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This year, two Chinese essays tied for first place.

Towards a Win-Win Outcome via “Peripheral” Cooperation

By Nailing Xia

President George W. Bush said last year that Americans were living in a world where “our former enemies are our friends”.
  Although Communist China was one of America’s foremost enemies prior to 1972, over the last three decades the two countries have gradually normalized bilateral relations and have been closely linked with each other.  However, China is yet to be considered a friend of the U.S.  Actually, in the past ten years there have been various examples of non-cooperation, sometimes even conflicts, between the two countries on such key issues as cross-Strait relations and the nonproliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD).  Given this, one hot debate that is going on in the U.S. and China alike is whether the world’s largest developed country and largest developing country are strategic partners or strategic competitors.

The many American officials and influential thinkers who are dominating this debate have argued that a prosperous though undemocratic China could be a serious threat to the U.S., as well as to the whole world.  They see few meaningful opportunities to cooperate with the emerging Communist China in the post-Cold War era.  However, the recent dismissals of the Chinese Health Minister and Mayor of Beijing after their mishandling of the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) crisis suggest that China and the U.S. may have ample opportunity to work together on some “peripheral” issues, for example public administration, to achieve a win-win outcome.  For the Chinese government, it would be to enhance its governing capacity and social stability; for the American administration, it would be to prepare China for further political reform by increasing the transparency and accountability of China’s public administration.

Given the disparity in their national interests, it is only natural that the U.S. and China often opt not to cooperate on crucial issues.  Chinese officials have insisted that the Taiwan problem is the most important and the most sensitive issue, and China will not compromise its sovereignty on this matter.  As China regards Taiwan to be an inalienable part of the country, the Chinese government does not want the U.S. to interfere with any reunification efforts with Taiwan, even if Beijing resorts to the use of force.  The U.S., on the other hand, claiming to prefer a peaceful solution, has refused to accept the Chinese position.  Some experts point out that, at least in the near future, the U.S. cannot afford to lose Taiwan as a leverage device to contain the rapid rise of China.  In fact, quite a few Chinese elites consider the U.S. to be the only outside power willing and able to prevent a reunification.

By contrast, in an effort to promote American values in China and enhance security at home, America is more concerned with the elimination of human rights violations in China, the reduction of the trade deficit with China, and the prevention of the proliferation of WMD from China.  For example, U.S. officials have been pressing China to stop exporting banned weapons and techniques, only to end up with repeated denials.  Their Chinese counterparts even ask how the U.S. cannot expect China to act in the same way it has with regard to advanced weapon sales.

The potential for further U.S.-China economic cooperation is also limited.  After China’s accession to the WTO, it has automatically gained most favored nations (MFN) treatment and fairly stable access to the U.S. market.  To further develop its economy, China will be more interested in reforming the ailing state-owned sector, rather than expanding its already big share of the U.S. market.  To be re-elected in 2004 after swift military victories in Afghanistan and Iraq, President Bush will focus on reviving the U.S. economy, which largely depends on domestic consumer spending.  In their complaints about the enormous trade deficit with China, it is clear that many Americans see more economic cooperation with China as a threat rather than a benefit to the U.S.

In fact, no matter who is in power in the U.S. or China, their conflicting interests have predetermined a slim possibility of Sino-American cooperation on core issues.  However, the two countries do have similar stakes in many peripheral issues.  With the SARS crisis unfolding, the practice of public administration in China has emerged as the most feasible opportunity for U.S.-China cooperation.  Indeed, both countries can promote their interests through such cooperation.

On the part of China, after 20 twenty years of impressive economic advancement, the Chinese government, at all levels, is facing serious challenges like growing unemployment, a collapsing pension system, and an eroding healthcare system among others.  These bottlenecks have caused social unrest and jeopardized further economic growth, which are two main concerns of the Chinese government.  Although many experts have suggested that political reform would be the solution to these problems, the ruling communist party has long been reluctant to reform, fearing the possibility of regime change, as well as the huge social commitment and financial input required to implement such reform.  Since the overhaul of national welfare programs and government capacity-building at both provincial and local levels are expected to ease social tensions brought about by the broadening gap between rich and poor without touching on sensitive political issues, reform of the public administration system is arguably the most effective and politically feasible alternative. 

With regard to the U.S., the improvement of Chinese public administration can be the prelude to further political reform and a tacit opportunity to promote American-cherished democracy and freedom in China.  Moreover, as the world increasingly integrates, disasters resulting from poor administrative management in China can affect countries throughout the world, including the U.S.  The ongoing SARS epidemic serves as a compelling example.  In this case, helping China to manage the crisis is at the same time protecting America itself.

Among all areas of public administration, health is most likely to be the pilot U.S.-China cooperation program.  Six months after the first case was reported in southern China, the SARS outbreak, exacerbated by the initial cover-up and far from being under control at the time of writing this, has led to the most serious political crisis in Beijing since the 1989 massive student demonstrations.  The newly sworn-in Chinese cabinet, headed by pragmatic president Hu Jintao and Premier Wen Jiabao, is facing a decisive challenge. They must eradicate the SARS virus to maintain stability and stay in power.  At this point, China welcomes any assistance to help the country combat SARS.  As a matter of fact, the Chinese government has remarkably taken advice from the World Health Organization and permitted WHO experts to do research on SARS in China.

The U.S. also has vested interests in helping China combat SARS.  With 1.6 million Chinese living in America and a total of some one hundred and forty-seven billion dollars trade volume with China, the U.S. would like to see a safe and healthy China.  As the only superpower in the world, the U.S. has both the financial and technical capabilities to assist China.  More importantly, the Chinese government, because it has had to be open about the ongoing crisis, may become more open as a result.  Some even predict that the crisis will help in the realization of the long-discussed proposals that will allow greater press freedom, public oversight of officials, and more governmental accountability. These changes will lead to a more responsible and democratic China, which the U.S. has long been looking forward to, and the possibility of these changes occurring in the near future deserves substantial U.S. support.  One of the most urgent tasks for China is to single out the virus causing SARS and produce an effective vaccine.  American scientists have more funding and state-of-the-art technology, but lack the virus specimens which are abundant in hard-hit China.  Joint research by Chinese and American medical experts will greatly accelerate the discovery of a cure for SARS.

The SARS crisis has also brought attention to the failing Chinese health system.  Due to the sudden privatization of public health services and the long-time neglect of medical services in poor areas, China’s once successful health network of urban hospitals and rural clinics is now considered one of the weakest in the global medical system.  Having learned a lot from the crisis, the Chinese government is expected to make reforming the public health system a top priority when the outbreak is over.  These reforms should focus on three areas: efficiency in and equity of the health care system, transparency in the provision of health information, and vigilant monitoring as well as emergency reaction mechanisms for disease outbreaks.  While China has paid a huge price in decentralizing its top-down government-controlled health system, the U.S. government has struggled to gradually play a larger role in health care through Medicare and Medicaid programs.  As the health care systems in the two countries become more and more alike, they can share lessons and experiences for successful transitions.  

When cooperation on health issues succeeds, cooperation in other areas of public administration will likely follow.  Working together will not only help to establish a modern public administration system in China, but will help to further Sino-American relations as well. 
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