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Ascendant Partners Introduction
 Ascendant Partners is a Business and Financial Advisory Firm.
• The Partners at Ascendant are dedicated to helping success minded midsize agribusiness, renewable fuel and food companies protect and enhance
shareholder value.

 Ascendant Partners brings the collective experience and
resources of more than 100 years of financial advisory
experience.
• The Partners at Ascendant have completed over 800 engagements with
more than 650 companies and over 6,000 management and board
members.

 Ascendant has facilitated more than $1 billion in successful
transactions (company sales, equity investments & debt
placements) in the last 6 years.
 Ascendant Financial Partners, LLC is a licensed and registered
broker-dealer with the Financial Industry Regulatory Authority
(FINRA).
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Ethanol Experience & Resources
 Ethanol Company Transactions Database and Comparable Company
Financials
• Track 51 Ethanol Plant Sale Transactions, Including Sales Prices and
Structures
 More than 250 Biofuel Assignments in Last Five Years
• Plant Sales
• Business and Strategic Planning
• Performance Improvement & Benchmarking
• Business Valuation/Capital Planning
• Refinancing/Recapitalization
 Robust Ethanol Financial Resource Database (>180 qualified groups)
• Investor Groups
• Lenders and Specialty Financial Services Companies
• Strategic & Financial Buyers
 Maintain Financial and Operating Benchmarking Platform
• Seven Participating Independent Plants
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Ascendant Partners Overview
Financial
 Financial Advisory
Advisory
• Strategic Planning
• Capital Planning
• Business Valuation
Capital
Trusted
Mergers &
Formation
Acquisitions
Insight
• Investment Evaluation
 Capital Formation
• Capital Strategy, Structure and Placement
 Merger and Acquisition Advisory
Performance
Improvement
• Sell-Side Focus
• Facilitate Successful Restructuring Transactions
 Performance Improvement & Benchmarking
• Administer Financial and Operational Benchmarking Platform Designed to
Help Independent Ethanol Plants Improve and Succeed
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Why is Board Succession Planning Necessary?
Complacency

Board and management complacency in
commodity businesses is the single biggest risk to
independent ethanol company shareholder value.
Decision Making

Good and bad choices around technology adoption,
new business models, vertical and horizontal
integration, investments in diversification or other
forms of competitive pressure will define the future
success or failure of independent ethanol companies.

Volatility & Change

Commodity businesses are volatile, regulations
change often and market disruption comes from
everywhere in the ethanol business.
Planning Ahead

Boards tend to address director succession only on
an as-needed basis. Boards that take this approach,
however, may be putting themselves at a
disadvantage; by the time they start looking for a
replacement director, it may be too late to secure the
best person.
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Ethanol Industry Context
 Ethanol is a Consolidating Industry
 The Industry’s Financial Position is Strong
 The Industry is Facing the Most Technology Change in 20 Years (good for those that get
it right!!!)
•

Alternative Feedstock, Processing Efficiency, New Products and Co-Products, Vertical and
Horizontal Integration

 Supply and Demand Dynamics (More Capacity and Dependence on Exports)
•
•
•
•

Supply expansion continues
Domestic demand limit
Export expansion takes up the slack, but there are risks
Likely continued pressure on corn prices and land prices as long as the U.S. gets a crop

 Longer Term Trends to Watch
•
•

•
•

Regulatory RFS ends in 2022? < 5 years away…
Energy seems to have plateaued as US rig count and US exports expand with $40-$55 oil. The
bulls and bears will battle, and it is yet to be seen who will win.
Saudis are selling part of Saudi Aramco
Not sure if driverless cars, driving services and electric cars will be more of a threat or an
opportunity, but you should plan for the worst and push for the best…

