
T
he December 19 announcement of
Kim Jong-il’s death has stimulated
another round of useful debate in
the United States about how it and
its South Korean and Japanese allies

should deal with North Korea. Predictions
about what is likely to happen under the new
leadership of Kim Jong-un run the gamut, and
suggested policies are just as diverse.

Victor Cha, a respected scholar and former
White House director of Asian affairs, has writ-
ten that “North Korea as we know it is over.
Whether it comes apart in the next few weeks or
over several months, the regime will not be able
to hold together …” He and others who share
this view may be right and, as he suggests, we
must be better prepared for such a contin-
gency. Yet, we have heard such dramatic
warnings before. For example, just as he was
leaving his post as director of central intelli-
gence in 1996, MIT professor John Deutch pro-
nounced, with equal certitude, that the hermit
kingdom would implode within three years.

Understandably, many experts believe that,
despite the huge problems confronting North
Korea and the untested “great successor” who
has inherited his late father’s mantle, the 
current political system will endure for the 
foreseeable future. How to cope with both 
contingencies is the biggest challenge facing
Washington’s recent policy re-emphasis on
East Asia. 

Some analysts claim that American knowl-
edge of the North and ability to influence devel-
opments there are so limited that the best
course for now is to wait and see what success
China may have in stabilising conditions in
North Korea and prodding it into a more 
co-operative foreign policy. 

Others favour grasping what may be a new
opportunity to revive earlier efforts to engage
Pyongyang in a range of business and academic
exchanges that began to bear fruit in the last
years of the Clinton administration. Unfortu-
nately, the Bush administration refused to
build on those exchanges, and the Obama 
administration’s first three years, with 
occasional exceptions, have also been disap-
pointing in this respect.

To be sure, North Korea’s participation in
the six-party talks concerning its development
of nuclear weapons is critical. Yet the US should
not allow the frustrations of the six-party talks
to bar progress in a host of other areas. The US
needs to increase its contacts with and knowl-
edge of the North. It should also eliminate its 
remaining economic sanctions against the
North and create incentives for this military-
dominated regime to give more emphasis to
economic development. Such steps to broaden
Korean-American engagement should not only
contribute to improvements in the six-party
talks, which otherwise seem destined to limp
off and on forever, but also set the stage for the

long overdue normalisation of bilateral 
diplomatic relations.

The Obama administration should, of
course, continue its uphill struggle to persuade
Beijing to join Washington and Seoul in prepar-
ing for the dangerous possibility of a collapse of
the North Korean government. Yet this should
not preclude a sustained effort to establish
business, academic, journalistic, cultural and
athletic exchanges with Pyongyang. The US
should vigorously promote, not impede, its
participation in the world.

Moreover, as experience with China and
Vietnam demonstrated, opening a broad 
programme of exchanges has the additional
advantage of significantly expanding the 

number and kinds of citizens who are exposed
to an important but previously closed country.
This will provide valuable new information and
perspectives for US policymakers.

Personal experience leads me to believe that
Pyongyang may welcome this approach. In
1972, my family and I were the first Americans,
other than three journalists, permitted by the
US to visit North Korea. We went in the hope of
initiating business and academic exchanges.
Pyongyang, obviously stunned by China’s then
recent opening to the US, wanted to explore
prospects for crafting a similar relationship. But
two weeks of frank discussions made clear that
North Korean officials were still far too rigid to
emulate Zhou Enlai .

When I returned 25 years later, the situation
had changed radically. My hosts, although 
reluctant to acknowledge the impact of the 
increasingly successful Chinese model, seemed
eager to learn how they might adapt it to their
own circumstances, as Vietnam had done a
decade before. This led, from 1998 through
2000, to a series of training seminars in 
international business law that New York 
University School of Law, with the aid of the

Asia Foundation, held in China for North 
Korean officials. 

