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President P. George Benson 
Hearing Presentation 

South Carolina House Ways and Means  
Higher Education, Technical, and Cultural Budget Subcommittee 

321 Blatt Building, Columbia, S.C. 
2 p.m., Wednesday, February 5, 2014 

 
 

Opening 

 

Good afternoon. I appreciate the opportunity to speak with you today about the 

College of Charleston. 

 

I want to start by thanking all of you on this subcommittee for your hard and 

thoughtful work. We are very appreciative of last year’s additional funding for the 

expansion of our computer science program, which helps us meet a critical 

economic development need for Charleston and the Lowcountry. In addition, we 

are grateful for your support of the Partnership Among South Carolina Academic 

Libraries (PASCAL), our South Carolina scholarship programs, and the lottery 

technology funding. Thank you for your leadership in these areas. 

 

My primary purpose today is to present the College’s budget requests for FY2015.  

First, however, I want to discuss an important opportunity for higher education to 

drive economic development and jobs in the Lowcountry.  

 



 2 

New Charleston and University Merger 

 

For a year and a half, I have been talking with government, business, community, 

and higher education leaders in Charleston about the ongoing rapid transformation 

of Charleston’s economy. For virtually all of the 20th century, Charleston’s economy 

was dominated by tourism and the Navy.  

 

Thinking back: A decade ago we were still trying to get over the loss of the Navy 

base; today we have Boeing and its 6,700 employees, a number that will surely grow 

to 12,000. A decade ago we had just a handful of software companies in Charleston; 

today we have 260! The economy of Old Charleston is being transformed by the 

growth of three industries: aerospace, digital media and technology, and healthcare 

and biosciences. And this historic transformation will most certainly improve the 

wages, job prospects, and quality of life for all South Carolinians, throughout the 

21st century.   

 

Charleston’s economy is becoming a diverse, modern, complex economy with an 

exciting future. I call that economy “New Charleston.” New Charleston is now, for 

the first time, on the radar screen with such vibrant economies as Austin, TX, the 

Research Triangle, Northern Virginia, Boston, and Silicon Valley. We are just barely 

on the radar screen, but we’re there. For the first time technology firms that are 

looking to relocate, mention Charleston in the same breath as those more advanced 

more well-known economies.  
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It’s important that we now begin to think of ourselves as competing with those 

regions. And try to understand how to be more competitive. What do those regions 

have that we don’t? Or, said another way, do they have a competitive advantage over 

us? The answer: yes. They all have one or more comprehensive research universities 

to help power their economies. We have none. In MUSC we have a thin piece of a 

research university, one that includes just medical fields. 

 

We find ourselves with this competitive disadvantage because, beginning in 1968, 

several efforts to create a comprehensive research university in Charleston failed.  

 

As you know, Charleston has three very strong four-year public universities, along 

with one of our state’s premier technical colleges. But the organization and missions 

of Charleston’s public universities –– The College, The Citadel, MUSC, and 

Trident Tech –– prevent them from providing the opportunities we need for 

graduate education –– particularly PhD programs –– and significantly expanded 

undergraduate education in some of the STEM fields.   

 

The College and the Citadel cannot offer doctoral degrees, not without the 

permission of CHE, the legislature, and accreditors. MUSC does offer doctoral 

degrees, but its offerings are limited by statute to the medical fields. We need a 

comprehensive research university that provides the necessary graduate and 

undergraduate education and the research, ideas, patents, talent, and thought 

leadership that are required to support and nurture New Charleston. And it would 

spin off start-up companies that would help New Charleston to grow. 

 

 



 4 

These support services cannot be provided from 100 or 200 miles away. New 

Charleston requires the attention and quality of a hometown university.  

 

In my personal opinion, the best way to provide the necessary research university in 

Charleston would be to merge MUSC and the College of Charleston. I would 

choose this option rather than building a new research university from scratch or 

opening a branch campus of another university. Both of those alternatives are much 

more expensive than the proposed merger. 

 

By the way, there’s almost no overlap between MUSC and the College. MUSC’s 

work in medical imaging relies on the theory and methods of physics. They don’t 

have a Physics Department; the College does. MUSC’s work in health information 

systems can benefit from the College’s Computer Sciences Department. MUSC’s 

work in pharmacy could benefit from our Chemistry Department. MUSC has a 

graduate program in public health; the College has an undergraduate program in 

public health. Generally speaking, healthcare is big business. They don’t have a 

business school; the College does.  

