Palmetto Institute 2007 Ag Summit
Thank you for the opportunity to be here today. I especially want to thank the Palmetto Institute for organizing this 2nd Agricultural Summit. The energy that Darla and Richard have brought to the agricultural community is felt throughout the state and nation.
As Commissioner of Agriculture, I ride a lot of Main Streets in South Carolina in parades. It was a treat for Blanche and me to see Darla and Richard at the 1st Annual Lake City Bean Parade this year. Their influence may span the globe, but their efforts do not overlook their hometown. 

May I take the chance to also thank all the agricultural leaders who have taken time to be here today and in doing so show their support for agriculture. And also for your support of the South Carolina Department of Agriculture.
I’d like to take this opportunity bring you up to date on a number of initiatives that our department has been engaged in since our agricultural summit just over a year ago….I think you’ll see a common thread in all of them…and that is a cooperative effort producing results…results leading to an increased level of interest in our industry…and a raised profile for the South Carolina Department of Agriculture.
Even as a year like we’ve had in 2007 begins to wind down, with the weather-related impact on our crops, we look to the future with a guarded optimism. That optimism by farmers in SC is warranted for several reasons.
Obviously, commodity prices are one. I knew it was a new day for grain farmers’ outlook when, not long ago, I listened as Edgar Woods spoke optimistically about pricing opportunities across the board. Another reason is that we have a consuming public that wants to buy its food from a local supply…giving us the opportunity for an increased market share of food purchase. And, we are optimistic because we have a more workable plan to bring a world class State Farmers Market to reality…

Let me give you some highlights of some of our focus areas for the last year.
Certified South Carolina – it’s hard for me to think that it was only one year ago that the initial funding for this program was secured. We’ve come a long way in a short while. Thanks to many in this gathering today, our funding was significantly increased in this year’s legislative session for this our 2nd year of this initiative. 

I want to mention some other areas of progress in the past year and then come back to Certified South Carolina to give you more details.

We have this other little initiative that folks always seem to have an interest in. And that’s the development of a new State Farmers Market. You may have heard me mention this before…but I have operated on two principles throughout my time working on this project. (There are actually three principles if you count the one where I realize: ‘dairy cows never treated me like this!)
Nevertheless, the two principles are that we serve farmers in South Carolina effectively and we invest public dollars efficiently. That is why I am very excited and optimistic about a new private investment led plan for the market. As this new option unfolds, I have this feeling of watching a movie made from a book that I had read. I should know how it ends, but I also have a feeling that I slept through a few of the chapters in the book. The next sixty days will be very significant in development of this new exciting option for the market.
Last year’s summit and the subsequent work of the Palmetto Institute focused a great deal on developing a renewable energy industry in SC. The Department of Agriculture is involved in 2 facets in this arena. One is the administration of a $6 million Grants & Loans program which will provide funds to help develop this industry. The energy dollars that we keep in SC should make their way back to a corn field, a soybean field, a pine plantation, or a new field of switchgrass, or perhaps a pond growing algae…any of which can benefit our agriculture and forestry industries in SC.

The other area we are involved in is quality control of biofuels sold in our state. We were able to secure funding to equip our petroleum labs to be able to meet future demands in this area. This is critical to encourage the buying public to choose a biofuel offered in SC.
We have made the small farmer a priority as well. Last year we discussed sustainability of this part of the industry through increased marketing opportunities. In the past year, the Department, under Mr Fred Broughton’s leadership, has trained nearly 300 small farmers to be able to sell to consumers using USDA nutrition program vouchers at community markets. We were able to extend our efforts with funds from the Kellogg Foundation to set up pilot programs to allow food stamp recipients to use their Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) cards to purchase SC fruit and vegetables in community based markets.
On the subject of community markets, the growth in this area is very exciting. It indicates increased future marketing opportunities. The seventy-plus markets operating today is twice the number we had four years ago in South Carolina. 

