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Jennett, thank you for such kind remarks. When I had just moved back to South Carolina, one of the first requests to speak came from Senator John Land on behalf of the Rotary Club in Manning, South Carolina. Well, I was late getting there and the lunch buffet must have been rather good because there was a long, slow line, which, of course, meant I started my remarks a little later than planned. About half way through my speech, someone rang a bell - that’s right – someone rang a bell and said that was it and everybody got up and left. I mention this to you because being at the Citadel Alumni House, I assume when my time is up, someone will shoot a gun rather than ring a bell, and I just hope someone warns me. 

My remarks today will be brief; I want to speak to you about two endeavors in which I am keenly interested, and you should be too! First are the ongoing critical efforts undertaken by the Palmetto Institute and its partners to create, strengthen, and expand fundamental and innovative opportunities key to the economic wellbeing of the state and second, and near to my heart, is the preservation and enhancement of Charleston’s parks and public spaces through the good works and dedication of the newly created Charleston Parks Conservancy. 

The founding premise of the Palmetto Institute is to improve the economic wellbeing of all South Carolinians as measured by per capita income. It is our only mission. We work from a platform of independent, thoughtful research conducted by some of the most outstanding researchers available in the areas of expertise we seek.

When we began, the Institute commissioned a comparative economic analysis of South Carolina to give us a baseline to determine our next steps. The findings were very blunt. South Carolina could not compete in a knowledge-based, global economy with its existing mix of industries and the quality of its economic foundations – a quality education providing a competitive workforce, reliable infrastructure, and vibrant communities with a sustainable environment.

We have made some progress in our efforts, but the challenges have been daunting. At the very least, we have gotten policymakers to talk in terms of being competitive in a global economy, the need to increase per capita income as well as the need to build clusters of industries to improve our own assets. We now understand the competition we face, and it is not between Charleston and North Charleston or even Charleston and Greenville – it is global.  

To have the strong, innovative businesses to compete in the global economy, we believe it requires a smart, well-trained workforce. I tell this story often but it makes the point so well it is worth repeating. When BMW first began its South Carolina operations, they destroyed the first 800 cars to demonstrate to their workforce the level of quality BMW demanded.  That speaks volumes on how important a smart, well-trained workforce is. The Palmetto Institute is partnering with the Lumina Foundation and four, select South Carolina technical education colleges chosen to participate in “Achieving the Dream.”  This initiative targets individual student achievement, especially for students from distressed areas and disadvantaged communities. Forty percent of the students who attend technical colleges must take remedial courses to continue.  Many of them get lost in the system and never get a degree or certificate. If we could just increase the completion success rate by 5 percent, we not only would create more job opportunities but we also would add millions of dollars to our economy.  By the way, one of the technical education colleges chosen was Trident Tech under the outstanding leadership of Dr. Mary Thornley. In fact, Jennett, the four technical colleges chosen to participate in “Achieving the Dream” are led by female presidents.  Need I say any more?

In addition to a smart, well-trained workforce, we also need strong support by our research universities. Several years ago, in an article in Forbes, the question was posed, “Where is the best place to make a future Forbes 400 fortune?”  The response started with the following proposition, “The most valuable natural resource in the 21st century is “brains.”  Smart people tend to be mobile. Watch where they go because where they go, robust economic activity will follow.” A couple of years ago at the request of my friend Ray Greenberg at MUSC, I got involved in recruiting Dr. Martin Morad to South Carolina.  Martin is an incredible scientist in the field of cardiac molecular signaling who is working on the development of a biological pacemaker.  Even though it took a collaboration of all three of our research universities to get him to South Carolina, he wanted to live in Charleston. Because of his outstanding reputation and the work he is doing, I believe he will attract other scientists and businesses to South Carolina. This is what you call the beginning of a “cluster,” and as the cluster grows, so do economic opportunities.  There is a very important lesson here; we would not have been successful in getting Martin to come to South Carolina without the endowed chairs program, the commitment of appropriate research facilities through the Research Facilities Bond Act, and the collaboration between the three research universities and the private community.  And that would not have happened without investments by the state, which brings me to a critical point. 
To be successful we must have and support a government willing to make the investments in our economic foundations; this is the critical element necessary to ensure a competitive economy.  A strong economic foundation is built on the bedrock of an accountable government and a fair, competitive, and balanced tax structure. I want South Carolina to be known as a state with a strong economy capable of competing globally.  I have no desire for South Carolina to be known as a discount state with a discount tax structure. Now let me hasten to add that as one of the largest, individual tax payers in the state, I do not want to pay higher taxes.  But, I also know that if we do not grow our economy, the tax burden is increased, regardless of our structure.  We must have a structure that ensures appropriate revenue is generated to support the necessary and essential investment in our economic foundations.  We must at the same time ensure that our tax rates are kept as low as possible to encourage growth and investment. Unfortunately, two independent studies commissioned by the Palmetto Institute pointed out deficiencies in our tax structure which hinders our efforts to create the needed conditions for our citizens and our businesses to succeed. Of course, we all recognize the solutions to addressing these deficiencies will not be easily implemented because they must be forged within the give and take of a political forum.

