
S
unday will mark US
President Barack
Obama’s first visit to
China. Will he be stricken
by Marco Polo-itis? The
Great Wall and the
Forbidden City can be
mesmerising. But so, too,
can Obama, especially if
allowed to speak freely on

Chinese television. Obama will confront
some tough choices, not only between
meetings and sightseeing but also in
choosing among the unprecedented
number of difficult issues on his potential
agenda. Climate change? World financial
crisis? Tariff war and currency revaluation?
North Korean nuclear weapons? US arms
sales to Taiwan? Sino-US military co-
operation? Afghanistan and Iraq pullbacks?
Iran and Pakistan dilemmas?

No previous Sino-American summit
has confronted so many issues. This
testifies to China’s increasing prominence. 

How much room will the agenda have
for “human rights”? After diplomatic
relations were normalised in 1979, and
especially after the Tiananmen slaughter of
June 4, 1989, human rights became an
important issue in Sino-American

summits. Yet, until this week’s
announcement of nine executions in
Xinjiang , the Obama administration,
contrary to the expectations raised by the
president’s election campaign rhetoric,
demonstrated little interest in stimulating
the People’s Republic to abide by its
international human rights commitments,
such as the UN Convention Against
Torture. 

Nor has it applied public pressure for
China to take on new commitments, such
as the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights, which Beijing signed in
1998 but has not ratified. 

To be sure, many agenda items involve
human rights of one kind or another. The
rights to a habitable environment, a decent
job and protection against nuclear
extermination are universal. The lives of
tens of millions in the Near and Middle
East can be affected by other decisions
reached next week. And Taiwan’s free

society has a huge stake in any cross-strait
military arrangements. Yet none of those
items addresses “human rights” in the
sense of the political and civil rights of 1.3
billion Chinese. During the past three
years, the mainland has again
tightened restrictions on its
own citizens’ most basic
freedoms of expression
– speech, publication,
assembly,
organisation and
religion. Those who
challenge these
restrictions have
been arbitrarily and
harshly punished
through a
comprehensive array of
informal, administrative
and criminal sanctions. 

The cruelty to which
many courageous
people have been
subjected for
attempting to
experiment with
democracy,
implement a
genuine rule of law
or practise their
religion is
unworthy of a
government
that has
made great
social and
economic
progress in recent years. Despite such
progress, the regime is facing a rising tide of
popular protests against a broad range of
grievances in many areas, not only Tibet

and Xinjiang. Instead of establishing
democratic institutions to provide
satisfactory outlets for processing these
grievances, Beijing’s response is
unremitting repression.

Rights defenders and lawyers who seek
to utilise existing weak legal institutions are
themselves often harassed, beaten,
deprived of their livelihood, detained and
prosecuted. Many of them who fall ill in
prison are denied the necessary medical
care in an apparent effort to permanently
incapacitate them and deter others.
Probably millions of Chinese hope Obama
will condemn such abuses and press their
leaders for reforms.

Obama’s bargaining position is not very
strong. Not only does he need Chinese co-
operation on many problems, but he also
represents a government that has itself
been a deserving target for human rights
criticism.

The invasion of Iraq and the disgraces at

Guantanamo and Abu Ghraib symbolise
America’s most shameful international
misconduct in decades. Moreover, Obama
has been disappointingly slow in undoing
some of his predecessor’s worst civil
liberties violations at home as well as
abroad. 

Will the able team recently assembled
by Obama and Secretary of State Hillary
Rodham Clinton persuade their Chinese
counterparts to undertake systemic reform
and co-operate in some substantial human
rights initiatives? It won’t be easy, even if
Obama and Clinton decide to press harder
than they have to date. Bland Washington
statements and a private talk with
President Hu Jintao are unlikely to
bring transparency and fair trials to
Chinese justice. 

There is a conservative climate among
Beijing’s leaders and, along with Cuba,
Sudan, Egypt and other massive human
rights violators, their diplomats at the UN
are adept at fending off foreign censure
and suggestions.

Reflecting China’s heightened
influence, the country’s new nationalism

and America’s own human rights
vulnerability, the leadership has apparently
decided to tough it out, while throwing the
US a face-saving bone or two. 

