
I
f you assume something is not possible, you probably won’t try.
Worse, your assumption may be based on ignorance. For
example, many people assumed it would not be possible to put
in cycle lanes in busy cities where the density of vehicles and
people wouldn’t leave room for cyclists. Another reason is that

it would also be unsafe to cycle in such conditions.
Cities with long cycling traditions, like Amsterdam and

Copenhagen, are seen as special cases because they don’t have the
density of bigger cities. Then New York announced it would build
new bike paths. New York?

Having just visited the Big Apple, the cycling lanes are indeed
there and it is possible to cycle around quite a large area of
Manhattan and beyond. The initiative is proving popular with
New Yorkers. Those who are cycling want to do more, and those
who don’t cycle think it is a good idea nevertheless.

On my way to a meeting at one of the major UN buildings one
morning, I saw a staff member take his bicycle to his office. The
bike was collapsible to about the size of a hand-carry suitcase,
making it easy to take into a lift and park at his desk upstairs. While
taking the lift, everyone talked about his bike in the way one would
about an endearing pet.

At a conference last week in New York called “Walk21”,
organised by the city’s department of transport, the key theme was
the importance of enabling walking in cities because activities at
street level are what bring a city to life. Moreover, it is good for the
environment and public health, too.

Alongside improving the pedestrian experience was promoting
cycling. Thus, walking and cycling are no longer being seen as
ancillary to cars and buses but as major mobility modes deserving
the same policy attention. Very nicely produced cycling maps are
now handed out in New York. Another idea is to encourage cycling

along the US east coast for sport and
recreation. It is already possible to do
so along the magnificent Pacific coast.
Wouldn’t it be great if we could also
cycle along the China coast? Is it
possible? Probably yes, but we first
need to plant the idea in our minds. 

If Hong Kong had a conference on
matters concerning pedestrians, it
would mainly feature a lot of
complaints about how difficult it is to
walk even quite short distances in our
city because, over time, planning
policy has given vehicles priority.

People are blocked from walking
along the waterfront by highways, and with decades of
reclamation, the beautiful harbourfront is far from congenial. The
public has complained about excessive reclamation for more than
a decade now and they have forced reclamation plans to be
drastically curtailed.

As a result, the government is looking at providing waterfront
promenades and better connectivity between where people live
and work and the new walking paths.

Still, the attitude is not to acknowledge walking as a major
mobility mode. Every district in Hong Kong can organise local
residents’ workshops to discuss how to improve life for
pedestrians. It will foster a whole new sense of the city. With a new
mindset, cycling too will no longer appear to be just a recreational
option. 

Indeed, if we open our minds, we can visualise Hong Kong
functioning quite differently. The rail system becomes the
backbone delivery mode it is meant to be. The tram system
provides a low-pollution, above-ground option.

As the Hong Kong Institute of Planners suggested a few years
ago, much of Des Voeux Road can be pedestrianised so air quality
and noise levels can be reduced. Shopkeepers should do better
business but the vehicular lobby won’t like it.

The latter cannot be allowed to hold us hostage to redesigning
our sustainable city of the future. What kind of conversations do
we need in the community to move things forward? This city’s
powerful interests can for once lead the discussion on sustainable
design in a positive way rather than resist to the bitter end.
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On your bike

Walking and
cycling are no
longer being
seen as
ancillary to
transport by
car or buses 
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W
hen told I had
criticised the
Taiwan
government’s
recent decision
to bar Rebiya
Kadeer from
visiting the
island,
Taiwan’s new

prime minister, Wu Den-yih, remarked:
“People who do not live in our land may
not understand … and need not take any
responsibility. We respect their comments
but do not necessarily adopt all of them.”
This polite putdown deserves reflection. 

Of course, a foreign observer rarely
appreciates the interests of a country in the
same way as the country’s leaders and
citizens do. But should that preclude
foreign criticism or exempt the target
government from giving a well-reasoned
explanation of its actions? The standing of
the United States in world opinion –
confirmed by the award of the Nobel Peace
Prize to President Barack Obama – has
been immeasurably improved thanks to
Obama’s reaction to the hail of foreign
criticism of his predecessor’s policies.
George W. Bush’s administration had
frequently condemned such criticism as
the irresponsible carping of outsiders who
did not understand or support US interests.

