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I thank you for the kind introduction and the invitation to join in your celebration of women’s history month.  It is most appropriate that we honor those brave and pioneering souls who broke down barriers and lit the path for so many of us today.  The celebration of those who came before us provides a strong reminder of our responsibilities to those who will follow us.  As Patrick Henry said, “I have but one lamp by which my feet are guided, and that is the lamp of experience.  I know no way of judging the future but by the past.”  And, with that thought in mind, I would like to talk to you about what I hope are three relevant topics.


First, I would like to talk briefly about my personal history, the path I took, and who my heroes were.  Second, I want to talk about the guideposts we need to leave for those who will follow and the role the Palmetto Institute is playing in this efforts.  And, finally, I want to talk about the role each of us needs to play on an issue that demands our collective attention.


When people ask me about my heroes, I always think first about my family – my grandparents, especially my grandfather, and my parents.  Many of the lessons they taught me, both by deed and by word, I did not recognize at the time as being very helpful.  In fact, I did not like some of the lessons at all.  We call that “hardheadedness” today.  But as I grew older, the value of those lessons was of great assistance and comfort to me.

   When I graduated from USC, I headed to the logical place for a political science major – Washington – with, I might add, $400 and a car my grandmother gave me.  I landed a job, which I very much enjoyed, with the Republican National Committee, but I soon realized I needed a career that could give me the independence I desired, and politics was not it.  So, I went to Georgetown University and got an MBA degree.  From there I went to New York to work for Chemical Bank, where my life lessons really came into play.  There I was:

· From rural South Carolina – STRIKE ONE

· A female – STRIKE TWO
· Did not graduate from a big Ivy League school – STRIKE THREE.

So, me and my Jewish and Italian buds were shipped off to the Bankruptcy Division instead of the Mergers and Acquisitions Division where all of the action was at the time.  Only the White, Protestant, Ivy League-educated boys got those assignments.  But, with a lot of hard work and steadfastly applying the lessons of my formative years, I succeeded.

Yes, I had to overcome the bias of being a female from the rural South Carolina.  Yes, I had to prove I had the ability to play with the big boys.  But, I did not let those biases be the final word on my career.  As Jewell Jackson McCabe, Founder of the National Coalition of 100 Black Women, once said about a much more destructive intolerance, “You factor in racism as a reality and you keep moving.”  There were no glass ceilings for me because I would not accept them.  But, I also know my successes in the business world were not only because of my hard work and charming demeanor but also because of my roots and the values I learned growing up. Equally important were those special people along the way who took me under their wings as mentors.  And, that is why I am back in Lake City today.  I strongly believe that, given the right opportunities, a good education and a chance for a well-paying job and career, the young people right here in Florence County can be huge contributors to the future history of South Carolina.

Which, quite appropriately, leads me to my next point -- I had to leave South Carolina because the opportunities for a successful career were simply not available.  That very reason coupled with the need to build economic foundations necessary to support a world-class business school at USC, led me to create the Palmetto Institute.  To me, the Palmetto Institute has become a guiding light for our state, illuminating the path to a vastly improved quality of life for all South Carolinians.  It operates from a platform built on independent, thoughtful, scholarly research which is used to persuade policymakers of the steps necessary to give the people of this state the foundations for a better life.  This is our mission, simple in concept but quite daunting in its execution.  

The Institute’s initial baseline study said it best.  South Carolina cannot vigorously compete in the global economy without growing and diversifying its industries and improving the quality of its economic foundations – of which the most important is education.  To accomplish the mission of the Palmetto Institute, South Carolina has to become and remain competitive in the global economy.  That means we have to be smarter – we have to be more innovative – and we have to find ways to add value to our products and services.  If we are not, then the industrious Chinese or Indian worker who makes about a tenth of what you make and who is just as, if not better, educated as you will take your job away.  It is that simple.  The good news is we also understand what it takes to be competitive and are beginning to take the steps necessary for South Carolina to compete.  I am proud to say the Institute is substantially contributing to this effort.