Renewal of the largely ineffectual, on-
again, off-again official bilateral
“dialogues” that China uses to placate
foreign democracies will not impress
increasingly sceptical American human
rights non-governmental organisations.
Nor will a return to the old trick of releasing
a few high-profile activists from
confinement, while quietly locking up
more. 

A stirring speech to the Chinese people
and a serious meeting with dissidents
would at least demonstrate Obama’s
sincerity, but are not scheduled. 

So, will the young president return
home with much to show human rights
supporters?
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Barack Obama faces a tough task to achieve any progress on
human rights during his visit to China, writes Jerome A. Cohen 

Instead of establishing
democratic institutions to
process these grievances,
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Flame of conscience C
hina’s critics like to point to the many repugnant aspects
of its one-party rule and, by and large, they are mostly
true. The nation’s defenders, or apologists, prefer to focus
on the things it has done right, and castigate those who
fail to acknowledge its many genuine achievements. One

group sees the Chinese state as nothing more than a dictatorship,
whether communist or fascist. The other considers it the vanguard
engaged in nation-building and, in doing so, charts a new course
for the Asian economic-developmental model – and a viable
alternative to Anglo-American democratic capitalism. Both
perspectives are not so much wrong as intellectually limiting and
morally unimaginative.

It is far more fruitful to consider the central government as a
one-party adaptive machine. As a one-party state, it has imposed
party discipline and unity as the precondition for its survival. Yet, it
also allows free discussion and debate behind closed doors – and
among some outside experts – to better recognise the most
pressing problems, and formulate long-term strategies and policy
responses, without the need to seek periodic electorate mandates.
Beijing’s ability to adapt to dire, changing circumstances and
survive crisis after crisis has confounded critics and friends alike. 

Take, for example, Beijing’s response to the debate on global
warming in the run-up to the Copenhagen talks on climate change
next month. It is another classic instance of how it works to
outmanoeuvre foreign critics while devising a long-term strategy
dictated by national interests as Beijing defines them. In late
September, President Hu Jintao scored a major public
relations coup in New York when he announced it was national
policy to achieve a low-carbon economy. This was pledged with a
“notable” carbon reduction by 2020.

Just two years ago, China reached the low point when scientists
calculated it became the world’s worst greenhouse-gas emitter,
exceeding even the US. Instinctively, it hit out at developed
nations’ past emissions and accused them of conspiring to try to
slow the growth of developing nations. India and Brazil voiced

similar complaints. 
But, now, Beijing has found its

footing. An increasing number of
foreign sceptics and experts are being
won over by Beijing’s fundamental
policy shift on energy demands and
climate change. This has gone so far
that there are now new western critics
arguing that China is pursuing state
industrial policy – presumably unfair
by free-market principles – in
developing nuclear, solar and wind
power to become an alternative energy
powerhouse. There is just no pleasing
everyone! Far from being set up as the

fall guy, should the Copenhagen talks fail, Beijing is positioning
itself as the new climate crusader. 

It is so easy to criticise China but difficult to get it right. Too
often, critics identify a trend – usually a crisis or a major problem –
and then project it onto the future. Hence, you have predictions
about China’s impending collapse or the Chinese state’s inevitable
need for political reform to halt its own demise. Two years ago,
Elizabeth Economy, an expert on China’s environment and a
senior fellow of the Council on Foreign Relations, published a
major essay in Foreign Affairs about the country’s “coming
environmental crash”. We now know Beijing was, by then, well
aware of the environmental problems and costs she enumerated
and was working to tackle them in a major policy overhaul. 

All linear predictions or projections neglect a basic principle in
chaos and complexity theory. It is that trend reversals are almost
impossible to predict and hard to spot even after they have
occurred. Think stock markets. Thus, when the Chinese
communist state reached its nadir after the Tiananmen Square
massacre, the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet
Union, many people were predicting its destruction; yet the 1990s
was to be the decade when China’s economy soared. 

Couple historic trend reversals with a centralised government
that is relatively nimble and eminently adaptive, and no wonder
you have so many run-of-the-mill critics with egg on their faces. 
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When the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations met in Thailand last
month, South Korea was an
important presence. Quietly, South
Korea has moved away from being
defined by its problematic North
Korean neighbour, and is becoming
an important middle-ranking power
in global affairs. A South Korean is
secretary general of the United
Nations, Seoul will host next year’s
G20 summit, and the country has
just reached a free-trade agreement
with the European Union. 

