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The Kirchner Food Fellowship is sponsored by the Kirchner Impact Foundation (KIF), a not-for-
profit that serves as one of the “returning” arms of Kirchner Group, a boutique values based 
advisory and asset management firm founded in 1985 with a focus on the agriculture and 
food sector. Kirchner Group is widely recognized as one of the leading boutique advisors to 
promising small-mid market Agtech companies and their investors.

Throughout the decades Kirchner Group has been internationally recognized for its unique 
business model centered around creating value while promoting values: “earning while 
returning”. The firm has also established a reputation for building and rebuilding important 
business and social paradigms based on its deep entrepreneurial orientation.

Kirchner Group 

EVERY BUSINESS CAN BE IMPROVED AND EVERY BUSINESS SHOULD IMPROVE THE WORLD. - 
BUD KIRCHNER 
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First we would like to start by thanking everyone who has been involved in the evolution of our 
program over the last 7 years as well as all the tremendous fellows who we have worked with. 
Over the last year we have made significant gains in our scaling efforts including running two 
successful cohorts simultaneously. We have also continued to form important collaborations that 
further enhance our Impact.

We are working towards establishing one or possibly two additional geographic program hubs 
in 2020 and believe the journey has just begun. We continue to evolve and improve what we do 
and recently added a complimentary program called the Kirchner Investment Academy that aims 
to give entrepreneurs a better understanding of investment and its role within the ecosystem. 

We are very appreciative to Kirchner Group for its continued support and assistance. We also 
would like to acknowledge the support of the Foundation for Food and Agriculture Research 
(FFAR) for a second consecutive year.

We could not be more appreciative of the fellows that have taken part in our program and the 
impact that our portfolio companies continue to make around the world. 
Blair Kirchner and Steve Dauphin

Program Update
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2019-2020 
Kirchner Food 
Fellows 

Ephrem Tesfaye Woldegiorgis is studying at American University’s 
School of International Service (SIS) under the MA in International 
Development Program with emphasis in agriculture, rural development 
and rural economic institutions in Sub Saharan Africa. Ephrem has 
extensive work experience in the private, public and development 
sectors in Ethiopia. His recent job was at Moyee coffee in the capacity of 
supply chain manager with responsibilities ranging from sourcing coffee 
bean to exporting value-added coffee. 

Brennan Costello is a graduate student at the University of Nebraska 
– Lincoln pursuing a Masters in Business Administration. Brennan 
earned a Bachelors in Agribusiness with minors in entrepreneurship 
and leadership from Nebraska in 2016. Having grown up working on 
a production row crop farm, Brennan’s academic interests focus on 
utilizing the power of entrepreneurship to be a force for positive change, 
especially in rural development and agriculture technology. 

Laura Zaim is currently pursuing her MBA at The Wharton School 
of the University of Pennsylvania, with a focus in finance. Laura is an 
environmentalist and entrepreneur working to transition the global food 
system to one that is more sustainable from an environmental, human 
health and animal welfare perspective. As Venture Partner at New Crop 
Capital, she helps bring alternative proteins to market by investing in and 
mentoring early stage companies developing plant-based, fermented 
and cultured alternatives to meat, seafood, eggs and dairy.

USA cohort
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2019-2020 
Kirchner Food 
Fellows Mexico Cohort

Edgar Fernando Suarez Zamora is currently a Master in Technology 
innovation candidate at Universidad Iberoamericana in Leon where he 
is developing a technology innovation management system to help tech-
based companies successfully commercialize their technologies. He 
holds a Master in Science with specialty in plant biotechnology, from the 
CINVESTAV-IPN where he developed a system to use virus like particles of 
HepC in order to treat Hepatic cirrhosis.

Mario Alfonso Bonal Rodríguez is a Business Innovation Master 
candidate at Universidad de Celaya in Celaya, Guanajuato, Mexico and 
since January 2018 is the Tech Transfer Office Coordinator at Agrobioteg 
Innovation Park in Irapuato, Guanajuato. Mario was the project leader for 
the Agrobioteg ‘s Tech Transfer Office recognition by National Council for 
Science and Technology

Iris Jahel Elizarraraz Martinez is a Plant Biotechnology PhD candidate 
at CINVESTAV Irapuato (Center for Research and Advanced Studies of the 
National Polytechnic Institute) in Irapuato, Guanajuato, Mexico where she 
also studied the master’s program. Her academic interests are the use of 
natural compounds to fight against pest and diseases in crops.

