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S.C. officials recently announced that the state will open an office in Canada, the state's fourth international office. With this announcement, South Carolina joins other states with Canadian offices such as Florida, New York, Ohio and Pennsylvania. 

In this global economy, states and governors in the United States constantly pursue two major goals: attracting foreign direct investment (FDI) and promoting state exports. International offices and governor-led missions overseas are two of the primary methods states use in targeting these objectives. 

Like most governors, Gov. Mark Sanford provides both goals as objectives of this new Canadian office. My own research, a study of 25 states with economic and geographic diversity from 1995-2004, finds that states' international offices help in FDI attraction, whereas governor-led mission overseas assist in the promotion of state products abroad. Therefore, although international offices and governor-led missions are both employed to pursue both goals, offices correlate with an increase in per capita FDI, whereas governor-led missions correlate with an increase in per capita exports. 

While I do not think that my research is the last word on this subject, it may help to keep in mind that these two methods of enhancing state economies may actually better serve different objectives.  

By establishing an office in Canada, officials cite the number of jobs supported by S.C. exports in Canada as well as the number of Canadian tourists who visit South Carolina annually. It is helpful that there are economic reasons to establish this office location since other states' leaders have sometimes created offices in such places as Israel or Armenia, perhaps for political gain. 

State legislators should continue to take a long-term view in measuring the results of international offices and governors' trips overseas. My interviews with many states' officials and examinations of statistics show that states have been hurt by periodically closing international offices and starting them up again, or -- in the case of California in 2003 -- closing all international offices during a budget crisis. 

Yet my research also connects to another topic in state politics today: gubernatorial power. Gov. Mark Sanford makes the case that governors need more institutional powers to promote good governance and accountability. My research also indicates consistently that governors with greater institutional powers -- appointment power, budget control and the number of separate elections for state-level officials -- are more likely to be able to attract investment and promote exports. In other words, greater gubernatorial power may allow governors to better shape state economic development strategies and keep all agencies on the same page. 

S.C. governors from both parties have remained committed to international trade and investment, and the state has benefited from the skillful promotion of South Carolina by such former governors as John West and Carroll Campbell. Economic development has also been assisted by reforms to the technical college network since the administration of former Gov. Fritz Hollings. 

The General Assembly should seriously consider the ways in which the S.C. governorship should be strengthened. Like other states, reforms of S.C. government since the 1970s have emphasized professionalization, efficiency and management. But state legislators have been slow to recognize the benefits of centralizing more institutional powers in the governor's office. 

The combination of state government reforms and general increase in U.S. governors' powers has enabled states to become engaged internationally. Since Southern states historically recognized the need to attract FDI and promote exports more quickly than other areas of the country, hopefully S.C. leaders will remain committed to long-term approaches to bring and keep more jobs in South Carolina -- especially in those areas that struggle with losses from agricultural or textile jobs.

Governors are now expected to be their states' chief economic ambassador. The General Assembly should not only seriously consider how international offices can benefit S.C.'s economy, but also acknowledge that this topic relates to gubernatorial power. 
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