This was not always so. If
geography is destiny, South Korea
was dealt a weak hand. Wedged into
an area where giants China, Japan
and Russia confront each other,
Korea has had a difficult history of
developing sufficient “hard” military
power to defend itself. 

In a recent survey of G20 nations,
published in the Chosun newspaper,
the Hansun Foundation ranked
South Korea 13th in the world in
terms of national power. It ranked
9th in hard power resources but
performed more poorly in terms of
soft power. In the newspaper’s
words, “state-of-the-art factories, hi-
tech weapons, advanced
communications infrastructure are
the key components that a country
must have for stronger international
competitiveness”. But for these
“hard power” ingredients to become
true engines of the country’s growth
and prosperity, they must be backed
by more sophisticated and highly
efficient “soft power”. 

South Korea has impressive soft-
power potential. Sometimes,
Koreans compare their country of 50
million to a neighbour like China or
a superpower like the US and
believe they cannot compete. That

may be true in the domain of hard
military power, but it is not true of
soft-power resources. 

Many countries that are smaller
than South Korea do well with soft
power. The political clout of
countries such as Canada, the
Netherlands and the Scandinavian
states is greater than their military
and economic weight, owing to the
incorporation of attractive causes
such as aid or peacemaking in their
definitions of their national interest.
Such legitimising policies are readily
available to South Korea. 

Moreover, in terms of attractive
values, South Korea has a
compelling story to tell. It has
became the world’s 11th-largest
economy, with per capita income
exceeding US$15,000. It joined the
Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development and is
an important member of the G20. It
is home to world-famous brands
and a leader in internet and
information technology. 

Even more important, South
Korea has developed a democratic
political system, with free elections
and a peaceful transfer of power
between different political parties.
Human rights are well protected, as
is freedom of speech. 

Finally, there is the attractiveness
of South Korean culture. Korean art,
crafts and cuisine have spread
around the world. 

As a result, South Korea is
beginning to design a foreign policy
that will allow it to play a larger role
in the international institutions and
networks that will be essential to
global governance. 
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Small nation with an
ever-growing voice
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This weekend, the Asia-Pacific
Economic Co-operation forum
summit in Singapore will bring
together national leaders to discuss
economic co-operation and other
issues affecting the region.

Yet the overall goal of an Apec
free-trade agreement – indeed, the
World Trade Organisation Doha
Round of global trade negotiations –
will remain at a stalemate unless the
US administration makes a firm
commitment to a trade agenda that
goes beyond current litigation and
enforcement initiatives. 

US President Barack Obama can
do that in Singapore by committing
his administration to seek a new
Trade Promotion Authority (TPA) to
negotiate with its trading partners
within Apec and the WTO.

The Obama administration’s
main trade initiatives so far have
focused on trade litigation and
enforcement (or perceived as such).
It imposed unprecedented import
tariffs on tyres from China using a
cold-war-relic trade law and has
imposed antidumping and
countervailing duties on many other
products under trade remedy laws. 

This is not evidence of a
protectionist bias in the Obama
administration, as previous
administrations have also frequently
resorted to such laws. However,
without other trade initiatives in
place, it casts an unnecessarily
gloomy pall on the US trade agenda. 

The Singapore summit offers
Obama an opportunity to broaden
his trade initiatives. To do so, he
needs to deal with the unique nature
of US trade policymaking and obtain
TPA negotiating authority from the
US Congress. Under the US
constitutional system, Congress can

amend any trade agreement
negotiated by the administration –
unless it agrees to restrain itself by
granting TPA to the administration.
That means trading partners can be
assured that agreements made with
the US administration will be
accepted by Congress.

Apec needs that assurance.
Singapore, Chile, New Zealand and
other members have been pushing
for expansion of the existing Trans-
Pacific Partnership agreement into a
free-trade deal that would cover the
Apec region. The US has discussed
the partnership with other Apec
states, but they need reassurances
that the US will implement any
commitments made pursuant to the
partnership negotiations. 