Eduardo Samuel Garay is currently pursuing his MSc in Plant and Soil 
Sciences at Mississippi State University. He earned a BSc from Zamorano 
University – Honduras in Agricultural Production. After graduating, he 
joined the institution’s soils unit as a research associate. There, he worked 
with smallholder producers, quickly realizing about the capital investment 
need in underserved regions. He is a passionate solution-maker, striving 
for equal food source quality and quantity globally.
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Fellows Institutions (to date)

I can say without hesitation that the Kirchner 
Food Fellowship has changed my career trajectory. 
I knew the experience would be valuable, but I 
couldn’t imagine how much I would learn from my 
colleagues and how meaningful I would find the 
work.

Emery (Hattie) Brown, 2018-2019 Kirchner Food Fellow

“Serving as a Kirchner Food Fellow has been an 
invaluable experience providing mentorship 
from extremely knowledgeable and dedicated 
professionals as well as hands-on experience 
with investing capital to make an impact on 
food security. The lessons I’ve learned from 
this experience have empowered me to relate 
my research-focused background to help both 
entrepreneurs and investors in scaling meaningful 
solutions.” 
David Byrnes, Kirchner Food Fellow and currently 
Breeding Project Lead at Syngenta
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Collaborations

The  program  launched  the second year of its successful collaboration with the 
Foundation for Food and Agriculture Research (FFAR) and North Carolina State University 
to support the 2019-2020 USA cohort of the Kirchner Food Fellowship. FFAR and 
North Carolina State University are providing matching funds and technical expertise 
to prepare the fellows to make critical agriculture business investment decisions. 
 
“In addition to funding research, FFAR invests in the next generation of food and agriculture 
scientists. We are excited by the collaboration that results from partnering the Kirchner Fellows 
with the FFAR Fellows in Agricultural Sciences, another FFAR scientific workforce development 
program,” - Sally Rockey FFAR’s Executive Director.

Kirchner Impact Foundation and Solidaridad Southern Africa have entered into an agreement 
around possible Kirchner Investment Academies as well as a Fellowship program that would 
improve the impact investment ecosystem, with particular reference to capital allocation towards 
innovative agrifood opportunities in the Southern Africa region.

Solidaridad is an international development organization with more than 50 years of experience 
in improving the sustainability of global supply chains.

FFAR

Solidaridad 

Through our collaboration with the Innovation division of the Municipality of León, Guanajuato 
and the Knowledge Economy of the Ministry of Innovation, Science and Higher Education 
of the State of Guanajuato, the new Kirchner Food Fellowship Mexico program is expected 
to be a permanent part of the region’s entrepreneurial ecosystem. This is a region with high 
economic development and with a growing innovation and entrepreneurial ecosystem which 
has been enhanced by international investments in areas of agriculture and technology.  
 
“We believe that this program can have a great impact on our region and are excited to be working 
with Kirchner Group to make it a reality.” - Adriana Ruiz Pérez, Director of Entrepreneurship and 
Talent Management of the Municipality of León and Director of the Central Mexico program.  
 
“The city of Leon has a clear mission to promote entrepreneurship and recognizes how the 
training of entrepreneurs can boost high value companies in strategic sectors improving economic 
conditions and strengthening a knowledge ecosystem with national and international positioning, 
and the Kirchner Food Fellowship will be a great ally to fulfill these goals.” - Omar Silva Director of 
Innovation for the city of Leon.

Central Mexico 
Government 
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Events
Mexico Agtech Competition

The inaugural Mexico Agtech Competition was held in June 2019 in the beautiful and historic City 
Hall of León, after historic single day rains flooded our original venue at the iconic IMAX theater 
at Explora science museum just two days prior to the event. The 12 teams selected from over 50 
applicants each gave a 3-minute pitch during the event to a judging panel comprised of the 2018-
2019 Kirchner Food Fellows. In addition there was presentations from intentionally renowned 
speakers.

The winners of the Grand Prize was Griyum, a company that has developed a new technology 
that improves farming and processing methods of crickets as a high protein source for livestock 
and human nutrition. The second prize went to Plant Care Biotech, a project from the CINVESTAV 
Irapuato Research Center that uses plant aromas (organic volatile compounds) to protect plants 
against pathogens and promote their growth. 

Capital Food Fight

The Kirchner Food Fellowship is proud to have supported the DC Central Kitchen’s signature 
fundraising event, Capital Food Fight on November 6th. Taste offerings from over 80 of DC’s 
best restaurants while watching four local top chefs compete in a live onstage battle hosted and 
judged by the biggest names in the culinary world.



ANNUAL REPORT 201910

Events continued

AmpitUp

AMPITUP Trinidad and Tobago was an eight-week intensive program and competition, supported 
by our partners at WhyFarm through a Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation grant. Participants had 
the opportunity to win over $50,000 in prizes provided by local and international collaborators. 
The program featured 13 young entrepreneurs, who were provided with mentorship and lessons 
in entrepreneurship including fundraising, media development, and social media engagement. 
At the end of the program the 2019-2020 Kirchner Food Fellows held a pitch competition and 
awarded a prize to the entrepreneur with the best pitch.

