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Gov. Nikki Haley has been criticized for her economic development trip to France and Germany in June. It is important to frame any discussion of this trip within the history of S.C. governors' international engagement. 

In 1962, Ernest F. Hollings became the first S.C. governor to travel in search of foreign investment. His trip to Europe came only three years after the first such gubernational trip in the nation was made. 

Gov. Robert McNair made the attraction of foreign investment and promotion of exports a key part of his legacy and passed this role along to his lieutenant governor, John West, who followed him into office and opened the state's offices in Europe and Japan. 

Every successive S.C. governor has continued the tradition of travelling abroad to promote the state's economy. These trips helped attract Michelin of France and BMW from Germany -- companies that have continued to expand over the years, brought in many supplier firms, and helped S.C. officials sell the state abroad. 

If the last 30 years are any guide, foreign investment to the U.S. will continue to increase and South Carolina must compete to attract the best firms. 

The latest figures show how South Carolina is linked to the global economy. Foreign firms employ over 107,000 S.C. workers. Germany, France, Japan, and the United Kingdom are the home base for many of these foreign firms. Exports support nearly 29 percent of manufacturing jobs in the state and 3,793 companies in S.C. exported products to the global market in 2008. The state's export shipments of merchandise were valued at over $20 billion in 2010. My research on the foreign economic relations for all 50 states over a 12-year period finds that states' overseas offices and governors' missions abroad are helpful in recruiting foreign investment and promoting exports. 

But whereas overseas offices are helpful to these efforts in the same year and when lagged over several years, governor-led missions abroad have lagged effects in pursuing both goals. My analysis suggests that governors and legislators should be careful in judging the contributions of these two tools of international economic development and take a long-term view rather than short-term measurements of their impact. 

The S.C. Department of Commerce already has made cuts to its international economic development efforts. South Carolina no longer has representation in Canada and Japan as it did a few years ago. Today the state only maintains a presence in Munich and Shanghai, the latter office opened by Gov. Mark Sanford. 

The total number of governor-led missions abroad varies each year and generally has declined across the U.S. since the 1980s. 

Yet, political and economic changes at state, national, and international levels may help explain the decline in this specific activity:

The number of state overseas offices has increased over time, perhaps institutionalizing global contact networks and lessening the need for governors to travel abroad. 

Governors can take advantage of telecommunications and more readily negotiate with government officials and CEOs abroad without leaving their offices. 

More states' executive branch officials, such as secretaries of commerce and agriculture, are traveling overseas. 

Thus, South Carolina's top leaders should not constantly have to court firms abroad to locate here or stay in the state. But today's economic uncertainties may demand that foreign investors hear from a governor in person about the state's commitment to providing a stable, productive environment. 

South Carolina was one of the first states to have these economic ambassador activities become an accepted part of the governorship, and -- since the 1960s -- the state has been rewarded with economic benefits. 

It would be a shame for South Carolina to follow the same path as California, Connecticut, and Ohio by either closing its overseas offices or not sending the governor on trips to recruit foreign investment or promote exports. This may save money now, but could have costs down the road. 

Even in tough budgetary times Gov. Haley should continue the economic ambassador role that she has inherited from nine of her predecessors. Therefore, South Carolina's legislators, citizens, and journalists may need to be a little more long-term oriented. 
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