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It is good to be with you again.  I sincerely appreciate the opportunity to offer a few remarks here tonight.  I promise you my remarks will be direct and to the point, and I hope you will question me in like manner; you can save the softball questions for the politicians.  I want us to have a frank, meaningful conversation about the future of our state.  I would not be here and I would not be saying these things if I didn’t know that everyone in this room cares deeply about South Carolina.  We all want our state to be more prosperous.  We all want our businesses to be more competitive in the global economy.  The question is, “What are the steps we need to take to get there and, more important, what is our role in making it happen?”  


Since coming back home to South Carolina, I have experienced incredible joy and jolting disappointment – sometimes in the same day – over South Carolina’s progress, or lack thereof.  It has been the most rewarding and most frustrating experience of my life.  As Professor Michael Porter told us a few years ago, South Carolina has the assets – the real question is whether its collective leadership has the will.  Do we have the will to put aside the standard exercise of fixing blame or taking credit and simply roll up our sleeves and get about the task of getting the job done?  Do we have the will to stop fighting over this or that slice of the pie and instead, try and make the pie bigger for everyone?  Those are questions Dr. Michael Porter asked of us several years ago, and those are the questions we still need to answer if we want South Carolina to be competitive in a global economy.  

South Carolina is making progress.  The research universities are collaborating at much higher levels both with each other and with the business community.  Solid, workable programs have been enacted – the Endowed Chairs, the Research Facilities Bond Act, the Innovation Centers, the Industry Partners Act – all supported by the people in this room and all making a difference.  With a great distance yet to go, our K-12 system is making progress through such programs as the Education and Economic Development Act.  We are doing a better job of aligning our K-12 with our technical education colleges and our 4-year institutions of higher learning.  The clustering of our key industries is beginning to pay off due to the hard work of New Carolina under Ed’s leadership.  We are beginning to address the needs of our rural areas.  These are clear signs we are moving in the right direction but there remains a long journey filled with difficult challenges.  The first challenge is to maintain momentum.  We cannot let economic downturns or political posturing slow our efforts.  The competition is too fierce, and the consequences too dire.

So, here is my message to you – we must aggressively and collectively take the lead in guiding our state to a more competitive future.  Did you notice who I referred to when I was talking about some of the programs that are moving our state forward?  The genesis of those programs was “us” – the business leadership through the Palmetto Business Forum, the Chamber of Commerce, the Palmetto Institute and New Carolina.  We either take the responsibility of leadership or we settle for a discount state with a tax structure not able to support our economic foundations and with political leadership more worried about its longevity than with the state’s prosperity.
Fields tells the story of how his mentor, Senator Gressette when he was President Pro Tempore, would invite the new members of the Senate to his office.  There, he would graciously welcome them to the Senate and then assure the Senators he understood how important it was for them to vote to protect their seat back home.  But, he would also tell them that if there were 10 critical votes during a Session, he would expect them to vote to protect their seat 7 of those 10 votes but he also expected them in the other 3 to vote for what was best for the state, period.  
In the same manner, I believe it is the role of the PBF, along with other business leaders, to give real leadership in the 1 or 2 critical competitiveness issues each Session.  Of course, there are other business votes and issues to be supported, but the Chamber, the Manufacturers’ Alliance, and other business groups have done a good job in pushing the full business agenda.  I am talking about the few really critical votes each Session that will decide whether or not our state continues to move forward.  Those few issues must be led by you, and I do not mean having the legislative leaders over for a nice dinner, throwing them a few softball questions, and hoping they will support our suggestions.  I mean the proven, successful process where key issues are identified, funds are raised, an organization is created for the sole purpose of supporting the identified issues, and the organization does everything possible to pass the legislation – regulatory reform, the initial fight against 28-year retirement, the Education Accountability Act, the flag issue, the tort reform battle.  Those issues could not and would not have been resolved without your efforts.  

Now I understand some of you may be saying I don’t understand the environment we find ourselves in 2008.  This is neither the same Palmetto Business Forum nor the General Assembly when the PBF was so active.  Back then, the power of the state was concentrated both in the legislative leadership and the business leadership when leaders of the respective groups got together, agreed upon solutions, and moved forward.  

