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R
ecently, my mother left us at
the age of 97. We siblings are
lucky we had our parents with
us for this long. My parents
were married for 76 years until

my father passed away five years ago. We
always felt blessed to have a family where
parents, children and grandchildren could
gather at festivities to live and laugh, to love
and care for each other. 

Some of my friends’ families look like
mine, but some do not. They might have
had single parents or been orphans. They
might have experienced unhappy mar-
riages, or for various reasons drifted away
from their spouses, parents and siblings.
They might be marginalised by their
relatives or friends because of their sexual
orientation, marital status or other issues. 

The fact remains that many are my best
friends and they are no different from my
other friends. Their families might not
seem “ideal” to some, but they are still the
haven where love is treasured and family
members care for each other.

So what makes a family? I find this
question worth pondering today, the
International Day of Families, observed
annually to celebrate the family unit as
society’s basic building block. Last year,
the UN secretary general called family
support “more important than ever” in
light of shifting social trends, and called on
everyone to reflect on what we can do to
strengthen families. 

So I am troubled, both as a father and a
Christian, by some public claims made
recently in society that some types of fam-
ilies, particularly those that diverge from
the traditional nuclear family model of
“father, mother and children”, are less
worthy of support. 

Such contentions were made, for
example, at the recent meetings of the bills
committee for the government’s proposed
Marriage (Amendment) Bill, which sought
to put into effect the Court of Final
Appeal’s ruling that transsexuals who have
undergone full sex reassignment surgery
can be recognised in their acquired gender
for marriage. 

Many who opposed the bill cited the
need to uphold the traditional family value
as their reason. They reject other forms of
relationships, including those between
same-sex couples. Unfortunately, many of
these disappointing categorisations were
made in the name of religion. 

Over the past few decades, the family
unit has seen enormous transformations,
both in Hong Kong and abroad. Many
couples are postponing having children
and choosing to have fewer, or none, while
some individuals are deciding to have chil-

dren without a partner. As divorce rates
continue to climb, others may choose to
be in long-term, committed relationships
without marrying. 

There is also an increasing number of
single-parent families, especially newly
arrived single mothers from the mainland.
Many experience economic hardship and
deteriorating self-esteem due, undoubt-
edly, to rejection and shame associated
with stereotypes. 

But just because a family looks less typi-
cal does not make it any less devoted or
unified. What should matter, surely, is the

love and commitment one makes to
another family member’s growth and
well-being. And that has nothing to do
with characteristics like race, gender or
sexual orientation. 

A report published last year by the
American Academy of Paediatrics, for
example, highlighted the three decades of
research which demonstrates that chil-
dren of same-sex parents have similar
levels of resilience as those with opposite-
sex parents, despite having to face more
social stigma. Specifically, the report

pointed out that “children’s well-being is
affected much more by their relationships
with their parents, their parents’ sense of
competence and security, and the pres-
ence of social and economic support for
the family than by the gender or the sexual
orientation of their parents”. 

Yet damaging stereotypes about non-
traditional families remain rife. Sadly, in an
international city such as Hong Kong,
there are still families who are marginal-
ised or who drop out of religious and social
activities for fear of negative comments by
others, just because they are not a typical
nuclear family.

I have frequently heard of this from the
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and
intersex community, who often face enor-
mous pressure and misunderstanding
from their families due to their sexual
orientation and gender identity. Not
surprisingly, “coming home” remains one
of the most difficult things for them. 

In a 2012 study by the non-governmen-
tal organisation Community Business,
only 28 per cent of respondents were fully
open with their families about their sexual
orientation or gender identity. Among the
top three reasons for a lack of openness
was the fear their families would neither
accept nor understand, and that they
might feel ashamed. 

Meanwhile, it is not uncommon for
parents of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgen-
der and intersex children to experience a
variety of emotions, including self-blame,
fear of stigma, worry and confusion, which
could lead them to reject their child. 

