Farewell to Africa?
WASHINGTON – Jacob Zuma is finally gone. It was a painful
process. It took years; but he is now out of power. At last,
he was forced to resign as South Africa’s president. That
said, the very fact that he was elected and that he managed to
stay there so long is a disgrace.
Zuma is bad governance
Zuma is glaring, if sad, illustration of Africa’s widespread
bad governance record. He rose to power through backroom
deals. He had no clue about governing. He relied on nepotism
and cronies to stay on top. He was stupendously corrupt. Now
that he has been forced out, his legacy is an exhausted and
impoverished South Africa
Water crisis in Cape Town
Cape Town, jewel of South Africa, is literally running out of
water. An awful combination of a historic drought and an
almost criminal lack of planning by local and national
administrators led to this impending urban catastrophe.
Lacking water in reservoirs on account of an unprecedented
lack of rain, nobody thought that there should be a “Plan B”.
There are no alternatives, other than praying for substantial
rain. No new aqueducts have been planned. No nothing.
There you have it. By all accounts, South Africa is still in
the lead when it comes to economic development and higher
standards of living in the African Continent. And yet this is
a country in which chronic mismanagement, combined with
endemic corruption and incompetence, dashed even modest most
hopes and expectations for a better future. Sadly, Nelson
Mandela, himself a truly exceptional human being, left no
legacy.
No end to Congo’s violence

“No conflict since the 1940s has been bloodier, yet few have
been more completely ignored. Estimates of the death toll in
Congo between 1998 and 2003 range from roughly 1m to more than
5m—no one counted the corpses. Taking the midpoint, the cost
in lives was higher than that in Syria, Iraq, Vietnam or
Korea. Yet scarcely any outsider has a clue what the fighting
was about or who was killing whom. Which is a tragedy, because
the great war at the heart of Africa might be about to start
again.” —The Economist
Well, it seems that the Congo is once again reaching a boiling
point. A vast, unmanageable country, with large mineral
resources, is becoming a failed state. More violence and more
deaths to be expected.
Major troubles in Ethiopia
“On Thursday, Hailemariam Desalegn abruptly announced he would
step down as Prime Minister and head of the ruling Ethiopian
People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) coalition.
He cited ongoing “unrest and a political crisis” in the
country as major factors in his resignation, which he
described as “vital in the bid to carry out reforms that would
lead to sustainable peace and democracy”.
“Hailemariam, who has sat at the helm of the Ethiopian
government since 2012, said he will stay on as prime minister
in a caretaker capacity until the EPRDF and the parliament
accept his resignation and appoint his successor. This is the
second state of emergency to be declared in Ethiopia in the
last two years.”
“In August 2017, Ethiopia lifted a 10-month state of emergency
imposed after hundreds of people were killed in antigovernment protests demanding wider political freedoms.”
“The country’s Oromo and Amhara people – who make up about 61
percent of the population – have staged mass demonstrations
since 2015 demanding greater political inclusion and an end to

human rights abuses. The protests have continued this month,
with many people expressing frustration over a perceived slow
government release of political prisoners.” —Aljazeera
Ethiopia’s leaders liked the Chinese model. They believed that
they could be both total autocrats and smart technocrats
capable of delivering economic development and higher
standards of living. Instead their way of governing generated
wide unrest. Can they retain control? If so, at what price?
Bad governance

What am I driving at with these stories?
very simple. These snapshots unfortunately
illustrate that Africa is not yet delivering
on its promise to be the next bright chapter
in human development.
The common thread here is that bad to awful
governance, treating political power as a
personal or factional perk to be abused to
the extreme, is the cause of most of
Africa’s problems.

