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INTRODUCTION

The American Agricultural Editors’ Association (AAEA) is on the threshold of a new direction, a new focus and a new outlook. It recognizes the challenges of membership retention, solidifying its relationship with sponsors and providing a tangible list of benefits to meet the needs of its members in the future. In addition, it realizes the importance of its Professional Improvement Foundation (PIF) and the role it will play in the decades ahead as AAEA develops programs and enhancements to member benefits to continue its role as the premier ag communications association in the industry.

Through the efforts of a Strategic Planning Committee (Susan Davis, chair: Betsy Freese, Kelly Schwalbe, Andrew Burchett, Greg Hillyer, Greg Vincent, Willie Vogt, plus Den Gardner/David Hest, staff), the board of directors of AAEA and many members, it is focusing this strategic plan effort on definable and doable goals. The tactics created in this document have been debated thoroughly, with one objective: create an association that delivers the best and most important benefits to provide professional development to its members.

The Strategic Planning Committee was broken into three sub-committees: Revenue, Member Benefits and Organization. The goals developed below were determined by weaving the tactics created by these three sub-committees.

This document will contain the AAEA mission/vision statement, its goals and the recommended tactics to create the type of organization needed to survive and thrive in the years ahead.
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MISSION/VISION STATEMENT (working statement only)
Mission:

The American Agricultural Editors’ Association fosters excellence among agricultural communicators through professional development and an open exchange of ideas while promoting standards of integrity.

Vision:

We envision an association that is the premier ag communications organization in North America. It actively recruits writers, editors, photographers, designers and all others who provide information about agriculture and rural living. 

Members broaden and sharpen their skills through hands-on professional development. They enrich their career experience by learning from other professionals who freely share their knowledge to build expertise across the profession. 

AAEA provides tools to help communicators do their jobs better daily. Through IFAJ, it networks ag communicators and newsmakers worldwide to bring more context and understanding to their work. 

Members reciprocate the career development they receive from the association by contributing their time and talents to growing and supporting it.

Industry partners clearly recognize the value of AAEA by contributing to the Professional Improvement Foundation to deliver valuable, timely benefits to members.

Strategic Plan:

This document is the plan to meet this vision. It details goals—and tactics of how to reach those goals—in the coming five years. 
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GOALS
The five-year goals of AAEA are as follows:

1.  AAEA will maintain and increase its membership through a detailed and concentrated effort on a regular basis with consistent oversight by the board of directors and committees. AAEA will focus on member benefits and continued enhancement of those benefits to members. This includes ancillary relationships with such groups as the International Federation of Agricultural Journalists (IFAJ).
2.  AAEA will strengthen, diversify and stabilize its sponsorship base through innovative tactics to emphasize the marketing benefits to sponsors in connecting themselves to the association.

3.  AAEA will continue its relationship with the Agricultural Media Summit (AMS) partners (LPC and ABM ag publishers group) and at the same time aggressively develop tactics to engage other ag communications groups in the LLC.

4.  AAEA will create recognition programs to engage more members and recognize actives and affiliates for excellence in ag communications. 
5.  AAEA will carefully monitor its Professional Improvement Foundation (PIF) and investigate ways to more efficiently manage the group and financially grow the foundation and engage more members in its mission and goals through a visibility program.

6.  AAEA will review its organizational structure (terms of office of board, duties of board in committee structure, accountability of board, etc.) on an ongoing basis to better serve the membership.

7.  AAEA will review the management firm regularly and develop a fair compensation program to fully utilize its potential to keep the association growing and financially solvent.

8.  AAEA will review its management firm’s ancillary responsibilities (PIF and IFAJ as two examples) to determine future actions that serve the best interests of the association.
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TACTICS
The following tactics are based on the goals included in the document above. Please note that some of the details of how to get there may change with factors such as time and technology. One might consider this a work plan
Goal 1.   AAEA will maintain and increase its membership through a detailed and concentrated effort on a regular basis with consistent oversight by selected members of its board of directors. AAEA will focus on member benefits and continued enhancement of those benefits to members. This includes ancillary relationships with such groups as the International Federation of Agricultural Journalists (IFAJ).

· Encourage rural lifestyle and hobby farm media to join AAEA.

(Timeline: Implement fall 2005)

· Research single membership classification for active and affiliate members. Use 2005 survey to gauge membership interest. 

(Timeline: Membership chair to report finding at summer board meeting. Or this 

will be accomplished after the membership survey is done.)
· Research and re-evaluate the structure of the AAEA board and voting rights of its members.

(Timeline: Summer board meeting or once member survey is completed and evaluated.)

· Discuss creation of a sub-committee of the board of directors and the membership committee to define membership goals and benefits to members. This sub-committee would then work with the membership committee. (See next bullet point.)

