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n April, the waters of the South China Sea are unusually calm.
The northern monsoon has all but died and the turbulence of
typhoon season is yet to start. It is, among other things, a good
time to drill for oil. Before the end of the month, exploratory
drilling is due to start in waters off Danang on Vietnam’s central

coast as part of an agreement between US oil giant ExxonMobil
and the Vietnamese government, according to Vietnamese media. 

There, any sense of seasonal calm ends. The drilling serves as a
reminder that, despite an easing – in public at least – of the
diplomatic tensions surrounding South China Sea disputes, key
issues remain unresolved and potential flashpoints loom.

The activities off Danang are particularly interesting. The
world’s largest oil firm, Exxon is a symbol of ongoing US interests
in an otherwise regional dispute – interests that saw Washington
raise Beijing’s ire by leading a diplomatic charge during regional
meetings last year.

ExxonMobil is one of the reasons the strategic South China Sea
– for decades a source of potential tension – started pinging again
on Washington’s radars. Shortly after Exxon struck a preliminary
exploration deal with Hanoi in 2008 over two blocks off its
southern and central coast, it emerged that Chinese envoys had
privately but repeatedly warned the company to pull out of the
contract or risk hampering its China business. Similar threats had
been made to other international firms courting Hanoi, including
British, Australian and Japanese operations.

Within days of the South China Morning Post revealing the
warnings in July 2008, foreign ministry spokesmen confirmed that
China had warned “relevant parties” of its “clear and consistent”
position on the South China Sea. “China opposes any behaviour
that undermines China’s sovereignty and jurisdiction in the South
China Sea,” a ministry spokesman said at the time.

China claims the entire Paracel and Spratly archipelagoes that
straddle the important waterway. Vietnam is the only other nation
to claim both island groups, while the Philippines, Brunei and
Malaysia claim them in part. Taipei’s claim mirrors that of Beijing.

Beijing officials have yet to
comment on the upcoming drilling
but, make no mistake, various arms of
the government are watching
developments closely. And, in return,
government and military analysts in
countries across East Asia and beyond
are watching how China will react,
particularly for hints of any evolving
military-diplomatic strategy or signs of
military or oil industry involvement in
foreign policy. 

Chinese government and People’s
Liberation Army officials complain
privately that the Vietnamese are

effectively internationalising the dispute by involving foreign oil
firms as strategic partners. Hanoi officials, meanwhile, claim their
own sovereignty and insist that such drilling has been a long-
standing policy, pointing to their cold-war-era agreement with
then-Soviet joint venture partners that is still responsible for the
bulk of its exports of crude oil. 

The oil is a reminder, too, that the dispute is not just about
sovereignty as some obscure legal concept. The islands that dot
the sea are highly strategic and the mineral reserves highly prized.
Several senior PLA officials have warned in recent years that
members of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations are
stealing the march on China by exploiting South China Sea assets –
a theme expanded upon in more crudely nationalistic terms in
online chat rooms. Not surprisingly, then, foreign oil firms are also
watching developments closely. 

Washington’s more direct involvement in South China Sea
issues last year has spurred oil giants to update worst-case
scenarios and try to discreetly figure out which country has the
strongest claims in the unlikely event that the dispute ever comes
to a world court. Part of that interest also reflects the fact that
changes in technology have made fractured South China Sea
oilfields easier and cheaper to exploit.

The region is watching as drilling begins. The sea itself will be
calm, but everything else that surrounds it remains turbulent. 
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The consequences of the Japanese
earthquake – especially the ongoing
crisis at the Fukushima nuclear
power plant – resonate grimly for
observers of the American financial
crash that precipitated the Great
Recession. Both events provide stark
lessons about risks, and about how
badly societies can manage them.

Experts in both the nuclear and
finance industries assured us that
new technology had all but
eliminated the risk of catastrophe.
Events proved them wrong. 

Before the recession, America’s
economic gurus boasted that we
had learned to master risk. We now
know that they deluded not only the
rest of society, but even themselves.

These wizards of finance, it
turned out, did not understand the
intricacies of risk, let alone the
dangers posed by “fat-tail
distributions”– a statistical term for
rare events with huge
consequences, sometimes called
“black swans”. Events that were
supposed to happen once in a
century – or even once in the
lifetime of the universe – seemed to
happen every 10 years. 

