
I
nteraction among courts, the media
and public opinion is complex in
every free country. The internet
magnifies the complexity. Even
mainland China, despite strict
government controls, cannot
escape it, as last summer’s famous
Deng Yujiao case demonstrated.
Months after she fatally stabbed a
government official, and a trial that

roiled the nation, this young cause célèbre
now lives an anonymous life far from
home. Once seen by a wildly supportive
public as a hapless folk heroine who
resisted outrageous abuse, Deng now
hopes to be forgotten.

Yet, for the mainland’s legal reform, it is
too soon to turn the page. Recently
revealed details of the case illuminate how
justice was meted out.

On the night of May 10, in a hotel
massage parlour in Badong county, Hubei
province , two officials scuffled with
Deng, who worked there. She stabbed both
men with a fruit knife, killing one.

The case initially seemed to be an
ordinary local tragedy. Within days,
however, it turned into a nationwide
phenomenon, once internet reports

suggested that the men had demanded
“special services” from Deng, hit her face
with wads of cash and pinned her down on
a sofa. An area TV station broadcast
incendiary video footage of Deng claiming
to have been beaten. By the time Deng’s
publicity minded Beijing lawyer made
teary-eyed public appeals for justice, most
Chinese internet users seemed convinced
she had acted in self-defence and should
not be prosecuted.

Seeking to prevent this media-driven
scandal from stimulating mass protests,
the authorities cut off all road and water
travel to Badong and scoured hotels in the
area for out-of-town journalists. Top Hubei
officials took over all public
communications and, after official
pressure, Deng’s mother dismissed her
bold, media-savvy lawyer. The case had
become what the all-powerful Communist
Party Central Political-Legal Committee
later called a “pan-political incident”.

Amid continuing popular outrage

against Deng’s abusers, any thought of
treating the matter as intentional homicide
had long since vanished. Yet the idea of a
not-guilty verdict on the grounds of self-
defence, in a case where an official had
been killed, was apparently intolerable to
party leaders, who found it difficult
enough to persuade the deceased’s family
to withdraw its claim for damages against
the defendant. Traditional sympathy for a
woman protecting her virtue had to be
vindicated, but killing of an official had to
be condemned.

The party soon engineered a typical
mainland judicial compromise. Deng
was convicted for excessive self-
defence constituting aggravated
assault resulting in death. But
the court spared her from
any punishment, even a
suspended sentence. It
attributed its leniency
to three mitigating
factors. Deng had
“voluntarily”
surrendered, she had
been provoked by the
victims’ misconduct, and
she was suffering from
psychiatrically verified mental illness.

The online community hailed the
decision as a victory for “the people’s will”.
Yet, late last month, in a detailed
investigative report, Guangzhou’s
reformist Southern Metropolitan Daily
raised serious questions about
whether public opinion had been
misled and allowed to distort
handling of this case.
Hadn’t the victims only
demanded a “bath”,
rather than sexual
intercourse, and wasn’t
the “sofa” actually a seat too
small for pinning Deng down?
Weren’t the alleged mitigating factors
insufficient to justify her freedom? How
could her use of deadly force go
unpunished?

When asked about these doubts, a local
judge reportedly confided that the decision
was made at a very high level and the court
was merely there to “read it out”. Not
surprisingly, this confirmed not only the
lack of independence of mainland judges
in non-routine cases but also the readiness
of party leaders to base their instructions,
at least in part, on their perception of
public opinion.

Yet, in high-profile cases that reach the
trial stage, these factors usually operate
against the defendant. In the recent Akmal
Shaikh drug-smuggling case and in the
notorious Yang Jia cop-killer case, for
example, popular demands for execution

overwhelmed voices opposing official
refusals to give obviously disturbed
defendants the thorough psychiatric
examination Deng received. In the
infamous Liu Yong case, the Shenyang

gang leader was sent to his death by
popular demand even though his
conviction was, importantly, based on a
confession admittedly extracted through
torture.

In Deng’s case, by contrast, popular
outcry forced the hand of a leadership
obsessed with “stability” to free someone,
illustrating that, as a social safety valve, the
party must also respond to public
pressures for leniency.

