
WHEN Prime Minister Shinzo Abe visited Washington last
week for a summit meeting with President Barack Obama,
he was asked about Japan’s relations with South Korea,
in view of the common threat from North Korea.

The Japanese leader responded by saying: “South Ko-
rea is the most important neighbour for us.” With the
Abe-Obama summit now history, the spotlight has shifted
to South Korea, where, on Monday, its first woman presi-
dent, Park Geun-hye, daughter of the late dictator Park
Chung-hee, was inaugurated.

Feb 22, the day of the Abe press conference, is marked
in Japan’s Shimane Prefecture as Takeshima Day – a day
set aside to assert Japan’s sovereignty over the islands dis-
puted with South Korea, which calls them Dokdo.

For the first time, an official from Tokyo was dis-
patched to take part, raising the profile of the event. The
South Koreans protested. However, Japanese officials
pointed out that the official was only of vice-ministerial
rank and that no cabinet member had attended.

During the election campaign, Mr Abe had pledged
that, if elected: “I will elevate Takeshima Day to the level
of a central government event.”

That was meant to win votes but, now that he is prime
minister, he has to ensure good relations with Seoul. The
decision to send a person of vice-ministerial rank no
doubt represented an attempt to strike a balance between
honouring his campaign pledge and not wishing to offend
South Korea and its new leader.

Hopefully, the newly inaugurated South Korean leader
will not feel it necessary to respond. Mr Abe has said that
his grandfather, former prime minister Nobusuke Kishi,
and Ms Park’s father were “best friends” and that he him-
self had met her a couple of times.

With this personal connection, it may be easier for the
two leaders to establish a relationship of trust. Trust is
scarce in the Japan-South Korea relationship. Ms Park is
likely to want to improve relations not only with Japan but
with South Korea’s other neighbours as well, including
both China and North Korea.

Interestingly, she was chosen by her predecessor, Lee
Myung-bak, as his special envoy to China when he was
elected in 2008, so she has China credentials. Ms Park al-
so speaks Manda-
rin. As for North
Korea, again Ms
Park is better
placed to reach out
to that country
than many other
South Korean poli-
ticians.

In 2002, she
made a private trip
to North Korea and
had a meeting with
the then leader, Kim Jong-il, father of the current leader,
Kim Jong-un. All in all, the new Korean president has im-
pressive credentials and is in a position to work to im-
prove relations with the country’s neighbours, depending
on what policies she chooses to pursue.

Her predecessor, to his credit, established very close re-
lations with the United States but seemed to have pro-
voked his neighbours, perhaps unnecessarily.

North Korea, for example, publicly excoriated him as a
“traitor” on Sunday, his last full day in office. He also seri-
ously damaged relations with Tokyo by making an unex-
pected trip to Dokdo – something previous presidents had
avoided doing, knowing Japan’s sensitivities.

It now falls on Ms Park’s administration to mend ties
with her country’s neighbours. Those with Japan should
come first since the greatest priority must be to deal with
North Korea and its nuclear ambitions. Japan and South
Korea cannot afford not to coordinate their policies.

While President Park has vowed to ease her predeces-
sor’s hard-line policy on Pyongyang, it is in her country’s
interests to contain if not remove the nuclear threat from
the north. Japan, similarly, sees a nuclear North Korea as
extremely threatening. Pyongyang doesn’t need nuclear
weapons to attack the south. It is not yet in a position to
send nuclear warheads to America, and is most unlikely
to threaten China.

So Japan feels it is the most logical target. Moreover,
both South Korea and Japan are allied with the US, and
improved Seoul-Tokyo ties would greatly enhance Wash-
ington’s ability to deal with critical events in East Asia –
something that should benefit both Seoul and Tokyo.

In the long run, President Park is in the envious posi-
tion of being able to improve her country’s relations with
several of its key neighbours at the same time. If she suc-
ceeds, she may be able to lower tensions not only between
South Korea and its neighbours but improve the political
environment in the region as a whole. That achievement
would put South Korea, deservedly, in the front ranks of
the world’s nations.

