shawn Frantz, told the couple about the 
AgBiz Masters program. “We were the first program 
graduates,” Eileen remembered. 

Even though the class was eight years ago, 
Eileen noted that the lessons Dr. David Kohl taught 
continue to resonate with her. “Don’t do it, if it’s 
not making you money,” remembered Eileen. “Dr. 
Kohl reminded us that side ventures that aren’t 
making us money can steal time from things that 
are making money. It helped us think of our farm 
as a business,” she said.

The Esbenshades earned SmartStart credits 
by completing AgBiz Masters, which reduced their 
interest rate and saved them money when they 
borrowed from AgChoice.

“I always tell my customers that the interest 
rate is icing on the cake,” said Shawn Frantz. “The 
AgBiz learning series is so important to the  
business’ foundation.” 

“We’re thankful that AgChoice wants to help 
customers learn,” Eileen said. “The local bank doesn’t 
care about our education. If we wanted a business 
class, such as AgBiz Masters, we would have to enroll 
in a college course.”

Reflecting on their first decade in farming, the 

Esbenshades offer advice for other young farmers. 
“Be willing to learn because things come at a rapid 
pace,” said Todd. “And advisors are important.”

“Our loan officer is a valuable resource and 
advisor,” Todd continued. “When we call with an idea, 
we don’t have to explain all the details. Shawn gets it.” 

Todd’s final advice to other young farmers — 
taking a day off is not a bad thing. “It’s easy to burn 
out when you’re just starting out,” he said. “Vacation 
time is important to help you slow down.” ◆
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First AgBiz Graduates  
Reflect on Program’s Impact

Feature Story
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Young or beginning and small farmers regis-
tered in SmartStart can earn educational credits 
by participating in seminars and workshops 
that enhance your financial, business or produc-
tion management skills. Not only does this 
help you become a more successful business 
operator, but the credits accumulate and can 
result in interest rate reductions on your term 
and operating loans with AgChoice Farm Credit. 

Qualifying educational programs include 
but are not limited to:

• AgChoice-sponsored programs: 
 - Ag Forums
 - AgBiz Masters
 - Specialized workshops

• Outside programs offered by: 
 - Chamber of Commerce
 - Extension
 - Industry organizations
 - SCORE and other business trainings
 - University/community colleges

Each educational workshop submitted for 
SmartStart credits is assessed, and credits are 
assigned based on the duration of the program 
and topics covered. Credits accumulate over 
the two most recent years and result in the 
following interest rate reductions on a new loan.

• 0 to 4 credits = 0.25% interest rate 
reduction for three years

• 5 to 9 credits = 0.50% interest rate 
reduction for three years

• 10+ credits = 0.75% interest rate reduction 
for five years
To be eligible to use AgChoice’s SmartStart 

interest rate reductions, you must be a full-time 
farmer or have the intent to become a full-time 
farmer within three years. For each borrower, 
the aggregate original loan amount receiving 
SmartStart rate incentives cannot exceed 
$500,000.

What is SmartStart?
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Feature Story
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Founded in 2013 by Heidi Witmer, the Leadership, Education and 
Farming (LEAF) Project’s mission is to cultivate youth leaders from 
diverse backgrounds through meaningful work in the food system. 

LEAF envisions a world where youth leaders are meaningfully engaged in 
solving community problems and connect people from diverse backgrounds 
to food, land and each other. 

A crew of LEAF youth, ages 14–18, learn, work and grow with farmers, 
chefs and the local community. Program recruitment begins in early February. 
Prospective youth submit an application and participate in a group interview 
process that includes a work task.

A five-person recruitment team makes the final crew selections seeking 
diversity of personality, gender, geography and background, and the right 
fit for the LEAF culture. Twelve youths serve eight weeks on a Level 1 crew 
in the summer with the option to return for the fall crew. 

In addition to working on the six-acre LEAF produce farm in Perry county, 
the crew also works on six partner farms, experiencing many production 
systems including dairy, orchards and meats. As youth grow in the program, 
there are incremental, tiered leadership opportunities including Level 2 crew, 
leadership internships and paid internships. 

Life Experiences Shape the LEAF Vision 
The LEAF founder grew up on a northern York county farm with her extended 
family. Heidi’s farming background merged with her international and 
educational experiences to shape LEAF’s vision and mission. 

A peace studies major in college, Heidi spent time working abroad in 
community development. “While I was serving the United Nations in Rwanda, 
my off-hours became as important as my office position,” Heidi explained. 