Palace Coup In Zimbabwe Will
Not
Bring
Along
Genuine
Democracy
WASHINGTON – Despite some last minute confusion regarding the
timing of his exit, Robert “Mad Bob” Mugabe is finally gone.
He is a despot, a cruel dictator, and the undisputed author of
Zimbabwe’s economic ruin. After 37 years of autocracy, is this

finally good riddance? Well, I would not bet on a good
outcome. A happy ending is highly unlikely. Indeed, this
sudden change at the top of the government in Zimbabwe is
certainly not about an injured nation that finally rebels
against its tormentor, forcing him out of power while creating
genuine foundations for democratic rule and true
accountability.
Just a palace coup
Sadly, this is just a garden variety palace coup. One faction
against another, with the military finally deciding that it
was time for the old man (now 93) to go. In particular, the
army chiefs did not like the prospect of Grace Mugabe, the
President’s much younger and equally rapacious wife, replacing
him this way creating a dynastic rule.
For this reason the generals took over and rearranged the
palace furniture, so that their favorite “leader”, Emmerson
Mnangagwa, Mugabe’s Vice President, (who had just been sacked
by Mugabe), will become the next president. Now 75, Mnangagwa,
is not exactly part of the next generation. At home, he is
affectionately known as the “Crocodile”. This nickname alone
may give you an idea of what kind of man will become the
future president of a post-Mugabe Zimbabwe.
New handpicked leader not a champion of democracy
The poor citizens of this unlucky country are rejoicing –for
the moment. They chant in the streets of Harare, proclaiming
that now they are finally “free”. Well, I would not be so
sure.
Their new leader is also a cruel despot, while perhaps endowed
with a bit more pragmatic attitude, at least if compared to
Mugabe. It is a well known fact that as a senior cabinet
official, for years Mnangagwa (cheerfully?) implemented the
most awful violations of human rights directed by his boss,
“Mad Bob” Mugabe.

Economic disaster
So, here is the grim picture. After 37 long years of Mugabe’s
systematic looting and monstrous mismanagement, the economy of
Zimbabwe is virtually destroyed. It will take a miracle to
create a genuine pro-growth, business friendly environment
that will entice desperately needed foreign investors.
The “regime change” that just took place, while welcome, won’t
mean much when it comes to hopes of economic development;
unless it is accompanied by genuine democratic reforms. And
this is highly unlikely. Indeed, we can rest assured that the
authors of this palace coup acted in their own self-interest;
most certainly not in the interest of the people.
Silence across Africa
But this is not the entire story about poor Zimbabwe. The real
story is that for decades all the African leaders stood
silent, as Mugabe imposed his cruel dictatorship on the
citizens of Zimbabwe who back in 1980 applauded him as their
liberator.
Indeed, it is absolutely true that Robert Mugabe led the fight
against white minority rule. And he deserves credit for that.
Because of his role in the struggle against oppression, after
this troubled former British colony finally obtained
independence from the UK, (this way formally ending the white
minority regime), Mugabe became the legitimate leader of
Zimbabwe back in 1980.
This happened after Ian Smith, the self-appointed leader of a
new Rhodesia led by a white minority government, was forced to
give up power, and abandon his crazy dream of a sustainable
white minority government. Because of his critical role in the
long struggle against the white minority government, Mugabe
the Freedom Fighter entered the Olympus of Africa’s Great Men.
That said, it became obvious almost from day one that the poor

people of Zimbabwe had traded one white dictator (Ian Smith)
for another (Robert Mugabe). The difference being that Mugabe
was a resistance hero and therefore politically untouchable,
within Zimbabwe and across Africa.
South Africa did nothing
And yet much could have been done to stop him. Especially
after the end of white minority rule in South Africa in 1994,
it would have been quite possible for the new African National
Congress (ANC) leadership now in power in Pretoria to force
Mugabe to stop or at least tone down his crazy autocratic
rule. By African standards, South Africa’s economy is a giant
compared to that of neighboring Zimbabwe. Had it wanted to,
South Africa could have easily imposed its will on Harare.
But no, absolutely nothing was done. South Africa did nothing.
Zimbabwe’s other neighbors also did nothing. The African Union
did nothing. Ostensibly this silence about Mugabe’s gross
violations of human rights was out of deferential respect for
a “Freedom Fighter” who got rid of white oppression, this way
gaining a special place in the hearts of all Africans.
Yes, Mugabe did good things in his years as a Freedom Fighter.
But he will be remembered as one of the worst (and most
incompetent when it comes to economic management) dictators of
this century. And every African head of state knew all this.
And they did absolutely nothing to stop him.
Disingenuous western media
Let me add a sad foot note to this tragic story. A recent BBC
retrospective analysis of Mugabe’s 37 rule is titled: “Robert
Mugabe -revolutionary hero or the man who wrecked Zimbabwe?”.
This headline is at best disingenuous, at worst horrible
journalism.
After 37 years of dictatorship which led to economic ruin,
fantastic inflation, political persecutions against ethnic

opponents and millions of Zimbabweans in exile, is the BBC
still in doubt about who Mugabe really is? Does this matter
really require further scrutiny and analysis before reaching a
conclusion?
Come on, BBC!

