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On Tuesday, I had a chance 
to go through several 
ongoing science and tech-
nology research projects 

at the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science in Wash-
ington. 

Although I couldn’t make head 
nor tail out of the algorithms or 
charts, or even the English introduc-
tions, there were young men and 
young women standing by ready to 
help. They seemed to understand the 
projects perfectly … not a surprise, 
since they had initiated them. 

Mina Mikhaeel, who is from 
Egypt and a PhD candidate in 
Mechanical Engineering at the Uni-
versity of Illinois at Champaign-
Urbana, told me he was studying 
micro-grooves and hoped the 
results of his analyses would help 
produce smaller and more energy-
efficient refrigerators, air condition-
ers, batteries and other devices.

Naveen Sundar Govindarajulu, 
an Indian student who is pursu-
ing a PhD in computer science at 
Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, is 
seeking ways to translate human 
thoughts and ideas into computer 
language. He told me he hoped 
his research would enable future 
machines to handle more difficult 
tasks and “help humans solve more 
complicated problems”.

Mikhaeel and Sundar are not just 

PhD candidates, they are members 
of a group of Fulbright science and 
technology fellows, from 32 coun-
tries, who are coming up with ideas 
to improve our lives and deal with 
challenges facing human society 
through scientific and technologi-
cal innovation.

Similarly, some 29 Chinese 
students studying in the greater 
Washington DC area have received 
scholarships from the Chinese 
embassy for research projects rang-
ing from organic solar batteries to 
molecules controlling our sense of 
touch, and from a genetic treatment 
for diabetes to the use of biochem-
istry in oil exploration.

In all of these students, I sensed 
a passion for their research and a 
confidence in their future careers. 
Sadly, this confidence seems to be 
lacking among some college stu-
dents, especially undergraduates, at 
home in China.

Riding the subway in Beijing last 
week, I overheard two undergradu-
ates complain that their courses 
were dull. This is a common 
complaint on the Internet: a list 
of the “top 10 majors of hardship” 
contains nine related to science 
and engineering: electrical engi-
neering, environmental science, 
construction, mechanical engi-
neering, material science, thermal 
dynamics, chemical engineering, 

civil engineering and construction 
equipment.

Mechanical engineering is con-
sidered difficult because students 
have to spend their time drawing 
blueprints during summer vaca-
tion. Students of environmental 
science complain that they “have to 
deal with dirty water and exhaust 
fumes day in and day out” and 
worry that the work may harm 
their health.

In an article carried by the 
Hubei-based Changjiang News 
website on Wednesday, a reporter 
interviewed several undergraduate 
students whose majors included 
biology, environmental science, 
traditional Chinese medicine, law, 
human resources, and journalism. 

In the article, an animal science 
major grumbles about spending 
whole nights watching a guinea pig 
and a student of traditional Chi-
nese medicine and forensic science 
wonders whether she’ll be able to 
find a job.

Of course, it is often difficult for 
undergraduates to see their future. 
But according to a study of some 
227,000 graduates last year, 69 per-
cent found jobs that made use of 
their studies.

The complaints do point to prob-
lems in the national college educa-
tion system, however. 

On the one hand, many students 

follow their parents’ or teachers’ 
advice rather than their own inter-
ests. Once they enter university, it is 
almost impossible to change their 
majors, even when they discover 
they don’t like the subjects.

Meanwhile, students say they 
receive little guidance, and com-
plain that many teachers are not 
particularly concerned with their 
job prospects. Many of them say 
their course materials are outdated 
and boring.

On the other hand, teachers com-
plain that students born since 1990 
are too involved with online games 
and the Internet to devote the nec-
essary time to their studies.

Undoubtedly, there is truth in 
both positions. But as the projects 
of the Fulbright science and tech-
nology fellows and the Chinese stu-
dents in Washington show, innova-
tive ideas not only solve problems 
but also propel students forward in 
their careers. 

It is up to the teachers to inspire 
these ideas in students, while it is 
up to the students to improve their 
attitudes and learn to think cre-
atively about both their work and 
their careers.

 The author is assistant editor-in-chief 
of China Daily and its chief US cor-
respondent. E-mail: lixing@chinadai-
lyusa.com 

T
he G20 has been 
widely hailed as 
“historic progress” 
in the restructuring 
of global gover-
nance. As long as 
the power-shifting 

process does not reverse, the urgent 
demands on the G20 will continue 
to exist. However, meeting those 
demands is proving increasingly dif-
ficult. 

Misgivings and criticism of the 
G20 emerged after the 2010 Toronto 
Summit. There is concern that it 
could be just another talk show like 
APEC. Whether it will be able to 
successfully transform from a crisis 
management approach to a long-
term steering committee is uncertain 
and means overcoming great chal-
lenges.

