
T
here’s no better way to gauge the mood of the times than
music. The emotions and feelings of popular songs reveal
much about culture and history. I’m in no way an expert
on the offerings of Hong Kong’s musical talent, but I am
well aware that what’s played on the radio or chirped by a

bored salesgirl is more or less reflective of how people on the
streets feel. Based on a clutch of hits from the late 1970s through to
the mid-1980s, I sense that this city is not as happy or positive a
place as it once was.

Let’s start with a caveat: Canto-pop music is not my style. The
insipid, syrupy crooning that often permeates the airwaves makes
me rush for the earthier-sounding jackhammers of the streets. My
sounds of choice are lyrics that make me think, grinding guitar riffs
and no-holds-barred rock, rhythm and blues. This gives me energy
and gets me moving; bland radio makes me sleep.

That said, the rash of Cantonese songs about Hong Kong that
were hits three decades ago got me thinking. Agnes Chan’s Hong
Kong, Hong Kong from 1982, The Night of Hong Kong from four
years earlier by the late Taiwanese singer Teresa Teng and Pearl of
the Orient, by Jenny Tseng – best known to Cantonese audiences
as Yan Nei – in 1981, were unadulterated gifts of love for a place
that these three women clearly adored. They sang of hope,
vibrancy, happiness and beauty. If they spoke for the people of
Hong Kong, as cultural anthropologists, historians and
musicologists would contend, this was, at the time, a special place
cherished in the hearts of the majority. There haven’t been songs
like these wafting from radio and concert speakers in Hong Kong
for some time. Perhaps it’s because the concept is perceived by
today’s lyricists as cheesy; music has become more sophisticated
would be another explanation. But I don’t buy these – no matter
whether times are good or bad, music reveals what the population
in general is feeling. I offer that the reason is that people don’t love
and cherish Hong Kong as they once did. 

To wit, some translated lyrics from Chan’s song: 
“There are so many good things about Hong Kong

That I can’t name them all
Say Hong Kong, Hong Kong
You are the place to find dreams.” 
She speaks of her city of birth as full

of energy, colourful, irresistible and
unforgettable. There is immense
optimism in her words. I hasten to add
that the songstress found fame in
Japan and married a Japanese.
Although she has maintained strong
music links with Hong Kong, her
career and life have since been largely
Japan-focused. 

A song written for the British queen
Elizabeth’s visit in 1986 is telling. This Is

Our Home was sung by performing artists and 1,600 students at the
Hong Kong Coliseum. Its words no longer hold as true as they did
then: tall buildings were praised as impressive proof of
development, but we now see the walls of them that have since
gone up as eyesores and environmental hazards; the curved coast
that was so fetching has become straight thanks to reclamation. A
line about this city being a home for many races also doesn’t seem
apt in light of declining numbers of foreigners. Then, the sentence
saying that “Hong Kong is the new way of the Orient, we live
happily every day”, falls flat to my mind given that we are mostly
following trends in other places rather than creating them, while
times seem not so much cheerful as gloomy.

These songs were produced when the so-called post-1980s
generation, which has been so vocal about its disenchantment
with the government, were either babies or a glint in their parents’
eyes. As they gather with other civic groups at the Legislative
Council tomorrow for the vote by lawmakers on the
administration’s political reform package and take a prominent
place in protests on July 1, the music of their birth will be far from
their minds. Hong Kong has, of course, moved on economically,
politically and socially from those days. Beijing, not London, is
where our fate is determined. The post-80s generation would
nonetheless find considerable inspiration for their cause in the
music of their most formative years.
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The hunt for former Thai prime
minister Thaksin Shinawatra
continues. Bangkok’s ruling elites
are using their international
networks to try to bring the
billionaire-turned-fugitive home to
serve time for conflict of interest
charges.

More recently, Thaksin has been
accused of leading a terrorist
network that includes “red shirt”
protesters who took part in a violent
attack on public property as
government troops moved to end
the weeks of street rallies. 