In 1992 Ross Perot Was The
Billionaire Ready To Fix
Everything In No Time – Just
Like Trump
WASHINGTON – This is an excerpt from a funny imaginary
vignette (Notebook, by Robert Shrimsley, Republicans seek
reasons to be cheerful about Donald Trump, The Financial
Times, February 11, 2016). Establishment Republicans want to
get adjusted to the idea of Donald Trump becoming the GOP
nominee:
“Hell, yes. [Trump] is gonna make America great again. And at
least he’s not Ted Cruz.
There is that.
And remember he’s already going to fix the problems of our

society.
And make America great again?
Exactly.
How?
He’s going to bring in the smartest people around, and they
are going to fix our problems.
Damn — why didn’t we think of that?
Because we are part of the Washington elite. Donald thinks
outside the box.
That’s how he’ll make America great again.
Absolutely.
Has he said which people he’ll bring in?
Smart ones.
That’s good.”
Well, this imaginary exchange exposes Donald Trump’s complete
intellectual void. He’s got a Great Plan, but we do not know
what it is. We only know that he will pick the best people to
shape it, and implement it. Amazing to see that so many
Americans are buying this.
We have seen this before
But the interesting thing is that this is not the first time
that someone is selling this CEO approach to public policymaking. Look at this:
“I want people who are smart, tough, self-reliant, have a
history of success since childhood, a history of being the
best at what they’ve done, people who love to win. And if you
run out of people who love to win, look for people who hate to

lose.”
Do you know who said that? It was Ross Perot, the Texas
billionaire who also run for President in 1992, purely on the
basis that he was a super successful businessman, and a smart
problem solver. Well, he did not make it. But his third party
candidacy weakened the Republican incumbent George H. W. Bush,
and contributed in some measure to Bill Clinton’s victory.
(Ross Perot received almost 20 million votes, about 19% of the
total.)
Be that as it may, regardless of elections outcomes, the point
is that we have seen this movie before. Ross Perot was another
megalomaniac populist, with an outsize ego. And yet millions
loved him, and voted for him, because he sold himself as “Mr.
Fix It”. Yes, he would have also brought the best people to
Washington and put them in charge, so that they would fix
things in America, one by one. As easy as that.
The smart people
And now Donald Trump comes along telling us exactly the same
thing. He will fix everything because he is the best mind in
America and he will get all the smart people in a room, so
that together they will figure out how to re-engineer the
Nation. Don’t forget that these are all hand-picked geniuses,
expertly led by super genius Donald Trump.
Damn — why didn’t we think of that?
Because it is a really bad idea. In a democracy it does not
work this way. Yes, the traditional political/policy-making
process is cumbersome, wasteful, and pretty horrible. And yes,
many people who are put in charge of important policies are
not that smart.
No accountability, no freedom
But the only way in which you give the smart people the

latitude to use their superior intelligence, so that they can
go ahead and fix everything, is by abolishing or at least
suspending our system of checks and balances, and giving up
our freedom. In order to be able to quickly implement the
brilliant ideas of his smart collaborators, President Trump
would have to bypass Congress, the Judiciary and more. And
what if the Great Policies turn out to be not so Great after
all?
Anyway, all this is crazy, infantile, and really dangerous.
And yet there are armies of loyal Trump supporters who think
that this is indeed the best approach, and the best way
forward.
I am asking them to reconsider.

Saudi
Monarchy
Control?