But fears can be dispelled with infor-
mation designed to educate. As some may
seek counselling and psychological

support, medical professionals and
experts have a key role to play in breaking
stereotypes. 

We must do better to help families sup-
port each other. Rather than stigmatising
and excluding parents and families who
do not fit the traditional mould, it would be
far more constructive to look at how we
can support all families to grow to become
the healthiest and strongest they can be.
This would contribute to the children’s
well-being. 

We must also build a public environ-
ment of mutual respect where open
discussions are encouraged. A major step
is to put aside unproven generalisations in
favour of facts and a closer examination of
individual cases.

Importantly, religious leaders can help
open up a dialogue by being role models of
acceptance and open-mindedness. Much
ostracising and shaming has been done in
the name of religion, but there is no reason
this cannot change. 

As a Christian and a father, I am con-
vinced we should teach our children to
embrace the world and its diversity,
including the different types of families in
society. The positive example of non-
discrimination and acceptance would
encourage children to grow up to be open-
minded, responsible and compassionate
citizens. And I have faith that religious
leaders of all stripes may yet call on each
person to treat another with compassion,
respect and love, irrespective of their
disagreements and differences. That, to
me, is truly what makes a family.

Dr York Chow is chairperson of 
the Equal Opportunities Commission
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York Chow says a celebration of family – and 
the love and commitment it represents – cannot 
exclude people who happen to fall outside our 
narrow view of what constitutes the ‘ideal’ unit All the world’s a stage,” wrote William

Shakespeare, whose 450th birth anniversary
was celebrated last month. That may well

be, but an evening at the theatre is still a rare night out
for most Hong Kong people.

On the face of it, this seems curious, given that
Hong Kong’s competitors in the “world city” category
– London, New York and Paris, for example – have
well-established theatre cultures. Theatre is hugely
varied: from musical extravaganzas to repertory
performances, modern comedies to classical
tragedies. It has the diversity to appeal to a wider
range of audiences than perhaps any other form of
cultural entertainment.

But things are getting better. Hong Kong does get
a few productions from, mostly, London each year for
short runs; a Broadway show or two; and, by all
accounts, Cantonese theatre has had a number of
successes. Local English-language theatre has also
been growing and improving. Just a few years ago, the
number of local productions could have been
counted on the fingers of both hands. Now, every
month will see a couple, if not more, openings. For
the first time, there’s usually something on. And new
things, too. Just this month, there was a series of
outdoor resettings of Shakespeare at Cyberport.
“Shakespeare In The Port” was an experiment, but it
worked. I’m sure it will be repeated. 

Building on these still modest successes requires
an understanding of where this improvement comes
from: Hong Kong now has several small theatre
companies, which provide local actors – a growing
number of whom are ethnically Chinese – with
opportunities to perform. As a group, we often act in
or direct each other’s performances. We even have
our own awards ceremony.

Successful incubation of theatre is complex: there
are many chicken-and-egg situations. Theatre
companies need audiences, but audiences need to
develop a theatre habit, and for that they need a
variety of companies and productions. Both
companies and audiences need theatres, which need
audiences to fill them. 

Theatre must also be both local and international:
audiences want blockbusters from overseas as well as
new plays with local relevance, and so Hong Kong
needs English-language theatre just like it needs
English-language films and television. 

An important development is to put on more
locally written plays that speak to audiences directly
from and about the city in which they live. A year ago,
we began an experiment of adapting classic stories
and resetting them in more or less contemporary
Hong Kong. Last year, we premiered Duetto, one-act
comedies taken from Italian comic operas. Our next
production, Don Yuan, resets the Don Juan story as a
modern comedy in Greater China. 

Since these are based on well-known European
classics, the local national communities have been
instrumental in helping us build bridges between
European culture and local audiences. 

But finding theatre space is always hard. Here’s
hoping that the designers and future operators of the
West Kowloon Cultural District will cater for local
productions as well as international blockbusters.
Hong Kong needs both.