I readily acknowledge that the power centers in government are more numerous, more diffuse, in many cases hard to identify and most certainly, less powerful.  It is far more difficult to negotiate tough issues when you cannot identify or define what one may call the collective intelligence center operating for the good of the state.  Parochialism, naked partisanship, and the general sense [whether or not well founded] that the leadership is not secure.  All of these factors invite, if not in fact lead, to more mischief.
It is the same with the business community.  The center of economic power is more diffuse.  We have fewer major companies headquartered in South Carolina and the branch presences logically are endowed with less discretion and more limited resources to commit to critical issues.  If the issue does not directly affect your company, if, in fact, you are not directly impacted; you cannot afford to put your company in harms way.  

But to me, this is just the type of environment that compels you to prioritize the critical issues we face so we can narrow our focus and our resources to those 1 or 2 critical issues that desperately need our attention.  I understand the Chamber, melding its input with the Palmetto Business Forum, the Palmetto Institute, and New Carolina, develops and lobbies for a competitiveness agenda.  But, the size of the agenda as well as the wide spectrum of issues, by its very nature, diffuses our strength.  Don’t get me wrong.  The Chamber does a yeoman’s job in lobbying for this agenda. If, at the end of the year, we have won 7 of the 10 issues on the competitiveness agenda but they do not include the 1 or 2 issues critical for our state, we have not maintained our forward progress.  That is why I believe the PBF must exercise its leadership with a laser-focused effort to achieve a favorable result on the issues deemed absolutely critical.
Of course, I could not end my remarks without offering my suggestions on the key issues that need our support.
First, everyone recognizes that without a reliable, cost-efficient, environmentally-safe supply of energy, South Carolina cannot continue to grow its economy at the level necessary to create and maintain a competitive advantage.  With the price of oil rising, the ever-present threat of being shut off by foreign countries controlling our supply, and the need to reduce our carbon emissions, we face a real and imminent threat to our energy supply.  Globally, demand for energy is expected to grow 50 percent over the next twenty years.  Either we address it now or we will fail in our effort to be more prosperous.  To me, with the research I have seen, the most realistic and viable solution available today is nuclear energy.  While we must continue to expand our other alternative energy sources – biomass, solar, wind – they cannot provide us with a safe, reliable, environmentally-friendly source to provide the base load capacity needed for our growth.  While this does not require legislation today, we need to follow closely the efforts of our utilities to build new nuclear generation facilities.  If action is needed to assist in this effort, we should be ready to give our support quickly.  The Palmetto Institute is continuing to develop research on how important nuclear energy is to our economy, and we will share it with you.  But, it is an issue that deserves our close attention.
The second issue, and my top priority, is squarely in the legislative arena today and deals directly with the founding premise of the Palmetto Institute: to improve the economic wellbeing of all South Carolinians.  A critical element in any state’s effort to be economically competitive is its overall tax structure.  A structure must ensure appropriate revenues are generated to support the necessary and essential investments in a state’s infrastructure and economic foundations.  It must, at the same time, ensure that rates are kept as low as possible to encourage growth and investments.  Unfortunately, the conclusions of two independent studies commissioned by the Institute point out the deficiencies in our tax structure which prevent South Carolina from having the system I just outlined and which, if not addressed, will continue to be an impediment to South Carolina’s ability to compete at the highest level.  

As a basic step to address the needed reform, both research teams offered one critical recommendation – the creation of an independent, professionally-staffed, tax study entity.  Such an entity would go a long way towards ensuring that proposed changes are carefully studied and the potential impact on taxpayers and the state’s economy are well understood before any significant changes are made.  I truly believe that without such an entity to help provide impartial analysis and advice, it will be most difficult, if not impossible, to have real tax reform.  And, without a tax structure to support investments in our economic foundations, it will be extraordinarily difficult to build our assets to the level necessary to compete.
There you have it.  That is my message.  You have done this before – the state needs your leadership to do it again.  Create an organization, raise the money, put the issue at the top of the General Assembly’s priority list, and get legislation passed.  I sincerely thank you for the time.  If you have any questions, I or the Institute staff will be happy to respond.  

Thank you.
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