Losing

WASHINGTON – The very last page of
the latest TIME
magazine double issue about what we can expect in the New Year
is dedicated to quick predictions. One segment is focused
on what might happen in world politics.
Predictions
Some of these short forecasts
instance, as indicated in item
stagnant economies in Europe and
Middle Eastern refugees will

are not long shots. For
“d”, it is possible that
a growing crisis caused by
create more support for

xenophobic, racist parties in the Old Continent.
End of the Saudi Monarchy?
But item “b” is far more intriguing. It says: “The House of
Saud loses control of Saudi Arabia”. [Emphasis added]
What, a coup-d’etat in Saudi Arabia? A political revolution?
Now, this would be a really big deal, given Saudi Arabia’s
dominant role in shaping global energy prices, and therefore
energy and economic policies across the globe.
The last absolute monarchy
The problem with the Royal Family is that the House of Saud is
the last absolute monarchy. This is not Norway or Great
Britain. Its enormous, unchecked powers rest on its total
control of the country’s vast oil wealth, and on its alliance
with the conservative Wahabi, the self-appointed guardians of
true Islamic orthodoxy.
So, all of a sudden, in 2016 something truly catastrophic will
come about, and the Royal Family “loses control”? How could
this happen? The short TIME magazine prediction provides no
details.
While there are no obvious signs of dangerous political unrest
in Saudi Arabia, there are dynamics under way that may lead to
trouble.
The new oil prices policies is costing too much
First of all
production”
(now below $
unclear, can

there is the Saudi-driven policy of “all out oil
that caused the collapse of global oil prices,
40 per barrel). This policy, whose objectives are
be reversed, of course.

Fissures
But the economic damage already brought about by it, beyond

the financial bleeding caused by huge deficits, may have
created dissent within the Royal Family. It stands to reason
that many senior members may question the wisdom of a new
course of action decreed or at least endorsed by King Salman
that causes the government to drain its precious reserves to
finance a huge fiscal imbalance caused by the oil revenue
collapse. Add to these strains the cost of the Saudi military
intervention in Yemen.
Still, probably these tensions can be handled.
Legitimacy
The real long-term uncertainty is about the regime’s
questionable legitimacy. By that I mean that it is not obvious
that the Monarchy has and will have in the future the ability
to keep Saudi society quiet, while retaining its anachronistic
total power and all the priviliges that come with it.
Political vulnerabilities
The Arab Spring proved that even established regimes are
vulnerable. In the cases of Egypt, Tunisia, Libya and Syria
there were economic grievances mixed with demands for freedom
and accountability.
Saudi Arabia is a different case, in as much as the Royal
Family for now at least can afford to distribute cash payments
to millions of people in order to keep them happy.
An anomaly
Still, the Saudi regime is an anomaly. The idea that it will
be there, essentially for ever, is a fantasy. May be nothing
will happen in 2016; but something is bound to happen.
TIME magazine is probably right. May be not on the timing, but
on the eventual outcome.

“And The Fair Land”: Freedom
Is America’s True Blessing
WASHINGTON – Thanksgiving 2015 –
The Wall Street Journal has been publishing the same
“Thanksgiving” Editorial since 1961. It is titled “And The
Fair Land”. it depicts America as a land of opportunity and
resourcefulness. But also a land of self-doubt, fears, and
internal conflict.
However, the hope expressed in this enduring essay is that we
Americans shall reflect on the fact that this land was built
by confident people. And they were, and we are, the spiritual
heirs of the Pilgrims who came to America, so long go,
carrying with them only a hope for a better life.
They celebrated the first Thanksgiving in 1623, beginning a
tradition that was later on institutionalized, and that we
still honor today.
—————–
And The Fair Land
“Any one whose labors take him into the far reaches of the
country, as ours lately have done, is bound to mark how the
years have made the land grow fruitful.
This is indeed a big country, a rich country, in a way no
array of figures can measure and so in a way past belief of
those who have not seen it. Even those who journey through its
Northeastern complex, into the Southern lands, across the
central plains and to its Western slopes can only glimpse a
measure of the bounty of America.