Similarly, the Doha Round
remains stalled. Although blame for
the stalemate can be attributed to
many causes, the lapse of the TPA
during the Bush administration was
certainly a contributing factor.
Without a new TPA, major trading
partners such as the European
Union, India, China and Brazil will
not accept that the US will actually
implement any Doha Round
commitments.

Trading partners are losing
confidence in the US commitment
to free trade. They need a bold
gesture from Obama, and he can
provide that in Singapore. 

Without a TPA commitment by
the US, Apec leaders will have to
settle for the usual group picture and
prospect of a continued stalemate in
trade talks. Let’s hope Obama
exercises his usual flair for seizing
the moment and makes that pledge
to an expanded trade initiative. 
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No matter how many times you hear
them, there are some statistics that
just bowl you over. The one that
always stuns me is this: imagine if you
took all the cars, lorries, planes, trains
and ships in the world and added up
their exhaust emissions every year.
The amount of carbon dioxide all
those cars, trucks, planes, trains and
ships collectively emit into the at-
mosphere is actually less than the
carbon emissions every year that re-
sult from the chopping down and
clearing of tropical forests in places
like Brazil, Indonesia and the Congo. 

We are now losing a tropical forest
the size of New York state every year
and the carbon that releases into the
atmosphere accounts for roughly 17
per cent of all global emissions con-
tributing to climate change.

It is going to be a long time before
we transform the world’s transport
fleet so it is emission-free. But right
now – like tomorrow – we could elim-
inate 17 per cent of all global emis-
sions if we could halt the cutting and
burning of tropical forests. But to do
that requires putting in place a whole
new system of economic develop-
ment – one that makes it more profit-
able for the poorer, forest-rich na-
tions to preserve and manage their
trees rather than chop them down to
make furniture or plant soya beans.
Without a new system for economic
development in the timber-rich trop-
ics, the rainforests are doomed.

To better understand this issue,
I’m visiting the Tapajos National For-
est in the heart of the Brazilian Ama-
zon on a trip organised by Conserva-
tion International and the Brazilian
government. We drove into Tapajos,

where we met the community co-
operative that manages the eco-
friendly businesses here that support
8,000 people living in this protected
forest. What you learn when you visit
atiny Brazilian community that actu-
ally lives in, and off, the forest is a sim-
ple but crucial truth: saving an eco-
system of nature requires an ecosys-
tem of markets and governance.

“You need a new model of eco-
nomic development that is based on
raising people’s standards of living by

maintaining their natural capital, not
just by converting that natural capital
to ranching or industrial farming or
logging,” said Jose Maria Silva, Con-
servation International’s vice-presi-
dent for South America.

Right now people protecting the
rainforest are paid a pittance – com-
pared with those who strip it – even
though we now know that the rain-
forest provides everything from
keeping carbon dioxide out of the at-
mosphere to maintaining the flow of
fresh water into rivers.

The good news is that Brazil has
put in place all the elements of a sys-
tem to compensate its forest dwellers
for maintaining the forests. Brazil has
already set aside 43 per cent of the
Amazon rainforest for conservation
and for indigenous peoples. Another

19 per cent, though, has already been
deforested by farmers and ranchers.

So the big question is: what will
happen to the other 38 per cent? The
more we get the Brazilian system to
work, the more of that 38 per cent will
be preserved and the less carbon re-
ductions the whole world would have
to make. But it takes money.

The residents of the Tapajos re-
serve are already organised into co-
operatives that sell ecotourism on
rainforest trails, furniture and other
wood products made from sustain-
able, selective logging and attractive
purses made from “ecological leath-
er”, or rainforest rubber. They also get
government subsidies.

There are community co-ops like
this all over the protected areas of the
Amazon rainforest. But this system
needs money – to expand into more
markets, to maintain police monitor-
ing and enforcement, and to improve
the productivity of farming on al-
ready degraded lands so people
won’t eat up more rainforest. That is
why we need to make sure that what-
ever framework comes out of the Co-
penhagen conference next month
includes provisions for financing
rainforest conservation systems like
those in Brazil. The last 38 per cent of
the Amazon is there for us to save.
Your grandchildren will thank you. 
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How we can help save the
planet virtually overnight
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