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2006 USA PROGRAM
Donald Hobart is Director of Governmental and Legal Affairs for the North Carolina Department of Commerce.  He traveled to Thailand, Malaysia, and Singapore to explore how their governments use infrastructure, education, workforce training, and business incentives to stimulate economic development and invigorate depressed urban areas and outlying regions.  He also investigated decentralization strategies as tools to alleviate pressures of urbanization.
Mr. Hobart’s travels in Thailand provided him with valuable insights into the challenges facing the Thai economy, the economic policies championed by former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, and the unique challenges that a centrally planned economy faced when it tried to achieve decentralized and regional economic growth.  Mr. Hobart found that Thailand endeavors to gain a larger role in the region’s economy by climbing up the value chain and becoming a hub of innovative design.  He noted several national initiatives designed to address the need for economic solutions in rural areas that are losing opportunities as low skill jobs migrate to lower cost countries, and as the economy becomes more innovation-driven. He found central government strategies such as the creation of government-controlled industrial estates; non-government solutions such as programs that bring business investments to rural economies as a means of stabilizing communities; and the very unique One Tambon (local government), One Product Program to force the country’s local governments to take inventory of their economic strengths and identify and produce their most lucrative and marketable products.
Mr. Hobart was drawn to the national dialogue on how to interpret the concept, originally espoused by Thailand’s king, of a “sufficiency economy;” a philosophical construct in which the measure of success becomes an increase in “gross domestic happiness.” Redefining what it means “to win”, or be successful, emerged as an important question on his fellowship when grappling with the impact of globalization on developing countries.  Mr. Hobart concluded that over hundreds of years, the Thais have developed a society that, despite its puzzling political system, has a bamboo-like resiliency – strong as iron, yet able to bend, flex, and even thrive in a storm.  
Mr. Hobart argues that Singapore, like the orchids in its national garden, is something of an epiphyte, drawing its strength and energy from the world around it.  He states that Singapore “has achieved its success as orchids do, by scraping together whatever meager sustenance nature provides and transforming that into blossoms of hypnotic beauty”.   Mr. Hobart concluded that Singapore has reached a peak of achievement in civil administration, economic development, and the provision of social services.  Yet he warns that others’ attempts to replicate Singapore’s experience should be met with skepticism, given its unique situation.
In Malaysia, Mr. Hobart was able to observe a government that is actively decentralizing its urban growth.  In contrast to Thailand, Malaysia is a federation with a relatively well-developed system of states. In Johor Bahru, Mr. Hobart met with officials at Nusajaya and Danga Bay, two sprawling government-backed land developments designed to capitalize on growth expected to overflow from Singapore.  He found that government and developers are in danger of operating at a loss and wonders if this approach is the best way to achieve regional growth.
According to Mr. Hobart, of all the places he visited in Malaysia, Penang had an economy comparable to North Carolina.  The island’s history as a center for education, its successful transition from agriculture to advanced manufacturing, its emerging high technology industry, and its leaders’ proactive, self-reliant attitude all seemed familiar to him. In the Klang Valley outside Kuala Lumpur, Mr. Hobart visited two new model cities in park-like settings, Cyberjaya and Putrajaya, that are part of former Prime Minister Dr. Mahathir Mohamad’s vision for a “Multimedia Super Corridor” (MSC) – a government designated geographic zone to attract, spawn, and serve 21st Century high technology industries,..  Although the infrastructure is in place, the biggest challenge will be getting people to move into these developments.
Mr. Hobart was struck everywhere by the people he met, particularly the numerous Eisenhower Fellows, and gained an appreciation for the sacred nature of the bond between host and guest.  He plans to reciprocate this hospitality and share his findings on economic growth in Southeast Asia with his colleagues in North Carolina.