And a traveler cannot but be struck on his journey by the
thought that this country, one day, can be even greater.
America, though many know it not, is one of the great
underdeveloped countries of the world; what it reaches for
exceeds by far what it has grasped.
So the visitor returns thankful for much of what he has seen,
and, in spite of everything, an optimist about what his
country might be. Yet the visitor, if he is to make an honest
report, must also note the air of unease that hangs
everywhere.
For the traveler, as travelers have been always, is as much
questioned as questioning. And for all the abundance he sees,
he finds the questions put to him ask where men may repair for
succor from the troubles that beset them.
His countrymen cannot forget the savage face of war. Too often
they have been asked to fight in strange and distant places,
for no clear purpose they could see and for no accomplishment
they can measure. Their spirits are not quieted by the thought
that the good and pleasant bounty that surrounds them can be
destroyed in an instant by a single bomb. Yet they find no
escape, for their survival and comfort now depend on
unpredictable strangers in far-off corners of the globe.
How can they turn from melancholy when at home they see young
arrayed against old, black against white, neighbor against
neighbor, so that they stand in peril of social discord. Or
not despair when they see that the cities and countryside are
in need of repair, yet find themselves threatened by
scarcities of the resources that sustain their way of life. Or
when, in the face of these challenges, they turn for
leadership to men in high places—only to find those men as
frail as any others.
So sometimes the traveler is asked whence will come their
succor. What is to preserve their abundance, or even their

civility? How can they pass on to their children a nation as
strong and free as the one they inherited from their
forefathers? How is their country to endure these cruel storms
that beset it from without and from within?
Of course the stranger cannot quiet their spirits. For it is
true that everywhere men turn their eyes today much of the
world has a truly wild and savage hue. No man, if he be
truthful, can say that the specter of war is banished. Nor can
he say that when men or communities are put upon their own
resources they are sure of solace; nor be sure that men of
diverse kinds and diverse views can live peaceably together in
a time of troubles.
But we can all remind ourselves that the richness of this
country was not born in the resources of the earth, though
they be plentiful, but in the men that took its measure. For
that reminder is everywhere—in the cities, towns, farms,
roads, factories, homes, hospitals, schools that spread
everywhere over that wilderness.
We can remind ourselves that for all our social discord we yet
remain the longest enduring society of free men governing
themselves without benefit of kings or dictators. Being so, we
are the marvel and the mystery of the world, for that enduring
liberty is no less a blessing than the abundance of the earth.
And we might remind ourselves also, that if those men setting
out from Delftshaven had been daunted by the troubles they saw
around them, then we could not this autumn be thankful for a
fair land.” [emphasis added]
–The Wall Street Journal

All Is Well In China?
WASHINGTON – A detailed report prepared by a major Western
international economic consultancy pointed out that the
doomsday predictions about the Chinese economy about to fall
apart are truly exaggerated.
All is well
The analysis maintains that China may be experiencing some
problems now, but it is nothing out of the ordinary. The
author points out that it is not true that the Chinese economy
is dragged down by a bloated public sector. On the contrary,
private enterprise is dominant and the long term trend
indicates that it will continue to get bigger. (No mention
that the state controls all the key strategic sectors, like
energy and banking).
Plenty of innovation
It is also untrue that the Chinese cannot innovate. There are
plenty of examples of successful innovators. So much so that
many western companies want to partner with them.
And it is also not true that rapid industrialization destroyed
the environment. China went through phases quite similar to
those experienced by other fast growing economies. Yes, there
has been some environmental damage. But it is not
catastrophic.
Besides, the government is acting fast, and remedial action is
underway. (No mention about the lack of publicly available,
reliable data on pollution. No mention that until a few years
ago the government released false data on air pollution with
the clear objective of hiding the extent of toxic emission in
large urban areas).
Debt is manageable

