
A
year ago, the government didn’t have much to say about
climate change. Hong Kong’s greenhouse gas emissions
were too small in world terms for it to worry about. Now
the administration is at least initiating a consultancy
study to assess various aspects of climate change in

Hong Kong. The government wants to review the sources of the
city’s greenhouse gas emissions, project future trends and assess
the potential impact of climate change in the city. It will evaluate
existing measures and recommend strategies to control these
emissions. 

The study will also look at how Hong Kong may need to adapt
to climate change, since scientific evidence shows the planet is
heading for a certain degree of warming. As far as this city is
concerned, temperatures are set to rise in the coming decades, as
will the sea level.

The study, once consultants are appointed, will take 18 to 24
months to complete. The government wants to use it in
establishing a scientific basis for designing a long-term strategy
and preparing a submission to Beijing for its reporting obligations
under the Kyoto Protocol on climate change. The treaty does not
impose emissions cuts on the mainland or in Hong Kong, but it
does require China to report on the sources of emissions. The next
report is due in 2010, two years before the protocol expires. 

The study will include impact assessments on public health,
food, air quality, coastal areas, infrastructure, stormwater and
sewerage systems, ecosystems, marine resources, buildings,
energy and various economic activities. 

China has an important part to play in shaping the post-Kyoto
arrangements, as it is fast becoming – if it isn’t already – the world’s
largest emitter of greenhouse gases. It and the United States
together generate some 40 per cent of the world’s emissions. Thus,

both have crucial roles to play in
defining how the world will deal with
climate change. 

Man-made greenhouse gases are
generated in large part by the burning
of fossil fuels. Beijing’s published
energy plan stresses becoming much
more energy efficient, squeezing more
use out of every unit of energy. It has
also published a climate change plan,
this year, which dovetails with its
energy goals. Beijing is already
pushing state-owned enterprises to
meet new energy targets, but the
nation can do more at the sectoral,

regional and city levels. These are all areas where Hong Kong can
play a role.

For example, cities like ours consume a lot of energy from
burning fossil fuels for electricity and transport. Cutting energy
consumption has many benefits, including lower greenhouse gas
emissions, reduced climate impact, better air quality, improved
public health and lower costs. By understanding our emissions
profile well, Hong Kong’s reductions can contribute to China’s
overall effort. Moreover, there is no reason why Hong Kong and
Guangdong cannot be leaders in this work. After all, our region is
the richest and among the best-developed in China, so we should
be able to offer greater reductions. 

Business sectors could also contribute. For example, the
power-generation sector in Hong Kong and Guangdong could
work together to explore what reductions they can offer, as could
the shipping sector. Another area is our commercial and
residential buildings. New buildings could be designed to use
fewer resources in both their construction and later operations.
Existing buildings can be retrofitted, where possible, to reduce
energy consumption. Building managers can be better equipped
and trained to raise energy efficiency. 

There is one more thing the government could do – accept a
long-standing invitation to join the C40 Cities Climate Leadership
Group, as New York, London, Tokyo, Beijing and Shanghai have
already done. It’s a forum for municipal authorities to share best
practices in becoming climate-friendly. 
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Change in the air
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I
t is now widely accepted
that the world’s fish stocks
are under threat from the
combined effects of
overfishing, pollution and
even climate change.
These problems may seem
remote and intractable,
but for all of us who eat
seafood, they are issues

with which we engage, knowingly
or not, each time we find fish on
our plates. 

Fish are arguably the most
migratory, least visible and
hardest-to-police food supplies.
For many coastal states with rich
resources but limited financial,
governance and scientific
capacities, fisheries management
is still in its infancy. At the other
end of the spectrum are regional
fisheries management
organisations responsible for
managing some of the world’s most
valuable commercial species,
including tuna, swordfish and cod. But
even these organisations have not been

able to prevent severe depletions from
occurring. 

