
While car ownership soars, the local bike
repairman seems to be on the road to
extinction. This is not because the city

has gone car crazy; there is no chance the bulk of
the capital’s citizens will ditch their bikes for cars
any time soon. Cycles are cheap and Beijing is flat
– it will be a bike town for a long time.

The average xiuche tanr (“bike repair stall”) is a
cupboard atop a three-wheeled wheelbarrow-bike
combination; inside the cupboard are what seems
like a million pieces and parts enabling magic to
be worked on even the worst casualties, all for a
pittance. Although the units are obviously mobile,
the average repairman will park his stall
permanently at his favourite spot.

These magicians are generally as weathered as
the bikes they fix; leathery skin covers not only
hands resistant to the fierce, wind-scarred winters
but entire bodies that work with equal vigour in
the thick, wet heat of summer. 

They are as serious about their down time as
they are their working hours, often missing
summertime business by snoozing on a cot set up
in the nearby strip of shade that determined their
location in the first place, or because of high-
intensity card games that keep them from their
stall. It’s not this laziness, though, that will

vanquish them. The bicycle of choice for most
Beijing cyclists is still the simple, one-gear all-steel
machine for which the capital is best known.
Heavy and durable, they have been ubiquitous
since the dawn of the People’s Republic. These
machines are unbreakable – but should they falter,
there are only a handful of parts that could
possibly be responsible.

These heroes straight from the MacGyver
school of problem-solving are as deft as the DIY-
action hero with a sander, roll of tape or piece of
wood, and thus are able to fix any problem a rider
might be able to throw their way.

But changing times mean changing bikes, and
regardless of the array of tools at a stallholder’s
disposal, they can barely keep up with the new
two-wheelers roaming Beijing’s streets. 

At the xiuche tanr, the battle is played out
between tradition and modernity, a clinging to a
simpler time in the face of the ever more complex
machines; mountain and speed bikes are
increasingly the choice of young riders, and with
so many little bits and bobs just waiting to break,
the average repairman is at a loss.

For now, they continue to stitch
together solutions to the fancy
problems of a new generation of
bicycles.

What I fear is a day when they have
managed to adapt to the new breed of
bike, and are unable to fix the
problems of my trusty, rusted, now-
antique steel steed.

Poll after poll, the decline in public support
for the Democratic Party has become
apparent. A recent survey conducted by the

Chinese University of Hong Kong showed that only
10 per cent of respondents believed the party
represented their interests, a sharp drop from 20
per cent last year. A separate poll conducted by
Ming Pao saw a similar trend, indicating about 9
per cent of those who had previously voted for
party candidates had now changed their mind. 

The decline in public support concerns not only
the party in question but the survival of the pan-
democratic camp as a whole. All along, the
Democrats have been the flagship of Hong Kong’s
pro-democracy camp. The party has a 15-year
history of uniting the most committed democrats
under its banner. It is far better organised than
other groups within the camp and its members are
the most experienced at campaigning in different
levels of elections. 

Its continued decline has put one crucial issue
on the table. Should the pan-democracy camp risk
the danger of disintegration, or take the bitter
medicine of reinventing itself? 

Forged in the past few years, the pan-
democratic alliance is unlikely to move forward too
far for obvious organisational reasons. As a camp
with loosely associated groups and individuals, it
inclines to unite in times of imminent political

threat when everyone’s
survival is at stake.

When it comes to
formulating
constructive decisions
in a comparatively
lenient environment,
however, the camp is
riddled with internal
disagreement, resulting
in indecision and
inertia. This trait was
well demonstrated last
week. When discussing
whether to formulate
alternatives to the
conventional platform –
supporting universal
suffrage for the
selection of the chief
executive in 2007 and
the whole of the
legislative council in
2008 – members failed
to reach any conclusion
after hours of heated
debate. 

Some observers now
believe the future of the pan-democracy camp lies
with the Article 45 Concern Group. With its
popularity surging to an impressive 13 per cent, it
has become the second most popular liberal
group, Ming Pao’s survey showed, and hence is a
natural leader for the camp. This belief is by no
means without grounds. The group’s surging
popularity reflects the fact that it stands closer to
the general public, preferring incremental rather
than wholesale political reform. 