It is also untrue that the massive amount of debt created to
counter the effects of the 2008 global financial crisis has
undermined the foundations of the Chinese economy. Yes, the
author concedes, there is a lot of bad debt. However, China
has massive cash reserves. The government can intervene and
fix all the financial problems.
There are some issues, but no crisis
Anyway, you get the picture. Yes, there are issues. But, hey,
every country has got issues. And China’s shortcomings are
pretty much the same as those experienced by Taiwan or South
Korea at comparable times during their successful economic
development.
Alright. So, here we have an optimist. Yes, China’s economy is
slowing down. But, in truth, the glass is half full, and not
half empty.
Fair enough. When dealing with such a large country it is not
easy to get it absolutely right. May be the author is closer
to the truth than other, more pessimistic observers.
No mention about the political and institutional context
However, reading this rather upbeat China analysis you are
bound to notice something really important. At no point is
there is any mention of China as a non democratic one party
state in which any political dissent is actively repressed.
No mention about routine media and internet censorship. No
mention about a judiciary system that operates according to
political instructions. No mention about a massive anticorruption campaign orchestrated in secrecy, according to
secret rules, by the Chinese Communist Party leadership. No
mention that this fight against corruption, in a country where
corruption is endemic, can be used as a tool to destroy
political enemies.

In other words, there is not even the slightest mention about
the fact that lack of political freedom, political pluralism
and individual freedoms may have an impact on current and
future economic performance. This is not just a small detail.
This connection between political freedom, economic freedom
and eventually good economic performance is at the core of
what we believe to be the underpinnings of modern, selfrenewing societies. Free societies allow the free expression
of human talent. And this talent is at the source of
innovation, and ultimately prosperity.
Democracy and Capitalism
Indeed, we say in the West that political freedom is the
oxygen that allows private enterprise to exist, flourish and
unleash a virtuous cycle of growth. It is not an accident that
we call our system “Democratic Capitalism”.
We passionately argue that innovation is predicated upon the
freedom to search, to pursue unorthodox paths, to go out of
the box, to seek new partners, and so on. Hard to do this
consistently in a top-down society in which few dare to go
against the rules, written or unwritten as they may be.
Illiberal China will thrive
It would appear that this China expert does not think that
political freedoms have any connection whatsoever with the
quality and long term sustainability of economic performance.
In other words, a one party state can deliver prosperity just
as much as a democracy in which basic individual and economic
freedoms are constitutionally protected.
Although this point is not openly made in his analysis,
implicitly we are to understand that China, a one party state,
is doing quite well and –going forward– there are no major
issues or minefields its self-appointed leaders will have to
deal with. This means that you can have censorship and

innovation. Political prisoners and social media. Non
transparent judicial proceedings and intellectual property
protection. No problem.
It never happened
In the final analysis, we are told that the Chinese economy,
while not booming anymore, is basically fine; and all looks
good. Which is to say that one party rule can create the
necessary conditions for sustained prosperity.
Again, the author does not openly say this. But by implication
this is precisely what we get. The numbers (according to him)
look good, and so the system must be good. I find this scary.
The fact is that in the modern era we do not have other
examples of one party states that produce self-sustaining
innovative economies.
But this simple fact does not seem to bother the author.
Again, I find this scary.

Hong Kong Legislative Council
Votes Against China
WASHINGTON – If there is one thing that the Chinese leaders do
not like is bad surprises. And they certainly got one from the
Hong Kong Legislative Council. All was set for the Council to
pass a Beijing-backed electoral law that would have
essentially established fake democracy.

A done deal
According to the proposed “reform”, the people of Hong Kong
would have been free to vote directly for their new leader.
But only pre-screened and pre-approved candidates would have
been allowed to run. With the reassurance of a comfortable
pro-Beijing majority in the Council, there was no doubt
whatsoever that this electoral law would be passed.
Surprise exit
Except that it was not. The dynamics that affected the
procedures prior to the vote are still unclear, and in some
way bizarre. But the point is that before the vote most of the
pro-Beijing legislators left the Chamber. However, the
opposition and a few others stayed, this way guaranteeing a
quorum that allowed members to vote on the proposal. As a
result, the mainland China-inspired law was soundly defeated.
The final vote was 28 against it, only 8 in favor.
Not the end of this
This is most probably not the last word on this. Hard to
believe that the people of tiny Hong Kong will be able
to stage a victorious political rebellion against China.
Still, this vote is a huge embarrassment. Beijing’s friends in
the former British Colony could not deliver. Some of them seem
to have switched sides.
The Umbrella Movement
Is this vote a legacy of the 2014 Umbrella Movement composed
mostly of young people who openly demonstrated against China’s
direct interference in Hong Kong’s affairs? Of course it is.
And now we see that Hong Kong is still a somewhat recalcitrant
subject, if not openly rebellious.
Given all this, what is next? China cannot and will not
tolerate open insubordination. China is willing to allow a