Kirchner Investment Academy – Demystifying VC for Entrepreneurs 

The Kirchner Investment Academy is designed for groups and individuals seeking to gain knowledge 
about the role and process of capital allocation in a developing entrepreneurial ecosystem.

Attendees also learn investment vocabulary, the basics of how to evaluate possible investments 
as well as develop criteria to attract and structure investments for projects and startups.

The academy was developed as an addional component to benefit entrepreneurial ecosystems 
and has been widely recognized as a much needed approach. 

“The knowledge that Kirchner brings with this course elevate the profile of the whole regional 
entrepreneurship ecosystem”
-Adriana Ruiz, Leon Municipality
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Agfunder Features

Kirchner Food Fellowship: Combating Global Food Insecurity & Funding Socially 
Responsible Agriculture with Students
The seeds of the Kirchner Food Fellowship were planted (pun maybe intended) in early 
2014 at a lunch in Toronto between an impatient academic innovator and two impatient 
entrepreneurial businessmen (one of whom was Kirchner Group’s founder) who saw, from 
different vantage points, many of the same societal challenges. The first task for the fellows 
each year is to develop their own investment mandate which is under the overarching umbrella 
of improving global food security and in some cases we have put further parameters on it but 
they are responsible to define it. Other basic components are that the portfolio companies are 
revenue-generating and have an impact orientation.

Our Fellows have come from some of the leading agriculture institutions: UC Davis, Texas A&M, 
Cornell, Guelph, Auburn, NC State, 
CINVESTAV Irapuato, and Rutgers; as 
well as leading business and policy 
institutions such as Harvard, MIT, 
University of Chicago, John Hopkins 
and UNC Chapel Hill. They have also 
gone on to start their own businesses 
and to work with organizations 
like the International Center for 
Tropical Agriculture (CIAT), World 
Food Programme, Syngenta and the 
Bridgespan Group.

After five years of experimentation and evolution, we are now aiming to establish partnerships 
with organizations that can help scale our model in their respective areas of expertise and social 
need – whether focused on an issue, geography or both.

Through the use of problem-based 
learning techniques and highly 
committed millennial talent, which is 
native to the newest technologies, the 
program has proven it is possible to 
develop a new model to deploy equity 
capital very intelligently – real-world, 
real-time, real money. One of our 
partners described this as “Peace Corps 
meets VC.

A Surprisingly Developed Agtech Ecosystem Flourishes in Central Mexico 

After establishing our partnership with the Innovation Direction of the Municipality of León, 
Guanajuato and the Knowledge Economy Promotion Direction of the Ministry of Innovation, 
Science and Higher Education of the State of Guanajuato, we put out a national call for innovative 
AgTech companies (pre and post-revenue) to apply to pitch their companies during the inaugural 
event.

Despite this clearly blossoming environment for entrepreneurs, I must say candidly that 
the quantity and quality of the pitching companies surpassed my every expectation 
ranging in focus from biotech to vertical farming to alternative proteins, to molecular 
diagnostics and everything in between. The winners of the Grand Prize, a $5k award from 
the Kirchner Impact Foundation, as well as advisory services from Kirchner Group, was 
Griyum, a company that has developed a new technology that improves farming and 
processing methods of crickets as a high protein source for livestock and human nutrition.

(excerpts)
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No Investment (meaningful decision) 

The 2018-2019 Cohort (C5) elected not to make an investment this year. A rather salient 
demonstration of investment discipline in the current era of sometimes less than diligent capital 
allocation in the impact investment space.

We have a tremendous amount of respect for the companies we 
evaluated for investment this year,” commented Hattie Brown, 2018-
2019 Kirchner Food Fellow. “The process was incredibly intense, and the 
burden to invest the Foundation’s funds wisely was heavy, but at the 
end of the day I am convinced we learned far more about investing than 
any course could ever teach, and for that, I am eternally grateful to the 
fellowship and the entire Kirchner organization.

Our program is about training the next generation of investment 
professionals that demonstrate discipline, self-confidence and thoughtful 
deployment of capital through innovative models,” commented Blair 
Kirchner, Director. “We are proud to congratulate the cohort for showing 
the resolve to not make an investment for the sake of making an investment 
and congratulate them on a remarkable and extremely noteworthy tenure 
as Fellows. We all know it is easier to say ‘yes’ than ‘no’ but these fellows did 
the right thing – not the easy thing.
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Portfolio Spotlight

Solena, is an innovative biotech company based in Leon, Mexico that provides natural and native 
soil health solutions to agricultural producers and farmers to increase yield, improve crop health 
and maximize profitability of the biological capital. The Kirchner Food Fellowship invested in 
Solena in 2017 and has since helped the company with corporate governance and connections 
to leading soil health organizations among other initiatives. The company had a very exciting 2019 
including:

Forbes Feature

In February Solena´s founding team was featured in the Forbes Mexico 30 Under 30 edition as 
one of the most promising companies and entrepreneurs in the region. In this special edition 
Forbes highlighted the biotechnology that Solena is developing and how it has the potential for 
generating a positive impact in the environment and agriculture economy.