In the years since the military
coup that ousted Thaksin’s elected
government, the establishment
forces – comprising a large faction in
the military, the bureaucracy and
those associated with the palace –
have tried to alienate Thaksin on the
global stage. They are drafting a
number of extradition treaties with
several countries where Thaksin is
said to have been residing.

Thaksin is becoming a persona
non grata, especially in countries
that maintain good ties with the
Thai authorities. In its latest move to
isolate Thaksin, Bangkok has named
as its ambassador to the United
States a known Thaksin opponent. 

Kittiphong na Ranong, director
general of the East Asian
department of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, is considered of
junior rank, but has been tasked by
Foreign Minister Kasit Piromya –
another Thaksin antagonist – to
work with US officials to undermine
Thaksin’s legacy and influence. 

The US has been a staunch ally of
the traditional Thai power holders.
In the aftermath of the coup of
September 2006 that ousted
Thaksin’s elected government, the

US was unusually quiet regarding
the military intervention. Although it
suspended all military aid to
Thailand, their joint annual military
exercise, Cobra Gold, continued
under the post-coup government.

Also, following the first violent
clashes on April 10, the US heavily
criticised the pro-Thaksin “red
shirts” for provoking securities
forces. The Obama administration,
in a further sign of support,
extended an invitation to Prime
Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva to attend
the nuclear conference in
Washington that month. To the “red
shirts”, the US had done nothing to
promote democracy or eliminate
double standards and injustices in
Thailand.

The accusation against Thaksin
of being the chief operator of a
terrorist group is perceived as
another bold diplomatic move by
the anti-Thaksin faction in the Thai
foreign ministry. With this
accusation, countries that do not
want to risk jeopardising their
relations with the Thai government
– or breach any international law –
would find it difficult to welcome
Thaksin. 

Can Abhisit’s reconciliation
plans really heal the rifts in Thai
society? This at least is clear:
isolating Thaksin is not the way out
of Thailand’s protracted crisis.
Conversely, using international
allies to pressure Thaksin could
allow him to gain more sympathy
from his diehard fans in the poorest
regions of Thailand.
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Recent floods in China have killed at
least 147 people and made over 1.4
million homeless even though the
massive Three Gorges Dam was
supposed to prevent such
catastrophes. China’s latest and
even bigger project, to divert water
from the south to the north, is not
likely to work either: like many
countries, China needs more local
rights and fewer vainglorious
schemes.

China is pressing ahead with the
massive US$75 billion South-North
Water Diversion Project despite high
costs, environmental and social
threats and early setbacks.

Northern China has almost half
the country’s population but only 15
per cent of its fresh water. So the
new project would transfer billions
of cubic metres a year from the
Yangtze River by three routes, across
hundreds of kilometres, to the
thirsty north. Proposed by Mao
Zedong , the project was only
launched in 2002 and met
immediate opposition.

The western route – on hold
following widespread protests –
would cross five fault lines, including
the epicentre of the deadly 2008
Sichuan earthquake. Tianjin

, a city on the eastern route, has
already rejected the potential new
supply as too polluted, while on the
central route, enlarging the
Danjiangkou Reservoir will expel
300,000 people. 

The Three Gorges Dam, the most
expensive scheme to date, cost
US$37 billion, flooded 13 cities,
hundreds of towns and thousands of
villages, ejecting 1.3 million people.
The costs and problems of the
diversion project are much bigger.

These colossal, high-risk projects

cannot fix China’s water problems: it
must reconsider its whole approach
and decentralise control of water.

A few small improvements over
the past decade have allowed some
collective management and transfer
of water rights between users but,
overwhelmingly, water use remains
inefficient because it is ruled by
politics – not supply and demand.
The dry North China Plain produces
half of China’s wheat, a water-
intensive crop. Yet farmers get
subsidised water, leaving no
incentive for less-water-intensive
crops or better irrigation. 