semblance of autonomy in Hong Kong. But only as long as a
large majority there recognizes Beijing’s ultimate supremacy.
What will China do next?
The tricky question now is how will China reassert its
authority without resorting to the use of force. Needless to
say, there are means, most of them covert, to bring
recalcitrant Hong Kong politicians back in line.
Nonetheless, many people will remember this episode of open
defiance. And who knows what its long term effects will be.

No More News From Ukraine –
Putin Won, Poroshenko Lost
WASHINGTON – We hear nothing about Ukraine these days. And for
a very simple reason. The war is over. Russia won, Ukraine
lost and the West looks the other way. President Petro
Poroshenko finally realized (amazing that it took him so
long) that he was and is on his own in this most unequal
fight.
Putin won
In just a few days, Putin took over Crimea; and he got away
with it. And now the Moscow-funded rebels who took control of
portions of the East cannot be dislodged. Ukraine cannot win
against rebels resupplied by Russia. At the same time, Ukraine
found itself in the very uncomfortable position of having to
reach an agreement with its very Russian enemies on the
critical issue of natural gas deliveries from Russia. They are
essential for Ukraine’s very survival.

Give up
Taking all this into account, Poroshenko came to the most
obvious conclusion. “Whatever we may say in public, Russia won
this war.
We lost.” The hope that this fight in Eastern
Ukraine could become a Western fight in which pro-democracy
Good Guys would battle authoritarian Bad Guys proved to be
just that: a hope.
The West will do nothing
Europe and the US are willing to say a few nice things. Up to
a point, they will help out Kiev with loans and credits. But
there will be no military engagement. None whatsoever. And not
even indirect support, via arms or anything else that would
improve Ukraine’s hopeless military inferiority vis-a-vis
Russia.
The US and NATO may be counted upon to defend NATO countries
under threat, at least we think so. Anything else is a non
starter.
Waste of money
This was obvious months ago. It is really too bad that it took
so long for Poroshenko to realize that his country would
receive no military or any other assistance that would turn
the tide of the conflict in the East. He could have come to
the conclusion that it was time to give up and allow Russia to
win many months ago. This could have saved lives, property and
probably hundreds of millions of dollars totally wasted in a
really hopeless, unwinnable war.
Clever Putin
Very shrewdly, Putin understood that he had essentially a free
hand in Ukraine and took advantage of the opportunity to
unilaterally modify the post-Soviet era borders that he and so
many other Russians believe to be unfair to Russia.

The Hong Kong Demonstrators
Cannot Win Against Beijing
WASHINGTON – As I look at the developing story of the
extremely large Hong Kong pro-democracy protests, my sense is
that, despite the huge numbers of people in the streets, the
movement lost. It will all be over very soon.
Resist orders from China?
My sense is that Hong Kong is not ready for violent street
battles for the sake of democracy. The students know that with
their protests they are challenging Beijing’s authority, and
not just the legitimacy of C. Y. Leung, the Beijing approved
Hong Kong Chief Executive.
Indeed everybody in Hong Kong knows that the issue at hand,
the decision to have an undemocratic system for “electing” a
new Chief Executive, did not originate in Hong Kong. Everybody
knows that it was mandated by Beijing.
Beijing will not back off
This being the case, it is theoretically possible, (but
extremely unlikely), that the Chinese Communist Party, faced
with these unexpected massive street protests in Hong Kong,
will accept defeat and back off, allowing genuine elections in
the territory.
But it is much more likely that China will not back off. It is
likely that the Chinese Communist Party leadership will order
a crackdown, even though any use of force in Hong Kong will
look very bad, as it will invite comparisons with the June
1989 repression of the mainland pro-democracy movement in

