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Kirk Maag Advocates for LGBTQ+ Inclusion in Agriculture and Beyond

By Jillian DaleyCultivating Change

As a gay man who grew up on a  
farm in rural Oregon, Kirk 
Maag says he’s well aware of 

the misguided notion that there is no place 
for members of the LGBTQ+ community 
in the agriculture industry. But as a partner 
in the Portland office of Stoel Rives, he says, 
he now finds himself in a position to help 
bury that stereotype.

“Had you asked me 10 years ago, ‘Could 
you see yourself doing work related to LG-
BTQ+ diversity and inclusion?’ I would 
have thought you were crazy,” says Maag, 
whose legal practice focuses on environ-
mental and natural resources law. “When I 
graduated from law school, I was not out. 
When I interned at Stoel Rives, I was not 
out. When I started as an associate at Stoel 
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Rives, I was not out. So not only was I not 
out, I was not expecting to do work on di-
versity and inclusion.”

It was thinking of others that sparked 
his interest, he says.

“What helped me find a passion for do-
ing this work is just a recognition and a de-
sire to make sure that every young person 
who has a passion for agriculture knows 
that there is a place for them within the ag 
industry,” he says, “regardless of their sexu-
al orientation or gender identity.”

It’s work that has garnered him national 
attention.  

In 2019, Maag joined 13 other lawyers 
shortlisted for the LGBT+ Equality Law-
yer of the Year honor as part of the Cham-
bers Diversity and Inclusion Awards. The  

annual program spotlights attorneys and 
law firms that advance diversity and inclu-
sion, with specific laurels designated to dif-
ferent regions of the world. Maag earned 
the distinction for his devotion to the LG-
BTQ+ community in the United States as 
an outspoken legal professional and an en-
gaged community leader.

“I am very passionate about rural com-
munities and farms,” Maag says. “There are 
fewer LGBTQ+ people coming back to ru-
ral communities because they have this mis-
conception that because of an identity they 
carry with them, they can’t be themselves 
and work in the agricultural industry. The 
work I do is to change that perception and 
to make sure that every young person who 
wants to pursue a career in agriculture feels 
welcome and celebrated in doing so.”

Speaking out for LGBTQ+ Inclusion 
Maag’s efforts to support diversity and 

inclusion are extensive and wide-ranging. 
At Stoel Rives, he leads the firm’s LGBTQ+ 
affinity group in the Portland office and 
serves as an ambassador for its participation 
in a national, collaborative initiative called 
Move The Needle (MTN). 

MTN unites four law firms — Stoel 
Rives, Eversheds Sutherland, Nixon Pea-
body and Orrick — with Diversity Lab, a 
San Francisco-based organization dedi-
cated to cultivating diversity and inclusion 
in top-tier law firms and legal departments. 
The $5 million initiative works to establish 
diversity goals and employ data-driven 
tools to achieve them.

Being involved in initiatives like MTN 
re-energizes him, says Maag, who co-leads 
his firm’s Agribusiness, Food, Beverage and 
Timber Industry Group.

“That’s part of how I do it,” he says. “It’s 
finding a balance. I could bill more hours at 
work if I wasn’t on so many boards, but I 
wouldn’t be as good a lawyer or as energized 

Stoel Rives partner Kirk Maag promotes diversity, equity and inclusion not only within his own firm 
but also through his leadership of the Cultivating Change Foundation and the Oregon FFA Founda-
tion and his role as an ambassador for the Move The Needle Fund. Photo by Jillian Daley
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at work if I wasn’t doing these things outside 
of the firm that bring joy and energy to me.”

People notice that and value his energy. 
Stoel Rives partner Geoff Tichenor, who 
also participates in MTN, says Maag has 
been an outspoken and influential figure 
since the firm joined the initiative in 2020. 

Tichenor has known Maag since Stoel Rives 
hired him as a summer associate and later 
as a new associate who’d just been honored 
with a clerkship with Judge Carlos Bea on 
the 9th Circuit Court of Appeals.

“I had the good fortune to be Kirk’s 
mentor when he was our summer law clerk 

and knew right away that he was going to be 
something special, and we have only seen 
special things from Kirk in his time with the 
firm,” says Tichenor, an environmental law-
yer who co-leads the Stoel Rives Consumer 
Products, Manufacturing & Transportation 
Industry Group. “He’s shepherded many 
inexperienced and new attorneys through 
the firm. He has also done a great deal of 
work to contribute to the firm’s apprecia-
tion for diversity and inclusion.”

