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Jeff Raikes
Co-Founder, Raikes 
Foundation
Chair, Robert B. Daugherty
Water for Food Institute 
Board of Directors

FOREWORD FROM THE BOARD CHAIR

With special thanks to the Robert B. Daugherty Foundation The Robert B. Daugherty Water for Food 
Institute at the University of Nebraska 
was once a seed of an idea. The idea was 
to create an organization that would 
harness the University of Nebraska’s 
expertise in water and agriculture to 
help address one of the most complex 
challenges of our time: how to meet 
the world’s rising food demands in the 
context of scarce water resources.

Following the first Water for Food Global 
Conference in 2009, it became clear that the 
University of Nebraska was not only well 
positioned to be a global player in the quest 
for water and food security, but was also 
motivated to turn its research into action. 

The university’s commitment to bring 
global attention to the need for better 
water use and management in agriculture 
provided fertile ground for that “big 
idea” to grow. The institute became a 
reality in 2010 thanks to the visionary 
leadership of James B. Milliken, then 
NU president, and a transformative $50 
million gift from the Robert B. Daugherty 
Charitable Foundation. We are excited to 
share this report with you, which reflects 
on the institute’s evolution in the five 
years that followed.

Today, the institute has a strong capacity 
to take its vision to the next phase. It 
has established an effective leadership 

Jeff Raikes speaking at the 2014 Global Water for Food Conference



02 03Water for Food Institute  //  Water for Food Institute

team and invested in a talented group of 
Faculty Fellows who are committed to 
ensuring a more food and water secure 
world. Together, we are helping farmers 
use water more effectively for agricultural 
production, contributing scientific and 
policy research that informs decision-
making, and educating future leaders in 
the management and use of water by and 
for agriculture. 

As we look to the past, we are inspired 
by how far the institute has come. 
However, our eyes are fixed on the 
future. There is much more work to be 
done to find solutions to the complex 
and interconnected issues surrounding 
water and food security. All of us 
on the institute’s Board of Directors 
look forward to the next five years of 
continued growth and progress.

Jeff Raikes 
Co-Founder, Raikes Foundation 
Chair, Robert B. Daugherty  
Water for Food Institute  
Board of Directors

Brazilian cattle ranch
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It has been a pleasure and a privilege 
to guide the Water for Food Institute 
during this initial period of rapid 
program development and institutional 
growth. We didn’t have a grand strategy 
from the start, but took an exploratory 
approach. This course of action allowed 
us to experiment, make discoveries 
and learn lessons that would help in 
developing a focused direction that 
made the most of our comparable 
advantages. As you’ll see in this five-year 
report, we are proud of the great strides 
we have made in building the institute 
and working toward our goal to help 
ensure global water and food security 
for the generations to come.

Building the institute has been a central 
preoccupation since the institute’s 
beginning in 2010. But the hard work 
has paid off. We are now fully staffed 
with an outstanding leadership team 
and program staff who are driving our 
strategic plan forward. We have rapidly 
grown into a known and respected leader 
among our peer organizations. Our 73 
Faculty Fellows, numerous post docs and 
graduate and undergraduate students are 
expanding the effectiveness of our impact 
through projects around the world. 
Our online and media communications 
have greatly broadened our reach and 
connected us to stakeholders at the local, 
national and international levels.

Roberto Lenton
Founding Executive 
Director
Robert B. Daugherty 
Water for Food 
Institute

PREFACE FROM THE FOUNDING DIRECTOR
Roberto Lenton speaking at the 2013 Global Water for Food Conference
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young talent, through such activities as 
the double Master of Science program 
in Agricultural Water Management with 
UNESCO-IHE in Delft and a fellowship 
program for undergraduate and graduate 
students and post-docs.

Now, with a full complement of directors 
and staff, the past year has witnessed a 
transformation at WFI. Relationships and 
partnerships have matured, programs 
launched and directions clarified. After 
reflecting on lessons learned in our initial 
years and many discussions with university 
leadership, global experts and faculty, 
we’ve identified where WFI’s greatest 
capacities lie to effect change. As we’ve 
developed new strategies for the next five 
years, we’ve targeted key subject areas 
and geographic locations in which we 
will focus our resources. The 2015-2020 
Strategic Plan details specific research, 
policy and educational projects we are 
undertaking and how we will measure 
progress in outputs and outcomes.   

