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The latest European Council
summit of presidents and
prime ministers has finished,

with the UK little closer to a Brexit 
breakthrough. Negotiations are 
behind the tight timetable to exit in 
March 2019. 

As this latest meeting showed,
Prime Minister Theresa May’s 
attempts at taking big steps 
forward show no coherent UK 
government strategy to exit the EU. 

This leaves Britain badly 
divided and heading toward a 
potentially hard Brexit with no 
trade deal. That could see an 
unprecedented breakdown in 
relations with neighbours, trading 
partners and allies.

With the stakes so high, there
are at least four fundamental issues 
May needs to tackle to break the 
impasse. First, she needs to show 
more honesty about what Britain 
can achieve. Hoping Brexit could 
be completely settled between 
March 2017 and 2019 was always 
unrealistic. More clarity is also 
needed on how much the UK 
might pay as exit contributions to 
the EU as part of a transition deal. 

Second, May needs to dismiss
some Brexiteers’ hopes about 
reordering European geopolitics. 
The fear of EU disintegration has 
receded, in part because Britain 
has shown no clear strategy for exit, 
but also because of the failure of 
far-right populists to win in France 
and the Netherlands, plus stronger 
European economies. 

Third, May needs to better 
recognise that the EU is changing 

and Britain’s place in Europe will 
be shaped by this dynamic. The 
UK’s exit is only one of several 
challenges and opportunities 
confronting Brussels, like Russian 
relations, Nato’s future and US ties. 
A longer Brexit transition period 
would allow Britain and the EU 
time to better align. 

Fourth, she should not lose 
sight of domestic politics beyond 
Brexit. Allowing a longer transition 
would give time to focus on real 
drivers of positive change in UK 
society such as education, 
infrastructure and productivity. 

If May delivers, she will create
the political capital and diplomatic 
space for a smoother pathway in 
Brexit talks. Brussels and the EU-27 
will have to engage much more 
constructively in negotiations.

May must put country above
party. This will not be easy, given 
her post-election political 
weakness. Subsequent public 
infighting in the government 
shows it has still not reconciled 
many key negotiating “trade-offs” 
by apparently wanting favourable 
post-Brexit ties without costs. This 
underlines how ministers fail to 
educate the public about Brexit. 

October and November may be
May’s last and best chance to get 
Brexit talks moving. If she can 
surmount the challenges, the prize 
could be a clearer course for 
positive relations with EU allies. 

Andrew Hammond is an associate 
at LSE IDEAS at the London 
School of Economics

Andrew Hammond says Theresa May needs to face 
facts: the timeline for departure is too short, and 
the EU has more to worry about than a soft exit

Best chance to salvage Brexit
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D
espite not having
before his all-seeing
eyes the example of
Donald Trump, the
17th-century philoso-

pher and mathematician Blaise 
Pascal came to the conclusion that, 
“All human evil comes from a single
cause, man’s inability to sit still in a 
room”. Next week, our most un-still 
American is to vacate his White 
House to call on geopolitical rooms 
in Asia: Japan, South Korea, China, 
Vietnam and the Philippines. This 
may not prove an easy trip, even if 
Trump were the most qualified US 
president ever. 

Suddenly, it’s all action in Asia:
the Japanese are still tallying up the 
margins and implications of Prime 
Minister Shinzo Abe’s general 
election triumph. The Chinese are 
epically engrossed in their party 
congress whose consensus is the 
crowning of Xi Jinping as the heir to 
Deng Xiaoping-ism and anointing 
his vision as The (only) Way. The 
South Koreans are praying north-
ward that another nuclear-test shoe
doesn’t drop. The Vietnamese, 
seeking to engage others in a push-
back against Beijing’s possessive-
ness over seas nearby, will all but 
beg Trump to artfully shape a deal; 
and in Manila, President Rodrigo 
Duterte will try to enlist our presi-
dent in his verbal war on human-
rights groups, not to mention his 

shooting war against drug gangs. 
Each of these governments present 
roomfuls of challenge to a post-
Obama America needing prioritisa-
tion of its national interests in the 
Asia-Pacific.