Tichenor says he has seen Maag’s work 
make a direct impact on the community, es-
pecially through his work leading the board 
of the Cultivating Change Foundation, a 
national nonprofit whose mission is to value 
and elevate LGBTQ+ individuals in the ag-
ricultural industry. 

The nonprofit or-
ganization, which was 
founded in 2016, ac-
complishes that goal 
through initiatives in-
cluding the Cultivat-
ing Change Summit, 
which involves net-
working and profes-
sional development; 

regional caucuses to reach agricultural 
experts all over the country; and industry 
events that offer networking opportunities. 

Maag is also president of the Oregon 
FFA Foundation, a nonprofit that supports 
Oregon FFA (formerly Future Farmers of 
America), a state branch of the national or-
ganization that fosters leadership and offers 
career development in agriculture-related 
fields.

“Kirk’s work has caused influential peo-
ple within the agricultural business com-
munity in Oregon — including top bureau-
crats, highly successful agribusiness folks 
and elected officials — to recognize that 
there is an LGBTQ+ community in the ag-
ricultural industry and to nurture that com-
munity,” Tichenor says.

Melisa Augusto, who serves as secre-
tary of the Cultivating Change Foundation 
board, says that in the five years that she’s 
known Maag, she’s witnessed a vibrant lead-
er tirelessly and adeptly strive for LGBTQ+ 
inclusion in the agricultural industry.

“He’s just a strong leader who helps to 
keep us on task and helps us to continue to 
pursue the mission, and as a volunteer or-
ganization it’s really easy to veer off topic 
if you’re not careful,” says Augusto, direc-
tor of communications and marketing at  

Cultivating Change Foundation Board President Kirk Maag addresses colleagues who are working to 
improve LGBTQ+ inclusion in the agriculture industry during an event in February 2020, just weeks 
before the disproportionate impact of COVID-19 on the industry’s workers became widely known. 
Photo courtesy of the Cultivating Change Foundation

Geoff Tichenor

Kirk Maag may now be a partner at Stoel Rives, but he’s been a leader in the legal field for many 
years. Maag earned his J.D. at Georgetown University Law Center in Washington, D.C., where he 
was also editor-in-chief of The Georgetown Law Journal’s Annual Review of Criminal Procedure. He 
later clerked for Judge Carlos Bea on the 9th Circuit Court of Appeals. Photo by Jillian Daley



OREGON STATE BAR BULLETIN  •  FEBRUARY/MARCH 202146

Agricultural Retailers Association. “He 
makes sure we’re able to fulfill the work that 
we need to do in a systematic way and are 
able to continue to work toward our stra-
tegic goals.”

Maag says that he 
views the Cultivating 
Change Foundation 
as critical not only to 
helping the LGBTQ+ 
community, but also 
to altering the “percep-
tion of the agricultural 
industry” so that the 
opportunity to reach 

talented young professionals isn’t lost.
“I use the word ‘perception’ very inten-

tionally, because I don’t think that the ag-
ricultural industry as a whole is necessarily 
unwelcoming to diverse groups of people,” 
Maag explains. “You could certainly find 
examples in which the agricultural industry 
is not super welcoming to outsiders. But 
you could also find heartwarming examples 
from agricultural communities where they 
do embrace people who are different. I 
don’t think all of it is about changing the ag 
industry. I think some of it is about chang-
ing the perception.”

Inspiring people to see the industry dif-
ferently, he says, will catalyze that change.

“Cultivating Change can help shape 
the future of the LGBTQ+ community by 
opening doors to future career opportuni-
ties that some LGBTQ+ youth might have 
thought were shut to them,” he notes. “I 
think our organization can help them con-
sider the possibility that those doors are 
open to them, and that there is a place for 
them within the agricultural industry.”

Staying True to His Pastoral Past
There was, after all, a place in the ag 

industry for Maag, who grew up on a fam-
ily farm and feedlot 15 minutes outside of 
Vale that was bustling with corn, wheat and 
cattle. His work and his community service 
continue to demonstrate what he calls a 
“deep connection to the agriculture indus-
try and community” — a commitment that 
began in his formative years.

