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The China communique

Economic development zones — and the gap

by LARRY KLEPINGER
larry@arryklepinger.com

Earlier this year, 2004
Congressional Candidate
Larry Klepinger moved to
Fujian province in China and
accepted a teaching position
offer at Fuzhou University. The
WI has invited him to write a
series of articles communicat-
ing what is really happening in
China— through the eyes of a
casual observer — without the
major media spin. You can con-
tact Larry via email at
larry@larryklepinger.com. Or
visit his website www.larryk-
lepinger.com for more informa-
tion.

FUJIAN, CHINA - According to
official data, “Economic
Development Zones (EDZ) are
areas specifically designated to
receive massive amounts of gov-
ernment funding in so-called test
areas for China’s continual process
of social and economic reform.”

In essence this means certain
areas of China are picked out by the
government to receive large
amounts of money to help develop
the targeted area. Fujian Province,

along with the city of Fuzhou, is
one such area of economic concen-
tration.

With this in mind, my wife,
Akiko, and I decided to take a stroll
downtown to the river that runs
through the city. As we walked —
and gawked — at the mind-boggling
amount of construction going on in
all directions we slowly became
aware that we had ventured into an
impromptu beggars row.

Stationed on both sides of the
sidewalk were dozens of beggars in
every state of poverty you could —
and couldn’t — imagine. There was
a man with no legs, wrapped in
rags so grimy that they appeared to
be held together by crusted perspi-
ration and caked-in red dirt. He
was dragging himself along with a
bowl clenched between his teeth,
collecting coins.

Then we came to the leper whose
face resembled a pound of
uncooked hamburger, white glis-
tening bone for a forehead and eyes
in which you could see the sockets
that literally held his eyeballs in
place.

Other people in varying degrees
of physical decay were strewn
along the walkway, begging —
pleading — for a handout, some
actually crying in their despair.

As we hurried our departure I

noticed a sparkling new black
Mercedes Benz 500 SL sedan
speeding through town honking at
everyone in sight. The thought
occurred to me how wide the gap
really is in China between those
who have a tremendous amount
— and those who have virtually
nothing. In fact, it is not a gap at
all. It is a veritable chasm.

China’s historical dilemma

The Chinese government is in a
race with time to bridge this gap
before the nearly one billion people
who live at, or below, the “real”
poverty line simply revolt. The
divide is that pronounced.

When I say “real” poverty line I
am referring to what you see on a
daily basis — I am not talking about
the “official line” of poverty, as
referred to by the Chinese govern-
ment. And please remember, we
are in a designated “Economic
Zone.” If the level of poverty is this
pronounced here I shudder to think
what it is like in the so-called
“hinterland.”

But to the credit of president Hu
Jintao (pronounced Who Gin Tao)
this dilemma is at least being rec-
ognized and trying to be dealt with.
Currently there is a “Poverty Relief
Trade Fair” being held in Dalian,
China, for the express purpose of
involving companies from all over

the world in finding ways to eradi-
cate the grinding poverty that
afflicts this country to an astound-
ing degree.

China’s eleventh Five Year
Program, recently passed by the
government — and its emphasis on
dealing with the eradication of
poverty in China — is one of the
main elements of concern being
addressed in a forthright and pro-
fessional manner.

If President Hu can be successful
on this one issue alone, I predict
that he will become one of China’s
great leaders. He is intelligent and
very resourceful in trying to make
China a respected member of the
world community. But time is of
the essence. The degree of poverty
in this country demands immediate
action in a very concerted manner.

America’s growing historical
dilemma

America’s gap between the rich
and not rich, while not as dramatic,
is widening at an alarming rate.
Whether people simply don’t care
or are not aware of this I don’t
know. What I do know is that the
present Administration is not
attempting anything like what
China is undertaking. First and
foremost, if you are sick you have
to acknowledge that you have a
problem.

As long as the American people
don’t realize that there is a rapidly
growing disparity between income
groups in United States the situa-
tion will only get worse.