 All of this equates to likely more margin volatility!!!
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Ethanol Industry Context
 Unclear Margin Trend
Historical Average EBITDA Margins $/Ethanol Gallon
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Successful Board and Management Leadership in Ethanol
 Understand your company's position and competitiveness in a
changing and evolving marketplace
 Provide clear and aligned direction around the
company's mission and vision that will create
business success for shareholders
 Financial oversight and planning to ensure the company can
support the strategic direction and protect the core business in
good times and bad
 Make sure there are clear roles,
responsibilities, and business planning
in place to support the short-term
business tactics and long-term strategies that move the
organization toward the vision for the business
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Successful Board and Management Leadership
 Understand your company's position and competitiveness in a
changing and evolving marketplace
2010 to 2015 Annual EBITDA $/gal Curves
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• Position - What gives your
company a sustainable
competitive advantage in
the marketplace
• Competitiveness - Good
understanding of your
companies EBITDA (cost
curve) competitiveness
• Changing Marketplace Good understanding of the
role of new and evolving
business models and
technology in your
company’s competitiveness

3. This will
change relative
to technology
change

4. The key is to
make sure your
plant is moving the
right direction!!!
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Long-Term Sustainability Requires a Competitive Advantage





First, protect the core
Understand and measure business value and drivers
Identify opportunities to improve
Develop and execute plans to close gap and build value

But, this wont be enough to sustain you in the long-term!!!
 To compete in the future, independent ethanol companies will
have to have at least one of these:
• Have better than average EBITDA competitiveness
• Be diversified to keep the organization solvent in difficult ethanol market
downturns
• Have a technology advantage that results in better than average EBITDA
competitiveness
• Have a big enough balance sheet to withstand downturns
• Find sources of outside income to supplement and diversify EBITDA
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What Do the Best Boards Have In Common?
Some board members see their legacy defined as the
accomplishments that were made during their tenure…
The best boards also measure their legacy by the talent and
capability of the next generation of board and management
leadership…
The next class will guide the business through the
changing business environment and position the
business for sustainable long-term success…
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Good Precursors for Board Succession Planning

 Leadership - It all starts with the leadership
• Good leaders fight complacency. They first drive to make sure
the organization has a vision or strategic direction. Next, they
work with the board and senior management to assess the
business and organizational investments and changes
necessary to move the organization toward the vision.

 Clear and Aligned Strategic Direction
• If you don’t know where you are going and why, any place you
end up is fine.
• If you are not working toward a plan for success, you are
almost certainly planning for failure…
• Hope is not a strategy!
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Succession Planning is the Board’s Responsibility!
 Elite boards have raised the bar and
established a vision and objectives to be a
strategic asset and a source of long-term
competitive advantage.
 These boards accomplish these objectives
by making sure they have the talent and
wisdom on the board that are engaged in a
relentless pursuit of the business vision that
will create business success.
 Boards should be prepared to evolve in
order to provide effective guidance to
management when the organization is
heading in a new direction, entering new
businesses, or exploring new geographies.

Higher Earnings and
EBITDA Competitiveness
Higher Dividend &
Investment Potential
Higher Stock Value
Higher Sale or Merger
Valuation
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Succession Planning is the Board’s Responsibility!
 Progressive boards continually consider
whether they have the optimum
composition that reflects the strategic
priorities of the business and the
diversity of stakeholders.

Board
Succession
Performance Planning
Metrics & Capital
Planning

Clear and Aligned
Strategic Direction

Higher Earnings and
EBITDA Competitiveness
Higher Dividend &
Investment Potential

Higher Stock Value
Higher Sale or Merger
Valuation
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Board Composition
 There is a growing recognition that boards
with a good mix of age, experience and
backgrounds tend to foster better debate and
decision-making and less groupthink.
 Strong boards have a range and depth of experience and a
the right skills and knowledge to provide the appropriate
guidance and oversite for the company’s strategic direction.
 Boards should regularly review their makeup in light of the
company’s strategic direction, identify the capabilities that
would be valuable to the business and regularly infuse the
board with fresh perspectives relevant to the organization’s
future.
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Board Succession Planning Roadmap
 The nomination committee plays a critical role in analyzing the
board’s needs over time and planning accordingly.
 In recent years, it is noticeable that the nomination committee
chairman’s role has grown in stature.
 Having a strong and forward-thinking person in that role is
fundamentally important.
 Annual board evaluation is also a natural platform for the full
board to review its composition and discuss the expertise that it
will need in the future.
 Providing the right questions are asked, it can help tease out the
areas of knowledge the board should possess in the coming years
based on the company’s strategic direction and the competitive
landscape.
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Board Succession Planning Roadmap
 Without subjecting itself to a rigorous evaluation of the collective
skills and experience around the table, the board can easily fall
into the trap of “fighting the last war” rather than focusing on the
needs of the company several years into the future.
 Many seasoned board members are defensive about going
through some form of assessment to determine their suitability
for a job they feel they are doing perfectly well, which is
understandable.
 There is a more palatable alternative, however, involving the
creation of a skills matrix that helps stimulate a conversation
about whether the optimal mix of skills, expertise and experience
is available on the board and, if not, what needs to be done about
it.
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Board Skills Matrix Example
List of company
strategic
initiatives and
priorities