Politicians and commentators
frequently stoke nationalistic feelings in
brushing off foreigners and sometimes
dismiss foreign critics as sinister or
condescending. The mainland’s Foreign
Ministry, in particular, often describes
foreign criticism as “rude interference into
China’s domestic affairs”, made with
“ulterior motives”, that “hurts the Chinese
people’s feelings”. But is such rhetoric
really in the interest of its government and
people?

Foreign critics are useful precisely
because their distance gives them a
different perspective. Also, although
perhaps insufficiently informed, they are
not burdened with the distractions of daily
decision-making. Especially if they are
“wrong”, it may be wiser to offer them what
Chinese communists call “persuasion-
education” rather than opaque dismissal. 

Informative government responses to
foreign critics also benefit domestic
audiences. What I had actually criticised
was not the Taiwan government’s decision
to ban Kadeer’s visit but the explanation
offered by Interior Minister Jiang Yi-huah.
He might have followed the precedent set
by his government last December when
temporarily declining a visit by another
figure opposed by the mainland
government, the Dalai Lama. It had simply

noted that the timing of the visit was
“inappropriate”, the unspoken but
understood premise being that the visit
would strain the sensitive new effort at
cross-strait reconciliation.

Whether or not one agreed with that
decision, the explanation given was honest,
respectful of audiences in both Taiwan and
abroad, and not harmful to anyone. Jiang’s
explanation, by contrast, linked Kadeer to
terrorism. At least at this juncture, that
accusation seems inaccurate and unfair. It
echoed Beijing’s as yet unproven claims
rather than the conclusions of many
democratic governments – including that
of her host, the US. Worst of all, it appeared
to defame a person who enjoys wide
respect for her struggle against the

mainland government’s oppression of her
ethnic group. 

To be sure, every country imposes
restrictions on entry. The US itself
maintains an overly broad barrier against
Taiwan’s highest leaders, in order not to
cast doubt on its recognition of the
People’s Republic as China’s only
legitimate government. But such barriers
restrict domestic audiences’ democratic
rights to interact with important speakers
and must be frequently challenged. 

Another recent case of an unfortunate
Taiwan reaction to foreign criticism
occurred when William Stanton, the new
head of the “unofficial” US mission in
Taipei, pointed out that many learned
Americans were concerned about the
fairness of former president Chen Shui-
bian’s criminal trial. This led some of
Taiwan’s legislators and media to label his
remarks impermissible foreign
interference in the administration of
justice. 

Taiwan’s minister of justice, Wang
Ching-feng, however, rejected this charge.
She is more aware than most of the
importance to Taiwan of American
perceptions of its legal system, since she is

attempting to negotiate an agreement that
would require the US to extradite fugitives
to Taiwan. 

The US, like any nation contemplating
extradition, has a valid interest in the
quality of justice in the country that is
requesting it and a right to express
reasonable concerns. More generally, as
President Ma Ying-jeou has emphasised,
despite his efforts to improve relations with
the mainland, Taiwan cannot afford to
neglect its military defence. 

That defence relies implicitly on the
security guarantees of the US Taiwan
Relations Act. They, in turn rest, on the
American people’s continuing belief that
the island is worth defending, even at the
cost of nuclear war. While Taiwan was once
valued mainly for its strategic location, its
thriving democracy and developing rule of
law are now seen to deserve protection in
and of themselves. Its leaders and people
should keep this in mind.
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Foreign critics are useful because their distance gives
them a different perspective, writes Jerome A. Cohen 

Viewed from afar

Politicians often stoke
nationalistic feelings in
brushing off foreigners
and sometimes dismiss
foreign critics as sinister 
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Other Voices

Environmentalists have an above-
ground and a below-ground view of
the world. Energy sources harnessed
on or close to the surface, like wind,
wave, tidal, solar and hydropower,
are good. They are renewable and
do not emit carbon dioxide, the
main greenhouse gas from human
activity warming the planet.