But it is no sure bet. To lead the camp, the
group would first have to reinvent itself and
consolidate the pro-democracy alliance once and
for all. Initially formed to fight the national security
legislation, the group built itself around members
of the legal profession and has been focusing on
issues surrounding the implementation of the
Basic Law. To lead the pro-democracy camp
however, the group must transform itself into a
well-organised party with a broader social base.
This means members from different social strata
must be recruited, and the platform must be
expanded to cover bread-and-butter issues as well
as business and commercial concerns. 

Convincing member groups to unite under its
banner is another big challenge. The proportional
representation system allows for the survival of
small groups and independent candidates, as long
as they can secure enough votes to pass the
necessary threshold. Joining a well-organised party
would mean political discipline, something that
some maverick democrats dislike. 

The pan-democracy camp is now caught
between a rock and a hard place. Without the
ability to act as a cohesive and effective bloc, its
political influence is likely to wane. But its
reinvention would require daunting political re-
engineering, which puts the political will and skill
of the Article 45 Concern Group to the acid test.

Kitty Poon is a Hong Kong-based commentator

Saviour of the
democracy

camp?

“With its
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surging, [the
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Success will depend very much on
progress on three fundamental pillars,
as put forward by the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and
Development’s corporate governance
policy. 

First, Beijing must effectively
communicate a single and clear
objective. This means giving a clear
mandate, performance benchmarks
and guidance on trade-offs. 

The second pillar, transparency, is
key to instilling valuable public
confidence in the economy. The
existing legal foundation for corporate
governance in China remains
fundamentally weak. 

The third pillar, political
insulation, is often the hardest to
achieve. This requires a clear,
consolidated ownership structure,
with an oversight board that distances
itself from the political structure. 

Established in March 2003, Sasac
was intended to fulfil this role, but its

The failure of CNOOC’s bid for
Unocal opens up a debate on
the real nature of large,

reforming state-owned enterprises in
China. How do we reduce the role of
the “state” in SOEs and make them
more market-orientated, with good
corporate governance and less political
interference?

China has been selling off,
privatising and advocating corporate
governance within its SOEs for the past
decade. Still, the sector will remain
dominant for the near to medium term
– SOEs supervised by the State-owned
Assets Supervisory and Administration
Commission (Sasac), accounted for
40.7 per cent of gross domestic product
last year. While sources have indicated
that they have grown more profitable
since 2000, others point out that only
20 per cent of the top 200 SOEs are
profitable. 

Clearly they face massive problems,
and are in critical need of reform.

broad mandate raised concerns.
Critics argue that it should function
as a corporate vehicle operating on
a commercial basis rather than
maintaining such expansive
political power. 

In a time of growing demand for
scarce resources and pressing
domestic social challenges, the
option of privatisation in strategic
sectors is not always desirable for
Beijing. Thus, the SOEs must strike
a balance between state-ownership
and competitiveness and efficiency. 

China’s progress in SOE reform
has enormous implications for the
US and the world. Instead of the
suspicion that marked the bid by
China National Offshore Oil Corp,
the US Congress and administration
should show Beijing
encouragement to move faster and
more boldly to improve the
corporate governance structure of
SOEs – including through their

operation in the competitive
international marketplace. 

Implementation of the necessary
reforms will reduce the suspicion of
being perceived as state corporatist
giants implementing a nationalist
agenda without commercial
foundations. By bringing Chinese
SOEs into the rules-based market
system, Americans will soon be able
to invest in better-performing
Chinese firms. Moreover, a
prevailing culture of good corporate
governance in China will be nothing
but beneficial for its domestic
business and political environment.

Dag Detter is a former director of the
division for state-owned companies
within the Ministry of Industry in
Sweden. Sue Anne Tay was formerly
a research assistant with the
Freeman Chair in China Studies at
the Centre for Strategic and
International Studies in Washington
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If you can supply energy to world
markets, do you really need the
United States and its conflicting

priorities and bureaucracies, and all
that complaining about human
rights and democracy? For Islam
Karimov, the dictatorial ruler of
Uzbekistan, the answer is a big “no”.

Mr Karimov’s order to the US to
cease operations at the K-2 air base
and pull its troops out of his Central
Asian republic within six months
came only after he had reached new
understandings on energy and other
subjects with China, Russia and his
neighbours. Tyrant and butcher Mr
Karimov may be; fool he is not.