When not in the office, Heidi helped the local people plant gardens. 
“Raising their own food became a form of sustainability for the Rwandan 
people,” Heidi said. “Agriculture was community development and 
self-development.”

While a head administrator at a girls’ school in southcentral Pennsylvania, 
Heidi realized that summer breaks were not helping her students. “They were 
unmotivated after laying around all summer,” Heidi recalled. 

Heidi tried to break the summer slump pattern by encouraging her 
students to perform community service or other work. Her students answered 
the challenge, but found continuous rejection from potential organizations 
and employers. 

The LEAF Project
AgBiz Graduate Cultivates Youth Leaders 
Through Work in the Food System
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“There weren’t youth employment opportunities in our area; it was a 
profound realization for me,” said Heidi. 

Heidi began researching student-based food projects, including one 
in Boston. “I tried the concept at school and started calling local farmers 
I knew,” she said. “They didn’t have room for students. I wanted to create 
an opportunity for these high school-aged students,” explained Heidi. “In 
everything I did through life, agriculture was part of it.” 

AgBiz Teaches Financial Best Practices 
Before LEAF Launches 
Before launching her LEAF idea, Heidi decided to enroll in AgChoice’s AgBiz 
Masters (ABM) program with farmer Megan Rulli, Piney Mountain Orchards. 

“Megan was a couple years ahead of me in her business when we 
started the program,” remembered Heidi. “When we reviewed the ABM 
case studies, we had two lenses to view them — an existing business and 
a potential business. I think it was so valuable for us to work with Megan’s 
farm’s financials during ABM,” she explained. “We could study with real 
numbers and apply them.”

“With ABM, the concepts we learned held across various operations, 
from a third generation dairy operation to a one-woman organic farm 
trying a new crop,” Heidi recalled. 

Today, Megan’s business is a partner LEAF farm, and the ABM graduates 
continue their accountability, meeting during the winter to analyze each 
other’s operations. “It keeps us disciplined,” said Heidi. “It is a financial best 
practice from ABM — benchmark and share.” 

Heidi and Megan review each other’s balance sheets, watching for 
their businesses’ financial health. “We want to know if our risk paid off from 
the previous year,” shared Heidi. “ABM definitely helped me take more risk 
in my business.”

LEAF Grows and Evolves 
“When I began the LEAF concept, people wanted to know why it wasn’t a 
summer camp,” Heidi recalled. “LEAF was always about real work. I had a 
lot of learning about how to tell our story. To launch, it required generosity 
and good faith.” 

Her proudest moment was when the local farming community, who 
initially saw her concept of youth crews as a burden, wanted to benefit 
from her youth driven “crop mob” on their own farms. 

Today, LEAF is an independent non-profit with a board of directors 
helping guide the organization and meet its mission. “It’s essential that 
we have a strong focus and discipline,” shared Heidi. “We are different than 
many non-profits because data tracking is built into our organization. As 
farmers, we always are interested in data.”

Heidi’s husband, Shane Kaplan, joined LEAF in 2015, serving as the 
assistant director and culinary coordinator. Previously a curriculum develop-
ment director at a local school district, “Shane helped us bring in the culinary 
aspect to LEAF,” Heidi said. 

LEAF’s community focus continues to evolve thanks to youth identifying 
needs and solving problems. 

To meet hunger challenges, LEAF takes over the local Salvation Army 
kitchen every Tuesday during the summer, feeding almost 200 people. 
Youth prepare the produce they have grown and serve it to those in need. 

Partner chefs also helped launch LEAF kits in 2017. Fully prepared meals 
using fresh ingredients from LEAF and its partners, chefs develop the kit 
recipes and instruct students on preparation. “I think every meal is better than 
anything in the market,” noted Heidi. “The quality difference is remarkable.” 

Advice for Future Entrepreneurs
Reflecting on her journey from LEAF’s concept to today’s growing organiza-
tion, Heidi offers the following advice for other agricultural entrepreneurs. 

• Embrace the marathon. Don’t give 110% to everything and then have 
no energy to plan.

• Be vigorous about wrapping up the season. Plan for closing as much 
as for opening. Protect the boundaries for your people.

• Don’t be afraid to ask for help. Your energy isn’t limitless. 
• Figure out who you want on your team. 
• The hardest and best learning is from your parents.  ◆

To learn more about LEAF, visit the program’s website at  
http://www.leafprojectpa.org.

