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Good morning and let me extend a warm welcome from South Carolina Farm Bureau to this third annual Ag Summit. 

I appreciate the Palmetto Institute and Mrs. Moore for bringing the ag community together again this year so we can plan for what I believe is a very bright and successful future for South Carolina agribusiness. 

You know, for a couple of decades, I’ve had the privilege to travel to many places around the world to promote, discuss, and monitor foreign agricultural trade. I traveled extensively when I was on the United Soybean Board and now as Chairman of the American Farm Bureau’s Trade Advisory Committee.

I can honestly say, after seeing farms and farming operations in many parts of the free (and not-so-free) world, those of us involved in South Carolina agriculture have a lot to be thankful for and proud of. 

A little known fact in South Carolina is the economic value agriculture creates through world trade…through exports. USDA indicates South Carolina exports as much as $ 460 million annually in agricultural products. 

I’m told that each export dollar stimulates about $1.65 in related business activity by generating employment, income, and purchasing power for both the farm and nonfarm sectors - - that means in a year when agricultural exports total $460 million – an additional $760 million in economic activity is generated for a total impact on the state’s economy of $ 1.2 billion!    Now – I would hope that we can agree -- that’s BIG business. 

Global and domestic marketing impacts rural areas where farmers purchase fuel, fertilizer, and other inputs to produce commodities for export, spurring additional economic activity in the manufacturing, trade, and transportation sectors. In addition to feeding the world, South Carolina agribusiness also helps feed the world’s economy. 

As the president of South Carolina’s largest general farm organization and as a farmer, I can tell you South Carolina farmers are some of the best around as we work to produce high quality, safe, and abundant commodities for domestic and foreign consumption.

Some of the commodities we sell in the global marketplace include cotton, poultry, soybeans, feed grains, fruits, tobacco, and wheat. Of course, we also export a number of finished (or value-added) products. One example of a value added commodity export is from a business co-owned by the South Carolina Farm Bureau Marketing Association. It’s a great example of the innovations found among South Carolina agribusinesses. 

A soybean crushing plant in Hampton County went bankrupt about 8 years ago. That cost Hampton County about 40 jobs along with the tax and fee income generated by that plant. Closing those doors also left soybean farmers in the Low Country and parts of Georgia without a market to sell their beans. 

In March of 2001, Farm Bureau along with other investors purchased the plant, reopened the doors, and began to realize a vision that the soybean crushing plant could offer much more than a selling point for farmers and livestock feed. Crude soybean oil and soybean meal are created in the crushing process. The crude oil was once considered a liability. When we took ownership of the plant we had to give it away – we had no way to tap it’s potential value. 

Since that time, we’ve invested in the construction of a soybean oil refinery and through a partner a biodiesel plant. We turned a costly situation into a valuable commodity which we sell on the global market. We also added to Hampton County’s tax base along with a number of jobs in what was an ordinarily economically depressed region of the state. 

Most of us here today are well aware of the technology associated with agriculture and forestry production:

· Satellite systems enable us to efficiently use inputs, fuel, time, and conservation practices. GPS systems also enable farmers to operate tractors and other farm machinery.

· Other computer technology helps farmers keep tabs with on-farm progress while they’re off the farm – for example, a livestock producer can remotely check or change his facilities’ temperature, watering and feeding schedules, and other vital signs associated with livestock production. 

· Fruit producers use high-speed scanners that analyze the color, size, and sugar content of the fruit to improve the efficiency and accuracy of packing. 

· Fruit and vegetable producers use sophisticated computerized bar-code systems so they can trace individual boxes of commodities back to specific fields, dates, times, and labor crews.

· Biotechnology help us use fewer inputs, improve commodity qualities and yields, and helps us become better stewards of the environment.

All these things – dedication, loyalty, innovation, and a desire to grow and meet future demands in traditional and niche markets – have caused the agriculture and forestry industry to become the largest business sector in South Carolina. 

As someone who has been involved in agricultural leadership positions for a long time – I’m excited to see evidence from several recent independent studies proving what we’ve believed all along. According to the South Carolina Department of Commerce, “agriculture and forestry together have the largest impact on our state’s economy.”

You just heard and saw the research from the Palmetto Institute and MarketSearch. That report closely matches the numbers presented recently in another independent study commissioned by the Palmetto Agribusiness Council. 

That report shows the direct and indirect impacts of the agriculture and forestry industry total about $34 billion a year. The job impacts of the agribusiness industry on the state’s economy are also tremendous. The PABC study indicates agribusiness directly or indirectly creates and supports almost 200,000 jobs in the state.

No matter how you slice it, it’s clear to see that agribusiness is a major economic engine in South Carolina. We believe that distinction entitles our industry to the same recognition and benefits that have been offered to “more traditional” businesses for decades. 

We believe we are entitled to the same treatment as other business clusters in terms of job recruitment, tax incentives, and other economic tools offered to other, yet lesser industries in the state. 

We’re not looking for handouts – We want policymakers and others to know that we deserve to be here…that we are a major player and have a tremendous impact on the economic health of our state. 

In fact, just like we do on the farm, we’re constantly looking for ways to make the most from what we have. I applaud Commissioner Weathers and his team for taking a proactive position to prepare for a possible cigarette tax increase. I appreciate his asking for Farm Bureau’s input in the plan.

In case the General Assembly passes a tobacco tax increase next year, efforts will be made for one penny of the increase to go towards agriculture projects, including:

· The state’s agricultural marketing and branding campaign that has already proven to be so successful. 

· An agribusiness job expansion effort to create rural area employment, provide marketing channels for farmers, and encourage new product development. 

· Expanded educational efforts to help the youth of our state learn more about agriculture and its value to the economy and lifestyles.  

· The expansion of the “Fresh on the Campus(?)” program that promotes the nutritional benefits of locally grown food in as many institutional settings as possible. 

· A program to teach farmers more efficient ways to grow crops, informing them of under-produced yields and providing the resources they need in order to become more successful.

· A program to attract a new generation of farmers through creative financing and planning to provide for farmland transition in currently utilized and underutilized acreages. 

· An Agri-tourism Development program 

· A statewide Natural Disaster Relief program to help when the impact of a natural disaster is outside of the realm of federal assistance or is much more urgent than a federal remedy can address, and 

· An Ag Labor Guest Worker program - a state-managed guest worker program to address the potential farm-labor shortage. 

Each of these measures serve to prove the innovation and desire of agribusiness to share our collective vision and to do our fair share to help build the massive economic engine of agribusiness even bigger as we help grow the economy of South Carolina. 

So, what can you do to help the cause? You can help us spread the word. 

When you hear of other industries staking their claims as the largest industry in South Carolina speak up in knowledgeable defense of agribusiness.

When the call sounds for people to testify on behalf of agribusiness step up and offer your personal story to policy makers who do not understand the significance of our industry.

When study and planning groups are formed to discuss agribusiness innovations, step up and offer your input, wisdom, and knowledge. 

When new agricultural practices are discovered and proven, take a risk to help meet the demands of niche markets. 

Farm Bureau’s strength is in our grassroots structure. We’ve seen what a tremendous impact a unified voice from a wide range of people can have on policy makers. Today, I encourage you to let your voice be heard as we proclaim that agribusiness is number one in South Carolina! 

Thank you for the opportunity to be with you today.
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