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DATE:          January 14, 2021        COMMITTEE: Senate Judicial Proceedings 

BILL NO:          Senate Bill 339 

BILL TITLE:         Department of Commerce – Sister-State Relationships – Maintenance 

and Development 

POSITION:          Support  
 

The Maryland Department of Commerce supports Senate Bill 339 – Transfer of Maryland Sister-

State Program 

 

Bill Summary: 

SB 339 transfers the existing Sister States program by reassigning the program from the Office 

of the Secretary of State (OSOS) to the Maryland Department of Commerce (Commerce). The 

transfer will not have any fiscal impact as the staff associated with the program have already 

been reassigned to Commerce as of July 1, 2020 utilizing existing vacant pins, as part of cost-

saving measures approved by the Board of Public Works.  

 

Background:  

The Sister States Program is the conduit for the formal Governor to Governor relationship between 

Maryland and its international Sister States. The Program is a vital and active network of 

Marylanders, which serves as a clearinghouse of international resources. The Program oversees an 

array of international exchanges, promoting a balance of business, educational and cultural 

interests. 

The Sister States Program: 

 Maintains diplomatic relations with our Sister States. 

 Matchmakes between Marylanders and the Sister States. 

 Works with Marylanders and the Sister States to develop and maintain business, cultural 

and educational exchanges. 

 Hosts and co-sponsors networking and informational events. 

 Serves as a clearinghouse for information and contacts related to the Sister States. 

Working with Committees organized for each Sister State, the Sister States Program strategically 

develops exchanges to create well-balanced relationships. Exchanges can be initiated by Maryland 

citizens or organizations, the international Sister States or the Sister States Program. 

The Maryland Sister States Program works with Maryland companies, educational institutions, 

non-profit organizations and individual citizens. Through high-level government connections and 

the history and friendship that tie Sister State relationships together, Marylanders enjoy an 

international entrée on a local level that is unparalleled. 
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The program in Maryland was established in 1980. Maryland currently has sister-state 

relationships with 18 countries through 21 partnerships in Brazil, Belgium, China, Estonia, France, 

Ireland, Israel, Japan, Liberia, Mexico, Nigeria, Peru, Russia, South Africa, South Korea, Turkey, 

and Vietnam.  

The program was run contractually by the World Trade Center Institute (WTCI) from FY1998 

until 2003. Prior to 1998, the day-to-day operations were handled by DBED (the predecessor to 

the Department of Commerce). In 2004, the program was transferred to the Office of the Secretary 

of State. The program’s only funds were for the two staff who have since been reassigned to 

Commerce as of July 1, 2020 utilizing existing vacant pins, as part of cost-saving measures 

approved by the Board of Public Works, thus triggering the need to align the statute with current 

operations.  

 

Rationale: 

Commerce and the former International Division within the OSOS have always worked 

collaboratively. Commerce has provided resources to support the Sister States program in the past, 

and both offices have found much overlap in their activities over the years. Given the history that 

this program has with Commerce, we feel our agency is a logical fit for this program in the long 

term. In fact, the transfer of the staff has been a very smooth process and the two teams work 

together even better now as a single team. In addition, the reassignment of the staff from the 

International Division of the OSOS has helped to streamline the international activities of the State 

as we have found more efficiency by merging similar activities, can ensure more complete 

documentation of State international programs, can coordinate better coverage for international 

activities, and can eliminate duplicative activities when working as a single team. Commerce is 

also able to provide more substantive resources to this program than existed within the OSOS, 

utilizing existing budget from the Office of International Investment and Trade.  

 

We feel strongly that the collaboration that is possible by transferring this program within the 

State’s existing International Office would have many benefits, beyond increasing efficiencies. 

The Sister States program focuses on cultural, diplomatic, and educational activities in addition to 

economic activities. The Maryland Office of Tourism, the Maryland Office of Film, the Maryland 

State Arts Council, and the Office of Strategic Industries are all key resources for furthering Sister 

States programs, and these all housed within Commerce. This would strengthen the opportunities 

for cultural programs. In addition, the Sister States program has positive economic impacts on the 

State – through tourism expenditures, increasing awareness of Maryland overseas, and overall 

marketing of the State (a core function of the Office of International Investment and Trade). 

Therefore, the tracking and reporting of these positive outcomes with other State offices focused 

on these activities would also be enhanced by the completion of this transfer. 

 

At the Board of Public Works meeting held July 1, 2020, the Board decided as part of the budget 

reductions to eliminate the International Division within the Office of the Secretary of State. The 

two staff members covering the Sister States program were reassigned to Commerce’s Office of 

International Investment and Trade. However, the Sister States Program remains legislatively 

assigned to the OSOS, which is disruptive and inefficient for day-to-day operations as the 

associated staff required to manage the program are located within another agency. This has 
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resulted in the program having a de facto split management, as the staff now report to Commerce 

but must also report to the OSOS as that office manages the program that they support.  