In early 1998, this also resulted in a group of
Pyongyang foreign commerce specialists, who
were seeking trade and investment, going to
Washington and New York at the invitation of
the Council on Foreign Relations. Preliminary
contract discussions concerning several indus-
tries subsequently took place in Pyongyang,
and North Korean officials even used their
newly acquired learning in international law to
persuade Singapore’s High Court to release the
ship of one Pyongyang company that had been
erroneously detained in a suit brought against
another Pyongyang company. 

These promising beginnings ended with the
ascendance of George W. Bush. In the months
before Kim Jong-il’s death, however, there were
signs that the Obama administration might
cautiously encourage a revival of unofficial 
exchanges. It should now seize the moment. 

Jerome A. Cohen, an NYU law professor and 
co-director of its US-Asia Law Institute, is also
adjunct senior fellow for Asia at the Council on
Foreign Relations. See www.usasialaw.org
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talks and encourage Pyongyang to open up to the world

For a European these days,
thinking about the future is
disturbing. America is

militarily overstretched, politically
polarised and financially indebted.
The European Union seems on the
brink of collapse. 

Global opinion surveys over the
past three years consistently
indicate that many are turning
their backs on the West and – with
hope, fear or both – see China as
moving to centre stage. Many
wonder what a global Pax Sinica
might look like: How would
China’s influence manifest itself? 

Questions of ideology, history,
economics and military power
dominate today’s China debate.
But the most striking contrast is
found in how Americans and
Chinese experience the world
beyond their borders.

America is a nation of
immigrants, but it is also a nation
of people who never emigrate. It
gave the world the notion of the
melting pot – wherein diverse
ethnic and religious groups mix
together, producing a new,
American identity. 

America’s allure is partly its
ability to transform others into
Americans. It is, therefore, not
surprising that its global agenda is
transformative; it is a rule-maker.

The Chinese, on the other
hand, have not tried to change the
world, but rather to adjust to it.
China’s relationships with other
countries are channelled through
its diaspora, and the Chinese
perceive the world via their
experience as immigrants.

Today, more Chinese live
outside China than French people
live in France, and these overseas
Chinese account for the largest
number of investors in China. In
fact, only 20 years ago, Chinese
living abroad produced
approximately as much wealth as
China’s entire internal population.
First the Chinese diaspora
succeeded, then China itself.

Chinatowns – often insular
communities in large cities around
the world – are the Chinese
diaspora’s core. While the
American melting pot transforms
others, Chinatowns teach their
inhabitants to profit from their
hosts’ rules and business while
remaining separate. While
Americans carry their flag high,
Chinese work hard to be invisible. 

As China is about adaptation, it
is unlikely to change the world
dramatically should it ever assume
the global driver’s seat. But this
does not mean China won’t exploit
that world for its own purposes.

America, at least in theory,
prefers that other countries share
its values. China can only fear a
world where everybody acts like
the Chinese. So, in a future
dominated by China, the Chinese
will not set the rules; rather, they
will seek to extract the greatest
possible benefit from the rules that
already exist.

Ivan Krastev is chairman of the
Centre for Liberal Strategies in
Sofia and a permanent fellow of the
Institute for Human Sciences, Vienna.
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Remaking the world isn’t
part of Chinese make-up
Ivan Krastev says while the US seeks to set rules,
China will try to benefit from the existing system 

The holiday season should put us in a better
mood. To end the year, this column will see the
positive side of things. Employers, take note. 

Hong Kong is a place of amazing natural beauty.
This is increasingly being appreciated by both the
people and the government. Its diverse flora and
fauna are now seen as an asset, although the systems
to protect them can be much improved. Our country
and marine parks can be expanded and managed in
ways that make them truly world-class. Their
proximity to urban areas means every resident can
access them quickly – a boost to our quality of life. 

Our power utilities provide reliable electricity
supply, though the regulatory schemes need to be
updated to promote energy efficiency and
conservation, and the fuel mix must move further
away from coal to reduce carbon emissions.