Since the Institute came out with its baseline economic study, we have:

· Collaborated with other business groups to enlist the renowned Harvard Economist, Michael Porter, to develop a long-term economic strategy for South Carolina;
· Helped create the Council on Competitiveness, which is working to establish and enhance clusters of industries as a means of implementing Professor Porter’s strategy for South Carolina;
· Produced a study on commercialization of research at our senior research universities in order to create new companies and new jobs.  The study also fostered the creation of Innovation Centers to incubate the start-up of these new businesses and maximize potential job opportunities; 

· Researched and supported the adoption of the Education and Economic Development Act;

· Published a study in favor of expanding pre-K education in South Carolina;

· Supported an African-American Summit to identify and address the economic and educational disparities between African-Americans and Caucasians in South Carolina; and

· Hosted an Agricultural Summit to find ways to expand and enhance our agribusiness sector.  The Summit has led to the creation of an Agricultural Advisory Board to the Palmetto Institute.  As a result of this effort, we are now working on a plan to develop alternative renewable fuels that can be grown right here in South Carolina to use to reduce our dependency on foreign oil.  Let me tell you why such a study is so important.  In 2006, $5.6 billion was paid for petroleum-based transportation fuels.  Those dollars left the state.  I imagine a good part of those dollars in fact left the country.  In South Carolina we consume over 2.5 billion gallons of gasoline every year.  If we could just capture 20% of the state’s gasoline fuel market through bio-ethanol and bio-diesel, it is estimated that such capacity would lead to over $2 billion in capital investments, create thousands of new jobs and increase state and local tax by over $20 million annually.  So, for us, it is not just decreasing our dependence on foreign oil with more environmentally-safe alternative, renewable fuels, it is providing South Carolina with an economic engine.  We are also in discussions with Michael Porter to produce an economic strategy for all of our agricultural businesses.  Again, as the global population expands, the demand for agricultural products not only for food but for energy and medicine will grow dramatically.  
As you can see, we have been busy.  More important, we have at least gotten our policymakers to begin thinking and talking in terms of competitiveness.  Understand -- we have a long way to go.  It truthfully is a marathon and not a sprint, and it is going to take a great deal of collaboration, especially at the community level, and this brings me to my final points.


Recently, the South Carolina Education Oversight Committee circulated a report card on how South Carolina ranked nationally in student achievement.  There were some very encouraging numbers:

· We ranked 28th out of the 50 states in 4th grade math,
· We ranked 21st in 8th grade math,  

· We ranked 33rd in 4th grade science, and
· We ranked 30th in 8th grade science.

Unfortunately, there were also some very disturbing numbers.  Rankings for both SAT and High School graduation rates were very low, but the most disturbing were South Carolina’s reading scores.  We ranked 41st and 39th respectfully for 4th and 8th grades.  If our students do not have the capability to read and comprehend at a competitive level, how can we expect them to score high on exit exams or SAT tests?  

Did you notice the recent article congratulating the students at the Governor’s School for Math and Science, and I emphasize “Math” and “Science” for having some of the highest verbal scores on their SAT’s.  I am sure that the ability of these students to read and comprehend played a substantial role in their ability to solve complex math and science questions.  It is the critical foundation that everything else is built upon.  I do not care how good the Commerce Department and local economic development agencies are in recruiting new industries to South Carolina and the Pee Dee; we will not be able to retain them if we do not have a workforce capable of doing the work.  And, we cannot build a quality workforce if our students do not have the ability to read and comprehend.
To me, the low reading scores represent a core problem that must be addressed.  I know as Friends of the Library, you support programs that encourage children to read.  I am sure the Library itself has programs to help children read, but I want you to consider taking it a step further.  What if you led an effort to collaborate with other organizations in Florence County to establish and support programs for children to improve their reading skills?  What if you led an effort to visit all our schools in the county to see how the community could help with improving the reading skills of the students, particularly the underprivileged kids who are not getting the necessary reading stimulation at home?  I would support such an effort in Lake City.  I am sure other communities would support such an effort.  Think what you would accomplish by helping even a small percentage of students improve their reading skills and set them on a sure path to graduation.  The Alliance for Excellence in Education projects – in South Carolina – that the estimated loss of lifetime income from High School Dropouts not graduating with their class in 2005-2006 is more that $7.7 billion.
The point is that we really have a crisis in our reading skills in South Carolina and we cannot sit back and simply say it is the schools’ problem.  It is a challenge for every single person in each and every one of our communities and we all need to address it.  

Now let me close by telling you a little secret to even highlight a little more the importance of celebrating Women’s History Month.  The Palmetto Institute has been working very hard to get a national, charitable foundation to choose some of the technical education colleges in South Carolina to participate in a program called “Achieving the Dream.”   It is a program that addresses individual student achievement in community or technical education colleges.  Unfortunately, we have a real problem nationally and in South Carolina making sure our students graduate or get their certificates, particularly those who have to take remedial classes.  Many of them, especially in distressed areas, get lost and never graduate.  The numbers are disturbing.  This program, however, works with the individual colleges to improve the students’ opportunities to graduate.  Even though I can’t tell you today that some of our technical education colleges have been accepted, I can tell you we are really close.  What I can tell you though is the ones who are participating all have female presidents!  Should I say more or just simply celebrate Women’s History Month a little louder?

Thank you.

PAGE  
2