Air Force One’s first touchdown
on the tour is in Hawaii, which offers
one special strategic view: from the 
headquarters of the US Pacific 
Command. Its military, perched 
200 metres above Pearl Harbour, 
faces out towards the 52 per cent of 
the Earth’s surface that is the 
command’s Pentagon remit. Its 
well-educated officers will provide 
Trump with every reason to remain 
engaged in Asia militarily. No one in
the room will make the case for low-
ering the US profile. Will that rub up
against Trump’s expressed incli-
nation towards an America-First, 
neo-George-Washington edginess 
about foreign entanglement?

The first Asian touchdown will
be Japan, once a wartime enemy, 
now an ally. Abe, so brilliant in call-
ing for a snap election, has also been
brilliant in romancing Trump. 
Proud Japanese diplomats contend 
that Abe has either met or talked 
over the phone with Trump more 
than any other Asian leader – start-
ing with the congratulatory call on 
November 10 last year from Tokyo 
and including, recently, an October 
4 phone call ostensibly to express 
his condolences over the Las Vegas 

tragedy but also to slip in thoughts 
on the North Korean build-up. It is 
expected that Trump will meet 
family members of North Korean 
abductees to pressure North Korea 
“to resolve this issue once and for 
all”, in the words of one long-
frustrated Japanese diplomat.

Seoul gets the next Air Force One
honour. There, Trump will meet a 
deeply conflicted Moon Jae-in, 
president of the Republic of Korea. 
Moon is known to accept that if the 
US feels its territory has come under
“imminent threat”, South Korean 
concerns would scarcely make it 
into Trump’s decision room. Of 
course, his nation retains a pre-emi-
nent role is monitoring and perhaps
even alleviating the human crisis up
north. “On this,” explains long-time
Korean peninsula expert Spencer 
Kim, of the Pacific Century Institute,
“the South has a clear role. The 
question is how to get things start-
ed.” And how to convince grumpy 
Trump that heartfelt humanitarian-
ism is not creeping pacifism. 

Air Force One then lands in Bei-
jing, in the wake of the Communist 
Party congress. “Trump‘s visit to 
China and Republic of Korea will be 
of crucial importance,” explains a 
veteran Japanese diplomat. “On the
one hand, we do need China’s 
cooperation to rein in North Korea. 
On the other, Xi will emerge an even
stronger leader. He will reign over 

the ‘party state’ system that in 
essence will not tolerate any 
challenge to the supremacy of the 
Communist Party. We must expect 
China under a second-term Xi to be 
more than ever self-assertive.” 

One thing Xi should ask of
Trump is to offer Kim Jong-un a 
peace treaty, multilateral security 
guarantees and an economic open-
ing if he agrees not to test more 

nuclear weapons or long-range 
missiles. In return, Xi should prom-
ise that, if Kim refuses, China will be 
very upset.

Vietnam – next on Trump’s itin-
erary – may have a nervous break-
down if Trump and Xi get along too 
well. President Tran Dai Quang will 
try to sell Trump on a policy towards
China that “implicitly rejects the 
notion that the South China Sea is 
China’s national backyard”, as one 

Vietnamese diplomat puts it, while 
not playing into Beijing’s hands by 
making it a “Vietnam versus China” 
dust-up by “squarely putting the 
issue into a broader regional and 
even international context”. 
Quang’s government is known to 
sympathise with the pressure 
Trump is under to draw on China’s 
influence with Pyongyang – but 
hopes it won’t give away the region-
al maritime store. In this regard, 
Hanoi will find it difficult to lure 
Trump away from believing that Xi 
can do more for him than Quang.

The last stop is Manila, a late
addition. Given Duterte’s “pump-
ing iron” style, Trump should find 
this stop the easiest to fathom – 
simple slogans, macho poses, deep 
thought avoided. But perhaps after 
the whirlwind he would have just 
gone through, a kind of diplomatic 
eye candy might just be what the 
spin doctors ordered.

Trump gets massive media
criticism, admittedly much of it 
deserved. A few verbal hiccups and 
diplomatic pratfalls on the Asian 
swing are all but unavoidable. Even 
so, the responsible media must start
downplaying the obvious personal-
ity flaws. Asia, by far, is now the most
important economic and political 
region on Earth. He’s still the 
president, until he’s not.