So, are there other “black swan”
events waiting to happen?
Unfortunately, some of the really big
risks we face today are most likely
not even rare events. The good news
is that such risks can be controlled at
little or no cost. The bad news is that
doing so faces strong political
opposition – for there are people
who profit from the status quo.

We have seen two of the big risks
in recent years, but have done little
to bring them under control. 

By some accounts, how the last
financial crisis was managed may
have increased the risk of a future

meltdown. Too-big-to-fail banks,
and the markets in which they
participate, now know that they can
expect to be bailed out if they get
into trouble. As a result of this
“moral hazard”, these banks can
borrow on favourable terms, giving
them a competitive advantage
based not on superior performance
but on political strength. 

So, too, while Germany has shut
down its older nuclear reactors, in
the US and elsewhere, even plants
that have the same flawed design as
Fukushima continue to operate. The
nuclear industry’s very existence is
dependent on hidden costs borne
by society in the event of nuclear
disaster, as well as the costs of the
disposal of nuclear waste. So much
for unfettered capitalism!

For the planet, there is one more
risk, which, like the other two, is
almost a certainty: climate change. If
there were other planets to which we
could move in the event of the
outcome predicted by scientists, this
could be a risk worth taking. But
there are not, so it isn’t. 

The costs of reducing emissions
pale in comparison to the possible
risks the world faces. 

In the end, those gambling in Las
Vegas lose more than they gain. As a
society, we are gambling – with our
big banks, with our nuclear power
facilities, with our planet. As in Las
Vegas, the lucky few – the bankers
that put our economy at risk and the
owners of energy companies that
put our planet at risk – may walk off
with a mint. But on average and
almost certainly, we, as a society –
like all gamblers – will lose.
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India is grappling with a skewed
child sex ratio that is turning into a
demographic nightmare. For
children below the age of six, the
ratio has plummeted to 914 girls for
every 1,000 boys, compared with 927
in 2001and 945 in 1991. 

It is surprising that economic
liberalisation, along with the
commercialisation of the health
sector, has failed to limit gender
disparities. Rather, prosperity seems
to have encouraged the practice of
female feticide. 

Historically, families in
patriarchal India – cutting across
caste, class, religion and economic
status – have craved a boy because
of diverse factors ranging from
inheritance to financial security. 

In fact, female feticide and
infanticide has become a tradition
for some Indian communities under
the very eyes of the administration.
In most cases, local authorities
remain paralysed because of the
indirect political influence of
communities that favour boys as
part of culture and tradition. The
practice of communal or caste-
based politics for garnering votes
has ensured political immunity for
these groups. 

Sociologists say the prevalence of
such a divisive psychology in society
has resulted in the abnormal
manifestation of sex crimes, girl
trafficking, and a tendency to deride
women and infringe on their
personal freedom.

In economically advanced
nations, the number of girls is
roughly equivalent to that of boys in
the 0-6 age group. 

In India, the national sex ratio,
according to the latest census figure,
is 940 females for every 1,000 males.

Compared with other regions, India
lags far behind: in the poorest sub-
Saharan African region, for example,
there are approximately 1,020
females for 1,000 males. 

Though there has been a
marginal increase in the overall
gender ratio and a significant 18 per
cent rise in the female population, to
586.5 million, baby girls in India are
at more risk than ever before.
Technological advancements and
medical outreach has led to the
misuse of advanced diagnostic
procedures to determine the sex of
an unborn child in the rural
hinterland.

This prejudice continues to be a
concern for agencies like the United
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA).
As Marc Derveeuw, the fund’s
deputy representative in India
points out, there is an urgent need to
formulate effective programmes to
combat the practice. 

The government is making every
effort to contain this malaise by
prohibiting sex selection, through
awareness campaigns, by co-opting
spiritual leaders into the fight and
showing short, informative TV
serials depicting the plight of girls.
Yet, still, there seems no light at the
end of the tunnel. 

While the UNFPA prepares to
ramp up its intervention through
innovative concepts, like an
anonymous reporting website, the
combined initiative to keep this
issue a high priority and on the
public agenda must continue. 

