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Anniversaries are, to me, a poor excuse for a
news story unless there is something new to
report. Yet I have always been driven by

milestones, which gauge progress. Yesterday was one
such occasion, being the 25th year of my having
arrived in Hong Kong. It was half a lifetime ago – and
there have been big changes for me and for my
feelings towards this place I call home.

I earn considerably more than the HK$16,000 a
month I started with and my rent has quadrupled
from the HK$4,000 that was my share for a three-
bedroom flat in Tai Hang Road. In those two and a
half decades, I got married and divorced, single-
handedly raised two sons and weathered the severe
acute respiratory syndrome outbreak, economic
crashes and typhoons. But my personal changes are
nothing compared to those Hong Kong has
undergone. It has been a roller-coaster of a ride that
unfortunately now feels full of more downs than ups.

Some of the blame falls on Beijing, and a measure
on bumbling lawmakers and political leaders. But
Hong Kong people are also at fault. Their attitudes
have changed; where once they were on the whole
friendly and helpful, welcoming to outsiders and
neighbours alike, they are now mistrustful and
withdrawn. The smile that was once on a shop
assistant’s or taxi driver’s face is now a scowl.

Quantifying happiness was once done by
measuring income. But schools of thought have
changed and contentedness is no longer wholly
equated with financial well-being. While surveys
reflecting this thinking did not exist when I came to
Hong Kong, they do now – and they show that
globally, we are not that happy.

To wit: the New Economic Foundation’s Happy
Planet Index, which ranks according to human well-
being and environmental impact, places our city
102nd out of 151with Costa Rica at the top and
Botswana at the bottom. A 40-destination survey of
contributors to the travel website Trip Advisor put
Hong Kong people as the third-least friendly, behind
residents of Moscow and London. I can understand
that; where once a seat and drink were offered when
buying items of moderate value, there is now a rush
to clinch a transaction.

Technology has changed our city – ATMs have
replaced bank tellers, people are glued to their
portable online devices in public and we have
become impatient for instant results. Tourism has
altered the face of districts. But there is also
uncertainty about freedoms and rights, and sharp
social, economic and political divisions. High
property prices and rents mean that, while we are
earning more, spending power is less.

It seems bad, yet I am hopeful. Just as Shanghai is
unrecognisable from two decades ago and Barcelona
was transformed by hosting the Olympic Games, so
too Hong Kong can change. Our government can
help by engendering trust and basing policies on
development measured in terms of well-being rather
than simply in growth in gross domestic product. We
are charitable, but also have to be civic-minded. A
good place to start is by being friendlier to visitors. 

It is therefore with a smile that I begin my second
25 years in Hong Kong.

Peter Kammerer is a senior writer at the Post
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T
he cold war is commonly

referred to as a topic of history,
yet it is not over – it has just
regrouped, and now we face
history in the remaking. Today

is George Orwell’s birthday, and he’s look-
ing good for 110. He originated the term
“cold war” in a 1945 article in the London
Tribune, written shortly after Hiroshima
and Nagasaki. Orwell feared a divided
world where nations become unconquer-
able – due to nuclear weapons – and in a
“permanent state of ‘cold war’.” He pre-
dicted “an end to large-scale wars at the
cost of prolonging indefinitely a ‘peace
that is no peace’ ”; future history books will
define the 21st century just so.

In true cold war fashion, the two old
superpowers again face off today in a
Geneva summit. The support of Russia
and America for opposing sides in the
Syrian conflict echoes the proxy wars of
not so long ago. But while the eyes of the
world are on Syria, the neo-cold war’s epi-
centre simmers further east.

In March, Xi Jinping made
Moscow his first diplomatic stop as
China’s president and declared the Sino-
Russian bilateral relationship as the
world’s most important, particularly as a
strategic balance to the global order. From
Cuba to Iran to North Korea, Russia and
China have continued to arm America’s
enemies decades after the cold war appar-
ently ended. Although Russia and China
have recently limited their support for
both Tehran and Pyongyang, the 60-year
arms race by the two Koreas and their allies
has long entrenched the most heavily forti-
fied border in the world. 