In China, they have taken the
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Bellingham’s Four Sister Cities

Bellingham’s sister city tradition began
almost 50 years ago when Tateyama,
Japan became our first official sister city in
1958. About two hours southeast of Tokyo,
Tateyama is located on Japan’s East Coast
and has a population of more than 53,000.

Our second longest sister city relation-
ship is with Port Stephens, Australia.
Becoming our sister city in 1982, Port
Stephens is located three hours north of
Sydney and has a population of about
53,000. With its year round warm climate
and white sandy beaches, Port Stephens is
a thriving tourist destination. Bellingham’s
connection to this city dates back to 1978
and business ties between the local Intalco
Aluminum refinery and an aluminum com-
pany in Port Stephens.

In 1989, Nakhodka, Russia became our
third sister city. Considerably larger than
Bellingham, with a population of 220,000,
Nakhodka is located at the eastern termi-
nus of the Trans-Siberian Railroad.

Our fourth sister city is Punta Arenas,
Chile located at the very tip of South
America across from Tierra del Fuego.
With a population around 117,000, Punta
Arenas is a frequent departure point for
trips to Antarctica. It became a sister city in
1996.

Cheongju, South Korea is expected to
become Bellingham’s fifth sister city in
2006. Itis a 1,000 year old city with a pop-
ulation of 700,000 centrally located in the
heart of South Korea where it serves as a
transportation hub. And Bellingham’s sixth
potential sister city, Vaasa, Finland is cur-
rently under consideration.

Bellingham’s ever first “Korea Day
Festival.”

According to Bierer the City of
Bellingham has a line item budget
for its Sister Cities program and
“spends approximately $3,000 a
year.” In addition, the mayor’s
recent trip to Cheongju cost the city
$1,868 in travel and lodging
expenses, she confirmed. In the
past 11 years, Mayor Asmundson
has made a total of six sister city
trips, including last April’s visit to
Punta Arenas, Chile.

BSCA is the non-profit, commu-
nity-based organization charged
with developing and maintaining
Bellingham’s sister city relation-
ships. Each year BSCA sponsors
cultural exchanges, educational
programs, and community events
both here and abroad to foster those
international ties. These range
from visitors from our sister cities
participating in Bellingham’s Ski-
to-Sea event, to student exchanges
with Bellingham High School, to
city staff reciprocal visits, to local
medical professionals working in
clinics abroad, to participation in
the biennial “Pacific Rim
Challenge” sailing regatta.

The sister cities idea was con-
ceived in 1956 by President
Eisenhower, as an alternative to
official governmental diplomacy.
In the words of BSCA Past
President Kraig Pencil, “It is diplo-
macy at the personal level involv-

ing the everyday person...and in
Bellingham’s case, we are very
rooted in making it a community-
based activity.”

Over the 47 years since
Bellingham’s first sister city
Tateyama, Japan was named, there
have been many cultural exchanges
that Pencil said, “allow people to
experience a culture first-hand at a
very personal level, not as a
tourist.” Or as Bierer put it, “In
light of the war, it is easy to feel
separate from all the countries in
the world... but people are people
everywhere. It makes you realize
the world is small and we are all
connected.”

According to Pencil, sponsoring
a new sister city “is a long term
commitment, kind of like getting
married. We don’t take it lightly.”
There has to be enough local, long-
term volunteer support to make the
commitment work. Local volun-
teers have to be willing to provide
assistance with escorting and trans-
porting guests, offering home
stays, hosting potlucks, providing
interpreting services when needed,
and more.

BSCA is part of a larger, world-
wide organization, Sister Cities
International, that represents a net-
work of more than 2,000 interna-
tional sister city partnerships. *WI

To learn more about Bellingham’s
Sister Cities Program, please visit.
www.bsca.org. To learn more about
Cheongju, please visit
english.cheongju.go.kr.

49th Unparallel

bold step of admitting to the inter-
national community they have a
potential economic — and possibly
political — disaster on their hands.
But at least they recognize it and
are trying to do something about it.

It is time for America to wake up
and do the same thing. *WI
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“I refuse to sing anything that’s been
downloaded off the internet”






