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by Todd Terrell

ou won’t just happen to drive past
l the Florida FFA Leadership
Training Center. Anyone that visits
the Center had to be looking for it. Some
people might have been looking for it for
quite a while when they finally get there.
Phrases such as “rural” or “remote” cer-
tainly apply when describing the location.
But, the destination is worth the effort.
The Center encompasses 126 acres on
Lake Pierce between Haines City and
Lake Wales. The Leadership Training
Center is the fulfillment of a dream of the
Florida FFA Foundation. Begun in 1976,
the Florida FFA Foundation was
established to encourage and support FFA
chapters throughout the state. The
Foundation currently presents 7,000
awards annually to FFA chapters and has
garnered the support of sponsors for 190
special projects for FFA members
statewide. Additionally, the Foundation
has awarded scholarships to 65 students
and has plans to create an endowment and
scholarship program to encourage teachers
in agricultural education. All of these
projects would be enough, but it is the
Leadership Training Center that is
perhaps the crowning achievement of the
Foundation.

FFA LEADERSHIP TRAINING CENTER

Providing A Helping Hand

To Future Leaders

The dream began in 1986 when the
Foundation was given the tract of land on
Lake Pierce. The goal of the Center was to
create a centrally-located conference
center and retreat that would primarily
serve the FFA community, but could also
be utilized by other business and
non-profit organizations as the schedule
allowed. Since the Foundation is not
supported by any government funding,
the local agriculture community donated
the needed capital for that first building
project. Construction began in 1989 and
in 1992 the Center opened with a lodge,
two villas and a guesthouse. Four years
later, two additional villas were built to
further increase lodging availability and
again in 1999 two more villas were built
to bring the total to 6. The latest addition
to the Center came in 2004 with
an Education Center, complete with a
state of the art kitchen and dining
accommodations for 350 guests.

The truth is, all of this information is
available from the Foundation’s website at
www.flaltc.org. You can browse all the
facts and figures and see a few nice
pictures of the facility. You will have
absolutely no idea of what the Florida
FFA Leadership Training Center is really
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like. T know because I looked up the web-
site and read through most of it. Then I
actually drove out to the facility. T drove
through the rolling hills of the Florida
Ridge on the back roads of Highway 17
and lake Hatchineha Road. This is citrus
and scrub country. You can look in any
direction for miles. The majority of the
traffic was about evenly split between
citrus crews harvesting fruit and bicycle
riders laboring up what passes for
mountains here in Florida. Bok Tower
thrust itself from the landscape in the near
distance. A number of signs guided me in
from Highway 17 (its easy to imagine
someone getting lost out here) to
Firetower Road. Sure enough, as I wound
my way through State Forest land, acres
of high sandy scrub undulating in every
direction, there was the firetower just
prior to the entrance of the Center.
When I pulled into the parking lot I was
dumbstruck by the facility that the
Foundation had built seemingly in the
middle of nowhere. Then I saw them.
I had an appointment in 15 minutes with
the Executive Director of the Training
Center, Mr. Gary Bartley; but surely he
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would understand if T was just a minute or two late.
Crossing between one of the villas and the guesthouse
was a small flock of 6 turkeys. I was able to get off a
few good shots (with my camera) and still make my
meeting on time. Mr. Bartley just laughed later when
I confessed that a few turkeys almost made me late.
He's counted as many as 42 at a time just outside the
lodge. After a quick tour of the lodge, I got a chance
to sit down and speak with Mr. Bartley about the FFA
in Florida. I'm used to being the one to start the ques-
tions, but I was surprised when Mr. Bartley beat me to
the punch inquiring about if I had ever been a mem-
ber of FFA. I was proud to say that in fact I had been
a member of the Turkey Creek Junior chapter and had
participated in the Forestry and Parliamentary
Procedure teams (thank you Mr. Cribbs and Mr.
Altizer). It certainly was a fair question and I
couldn't help feeling like I had somehow answered
correctly. I'm sure I wouldn't have been treated any
differently if I hadn't been a member of FFA, but I felt
something I hadn't recalled for some time. I was
proud to be associated with the FFA. Sure it was a
long time ago and I didn't go on to pursue a life in
agriculture, but sitting in this beautiful facility, seeing
the familiar gold seal, I remembered how important
FFA had been to me those years ago. I remembered
time spent after school learning about Robert's Rules
of Order and Southern Pine Beetles. I recalled Ag
teachers spending free time and going the extra mile
for students. And I have to admit, I felt myself wish-
ing this facility had been here when I was in the FFA.
But here's the good news. I don't have to be in the FFA
to take advantage of the Training Center. As Mr.
Bartley showed me around the different villas, the
ropes course, the paintball field, the marina, I realized
this facility would be perfect for a retreat for the
Men's ministry at our church. This is exactly the sort
of use the Foundation envisioned for the Center at the
outset 20 years ago. And while that dream is being
realized, they aren't done yet. The Florida FFA
Foundation is right now in the beginning stages of an
$8 million dollar campaign to finally bring the 20-
year-old dream of the Florida FFA Leadership
Training Center to fruition. Among other things, the
goal of the campaign is to increase available lodging
to the capacity originally conceived in 1986. As the
FFA continues to grow and shape the future of
Florida, the Florida FFA Foundation stands poised to
provide a helping hand to those future leaders in our
agriculture community. If you've never been to the
Center, go. I did and I will be back. And I look
forward to all the great additions sure to come.
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Who first introduced
cattle to Florida?
Q)( ‘[ Ponce De Leon
rB Christopher Columbus
Ct: Henry Ford
1) Vasco De Gama
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