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GUEST VIEW

W
e have in India many armchair
foreign policy “experts” who
seem to cast their opinions with-

out having an iota of experience on foreign
policy formulation or its implementation.
One such piece opined that Indian Foreign
Service (IFS) bureaucrats, with a few excep-
tions, are jacks-of-all-trades. From this
assumption, for which no proof was
advanced nor felt necessary, a conclusion
was drawn that the Indian foreign service
establishment does not have the ability to
provide real inputs for how our govern-
ments should conduct foreign policy.

Really? Then, how do you explain that for
over seven decades, India has been boxing
well above its weight in the international
arena. How did India get elected to the
United Nations (UN) Security Council for
2021-22 with one of the largest positive vote
counts ever? This was not the result of luck.
This was achieved through the assiduous
cultivation of friends and partners, as well as
the handing out of favours over decades and

omy under a Sino-British Accord of 
1984, but China is in a hurry. It has 
pressed the fast forward key. The world 
watches a disaster in slow motion. 

That’s not mixing metaphors. China
had always wanted to turn Hong Kong 
into a Chinese city; the world is watch-
ing what was predictable but avoidable. 
It may seem as if nothing has changed. 
The Hong Kong skyline looks the same; 
the Hong Kong dollar is still pegged to 
the greenback; the odd sampan turns up 
in the harbour; and the MTR stations 
are still called Admiralty and Central—
surely it can’t be so bad? The form 
remains, the substance changes.

When the Sino-British Accord was 
signed, creating the so-called Basic Law 
and the “one-country-two-systems” 
model, it was based on an assumption 
that in 50 years, China would become 
more democratic and Hong Kong’s 
freedoms would infect China. Hong 
Kong offered values, like the rule of law 
if not democracy, and the protection of 
rights if not full representation. It could 
only have worked if China played by the 
rules under the world’s vigilance. 

At first, China was patient. It imitated
Hong Kong by building shiny glass tow-
ers, attracting foreign capital, investing 
in infrastructure, luring companies to 
employ Chinese workers who couldn’t 
form real trade unions, and gave foreign 
investors what they loved: an ability to 
make profits, an uncomplaining, pliant 
workforce, and world-class infrastruc-
ture. True, investors remained con-
cerned about transparency, corruption 
and the rule of law, but for that, there 
was Hong Kong with its intellectual 
property lawyers, tax experts, and pri-
vate bankers. As time passed and Shang-
hai and other cities prospered, Hong 
Kong’s singular importance began to 
diminish. And what it had and China 
didn’t (some political freedom) was not 
a priority for most investors, nor for 
many governments.

To be sure, the Basic Law ensured the
rule of law and restrained state power. 
In the years before 1997, governor Chris 

Patten tried to ensure some rights for 
Hong Kong’s voters, for which he 
received abuse from the Chinese. Each 
year on 4 June, thousands of people 
come to Victoria Park in Hong Kong 
with candles, holding a vigil for Tianan-
men Square martyrs, infuriating China. 
But clever dictators can play the long 
game, and this is Xi Jinping’s moment. 

One by one, Hong Kong’s freedoms 
have begun to vanish—death by a thou-
sand cuts. The elite don’t want to upset 
the dragon, but the protestors had 
adopted “water” as their metaphor, 
spreading across the city in unpredicta-
ble ways; water seeking its own level, 
finding its pathways. They had risen in 
2014 with the umbrella revolution; they 
rose again last year, opposing a danger-
ous extradition law. 

I was in Hong Kong last year, and with
a friend who lives there, I had walked 
among demonstrators near Causeway 
Bay. There were thousands of people, 
many of them wearing masks to conceal 
their identity. They were peaceful and 
spirited; they sang the rousing anthem 
of the movement, Glory to Hong Kong; 
they boycotted shops owned by pro-
Beijing businesses; students painted 
campus walls with graffiti of slogans 
from the French and American revolu-
tions and other liberation movements; 
and they cleaned up the litter after the 
demonstrations so that the city could 
resume business. The students and 
people I spoke to wanted to preserve 
what they had; they did not want more, 
and now they will get less. 

Hong Kong is culturally Chinese, but
its people speak Cantonese, not Manda-
rin; they use an older script, not the 
simplified modern text. China fears 
what might happen if it becomes Hong 
Kong. Were that to happen, it would be 
good for China’s people. What Hong 
Kong’s brave people deserve is global 
solidarity, but what they’re getting 
is apathy, as world leaders go about 
learning the correct angle at which 
etiquette would have them bend while 
bowing to the emperor in Beijing. 