Ad hoc political responsiveness to mass
demands for justice is a dangerous game,
and surely inconsistent with the rule of law.
In criminal cases, democratic countries –

most recently Japan – reconcile popular
views with the rule of law through juries
and other forms of citizen participation in
an independent judicial process. 

In mainland courts, restrictions on both
the long-standing use of “people’s
assessors” and recent efforts to consult
informal “juries” inhibit popular trust in
criminal justice. Moreover, manipulation
of the media and internet, whether by the
government or the defence, often makes it
difficult even to identify the authentic will
of the people. 
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T
he US has announced a new arms package for Taiwan
and, as expected, Beijing has responded angrily. It has not
only suspended military-to-military relations with
Washington but also threatened punitive action against
US companies that supply the weapons and issued a

veiled threat that it would halt co-operation on the resolution of
global issues.

A commentary in the China Daily said: “From now on, the US
shall not expect co-operation from China on a wide range of major
regional and international issues. If you don’t care about our
interests, why should we care about yours?”

Such an attitude is extremely disturbing. While Beijing has
some justification for saying that Washington is not abiding by
earlier accords, there seems little reason to say that China will,
from now on, refuse to co-operate on regional or global issues.

After all, what are the issues that the US is seeking China’s co-
operation on? They are to curb the proliferation of nuclear
weapons in such places as North Korea and Iran, and countering
the threat of terrorism, as well as dealing with the ongoing
financial crisis and global warming.

Surely, these are not simply American issues, but Chinese ones,
as well. China, after all, does not want to see North Korea
transformed into a nuclear power. Nor does China want to see Iran
armed with nuclear weapons.

Similarly, China is a potential victim of terrorism from radical
Islam because of the Xinjiang issue. It can certainly benefit
from the exchange of information with the US and other countries.

Other issues, such as the economy and climate change, also do
not affect the US alone. To think that these are American, not
Chinese, issues is nonsensical.

If China were to withhold its co-operation in tackling these and
other issues, it would be extremely shortsighted and disappoint its
many friends and supporters around the world. They are pinning
their hopes on the emergence of a rising China that will be part of
the solution to global problems, not a country that will add to

those problems by refusing to act.
Behaving irresponsibly out of

frustration, without regard to the
consequences, will not enhance
China’s image in the world.

Actually, Beijing should realise that
the US is not forcing weapons down
Taiwan’s throat. Washington is simply
responding to a request from Taipei,
which sees that Beijing is continuing to
increase the number of ballistic
missiles targeting Taiwan along the
mainland coast, despite the Ma Ying-
jeou administration’s decision to end
the quest for Taiwan independence.

Besides, the weapons approved for sale are clearly defensive,
not offensive. Most of the US$6.4 billion is for Patriot missiles and
Black Hawk helicopters, which are for defending Taiwan and
cannot be used to attack the mainland. The Obama
administration has not acted on Taiwan’s desire for more
advanced F-16 fighter jets or for help to develop diesel submarines.

Beijing should also realise that a Taiwan that is more confident
because it possesses some degree of military capability to defend
itself is more likely to negotiate cross-strait accords than a Taiwan
that feels powerless. 

China and India have agreed to develop their political and
economic relationship despite the lack of an agreement on their
disputed border. There appears to be no reason why China and
the US cannot decide that the arms-sales issue will not be an
obstacle to the development of bilateral relations.

After all, whether Taiwan pursues independence in the future
will largely depend on what Beijing does. Continuing to threaten
Taiwan with military force is unlikely to win the hearts and minds
of the people on the island. 

That is not the way to proceed if Beijing is serious about
wanting to resolve the Taiwan issue peacefully.

And when Taiwan no longer feels threatened by the mainland,
it will no longer seek to obtain weapons from the US. The arms-
sale issue would resolve itself. It is within Beijing’s control.
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By 2016, it is expected that Asia will
contribute the largest share of global
gross domestic product, surpassing
that of the European Union and the
US. This might come as a shock to
many, but it comes as no surprise to
us at HSBC. New research shows
that the growth gap between
Western economies and those of the
thriving East is getting ever greater.