Nicole Garbellini runs the Aurora Theatre Company. 
Don Yuan will be at the Fringe Club from June 4-7
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Nicole Garbellini says Hong Kong’s
theatre scene is livening up, not just
with overseas productions but also
local stories bridging East and West 
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The year 2049, the 100th
anniversary of the
People’s Republic, is a

momentous date for China’s
leadership. When Xi Jinping

outlined his vision for
the Chinese dream, he picked it
to be the year when China will
reach the status of a “rich” and
“strong” country. As it happens,
current trends are that 2049 may
also be the year when China
runs out of its main energy
source: coal. 

So far, the government has
been too timid in its attempts to
cut its dependence on coal in the
energy sector and develop
meaningful alternatives. Only a
grand push for energy
technology innovation can set
the course for a secure and clean
energy future.

China’s coal consumption
has grown rapidly in recent
years, and is now far larger than
anything the world has ever
seen, with more than 3.2 billion
tonnes per year. Coal provides
more than two-thirds of China’s
total energy, and four-fifths of its
electricity. Most of it is mined
domestically, making China the
world’s largest coal producer. 

But coal use has its limits; the
media have focused on coal’s
impact on air quality as well as
water resources, not just in the
coal-mining provinces but also
the large cities. 

The fact is that the current
rate of coal production growth is
unsustainable. Data from the
World Energy Council shows
that China’s proven coal
reserves will last 34 years given
its annual production rates,
based on figures for 2011. That is
down from about 100 years just a

decade ago and means China
will have exhausted its reserves
by 2049, if it keeps going at the
current rate.

The exhaustion of domestic
coal reserves will have profound
implications for China’s
economic development and its
international relations. The
Ukraine crisis offers a glimpse
for Chinese leaders into a future
they surely want to avoid. 

Recent weeks have made it
clear that the West’s ability to
impose sanctions on Russia over
its meddling in Ukraine is
severely constrained by Europe’s
dependence on Russia for a

third of its oil and gas. China’s
national security interests
therefore call for replacing coal
with new, domestic energy
sources rather than imports of
conventional fossil fuels. 

But until now, Beijing’s
response to unmet energy
demand has focused primarily
on securing resources overseas,
and building infrastructure for
imports. China now generates
more electricity from imported
coal than from nuclear, wind
and solar combined. Without a
strong, coordinated policy shift,

the country will depend on fuel
imports for most of its energy
consumption by the time it
becomes a developed country.

Thanks to the boom in
unconventional oil and gas, the
US looks set to achieve energy
independence in less than a
decade. If China wants to follow
suit, it has to move rapidly
towards the technological
frontier in energy technology. 

Wind and solar were proven
technologies when China started
investing on a large scale. The
next generation of investments
has to chart unproven territory,
including shale gas, new nuclear
reactor designs, energy storage,
offshore wind and geothermal
energy.

Whether China can become a
true energy innovator will
determine the country’s
economic future. If it is
successful, it will ease the
country’s rise to great-power
status and aid the global fight on
climate change. If it is not, the
Chinese dream might see an
unpleasant awakening, as China
throws off the shackles of
poverty only to see them
replaced by the shackles of
energy imports that have long
plagued Western foreign policy.

Joern Huenteler is a research fellow
at Harvard Kennedy School’s Belfer
Centre for Science and International
Affairs, where he researches energy
technology innovation

China’s dependence on coal
a threat to its energy security 
Joern Huenteler says it must innovate to depart from unsustainable path 

Without a policy
shift, China will
depend on fuel
imports for most
of its energy
consumption 

Aslowing economy isn’t
always bad news. In
China, officials who were

used to investing their way out of
a slump have found their hands
tied by monetary constraints
and massive local government
debt. Thus, the government is
shifting its focus to the state
monopolies, stepping up the
pace towards market
liberalisation. 