A year ago, when we moved into our 
new location on the Nebraska Innovation 
Campus, we had many empty desks. 
Today, those desks are filled and our 
offices bustling with core staff as well as 
students, faculty and visiting researchers. 
As WFI heads into its next five years, 
we’re excited to embrace promising 
new projects, from closing water and 
agricultural productivity gaps in Africa 
to educating the next generation of 
researchers and practitioners.  

I would like to express my deep 
appreciation to the Board of Directors, 
the leadership at the University of 
Nebraska, our International Advisory 
Panel and Faculty Advisory Panel, and 
the dedicated staff and faculty who have 
worked tirelessly to support the institute. 
We have the organizational strength, 
research expertise and collaborative 
partnerships needed to advance the 
institute’s mission well into the future, 
helping to ensure sustainable water and 
food security for our grandchildren and 
their grandchildren.

Roberto Lenton 
Founding Executive Director 
Robert B. Daugherty  
Water for Food Institute

While we are proud of our 
accomplishments in building an 
institutional framework, we are even 
more proud of our institute’s initial  
work to build an impact-driven program.  
This work is indeed the central focus  
of this report. 

Through the leadership of our new 
directors for research and policy, we 
have begun to build a vigorous research 
and policy development program that 
includes engagement with both local 
and global stakeholders. We have also 
developed a strong set of collaborations 
with national and international partners, 
striving to achieve a balance between 

work in Nebraska and globally, 
including in India, Brazil, China and 
selected countries in East Africa and the 
Middle East and North Africa region. 
Our annual Water for Food Global 
Conference has become a sought-after 
event for thought partners, researchers, 
students, policymakers, producers, 
business leaders and others in our sector. 
We have also convened or co-convened 
many policy dialogues, workshops and 
seminars in the last five years, including 
at the annual Stockholm World Water 
Weeks and the 2012 and 2015 World 
Water Forums. We are pleased by the 
progress we have made in our work to 
educate the next generation and engage 

Rice harvesting in Indonesia

Sebastian Elbaum, explaining his 
research at the 2013 Global  
Water for Food Conference
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Ending Water and Food Insecurity

We can radically improve water and food 
security in the world by 2050. 

That may seem a bold statement, but 
the potential exists. In many regions of 
the world, farmers achieve only a small 
fraction of the crop yields their land is 
capable of producing. In other, high-yield 
areas, farmers continue to innovate, using 
technology and other practices to use 
water more effectively. These realities 
provide tremendous opportunities to both 
improve yields and lower agriculture’s 
global water footprint. 

Technological and agronomic advances 
generate opportunities. Remote sensing 
and other data tools, increasingly resilient 
plant varieties and precision agriculture 
enable producers to make big strides.

Most importantly, the world is paying 
more attention to the water-food nexus. 
Public awareness is growing, private 
companies are engaging, and governments 
are increasingly acknowledging and 
committing resources to solving the 
problem of growing more food with less 
impact on the quantity and quality of our 
water resources.

Admittedly, the challenges are enormous. 
By 2050, food demand is expected to 
double as the global population reaches 

nearly 10 billion and economic prosperity 
improves diets. Long-entrenched social 
roadblocks seem impervious: inequality, 
poverty, corruption, marginalization of 
women, conflict over resources. And, not 
least, climate change is already beginning 
to undo progress with more severe 
consequences coming. Increasingly, severe 
droughts threaten major agricultural 
regions worldwide, leading to even greater 
unsustainable use of available water.

These challenges are not insurmountable. 
We believe the skills, technology and 
knowledge exist to greatly reduce the 
pervasiveness of water and food insecurity 
by 2050.

The Robert B. Daugherty Water for Food 
Institute at the University of Nebraska 
(WFI) is one of the few university-based 
institutes in the world focused squarely on 
the water-food nexus. We are committed to 
bringing together the resources, talent and 
knowledge available at the University of 
Nebraska (NU) and throughout the world 
to find unique solutions to the challenge 
of achieving greater food security with less 
pressure on water resources.

Our new 2015-2020 Strategic Plan 
articulates our vision to have a food- and 
water-secure world, where global food 
security is ensured while maintaining 

Technological 
and agronomic 
advances generate 
opportunities.

‘‘ ‘‘

69%Required increase in 
food calories to feed 9.6 
billion people by 2050
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Demand in the developing world is rising steeply
Meat consumption per capita, kilograms, average 2010-12 (estimate)
and 2022 (forecast), in the BRICS countries
(Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa)
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