The writer is a Hong Kong-based journalist and
commentator. Follow him on Twitter: @FrankChing1

I
NDIA’S energy problems run deep.
The electricity sector is not the only
one constrained by populist govern-
ment policies. The oil industry is
not able to invest as much as it
could because of the government’s
system of price controls that leads
to underpricing of petrol, diesel, liq-

uefied petroleum gas (LPG) or kerosene to
consumers. As such, low prices act as a
subsidy and eat into the cash that would
otherwise be available for investment.

Then there are other problems. The
development of offshore gas fields is held
back as big oil companies won’t explore in
risky waters because of a lack of geological
data. And though India has abundant coal
deposits, their poor quality and lack of
investment in mines to increase produc-
tion has led to coal being imported.

Most of petroleum has to be imported.
Gas, considered the energy source of the
21st century, is making only a slow entry.
As a result, coal is used for power genera-
tion and industrial needs. Petroleum prod-
ucts are used mainly in transport. Gas is
increasingly being used for power genera-
tion and as a feedstock for petrochemical
and fertiliser industries, and as a fuel in
homes for cooking.

Oil is India’s largest import, it accounts
for some 35 per cent of all foreign-
exchange outflows and its high prices are
the main reason for the current-account
deficit. The problem is thus not only of
increasing domestic production of oil to
reduce dependence on imports, but of mod-
erating the relentless rise in consumption.
This is made worse by government price
controls, which means that lower-than-
cost prices on diesel and cooking gas only
increase consumption, without penalising
inefficient use.

The problems are different with coal
which accounts for over half of the coun-
try’s energy consumption. Though there is

an abundance of the black mineral, it is of
low quality with high ash content and the
burning of this kind of coal is bad for the
environment. Even so, mining hasn’t been
able to keep up with demand. Gas is a
clean alternative but the landed cost of
imported liquefied natural gas (LNG) is
high. Offshore domestic reserves have yet
to be tapped.

According to Oil and Gas Journal, India
had roughly 38 trillion cubic feet of proven
natural gas reserves and 2.8 billion barrels
of proven oil reserves in 2011. Both can
last at current levels of consumption for
around 20 years. India imports 70 per cent
of its annual oil needs of 150 million
tonnes.

Not being able to
make much headway in
its search for oil in Indi-
an territory, Oil and Natu-
ral Gas Corporation
(ONGC), the country’s
leading oil company, has
been buying stakes in for-
eign oilfields through its
subsidiary ONGC Videsh.
These are in Sudan, Lib-
ya, Iran and Iraq – some
of the most volatile regions in the world.
Recently, it paid US$5 billion for an 8.4 per
cent stake in Kashagan in Kazakhstan, the
world’s biggest oilfield discovery since
1968, which may ultimately produce 22.5
million tonnes per annum (tpa).

With the stake in Kashagan, ONGC
Videsh hopes to raise production by 16 per
cent from the current 8.5 million tpa. The
company in its 2011-2012 annual report
stated that its production targets – 20 mil-
lion tonnes of oil equivalent by 2017-2018
and 60 million tonnes by 2029-2030 –
mean it “needs to concentrate on acquiring
assets in the development and production
phase initially” before looking at explora-
tion acreage.

But to do that it needs money. ONGC
showed a net profit of only 251 billion ru-
pees (S$5.85 billion) after it under-recov-
ered 445 billion rupees because it had to
charge less than market prices for its oil
and gas, thanks to price controls.

The oil marketing companies such as
Indian Oil, HPCL and BPCL are worse off.
By selling petroleum products at the low
prices fixed by the government, they in
effect subsidise consumers by as much as
410 billion rupees and showed a combined
net profit of only 51 billion rupees. These
oil giants are on the road to disaster,
brought on by a distorted pricing policy
that is slowly eroding their value.

While the price controls on petrol have
now been removed, die-
sel with four times the
consumption is still sold
at a loss, though the oil
companies have been al-
lowed to raise prices on-
ly gradually over two
years until they break
even.

Recent elections show
that voters prefer fiscal
discipline (with the re-

duction in inflation and better economic
management) to populist handouts. Unfor-
tunately, the ruling Congress-led United
Progressive Alliance coalition has gone
back to its pre-reform practice of freebies
as its reform programme loses momen-
tum.

Pitfalls are also evident in the coal
sector, which was shaken last year by scan-
dal. While the government argued that no
special favours were shown while allotting
coal blocks to various industries, at least
some of those given coal blocks had no
discernible industry to use the coal. Others
with legitimate needs to which Coal India
was unable to supply should not have been
given the blocks free.