Premier Li Keqiang’s 
government work report this
year identified the natural gas
sector as one of the first sectors
for opening up. 

Only late last month, the
National Development and
Reform Commission published
a directive on safeguarding the
stable supply of natural gas. On
the same day, a work conference
of the State Council proposed
opening some 80 projects to
private capital, including those
involving gas and oil pipelines.

That’s not all. In February,
the National Energy
Administration released the
“Measures for Regulation of Fair
and Open Access to Oil and Gas
Pipeline Networks”; in March,
the NDRC published guidelines
for the construction and
operation of natural gas
infrastructure. 

These guidelines encourage
and support private capital
participation in the investment
and construction of basic gas
infrastructure, and require that
pipeline and facility operators
open their networks to third
parties and provide transport,
storage and other services to
them, provided the operators
have surplus capacity. 

There are good reasons for
hastening the opening up of the
natural gas sector. In China,
three state-owned companies

control the sector. In the past
two years, one of them, the
China National Petroleum
Corporation, has tried to inject
private capital into building gas
pipeline networks, but, overall,
the industry remains largely a
state monopoly. 

China does not have
abundant reserves of
conventional natural gas, and
basic infrastructure is lacking, so
few private investors have been

interested. And while the
country does have huge reserves
of unconventional natural gas,
such as shale gas and coal-bed
methane, mining licensing and
market entry barriers have
impeded their development.

Now, however, with the ever-
rising demand for scarce
resources and America’s shale
gas revolution leading the way,
there is great pressure for China
to open up its gas industry. 

The series of official
directives issued thus far is
perhaps more significant in

another way: they give hope that
the “glass door” that blocks
private capital from getting a
foot into many industries may
be shattered. Words on paper
aren’t enough to convince
entrepreneurs that change is in
the air, however; we recall how
landmark guidelines issued in
2005 and 2010 in support of
private enterprises have yet to be
implemented. 

Until the government
releases more details on the
directives and rolls out related
reform measures, entrepreneurs
will remain wary.

As it stands, two natural gas
businesses have piqued investor
interest: access to the import of
natural gas and the midstream
activities associated with a
pipeline network. 

Currently, a company
wishing to import natural gas
must fulfil two conditions: first,
its business licence granted by
the Ministry of Commerce must
include a permit for natural gas
operations; second, it must have
access to specialised port
facilities to handle the imports.
Such port handling capability
must be vetted by the NDRC. To
get approval, a company must
not only meet certain land and
environmental conditions but
also submit a signed contract
with a foreign company securing
natural gas supply. 

In addition, the port location
must not “contradict the
country’s strategic objectives”,
meaning there must be no

conflict with the three state-
owned enterprises. ENN Energy,
the only private company
allowed to import LNG, has had
to change its port location from
Wenzhou to the Zhoushan
islands for this reason. 

If the National Energy
Administration’s guidelines are
implemented, there is a good
chance more private companies
will be allowed to use the port
facilities now controlled by the
state-owned energy giants. 

As for access to the pipeline
network, whether more private
investment will be allowed will
depend on how much state-
owned giants are willing to
share. 

The provision of natural gas
is a public utility. While the
government sets the retail price,
the prices upstream are
determined by international
markets. This creates
uncertainty that deters profit-
minded private investors. The
NDRC has proposed reviewing
the pricing structure, such as by
introducing a staggered rate for
residents. This will help
convince private investors. 

To successfully break up a
monopoly, policymakers must
do three things in sequence:
lower market barriers, allow
price reform and eventually
privatise state-owned
enterprises. Changes being
proposed for the natural gas
sector so far are going according
to script. If successful, it may
well be an example for other
state monopolies to follow. 

Opening up the natural gas sector 
can spur wider market liberalisation 

Hu Shuli says lowering entry barriers
for private capital is a good start, 
but other steps must follow if China’s
state monopolies are to be tamed 

Words on paper
aren’t enough 
to convince
entrepreneurs
that change is 
in the air 