W
ith the world grappling with
coronavirus and the United
States president out playing

golf, China has sensed an opportunity. It
has passed a sweeping law that under-
mines Hong Kong’s civil liberties and 
restricts fundamental rights. Many in 
Hong Kong do not want independence; 
they want to be left alone; they want to 
protect the freedoms they have, and 
China is taking away those freedoms. 

Books critical of the Chinese govern-
ment are reportedly being removed 
from public libraries. Companies like 
Facebook, Twitter, Google and Micro-
soft have said they won’t comply with 
government orders seeking user data 
until they have familiarized themselves 
with the new law. Inscrutably, TikTok, a 
Chinese company, is pulling out of 
Hong Kong. Human rights groups 
based in Hong Kong may have to reas-
sess their presence and staffing. The 
city that once boasted of Asia’s freest 
media is closer to a future that was 
always possible and dreaded. The after-
math of the Asian economic crisis of 
1997-98 had led to the closure of some 
publications based there—Far Eastern 
Economic Review (where I was corre-
spondent), Asiaweek, and the Wall 
Street Journal in Asia (for both of which 
I wrote), all folded over time. 

History is speeding up; what was 
feared in 2047 is happening now. Hong 
Kong was promised 50 years of auton-

Hong Kong is losing its freedom 
and the world mustn’t look away

Its people deserve our support as they fight China’s efforts to snatch their democratic r ights away
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N
early three months after the US
halted its funding of the World
Health Organization (WHO),
and more than a month after
saying it would quit member-
ship of the international public

health body, US President Donald Trump’s 
administration has formally notified the 
United Nations of its withdrawal. Unless this 
decision is reversed by a new occupant of the 
White House after the US presidential election 
in late 2020, America will no longer be a mem-
ber of the WHO by this time next year. This is a 
highly unfortunate turn of events, especially at 
a time the world needs global cooperation at its 
best to fight a pandemic that threatens us all. 
Covid-19 rages on, and efforts to snuff it out 
must not fall victim to political mud-slinging 
across the globe. The US is the world’s hardest 
hit country, and its leader has been pointing 
fingers at others for its misfortune. Along with 
China, where the disease first emerged, the 
WHO has been at the receiving end of Trump’s 
fury. Among other things, the US president has 
accused the organization of helping China 
cover up the origins of the virus that causes 
covid-19. He has also called for WHO reforms. 
While the body has denied the US allegations, 
it has also been woefully behind the corona 
curve. Regardless of the politics at play, there 
seems a clear case for changes that could help 
turn the health body more effective in keeping 
the planet’s population as healthy as possible.

The WHO got off to a poor start by taking 
inordinately long to declare the covid outbreak
a pandemic. Verifiable signs had emerged not 
just of its highly contagious nature by mid-Jan-
uary, but also of its spread beyond China. But 
the WHO dithered in raising a global alarm 

until it was too late; it could have advised a clo-
sure of borders, for example, but did not. Given 
its stature and authority on such matters, char-
itable critics put that down to an inherent 
sense of caution. It did not want to exceed the 
evidence it had, they said. The WHO’s failure 
that is currently in the news is its apparent 
playing down of the danger of airborne viral 
infections. All along, its safety guidelines had 
laid emphasis on contact as a mode of corona 
transmission for people to guard against. 
Sneezes and coughs, the WHO had warned 
against, but it was only this week that it par-
tially acknowledged the peril of virus particles 
staying suspended in the air for prolonged 
periods, especially in spaces with poor ventila-
tion. This came after an open letter from some 
200 scientists urged it to widen its warnings. 

Yet, none of that justifies abandoning the 
WHO. It has a vital role in gathering informa-
tion from across the world and advising health 
authorities on covid-19. Its rejection by the 
world’s richest and most powerful country 
should worry us. If authoritarian governments 
appear to wield undue influence over the 
organization, there must be a way for democ-
racies to fix such a problem. For one, executive 
authority at the WHO needs to shift from polit-
ical appointees to healthcare technocrats who 
command global respect for their work. For 
another, the WHO’s operations need greater 
scrutiny. As of now, Ethiopia’s former health 
and foreign minister Tedros Adhanom 
Ghebreyesus heads the body, and WHO critics 
have hinted of Addis Ababa being beholden to 
Beijing for investment inflows. Whatever the 
truth of these charges, the WHO ought to be 
restructured. If this will take broader UN 
reforms, we should embark on these too. 

Reform the WHO but 
do not undermine it 

The US decision to quit the world’s top public health organization reflects poor judgement. 