Last, but not the least, every effort
should be made to prevent girls
being starved, receiving inadequate
medical care and being deprived
emotionally. 
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M
ultitalented artist
Ai Weiwei 
was one of the
Chinese
government’s
greatest assets in
its quest for “soft
power”. His
imaginative,
diverse artworks

and his vivid, outspoken personality not
only made him a world celebrity but also
suggested that the “people’s democratic
dictatorship” fostered impressive artistic
achievement as well as phenomenal
economic development and military
prowess. The Communist Party has
resurrected the formerly reviled Confucius
as an icon of its soft power but, for many,
the bearded, sage-like Ai Weiwei, son of a
famed revolutionary poet, is a more potent
contemporary embodiment of China’s
great culture.

Unfortunately for the party, Ai
increasingly devoted his artistic energies to
fearlessly exposing the Chinese system’s
negative aspects. After the 2008 Sichuan

earthquake, he spotlighted officials’
failure to sincerely investigate faulty

construction of many collapsed schools,
and he focused popular attention on
government persecution of its critics. A
videotape of Ai’s brutal beating by Sichuan
police, and his frustrated efforts to get them
to admit responsibility, revealed the
misconduct that is typical of China’s public
security force. That beating necessitated
emergency surgery in Germany. 

Ai’s mocking response to the
government’s arbitrary demolition of his
Shanghai studio left no doubt about official
refusal to respect property rights as well as
personal rights. And his adept use of
Twitter and other social media to register
protests developed a large following. 

Ai’s April 3 detention has now given him
a greater, albeit unwanted, opportunity to
demonstrate the injustice of Chinese
criminal justice. His case illustrates the
abject helplessness of the individual before
the unchecked power of the police, despite
legislative and judicial measures
attempting to curb that power. 

Because of the notoriety of Ai’s
detention, police are more likely to comply
with the letter of the law in this case than in
less visible cases, where they have shown a
disturbing tendency to act outside the law.
For that reason, Ai’s case is especially
educational, since it may help us
understand what foreign ministry
spokesmen mean when they say that
China “is a country ruled by law” but that
perceived “troublemakers” cannot “use the
law as a shield” and “no law can protect
them”. 

Ai’s family still has not received the
formal notification of his detention
ordinarily required by law. Without that,
they cannot be sure who has detained him
and where and why he has been detained.
Yet the failure to notify does not clearly
violate the Criminal Procedure Law, which
makes an exception for cases in which the
police believe – in their own discretion –
that notification “might hinder the
investigation”. 

Without such a notice, it is often
difficult for lawyers retained by the
suspect’s family to even meet him, so the
police are often tempted to avoid issuing
the notice. Moreover, police are frequently
reluctant to identify themselves, the
suspect’s location and the charges. In Ai’s
case, despite the foreign ministry’s claim
that the investigation has “nothing to do
with human rights and freedom of
speech”, it took government media several
days to announce that he is being
investigated for “economic crimes”. 

Ai’s lawyers have still not been able to
meet him, although the Law on Lawyers
guarantees their right to promptly do so.
The procedure law, by contrast, gives
investigators discretion whether to allow
such a meeting in cases they decide involve
“state secrets”, which are broadly defined
in China. The police interpret away the
conflict between the two laws, maintaining
that the lawyers’ law does not govern
investigators. Again, neither the judiciary
nor the procuracy – prosecutors who are
supposed to be the “watchdog of legality” –
is allowed to review such police decisions. 

Also unreviewable is investigators’
decision to conduct a search and seize a
suspect’s property. Both Ai’s home/studio
and a partner’s business premises were
searched in accordance with search
warrants that the police issued to
themselves. 

In principle, a detained suspect is
entitled to pre-trial release upon
“obtaining a guarantor”, but that, too, is
within the uncontrolled discretion of
investigators and seldom granted.
Although the procedure law purports to
limit how long investigators may hold a

suspect, again police use their
unreviewable discretion to apply the law to
suit their convenience. In most cases, this
law gives investigators only three days to
hold someone before releasing him or
applying to the prosecutors for a formal
arrest warrant that allows them to continue
detention for further investigation. 

Yet, exceptions extend this for up to
seven days and, in very limited
circumstances, up to 30 days. Police
usually turn the exceptions into a 30-day
rule, although global scrutiny may cause
them to speed up the process in this case.
Prosecutors have seven days to decide
whether to approve arrest, so Ai may hear
nothing about this decision for 37 days. 

Arrest virtually assures indictment,
conviction and prison time. 