The heat has now returned to where
the cold war first ignited: East Asia. In the
1940s, the US backed – however half-
heartedly – the losers in China’s civil war,
and, from Beijing’s perspective, continued
American support for Taiwan leaves the
wound festering. But it was the Korean war
that saw the cold war sear, pitching West-
ern capitalism against Eastern commu-
nism – and American troops against
Chinese – head to head. Again today, the
Korean Peninsula displays cold war peaks
of tension. 

California’s recent US-China presiden-
tial summit, hailed as the most important
since Richard Nixon met Mao Zedong

, produced a major area of concur-
rence – one that echoes the cold war: a
nuclear North Korea would spur an arms
race in South Korea and Japan, and even

more US military power would pivot into
the Western Pacific. 

US Defence Secretary Chuck Hagel
recently reaffirmed American escalation of
military power in the Asia-Pacific region,
which Beijing views as a reassertion of the
policy of containment that began under
president Harry Truman. The US, still

bound by early cold war treaties, continues
to arm and protect its cold war allies – and
China’s rivals – such as Taiwan, South
Korea and Japan. And Japan now proposes
military expansion while its dispute with
China over the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands
broils. 

The cold war was not extinguished by
eastern Europe’s collapse. The front line

now lies in the Western Pacific: it runs
through the Sea of Japan, snips the Korean
Peninsula in two and hugs China’s coast-
line down through the East and South
China seas, with Taiwan and the Philip-
pines – two of several nations opposing
China’s claims to the oil- and gas-rich
Spratly Islands – firmly on the US side of
the line. 

Is Orwell too white and too dead to be
relevant to Asia today? His father was an
opium dealer and, as a young man, Orwell
himself partook in suppression as a police-
man in colonised Burma. That was where
he began to see the malevolence of a
superpower. Twenty years later, Orwell
packed a lot into that 1945 article. He pre-
dicted that “the haggling as to where the
frontiers are to be drawn … will continue
for some years, and [a] third of the three
super-states – East Asia, dominated by
China”, will rise over time. 

Although the Sunnylands summit
lacked the tension of the cold war’s darkest
days, the air is far from clear between the
world’s greatest powers. In addition to ter-
ritorial disputes, other Orwellian shadows
loom. Satellite spying and cyberespionage
are merely new tools for old habits – not to
mention that the US has joined China in
spying on its own citizens. 

And you would think China’s leaders
might see “thought reform” as an Orwel-
lian cliché, but its leaders still dish it out to
political prisoners at “re-education
through labour” camps, in a system that
almost parodies Orwell’s prophetic (and
currently high-selling) Nineteen Eighty-
Four.

The BBC news website questioned
whether the purpose of the Sunnylands
summit was to avoid a third world war, for
“it is certainly aimed at making sure both
sides know the flashpoints”. Fortunately, a
third world war is implausible, and not just
because of nuclear weapons. China’s rise
has crowbarred an “e” into “Mad” – mutu-
ally assured economic destruction, as for-
mer US ambassador to China Jon Hunts-
man and political scientist Ian Bremmer
have observed 

A cold war – a “peace that is no peace” –
is what we’ve got. Escalating American
military power in the Asia-Pacific isn’t a
solution, it’s a reaction – as it would be if
the US sent its military might into Syria. In
each case, the same question remains:
then what?

Paul Letters is a political commentator and
writer. For his forthcoming second world war
novel, Providence, see paulletters.com
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Carved on a plaque in its
famous grassy
quadrangle is the

informal slogan of Tsinghua
University: “Deeds speak louder
than words”, which is the
streetwise summary of its formal
motto “Self-discipline and Social
Commitment”.

Either version explains how
the US government has failed its
own advocacy of democracy in
China with duplicitous acts of
spying and subversion, as
revealed by whistle-blower
Edward Snowden. The National
Security Agency has been
targeting Tsinghua, he disclosed.
The university is known for its
role as a hub of the China
Education and Research
Network. 