Government event / visit

In December Solena hosted Diego Sinhue, governor of the state of Guanajuato and part of his 
team. During this visit Solena got the chance to talk about Solena´s history and explain their 
consolidation and growth strategy for the upcoming years. As part of the visit Governor Sinhue 
had the chance to visit the plant, learn about the technology Solena has developed and talk with 
some of the employees. 

As part of the ecosystem building that Kirchner is promoting, during this event Adrian Garcia-
Casarrubias, head of Mexico activities for Kirchner Group got the opportunity to present the 
activities Kirchner Group and the Kirchner Impact Foundation are developing in the Central 
Mexico Region to the governor and his team.

Solena 
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Portfolio
Products made with moringa, one of the most nutrient-rich plants on the 
planet. kulikulifoods.com

Most investors just want to know if you’re hitting your 
numbers. Kirchner Group wants to know how they 
can help you grow into a successful, profitable social 
enterprise and they are willing to leverage all of their 
incredible contacts, resources and experience to help 
that happen.

- Lisa Curtis,
founder and CEO of Kuli Kuli

Simple and easy to use solution to a global health problem, iron deficiency 
anemia. luckyironfish.com

The knowledge and insight that Kirchner Group has 
provided us already has been invaluable to Lucky Iron 
Fish. We are entering a very significant period of growth 
and commercialization and I am confident that with the 
help of Kirchner Group we will take the Lucky Iron Fish 
to the next level. Kirchner is an integral partner if we 
are to reach our goal of ‘a fish in every pot’ and end the 
most prevalent nutritional disorder in the world.

- Gavin Armstrong,
CEO of Lucky Iron Fish

Working to address food deserts with a 7-11 meets Whole Foods model. 
Emphasis on natural, organic, and local food. greenzebragrocery.com

Green Zebra is fortunate to count you among our 
earliest supporters! You are helping us to accomplish 
our mission of increasing access to healthy food.

- Lisa Sedlar,
Founder and CEO - Green Zebra Grocery
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A vertically-integrated tomato-paste processing company serving the 
local Nigerian market—the largest tomato paste importer in the world. 
tomatojos.net

So far, we have been mostly focused on the farming 
side of the business, but thanks to the Kirchner Food 
Fellowship and our other investors, we are now ready 
to forward integrate and launch our brand of retail-
packaged paste. It’s a very exciting time for the company!

- Mira Mehta,
CEO of Tomato Jos

A Mexican based biotechnology research company that seeks to increase 
and monetize the biological capital (microorganisms) of agricultural soils 
and ecosystems through the materialization of science. The purpose is to 
contribute to achieve harmony between agriculture and nature. Grupo 
Solena achieves its mission through a proprietary methodology where it 
measures, values and finally monetizes the agricultural ecosystem thus 
helping to empower farmers increasing the fertility conditions of their soil 
in order to reduce their need to use agrochemicals. solenaverde.com

We are very excited to have the opportunity to work 
with the Kirchner Food Fellowship and Kirchner Group. 
We are confident that by harnessing their extensive 
operational, advisory and transactional expertise in the 
agriculture field, we will be able to grow our company 
and enhance our impact.

- Irving Rivera,
CEO and Co-Founder of Solena

Supply chain management system using automated calls and text 
messages to connect brands to smallholder farmers and suppliers. 
reachprovider.com

We appreciate Kirchner’s support and look forward to 
working with them to grow our company.

- Justin Oberman,
CEO of Reach Providers
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Kirchner Impact Foundation 
Activities 

Through the Kirchner Impact Model the foundation promotes capital efficiency and sustainable 
enterprises. KIF activities aim to generate a measurable, social and/or environmental benefit, 
primarily across four sectors: Agriculture/Food, Health/Life Science, Energy/Resources and 
Education.

 What you do makes a difference, and you have to decide what kind of 
difference you want to make.

        - Jane Goodall

The Kirchner Impact Foundation (KIF), is a not-for-profit organization that serves as one of 
the “returning” arms of Kirchner Group. Another example of the Group’s return activities is their 
Philanthropic efforts via the Christopher Douglas Hidden Angel Foundation.

KIF harnesses the positive power of enterprise to make a difference in addressing some of the 
most important issues of today and reflects our belief that every business should contribute to a 
positive human future.