Columnist Tom Plate is the founder 
of Asia Media International at Loyola 
Marymount University and author 
of the new book, Yo-Yo Diplomacy

Tom Plate considers the challenges Trump will face trying to secure America’s interests on his Asia tour 

A place in Asia 

This may not 
prove an easy 
trip, even if 
Trump were the 
most qualified 
US president ever 

There is a truly remarkable line in the chief 
executive’s recent policy address: “On care for
the elderly, we do not see the ageing population

as a threat to public finance.” It is hard to think of a 
government in any other advanced economy in the 
world making such a carefree statement. At first glance, 
this looks like a proud boast of fiscal prudence. In 
reality, though, it is nothing more than a statement of 
the government’s lack of interest in taking a 
transformative role in tackling the institutional 
challenges of a rapidly ageing population. 

The challenges facing older people in Hong Kong
are plain to see. A third live in poverty. Housing and 
other infrastructure often prevents people from living 
the lives they desire. Easy access to affordable medical 
services is a challenge and the coverage levels of long-
term care is poor. Specialist social care services are in 
huge demand. 

Many are reluctant to be a burden on their family
and the community, but they have no choice but to 
depend on family and charity. 

The already tremendous stress on the elderly care
system is only set to increase. The number of dementia 
patients alone is forecast to triple to some 300,000 over 
the next 30 years. This debilitating disease is regarded 
as a threat to public finances in most countries by itself.

The policy agenda has many suggestions on how to
improve care for our elderly. But the defining 
characteristic of many of these ideas seems to be that 
they are “cheap” (see, for example, the plan to promote 
reading among senior citizens) or should have been 
budgeted for anyway, such as the ongoing upgrading 
of facilities and housing. Also, many of the proposed 
solutions can be difficult to implement. Reverse 
mortgages and other financial instruments, for 
example, are not trusted by the population at large. 

Another problem is, though ever more carers will be
needed, without adequate support, incentives and 
training, it will remain an unpopular profession in the 

labour market. As is so often the case, the easy path is 
taken: simply employ more migrants. But how Hong 
Kong will compete for such migrant carers in an ever-
ageing region and world is, however, not clear.

The earmarking of HK$1 billion in subsidies for 
elderly service providers to invest in technology is 
welcome, as is the push to make Hong Kong compete 
with Japan to be a regional “gerontechnology” capital. 
But, too often, such technology is not people-centred 
and may be too costly to cover everyone in need. 

Similarly, the plan to build a “web-based learning
and sharing portal to help the elderly and persons with 
disabilities acquire life and digital skills” will not 
succeed until the “digital divide” is bridged. 

Social security for the elderly is only mentioned in
relation to the schemes to enable local pensioners to 
retire on the mainland. However, the total number of 
such retirees has been falling even as the number 
eligible for the scheme has been increasing. Coupled 
with the rising costs of living on the mainland (noting 
that the current Old Age Allowance is just HK$1,325 per 
month), it is hard to envisage a major expansion in this 
area. While the Portable Comprehensive Social 
Security Assistance is more generous for retirees who 
move to the mainland, fewer than 0.1 per cent of the 
eligible population has taken up the offer. The fact 
applicants are required to surrender their public 
housing unit or delete their name from the tenancy 
makes this, like the reverse mortgage, a risky venture.

If we want to see a truly transformative approach to
how our older population is treated in society, it may 
well be necessary to pay for it. A fair pension system for 
all; infrastructure development to create a truly age-
friendly city; decent social care for dementia patients 
and others suffering from long-term, chronic illnesses; 
lifting the one-third of all Hong Kong pensioners out of 
poverty – all of these things cost money, and 
experience from elsewhere tells us that the state is best 
placed to implement these changes. 

Maybe, then, rather than being proud to state that
the ageing population is not a threat to public finances, 
we should be asking the government why it isn’t.

