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As states across the country face dwindling budgets, many governors and legislators will make the shortsighted decision to cut their economic development departments. Personnel and programs tied to international trade and investment are especially vulnerable.

Some states have taken drastic action in the past. Following a budget crisis in 2003, California closed all 12 of its international offices. Connecticut took similar action. Many governors and other state officials are also likely to decrease the travels abroad that recruit foreign direct investment and promote state exports.

South Carolina should not take this path. My doctoral dissertation included a study of all 50 states from 1995 to 2005 and found that states’ international offices and governors’ overseas missions both help to attract foreign direct investment and increase exports. 

It is essential to recognize that international economic development efforts sometimes take years to pay dividends. South Carolina has been increasingly involved in the global economy since the governorship of Ernest F. Hollings. Now is not the time to cut state initiatives in international economic development, which include travel abroad by top-level officials as well as representatives in Canada, China and Germany (operations were recently consolidated in Tokyo and Shanghai).

It is also important to see the connections between this policy area and education. All my statistical models testing foreign investment and exports showed that the level of educational attainment of a state’s citizens was crucial. In other words, the more educated a state’s citizens, the more likely it is to benefit economically from investment and trade. Many economists, such as Clemson’s Bruce Yandle, write about how educational attainment relates to the building of a knowledge-based economy. My research builds on other studies that find that “third wave” and “fourth wave” economic development strategies emphasizing education and training programs benefit states.

The globalized world has brought about many economic, political, and cultural changes — some beneficial, some destructive. I have been exposed to the best and worst aspects of economic globalization. Growing up in Mullins, I saw the decline of our economic base in both farming and textile plants. Rural places such as Marion County have absorbed the majority of job losses in the manufacturing sector in recent years. During my college years in Spartanburg, I saw the city continue to attract foreign investment, a successful effort that began in the 1960s from state and local leadership.

While Charleston, Greenville, Richland and Spartanburg counties have continued to attract new industry and replace some lost jobs in recent years, the Pee Dee has continued to be overlooked — both in terms of its educational opportunities and in the prioritization of improving its infrastructure. The poor quality of life in some areas of South Carolina hurts our citizens and continues to pull down the state’s aggregate statistics, which are used by domestic and foreign investors when deciding to expand, relocate or start new businesses.

South Carolinians must be able to compete in a global economy, as Gov. Sanford notes. But it is very difficult to effectively train a person who cannot read well. What seems clear is that state leaders should provide a high-quality education to all citizens and work hard to enhance the economic stability of all areas — especially those that, like Mullins, have been left behind.

Gov. Sanford has rightly continued the gubernatorial tradition of working hard on international economic development. However, his lack of support for adequate public education funding suggests that he does not recognize the connections between economic development and education. The governor’s positions have hurt the state’s economic stability and perhaps its development prospects.

Our leaders must think about long-term economic consequences rather than the short-term political ramifications.

As they make significant budget decisions over the next few months, South Carolina’s leaders must remember that monetary capital, physical capital and human capital are inextricably interconnected.
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