Residents have amazing transport choices. Most
commuters have access to buses and minibuses,
trains and taxis. Public transport is plentiful, reliable
and affordable compared to that in other rich cities.
But, we can do better by putting in place policies to
renew bus, minibus and taxi fleets earlier so they are
less polluting; by making streets pedestrian-friendly
so people can choose to walk for longer distances;
and by encouraging cycling as a mode of transport. 

Hong Kong has many good schools and our
children have 11years of free education. The
challenge is to improve the learning experience for all
students – thereby reducing parental stress over
school placement – and provide for the needs of
minority groups, as that is an important hallmark of
an advanced society.

We can be proud of our women, who make up
47 per cent of the workforce. At present, they hold
only 29 per cent of the leadership positions,
according to government data, so we can expect
women to continue to advance in the coming decade.

Hong Kong people enjoy exceptional longevity,
but we would have fewer stresses and illnesses along
the way if we made a much more determined push to
improve air quality, reduce noise pollution and
enable people to have more leisure time. The five-day
working week is on its way.

While the people cannot yet exercise the full right
to elect their political leaders, elections here attempt
to mimic the real thing, and Beijing promises Hong
Kong that it can directly elect its leader in 2017. 

The 2012 chief executive election is a warm-up act
and candidates can’t avoid the hard subjects. It is
embarrassing that 1.2 million people out of 7 million
live below the poverty line. Moreover, the median
household income is HK$17,500 per month, the same
as it was in 1999, while the economy has grown by
about half and labour productivity grew 4 per cent
per year. 

Clearly, the wealth hasn’t been shared. No wonder
people complain about having to pay more for
electricity and transport, which the government
regulates. Election campaigns don’t have to be about
pressuring utilities and transport operators not to
increase fares – there are limits anyway – or about
providing handouts. 

Let the candidates speak the unspeakable – let pay
levels rise. It will make for a happy year.

Christine Loh Kung-wai is chief executive of the 
think tank Civic Exchange. cloh@civic-exchange.org

Good times
Christine Loh counts the
many positive attributes
of Hong Kong society –
reasons enough for bosses
to be generous and give pay rises

The controversy over
Government Hill is looking
like a bit of a farce, and I think

I know why. Let us start with a brief
recap. During the property slump of
the late 1990s, the government took
the Tamar reclamation, which was
earmarked for sale and commercial
development, off the market. The
site lay vacant. By 2006, the
government had decided to build a
high-profile headquarters on it and
sell its Central Government Offices
(there was little talk of “Government
Hill” in those days) for commercial
redevelopment.

During this time, Hong Kong
found a new interest: heritage. It
was, I believe, part of the rise of a
more assertive and aware public
after the handover. I have been lucky
to be involved in the heritage issue
as chairman of the government’s
Antiquities Advisory Board and the
Advisory Committee on
Revitalisation of Historic Buildings. 

The government’s original plan
to redevelop the site raised concerns
about traffic and pollution, as well as
heritage. After arguing that Central
badly needed new office space,
officials agreed to scale back the
plans and conserve the east and
central wings, while the west wing
would be replaced by a 32-storey
tower with a shopping mall and car
parks. 

Heritage activists objected and
demanded that the whole area –
now commonly called Government
Hill – be preserved. Under its latest
concession, several months ago, the
government said it would redevelop
the west wing site to house public

financial institutions and
authorities.

We at the Antiquities Advisory
Board are now being asked to grade
all of the buildings. 

There is a view that the west wing
has architectural significance owing
to various features, such as the way it
is wrapped over the hillside. I see the
point, but I am not sure that the
building really has outstanding
architectural merit.

Activists are going further. They
argue that Government Hill is an
urban landscape of historic and
cultural significance, and they have
materials from Unesco and the
International Committee for
Historic Gardens to back them up.
This is a problem for our board
because our grading system is
focused on specific buildings. We
are not currently equipped to grade
an area, which in this case includes
features like Battery Path, which is
not under threat. What if we were
asked to grade, say, Wan Chai?

