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It is not unusual for a comic-book hero to
become a popular merchandising character, or
to have the story turned into a movie. But

something different seems to be happening in
Japan currently, judging from the ripples being
created around Nana – which began life as a
popular comic book. 

Nana had no Mickey Mouse characters or a
fantasy theme like Steven Spielberg’s work. Its
protagonists are two 20-year-old women who
share an apartment in Tokyo. It was turned into a
hit movie last year, and a new animation series
began this week on TV. Each time it
metamorphoses into something different, Nana –
a girl’s name – creates big splashes in the media.

It was created in 2000 by the popular female
cartoonist Ai Yazawa. The two “Nanas” – one
boyish and the other demure and girlish – happen
to meet on a train, and strike up a friendship.
They decide to share a flat as each sets out to
make a new life in the big city, find happiness and
romance. 

The story of their sophisticated urban lives
quickly won an enthusiastic following among girls
and young women. The comic’s 15th instalment
arrived last month, pushing total sales for the
Nana series to 35 million copies.

A movie production was inevitable, and that
happened last year. The two heroines were played
by pop music diva Mika Nakajima and the
popular young actress Aoi Miyazaki. Their fame
made for effective publicity, and turnout exceeded
expectations – so the Toho studio plans to
produce a sequel this year.

The Nana merchandise offerings include a
rhinestone-studded mobile-phone strap with a
charm in the shape of their apartment key – flat
No 707 – and leather wristbands as worn by one
of the women. A simulation Nana game was
produced by Sony, to let fans play at experiencing
the two women’s new life in their apartment.

This week’s launch of the TV anime version
makes it easy to see why young people are so
strongly drawn to the two characters. They reflect
Tokyo’s latest fashions in clothes, accessories,
hairstyles and make-up – and live the carefree
urban lifestyle that the young admire. Their very
close friendship, and sharing an apartment, has
erotic implications without sexual involvement – a
strong tradition in Japan’s underground pop
culture. 

Sharing a flat with a stranger is still an alien
concept in Japan, but the novelty seems to be
attractive to many young people. In a different
country, a new cultural event like this might have
emerged from an adolescent novel. But in Japan it
had to arrive in a comic book and bloom through
movies and anime. This reflects the layers, and
roles, in Japan’s pop culture that make it so
distinctive. 

TOKYO Mutsuko Murakami 

Two stars
are born
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New York is described as “the city that never
sleeps”, but now that isn’t just a cute
phrase. City residents are, by all accounts,

getting up earlier and getting less sleep. It is
becoming increasingly easy to find a 24-hour
chemist, a coffee shop that opens at 5.30am, an
early morning TV news show, or even a
technology expert to come out at 3am to fix your
computer. Commuter rail companies are putting
on more early morning trains, and Manhattan’s
gyms are often full by 6am. 

Figures from various utilities show that more
American lights go on and more toilets are flushed
in the early hours than before. In this Blackberry-
obsessed, outsourcing, offshoring, globally
connected, stress-dominated world, to talk of a
24/7 society is almost an understatement. Many
more e-mail messages are being sent in the early
hours (it may seem a little eerie to discover that
your boss was thinking of you at 4am).

More people are starting their commutes into
New York before dawn – often to miss the traffic
and get the early-bird parking rates. The pressure
on people to commute longer distances because
of the rise in housing prices is also a factor.

Try to get a seat on the subway at 6.45am?
Think you’ll be among only a handful in Starbucks

at 6.30am? Think again. You can even visit the
sales or rental offices at some newly renovated
apartment buildings at 3am. According to
property agents, the chances of getting an
investment banker to drop a couple of million
dollars on a freshly renovated one-bedroom flat is
greater at 3am than 3pm.

So-called “competitive waking” used to be the
domain of the business and political elite, who
would often terrify us with their claims that they
only needed four hours of sleep. Last Monday we
had “National Napping Day” – timed for the day
after the clocks got turned forwards an hour for
spring, robbing us of another hour in bed.

