
I
nevitably, anyone following the demonstrations in Cairo’s
Tahrir Square would be reminded of similar protests in
Tiananmen Square more than two decades ago, but the
outcome could not have been more different. This is because
the Egyptian military refused to attack the demonstrators and,

in the end, forced the resignation of the president.
In China, of course, the so-called People’s Liberation Army

actually attacked the people with tanks and put down a peaceful
protest by unarmed students and other civilians who were calling
for democracy and an end to corruption.

It is far too early to say that, in Egypt, the forces of democracy
have triumphed. The military is now in charge and, while it seems
sympathetic to the demonstrators, militaries by and large tend to
be conservative and put great stock in stability and order.

The events in Egypt have been hailed by world leaders. UN
Secretary General Ban Ki-moon called the departure of Hosni
Mubarak a “historic moment” and said the resignation was “in the
wider interest of the Egyptian people”. US President Barack
Obama noted that “the people of Egypt have spoken, their voices
have been heard”. 

In China, however, there were no congratulations offered to the
demonstrators, at least for the time being. Indeed, no Chinese
leader has said anything about the fall of Mubarak. Only the
Foreign Ministry’s spokesman has provided an official view.

Before Mubarak’s resignation, every Chinese statement
emphasised support for “Egypt’s efforts to maintain social stability
and restore normal order”, which means the use of force, if
necessary, to suppress demonstrators. After his resignation,
China’s emphasis has been on the restoration of order. 

In fact, China would no doubt have preferred Mubarak to
remain in power. Just as democracies do not fight each other,
authoritarian governments identify with one another and the fall
of one is seen as a warning to all.

The fall of Mubarak was preceded by the resignation and flight
of the Tunisian president, which was brought about by a street

vendor in a small town whose self-
immolation triggered uprisings across
the country, after the news was spread
on the internet. Other neighbouring
countries, such as Algeria and Yemen,
have also been affected. This is a
demonstration of the power of new
technology, especially social networks
such as Facebook and Twitter. 

Officials in Beijing have closely
followed these developments. The
Chinese media were forbidden from
publishing independent reports and
told only to use dispatches from the
official Xinhua news agency, which

reported international reaction to these epochal events. Aside
from Ban and Obama, leaders who offered positive comments
included the secretary general of the Arab League, European
Union leaders and those of Germany, Canada and Brazil. Even the
Russian Duma, the lower house of parliament, welcomed
Mubarak’s resignation, calling the decision “absolutely right”.

Xinhua, however, had nothing to say about China’s reaction.
The day before Mubarak’s resignation, it reported that “the

position of the army forces is now crucial. The army forces, which
have been keeping good relations with the people in history, said
they would not use force against the protesters.”

Xinhua’s reporters no doubt remember that in 1989, when
Tiananmen Square was packed with hundreds of thousands of
protesters, the Chinese army had no such scruples and obeyed
orders from the Communist Party to send tanks against the
protesters, thus ending weeks of protests in the square.

China will no doubt draw lessons from the events in Egypt,
especially the collapse of the ruling National Democratic Party and
the failure of the Egyptian army to disperse demonstrators.

Beijing will strengthen party discipline as well as tighten the
party’s control of the military so as to ensure that, if there is
another confrontation between the people and the regime, it will
be the people who will be forced to “resign”, not the regime.
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Have you ever noticed that Hong
Kong children spend a huge amount
of time indoors? Whether they are
studying, hanging out with their
friends or even playing sports,
increasingly, our children are
growing up under the glow of
fluorescent lights. It is a fact that I
never really noticed until recently,
when I signed my son up for a
weekly football class – only to find
that it was held indoors. 

There are numerous reasons for
this phenomenon and none of them
are new. First, there is the lack of
space. There’s also Hong Kong’s
ever increasing air pollution. Then,
there are the cultural reasons: most
parents in Hong Kong live in
constant worry that their children
might either freeze or melt. 

It is no surprise that, these days,
indoor playrooms and playgrounds
are popping up. Children flock after
school to tutorial centres to relearn
what they have learned at school.
Teenagers use crowded shopping
malls like living rooms. 