China should look to Chile,
which went from similarly
ineffective top-down water
management to local and
transferable water rights, starting in
the mid-1970s. In places and times
of scarcity, prices rise and
consumption falls. Fears for the
poorest were allayed by a means-
tested subsidy that encourages
rational consumption. Over the first
decade, water efficiency in
agriculture improved by nearly a
quarter, with similar improvements
in industry, followed by
improvements in water treatment. 

Bad water management prevents
universal water supply in many poor
countries. Decentralisation can
improve supply and efficient use,
ease tensions between different
users and hold polluters
accountable locally.

Giant projects are a constant
temptation for governments but
most violate common sense,
accountability and human rights –
often to end in failure. 
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A
fter camping out at
Tokyo’s Narita airport
for over three months
in an extraordinary
protest against the
Chinese
government’s refusal
to allow him to return
home, Shanghai
human rights activist

Feng Zhenghu made history in
February. Having only recently turned him
away for the eighth time, the government
suddenly yielded, ending the worldwide
publicity that had been poisoning the
atmosphere for the impending opening of
Shanghai’s World Expo.

Is this embarrassing government
reversal a precedent that should encourage
the many Chinese political dissidents who
have been yearning to end their foreign
exile? Can they now return home if, like
Professor Feng, they are prepared for the
often illegal restrictions on their freedom
that may await them? Has the mainland
government decided to remove one of the
obstacles to its long-pending ratification of
the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights, which, almost without

exception, precludes states from excluding
their own nationals? Or was the reversal in
Feng’s case a one-off “sport” of no
enduring significance?

Certainly, the famous 1989 Tiananmen
student leader Wu’er Kaixi , now
living in Taiwan, and the temporary
Swedish resident Li Jianhong, who both
unsuccessfully tried to return to China
while Feng was demonstrating in Tokyo,
must wonder whether similar imaginative
antics on their part might now succeed.

Perhaps the Boston-based democratic
organiser Yang Jianli, who holds PhDs from
Berkeley and Harvard, regrets that he did
not resort to Feng’s tactics instead of
misusing a friend’s passport to enter the
mainland in 2002 after vainly waiting a
dozen years for permission to return. Yang
was caught and served five years in prison.

These are not isolated incidents like the
recent, disturbing US government practice
of temporarily exiling a handful of
Americans suspected of terrorism by

placing them on a “no fly” list. Because
their political influence might be greater at
home than abroad, hundreds, possibly
thousands, of Chinese activists living
abroad are refused re-entry. Only the
Chinese government knows the statistics.

The problem goes far beyond Chinese
living abroad. Although many domestic
activists are prohibited from foreign travel,
the Chinese government presses others to
leave. Yet the risk that they might never be
allowed to return has prevented many
from agreeing. Thus, even some former
“rights lawyers” who have served prison
terms, such as Zheng Enchong –
now under illegal house arrest – have been
reluctant to consider even short trips.

Does mainland law authorise exclusion
of its own nationals? No legal justification
was offered to support Feng’s eight
rejections or the decision reversing them.
Before the reversal, a Foreign Ministry
spokesman merely asserted that relevant
agencies were following the law. Chinese
legislation permits exclusion of nationals
who lack a valid passport, and, since the
government often refuses to renew the
passports of overseas dissidents, it bars
many on that ground. According to a
regulation, those with valid passports, like
Feng, can still be excluded if either the
Ministry of Public Security or the Ministry
of State Security in Beijing notifies the
border authorities to do so, no reasons
required.

Feng did not rely solely on his airport
protest but also retained one of China’s
outstanding human rights lawyers, Mo
Shaoping , to bring a court
complaint. Their complaint claimed Feng’s
exclusion was illegal because neither of the
central police ministries had issued an
exclusion notice. Moreover, although “the
right to travel” was removed from China’s
constitution during the Cultural Revolution
and has not been specifically renewed, the
complaint also claimed that the exclusion
was an unconstitutional denial of Feng’s
physical freedom. 

Unfortunately, the court never accepted
the case and in any event lacked the power
to rule on constitutionality. Yet the
Standing Committee of the National
People’s Congress, which is empowered to
interpret the constitution, refuses to
exercise that power.