Sleep deprivation became the latest media fad
after the failure to solve the nation’s obesity
problem. CNN has been running a series of stories
under the headline “Sleepless in America”. 

In the heart of capitalism, every problem is,
naturally, an opportunity. Some mattresses are
being sold as the highest-end “sleep solutions”,
for tens of thousands of dollars. And the sleeping-
pill industry is counting lots of dollars as well as
sheep. Sleeping-pill prescriptions in the United
States numbered 45.5 million last year – up 55 per
cent from five years earlier. 

Many teenagers and children are taking those
pills. And one of the most popular brands,
Ambien, has recently been dogged by reports that
some users can’t recall sleepwalking, eating,
driving or even having sex while on it. The city
that never sleeps may be becoming the city of
zombies.

NEW YORK Rong Xiaoqing

Dead
tired

The chief executive will leave
Hong Kong for a while after he
retires, to give his successor

more room, he told a newspaper and
RTHK this week.

Some have interpreted Donald
Tsang Yam-kuen’s remarks as a
criticism of former chief secretary
Anson Chan Fang On-sang, who has
made frequent public comments on
government policies since leaving the
administration in 2001. His
comments are also seen as paving the
way for his bid for a second term. 

The suspicion that Mr Tsang was
trying to embarrass Mrs Chan is
unfounded, however: other former
senior officials, too, have become
involved in politics after leaving
office. Her predecessor, Sir David
Akers-Jones, for instance, has
remained in the limelight. 

The post-retirement arrangements
of the chief executive and other
senior officials have great political
significance, and certainly warrant
serious discussion.

Heads of western democratic
countries usually cease to meddle in
government affairs once they step
down. Former colonial governors
became members of the House of
Lords upon completing their terms of
office. Even when revisiting Hong
Kong years later, they refrained from
commenting on local political issues.
The last Hong Kong governor, Chris
Patten, is no exception.

Even Tung Chee-hwa, now a vice-
chairman of the Chinese People’s
Political Consultative Conference, has
been reserved when it comes to Hong
Kong’s domestic issues since
stepping down as chief executive. All
citizens, including Mrs Chan, are of
course entitled to express their
political views. The words and deeds
of former senior officials, however,
could fuel unnecessary speculation
and misunderstandings. It is thus
advisable for them to keep a low
profile. 

Should former top officials want to
assume an active role in politics, they
should either join a political party or
at least make their intentions public.
Otherwise, by criticising policies, they
undermine the authority of
policymakers, which is unfair to their
ex-colleagues.

The increasing number of retired
civil servants joining the private
sector has also raised some eyebrows

about government collusion with
business. For years, Hong Kong has
pursued a policy of fighting
corruption and ensuring efficiency in
the civil service by paying its
bureaucrats well. Public-servant pay
is not too high. Indeed, with our high
expectations of them, they should be
given reasonably attractive packages
to enable them to perform their
duties without fear or favour.

I therefore oppose the
cancellation of the pension system,
and have reservations about civil-
service reforms carried out in recent
years: any policies that harm the
morale and confidence of civil
servants can only be
counterproductive. 

With improvements in living
conditions and a longer life
expectancy, the government should
follow the example of North
American countries and adjust the
retirement age of civil servants from
55 to 65. Retired civil servants should
also be encouraged to continue to
serve the community by joining non-
profit or welfare organisations. 

To avoid accusations of
government-business collusion, and
retired officials receiving “double
pay”, the government could
contemplate deferring pension
payments to those who join the
private sector after retirement. Thus,
retired civil servants would have
greater flexibility to continue to serve
the community in other capacities.
As far as the disciplined services are
concerned, their job security should
also be improved to ensure a high-
quality service.

Strong governance hinges on a
highly efficient civil service, whose
members should be paid well to keep
up their morale. However, the issue
of retired government officials
working in the private sector remains
a public concern. That needs to be
addressed as a separate issue.