However, energy sources found
under the ground, such as the fossil
fuel trio (coal, oil and natural gas),
and uranium used for nuclear
power, are bad.

Fossil fuels are major greenhouse
gas emitters while nuclear power,
although it produces almost no
global warming emissions, is still
regarded by many
environmentalists as too much of a
safety and proliferation risk.

Yet there is another form of
underground energy gaining
prominence as a future source of
power that gets an environmental
seal of approval: geothermal heat.
What comes out of the ground with
this form of energy are hot water and
steam, and almost no pollution.

Advocates point out that
geothermal is currently the only
renewable energy that provides a
near-constant supply of base-load
electricity to commercial grids in the
same way that plants powered by
coal, oil, gas and nuclear fuel do.

Other types of renewable energy
generate electricity intermittently,
depending on the strength of the
sun, wind, waves and tides. But they
seem unlikely to match geothermal
power in cutting greenhouse gas
emissions and changing the way
electricity is generated.

Southeast Asia is a world leader
in exploiting the first wave of

geothermal power, although it could
do even more with the right
incentives.

Of some 10,000 megawatts of
geothermal power installed around
the world, nearly one-third is in the
Philippines and Indonesia – the two
largest generators of electricity using
underground heat, after the US.

This is only a tiny fraction of
global electricity supply, most of
which comes from burning fossil
fuels. But installed geothermal
capacity is expected to reach
13,500MW next year, with the
number of countries producing
power from underground heat rising
to 46, from 21a decade ago.

Geothermal has a long track
record of successful development
and use. But it is currently limited to
areas where volcanic activity
produces very hot underground
water in reservoirs, which may
stretch for as much as 50 square
kilometres and can be tapped to
drive steam turbines installed in
power plants on the surface.

Volcanic geothermal power
exploits less than 5 per cent of the
very hot underground water
resources that could be exploited
worldwide, according to the
International Energy Agency.

However, advanced drilling
technology in geologically stable
parts of the world is opening up a
much bigger underground heat
source for future power generation.
This has unleashed a wave of
exploration and development
activity in Australia, Europe, the US,
China and India.
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Not all energy from
below ground is bad
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If US President Barack Obama can
find a way to balance the precise
number of troops that will stabilise
Afghanistan and Pakistan, without
tipping America into a Vietnam
there, then he indeed deserves a
Nobel Prize – for physics.

I have no problem with the
president taking his time to figure
this out. He and we are going to have
to live with this decision for a long
time. But I wish there was less talk
about how many more troops to
send and more on the sort of Afghan
government we have as our partner. 

When you are mounting a
counterinsurgency campaign, the
local government is the critical
bridge between your troops and
your goals. If that government is
rotten, the enterprise is doomed.

Election monitors suggest that
up to one-third of votes cast in the
August 20 election are tainted and
that the president, Hamid Karzai,
apparently engaged in massive
fraud to come out on top. Yet, he is
supposed to be the bridge between
our troop surge and our goal of a
stable Afghanistan. No way.

Whatever we may think, there are
too many Afghans who think Karzai
and his team are downright awful.

That is why it is not enough for us
to simply send more troops. If we
are going to make a renewed
commitment in Afghanistan, we
must visibly display to Afghans that
we expect better governance from
Karzai, or whoever rules, and refuse
to proceed without it. 

I am not sure Washington fully
understands just how much the
Taliban-led insurgency is more an
insurrection against the behaviour
of the Karzai government – not

against the religion or civilisation of
its international partners. Too many
Afghans now blame us for installing
and maintaining this government.

Talking to Afghanistan experts in
Kabul, Washington and Berlin, a
picture is emerging: the Karzai
government has a lot in common
with a mafia family. Where a normal
government raises revenue from the
people – in the form of taxes – and
then disperses them to its local and
regional institutions in the form of
budgetary allocations or patronage,
this Afghan government operates in
the reverse. The money flows
upwards, from the countryside, in
the form of payments for offices
purchased or “gifts” from cronies.

What flows from Kabul, the
experts say, is permission for
unfettered extraction, protection in
case of prosecution and punishment
in case the official opposes the
system or gets out of line. In “Karzai
World”, it appears, slots are either
sold (to people who buy them to
make a profit), granted to cronies, or
are given away to buy off rivals.