Since the coal companies were national-
ised in 1973, production has gone up eight-
fold from 76 million tonnes to 583 million
tonnes. Yet it has not been able to meet
demand, and the shortfall is met by im-
ports. There are several problem areas in
coal mining which have to be sorted out:

The low productivity in coal mines be-
ing around half of the world norm.

Poor environmental compliance lead-
ing to air and water pollution and conse-
quent health problems.

Power plants consume 65 per cent of
the coal produced and there is no proper
coordination between the coal-producing
mines and the electricity generators, and
coal production just has not kept up with
the increase in coal-based power-generat-
ing capacity. As a result, imports are rapid-
ly increasing.

Since 90 per cent of the coal is mined in
open-cast mines, land acquisition and the
proper rehabilitation of those dispos-
sessed of their land becomes vital. This is a
slow process.

Coal is the most important energy
source in India, accounting for 76 per cent
of the power generated. Of the others, nu-
clear energy has proven to be a white ele-
phant. Despite being in business for nearly
half a century and consuming vast resourc-
es, India has just 4,700 MW of nuclear
power capacity, or around 2 per cent of the
total.

Moreover, there is strong resistance by
local villagers and fishermen to new nuc-
lear power plants set up by a Russian com-
pany at Kudankulam in the southern
Tamil Nadu state and to plans by Areva of
France to set up nuclear power plants at
Jaitapur in the western Maharashtra state.

India’s energy gridlock is truly daunt-
ing.

The writer is a Mumbai-based journalist
who contributes regularly to BT

THE Singapore government’s commitment to more than
double its spending on the pre-school sector to over
$3 billion over the next five years will provide a huge
boost for this long-neglected industry. It is also a major
step towards fostering equality of opportunity – the best
antidote to inequality, which the government has vowed
to tackle.

The move, announced by Deputy Prime Minister and
Finance Minister Tharman Shanmugaratnam in his an-
nual Budget speech on Monday, will see more anchor op-
erators entering the market, providing an extra 16,000
spaces by 2017. The Ministry of Education (MOE) is also
taking a keener interest in the pre-school sector, with
plans under way to set up several kindergartens while a
new Early Childhood Development Agency – overseen by
both the MOE and the Ministry of Social and Family De-
velopment – will be established to drive improvements
across the sector.

The government’s announcements come after the re-

lease of a number of recent studies – including one com-
missioned by the Lien Foundation that ranked Singa-
pore 29th out of 45 countries in early childhood educa-
tion standards.

The huge investment being poured into the pre-
school sector should help reassure
parents that quality and affordabili-
ty – two of their chief concerns
when deciding where to send their
children – will be closely moni-

tored. The government should ensure that all pre-school
operators, and not just the anchor players, stand to bene-
fit from the new schemes, so that there is a level playing
field for all and parents have a wide range of choices.

All these initiatives, however, would be meaningless
unless pre-schools are able to consistently attract good
teachers. As Mr Tharman himself noted, “good teachers
are the key to a quality pre-school sector”. The upcom-
ing increase in salary grants to the anchor operators –

currently NTUC First Campus and PAP Community Foun-

dation – will result in all their teachers being either grad-

uates or diploma holders, up from 80 per cent today.

There will also be greater support in curriculum and

teaching guides for pre-school providers, while teachers

can look forward to scholarships and training grants to

upgrade themselves.

Beyond these incentives, there must also be a concert-

ed effort by all parties to promote early childhood educa-

tion as a career of choice. Operators will only find it via-

ble to establish pre-schools once they are assured of be-

ing able to recruit enough willing and qualified staff.

The announcements in this year’s Budget are a signifi-

cant signal from the top that there will be adequate sup-

port available to those who need it. Now the ball is firmly

in the hands of the industry to seize the opportunities

and hopefully raise Singapore’s pre-school standards to

more respectable levels.
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Lack of geological data affects gas fields’ development; coal sector hit by low investment

A welcome boost for the pre-school sector

Coal-sector pitfalls: Since India nationalised coal companies in 1973, production has gone up eightfold. Yet it has not been able to meet demand, and the shortfall is met
by imports. There are several problem areas in coal mining which have to be sorted out. PHOTO: AFP
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