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With the passing of Gov. Robert E. McNair, South Carolina has lost a visionary leader. Coverage of McNair’s governorship rightly points out his achievements in modernizing state government, calm leadership in civil rights and success in economic development that helped the state to transition beyond textiles. Yet one of the greatest legacies of McNair’s governorship — his work to bring South Carolina into the international realm, especially in attracting foreign investment and promoting the state to foreign visitors — has received scant attention.

Of all the articles in the state’s newspapers on Sunday, only one mentions Gov. McNair’s travels both around the United States and overseas to recruit industry. While today’s governors frequently travel abroad to attract foreign investment and promote trade, this was certainly not the norm during the 1960s.

S.C. governors have worked on industrial recruitment since the 1950s, but Gov. Ernest F. Hollings was the first who considered overseas companies to be a real opportunity, and Gov. McNair sought to fully develop the state’s connections to the international economy.

Hollings revamped the State Development Board (predecessor to the S.C. Department of Commerce) and created the system of Technical Education Centers for job training. Two future governors were influential members of the legislative committee that examined the needs of the Development Board in 1959 and authorized the TEC system in 1961 — John C. West of the Senate and Robert McNair of the House. Hollings’ actions institutionalized the governor’s role in economic development, and he made the state’s first trip to seek investment in Europe in 1962, three years after N.C. Gov. Luther Hodges was the first governor to lead such a mission.

With his legislative background, McNair began work on economic development upon assuming the governorship. Always tying this topic to education, he completed development of the TEC system and pushed for more educational reforms.

As head of the committee overseeing President Johnson’s new initiative on foreign investment, McNair also took overseas trips to convince foreign business leaders that the United States was a good market for investment. He also reminded them that South Carolina was a prime location to consider. McNair led a three-week, five-nation tour of Europe in 1969. These efforts led to nearly 30 percent of industrial investments coming from overseas in 1966 and 1968, and to South Carolina having 80 percent of West Germany’s foreign investment in the United States at one point.

Coupled with his work in industrial recruitment, McNair recognized that South Carolina should better promote itself as a tourism destination. Gov. and Mrs. McNair went to Toronto in 1966 to attract Canadian visitors, and he pulled together the tourism functions of various agencies to form the Department of Parks, Recreation and Tourism in 1967.

Most importantly, McNair not only guided the state fully into the international realm, he made promotion of foreign trade and investment part of the governorship. As McNair’s lieutenant governor, West was part of the 1969 European trip. As governor, West traveled abroad to seek investment and opened the state’s international offices in Europe and Japan.

By 1975, the Development Board director wrote to an assistant in Gov. James B. Edwards’ office, “The Governor’s personal participation” in an international textile show in Italy “has become an important tradition over the last decade.”

McNair’s participation and leadership in international economic development has been the model followed by all subsequent governors, who have sought to attract foreign investment, promote S.C. products abroad and advertise the state as an international tourism destination. South Carolina was one of the first states to have these activities become an accepted part of the governorship, and the state has been rewarded with economic benefits. Tourism is now the state’s no. 1 industry, and South Carolina ranks second in the nation in per capita statistics of persons employed by a foreign-owned firm.

Gov. McNair should not only be remembered for helping to modernize state government and lead S.C. through economic and social transformations, but also as a governor who was one of the first to recognize the ways to connect S.C. to the international economy.
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