The G20 needs to balance a num-
ber of conflicts. The first is to bal-
ance the immediate needs of coun-
tering inflation, unemployment and 
weak momentum, with the medi-
um to long-term task of ensuring 
a balanced, strong and sustainable 
world economy. The second is to 
balance combating urgent crises 
with the comprehensive reori-

entation of the world economy. 
The third, and most important, is 
to strike a balance between and 
among divergent interests during 
the transformation. 

The two-speed global recovery 
has resulted in conflicting mac-
roeconomic policies, namely, the 
tightening of monetary policies to 
fight inflation in emerging econo-
mies is countered by the quantita-
tive easing of advanced economies. 

However, more fundamentally, the 
traditional dichotomy of developed 
and developing countries is not 
applicable any more. While national 
interests are increasingly global-
ized and intertwined, they are also 
becoming more diversified, render-
ing global cooperation harder and 
harder.

Therefore, the world is getting 
tougher to govern. The G20 mem-
bers need to think and act more 
strategically and ambitiously to 
narrow the differences and find and 
realize the “contract surplus”. Major 
powers should not only take advan-
tage of their structural leadership 
but also exhibit more intellectual 
and entrepreneurial leadership in 
this process.

At the same time, emerging 
economies need to be more proac-
tive in setting the G20’s agenda 
and play a more constructive role 
within the mechanism to bridge the 
developed and developing worlds. 
BRICS is a positive start, but it is 
still short of substantial coordina-
tion. Asymmetric interests and 
different positions are limiting its 
ability to present a united position 
and collective influence on global 
governance. 

For example, Russia does not see 
much relevance or gain in the G20 
agenda and is refocusing its atten-
tion on regional affairs. Emerging 
economies are also often defensive 
rather than offensive. On the issue 
of choosing a new IMF managing 
director, BRICS issued a common 
statement expressing concern about 
European efforts to hold onto the 
position, but did not effectively 
nominate its own candidate. More 
strategic and efficient coordination 
among BRICS members is needed.

It is true that international insti-
tutions like the G20 usually plays a 
marginal role in facilitating global 
cooperation; but this role is never 
negligible. It provides a platform 
for members to exchange informa-
tion, promote understanding, foster 
consensus and monitor compli-
ance. Therefore, more institution 
building is needed to improve its 
relevance and sustainability. 

Three points are worth mention-
ing:

First and foremost, the G20 as 
a leaders’ summit should be more 
active beyond economic gover-
nance. A more profound scope for 
the G20 in the future could foster 
strategic consensus across issues, 
leaving the details to be worked 
out by bureaucrats. As the Chinese 
scholar Liu Youfa said, the G20 
should fulfill the roles of crisis 
management, economic growth 
and global governance analogously 
to the UN’s goals of “peace, devel-
opment and cooperation”. 

The G20 members are somewhat 
like elephants in the global zoo of 
nations, so whether their relations 
are harmonious or not will set the 
tone of peace or conflicts for the 
whole world. So the G20 needs 
to move forward from the annual 
presidency to system building and 

strengthen designing and plan-
ning. Small members tend to favor 
a more institutionalized structure 
while major powers would pre-
fer more flexibility to enjoy the 
manipulation of their power. It is 
not desirable to transform the G20 
to a formal organization like the 
Bretton Woods System; but a more 
credible G20 needs more principles, 
rules and mandates for its agenda-
setting, proceedings and policy 
implementation. 

If a standing secretariat is not 
easy to establish, a revolving troika 
composed of previous, present 
and future host states based on the 
majority principle could be institu-
tionalized. The G20 needs to strike 
a balance between tangible benefits 
and intangible norms.

Last but not least, the representa-
tion and legitimacy issue needs to 
be taken seriously and dealt with 
properly. The demand for repre-
sentation has been increasing in 
recent years due to the rise of global 
governance. Although the G20 is 
already a more inclusive architec-
ture compared to the G8 in terms 
of GDP, it still leaves 85 percent of 
states outside the door and there-
fore faces more and more criticism. 

The formation of the G20 actu-
ally stimulated more demands for 
participation and the developing 
world argues that the expansion of 
the G20’s coverage into issues that 
are in the domain of the UN could 
increasingly undermine the legiti-
macy of the G20. 

Therefore, the G20 cannot avoid 
the representation issue in order 
to be effective and sustainable. 
Regional organizations, non-mem-
bers, especially those from Africa, 
and civil society should be more 
involved in this mechanism. The 
Seoul Summit offered an invitation 
to up to five non-members to the 
G20 meeting with a range of inter-
national organizations, regional 
bodies, academics, and civil society, 
among others, but without work-
able rules. 

The G20 needs to make a formal 
mandate about this issue.