Thinking about this has made me
wonder whether we are really seeing
a clash between development and
heritage preservation here. Could it
be that the labels are simply masks
for something else?

Heritage awareness is just one
shift in public opinion in recent
years. We have also seen the rise of
anti-developer sentiment and the
demand for better quality of life in
urban areas. The backlash against
some Urban Renewal Authority
projects, notably Graham Street
market and the pricy Queen’s Cube
apartment block, is an example.
Officials, to their credit, are trying to

adapt to this – hence the decision to
preserve Central Market and other
parts of Central.

The government’s concessions
over Government Hill raise all sorts
of questions in the public mind.
Why does a publicly owned site have
to be sold to private developers?
How many more shopping malls do
officials think we need and why?
How much more traffic do officials
think Central can handle? Why
didn’t officials consider a more
sensitive, government-led, people-
oriented redevelopment, say with
more greenery and things like
affordable restaurants?

Yes, it is a historic area. But I do
not think most Hong Kong people
would mind losing a dull block like
the west wing. What many really
worry about is that, in the name of
“development”, the government will
simply help property tycoons get
richer at the expense of everyone
else’s quality of life. And they have a
better chance of fighting this official
mentality by using “heritage” as a
weapon.

It would be good if both sides in
this battle – and it is not just over
Government Hill – take the masks
off. We need to cut through to the
real issues.

Bernard Chan is a former member of
the executive and legislative councils

Unease about rich-poor gap
fuels proxy war over heritage
Bernard Chan detects worry that officials are on the side of property tycoons 

Alongside the crisis in the
euro zone, youth
unemployment has been

the hot topic of the news in these
final weeks of this year. The BBC’s
“The World Speaks” survey named
unemployment as the world’s
fastest-rising concern. And people
are right to be concerned, as the
figures are alarming. 

In Asia, young people account
for around 20 per cent of the
population yet make up almost
half of the region’s jobless. They
are at least three times more likely
than adults to be out of a job. 

Globally, about 70 million
young people are unemployed,
and if we add to that the estimated
152 million young people living on
less than US$1.25 per day, we have
some 225 million people in a very
precarious situation. 

Those young people who are in
work, whatever their pay, face
more gloom. During a recession,
young people are usually the last to
be hired and first to be fired, largely
due to lack of work experience.

When it comes to entering the
job market, those who have been
lucky enough to go to university
face a difficult transition, either
due to a skills mismatch or a lack of
emphasis on employable skills. In
the US for example, according to
the US National Association of
Manufacturers, manufacturers
have 600,000 unfilled positions due
to a lack of qualified workers.

This is a huge waste of human
capital. A scarred generation is in
the making, facing a dangerous
mix of high unemployment,

precarious work and increased
inactivity in developed countries,
and persistently high poverty in
the developing world. 

Against this background, it is no
wonder that the young are angry
and frustrated, and have played a
highly visible and critical role in
this year’s protests for change. 

Governments are struggling to
tackle the problem. First, we need
an integrated strategy for growth,
with clear targets for investment,
growth and job creation. 

A second key ingredient is
investment in quality education
and training, and improving their
relevance to market needs. We
need to work with the private
sector to reduce skills mismatches. 

A third ingredient is providing a
wide variety of incentives and
services: hiring subsidies, training
and retraining grants; and services
to facilitate the transition to jobs. 

Lastly, we need to promote
partnerships: public employment
services and private employment
agencies, labour offices and
municipal authorities,
governments, employers and
workers, international and non-
governmental organisations, all
need to work together.

The youth employment crisis is
grave, but not unsolvable. We owe
it to our children to make sure they
get a fair chance at making a
decent living. The world cannot
afford a lost generation.

José Manuel Salazar-Xirinachs is
executive director, employment, at the
International Labour Organisation

Create jobs, and hope, for
a vulnerable generation
José Manuel Salazar-Xirinachs urges governments
to focus on growth, education and wider incentives 
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