“LEAF was always about real work. 
I had a lot of learning about how to 
tell our story. To launch, it required 

generosity and good faith.”
—Heidi Witmer
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Lynn Darby—
“LEAF helped me determine 
my career path.”

“When I was 15, my uncle, a teacher, told me I 
needed to get a job,” said Lynn Darby, a fourth year 
LEAF participant from Carlisle, Pa. After learning 
about the LEAF program, his uncle told Lynn that 
he found the perfect job. “I filled out the applica-
tion and the rest was history,” recalled Lynn. 

“At LEAF, I was working eight hours in the sun,” 
he laughed. “I wondered what I had got myself 
into, but I slowly saw the big picture. I learned 
about agriculture, but also developed as a person.”

Lynn nurtured his skills and returned the next 
summer as an assistant crew leader, followed by a 
culinary internship during year three and a crew 
leader this past summer. 

“I’m now in a position to lead others,” Lynn 
noted. “It comes naturally, with preparation. I 
surprise myself at what I’m able to do.” 

Entering his sophomore year at Bloomsburg 
University majoring in secondary education, 
Lynn credits LEAF for helping him determine his 

career path. “The program set me up for success, 
teaching me intangible skills.”

Sam Predmore—
“Before LEAF, the food system 
was Aldi grocery stores.”

Fifteen-year-old Sam Predmore, a junior at 
Trinity High School, Camp Hill, Pa., is an assistant 
crew leader with LEAF. 

“LEAF has opened my eyes to realize how 

much work goes into the food system from tiny 
seeds to dinner on the plate,” Sam said. “Before 
LEAF, the food system was Aldi grocery stores.”

In his second year with LEAF, Sam experi-
enced more responsibility with the program. “I 
am seeing the ‘why’ on the farm and connecting 
with more people. I am a leader to my crew but 
also a peer,” Sam noted. “I want to help my crew 
find the best version of themselves.”

“This has been a great experience. I wish 
everyone had the opportunity,” he said. ◆

Feature Story

LEAF  
Student Features
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2017 Crew Members Share Lessons Learned from LEAF:
• Create positive community impact 
• Meet people from diverse backgrounds
• Grow as a person
• Connect to agriculture through productive work
• Develop meaningful relationships
• Build agricultural and culinary skills 
• Appreciate the value of hard work 

Above, Lynn Darby, LEAF crew Leader.
Top of page, LEAF assitant crew leader Sam Predmore (fourth from 
the left) with poses with LEAF partner chefs.
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To learn more and register, visit 

AGBIZMASTERS.COM. 
For questions and/or a hard copy of the 

registration form call 
717-796-9372 ext. 6027.

MastersAgBiz
A Learning Series for Young & Beginning Farmers

MANAGE YOUR BUSINESS 
FOR THE FUTURE.

AgBizMasters.com

Are you a young or beginning farmer? Are you interested in honing your business and 
financial management skills? If so, AgBiz Masters is for you.

2YEAR
TWO

Understanding Lending Decisions
Farm Business Management Factors 

and Benchmarks
Growth and Transition Management

Personal Financial Management
Communications, Ethics 

and Leadership

PROGRAM
TAKEAWAYS

Networking
Recordkeeping
Balance Sheet

Understanding a Lender
Connections 
Business Plan

Financial Management
Transitions

Growing the Farm

8

1,000
YOUNG & BEGINNING 

FARMERS REACHED

=
YEARS

MastersAgBiz
A Learning Series for Young & Beginning Farmers

PARTNER
ORGANIZATIONS

SUPPORTED BY

25+

NEXT 
CLASS

Nov. 2017
to

 March 2018

1YEAR
ONE

Megatrends of Agriculture
Strategic Business Planning

Preparing for Your Lender
Constructing a Balance Sheet

Constructing an Income Statement and 
Cash Flow Projection

Educational Resources



LEVERAGE OUR AG EXPERTS—
PROFESSIONAL TAX SERVICES

Does your tax preparer understand your 
business and make farm visits? Want your taxes 
done efficiently and accurately every time? 
AgChoice is pleased to offer Tax Services 
throughout the Association territory. 

Let our professional team help you with your 
tax planning, filing, payroll and W-2 prepara-
tion. Call us today and make an appointment 
for a free consultation.

1.800.998.5557  
www.AgChoice.com