But the deficiencies are something we cannot ignore. We cannot continue to address tax issues piecemeal without a real consideration of how such action will affect the overall efficiency and fairness of our tax structure. While such piecemeal approach may bring short-term tax relief, the end result will be a greater tax burden.  We believe the starting point is the creation of an independent entity, professionally staffed, to advise the General Assembly on significant proposals to change our tax system. The entity would also maintain a continuing review of our tax structure vis-à-vis the goal of being an optimal global competitor. Such an entity would go a long way in ensuring that proposed changes are carefully studied and that potential impacts on taxpayers and the state economy are well understood before any significant changes are made.

To give you a perfect example of the need for such an entity, I call your attention to the findings of our research on the effect of Act 388 and accompanying legislation, which was passed to give relief to homeowners. According to the study, which you can find on the Palmetto Institute’s website, Act 388 and the accompanying legislation: 
· Will result in businesses paying about $250 million more in sales tax in 2008,
· Will shift the burden of new growth in property taxes disproportionately to businesses, which will increase costs for existing businesses and create a disincentive to prospective companies interested in doing business in South Carolina.  Moreover, it will have a chilling effect on businesses supporting our educational needs because of the extra burden the increase in property taxes will place on them,
· Will likely result in many of our school districts experiencing at least a 6.5% decrease in projected spending over a 10-year period, thereby stifling ever-growing demands to meet education needs, and 
· Will create economic distortions that rob the overall economy largely stemming from the disincentive to sell and the resulting decrease in mobility that is a predictable outcome of the property valuation assessment cap.
Every tax expert will tell you the best tax structure requires a broad base of taxes but at the lowest rates possible. Overall, while Act 388 has raised the sales tax rate, it has concurrently narrowed both the sales and property tax base.  In other words -- the opposite of a sound, fair tax structure.
The bottom line is, if they had had an independent review of the proposals before they enacted them, the General Assembly could have considered some alternative approaches, which might have avoided some of the negative impacts destined to befall multiple segments of the economy.  While it may not have produced a perfect plan, an independent review mechanism could have helped to ensure a critical component of a strong economy:  an accountable government with a competitive tax structure.  I guess you could say that this whole scenario puts me in mind of very apt Einstein quote, “The difference between genius and stupidity is that genius has its limits.”
The Palmetto Institute has other major research projects ongoing but I want to take time to talk about this wonderful City of Charleston, which is a true national treasure. I love my residence in Charleston and every time I explore some new facet of Charleston, I realize how lucky we are to live here.

One day while Richard and I were walking around Charleston, he suggested what a great idea it would be to have a flower basket in every window.  While that idea was not possible, it did lead to the creation of the Charleston Parks Conservancy to help the many wonderful communities in Charleston to preserve and enhance their parks and public spaces. Rather than just donate some gift that would be used and still not have a sustainable program to help our parks and public spaces, we began to talk to the people of Charleston to help us shape our vision and mission. We believe for the Charleston Parks Conservancy to succeed, it must be a collaborative effort in which we are all involved and that we all can enjoy.  That is why in the coming months you will be hearing more about park angels and how together we are going to preserve and enhance our incredible parks and public spaces. Please join me in watching this brief video about our effort.

VIDEO

This is a proud and beautiful city. That is why the Charleston Parks Conservancy and the Park Angels will be working to connect the people of Charleston with the public parks. We believe that preserving them as we already preserve the architecture and history of our national treasures is truly an effort we all are called upon to do. 
Thank you. 
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