As a foreigner teaching at
Tsinghua University, I was
impressed with its relaxed yet
earnest atmosphere of serious
debate in class and off campus.
Open discussions often
ventured outside the narrow
bounds of political correctness
that prevails at universities in the
US and Japan.

The mood was sometimes
marred by the grim demeanour
of tech-savvy visiting professors
whose main purpose, it seemed,
was to agitate for youth rebellion
by obsessively denouncing
China as a dictatorship. 

While the foreign cyber-
ideologues theorised about rock
music and the scent of jasmine,
their Chinese counterparts were
designing the architecture of an
online social democracy. A
pioneer was Professor Jianping
Wu, who led the computer-
engineering team that built the
China Education and Research

Network, the high-speed
backbone of China. His
commitment to an expanding
communications network
granted calculating power for
the science and technology
departments while enabling
journalism students to produce
news, graphics and video
content for the new media. 

Pursuing dreams of a billion
internet users, global hi-tech
corporations like IBM, Microsoft
and Google signed leases at the
many hubs inside the
Zhongguancun computer
industry district, including
Tsinghua University Science
Park. But then those sweet
dreams turned sour with the
realisation that Google was
violating the very freedoms it
espoused by collecting personal
data and suspected hacking into
certain user accounts. 

Snowden’s disclosure of even
deeper NSA cyberespionage is
alarming, considering that many
of China’s leading figures are
eligible, as alumni, for Tsinghua
e-mail accounts. At the height of
the US hacking campaign, three
of nine Politburo Standing
Committee members, including
then leader Hu Jintao ,
were Tsinghua graduates. 

Among these leaders,
premier Wen Jiabao was,
notably, an avid visitor to blogs,
where he exchanged opinions
with online dissenters and
sometimes adopted their
proposals for reform. That is
exactly how the internet was
intended to foster political
change, through open debate
and dialogue. 

Tsinghua could have been a
strategic target for the US

cybercommand because the
China Education and Research
Network adapted next-
generation internet protocol for
3G and 4G smartphones. The
network will assign the new
addresses to institutional users,
including ministries, the
military, police, security
agencies, state-owned
enterprises and the central bank
– a directory that would be of
interest to the Pentagon. 

Now, we can only make an
appeal that America’s theft
should not prompt Beijing into a
backlash of expanded
censorship.

Leaders of the US
government, especially those
lynch-mob congressmen who
are demanding the messenger
be punished, should instead be
expressing contrition and
remorse for their crimes against
Chinese internet users. Rather
than dispensing vapid lectures
about intellectual freedom,
Americans should be learning
about China’s traditional values
known as the five virtues,
especially yi, which translates as
honesty and uprightness. A
criminal mind is certainly no
basis for democracy.

Yoichi Shimatsu, former editor of 
The Japan Times Weekly, was the 
first non-Chinese to be appointed 
as a full-time lecturer in Tsinghua
University’s School of Journalism 
and Communication 

Cybertheft is an affront to
Tsinghua’s open culture
Yoichi Shimatsu says US has proved itself a poor advocate of democracy 

International concerns have
been raised by Pakistan’s
growing nuclear arsenal,

while Beijing has faced much
criticism for its co-operation
over nuclear energy with
Islamabad. 

Pakistan’s newly elected
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif,
who turned the country nuclear
in 1998, sought Chinese
assistance in the field of civil
nuclear technology to overcome
the country’s energy crisis
during a meeting with visiting
Premier Li Keqiang in
Islamabad last month. 

Indeed, there are indications
that nuclear co-operation is now
going to be the prime driver of
the Sino-Pakistan strategic
partnership. Sharif’s
government has reportedly
decided to launch work on a 1.1
GW nuclear power plant in
Karachi with Chinese assistance. 

One aspect cannot be
ignored: China has deepened
co-operation largely in response
to the civil nuclear energy deal
signed between the US and
India in 2008. That deal opened
up a US$150 billion market for
US nuclear trade with India,
which was controversially
granted an exemption from the
Nuclear Suppliers Group. 

Neither India nor Pakistan,
arch-rivals in many aspects,
have joined the nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty, yet both
possess nuclear arsenals. The US
denied Pakistan a civilian
nuclear deal, saying that it first
had to improve its nuclear
proliferation record. 