Throughout high school, Maag par-
ticipated in 4-H and FFA. After gradua-
tion, he was elected as one of six Oregon 
FFA state officers. He took a gap year, 
traveling throughout Oregon to support 
and encourage young people interested in  
agriculture.

After a year as a state officer, Maag con-
tinued on part-time for the National FFA 
Organization as a leadership conference fa-
cilitator, traveling the country on weekends 
while he pursued a Bachelor of Science in 
environmental economics at Oregon State 
University. He spent the next three sum-
mers at FFA’s Washington Leadership 
Conference in Washington, D.C., an expe-
rience that contributed to his desire to be-
come a lawyer and to attend law school in 
the nation’s capital.

He earned his J.D. from Georgetown 
University Law Center, where he was also 
editor-in-chief of The Georgetown Law 
Journal’s Annual Review of Criminal Proce-
dure, and his work with FFA continues to 
this day.

FFA Foundation 
board member Joe 
Matteo, who also was 
an FFA state officer, 
first met Maag five 
years ago while the 
Stoel Rives partner 
was leading a public 
speaking workshop at 
an FFA event. Matteo, 

now a law student at the University of Or-
egon School of Law, says Maag is a humble 
and highly effective leader who values the 
opinions of young people. 

“Growing up in rural Oregon, Kirk is 
a great example of someone who doesn’t 
forget his roots,” Matteo says. “Kirk’s in-
volvement in the Cultivating Change Foun-
dation speaks to his passion to create more 
inclusion within rural communities, and his 
legal work is proof that he has not forgotten 
where he came from.”

There’s a reason why Maag’s work is fo-
cused on agriculture and natural resource 
industries, Matteo says.

“These industries are important to rural 
Oregon communities and the Oregonians 
who work in food and natural resource pro-
duction,” he notes. “As the Oregon FFA 
Foundation president, Kirk is an important 
role model for FFA students and teachers, 
showing them everyone has a place in agri-
culture and the FFA.”

Maag says he is proud of being a final-
ist for the U.S. LGBT+ Equality Lawyer 
of the Year honor, but explains that it is 
comments like Matteo’s that truly inspire 
him. Spurring change is an important part 
of his daily endeavors, he says, but he does 
the work not for his own benefit but for 

Melisa Augusto

Joe Matteo
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the legacy it will create for the agricultural 
community — his community — for many 
years to come.

“I have benefited tremendously from 
many mentors over the course of my life,” 
Maag says. “I would not be a lawyer if it 
weren’t for a professor that I had at Oregon 
State, who inspired a passion for natural 
resources and environmental law in me. 
I sat in on one of his classes the year be-
fore I started college and was immediately 
hooked. It changed what college I was go-
ing to go to, what I was going to major in. It 
made a significant difference in my trajec-
tory. I certainly appreciate the benefit of 
and the value that mentors bring.”

He’s quick to say that he couldn’t do 
what he does without support. A key rea-
son why he can be so involved, Maag says, 
is the understanding and accepting culture 
at Stoel Rives.

“I am so fortunate to work at a firm that 
encourages its employees to be engaged in 
their communities,” Maag says. “I have nev-
er once in the 10 years I have been engaged 
in the firm felt like there was pressure for 
me to not be engaged in the community.” n

Jillian Daley is a Portland-area freelance 
writer. Reach her at jillian@pdx.edu.

The Bulletin is always on the 
lookout for quality manuscripts for 
publication on these pages.

We publish articles on a wide 
variety of subjects and favor such top-
ics as access to justice, legal funding, 
judicial independence, diversity in the 
profession, professionalism and future 
trends. We also publish columns on 
ethics, practice tips (in specific areas 
of law), law practice management and 
legal history, as well as essays on law 
and life.

The editorial staff  welcomes 
inquiries and is happy to discuss 
requirements for publication. If you 
have a manuscript, suggestion or idea, 
contact Editor Gary M. Stein at (503) 
431-6391. He can also be reached by 
email at editor@osbar.org.

Be an Author

YOU CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE
The Oregon State Bar is currently seeking candidates for the Board of Governors. 
The board is charged with the executive functions of the state bar. 

n Three positions open for 
 Region 2 (Lane County) and  
 Region 5 (Multnomah County)

n Four-year terms
n Filing deadline is 5 p.m.  
 on May 11, 2021

For more information go to osbar.org/leadership/bog or contact  
Danielle Edwards at (503) 431-6426 or (800) 452-8260, ext. 426.