One reason for this is poor data. As
anyone who has read the book or seen the
movie The Perfect Storm knows, there is an
inherent incentive for fishermen to be as
secretive as possible about where, when
and how they catch fish. This can lead to
huge biases as fishermen under-record
catches of target species to avoid exceeding
regulatory limits.

On top of this, illegal or pirate fishing
operations, estimated to be as high as 19
per cent of the total catch, provide no
records whatsoever. Assumptions
necessary to mathematically model
changes in fish populations compound
these data-quality issues. Not surprisingly,
the results of such models are often so
uncertain that, where some scientists see a
stock in decline, others see no need to
reduce fishing efforts. Even when all
scientists agree, calls for catch reductions
often go unheeded because of the political
fallout of cutting quotas.

Hong Kong has a poor record of
fisheries management. Despite receiving
strong recommendations in 1998 to start
licensing fishing vessels, the Hong Kong
government has yet to do so. Its fisheries
management scheme remains one of
Asia’s most primitive. Though clearly not a
major fishing power, Hong Kong’s global
footprint on fish stocks is enormous for its
size. The city has for years profited
handsomely from trade in shark fin, live
reef fishes and abalone, several species of
which are now listed by the Convention on
International Trade in Endangered
Species. The Hong Kong government
claims that managing these resources is the
responsibility of the producing countries.
Yet many of them have weak or
nonexistent management capacities. 

Hong Kong should realise that effective
trade monitoring here may be the only way
to sustain these species. But, in the case of
live reef fish, all species except humphead
wrasse usually arrive by boat from
Southeast Asia; they are exempted from

customs reporting and declared only on a
voluntary basis. 

Meanwhile, exciting developments are
occurring on the demand side of fisheries
management. One of these is the
partnership between scientists, fishermen,
businesses and consumers embodied in
the independent, non-profit Marine
Stewardship Council (MSC). It runs a
global eco-labelling scheme for wild-
caught fish meeting strict sustainability
standards. Worldwide, 26 species
comprising 7 per cent of the global edible
seafood catch are either certified or
currently under MSC assessment. 

Last year Wal-Mart, the world’s largest
retailer, announced that in the next three to
five years it would acquire all its fresh and
frozen products from MSC-certified
fisheries. Initially introduced in Europe and
the United States, this year the MSC
opened an office in Japan and launched
several products in Japan and Hong Kong. 

The beauty of the MSC model is that it
shortcuts the political stalemates that

stymie most fisheries management
systems. Once a fishery is judged to meet
the MSC standards, consumers – including
major retailers and the catering industry –
can decide to support it by buying its
products.

This is not altruism. The business
advantage in avoiding threats to the supply
chain by acquiring sustainable seafood
should make as much sense in the Asian
market as it does in Europe and the US. 

Hong Kong needs to recognise its role in
the current problems facing fisheries, as
well as its role in the solution. The MSC
provides local business and consumer
communities with a chance to directly
support the sound management of marine
resources, through their purchasing
choices, and to lead Asia by example. 
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Hong Kong can take a lead in Asia by supporting a certification 
scheme to save world fish stocks, writes Shelley Clarke 

Sink or swim 

Other Voices

It’s our versatile villain.
Globalisation has served as a
whipping boy for politicians and
pundits. America blames it for all
manner of grievances: lost jobs,
greater inequality, shoddy goods.
But what explains the resilience of
the US economy in the face of the
deepening housing collapse? 

The best answer is foreign trade.
The US trade deficit has been rising
for so long that people forget it can
also fall. Well, it has – to good effect.
Up to the end of August, the deficit
this year was US$472 billion, down
US$46 billion, or about 9 per cent,
from the same period last year.

In the second quarter, the US
economy expanded at an annual
rate of 3.8 per cent, even though
housing subtracted 0.6 percentage
points from growth. But the
improved trade balance added 1.3
percentage points. 