Albert Cheng King-hon is a directly
elected legislator

Knowing
when to

keep quiet 

“[The words of] former
senior officials can
fuel unnecessary
speculation and
misunderstandings”

Albert
Cheng

US President George W. Bush has
relied on his intuitive feelings
about other leaders to shape

American foreign policy. That habit is
now leading him down a dangerous path
in Iraq, where Mr Bush and his aides are
falling back on personalities and an
empty slogan – calling for a national uni-
ty government – as answers to a metasta-
sising political crisis.

From looking into Vladimir Putin’s
eyes to get a sense of the Russian presi-
dent’s soul in 2001, to bending his own
protocol rules to host Prime Minister Sil-
vio Berlusconi at the White House in
February, during Italy’s fierce election
campaign, Mr Bush has personalised
policy decisions beyond the limits ob-
served by most of his predecessors.

Mr Bush can cite dividends from this
approach, such as the help that Mr Ber-
lusconi, British Prime Minister Tony
Blair and Japanese Prime Minister Jun-
ichiro Koizumi have coaxed from their
reluctant nations for the United States in
Iraq. But trading favours and confidence
with established, elected leaders is much
easier than trying from afar to pick win-
ners and losers in Iraq. A great deal of
modesty – and a sober recognition that
an orderly decentralisation of power is
the key to Iraq’s future – is in order. 

That is, the administration should
pay more attention to shoring up the
cumbersome political process it has im-
posed. It should be less involved in
boosting the chances of individual Iraqi
politicians with whom Mr Bush feels
comfortable, while undercutting those
he disdains.

Iraq is a work in progress that de-
mands planning ahead while staying in-
finitely flexible: concentrating on insti-
tutions rather than individuals. This
does not mean the US is powerless in
Iraq. The “internal exit strategy” of pull-
ing US troops off Iraq’s streets, and then
out of its cities by the end of the year, can
contribute to stability. It needs to be
matched with clarity of purpose – and
with a political strategy that is not hos-
tage to the president’s likes and dislikes.

The perils of the personalisation of
Iraqi policy were underlined by the open
intervention of US Secretary of State
Condoleezza Rice last week into the bat-
tle over a new term for Prime Minister
Ibrahim al-Jaafari. Iraqis (accurately)
saw her visit to Baghdad as an effort to
derail Dr Jaafari and clear the way for a
rival, Adel Abdul Mahdi, who is currently
in favour at the White House.

If successful, the Rice gambit guaran-
tees that Mr Abdul Mahdi will now be
seen as America’s man – not necessarily
an overwhelming asset in Iraq at the mo-
ment. And the administration will have
lent its weight to breaking apart the
Shi’ite coalition that won the most seats
in January’s democratic elections, and
then nominated Dr Jaafari for a second
term. Splitting the Shi’ites, who form the
majority in Iraq, moves the country clos-
er to atomisation, not to a “national uni-
ty government” – which at this point re-
mains only a slogan. 

The political system left behind by Mr
Bush’s first proconsul, Paul Bremer, calls
for a system of checks and balances that
makes it nearly impossible to form a
central government, much less let it
function as a strong recentralising force.
The Bremer arrangements recognised a
need for federal protections for the
country’s three distinct regions – protec-
tions that are not championed as strong-
ly by Mr Bush’s current ambassador,
Zalmay Khalilzad. 

Iraq was grimly predictable under
Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship, which
did reflect one man’s easily decipher-
able, murderous personality. For all of its
problems, Iraq is not like that today, and
should not be treated as if it were.

Jim Hoagland is a Washington Post
columnist

Policy
before

personality

IRAQ Jim Hoagland 

Buying energy, not bombs 

uranium. Fearing that its unprecedent-
ed economic growth will be stunted by
soaring energy demand – with little ca-
pacity to increase supply – China is cur-
rently scouring the globe to secure nat-
ural resources to fuel its booming econo-
my. Its leaders have embarked on an
ambitious and aggressive plan to more
than triple the amount of energy the
country generates from atomic power.

