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FEs UY LIE Lovernmen 1l
: Ranabir Ray Choudh

‘Sentiment rare 11

Rasheeda Bhagat

Engineering College in Warangal Jor 10
years, beginning in the 1960s, the UK
educated Prof Venuvinod Patri moved to
Hong Kong not only for “better prospects and
better mobility for my children, but because
Warangal region being a political hotbed |
couldn’t conduct my classes. There were
strikes and bandhs every day. I couldn’t do

4 FTER teaching at the Regional

satisfaction”,

After 20 years in an academic atmosphere
in Hong Kong, Prof. Patri, who is now the
Head of Department of Manufacturing
Engineering in the City University of Hong
Kong, told Business Line in an interview that
people in Hong Kong are neither altruist or
sentimental’ and even “academics are
businessmen in Hong Kong”.

Excerpts from the interview:

What has last the one year been in
Hong Kong under Chinese
sovereignty for an academic like you?

In my life-as a professional academic,
there has been no change really, except that
organisationally we are getting closer in
interactions with the mainland Universities.
We used to do this in the past too but now
in all our justification of our new ideas and
programmes, we mention not only the needs
of Hong Kong but also talk about the role
we play in the development of mainland
China. That is the only marginal difference,
So you have to include China in your
scheme of things now?

Not that anybody is forcing us. There is
no directive or anything, We can sell our
ideas better... because in Hong Kong the
ideas are always from bottom-up. We never
get any directives: You do this or that. So
have to justify it..

You used the world ‘sell’; to sell your
ideas better to whom?

Usually the methods of evaluating any
ideas here are through peer reviews. It's not
that a government department or a minister
endorses such an idea, Suppose I launch a
New programme, [ have to say what is the
importance of it, Why I am launching it. Ts
there a need for it or demand. And usually
this is accepted by the university as a formal
programme. Before they do that, they invite
a set of peers from Hong Kong and the
world.

In the same field?

Yes. It would include typically a couple of
people from Hong Kong society, a couple of
academics from Hong Kong, who '
understand the subject and maybe one or
two internationals — from the US, the UK,
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— Prof. Ven

Australia... Now we're also making more
visits to the mainland, :

You had said earlier too that you
were a great admirer of China and
that China was misunderstood by t
rest of the world...

At least modern China... the China whic
has evolved over the last 10-12 years.

So now the interaction has
increased?

Yes. Tt started actually four-to-five years

_before the handover. We saw the writing o

the wall. Now we Have less and less - =
compunctions. ’
Has the present economic crisis in
Hong Kong affected the budget of
universities like yours in any way?

Not really, Not directly. The financial
crisis is a worry, though, of course, Hong
Kong has seen such crises in the past,
despite the more than 10 years of boom.
There has been a lot of fallout of the latest
crisis. But it hasn't come to our university
level yet. The handover to China has not
affected us in any way.

But won’t the financial crisis affect
he universities at some stage?

I'm sure it will. It might directly affect m
salary for instance, As Hong Kong was
booming, every year we used to have salary
increases — not the annual increments but
what you call the cost of living adjustment.
Thus far Hong Kong was doing well, it (:013
pay; it might not be able to do that now. g

For instance, if I look back over the last
20 years, annual increases in salaries of §
14 per cent. This is the improvement in
Hong Kong's living standards which has h1
to percolate down to people like us, This _
year it may be six per cent, provided the
government is happy enough to pay. 1

Not that Hong Kong has no money. But i
in difficult times you would not like to
oversperd. Sonte people have argued;y ="
perhaps with some justification, that this
continuous increase in salaries has made
Hong Kong too expensive. Hong Kong's
traditional advantage in global competition
and business has been the low wages. Now
our wages, at least in the organised sector,
are at the top of the world. So we're
outbidding ourselves. A correction was
needed and the financial crisis will force us !
to make the correction. Chief Executive Tu
Chee-hwa has said such a correction was
needed. l

Bottomline is money

Would academics like you, or
professionals in other fields, take
voluntary salary cuts? Has it come to
that yet? !

One of the things in Hong Kong is both a&
the organisation/corporation level or the [
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say about seyen
years ago too there |
was {
unemployment. . I
€re was a mild !
recession and most t
young people were 1
not getting jobs,

- - 0

So what did they
do? They flooded the
Universities. [n other
words, when there is
recession, you flopd

ties.
Right now, the Us
€conomy is in g
boom. Students
don’t want to go to
Universities, the
want to go out and
wotk and make
money because they
want to use the
Opportunity. So

universities are
D et always and slightly
! out of pace with the rest of society.

Dottomline is Mmoney, Things Jike altruism, Which means it will pe o Soom
Nationalism, tht,tsc th]_ngs don’t excite us period for the universitios and more
ing will be voluntary, :

ma
d for tion in H, e
doing it for my nation’ - deman ﬁ’ education in ong Kong lon

the
inti
tionalist €xtra money. But there will be more demand ags
; 3 . ] =2
By being sentimentaj you can't make ;'or Sy ?tg;‘milnmpnmes\?:etch?;sikglelﬁp € use their age
oney in the modern world. You can' b ‘

con
ogress. It's a business dea. If tomorrow But with more Students graduating age
asked to take 4 voluntary cut, it is my and limited employment
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witl
T of negotiation pis-g-ps their power of oPportunities, wont it pe even more 1l
oliation. It is a business transaction, frustmtz,ng for the educateq Young cou
Te each party tries to preserve his/her who can’t get jobs? alse
st. Idon't try to do good to you angd In any case Hong Kong's output (from its yua
don't try tp_gg._gm to me. E ¥ . Universities) jg always 30-35 Per cent of the Jape
ks after his/her inferps - within the I " gross International, . it doesn't all stay here. —be ¢
is a pure business viey; o there is 3 cushion, 2 Kong is quite Ban