 

We are seeking this transfer in order to support the continuity of operations of the Sister State 

program, which has demonstrated benefits to the State of Maryland. We would like to assure the 

legislature that if the Sister states program relocates to Commerce, it would continue to have the 

freedom to pursue other diplomatic, cultural, and educational activities, just as it did when it was 

previously housed within the State’s economic agency. Commerce recognizes and values these 

non-Commerce functions of the Sister State program, because it open doors to not only the partner 

regions, but also to entire countries, which has numerous benefits for the State of Maryland 

including, for example, identifying investment deals through these long-lasting friendships.  

 

However, as there is no longer budget assigned to the OSOS to support the staff required to manage 

the Sister States program, if SB 339 does not pass, this would threaten the long term viability of 

the program as Maryland would no longer have a clear organizational structure for the program. 

We feel that this program has numerous benefits, across a wide range of sectors, and serves the 

people of the State of Maryland through the cultivation of deep international ties.  

 

Commerce respectfully requests a favorable report on Senate Bill 339.   
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STATEMENT TO THE SENATE JUDICIAL PROCEEDINGS COMMITTEE, 
IN OPPOSITION TO SB 339  

(HEARING JANUARY 14, 2021) 
 
January 8, 2021 

Esteemed Members of the Senate Judicial Proceedings Committee, 

On behalf of the membership of the Maryland-Israel Sister State Committee, I am writing in strong 
opposition to Senate Bill 339. 

Responsibility for maintenance and development of Maryland’s sister-state relationships must NOT be 
transferred from the Secretary of State. The activities of our sister states go well beyond the focus and 
mission of the Department of Commerce. This past year, for example, our Committee commemorated 
the 75th anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz with a month of events that brought together over a 
thousand citizens of Maryland along with dignitaries from the Embassies of Albania, Austria, Canada, 
Croatia, Germany, Greece, Israel, Japan, Serbia, Poland, as well as international NGOs representing 
Guatemala, Turkey, Russia, China and South Africa. We were also honored to host a multitude of 
officials from the Governments of the City of Gaithersburg, Montgomery County, the District of 
Columbia, the Maryland General Assembly, 7 Maryland state agencies, and 5 federal agencies of the 
United States of America. Programs such as the above-mentioned are valuable relationship-building 
activities that would be neglected if not eradicated by the Office of International Trade. 

Conversely, the Department of State is to be credited for building a robust, diversified and highly 
successful network and system for conducting Maryland’s subnational diplomatic relations – all while 
working with the minimal budget appropriated to them. Secretary of State John Wobensmith and 
Deputy Secretary Luis Borunda are international statesmen of the highest caliber. Without the gravitas, 
acumen and commitment of these two respected leaders, our two dozen sister state committees would 
be loath to shoulder the enormous workload we necessarily undertake as volunteers to promote  the 
good name of Maryland around the globe. 

In our work, we do see tremendous opportunities for Maryland’s international business development, 
but the proper manner to exploit them is to foster cooperation between Commerce and State, not to 
steal from State to give to Commerce. Allow our non-commercial programs to continue through State, 
and we can simultaneously generate leads for Commerce. We should have all hands on deck to create 
business for Maryland, not just Commerce. There is great further potential for our programs to benefit 
Maryland trade provided that the legislature resists removing the Golden Goose from its rightful nest. 

Sincerely, 

 
H. Randall Morgan, Jr. 
Chairman, Maryland-Israel Sister State Committee 

http://www.mdisrael.org/
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Statement to the Maryland Senate Judicial Proceedings Committee

Regarding Opposition of MD-Anhui Sister State Committee to SB 339

(Hearing on January 14, 2021〉

」anuary lO, 2021

Dear Members ofthe Marviand Senate 」udiciai Proceedings Committee:

On behalfofthe ieadership and membership ofthe Maryiand-Anhui SisterState Committee, 1 am writing in

OPPOSition to Ma「viand Senate Bii1 399, and urge vou to reject this iegisIation, Which would move responsibiIitv for

Sister States of Marviand, inc., and our Committee from the Office ofthe Maryland Secretary ofState to the

Maryiand Department of Commerce.