(Timeline: By AMS meeting in Milwaukee)

· Re-activate affiliate advisory committee and conduct membership campaign led by affiliate representative to AAEA board to work with membership committee and grow agency, agribusiness and ag association communications professionals and others.

(Timeline: Create plan to be developed during second and third quarter of 2005, 

with implementation by fourth quarter of year.)
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· Scrutinize all ag publication members (actives in the current form) that are part of AAEA to determine what full-time editors working for these ag pubs are not members. This would specifically relate to, for example, designers, assistant editors and others that are not currently members.

(Timeline: make part of 2005 membership drive and ongoing afterwards)

· Identify areas to increase dues income. A late fee will be established of $190 for 2006, as one example, if dues aren’t paid by Dec. 31, 2005. FYI: Dues increased to $165 for 2006.

(Timeline: Ongoing)

· Develop a system to ensure college seniors majoring in ag communications understand the benefits of AAEA. Consider reduced rate for first-year members, for example. This should provide for a better feeder system into AAEA. Tactics might include:

· Enhance efforts with university ag communications departments to make AAEA better known and more accessible for students.

· Create a membership drive within the Ag Communicators of Tomorrow (ACT).

The responsibility for this effort should be handled by staff, so changes in committee chair (volunteers) won’t hamper recruitment effort. (1)
(Timeline: Discuss opportunities by end of 2005)
· Explore providing more tangible benefits of IFAJ membership to AAEA members. Some efforts might include:

· Working with IFAJ leadership to identify creative ways to provide benefits.

· Enhance communications of benefits through ByLine, web site, and/or other communications tools. For example, feature an IFAJ column each issue of the ByLine.

· Help the IFAJ facilitate additional member benefits. (2)

(Timeline: Discuss opportunities by end of 2005)
· Build alliances and partnerships with related industry groups such as ARC, CCA, NAFB, ACE, NAMA, Canadian groups and more.

(Timeline: Ongoing)
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· Investigate delivering benefits such as professional development and other services to members without requiring travel. This can be done through:

· Identifying areas of professional development that are of most interest and deliver instruction via the Internet or some other means.

· Identify services of value to members today (liability insurance, libel insurance, even health care, etc., and pursue those with the highest interest). These could be part of the member survey to determine interest.

(Timeline: Review during 2006)
· Enhance web site to make it more useful for members.
· Create a news service where affiliate organizations can place news releases and other timely information of use to AAEA members.

· Create an on-line media center that allows companies to maintain a database of key industry contacts for use by AAEA members.

(Timeline: Ongoing)
· Make IFAJ more visible as member benefit by promoting it on web site, ByLine.
(Timeline: Ongoing)
(1) Example: At a time determined to have the highest impact, the executive director sends a PDF brochure to ag comm. departments with a request to copy it and distribute it to all students.  

(2) Example: IFAJ maintains a list of key agricultural government and industry sources worldwide on its web site. AAEA members could use this when reporting on a story. AAEA links to this page from its web site and promotes it in the ByLine and other ways. Other examples include a global ag journalist freelance listing and a professional journalist idea exchange.

Goal 2.   AAEA will strengthen, diversify and stabilize its sponsorship base through innovative tactics to emphasize the marketing benefits to sponsors in connecting itself to the association.

· Expand corporate sponsorship base by offering opportunities to sponsor the ByLine and web site to 10 companies at $1,000 each. 

(Timeline: ByLine Sponsorship approved at 2005 spring board meeting)

· Design and Implement Incentive Program for management firm by developing a bonus program based on revenue generated from securing additional sponsors and organizational growth/fiscal management. 

(Timeline: Management firm to present ideal bonus program to board at summer

board meeting. Program to be voted on and, if approved, put into place beginning with 2006 FY.)
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· Increase role of senior editors of leading publications in attracting corporate sponsors. Create Corporate Sponsorship Committee, which will be activated when needed. 

(Timeline: Discuss at 2005 board meetings and, if needed, implement beginning in 2006 FY.)
Goal 3.  AAEA will continue its relationship with the Agricultural Media Summit (AMS) partners (LPC and ag publishers) and, at the same time, aggressively develop tactics to engage other ag communications groups in the LLC. Focus to be on becoming premier ag communications conference and trade show in the industry.
· Improve interaction and enhance AAEA member values with publishers by considering a special reception for publishers at AMS. (Timeline: Discuss at summer 2005 board meeting and beyond)

· Expand AMS sponsor and Info-Expo exhibitor pool and participation by exploring food-based companies and other allied industry companies and organizations that are currently not involved.