Tiananmen Square in Beijing.
Most people in Hong Kong understand that for Beijing
reasserting its authority is much more important than any
(most likely temporary) public relations setback.
What will the demonstrators do?
So, here is the dilemma for the protesters. Option one: they
will decide to fold, because they know that they are
ultimately doomed. Or, option two: they will stand firm, as
they believe that Beijing is bluffing, because in the end
China does not want to resort to violence, for fear of
being blamed for dead people in the streets of Hong Kong.
I suspect that most people believe that when pushed to the
brink
China will act with all the force that will
be necessary in order to assert its authority. Therefore, deep
down they know that they have no chance of winning. A strong
show of defiance is one thing, risking one’s own life to make
a point about democratic elections is quite another.
The world does not care
More broadly, while there has been some international sympathy
for the young Hong Kong pro-democracy demonstrators, quite
frankly I do not believe that the world cares so deeply about
the issue of establishing a genuine electoral system in the
former British Colony. (Look, the world does not care that
much even about Putin grabbing pieces of Ukraine, a sovereign
country. I cannot believe that the problem of a non
democratic Hong Kong’s electoral system inspires more
outrage than a Moscow-led insurrection, with thousands of dead
people in Eastern Ukraine).
After all, as far as the world knows, the people of Hong Kong
have a good life. Since the end of British rule in 1997 China
has not interfered with the capitalistic economy. Standards of
living are much higher than anywhere else in Asia. The system

still allows the enjoyment of basic freedoms.
It is true that the electoral system mandated by Beijing is
not democratic, as it would allow only vetted, pro-China
candidates to run. This is clearly a sham. But is this really
such a big deal?
Law and order better than chaos caused by a just struggle
In the end, what do Hong Kong citizens care the most about,
free elections, or law and order, so that they continue to
conduct business and make money? I believe that most people
will opt for law and order and getting back to business.
Therefore, while some hardliners will probably try to resist
and not disband, despite police orders to do so, most Hong
Kong demonstrators, having made their point, will fold and go
back home.

At The Root Of the Hong Kong
Protests: Economic Prosperity
Is
Founded
On
Political
Freedom
WASHINGTON – Will the Hong Kong protesters demanding true
democratic elections for the special status territory win in
the end? Who knows. Probably they will not. And yet this
surprisingly large grass-roots “rebellion” should be noted,
because it is an open challenge to Beijing’s will to control
Hong Kong’s politics.

Guided democracy
The Chinese government wants to establish a “guided
democracy” in Hong Kong. The people will be able to vote. But
the candidates for the top executive position will be vetted
and approved by an ad hoc committee. Quite simply, this means
that only candidates that have proven pro-Beijing credentials
need apply.
Hong Kong citizens could have accepted this farce, recognizing
that a semi-democracy is better than no democracy at all. But
they did not. Unexpectedly, they staged protests. And the
protests grew bigger and bigger.
Embarrassment
This is a huge embarrassment for the current pro-Beijing Hong
Kong leadership. But it is also a problem for Beijing, since
it is the Chinese Communist Party itself that mandated the new
elections procedures for Hong Kong.
At this point, giving in to the street demonstrators in Hong
Kong may be impossible. This would amount to a loss of face
and prestige. However, crushing the protesters in a violent
manner would not look good. It would invite unpleasant
comparisons with the brutal 1989 Tien An Men repression of
pro-democracy protesters.
Be that as it may, one thing is clear. China, while respecting
Hong Kong’s special status, intends to tighten political
control. “Hong Kong people: You get to vote; but only for
candidates we have pre-approved.” The people in Hong Kong saw
this and resist.
Prosperity and political freedom go hand in hand
Even though we do not know how all this will end up, (probably
badly), this phenomenon of large pro-democracy demonstrations
in Hong Kong underscore a point that most Western

China observers try to avoid.
Indeed, despite the undeniable economic progress made by China
in the last 30 years, this is still an illiberal autocracy,
unwilling to transform itself.
The citizens of Hong Kong know this. And therefore, without
challenging the basic reality that China is ultimately in
control of the former British colony, they fight to protect
what makes them different: political freedom.
While most mainland Chinese may feel differently, (they have
never known democracy), in Hong Kong people believe that
economic prosperity and political freedom are inseparable.
I think Thomas Jefferson would agree.