A comparison with contemporary
Taiwan is instructive. In 2003, Taiwan’s
constitutional court, the Council of Grand
Justices, ruled that Taiwan nationals have a
right to return home without asking for
approval. That right, the court held, can
only be restricted to protect the country’s
security and social order if stipulated by
law – not mere regulation – and subject to

the constitutional requirement of
proportionality or reasonableness. But
even those limited restrictions have now
been discarded by Taiwan’s recent
incorporation into its domestic law of the
international rights covenant, which
forbids states from excluding their
nationals for almost any reason.

The mainland, too, should allow all its
nationals to come home. This would
eliminate a major hurdle to its ratification

of the covenant and permit a large number
of able, dynamic and patriotic reformers to
contribute to the motherland’s further
progress.
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Return of the native

BP is in deep trouble. The
environmental disaster that started
to unfold in late April at one stage
wiped out almost 50 per cent of the
company’s market value. Perhaps
more worryingly, it whipped up a
perfect hurricane in Washington. BP
is no doubt far from “Beyond
Petroleum”, but President Barack
Obama’s attacks on “British”
Petroleum have given the crisis a
distinctly political edge. The political
posturing is understandable. The
spectre of Katrina still haunts the
White House and mid-term
elections loom large. But testing the
“special relationship” between the
US and Britain could have
unexpected outcomes.

Ironically, Obama is spot on: BP
is essentially still a British company
in terms of corporate structure, and
this is precisely why Washington
needs to be very careful what it
wishes for. So far, American
policymakers have ruled out the
notion of selling one of their oil
majors to an overseas buyer, least of
all China. The Unocal-CNOOC
debacle in 2005 made clear that the
US does not trust international
markets to allocate strategic
resources. Alas, London does not
work this way, and this is where the
misunderstanding in the “special
relationship” comes into play. 

Let’s not beat around the bush: if
PetroChina, armed with a US$60
billion war chest from Beijing, were
to put up an offer BP shareholders
couldn’t refuse, they would snap it
up. Shareholders are horribly aware
that liabilities in the Gulf will

continue to rise in tandem with the
political bluster in America, and they
are also aware that a BP-PetroChina
tie-up would leave them with oil and
gas reserves around 73 per cent
larger than Exxon’s, and 187 per cent
greater than Royal Dutch Shell,
according to analysts. Standard
Chartered recently argued that a
deal would make economic sense. 

And, unlike Washington, London
has no qualms about letting foreign
state-controlled firms supply its
energy needs. Nuclear has gone to
France, and gas remains in Russian

hands once you trace the
hydrocarbons upstream. And while
the Conservative government surely
values BP as a strategic asset, this
does not mean that it won’t let BP
go. British public finances need a
serious fix. More importantly, the
Foreign & Commonwealth Office
might find that a PetroChina-BP
deal could actually be very good
news for “UK Plc”. 

Unless China changes tune, it is
likely to set out some sort of joint
venture that would keep Britain
firmly in the BP equation, allow the
multinational company to keep its
US concessions and propel London
to the fulcrum of the Sino-American
energy conundrum. 

A privileged relationship with
China, valuable in its own right,
might therefore revive the ailing
transatlantic relationship. If the
bridge between Beijing and
Washington is paved with
diplomatic gold, the old one
between the US and Europe is
looking distinctly rusty. Some oil
could certainly help Britain to grease
its way into a Pacific world order. 

For now, the ball is firmly in
China’s court. PetroChina has a
huge opportunity to claim a major
stake in the North American market.
Opportunities of this scale are few
and far between. If ownership of BP
moves to Beijing, market
implications would of course be
enormous. China could hedge a
third of its oil imports on the back of
it to help shift market dynamics east;
Washington would have few options
but to acquiesce and let the markets
play out. 

The real BP bellwether is
therefore not about environmental
watersheds, but the grittier world of
energy geopolitics. 

If China chimes with BP, then
Obama is probably right once more:
the US would come to see this as
another 9/11moment. 
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