This much indoor activity is
unnatural. Being outdoors is not just
about getting fresh air and exercise.
It is also a state of mind. It is about
being able to do anything and, in
particular, be creative. Children
need grass the same way they need
white paper to write on and draw on.
Every child sees a large patch of
grass differently; some see a game of
tag, while others see a stage for
somersaults. 

Similarly, doing things outdoors
is inspiring. The outdoors feeds a
child’s imagination and creates
endless possibilities for learning. To
this day, the best laboratory for
science is the outdoors. 

The lack of outdoor activity for

our children is alarming. It means
that, compared to their counterparts
in other places, they have one fewer
platform upon which to be creative. 

But, because being indoors is so
easy, children take to it. The many
comforts of being inside – stable
temperature, constant lighting and
purified air – mean it is addictive. 

Yet, over time, it feeds our
increasingly superficial lifestyle.
After all, for most children growing
up in Hong Kong, the easiest place
to stay inside and yet still be out is
the shopping mall. If you spend your
whole childhood in a mall, you are
bound to come out highly trained to,
well, consume. And we wonder why
Hong Kong children are so
materialistic.

Our children are missing out on a
real childhood. And it is not because
of our school system or
extracurricular classes. It is because
they do not play outside enough. So,
take your children out; take them
somewhere they can get their hands
dirty – that means getting out of the
bubble of Hong Kong Island. 

And when you are out and about,
do not automatically reach for your
iPhone. At any given park in Hong
Kong, parents can be seen shoving
their cameras into their child’s face.
God forbid we leave one fun
moment undocumented! But
children do not want to be chased
by Blackberries. They want to be
chased by their parents, sans
electronic devices, just enjoying the
day with them, outside.
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T
o the extent that they
have access to
information, thoughtful
Chinese, inside and
outside the Communist
Party, are analysing the
implications for China of
recent events in Egypt.
What lessons should the
country’s increasingly

worried, but outwardly successful, ruling
elite take away? 

Egypt surely vindicated Mao Zedong’s
familiar maxim that “a single spark

can start a prairie fire”. Based on their
record, China’s current leaders are likely to
conclude that former president Hosni
Mubarak’s fall confirms the importance of
quickly snuffing out the spark, as they
believe Deng Xiaoping and his
colleagues should have done when
students began to gather in Tiananmen
Square weeks before the slaughter of June
4, 1989. 

A decade later, Deng’s successor, Jiang
Zemin , applied the “lesson of
Tiananmen” by cruelly suppressing the
Falun Gong immediately after it assembled
10,000 adherents in front of Communist

Party headquarters without the advance
knowledge of the secret police. Tibet 
and Xinjiang are more recent
examples of the party’s use of such
measures against minority nationalities. 

Even the dominant Han nationality
continues to be “harmonised” by the police
and their hired thugs. Despite three
decades of spectacular national
development, there is a rising tide of
dissatisfaction among China’s working-
class citizens. Many feel deprived of the
greatest benefits of their country’s
economic progress, unfairly burdened by
the costs of developmental achievements,
angry at government corruption and
abuses, and lacking in freedoms to express
their feelings and affect policy.
Increasingly, they share the belief of a
growing number of intellectuals,
professionals and officials, including many
party members, that political and legal
reforms are urgently needed. Here we see
many similarities to Egypt.

One of the major demands of the
crowds in Tahrir Square was to end the
frequently exercised power of the police
to arrest anyone at will and often inflict
torture. More broadly, the protesters, as
The New York Times correspondent
Michael Slackman noted, sought
“freedom, democracy, social justice, rule
of law and economic equality”. The gap
between rich and poor had become
intolerable. People were no longer
seduced by appeals to nationalism or
pan-Arab ideology but focused on
ordinary demands for improving life, and
this required political change, change
that did not come.

Egyptian experts said that Mubarak’s
emphasis on stability “in the end proved
the ultimate destabiliser”. As Slackman
reported: “Facing a police state that
choked off competing ideas and
ideologies, preventing free elections and
manipulating the state media, the public
found the only way to achieve its goals
was on the streets.” 

If China’s leaders care more about the
welfare of their people than maintaining
the party’s unfettered power, they should
understand Egypt in a different way – as
confirming the desirability not of rapid
repression but of timely reform. This
would be in the interest of their own self-
preservation as well as social justice and
political progress. They could not do
better than to heed the admonitions of
Chinese human rights activists whom
they are viciously suppressing. 