The WHO has been woefully behind the corona curve, but reforms should be the way ahead. 
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Savvy politicians are no
strangers to Twitter

and Facebook, using it for
their own political ends.
This week, the Philippines’
new government is turning
to social networking, using
it to some serious social
and economic ends for
the country.

When most nations are
fretting about their fiscal
deficits, Manila thinks it’s
figured out a new way to
bridge the gap: enlisting
Twitter and Facebook to
boost tax collections.

Honest citizens can
complain about tax evasion
and corruption, posting on
Facebook or Twitter when
they smell a tax cheat.
Filipinos are among
the most prolific users
of social networking and
text messaging in Asia.

We wonder if this would
work in India. This is not
just growing to be the land
of enthusiastic tweeters,
but also the very land of
tax evaders and Swiss
bank account holders
(if we believe the 2009
general election). But are
Indians morally outraged
enough about cheating the
government that they start
telling on their neighbours?

QUI CK EDI T

Taxreturns
on Twitter
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2010 FORECAST

IMFupgradesIndia
growthto9.4%
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T
he International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF) has
raised India’s economic

growth forecast for 2010 to
9.4%, continuing to surprise
the government and other
economists with its optimism.

This is IMF’s third consecu-
tive quarterly upward revision
since October 2009. The
growth projection for calendar
year 2010 has been revised up-
wards by three percentage
points since then. One basis
point is one-hundredth of a
percentage point.

“ I notice that the IMF has re-
cently challenged our predic-
tion,” finance minister Pranab
Mukherjee had said on 22
June, referring to the April
8.8% growth forecast. “For
once, however, I am not going
to argue with the IMF.”

The government’s own eco-
nomic growth projection for
the year to March 2011 is 8.5%.

According to IMF, India’s
growth is likely to be driven by
corporate investment on ac-
count of strong profitability
and the easier availability of
credit. The international body
didn’t give further details on
the reasons for its optimism in
the report, part of the World
Economic Outlook . IMF’s India
economist could not be

reached for comment.
The finance minister’s senti-

ments were echoed by another
government official after the
latest number was announced.

“ It comes as a bit of sur-
prise,” Pronab Sen, principal
adviser to the Planning Com-
mission, told Mint . “ To me, i t
looks as a bit of overestima-
tion,” added Sen, who was the
government’s chief statistician
till last month.

India’s Central Statistical
Organisation had said in May
said that growth in the Janu-

ary-March quarter was 8.6%.
According to Sen, the sec-

ond and third quarters of cal-
endar year 2010 will register
higher growth partly on ac-
count of lacklustre perfor-
mance in the corresponding
periods of the previous year.
Subsequently, the growth rate
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Robustcompanyresults
and investment climate
tofuel economy, but
the Fund’soptimism
surprises economists

CHARTING GROWTH
Brightening outlook Out in front

IMF's infla tion 
forecasts have 
fluctuated
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Mar ch (2010-11).
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Consolidation tosave
costs, benefit fliers
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I n July 2008, oi l prices were
at $145 (Rs6,800 today) a

barrel. Indian airlines, like
their global counterparts, were
reeling under losses, given that
jet fuel accounts for 45% of
their operating costs.

It was in this environment
that Wilbur L. Ross Jr, chair-
man and chief executive offi-
cer of the eponymous New
York-based private equity fund
WL Ross and Co. Llc, decided
to invest $80 million in Gur-
gaon-based low-fare carrier
SpiceJet Ltd; his bet was that
crude would fall to $90 a bar-
rel.

Ross, known for his skill in
turning around distressed
firms, also persuaded the in-
vestment banking arm of Gold-
man Sachs to invest $20 mil-
lion in the airline.

In the fiscal that ended 31
March, SpiceJet posted a net
profit of Rs61.4 crore, and was
the only Indian airline to re-
turn profits that year.

In June, Ross, who entered
SpiceJet at Rs25 a share, sold
his stake to Chennai-based
media baron Kalanithi Maran
of Sun TV Network Ltd, at
Rs47.25 a share, a profit of

89%. Overall, Maran bought a
37.75% stake in SpiceJet from
Ross and Bhupendra (Bhulo)
Kansagra, the airline’s pro-
moter.

In an email interview, Ross
told Mint he will not invest in
any Indian carrier in the near
future, having signed a non-
compete agreement with Ma-
ran.

As for the industry, he said it
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Getting it right: Ross made an 89%
profit on his SpiceJet investment.

