Speech by Dr Hassan Hameed, the Vice Chancellor of the Maldives National University to the

 First Education Sub-Forum of the China-South Asia Business Forum
Kunming, Yunnan Province, China, June 5, 2012
The distinguished representative of People’s Government of Yunnan Province, Mr Gao Feng, 

The representative of the Ministry of Education, Mr Liu Baoli, 
The Chairman of Radio and TV University Board, Mr Chen Luyan
President of the Yunnan Radio and TV University,Professor Xu Bin,
Presidents, Vice Chancellors and Distinguished Guests,

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Good Afternoon and Nimen Hao
On behalf of the Maldivian Government and the people of the Maldives, I commend the People’s Government of Yunnan Province on the convening of this historic forum.  I thank the leading officials of both CCPIT and Yunnan Radio and TV University for not only proposing this first ever sub-forum on education but also for the efforts in bringing this meeting to fruition in this beautiful city of Kunming. In many ways it is a timely forum.

If we reflect on the history of the world for the past two thousand years, we come to appreciate that at different times, different global areas dominate the world affairs including business, education, training and trade. The 19th century was the century of Europe. The 20th Century was the century of the US.  Many speakers in the morning session has noted that “the twenty first century is the Century of Asia. 
And this is becoming more and more evident. Today Asia is where half of the humanity lives. Six of the ten largest cities are in Asia. And in a few years’ time, China, India and Japan will be three of the four largest economies of the world. In science and technology, Asia is now a serious competitor to the rest of the world. The rise of Asia is unprecedented and unstoppable. 

Our region has amazing potential and a fascinating diversity. We have a young population with vigour, courage and hope. And we are endowed with vast natural resources, arable land and a proud history of peaceful co-existence for much of human history.

If half of the humanity lives in Asia, certainly there is untapped scope for trade within Asia.  The potential of trade within Asia is largely unexploited and holds great promise for transforming Asia, and more particularly South Asia.  At present the statistics are deplorable, though China is India's biggest trading partner and ranks third in India's export to foreign countries. But, as a trading bloc, there is much to be said for increasing trade among the South Asian nations as well as between China and South Asia.
In order to develop the potential of business and cooperation within Asia, the role of educational ties within Asia and across countries cannot be ignored. Often, business and trade ties fly on the wings of educational and cultural exchanges. In fact, the link between business and educational cooperation is the experience of many South Asian countries.  Let me share with you the experience of a very small country — mine. 
The Maldives is a very small nation with a population of 300,000 people. Thirty years ago, Australian Government invited some students to study in Australia on scholarships. Today, there are so many private students studying in Australia as full-fee paying students generating wealth for Australia. And those students who returned after their study abroad established business and other ties and trade has been growing.  The benefits of international students are many for the hosts as well as the guests. Universities of the West have exploited it by welcoming Asian students to their countries.
For many countries in the West, education is a big export.  For example, it is the third largest earner of export revenue for Australia generating more than US$12 billion per year behind coal and iron ore exports. It also generates employment, income, and foster long-term goodwill.


Both China and South Asia have not fully utilized their potential for international education. In the Asian Century this is crucial for our countries. Education and research are the future drivers of productivity and hence prosperity.  Higher education generates future wealth and the ability to develop physical and social resources of our countries.
Ladies and Gentlemen:

We have not been able to compete globally in higher education, so far. There are major challenges impacting higher education in all countries of South Asia. One is increasing social demand for higher education stemming from the success of schooling. At the same time, governments of all South Asian countries are finding it very difficult to finance universities to cater for the increased demand. Universities are forced to shift a greater share of the cost of higher education to students and their families, effectively raising the barriers of affordability and equity for many.   

The second challenge and one arising from the people’s unmet demand for higher education is the mushrooming of private institutions and the consequent competition and quality. In fact, the rise in use of information and communication technology is, in part, to cater for this burgeoning number of people seeking university qualifications. Higher education is now a commodity. This commodization has led the sector to expand and diversify with huge national and international competition for students and an expanding for-profit sector. Without proper regulation and accreditation, universities can become “degree mills.” There is an imperative for regulation to ensure that consumers are protected.
A third challenge facing higher education system is globalization.  There is a requirement to educate graduates for a world we cannot yet see or risk unemployment or under-employment.  Even now, unemployment of graduates is an issue. There is a general trend towards undervaluing vocational education and open and distance education. University teachers themselves have become an international commodity where best salaries attract best teachers across nations. Within our countries, teaching as a profession is declining. The number of PhDs produced is far fewer than what our expanding academia require.

Ladies and Gentlemen:
These challenges should spur us to action. To achieve our goals, higher education leaders and public officials must work towards forging working partnerships and action strategies among our institutions. We need to form new alliances with governments, businesses and industry of our region. The MOU we are signing today with the Yunnan Radio and TV University is a step in the right direction.
In order to enhance cooperation between China and South Asia, there are two issues that must be addressed, first.  One is recognition of qualifications across countries. Already, the South Asian universities have taken steps towards mutual recognition of university degrees. The second and the more important aspect is language. The language of higher education in many South Asian countries is English. In order to benefit from cooperation with China in higher education, South Asian nations must give more emphasis to learning Chinese both at school and university level. China plays an increasingly important role in our interconnected world, and its growing global influence can be seen across the political, cultural and economic spectrum.  Of course, this also means that an equal emphasis must be given by the Chinese academia to English Language. 
Ladies and Gentlemen:

This forum presents an important opportunity. It is an opportunity to broaden the horizons of cooperation and integration.  We need to move forward with staff and student exchanges and joint research programs.  We need to break down the barriers to cooperation so that we could welcome sooner the “Asian Century” for a more prosperous future for all our countries.
Before I close, it is a particular delight for me to thank the people of China, and particularly the convenors of China-South Asia Business Forum and the good people of the Yunnan Radio and TV University for the wonderful hospitality arranged for me and my colleagues. I am optimistic that this forum will make a landmark contribution to the development of cooperation between the academia of South Asia and China. 

Thank you and xie, xie
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