Contrary to popular opinion, the
trade balance barely affects total US
employment over long periods.
Domestic job creation and
destruction ultimately overwhelm
the effects of trade. 

But trade – like any form of
competition – does affect specific
workers. Those vulnerable to
imports naturally want to save their
jobs, even if open trade is good for
the country as a whole. Although
protectionism is a logical response,
it’s too late. And, perversely, being
anti-trade today will weaken the
employment prospects of trade-
sensitive industries.

The shrinking trade deficit
reflects two realities. First, the US
dollar has depreciated. That makes
US exports cheaper abroad and
foreign imports more expensive.

Complementing this is the
“decoupling” of the US and world
economies. For years, the US
economy was an engine of global
economic growth. Americans were
the shoppers of last resort. No more.
In the second quarter, US consumer
spending grew at a meagre 1.4 per
cent annual rate. 

There is a larger lesson here.
Americans wrongly blame
globalisation for much that ails
them. But globalisation is not the
chief culprit in rising economic
inequality. New technologies
probably deserve that distinction by
widening pay gaps between skilled
and unskilled workers.

On globalisation, we should
focus on the right worries. China’s
currency remains undervalued;
that’s a problem. The swollen US
trade deficits have long been a
legitimate anxiety. Would the flood
of US dollars overseas trigger a
currency crisis, as global investors
dumped the dollar? 

Against these doomsday
possibilities, a gradual US dollar
depreciation and decline of the US
trade deficit would be reassuring.
But the crucial word is gradual. 

All the ritualistic denunciations
of globalisation are not harmless. If
global investors fear that the US
might make its economy less open
to foreign trade and investment, the
result might be the very panic that
everyone fears. The US dollar’s
status as the world’s central
international currency depends on
its usefulness in buying and selling.
The more we restrict, the less useful
it becomes. Globalisation’s casual
bashers should remember that. 
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When Nicolas Sarkozy became the
president of France, he declared that
his country was back in mainstream
Europe. Since then, Mr Sarkozy has
thrown himself into the European
political fray, helping to overcome
antagonism towards a new reform
treaty and putting the European
Union back on its feet after two
years of crippling indecision. 

But this triumph marked only a
partial return to the European fold.
The French must now resolve their
own ambiguous attitudes about
Europe, which have affected
national policies for decades. 

For half a century, France has
mixed two radically different
approaches to Europe. Some French
see the EU as a community where
national interests inexorably
converge. At the other extreme is the
Gaullist belief that the EU is nothing
more than a “power multiplier” for
France to defend its own national
interests. 

What France needs is to develop
a culture of genuine power-sharing
and compromise. Such a sea change
would have profound implications
for French policies across a broad
spectrum, from internal EU issues
and economics to foreign policy and
Europe’s role in the world. 

Consider the French executive.
The president and government
ministers treat Europe as their
political preserve. Yet the prime
minister never attends EU meetings,
and the foreign minister
systematically leaves internal EU
decisions to a junior secretary of
state or a diplomatic representative.
Clearly, a better EU policy-making
system needs to be found. 

Mr Sarkozy is particularly eager

for France to be heard on economic
policy. But if it is to be taken
seriously by the rest of Europe, he
will need to show that France no
longer treats Europe as a scapegoat
for its own economic troubles. Thus,
polemics against the European
Central Bank’s independence and
the damaging effect of the high euro
will have to stop. 

France’s financial credentials
also will have to improve if
ministers’ views on EU monetary
issues are to be taken seriously.
Many EU members fear that Mr
Sarkozy’s government will postpone
France’s EU commitment to
eliminate its deficit. 

As for global security, EU
countries can exert international
influence only when they speak with
one voice. France must sort out its
relations with Nato and the role it
intends to play in transatlantic
forums. 

France and the EU must also find
a new model for dealing with Russia.
If Paris wants to take the lead on EU
relations with Moscow, it must
become far more sensitive to eastern
and central European fears about
Russia. 