Sitting on roughly 40 per cent of the
known global reserves – and currently
the world’s second-largest uranium ex-
porter – Australia is a logical supplier.
Through the recently announced deal,
Canberra will be ensuring that a large
portion of China’s future uranium sup-
ply will be subject to sensible nuclear
safeguards. 

Without such a deal, China would
have no choice but to get the uranium
from other sources – ones that might not
require the same high standard of safe-

guards that Australia demands. But the
key proliferation concern of this agree-
ment lies not in the deal itself, but in its
potential to be misused as a justification
for Australia to supply uranium to an-
other rising Asian nuclear power – India.
China and India are both populous re-
gional powers that view atomic energy
as necessary to fuel their booming econ-
omies, but there are significant differ-

ences between their nuclear pro-
grammes. 

While India currently has limited re-
serves of uranium, it has enough fissile
material stockpiled for between 75 and
110 nuclear warheads, though the exact
size of the Indian nuclear arsenal is un-
known. 

New Delhi is looking for new reserves
of uranium for use in its civilian facilities,
which would allow it to shift its own lim-
ited supply to strictly military purposes.
Citing the Chinese deal as a precedent

for future uranium dealings with India
would be as ill-conceived as it is illogical,
with very real consequences for global
nuclear non-proliferation efforts. 

Due to similarly short-sighted politi-
cal posturing, the US Congress last Au-
gust effectively killed the proposed take-
over of an American oil company, Un-
ocal, by the Chinese state-owned oil
giant CNOOC. In doing so, the US
squandered an opportunity to encour-
age legitimate business transactions by
China with responsible nations. Instead,
it only pushed Beijing further into the
arms of unsavoury regimes, like Sudan,
Iran and Myanmar, with abundant nat-
ural resources. 

Canberra’s current efforts should be
supported for not squandering a similar
opportunity due to politically conve-
nient – yet factually inaccurate – con-
cerns over China’s nuclear weapons
programme. 

Andrew Diamond is the programme
manager of the Centre for Nonprolifera-
tion Studies’ East Asia Nonproliferation
Programme, at the Monterey Institute of
International Studies, in Monterey,
California

N
ow that the long-speculated
deal to export Australian ura-
nium to China has been fina-
lised, many are left wondering

what it means for global nuclear non-
proliferation efforts. China is known to
have nuclear weapons and to have en-
gaged in proliferation activities in dec-
ades past. So there are concerns that the
uranium – a key ingredient in both nu-
clear power and nuclear weapons –
could end up bolstering Beijing’s nu-
clear arsenal. 

A recent poll in Australia showed that
only 49 per cent of respondents support-
ed uranium exports to China even “with
very strict conditions”, while 44 per cent
opposed such a deal outright. Political
opponents have pounced on such am-
bivalence in their criticism of the Austra-
lia-China agreement. 

Such arguments, though politically
convenient, ignore the current strategic
realities of China’s nuclear arsenal. They
also gloss over the opportunity for Can-
berra to promote its own non-prolifera-
tion objectives by requiring Beijing’s ac-
ceptance of strict safeguards as a pre-
condition of uranium supply. Unlike the
recently announced US-India nuclear
co-operation agreement, the uranium
deal between Beijing and Canberra is
consistent with – and poses no threat to –
the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. 

It is important to note that China has
a large stockpile of the two fissile materi-
als that can be used to make nuclear
bombs – highly enriched uranium and
plutonium. China stopped producing
fissile material by 1991, but analysts esti-
mate that it has stockpiled approxi-
mately 20 tonnes of weapons-grade ura-
nium – enough to produce between 650
and 1,000 nuclear warheads. Its estimat-
ed stockpile of four tonnes of bomb-
grade plutonium would be enough for
1,000 more. 