Let me mention our focus on the environment. No, I don’t have the answers to global warming. But we do have an answer for unwanted, outdated and hazardous waste pesticides stored on our farms. The Department is administering a waste pesticide recovery system that will collect and dispose of these unwanted materials. This is one area of cooperative effort that I mentioned. Funding for this program came from the state budget as one-time dollars, from Clemson with some of their funds, and from an EPA grant. We should be kicking this program off next spring.
I want to mention one other success story that reflects the cooperative effort that is very vital as we move agriculture forward in South Carolina. In 2005, in response to the work of the SC Farm Bureau, Palmetto Agri Business Council, and others, the General Assembly approved legislation to establish a Dairy Tax Credit Program in SC. Why was this necessary? It was made clear to the Members that if our state’s dairy industry continued to decline, consumers in our state would pay more for the milk they drank and the rural economy of South Carolina would suffer. 

The poor prices received by dairyman in 2005 and 2006, by historical comparison with previous cycles, would have reduced our state’s milk supply by at least 10%. The Dairy Tax Credit Program provided a safety net during that time. The results prove the merit of the program. Because of the support while prices were far below a sustainable level, the South Carolina dairy industry was ready to respond when dairy prices rebounded in 2007. And respond they have, leading the nation in increased percentage of production in 2007. What does that mean to the consumer and the economy of our state? It means that well over 1,000 less tanker loads of milk will have to be brought to SC in 2007 from other parts of the country. The retail value of a tanker load of milk is over $20,000. The math isn’t too difficult – it’s an annual impact of over $20 million to the agribusiness economy in SC. I’ll let someone smarter than me figure the total impact given the turnover of dollars. I just think it’s important to stress what cooperative efforts can do.
Now, let me talk a little more about our flagship program for the Department of Agriculture. The message of the Certified South Carolina program did not just fall out the sky. It’s not just catchy, memorable phrases. It was borne out of market research and vetted through the use of some very qualified individuals serving on an advisory committee. Nothing’s Fresher…Nothing’s Finer… was determined to combine our state pride through an old favorite tune with the consumer’s demand for quality. 
Only time will determine our long-term success. But some follow-up market research this fall indicates we have laid a strong foundation for success. In the spring of 2007, we asked consumers several questions about their shopping decisions. We asked them the reasons why would they buy from local suppliers. In the spring, the response was to support our farmers and the state’s economy. In the fall after several runs of the television commercial stressing ‘nothing’s fresher…nothing’s finer’, we asked the same question. This time, in answering to the same question regarding their local preference, the reason given was ‘because local is better’. That tells me our message got through. 
The initial year funding for Certified South Carolina is another example of cooperative efforts producing results. Our Department budget was supplemented by promotion dollars from several of our commodity groups such as watermelons, peaches, seafood, and peanuts.
I trust most of you have seen the television spots that we ran beginning in May after we launched the program on the 22nd at the Statehouse. We produced a second set of ads that you may not have seen. I’d like for you to see them at this time………..
You can see the quality of these commercials is very very good. People have commented to many department staff about how impressive these spots have been.

Producers and other agribusiness owners can take advantage of this promotion effort by becoming a member of the Certified South Carolina. And folks are joining – membership has tripled to over 300 since kicking off the new program.
What’s next for Certified South Carolina? One development is to add a staff person to engage at the individual grocery store level to get greater participation by our stores by next spring.

A second ‘phase’ of the program will be to focus on restaurants. Restaurant owners have told us there is value to them of working with a program that can develop a consistent local supply of menu items. We’ll launch a program right here in Charleston in early 2008. Again, another example of cooperative effort producing results. We’re partnering with an initiative begun by Lowcountry Local to bring farmers and chefs together. I want to give you a sneak peak of the material we’ll be using….called Certified South Carolina….Fresh on the Menu. (show slides)
As you can see, we’re not standing still on any of these initiatives I’ve mentioned. Cooperative efforts have gotten us this far….and that’s what it’s going to take going forward.
We farmers are usually the guarded optimists that I referred to in my opening remarks. Darla and I have something in common that helps with our optimism. We’re in that small sect of garnet-colored farmers. We know all about looking forward to next season.
But, as your Commissioner of Agriculture, I have an optimism for South Carolina agriculture. It’s because of what we can do together. I believe it’s also because we will follow what Harry Truman said years ago. “It’s amazing what you can accomplish if you don’t worry about who gets the credit”. I mentioned this to Darla last evening. Ever the financial analyst, she remarked that the sub-prime lenders must have had the same philosophy. They apparently didn’t care who got credit-- from them. 
Thanks again to the Palmetto Institute for including me on the program. And thanks to all of you for your support of South Carolina agriculture.