He received assent or
encouragement from Moscow and
Beijing for the move, which
complicates the resupply of US
troops in Afghanistan. That makes
the US-Uzbekistan rupture more
than a diplomatic spat over human
rights. It becomes a focus for global
strategy, raising serious questions
about the Bush administration’s

ability to sustain an American
military presence in Central Asia as
other major powers reassert their
perceived interests in the region.

Settling on a strategy towards Mr
Karimov alone was not that difficult
for Washington. Superpowers have a
history of cutting adrift once-useful
bloodstained dictators. But charting
why Russian President Vladimir
Putin is now asking President George
W. Bush to set a timetable for US
withdrawal from military bases in all
of Central Asia is a far bigger, still
unfolding task.

So is reconciling the meaning of a
US commitment to democracy and
human rights abroad with the
demands of the global “war on
terror” and the rapidly changing,
energy-dominated global economy.
While principles remain constant,
the reflexes developed during the
cold war era seem insufficient today. 

Mr Karimov became an obstinate
and embarrassing partner for
Washington following the police

massacres of hundreds of civilians in
the town of Andijan on May 13. He
refused to respond to US demands
for an independent international
investigation. Instead he went to
China to sign new “friendship” and
energy agreements with Beijing, and
he reaffirmed Uzbekistan’s contracts
with Russia for natural gas exports. 

On July 5, those three countries
joined the other members of the
Shanghai Co-operation Organisation
to issue a communiqué calling on
the US to set a timetable for military
withdrawal from the region.

US Undersecretary of State
Nicholas Burns was chosen to travel
to Tashkent to deliver a tough
message to Mr Karimov. But the UN
infuriated Mr Karimov by airlifting
out of the region 439 Uzbek political
refugees from the May 13 shootings.
He then informed Washington he
would take back the air base. 

Mr Burns cancelled his trip and
the US announced it would meet Mr
Karimov’s deadline. The speed and

the studied shrug with which the US
greeted the president’s expulsion
seem to reflect a bowing to Uzbek
sovereignty and an assessment that
Mr Karimov’s political viability is
running on empty. 

Given that the US is reaching so
deeply into the former Soviet sphere
of influence to fight Islamic
extremism, Washington does not
have leaders in its pocket there.
Actions or words from Washington
that undermine Mr Karimov (or his
autocratic neighbours) also affect Mr
Putin’s hold on power in the Kremlin
in a direct way.

This makes Washington’s support
for human rights abroad a more
complex but even more important
undertaking than it was in the cold
war. How other nations, particularly
Islamic ones, treat their citizens is
today the substance, not just the
form, of international relations.

Jim Hoagland is a Washington Post
columnist

HUMAN RIGHTS Jim Hoagland

Marriages of convenience end quickly

Paris empties every August for the annual
holidays. Walk around the French capital
and you’ll never meet a Parisian, save those

selling day-old baguettes, overpriced cafe au lait or
T-shirts saying: “I queued all day at the Louvre and
all I got was this lousy T-shirt.”

Romans, too, vanish. It’s too hot for La Dolce
Vita. Forget pennies in the Treve fountain, most
want to jump in it (they can’t, because swimming
is banned, and besides, it’s not good for tourism).

Most European cities shrink in August,
especially the southern catchments, where city life
is too hot and sweaty. Better to head down to
Greece, the Cote D’Azur or the Spanish Costas and
sweat to death on a lilo by the beach or pool than
in the streets of Paris, Rome or Madrid.

Such southern countries are helped by tradition
– the annual holidays, when they shut down en

masse.
Northern-European London has

never had such luxuries. It’s never too
hot to stop work – although last
Friday’s 32 degrees Celsius prompted
a few “sickies”, long lunches and
unofficial long weekends.

But while London doesn’t shut
down, it does go slow. On the morning

Tube commute, there’s sometimes room to sit, or
at least grab a strap-hangar without identifying
someone’s deodorant (if they’re wearing any).

Drivers, too, feel more relaxed. Traffic levels are
down by 10 to 15 per cent – not a hefty drop, but
enough to change the usual hellish journey into an
light stroll, as mothers on school runs disappear
on holiday with the family.