Stuart Gietel-Basten is associate professor 
of social science and public policy at the 
Hong Kong University of Science and Technology

Hong Kong needs a fair pension system for all and 
infrastructure that is truly age-friendly. Photo: AFP 

Stuart Gietel-Basten says the chief 
executive’s modest proposals will not 
break the bank, but that is because 
they are far from adequate in meeting 
the challenges of a fast-ageing society

‘Cheap’ elderly 
care is nothing 
to be proud of 

If we want to see a 
truly transformative 
approach ...  it may well 
be necessary to pay for it

worried about the introduction of 
an equivalent of the Octopus card 
for trains; they fear authorities will 
spy on their travel patterns. Many 
shops in Switzerland also prefer 
cash to credit cards and there have 
even been pushes by lawmakers to 
make the use of banknotes and 
coins permanent, the thinking 
being, as Swiss people’s party 
member Manuel Brandenberg put 
it to Bloomberg last year, “cash is 
property and cash is freedom. It 
empowers the individual because 
it’s tangible wealth.” 

There’s another matter that the
wealthy Swiss government doesn’t 
have to worry about, but others 
may fear; a cashless society will 
prevent a government from 
printing banknotes to get out of 
debt or induce inflation. Robust 
security systems are also needed to 
lock hackers out.

Such discussions aren’t taking
place on the mainland in the 
scramble to be modern. Nor have 
we heard much in Hong Kong, 
although the idea that cash is king 
also has firm adherents here, as in 
Japan, where credit card use is low, 
too. 

That reticence is still seen at 
bank counters, among taxi drivers 
who prefer tips in cash and in the 
surprising number of shops and 
restaurants that demand cash only. 
Such restraint offers hope for those 
worried about the drive to go 
cashless, and space for a much-
needed debate of the issues.

Peter Kammerer is a senior writer 
at the Post

Fintech Week in Hong Kong
may not seem the right 
occasion to raise questions

about rushing headlong into a 
cashless future. But there are as 
many downsides for all the benefits 
of ditching banknotes and coins. 
They involve privacy, choice, 
security and, for financially 
troubled governments, survival. As 
much as we should embrace a hi-
tech way of life, there’s also a need 
to debate what’s best.

Not being able to see makes me
a natural convert to electronic 
payments. Give me an app or a card 
over a handful of notes of uncertain 
denomination any day. The 
Octopus card was a blessing when 
introduced in 1997 and the day of 
the shop Amazon envisages, with 
no checkouts and apps linked to 
bank accounts, and where sensors 
deal with transactions, can’t come 
soon enough for some of us.

Tech giants like Alibaba and 
Apple see their apps driving such a 
future and a visit to the mainland or 
Sweden, where cash accounts for 2 
per cent of transactions, shows just 
how willing some are to embrace 
the idea. Try to use cash in some 
Shenzhen restaurants and you’ll 
get a worried frown; some no 
longer accept it. It’s all about 
convenience and there is a 

concerted push for Hong Kong to 
follow, in order to – as Jack Ma, the 
founder of Alibaba, said recently – 
be “more fashionable, modern and 
efficient”.  (Alibaba owns The South 
China Morning Post). Hong Kong’s 
government has embarked on a 
course of promoting innovation, 
science and technology.

Credit card companies, and 
now those involved in electronic 
payment systems, portray cash as 
backward and inefficient. It’s hard 
to argue against industries that aim 
to make life easier and create jobs. 
But as the cashless supermarkets 
Amazon is trying out in the US 
show, it’s as much about job 
creation as making jobs redundant. 

Governments may see such 
losses as inevitable or negligible 
when compared to the advantages. 
Going cashless eradicates money-
laundering. Their most effective 
tools to crack down at present are 
resource-heavy monitoring of 
currency and bank accounts or 
scrapping the high-denomination 
banknotes criminals favour. They 
can also track transactions by 
having access to records and more 
easily shut down money supplies, 
as in Uganda in February last year 
to keep funds out of the hands of 
the opposition during elections. 

It’s why the Swiss have been so

Peter Kammerer says HK needs a debate
over going cashless, which benefits
shoppers, stores and governments, but

also has some worrisome implications

Let’s think it through before 
we ditch cash for convenience