 

As former MUSC President Ray Greenberg has repeatedly explained to me and to 

others, MUSC’s lack of basic research capacity puts MUSC at a significant 

disadvantage. And, not surprisingly, there are very few stand-alone medical 

universities left in the United States. 
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Creation of a comprehensive university would address this MUSC shortcoming and 

create the simplest and most effective framework for productive research 

collaboration in Charleston between the basic and applied sciences. Despite some 

people’s protests to the contrary, MUSC needs the College of Charleston. I also 

believe the College of Charleston would benefit from a merger with MUSC. 

 

And, as a major unit of this newly formed university –– let’s call it Charleston 

University –– MUSC could even retain its brand name “MUSC,” or it could revert 

to its former name, the Medical College of South Carolina.  

 

Of course, merging these two universities would lead to new efficiencies. We would 

no longer have two state agencies two blocks apart performing very similar but 

entirely separate operations. Shared services that could be implemented include 

information technology, purchasing, housing, food service, and campus police. 

 

However, the real goal of such a merger is not efficiency or cost savings, –– those are 

not the reasons to pursue the merger. The real reasons are economic development, 

jobs, and quality of life.     

 

At the College, I know that some of our alumni and faculty are understandably 

proud of the institution as it is today and, as a result, will oppose a merger. I respect 

their point of view. But, in my opinion, we need to be focused on the needs of New 

Charleston and its future and on our responsibilities as a state agency, not on the 

history of the College of Charleston. Protecting the status quo of the College of 

Charleston –– or for that matter MUSC –– is simply not in our state’s best interest.     
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Over the past sixteen months, nearly all of New Charleston’s best minds and most 

talented leaders, including people from business, government, and higher education 

have come to recognize the potential and the importance of this merger to the future 

of New Charleston. For example, the merger is strongly supported by the Charleston 

Metro Chamber of Commerce, the Trident CEO Council, the Charleston Regional 

Development Alliance, and Mayor Riley.   

 

As you know, I will step down as president of the College at the end of June, and, 

like Jim Barker at Clemson, will return to the faculty.  I have no personal stake in 

the question of merging the College with MUSC. My interest is in securing the best 

possible future for Charleston and for South Carolina. My hope is that the General 

Assembly will make this merger happen during the current legislative session.   

 

FY15 Budget Requests 

 

No matter what our future might be, the College has several budget requests for FY 

2015 that address basic institutional needs.   

 

First, the College is requesting funding to help complete the renovation of the 

College’s Simons Center for the Arts. We are requesting funding of $3 million for 

this $35 million project.  

 

The Simons Center for the Arts is used by our music, arts management, studio arts, 

theatre, art history, computing in the arts, and historic preservation and planning 

programs.  
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The Center also is frequently used for College and community productions, 

including the Spoleto Festival and the Piccolo Spoleto Arts Festival. During the 

2012-2013 academic year, our School of the Arts produced 794 events, including 

performances, recitals, and lectures, which drew a total audience of approximately 

47,500.   

 

The building was constructed in 1979 and built to serve no more than 800 students. 

Today, over 5,000 students use the Simons Center.   

 

The building is in serious need of infrastructure renovations as well as alterations to 

meet current and future program needs. The majority of the mechanical, electrical, 

and plumbing systems are in need of replacement or renovation.  

 

The project is currently under design, and the College plans to seek construction 

approval in FY15. 

 

Second, the College is requesting an increase of 20 FTE positions with no request 

for additional state appropriations.  

 

These FTEs are a combination of faculty and staff lines and will be used primarily 

for the conversion of temporary instructors to permanent instructors.  Enrollment 

growth realized during FY12 has provided a revenue source to support these 

positions.   
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Third, the College is requesting $4 million in new, recurring funding to support 

new academic programs and centers. The primary needs are for an undergraduate 

program in interdisciplinary engineering and PhD programs in computer science, 

informatics, and supply chain and logistics. All of these programs are being 

demanded by New Charleston. Of course, if the College of Charleston is not 

merged with MUSC, the College will require authorization by the legislature to offer 

doctoral degrees.   

 

Closing 

 

I look forward to working with you in the current budget cycle, and I thank you for 

all that you do to support public higher education. 

 

I would be happy to answer your questions. 

 