(Timeline: Ongoing)

· Make attendance at AMS a better value for individual members and their organizations. Some ideas include:

· Be diligent in keeping transportation and lodging costs down.

· Add new features to appeal to publications, not just individuals. (3)
· Encourage InfoExpo participants to bring more VIPs, technical experts and other quotable sources to AMS.

· Consider group discounts from a publication/agency as appropriate.
(Timeline: Review in second half of 2005 for 2006 AMS)

· Maintain current (2005) registration fee of $275 to encourage high level of participation. 
(Timeline: Ongoing)

· Investigate hiring commission-only sales person to find new sponsors and Info-Expo exhibitors.

(Timeline: Under consideration by AMS steering committee)
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· Continue efforts to encourage other organizations like ACE (Agricultural Cooperative Educators) and CCA (Cooperative Communicators Association) to be engaged in AMS.
(Timeline: As appropriate.)
(3) Example: Arrange for speakers or consultants to offer limited workshop or analysis for publications that submit issues in advance and commit to have multiple editors attend. For instance, a design workshop speaker would dedicate a few hours to doing closed-door consulting with up to five or six publications that wanted feedback. Sessions would last 15 minutes for every editor the publication had in attendance (with a maximum of two hours). Such custom sessions would be more valuable to editorial teams the general presentations and give incentive for publications to pay for more editors to attend.

Goal 4.  AAEA will create recognition programs to engage more members and recognize actives and affiliates for excellence in ag communications.

· Develop new categories in the AAEA writing awards candidates to attract more affiliate entries, examining such categories as news release writing, media kits and placed feature articles. This will be a way to say “job well done” to those who help editors to their jobs, promote a spirit of professional competition among those who supply active members with information. Work with affiliate committee and other affiliates to select categories. Start with a few new categories and build from there.
(Timeline: Discuss at 2005 board meetings)

· Consider “Editor’s Choice” awards for two categories: agency and corporate media relations. To be presented by active membership to affiliate individual annually to recognize excellence in public relations tactics in providing great service to editors. Editors would nominate affiliates for this award. Voting conducted by e-mail. Awards to be presented by nominating editor.
(Timeline: Contest committee to report to board by end of 2005)
· Investigate expansion of awards program to engage more members. Some examples include:

· Create categories for smaller vertical publications and newspaper formats. (This will be done to give more opportunities to publications that aren’t part of the larger ag publishing companies.)

· Partner with other related organization to show examples of exemplary work. (e.g., TOCA, IFAJ award-winning work.)
· Evaluate entry fees for all contests on a regular basis to maximize program revenue. 
(Timeline: Annual review of all three contests at summer board meetings)
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Goal 5.  AAEA will carefully monitor its Professional Improvement Foundation (PIF) and investigate ways to more efficiently manage the group and financially grow the foundation and engage more members in its mission and goals through a visibility program.

· Review foundation structure and :
· Reduce the number of trustees in PIF.  
· Communicate succession plan (when completed and appropriate) to membership (i.e., web site, ByLine etc.)
· Creating a PIF section on the web site with a hot button, forms, philosophy and programs.
· Developing a plan once the 501c3 status is determined.
(Timeline: determine feasibility by end of 2005)

· Write guidelines and define what “professional development” means. 

· Enhance knowledge of individual

· Enhance relationship for the organization with AAEA.
· Create new opportunities for the individual (i.e. web training, digital photography)

· Outside AAEA clinics/workshops (e.g. Poynter Institute)

· Cross industry internship program (such as NY financial magazines)

(Timeline: Determine feasibility by end of 2005)

· Increase percentage of AAEA members who contribute to PIF by holding annual fundraiser via mailing and follow-up contact from PIF Trustees.
(Timeline: annually)
· Create forms for applying for grants to PIF

(Timeline: in process)

· Explore fundraising opportunities at AMS, AAEA annual meeting and throughout the year.

(Timeline: ongoing)

· Establish PIF link on AAEA website so members can make donations with credit cards.

(Timeline: immediately)

· Continue to promote PIF donations by members during AAEA member renewal by asking for contributions as part of membership dues.

(Timeline: currently in place) 
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· Develop a true marketing program to “market” the organization and continue to promote:

· Publicize how PIF contributions are being used by members and future members through the ByLine, web site, AMS and mailings.

· Spell out the annual and long-term benefits to donating to PIF.

· Define financial goals, current assets, annual contributions and sources, IRS status, value of small donations and other details.

This effort also should use the web site, the ByLine, AMS programs and the member directory to communicate activities of PIF. Some specific tools could be a Q&A handout distributed at APS and FAQs on the web site.