So China’s leaders could increase
their nuclear arsenal many times over
with or without Australian uranium.

What is stopping Beijing from em-
barking on just such a nuclear build-up?
The answer lies in how it fundamentally
views nuclear weapons. Unlike the Unit-
ed States or the former Soviet Union,
China has settled on a nuclear doctrine
that places a premium on survivability
and credibility.

To achieve those two goals, Chinese
military planners concluded long ago
that far fewer warheads were needed.
China has about 400 warheads in its nu-
clear arsenal, with only some 100 of them
actually deployed. While arms-control
advocates would argue that such a num-
ber is still dangerously high, China’s im-
portation of Australian uranium would
neither alter Beijing’s nuclear doctrine
nor the size of its nuclear arsenal.

Where Australia can make a differ-
ence is in the application of strict nuclear
safeguards on China’s use of imported

CHINA-AUSTRALIA NUCLEAR DEAL Andrew Diamond

“China could increase its nuclear arsenal many
times over with or without Australian uranium”

US Senators will pat themselves
on the back this week for agree-
ing to their most pro-corporate,

anti-immigrant bill in decades. Tens of
thousands of people may be forced to
leave the United States as a result. Mil-
lions more would have to become what
Mexicans call braceros – guest workers
on temporary visas – just to continue to
labour in the jobs they’ve had for years.
More workplace enforcement will result
in firing thousands of immigrants, creat-
ing a climate of fear that will make de-
fending workplace rights and joining
unions riskier than ever.

No wonder people have been in the
streets for weeks, with even bigger
marches yet to come. These are ordinary
people coming out of working-class
homes all over the country. Everywhere,
immigrants and people who support
them are condemning the draconian

measures passed by the House of Repre-
sentatives in December – especially the
provision that would make undocu-
mented people federal felons. 

The demonstrations shamed the
Senate’s sleight of hand, whereby guest-
worker programmes are called “a path to
legalisation” – and the only way families
can gain legal status for their undocu-
mented members is to spend a decade or
more working as braceros. The protest-
ers are demanding equality, not second-
class status.

When Senator John McCain, co-
sponsor of the Senate’s main guest-
worker plan, tried to defend it to a build-
ing trades union audience this week, he
was booed. He told the construction
workers that even at US$50 an hour, they
wouldn’t be willing to pick lettuce – im-
plying that only Mexicans were willing to
do farm labour. For some in the audi-

ence, his remarks recalled former Cali-
fornia senator George Murphy, who in-
famously declared in the 1960s that only
Mexicans would perform such labour
because “they’re built so close to the
ground”.

A concerted effort by some lobbyists
is under way in Washington, however, to
convince legislators that guest worker
status, while unpleasant, is something
immigrants themselves are prepared to
accept. But outside the capital, their pro-
posal is meeting a rising tide of rejection.

The National Network for Immigrant
and Refugee Rights criticises both the
Senate and House of Representatives’
bills because they hold “no promise of
fairness in immigration policy and
would undermine the rights, economic
health and safety of all immigrants. Con-
gress needs to go back to the drawing
board to come up with genuine, positive

and fair proposals”. Are there any such
proposals before Congress?

A year ago, Congresswoman Sheila
Jackson Lee and members of the con-
gressional black caucus introduced a bill
which would give permanent residence
visas to undocumented people already
in the US, and outlaw discrimination
based on migrant status. The bill would
fund training, and the creation of jobs, in
communities with high unemployment,
so that both immigrants and non-immi-
grants could find work.

Immigrants do want to be part of US
society, and do want to work. It’s time for
Washington to face reality. 

David Bacon, an associate editor at New
America Media, sits on the Comprehen-
sive Immigration Reform Committee of
the Bay Area Immigrant Rights Coalition
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Denied the chance to do a fair day’s work