For more than 40 years, the Maryland-Anhui Sister State Committee - COmPrising MarvIand citizen-VOIunteers from

throughout the state - has relied on the leadership, SuPPOrt and assistance ofthe Office ofthe Maryland Secretary

Of State and its abIe staffto heIp deveiop and grow the state-tO-PrOVince reiationship into a model many other

Sisterstate arrangements here in Maryiand and throughoutthe United Stateswish to emuIate. Why? Becausethe

Sjsterstate reIationship has paid divjdends for cjtizens from both sides -nOt OnIy in te「ms ofenhanced t「ade and

mutua=y beneficiaI economic development opportunities, but in terms ofvaiuabIe exchanges in education and

cuiture as weIl.

Such is the significance ofthe Maryiand-Anhui sister state reiationship that Govemor Larry Hogan and other

Maryiand officiais w町Oin with their counterparts in eariy February for a virtual, 40th anniversary commemoration.

Responsib冊y for maintenance and deveiopment of MaryIand’s sister-State relationships should NOT be

transfe「red from the Office of the Sec「eta「y of State to the Department of Commerce. The activities of our sister

StateS gO Weli beyond the focus and mission ofthe Department ofCommerce. ln 2018, forexample, the

MaryIand-Anhui Sister State Committee welcomed a 12与-PerSOn deiegation from Anhui Province for a weekIong

‘′Maryiand-Anhui Promotion Week,’’which inciuded important exchanges between and among government,

education (both K-12 and post-SeCOndarv), Culture and art, aS We= as business organizations.

At the same time, the Maryland Office ofthe Secretarv ofState - ParticularIy underthe leadership of current

Secretary of State 」ohn Wobensmith and Deputy Secretary ofState Luis Borunda, has buIt a robust, diversified and

highlv successful network for conducting MaryIand’s subnational dipiomatic reiations -Which in tum has raised the

Visib冊v and enhanced the vaIue ofthe work ofthe Maryiand-Anhui Sister State Committee and the 20 other sister

State COmmittees which comprise Sister States of Maryiand, inc.

Thework ofthe MaryIand-Anhui SisterState Committee and ofSisterStates of Maryiand, lnc. can-and has-

generated fruitfuI business and trade opportunitiesfor Marvland. But ourwork is aboutso much morethan that.

And thatis whycoordination and responsibiIitvforourwo「k shouid remain with the Office ofthe Maryiand

Secretarv ofState. Piease ensure it remainsthatway and rejectSB 339.

Thank vou for the oppo「tunitv to comment.

㌢三三二_
Chai「

Marviand-Anhui (China) Sister State Committee
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Judicial Proceedings Committee Hearing  
11:30 am, January 14, 2021 

Testimony in Opposition to SB 339 
 

 Good day Mr. Chairman and members of the Judicial Proceedings Committee. Thank you 
for the opportunity to offer written and oral testimony on Senate Bill 339. 

 It was my privilege and honor to serve as the Maryland Secretary of State from 1995 to 
2003. One of the duties and responsibilities I had as secretary of state was participation in the 
numerous, varied activities of the Maryland Sister State program. The Sister State program, first 
established in 1980, is an important part of the international affairs of the Maryland Office of 
Secretary of State. 

 The premise of SB 339 is flawed insofar as the Sister State program, in Maryland and 
throughout the country, involves far more than economic transactions and business development. 
The Sister State program fosters and encourages understanding among people and governments 
through cultural, diplomatic, educational, governmental, political, social, and technical 
exchanges as well as business relationships. Lifetime relationships between and among 
individuals and groups are created benefiting not only the individuals but also the participating, 
groups, organizations and governments.   

 As Maryland Secretary of State I was active in the National Association of Secretaries of 
State (NASS, the oldest intergovernmental organization in the United States dating to 1905), and 
co-chaired the NASS International Relations Committee. A regular part of the NASS annual 
meetings and activities is the promotion of international affairs. As secretary of state, I supported 
the efforts of the U.S. State Department in working with foreign governments and interacted with 
foreign embassies and consulates on behalf of the State of Maryland. 

 During my tenure as Maryland Secretary of State, the Governor’s SubCabinet for 
International Affairs was established in 2001 in an effort to organize and coordinate the various 
international activities of state agencies. See Governor’s Executive Order 
01.01.2005.24 Governor's Subcabinet for International Affairs (Amends Executive Order 
01.01.2001.20). 

 There is no public policy benefit in fracturing the international affairs of the State of 
Maryland by transferring the Sister State program to the Department of Commerce and, in fact, 
such a transfer would harm the state’s international relationships and standing. Therefore, I 
submit this written testimony in opposition to SB 339 and urge that this committee act 
unfavorably on the proposed bill. 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

John T. Willis 
Maryland Secretary of State, 1995-2003. 

http://www.pdfcomplete.com/cms/default.aspx?v=1002&a=5&lc=7&mv=1