So instead, the country has
got what it needs from China. 

Co-operation between China
and Pakistan has so far focused
largely on the Chashma nuclear
power complex in Punjab.

Two plants, developed with
Chinese support, are already in
operation. Another two reactors,
each with a capacity of 340 MW,
are being built and the two
nations agreed in March to
construct a 1GW plant at the
complex, to help meet Pakistan’s
target of 8GW of nuclear power
by 2025. 

Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal
has been a sensitive topic for the
US as it tries to improve relations
with its frontline ally in the
campaign against Islamist
extremists. The US has restricted
nuclear-related exports to
Pakistan since it conducted its
nuclear tests in 2008.

Beijing’s nuclear co-
operation with Islamabad is
likely to stir international
concerns over the security of
nuclear materials in a country
where extremists are challenging
the state’s writ. 

Li’s visit to Pakistan was
aimed at deepening strategic
bilateral ties, and nuclear co-
operation is the essential part of
the friendship package. Seven
years ago, before the US had
signed its civilian nuclear deal
with India, Beijing shelved the
project to build two more
nuclear power plants in Pakistan
as it succumbed to pressure
from the West and the Nuclear
Suppliers Group. 

Today, the geopolitical
landscape is very different. 

Syed Fazl-e-Haider is a development
analyst in Pakistan

Nuclear energy powers
China-Pakistan relations
Syed Fazl-e-Haider says deepening co-operation
is an inevitable result of US deal with India

The more than 20-year-old
cross-boundary haze
malady has hit Singapore

again, but this time the situation
is much worse, with pollution
levels breaking several records. 

With the crisis, the blame
game is under way again. While
Singapore has urged Indonesia
to take tougher action against
illegal forest burning, Indonesia
has said Singaporean and
Malaysian palm oil companies
bear ultimate responsibility.

However, playing the blame
game never works; all
stakeholders must co-operate to
solve the crisis. 

In the short term, the most
pressing matter is to extinguish
the expanding hot spots as soon
as possible. Indonesia has begun
cloud-seeding in an effort to
create rain and put out the fires,
while Singapore has offered an
assistance package. 

In the long run, government
intervention should be
considered to force polluters to
pay for the cost of the solution. 

First, it is clear that Indonesia
should bear top responsibility,
given that the pollution happens
within its territory. In fact,
Indonesia has laws and
regulations in place to ban illegal
forest burning. However,
clearing land this way is
common due to weak law
enforcement. 

The “slash and burn”
technique is favoured because it
remains the cheapest land
clearing method. Therefore, the
government should consider
introducing subsidies or reward
schemes to encourage more
environmentally friendly land-

clearing practices, along with
stricter punishment. 

Furthermore, Indonesia
should welcome neighbours’ aid
to tackle environmental
challenges. To become a
responsible emerging regional
power, Indonesia should
consider ratifying the Asean
Agreement on Transboundary
Haze Pollution. 

Second, there is no doubt
Singapore is a victim and
theoretically should be
compensated. However, to be
realistic, it may have to choose to
either suffer the costs of haze
pollution or bear the costs of
pollution abatement with
Indonesia and Malaysia.

Singapore should also keep
pushing for greater co-operation
with Indonesia, despite the
political sensitivities involved. 

Third, global customers
should ultimately share the cost
of a haze-free Singapore and
Southeast Asia. Consumers of
palm oil products from the
region should pay for the extra
costs of greener land practices
while global investors should
contribute through responsible
investment in environmentally
conscious palm oil companies.

Moreover, regional and
international organisations,
including the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations, should
also contribute to solve the long-
standing problem. After all,
pollution knows no boundaries. 

Sun Xi, a graduate of the Lee 
Kuan Yew School of Public Policy 
at the National University of
Singapore, is an investment 
analyst based in Singapore 

Blame game can’t solve
SE Asia’s haze crisis
Sun Xi says Singapore may have to help pay for
a plan to stop illegal forest burning in Sumatra 