This summer seems more relaxed than normal.
Possibly a byproduct of the recent bombings,
although no one will admit as much. Rush hour is
quieter, and so is the after-work happy hour, with
newspapers reporting how central London pub
and club takings are down as many Londoners
eschew the West End to eat and drink locally.

Why not? Talk-of-the-town restaurants, trendy,
taste-shaping “gastropubs” and clubs are opening
in Zone 2, not Zone 1 – that is, away from the
tourists. 

Whether this is down to the bombs, the
summer or a general move away from the West
End towards more spicy echelons further east,
south, north and west, back to the old villages
from which London grew, remains to be seen.

This year though, post-bombings, August in
London is quieter. Many more Londoners are
taking advantage of those cheap last-minute
package holidays, a week in the country, camping,
or going to the flood of music and club festivals
that now seem to choke August, the first being that
most London of weekends away, the Big Chill, held
in the grounds of a stately home near the wilds of
the Welsh borders.
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Peace
and quiet

In a bit
of a fix

W I N D O W  O N  T H E  W O R L D  

Honestly, I hate publishing
political satire. The stories are
cheap, unconstructive and

bad for my company’s image.
However, these sensational political
comics sell very well. So, I like them
from a business point of view.

What first comes to mind when
you hear mention of the company
Subculture? It must be Silly Old Tung
and Broomhead Ip. But our company
has a variety of publications, and
many of them are serious reads. 

For example, we have a new book
about patriotism in Hong Kong,
which examines how the public is
becoming increasingly hostile to it. I
think it is because we are forced to
listen to the national anthem every
day before watching TV news in the
evening.

Unfortunately – and predictably –
it was Bow-tie Monk and The Secret
Code of Donald Tsang that sold well
at the latest Hong Kong book fair.

At last year’s fair, a schoolboy
wanted to buy a book entitled 1,000
Questions about China But his
mother said it was boring. As she
spoke she was looking at Animal
Farm, another comic ridiculing the
Tung administration. In the end she
bought the comic book and the boy
didn’t get what he wanted. 

Although I am the publisher, I do
not read these comic books. I just
have an idea what the stories are
about, especially the sensitive ones,
to make sure they don’t go too far. 

From the first comic book, Silly
Old Tung in 2000, to this year’s Bow-
tie Monk, the publication of most of
these political satires happened

almost by chance. I had wanted to
give up publishing this kind of book
early this year because I had never
really liked them. Eventually I found
they were just repeating themselves,
with no sign of a breakthrough in
their content.

But then Tung Chee-hwa resigned
and we had a new chief executive. Of
course, the author of the two comics
on Bow Tie added new elements to
the stories. They are not just for fun;
they are also quite analytical.

The sales of Chee-hwa Uprising
were phenomenal. Without the
legislation on Article 23, Antony
Leung Kam-chung’s “Lexusgate”
scandal, the Sars outbreak and the
July 1 march, we wouldn’t have had
such a book. 

Initially, at the 2001 book fair,
Broomhead Ip received only a
lukewarm response. But thanks to
harsh criticism from Mrs Ip, sales
jumped, and eventually we sold
30,000 copies.

Pretty Broomhead, in 2002,
suffered the worst performance, only
selling a few thousand copies. The
book was still critical of Mrs Ip, but
people were probably not interested
because we had a cover that featured
a good-looking Mrs Ip. 

After all these years of experience,
I know that books like Silly Old Tung
and Broomhead Ip are guaranteed to
sell. I think it is because things are
becoming increasingly ridiculous,
and people are denied a say in
matters. Therefore, a sense of
hopelessness and helplessness
prevails in Hong Kong. 

Among all the figures we have
portrayed, Mr Tung was the easiest to
make jokes about. Indeed, the things
he said and did were laughable. And
his lovely wife, Betty, provided us
with lots of material too. 

Making jokes about Mr Tsang is
harder, because he is clever and
cunning. But, I must stress that Silly
Old Tung and Bow-tie are just comic
book characters.

As for next year, I have no idea
whether we will have new political
satire comics; it all depends on what
Hong Kong is like.

Jimmy Pang Chi-ming is the boss of
Subculture
Interview by Chloe Lai

The serious
business
of satire

“Among all the figures
we have portrayed [in
comic books], Mr
Tung was the easiest
to make jokes about
… Mr Tsang is harder
because he is clever
and cunning”
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