In the first years of this decade,
emerging markets were starting to
power ahead, but many in the West
missed the signs. Then Lehman
Brothers filed for bankruptcy,
causing a loss of confidence in the
markets, credit to freeze and
businesses to stall. Today, the
evidence tells us that the world is not
only in recovery, but that emerging
markets are driving that return.

HSBC’s latest Emerging Markets
Index (EMI) rose to 56.1in the last
quarter of 2009, up from 55.3 in the
third quarter. This is a huge increase
from a year ago, when the index hit a
low of 43.8. The headline index is
now the highest it has been since
late 2007, a sure sign that emerging
markets are doing brisk business.

The EMI surveys nearly 5,000
purchasing managers across 14
emerging markets, measuring
economic activity in manufacturing
and services. Any figure over 50
represents growth. The latest survey
shows that confidence is returning
and that trade between the South
and East is steadily growing.

Both manufacturing and services
have surged to a two-year high.
Manufacturing is in the lead, driven
by the largest increase in export
orders for nearly five years.
According to the EMI, optimism
about expected levels of business in
emerging markets has also

recovered the ground lost since
Lehman Brothers collapsed.

There was something very
different about this crisis. During
previous economic crises, the rest of
the world was dependent on
Western recovery. This time,
Western economies are recovering
but growth is slow, and there could
still be some shocks to come. 

By contrast, emerging markets
are speeding ahead, becoming
increasingly dependent on each
other for trade and services. HSBC
now expects the Chinese economy
to grow at 9.5 per cent in 2010,
followings a staggering 8.7 per cent
rise in 2009. This is more than three
times the growth rate predicted for
the US in 2010 and more than six
times that of Western Europe.

Infrastructure investment and
domestic consumption in China
have driven demand for
commodities and other goods,
which has bolstered the export
earnings of other emerging nations.
This has provided a buffer for
commodity-producing nations, in
the face of a sluggish Western
recovery. High commodity prices
continue to make recovery in the
West more difficult. In the past,
commodity price falls have allowed
Western nations to export their pain.
This time, the high cost of raw
materials is affecting spending
power in developed economies.

But, while the outlook is very
positive for emerging markets, there
are still challenges ahead. Pressures
on costs, suppliers struggling to
meet deliveries and manufacturers
dealing with the backlogs of work,
are all potential problems. Another
trouble spot could be inflation. 
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The To Kwa Wan building collapse
last week, which killed four people
with two still missing, has heightened
public concern over the mainte-
nance and safety of dilapidated tene-
ments. The five-storey residential
building on Ma Tau Wai Road was
more than 50 years old, and the cause
of the collapse is still being investigat-
ed. The accident reflects the urgency
of building repairs, and the govern-
ment has responded promptly. 

The collapsed building had un-
dergone repairs in compliance with a
government maintenance order four
years ago and had been issued with
another order last month. 

In fact, the administration had
earlier submitted the Buildings
(Amendment) Bill 2010 to implement
a mandatory building and window
inspection scheme. The tragedy will
no doubt speed up the legislative pro-
cess for the scheme to proceed. 

There are about 3,900 buildings in
Hong Kong that are more than 50
years old and the government ex-
pects the figure to reach 8,000 by
2010. Having so many old residential
structures can be likened to a time
bomb; it concerns the safety of many,
so the government should handle
things with a sense of urgency.

However, in the aftermath, we
have seen politicians and many oth-
ers with vested interests jump on the
bandwagon to criticise the adminis-
tration for not doing enough to en-
sure building safety. Honestly speak-
ing, many of their proposals are irra-
tional and absurd.

For example, one politician criti-
cised the government for relying on
building owners to supervise mainte-

nance. He proposed setting up a gov-
ernment management scheme in
each district to help owners manage
building safety by appointing profes-
sionals to carry out inspection and
maintenance work.

A senior representative of the
Hong Kong Institution of Engineers
claims that many residents of tene-
ment buildings have carried out un-
authorised renovations that might
have compromised the structural in-
tegrity of their buildings, leaving

many at risk of collapse. He urged the
government to carry out urgent
checks on all “over-aged” buildings.

