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It is good to see so many familiar faces today – a few too many grey hairs but we are working on that!!  Thank you for making the effort to be here.  This Summit is for and about you.  There is no other agenda.  For me, this event is truly special.  One, it is our baby.  It is what the Palmetto Institute does best – bringing together experts in the field and producing and disseminating thoughtful research as a means to improve the economic viability of our state.  Second, I am at home with the people in this room, I consider myself one of you.  My working farm in Lake City is where I live.  Notably, in my effort to help improve the quality of life for the Lake City community, I have come to realize that, in order to succeed, the business of agriculture will have to play a critical role.  Isn’t it amazing – when everybody was turning to manufacturing over the years, agriculture remained the central thread in the Lake City community.  Now, because of our agricultural roots, we have an opportunity to develop a vibrant new economy around agribusiness, which will create new opportunities and jobs for many.  


But, here is the deal – it won’t happen unless we learn how to think beyond just growing a crop.  We have to think outside of the box about the crops we grow, how we make them better, and how we market them.   Critically important will be our collective efforts to remind our policymakers in Columbia that agribusiness is an economic engine equal to and deserving of the attention received by all other major sectors of South Carolina’s economy.  We hope that our gathering today will support and advance these goals.  I want you to listen to our preliminary research results, tell us how we can help you, tell us what is missing, and, to the point, become a force in implementing our recommendations.


Let me tell you a quick story to demonstrate what it is going to take to help the agribusiness cluster not only grow itself but also become the most important force in reinvigorating our rural areas.  Early on, the Palmetto Institute recognized that our research universities had to play a greater role in economic development in South Carolina.  Research for the sake of research, while helping the professors and students, was not helping our economy.  For that to happen, the universities had to be able to commercialize their ideas into new products, new jobs, and especially new companies to locate, grow and invest in South Carolina.  So, the Institute conducted a study on how the three South Carolina research universities compared to other major research universities in the South.  The results were, to be truthful, rather dismal.  But, it did tell us two very important facts.  One, you cannot keep doing the same thing -- even if you do it well -- if it is not working.  You have to make changes to adjust to the new economy.  Second, our research universities, individually, were having a difficult time stacking up against some of the other major research universities in other states, but if they would collaborate, they could compete regionally and nationally.  

So here is what we did.  Guided by the results of the study, we brought the three research university presidents together to discuss collaboration on the most important new economic development effort in decades. A program that, unfortunately, had become the subject of inter-institutional competition. The General Assembly had established the endowed chairs program and the research universities were now fighting over who would get them. 

After a good bit of head-knocking and refereeing numerous turf battles, we arrived at a solution. We devised a plan that would bring in the SC Research Authority as a partner because of its mission and skill in putting public and private sectors together. Next, we worked with others to pass legislation to create innovation centers to be operated by SCRA, in conjunction with the three research universities, to host and support the commercialization of research into start-up companies. We also worked together to find ways to fund this effort and better coordinate the work.  The bottom-line is that these efforts are now paying off. 

 SCRA created SC Launch to operate the program, and it is working.  Just last week, SC Launch announced a $200,000 investment in a start-up company that designs, sells, and services hybrid and electric vehicles.  Just think about the potential for growth if this company succeeds.  More important, think about its potential economic value to South Carolina.  I mention this effort to demonstrate to you how I want us to approach the preliminary results of our study and how we should use it.  I also mention it because I want to take a moment to recognize the South Carolina Research Authority.  They have agreed to partner with us on this study, bringing both their resources and expertise to the table.  I believe they make us a much stronger team as we work to both complete the study and help with its implementation.  Bill Mahoney and Dave McNamara, thank you for your support.

So, the bottom line for us today is to see where agribusiness stands.  Hopefully, take a peek into the future and then begin talking about how we can move together to improve the agribusiness cluster.  We need your input.  In fact, we have planned for about 30 minutes at the end of the presentations for questions and answers.  Let’s use it wisely.

One last thought before we get started – I know we did not have an Agricultural Advisory Board meeting this year, but I wanted the study farther along before we met.  I am not a fan of empty meetings.  I promise you, however, we will meet more often once the study is complete in an effort to implement it.  

Again, thank you for coming.  We really are making a difference in South Carolina.
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