if you ask me wil] You take a voluntary en ="10s€ Who cannot get jobs king
cut, I'll say; Never Why should 1 Byt momentarily will moye out. Because Apd

m not in & bargaining Position, of course everybody has the money to pay for aplane i)
take it. fare and there are enough countries to take In
ulti tely it is one’s bargaining them. There s 4 big boom out there in the

corr|
ition whieh ttoral US. I don't think a crisis will come, real
hat is the environment under which Anyway Hong Kong’s people are Rece
g Kong people live. ;;a:‘glmg_to work at lower leyels 2714 ;{(;ng
: 2 ngs improve,
;. there been any retrenchment: We realise that. Hong Kong has always tﬁ; ]i
; intrigued me. particularly coming from
t’s not that bad yet? India. You find the income gap jg very huge, Buti
y do you say yet? There are guys Jike me who are at the top  Bus
be it’ll get worse. A couple of and there as other 8uys who are at the expe
omists I've been talking ¢, say bottom. Although everybody is reasonably Thi
; okay; nobody is starving, Byt income gaps exper
. there are companies which are going  are high, : have
. worse, unemployment wil] get worse, This gap causes in other societies a lot of partn,
you see education historicaﬂy... Let us jealousy ang anger. Here that kind of to dey
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ever, a blgger thrcctt where the country s na- Maharashtra.)

(The aﬂﬁor tsjormsr orCeneran o ice,

pSS comes first’

uring Engineering, City University

ealousy does not exist. People think okay I
o not have the money, but I have the
pportunity to get it. So I don't find that
litterness and anger driving decisions.
{either do they resign themselves that I'm
lorn like this and will always remain poor.
t's not a fatalistic or karma approach.

On the other hand, they will say, I'll go
nd make money on my own at my level. 4
itterness, at least perceptible... there may be tth ! canell you about Gie imapaie in

What was the impact here of the
nuclear blasts in India?

was in the US. But my guess is these people
wouldn't have bothered. They are not
political. They do not get into arguments.
They never argue. Tt doesn’t affect my
money, why should I talk about it.

i Ay e e US. That India has nuclear capability did

not bother them much. That was known
It is more an attitude of what more can I anyway. But what brought more respect _
o with my life. And they go about doing it (han the blasts themselves was the fact that
| a businesslike manner.

India kept it hush-hush... that India could
‘Sentiment and emotion are much less cheat the Americans!
resent here.

That is the retirement age in Hang How would you react to the Defence

| . 23 Minister Mr. George Fernandes’s
2

png zfn‘wers:ttes. bt statement on China being India’s

Here it is 65; generally it is 60. enemy No. 1?

‘here do you see the financial crisis

I don't like that statement. I have always
felt that if only China and India come
together and appeared as one unit in
international forums, then nobody can do
anything to us.

nng?

The one worry which almost everybody
is in Hong Kong is about the peg (of the
{ dollar to the US greenback) Peg perhaps
very closely linked to the yuan which, in

rn, is closely linked to how strong the We would be unbeatable?

rformance is, both in economic and Yes. Maybe we are falling a prey to other
litical stability terms, in China. powers. Maybe, China is India's enemy |

So far China has been fighting to number one, I'm not in any position to
lintain the peg, but I don't know how know. But when we say it, we make them
\g it can maintain it. Like Dr. Mahathir, our enemies. This is the time for quiet |

i Malaysian Prime Minister says, the diplomacy where economic issues can take
ernational investors today are very very precedence.

ressive. If they all make a big push
tinst China — I'm talking about the
nmon investor and not one country

The trouble with India is that we
remember too much. The beauty of Hong
_ Kong is that it doesn't have a memory. But
inst another — it may not be able to Indians remember ancient things from
hstand that. That is the major worry. . Ghauri to Rama. In the modern dynamic
[ that doesn't happen, then in the next world it'll be better if we don’t remember the
ple of years, we should be okay..They past. The past may be true, but if you keep
1 tell me that the pressure on the Chinese rtemembering it you can't adjust to the
n will depend a lot on what happens in ~ modern dynamic world.
in. Unfortunately, Japan doesn't seem to
loing well at all. So that is the worry.-
ring that question of the peg.. if that

I'll give you an example. Imagine the
handover happenening in India or Indonesia,

ithin : : what would you have seen in the aftermath.
L of stability is there. we will survive. You would have seen all names of roads

| there is a good chance that Hong Kong being changed. But whether you change the
emerge stronger.

names or not, it doesn't change the
economy of the country. Not a sl{agle name
has changed in Hong Kong and I haven't
heard a single argument over the issue.
Prince Edward and Princess Margaret Streets
have remained thus. It is a trivial issue.
Socio-cultural memory is counter productive
and it remembers only negative things. How

period will help correct the situation. come we don't remember the glorious short
f the peg goes, that will break our back. period of Hindi-Cheeni bhai- bhai:

the peg is making things very Because it backfired I suppose. :
nsive here. Yes, but we don’t remember it at all.

at is not the only thing responsible; it is Hong Kong has no memory. Hence, it is
wsive relative to other currencies which  resilient and able to adapt to ever- changing
devalued by 50 per cent. But our main situations. Memory is a big load and India is

er is China. If it devalues, we will have  full of memories going back to thousand of
value. If it doesn't, then we can survive, years.

| this difficult period, there will be some
ection. Our wages were too high, our
estate prices had become phenomenal.
ntly, I read an article that said Hong

z had become the most expensive place
wusiness, followed by Tokyo and New

. So we have to get out of that. Maybe

Unfortunately T was away at that time.. L~
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