Raymond Ho Chung-tai, the engi-
neering functional constituency rep-
resentative in the Legislative Council,
claims that many government sur-
veyors are not qualified to inspect
tenements, as they often need to be
assisted by structural engineers.
Some critics have even suggested
that the government set up an old-
buildings authority to manage the
problem.

The accident seems to have pro-
duced a staggering number of self-
styled building experts. But many
have forgotten that our govern-
ment’s economic strategy is to create
a business-friendly environment, so
it must adhere to the principle of “big

market, small government”. Any un-
due interference might duplicate ser-
vices, waste resources and reduce
efficiency.

Many detractors, however, are
not offering constructive criticism. If
the government steps in, they would
not hesitate to say it was a waste of
public money, and, if it does not, they
would bemoan the lack of response.

There is now widespread support
to demolish old tenements. But, pre-
viously, there was vociferous opposi-
tion to such plans as residents de-
manded the right to preserve these
so-called heritage treasures.

But common sense tells us that it
is irrational to change policies simply
based on an isolated incident. The
accident was apparently the result of
someone carrying out unauthorised
construction work that damaged a
supporting structure. 

We should now urge the Urban
Renewal Authority to do its job and
speed up district renewal in accord-
ance with the law, but with public
safety as the priority. 

As for those left homeless, the gov-
ernment has already made arrange-
ments to rehouse them in another
district. They should accept the offer
and begin the long, arduous task of
putting their lives back together. 
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When the Haitians have received
their life-saving emergency food,
water and health care, the world
must invest in adequate risk
reduction for this disaster-ridden
nation. Or do we want to administer
expensive band-aids every five years
for the rest of this century? 

In every big disaster, the same
things happen: there is too much
focus on international relief, while
local efforts and preparedness are
largely ignored. The thousands
rescued by community activists
remain unregistered – those saved
by international groups produce
global headlines. The many graphic
stories of victims receiving external
aid (or not) overshadow the main
lessons from Haiti, from the 2004
Indian Ocean tsunami and from
Hurricane Katrina: most lives, limbs
and livelihoods were lost needlessly. 

Simple preparedness and
prevention measures agreed by
nations at the 2005 World
Conference on Disaster Reduction
have already saved countless lives in
other Caribbean islands and
elsewhere. But we have failed to give
Haitians their first line of defence
against recurrent hurricanes, floods,
mudslides and earthquakes. 

In each catastrophe, the world is
shocked that aid that can be in the
air from donor nations within hours
can take a week or more to go
through all the bottlenecks and
reach the hundreds of thousands of
victims. Journalists often exaggerate
insecurity and looting in the midst of
a catastrophe and aid workers the
fear of epidemics. Abject pre-
disaster mortality rates, disease and
criminality are often forgotten. 

Uninformed judgments about
national and international relief

efforts are made on the basis of a few
symbolic cases. Many also fear,
wrongly, that military assistance is
controversial in natural disasters. 

I fear we may yet again fail to
draw the right lessons from Haiti.
International emergency relief is one
of the few well-organised sectors in
international relations. Within hours
of the emergency, the first UN relief
co-ordination teams had been sent
to Haiti, and US$10 million had been
allocated from the UN-managed
Central Emergency Response Fund
to jump-start life-saving relief. 

But international emergency
relief is always too late for the tens of
thousands who die needlessly in
unsafe public buildings and housing
blocks. It cannot cope with the initial
wave of hundreds of thousands of
physically and mentally traumatised
people. Those affected in this
earthquake were already extremely
vulnerable, living in poverty in an
overcrowded environment, where
no one had invested adequately in
disaster prevention. For decades
now, we have allowed disasters to
take many more lives in Haiti than in
similarly exposed Caribbean or
other developing nations. 

Evaluations prove it is the degree
of investment in development and
prevention that determines how
many or how few people lose their
lives or livelihoods. The main
question is not whether too few
helicopters were sent in the first five
days, but whether we want to return
every five years with emergency
relief – or help Haitians protect
themselves from natural hazards. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Jan Egeland is director of 
the Norwegian Institute of 
International Affairs. He 
was the UN Emergency Relief 
Co-ordinator from 2003 to 2006

Voices: Haiti

The job won’t be done
until risk is reduced 
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