We have to be very careful that
we are not seen as the enforcers for
this system.

We have been way too polite, and
too worried about looking like a
colonial power, in dealing with
Karzai. I would not add a single
soldier there before this guy, if he
does win the presidency, takes
visible steps to clean up his
government in ways that would be
respected by the Afghan people.

If Karzai says no, then there is
only one answer: “You’re on your
own, pal. Have a nice life with the
Taliban.” 
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For once, I find myself agreeing with
John Bolton, the hard-right former
US ambassador to the United Na-
tions. He was on TV expressing dis-
gust at the Nobel committee for
awarding the peace prize to US Presi-
dent Barack Obama. 

“President Carter in 2002, Al Gore
in 2007, and President Obama in
2009,” he said. “The Nobel commit-
tee is preaching at Americans, but
they won’t be deceived.” 

Bolton is right that the committee
is trying to make a statement – not
only that, but to influence American
policy. The peace prize is deeply poli-
ticised, just like the literature prize.
And then there is the one for the dis-
mal science, which includes recipi-
ents whose theories directly contrib-
uted to the financial crisis. It appears
some Nobel Prizes, notably those in
the hard sciences, are far more wor-
thy than others. 

But Bolton also spoke of Ameri-
cans and how “they won’t be de-
ceived”. Really, does anyone still
think there is a single America speak-
ing in one voice any more? The US is
so polarised and its body politic so di-
vided and poisoned that its first black
president – winning office on a plat-
form of civility, unity and moderation
– has provoked the exact opposite
among large swathes of the US elec-
torate. How ironic that this president,
so popular and admired around the
world, has proved to be more divisive
at home than his much criticised pre-
decessor George W. Bush. A polity
blinded by rage – whether from the
left or right – is just a step away from
political violence.

But this is how democracy works,

you might say. Actually, this is how
democracy stops working. 

“We in democracies have to suffer
the indignity of public debate and
pleading, the whims of markets and
elections and the free media,” an eru-
dite critic of my columns wrote re-
cently. “China goes its own way.”

True, but the blind rage that now
animates much of what passes for
political discourse in the US may
have crossed the line from vibrant
democracy to a dysfunctional one. 

“Something very dangerous is
happening,” Thomas Friedman

wrote in The New York Times recent-
ly. “Criticism of the far right has be-
gun tipping over into delegitimation
and creating the same kind of climate
[in the US] that existed in Israel on the
eve of the Rabin assassination.” 

Friedman observes that Bush’s
father may have been the last “legiti-
mate” president in the sense that
Americans who didn’t vote for him
still accepted him as their president. 

When opponents across the ideo-
logical divide question each other’s
right to debate, to formulate policy
and to rule, they are questioning each
other’s legitimacy. Many Americans
think Obama is a socialist, a closet
Muslim and a non-native-born
American who should be disqualified

from being president. They want to
disown their president. 

“What makes authority legiti-
mate?” asked Rousseau, who consid-
ered it the key question of politics. 

If the primary virtue of western-
style democracy is that it has resolved
Rousseau’s question about political
legitimacy, US democracy looks like
it’s starting to crack. By contrast, what
is most disturbing – to Western de-
mocracies – about the Chinese Com-
munist Party is not the military hard-
ware or economic prowess, but the
possibility that it has figured out a
way to make autocratic rule legiti-
mate among many Chinese.

Americans, whether ordinary citi-
zens or policymakers, cannot as-
sume their intense divisions can have
no consequences in the way other
people and countries perceive and
interact with the US. The lack of polit-
ical unity or domestic tranquility,
wrote Alexander Hamilton, invites
foreign interference. 

Americans can count themselves
lucky that they are still so powerful
and rich that foreigners try to inter-
fere in their affairs by handing a No-
bel Prize to their president. But keep
up the divisions and domestic antag-
onisms. They are starting to look like
symptoms of decline and fall. Before
you know it, outside interference
may take on a far less benign form. 
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Is US democracy having
a nervous breakdown?

It is disturbing to the
West that China may
have figured out how
to make autocratic
rule legitimate
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