lowa Entrepreneurs

How lowa entrepreneurs are taking ideas to market

elf-made
scientist
puts weight
on animals

By DAN PILLER
dpiller@dmreg.com
Bob Riley admits he’s “scientifically challenged.”
When he bought Feed Energy of Des Moines two de-
eades ago, his college philosophy degree didn’t give him
a clear path to make the agribusiness successful.

But Riley set out to convert Feed Energy into the

company it is today

The company’s fatty acid feed ingredients are con-
sumed by about 35 million of Iowa’s 52 million egg-
laying hens, and by substantial pomons of Towa’s 19
million hogs and 4 million cattle.

Feed Energy’s additives, extracted from soybean and
corn oil, help add weight to animals.

“We add the calories to the feed for ammals &ihe
said. i

‘He’s a dedicated conservationist’
in the red-meat industry

This year, Ernst & Young named Riley, 62, as a final-
ist for its Entrepreneur of the Year Award. Along with
receiving business recognition, he’s developed a repu-
tation for walking and talking with environmentalists
who might otherwise stereotype Riley as one of the bad
guys of the fatty red-meat industry.

“Bob is a hard-nosed businessman, and if you saw
what his primary business is you might classify him dif-
ferently, but make no mistake about it, he’s a dedicated
conservationist,” said Tolif Hunt, executive director of
Whiterock Conservancy in Coon Rapids.

Riley is a member of the Iowa Environmental Council,
Water for Iowans, the Nature Conservancy, Whiterock
Conservancy and the Des Moines Water Works.

“Two years ago, he won the Individual Environmental
Stewardship Award from Metro Waste Authority in Des

Moines.

The award was “based on his lifetime commitment to
vbndgmg the gap between agricultural and environmen-
tal interests, and for his advocacy of environmentally
sustainable agricultural practices.”

Riley’s e,nvironmental activities are more than a
sidelight.

“I have to be able to talk to people on both sides of
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A ‘scientifically challenged’ philosophy major leads
a successful D.M. maker of livestock feed additives

i Entrepreneurial tips from Bob Riley

» Be useful. Be a servant leader, with the emphasis on servant. If you're
helpful, employees and customers will look up to you.

« Know customers and suppliers better than they know
themselves. Anticipate their needs. Go beyond the transaction. This is
not just selling.

« Explode the cliche of quality. Focus on the whole supply chain and

let the customer know the entire process and history of your service.

F ’ & JOHN GAPS IIIITHE REGISTER
Bob Rlley, 62, chief executlve of Feed Enérgy Co. of Des Moines, checks a corn-oil product in the company’s lab.
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issues,” he Sald : “One thing I have
d1scovered is , that you have farm-

ronmentahsts on the

takes over'busmess
ears ago, Riley’s back-
ground ‘at National Byproducts

Co. gave h1m a basic knowled‘ge G

and at that time was strrctly an
animal feed. company, Riley
recalls. “I did about six months

of spade work to figure out what'

y can't communicate .

could be done w1th it and then ‘

took the plunge.”

He began to make the round of
trade shows and scientific meet-

ings, soaking up new information.
He read voracrously about oils,
additives and processes.

“For years, about the only things

1 read were scientific journals,”

Riley said. “It was fascinating to,

me, and maybe because I didn’t
have the academic background
I was able to absorb more new i

information.”.

Riley said he thmks that be: .
cause he approached some

scientific questions more from
a lay perspective than a profes-

sional insider, he has been better

able to ‘absorb questions and
controversies tha have dogged
his mdustry (i
" Riley has also experrenced the
ups and ‘downs of the biofuels
markets. Feed Energy was an
early adherent to biodiesel and
for a while pegged hopes on the
market for glycerin, a byproduct
of biodiesel productron ;

But biodiesel is sluggish now,
awaiting federal action on re-
sumption of tax credits. The

glycerin market is terrlble, Riley

said.

Feed Energy has lessened the
.ups and downs of such cycles by
diversifying into different product
areas such as industrial uses and
dust suppression. The diversifica-
tion isn’t finished; Riley said-he
hopes to add five business lines
in the next five years.

Ingredlents add fat

“For years about the only things I read were
scientific journals. It was fascinating to me,
and maybe because I didn't have the academlc
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backgrotind I was able to absorb more

1nformat10n

i — Bob Riley, chref executive of Feed Energy Co., as he shakes a test tube

o check the separatlon process in the company ‘s lab

and flavor to meat

- For cattle and hogs, Feed En-

ergy’s ingredients add the intra-
muscular fat — as opposed to the
adipose fat that hangs on the belly
— that gives meat its taste.

“The pork industry has gone
too far in taking the fat out of the
meat,” Riley said. “Fat gives meat
the taste.”

While Iowa’s cattle and hog pro-

_ ducers are emerging from three
tough years, Riley is grateful that -

they didn’t reduce their herds as
did livestock producers in other

states. That helped preserve the '
_basic animal feed market for Feed

Energy, which has 12 employees
and is located on Dean Avenue

in east Des Moines, across the
street from the Towa State Fair- .

grounds.

Riley doesn’t have to be told
that the red-meat mdustry is
caught in the crossfire of a rising
debate about the health of fatty

red meats.

“Don’t get me started on the {
health issue;” Riley said, “Do you
think for'a minute that it’s the
farmer or the livestock: producer

i that malses people fat?”
" still, Riley is no blinid'defender

of modern- day agnculture
“Agriculture is more productive

than ever,” he said. “But we're

mining our topsoil. We have to

figure out how to be as productive

as we are, but w1thout stnpprng
the land.” :
He has become an example of
how people in agriculture are of-
ten not what they appear to be.
How many animal-feed moguls

- have as a cell phone ringtone

the opening riffs from Grateful
Dead’s “Rlpple”" :
“Great stuff,” Riley sa1d as he

'shut off the ringtone when a call

interrupted a discussion. “I'm not
sure I'm a real Deadhead, but I
saw them a couple of times in

.the ’70s.”