List of desired
board skill,
knowledge and
experience

List of board
capabilities that
match the
wisdom desired

Tenure of the
board members
that have
wisdom match

Gap analysis
between the
desired and
current wisdom

Long-Term Board Succession Planning Emerging as a Best Practice By Dennis Carey and Robert Hallagan
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Board Succession Planning Best Practices
 Target turn-over is every 7 to 12 years (Term limits are prudent).
 Selecting board members shouldn’t be a popularity contest. It
should be based on capabilities, skills, knowledge and experience
desired to move the organization to the next level.
 Finding new board candidates is hard, but this is the place for
boards to think outside the box. Don’t allow for self imposed
limitations. Change the rules.
• Board and senior management to have a directive to participate in circles
where the team is most likely to find the talent desired.
• Identifying, vetting and developing relationships with top prospects often
takes years, so get started.
• Use technology to get access to talented board members that aren’t in the
area or can’t be in the area regularly for board meetings.
• If they aren’t a shareholder, issue and gift stock in a vesting program to
attract talent.
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Board Succession Planning Best Practices
 Good board chairs have some vehicle to evaluate board
performance, including themselves.
• An evaluation program serves as the basis for board development efforts
and actively replacing ineffective or unengaged board members with
contributing members.

 Every company should have a robust new board orientation
program.
• This program allows candidates or new board members to get ramped up
on the industry, business and plant.
• Part of this program should be informational materials and interaction with
industry and company resources, which accelerates learning.

 Test drive board prospects.
• Have board prospects start as non-voting advisory board members first.
• They don't have to attend every meeting.
• This reduces new board member orientation cycle.
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Board Succession Planning Best Practices
 Test drive board prospects.
• Since the existing board has interacted with
the candidate in a real board setting, they
already have confidence in the advisory board
member, and they can contribute to the board on day one.
• Sometimes advisory members contribute more than voting members.
• This approach allows both board and board candidate to test each other
out.
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Board Succession Planning Benefits
 Although the initial process of developing the framework is
somewhat difficult and reveals sensitivities, it does stimulate the
right conversation around the table and, frankly, one that major
shareholders expect boards to have on a continuous basis.
 Election by the shareholders is a privilege and honor and all
directors should periodically be asking themselves questions
about their continued value on the board. The framework process
helps generate self-assessment and refection, which should
include the following questions:
• Directorship is not intended to be a lifetime appointment; have I earned the
right to be re-elected?
• Given the future direction and challenges of the company are my skills still
relevant and adding high value?
• If the board were to search for a new director, could they find someone
with skills more relevant than mine for future challenges?
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Board Succession Planning Benefits
 In addition to stimulating the right discussions around the board
table, this framework allows the company to project its needs over
multiple years.
• This extended time horizon allows for extensive research in all high-priority
areas and in-depth discussions far in advance to determine interest,
conflicts, and future timing amid a relaxed timeframe to get to know the
candidate and assess cultural fit.

 The extensive research and outreach builds a pipeline of
candidates to both socialize, get to know them, and also be
opportunistic if suddenly their calendar opens up to a board
opportunity.
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Contact Information
Scott McDermott
mcdermotts@ascendantpartners.com
303-221-4700 ext. 3
Ascendant Partners, Inc.
5347 S. Valentia Way
Suite 250
Greenwood Village, CO 80111
www.ascendantpartners.com

Renewable Energy - Food - Agribusiness
24

Recent Ethanol Advisory Assignments

Renewable Energy - Food - Agribusiness
25

Expertise Across Food & Agribusiness Sectors*

*includes clients at predecessor company
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