(Timeline: ongoing)

· Explore recognition program for contributors (e.g., listing in ByLine, website, AMS registration packet, ribbon or sticker on AMS name tags)

(Timeline: ongoing)

· Expand universe of contributions by:

· Identifying potential foundation grants,

· Exploring fundraising drive spearheaded by publishers to encourage suppliers to contribute,

· Developing program for corporation/ag businesses to contribute to PIF,

· Establish multi-year financial commitments targeting PIF funds to scholarships, internships, stipends, etc.

· Exploring contracting with independent fundraising company or AAEA executive management to spearhead PIF fundraising (with commission or bonus-based compensation package based on revenue generated).

(Timeline: ongoing)

· Enhance investment opportunities for PIF funds by directing PIF investment committee to regularly review investment strategies to ensure optimal returns.

(Timeline: twice annually)

Goal 6.  AAEA will review its organizational structure (terms of office of board, duties of board in committee structure, accountability of board, etc.) on an ongoing basis to better serve the membership.
· AAEA Board make-up will be reviewed regarding  designation representation (should it be enlarged and should affiliates be added to the group)

(Timeline: summer board meeting, pending results of survey)
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· Terms of office for board – remain at three-year commitment and balance publisher/magazine/membership representation on a continuing basis.

(Timeline: ongoing)

· AAEA Board guidelines will be developed for activity and attendance at meetings. Input and opinions are necessary for the best interest of the association. Requirements will be created for board attendance to guarantee activity.
· Minimum attendance requirement (one in-person meeting per year minimum and teleconferences as scheduled and needed)

· Enhanced committee liaison (responsibility for assigned committee reports)

· Specifically spell out board responsibilities

· Have checks and balances between board and committees to make committees more accountable.  (Re-instate co-chair system for transition on key committees – membership, ByLine, sponsorships, and other identified by board)

             (Timeline: by end of 2005)

· Review current policy of having only actives voting on association issues. Issues include:

· Changes to Bylaws

· Tie-breaker issue (e.g., affiliate makes the difference in controversial/commercial questions)

· Board only voting rights for affiliate(s), or does that open up affiliate voting rights to whole membership.

(Timeline: by end of 2005)

· AAEA Board will review terms of office for officers and other board members, with specific action items to include:

· Reviewing duties of vice president (committee coordination with president, familiarize with board activities)

· Reviewing duties of past president (AMS chair, as applicable; PIF liaison with board)

· Enhancing duties of vice president and past president (lighten load of president)

            (Timeline: for summer  2005 board meeting)
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Goal 7.  AAEA will review the management firm regularly and develop a fair compensation program to fully utilize its potential to keep the association growing and financially solvent.

· Develop written evaluation to determine performance. Review to be conducted annually by committee made up of president, past president and incoming president.  Other input from committee chairs, others, as appropriate.

(Timeline: begin with summer meeting in 2005)

· Require management firm to write review in June of each year. Self-review should be available for board review at least one week before meeting. Review should contain key measuring points for critical activities such as income, membership, etc.

(Timeline: completed for  summer board meeting – TBD)

· Compensation plan will be reviewed. A plan will be created for board to review performance based on financials and other variables. A bonus program will be investigated. The plan will include the following:

· Focus on bonus based on membership, sponsorships and financial management. Weight of each area to-be-determined by review committee.
· Compare bonus program to others offered in industry

· Offer bonus contingent on financial health of the association and other measurable factors.

(Timeline: put into effect, if approved, in time for beginning of 2006 FY.)

Goal 8.  AAEA will review its management firm’s ancillary responsibilities (PIF and IFAJ as two examples) to determine future actions that serve the best interests of the association.

· Find ways to get management firm more involved in IFAJ (e.g., mandatory attendance at IFAJ Congress each year).
(Timeline: discuss at spring board meeting and consider making part of 2006 FY budget.)

· Budget (through AAEA budget or PIF funds) for current president and IFAJ committee chair to attend each year.

(Timeline: review budget ramifications by summer board meeting)

· Require IFAJ committee chair to work with management firm to determine association relationship needs (IFAJ chair is liaison between AAEA and IFAJ).

(Timeline: ongoing)
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· Review small annual stipend from PIF to management firm for work it accomplishes for PIF on a regular basis. This would require management firm to:

· Determine minimum level of service needed to manage PIF programs

· Limit hours/involvement based on available budget – management firm reports actual activity.

(Timeline: summer board meeting)

SUMMARY
The AAEA is poised to meet the challenges facing agriculture today. Communications is vital to all our audiences. The efforts we undertake today as an organization in professional improvement, networking, and other areas is crucial to the long-term success of the association. AAEA has been a part of the fabric of ag communications and agriculture in general for more than 80 years. With forward-thinking and an eye to our future growth, this work plan can be our roadmap to prosperity for decades to come.





THE END