On the road: Y.S. Jaganmohan Reddy (left) greets supporters before his Odarpu yatra in Hyderabad. Reddy’s
supporters may be preparing the ground for a split in the Congresss party in Andhra Pradesh (see Page 3).
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We do not  w ant  to see a 
Hong Kong that  en joys 
freedom s on paper  but  

w hose autonom ous status 
conceals the w ork ings of  a 

total i tar ian  state.

JOSHUA WONG

is a former Indian ambassador 

to Bhutan, Pakistan and China

diplomacy could easily be revealed for its
lack of depth when called upon to play a pro-
active role for the country. Critics of the IFS
do not necessarily make able diplomats. 

The external affairs ministry, as it hap-
pens, also draws on the expertise available in
academia and the think-tank community for
ideas and policy advice. This goes beyond
government-sponsored institutions such as
the Indian Council of World Affairs and the
Manohar Parrikar Institute of Defence Stud-
ies and Analyses. 

To the ministry’s credit, private organiza-
tions from across India are also involved in
the process, sometimes by being tasked to
prepare position and policy papers on spe-
cific subjects. A whole ecosystem for idea-
tion in international relations has been cre-
ated in India. This is a relatively recent
development, going back over the past dec-
ade. The ministry also employs interns with
appropriate credentials. Critics, however,
appear not to have noticed such innovations.

The government of the day is getting
excellent advice on foreign policy formula-
tion from the IFS. This was true in the past as
well. The reason for it is clear—it is experts
and practitioners with a long-range view
who have been given the responsibility for
formulating Indian policy. 

consular matters, and even in multilateral
diplomacy. This knowledge is crucial to
appreciate how a foreign secretary who has
served as high commissioner to Bangladesh
and ambassador to the United States,
worked at India’s Permanent Mission to the
UN in New York, and also held the key joint

secretary (UN) position in
New Delhi, gets prepared
and gains enough experi-
ence over a 38-year career
span to be able to perform
the high-level  task
bestowed on India’s sen-
ior-most diplomat.

Without understanding
these processes, it would
be foolhardy of armchair
experts to think that they
could provide better advice
to the government, based
merely on an assessment
shaped by what seem like a

few best-sellers and visits to the capitals of
sundry countries. The trouble with such an
under-informed analysis of foreign policy is
that it tends to place short-term interests
before long-term strategic ones. An
approach that is not professionally thorough
to the degree necessary for the conduct of

with the “PAI desk” (for Pakistan, Afghani-
stan, Iran) is a veteran of stints in Islamabad
and Kabul. This choice was not an accident.
It was a result of policies developed over dec-
ades, and the fruits of these have been in evi-
dence for over a decade now. 

India’s external affairs ministry and the
IFS encourage specializa-
tion from the moment a
new recruit joins the min-
istry. Language specializa-
tion, in particular, has
assiduously been culti-
vated over the years, and
this trend was greatly
encouraged when the late
Sushma Swaraj  helmed
India’s foreign policy. 

To be sure, these policies
are not new. But they
received a significant
impetus during Swaraj’s
tenure as India’s foreign
minister. That is one among many reasons
why the Foreign Service Institute in New
Delhi is named after her. 

Field specialization has  indeed been a
hallmark of the IFS, with individual officers
having to perform long stints in either eco-
nomic or cultural diplomacy, on political or

then encashing them when required. The
question that arises is whether the efforts of
India’s foreign service establishment get a
fair appraisal from critics. The frame of ref-
erence for any such analysis needs to be the
long-term interests of the country. This calls
for strategic thinking. 

If you consider the fact that the current
Indian ambassador to Russia is a fluent
speaker of the country’s language and is on
his third assignment to Moscow, with a wide
array of contacts and a deep understanding
of that civilization and culture, you would
acknowledge that the IFS is well specialized
in its role. 

Take another example. India’s ambassa-
dor to the United States is doing his third
stint at Washington DC over a 35-year
career, and this is his fourth posting in that
country. He knows the ins and outs of the US
political system and has reliable contacts on
both sides of the political aisle. 

Similarly, the joint secretary at the exter-
nal affairs ministry dealing with Russia and
Eurasia is a veteran of two postings in that
nation, and is as adept as our envoy there in
dealing with Russia. 

It may also surprise those who subscribe
to the jack-of-all-trades view that the officer
being brought back to headquarters to deal

Let ’s not underestimate India’s foreign policy expertise
GAUTAM BAMBAWALE

Time-tested 

processes are in 

place to aid our 

policymakers 

and these have 

served Indian 

diplomacy well
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