They might well start by viewing the
hour-long video recently made by the blind
“barefoot lawyer”, Chen Guangcheng

, whom their persecution has made
famous outside China. It was secretly
recorded by Chen and his wife during the
ongoing harsh and illegal house arrest that
was imposed on them after Chen’s
completion of a 51-month prison sentence
following a sham conviction. The video
was released last week on the website of
China Aid, a Texas-based rights group, just
as the Egyptian revolution came to a boil.
Chen’s advice, resonating with the
Egyptian experience, is that ruthless
repression can eventually produce national
instability and even dictatorial downfall.

China’s “outdated social system is
withering away”, Chen says. The
government is terrified and has “a sense of
crisis”. It is afraid that people will learn of
its misconduct, which is why it goes to such
extremes to hide its actions and isolate him
and his family. 

“If a society is not built on the
foundation of fairness and justice, it will
not gain long-lasting stability,” he
emphasises. “Violence will only maintain

short-term stability.” Chen, who learned
law through self-study and practice
defending victims of official
discrimination, maintains that the
government’s sole long-run option is to
abide by its own law, including
constitutional and international legal
standards, respect universal values, protect
human rights, and establish democracy
and the rule of law.

Chen’s video offers the first opportunity
in over five years for the public to hear the
views of this man whom Time magazine,
when he was already in detention, named
one of 2006’s “Top 100 People Who Shape
Our World”. Chen was subsequently
awarded the Magsaysay Award for
Emergent Leadership, often called Asia’s
Nobel Prize, while imprisoned.

In the video, he recognises that its
posting may have dangerous
consequences for him. His captors, who
have often tried to intimidate and provoke
him by calling him a “traitor”, “counter-
revolutionary” and “enemy of the state”,
made clear that they were hoping for an
excuse to pounce on him again. Because of

the video, Chen says, “it’s likely they will
handle me the way they treated Gao
Zhisheng” , once China’s most
famous human rights lawyer but tortured
and now long “disappeared” by China’s
security police; “after all, no matter how
they beat me, the judicial organs will turn a
deaf ear since it will be done on the order of
the Party Committee”.

Indeed, several human rights
organisations have reported that, shortly
after the video’s posting, Chinese police
illegally entered Chen’s modest farmhouse,
severely beat this blind man and his wife
and then refused them medical care. Will
China’s leaders seek to justify such
mistreatment as necessary to maintain
social stability? Surely others who watched
Mubarak resign must be questioning how
stable any government built on such
abuses can be. 
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When sparks fly

Hong Kong’s economy made a
robust recovery last year, propping
up both the stock and property
markets. Revenue generated from
stamp duty and land sales has
significantly exceeded expectations,
up to the third quarter of this
financial year, boosting the budget
surplus to HK$59 billion. The
surplus for the whole year is forecast
to reach HK$70 billion, bringing the
amount of accumulated surplus to a
whopping HK$600 billion. 

With such a large surplus, it is
understandable that there are more
calls for budget handouts to ease
inflationary pressures and tackle the
worsening wealth gap.

We should be open to
suggestions on how to broaden our
tax base. I am not against the
government seeking out new tax
options, such as expanding the
scope of the progressive tax
structure. In fact, the introduction of
additional stamp duty last year to
curb property prices and
speculation is effectively a form of
asset appreciation tax to enlarge our
revenue base.

But, in the midst of these critical
voices for change, some academics
proposed that the government
should introduce a land
appreciation tax to make the tax
system more fair and efficient. This
suggestion has not been thought
through and we should not take it
too seriously. 

Land scarcity has created the
perfect breeding ground for soaring
house prices, and land sales are a
major source of revenue for the
government to finance capital works

projects. The government charges a
premium for all types of land for sale
and redevelopment, whether it is
through the application list system
or land auctions. So, in a way, there
is already a form of land
appreciation tax embedded in the
system, a main cause of high land
prices, on top of restricted provision
of affordable housing.