The author is research fellow in the 
Department of World Economy, 
Shanghai Institute for International 
Studies.         
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Academic excellence spawns innovative ideas

More than just a talk show
G20 cannot avoid the representation issue if it is to 
become an effective and sustainable steering mechanism
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Subversion in a suitcase
The exploitation of online technology 

by the United States for an invisible battle against target gov-
ernments could challenge international relations as country 
borders are cast into shadow.

The US is sponsoring projects, such as the creation of secre-
tive cell phone networks inside foreign countries and an “Inter-
net in a suitcase” program, which will allow users to connect to 
independent wireless networks.

These new networks will allow opposition forces to circum-
vent government control of electronic communications in 
countries such as Iran and Libya.

The suitcase project relies on a version of “mesh network” 
technology, which can use devices like cell phones or personal 
computers to create an invisible wireless web without a central-
ized hub. 

In other words, a voice, picture or e-mail can hop directly 
between the modified wireless devices — each one acting as a 
mini cell “tower” and phone — and bypass the official network.

The US is widely understood to already use cell phone net-
works in Afghanistan, Iraq and other countries for intelligence 
gathering.

In addition to the Obama administration’s initiatives, there 
are almost a dozen independent ventures that also aim to make 
it possible for unskilled users to employ existing devices like 
laptops or smart phones to build a wireless network. 

As usual, freedom of speech and democracy are the high-
sounding rhetoric the US uses when selling its suitcase project 
or “shadow Internet”.

The US State Department has carefully framed its support 
of such projects as promoting free speech and human rights, 
but it is clear that the policy is aimed at destabilizing national 
governments. This approach is, to say the least, controversial. 
It could plant the seeds of instability in countries that have 
governments that are not to the US’ liking.

However, the technology the US is providing opposition 
forces in their bid to overthrow their legitimate governments 
is contrary to the stated aims of US foreign policy.

In his inaugural address on January 20, 2009, US President 
Barack Obama said the US will cooperate and pursue under-
standing with other nations.

The shadow Internet clearly contradicts this and will stir up 
more subversive activities in countries with governments the 
US doesn’t like. It could also be used as a tool to collect secrets 
from other countries.

The US has also supported the development of software that 
preserves the anonymity of users who want to pass information 
along the government-owned Internet without getting caught.

Secretly developed by the US government, this new technol-
ogy is a weapon in a covert cyber war intended to maintain the 
US’ global dominance.

Small bud of reform
In a statement released on Monday, the 

IMF said it would consider two candidates for the position of 
managing director: front-runner Christine Lagarde, the French 
finance minister, and Agustin Carstens, Mexico’s central bank 
chief.

By making the list of candidates as short as possible — surely 
merely a symbolic effort to break the 65-year European lock 
on its top post — the International Monetary Fund (IMF) has 
offered little cause for optimism about itself and the fragile 
global recovery.

It is a pity the fund is failing to make use of the current crisis 
to instill a much-needed spirit of bold reform.

The absence of the third candidate, Israel’s 67-year-old Stan-
ley Fisher, from the shortlist reveals the IMF’s reluctance to 
embrace change. It is hard to interpret the fund’s rigidity over 
its age limit of 65 for an incoming managing director as a matter 
of principle.

Instead, the fact that the IMF would rather not take the 
trouble to overcome the procedural difficulty to allow another 
non-European hopeful a run at its top job speaks volumes about 
the agency’s increasing irrelevance in the world today. 

Had it been fully aware of the urgency to adapt itself to the 
sea change in the world economy, the fund would have thought 
twice about its decision to disqualify an important nominee on 
the grounds of age.

Unfortunately, as it is, the competition between the odds-on 
favorite Lagarde and the only candidate of change, Carstens, 
offers little chance of expediting necessary reforms with the IMF.

With the determined backing of crisis-mired Europe, it is 
generally believed that the French finance minister will more 
than likely be elected to succeed her countryman Dominique 
Strauss-Kahn as the IMF head. That result will be a victory for 
the status quo, largely because European countries are still over 
represented in this international financial institution.

However, the Mexican central bank chief has made himself 
a strong competitor, aside from his individual credentials, by 
personifying the rising call of developing countries to abandon 
the obsolete unwritten convention that the head of the IMF has 
to come from Europe.

A final decision will be made on or before June 30.
If it is to swiftly adapt itself to the new realities of the world 

economy and restore its legitimacy and effectiveness, the fund 
must make sure that the new managing director will be the one 
who can best push forward reform of the organization.

Mounting uncertainties about the global recovery also 
demand the international firefighter against financial and eco-
nomic crises assume a bigger role.

While the initial steps to seek an exceptionally capable candi-
date to head the IMF have not been satisfactory, the fact that at 
least one non-European is in the running for the top position is 