Eventually, Ai’s lawyers will be allowed
to visit him, although it may not be until
the investigation has concluded, possibly
after many months of incommunicado
detention. During investigation, such visits
are of limited significance, since at this
stage lawyers are not yet deemed to be
“defenders” but mere “advisers”, who are
not permitted to learn about the case and
can offer only modest assistance.

Moreover, meeting time is restricted, and
lawyer-client conversations are monitored
by police. Yet such visits offer the suspect
his first contact with the outside and a
chance to report torture or other abuse. 

It is possible, in view of foreign protests
and the transparently spurious nature of
the charges, that Ai will be released instead
of formally arrested. To save official face
and confine his activities, he may be
released under guarantee, which would
allow him to remain relatively free but still
monitored within the precincts of Beijing
while investigation nominally continues
for one year. This was done, for example, in
the case of the admired lawyer/activist Xu
Zhiyong .

If, on the other hand, Ai is arrested and
indicted, his trial will further illustrate the
unfairness of the criminal process in a
country where “troublemakers” cannot be
protected by law. 
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Absolute power

It sounded like a great idea: in his
policy address in 2009, responding
to public calls for more historical
preservation and open space, the
chief executive announced the
removal of the dilapidated Central
Market building from the land
auction list, entrusting the Urban
Renewal Authority with its
revitalisation as an “urban oasis”.

After a survey of the community’s
preferences for the use of the site,
conducted last year, the authority
commissioned four teams to come
up with design concepts, the results
of which are now on display in a
roving exhibition around town. 

The design teams produced
richly illustrated concepts. But,
beyond the glitz of the exhibitions,
the results are deeply disappointing,
and not for lack of trying: I am quite
sympathetic to the architects, who
took on this hulking mass of
concrete and tried to dress it up and
carve it into something it was never
meant to be. The designs are mostly
awkward, accommodating a
contrived programme of activities
shrouded in “green walls” which are
neither environmentally sound nor
sympathetic to the original
Modernist architecture. 

None successfully solves the
fundamental urban design
problems of the building. On the
one hand, its outsized scale creates a
foreboding presence in Queen
Victoria and Jubilee streets, with
mostly blank facades along narrow
footpaths. On the other, the site,
surrounded by busy roads and thick
rows of skyscrapers, is too small to
be a true “oasis”; its roof gardens will

not have the breezy, open feel of the
roof of the IFC podium, which is
unfortunately difficult to access but
benefits from a superior location. 

There is a sad echo here of the
West Kowloon saga, another case
where the government gave a site an
aspirational label (“cultural centre”),
without considering if the site was
appropriate for its designated use. In
both cases, talented designers
struggled to overcome the physical
limitations of the site to meet the

wishful label. And, in both cases,
there is a deep suspicion that the
final outcome will be dominated by
the one thing we do very well – an
upscale shopping centre. 

The solution to the conundrum
is quite simple: tell the government
we don’t want this fake “oasis”.
Whether the existing building is
preserved or not (I am personally
not convinced of its heritage value),
the site should be redeveloped into a
couple of Grade A office towers, the
kind we are told that are in direly
short supply in Central. There is no
better site for it in Central: bordering
on high-capacity streets with
excellent connectivity, and in the
middle of an area already full of
skyscrapers, the towers will have
relatively little negative

environmental and transport
impact on their immediate
surroundings. 

The benefits to the public, on the
other hand, would be substantial:
the ground floor and elevated
bridges could be vastly upgraded,
including significant public open
space (think of the landscaping and
open space around Three Pacific
Place or Landmark East); the
authority’s coffers will be enriched,
allowing it to pursue more
sustainable but money-losing urban
renewal projects elsewhere; and, by
providing a big boost to the Grade A
office supply, the main rationale for
the ill-conceived redevelopment
scheme of the west wing of
Government Hill will no longer exist,
allowing us to keep that genuine
urban oasis in its current form.

One can only hope that this
administration, or perhaps the next,
will finally come up with a holistic
and comprehensive plan for Central.
Perhaps then we will save what
needs to be saved (the west wing)
and redevelop what can be
redeveloped (the Central Market),
instead of the unfortunate current
vision to turn a green hill into a
concrete podium and a concrete
podium into an “urban oasis”. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Oren Tatcher is an architect 
and a member of the Hong Kong
Institute of Urban Design

Whether the existing
building is preserved
or not, the site should
be redeveloped into
Grade A office towers
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Voices: Hong Kong 

You can’t turn a concrete
block into an urban oasis 
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