Another misconception, which is
being widely circulated, is that the
stock exchange urgently needs to

expand by merging with other
exchanges, following news last week
that the London Stock Exchange was
in talks to merge with Toronto’s
TMX exchange. The merger will
potentially create the world’s
dominant mining and energy
company bourse and the world’s
fourth-largest exchange. 

That news has fuelled further
rumours of a growing wave of
mergers of stock exchanges across
the globe.

Stock exchanges may indeed
have entered a new round of
consolidation that could radically
alter trading activities for millions of
investors. Critics say the
globalisation of financial markets
has advanced so rapidly that it is
hard to see how international

mergers can be resisted, and Hong
Kong is no exception.

Hong Kong can, and should,
buck the trend. Our exchange is in a
unique position as it provides an
effective stock trading and
investment platform for China with
the rest of the world. It competes on
equal footing with New York and
London as a leading financial centre.
It also has a geographical and time
advantage over Tokyo, and even the
planned merger between the
Australian and Singapore
exchanges. The Hong Kong
exchange is a very attractive
investment that offers a high return
on equity – a remarkable 61.41per
cent, at the top of the chart,
compared to Singapore’s 40.16 per
cent in second place.

When the time is right, Hong
Kong should forge an alliance with
the Shanghai and Shenzhen stock
exchanges. The mainland’s capital
account liberalisation still has a long
way to go and Hong Kong will
continue to play a significant
bridging role for investors entering
the country. And, until the
internationalisation of the renminbi
comes about, the city will maintain
its status as the mainland’s financial
gateway to the world. 
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The revolution in Egypt reverberates
in North Korea – and not just
because Pyongyang would like to
hide the news from a citizenry that
might want to emulate the Egyptian
example.

The fact is that for 40 years, Hosni
Mubarak – going back to before his
ascent to the presidency in 1981–
fostered a tight bond with North
Korea while also currying favour
with the West. 

Since before the Yom Kippur war
of 1973, when Egyptian forces
foolishly invaded Israel only to
retreat several days later, Mubarak –
as commander of the Egyptian air
force – counted on North Koreans to
train his pilots and service his
aircraft. At the time of Anwar Sadat’s
assassination, when Mubarak was
vice-president, Egypt was receiving
Soviet-designed Scud missiles from
North Korea. 

Several years later, the North
Koreans were training Egyptian
engineers on how to produce their
own versions of the weapons. All the
while, the North Korean Embassy in
Cairo was bustling as the hub for
Pyongyang’s burgeoning trade in
missiles and other weaponry to
Middle Eastern clients, ranging from
Libya and Syria to Iraq and Yemen –
all foes of Israel, with which Sadat
had formed a historic peace treaty in
1979 under the Camp David accords. 

Incredibly, Americans did not
openly object to the Egyptian-North
Korean relationship – a relatively
small price to pay, in the view of
befuddled policymakers in
Washington, in exchange for peace
in the Middle East. 

With Mubarak gone, North
Korea’s leadership may well have
reason to worry about who will

come after him and whether that
military relationship can endure. 

However, Egypt’s ties with North
Korea will continue on another very
different level. More than two years
ago, Orascom Telecom – the largest
mobile phone network operator in
the Middle East with close ties to the
government – set up North Korea’s
only 3G mobile phone network,
Koryolink, a joint venture with a
North Korean state company.

Orascom has poured US$400
million into North Korea to expand
the system, now available to more
than 300,000 subscribers. The
Orascom group, Egypt’s biggest
conglomerate, is also helping
Pyongyang in other ways. Orascom
Construction is erecting new
buildings and promising to
complete North Korea’s tallest
building, a 105-storey hotel begun in
1987 which now looms over the
Pyongyang skyline as a monument
to North Korean economic failure.

It is a safe bet that Orascom will
go on with its North Korean
contracts regardless of who takes
over in Egypt. Orascom Telecom
chairman Naguib Sawiris was
honoured at a state dinner in
Pyongyang last month as if he were a
head of state. 

We will know much more about
the direction of the new Egyptian
government, in terms of integrity
and reliability as a Middle East
partner, as well as a real force for
democratic reform, when we see
whether it is as interested as the
previous administration in
maintaining military ties with one of
the word’s most repressive regimes
in Pyongyang. 
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