Mr Sarkozy and France’s elites
need to own up to the mistakes of
the past. Ordinary French people
also have much to consider: our
attitudes towards the market, our
relations with the rest of Europe and
our views about the world beyond
the EU’s borders. If we come to
terms with today’s complex realities,
France could be back in Europe. 
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Even before the 17th Party Congress
began last week, it was clear that at
least one programme was not going
to change: the one-child policy. “Be-
cause China has worked hard over
the past 30 years, we have 400 million
fewer people,” Zhang Weiqing

, minister in charge of the Na-
tional Population and Family Plan-
ning Commission, said this year.

In the eyes of the policy’s support-
ers, that justifies the infringements
on people’s freedoms that are in-
volved. True, a few (or a few million)
women were dragged off to have
forced abortions in the bad old days,
but now it’s much more civilised. 
Besides, the end justifies the means,
doesn’t it?

Not having 1.7 billion people now
– and not having over 2 billion in 20
years’ time – is clearly a desirable out-
come for China. Even with decades of
high-speed economic growth, there
is a limit to how many people the
mainland can feed, clothe and house.
But did the regime really have to im-
pose such a draconian birth-control
policy to stay within that limit?

The doubters point out that Bei-
jing’s “soft” birth-control policy in
the 1970s – encouraging later mar-
riage, fewer births and longer birth
intervals – brought the fertility rate
down from 5.7 babies per woman in
1970 to 2.9 by 1979. That is one of the
fastest birth-rate drops seen any-
where at any time – and it happened
before the “hard” one-child policy
was introduced in 1980.

Critics also point to the Indian
experience, where an experiment
with enforced birth-control mea-
sures in the 1970s created such a

backlash that no one has dared to
suggest it since. And yet, they argue,
India’s birth rate has also plummeted
over the subsequent generation.
From a fertility rate of 6.3 in 1960, it
has fallen to only 2.8 this year. The
famous “demographic transition”
from high-birth-rate, high-death-
rate societies to longer-lived commu-
nities with lower birth rates still works
its magic – eventually. 

Compulsion does make a differ-
ence. India and China both started

out in the 1960s with very similar fer-
tility rates and, at that time, China’s
population (648 million) was much
bigger than India’s (433 million). By
1980, China’s fertility rate was already
down to the rate that prevails in India
today. With compulsion, it has fallen
to little more than half the current In-
dian fertility rate. So China’s popula-
tion will level off at around 1.4 billion
by 2020, while India’s will go on grow-
ing to at least 1.7 billion.

How much difference does that
make in practice? A lot. If China had
taken India’s approach, its popula-
tion would probably reach 2 billion
before it stopped growing. That could
easily be the difference between suc-
cess and disaster.

China’s economic miracle skates
permanently along the edge of envi-

ronmental calamity. It’s bad enough
with the present population of 1.3 bil-
lion. What would it have been like
without the one-child policy?

In large parts of the world, it is not
politically acceptable to suggest that
the sheer number of people can be a
problem. Population control is star-
tlingly absent, for example, from dis-
cussions about how to minimise cli-
mate change. It’s partly out of con-
cern for the religious sensibilities of
some people, and partly because of
the human rights issues that it raises.

There have been relaxations in the
one-child policy over the years, but
almost two-thirds of Chinese families
really do have only one child. And the
fact that the government is deter-
mined to retain the policy suggests
that it intends to bring the population
down in the longer run, whatever the
collateral social damage.

Most ecologists would say that
China is well beyond its long-term
“carrying capacity” even with its
present population. Maybe the gov-
ernment is actually listening to them.
Maybe it also knows that climate
change will not be kind to China.
There are things worse than a one-
child policy. Famine, social disinte-
gration and civil war, for example.
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China’s blessing – its
400m missing people 

There are things
worse than a one-
child policy: famine,
social disintegration
and civil war
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Hong Kong’s fisheries
management
scheme remains
one of the most 
primitive in Asia 
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