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The Asia-Pacific region is 
urbanising at breakneck speed. In 
Asean alone, 90 million more 
persons will move into cities by 

2030. This scale of urbanisation 
puts huge pressure on essential 
public services on which vibrant 
economies and inclusive societies 
depend. 

As governments work to expand 
service provision and build new 
infrastructure for smart cities, 
universal design-based accessibility 
must be at the heart of their 
approach. By definition, smart cities 
are reliant on information and 
telecommunications technologies 
to meet the needs of their residents. 
But if we are not careful, in our rush 
to create smart cities for present and 
future generations, we risk leaving 
persons with disabilities behind.

Some 15 per cent of the global 
population live with disabilities. In 
the Asia-Pacific region, this works 
out to 690 million people. They face 
significant barriers to full and 
effective participation in society 
because their environment fails to 
consider their needs. 

The effects are multifaceted and 
long-term: Children with 
disabilities are kept from school, 
adults find it difficult to find 
meaningful employment, gain 

reliable access to healthcare or 
have a say in the political process. 
As a result, persons with disabilities 
in Asia have lower levels of 
educational attainment, fewer job 
opportunities and are more likely to 
be poor. There is concern that their 
difficulties may worsen. 

Today, precious few smart city 
developers are taking into account 
accessibility standards which would 
allow persons with diverse 
disabilities to access the physical 
infrastructure and information 
others enjoy. These standards can 
ensure smart cities’ pavements have 
braille blocks, ramps are built for 
wheelchair users and ticket 
machines and automated teller 
machines are equipped with 
audio-based communication 
systems for visually impaired 
persons. 

Standardising technological 
solutions such as text-to-speech 
software to help visually impaired 
persons access computers in local 
languages, electronic ballot 
systems to make it easier for them 
to vote and visual warnings to guide 
persons with hearing impairment 

during emergencies are other ways 
by which the human rights of 
persons with disabilities are 
recognised and respected. 

The recently established Asean 
Smart Cities Network (ASCN) is an 
opportunity to step up efforts and 
ensure the design of smart cities is 
universal, more inclusive and 
people-centred. 

Launched in Singapore, this 
network is currently preparing a 
framework to make 26 pilot cities 
in the region “smart”. Now is the 
time to hardwire universal 
design-based accessibility into the 
ASCN framework ahead of its 
adoption at the 33rd Asean Summit 
next month. 

There are solid foundations on 
which to build. The Asia-Pacific 
region has been a trailblazer in 
relation to the rights of persons 
with disabilities and 
disability-inclusive development. It 
was the first region in the world to 
adopt a regional Decade of Persons 
with Disabilities in 1993, and 86 per 
cent of Asia-Pacific countries have 
ratified the Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities. 

The governments in this region 
developed the world’s first 
disability-specific regional 
development agenda – the Incheon 
Strategy to “Make the Right Real” 
for Persons with Disabilities in Asia 
and the Pacific. It has a clear goal: to 
enhance access to the physical 
environment, public 
transportation, knowledge, 
information and communication. It 
promotes universal design which 
ensures products, services and 
physical environments are 
accessible to all from day one. 

Guided by these regional 
aspirations, the ASCN provides 
Asean and the rest of Asia and the 
Pacific with an opportunity to 
promote disability-inclusive smart 
cities. But to do so effectively, it 
should adopt universal design-based 
accessibility standards upfront, 
which would benefit not only 
persons with disabilities, but also 
others such as the elderly.

Early adoption of universal 
design keeps costs low and has far 
reaching benefits for persons with 
disabilities and their fellow citizens. 
Multi-stakeholder engagement 

processes, involving vulnerable 
groups upfront, can ensure 
immediate needs are met while 
helping plan for the requirements 
of an ageing population. 

With our sights set high, the UN 
Economic and Social Commission 
for Asia and the Pacific and the UN 
Secretary General’s Special Envoy 
on Disability and Accessibility are 
firmly committed to joining forces 
with their Asean partners to take 
this agenda a step further.

Making smart cities accessible to 
persons with disabilities will 
support growth in our economies, 
equality in our societies and 
inclusive development in Asean. 
We have a historic opportunity to 
shape best practices for our region, 
to make accessibility for the 
disabled a hallmark of Asean smart 
cities. It should not be wasted. 
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Economists like me see the world 
through the prism of models, fit to 
statistical data and tested against 
market realities. Economic 
models provide powerful 
perspective: I have used them to 
argue that, had the economy been 
left to itself and policymakers not 
heeded the lessons of history and 
theory, the 2008 financial crisis 
might have led to another 
depression.

But there are other ways of 
gaining understanding about an 
economy and its workers. This 
was brought home to me last 
month when I accompanied my 
wife on a trip different from any I 
had ever taken. We drove for two 
weeks on two-lane roads from 
Chicago to Portland, Oregon, 
across the Great Plains and Rocky 
Mountains.

The larger cities we passed 
through included Dubuque, Iowa; 
Cody, Wyoming; and Bozeman, 
Montana. Driving across America, 
as opposed to looking down from a 
plane, makes clear how much of 
this vast country is uninhabited. 
Again and again, we encountered 
signs warning us to check our 
petrol because it would be 80km 
to the next station. I’m sure there 
were moments when we were 
400km from any place where I 
could have purchased an iPhone 
charger. Often there was no 
cellphone service to be had, either.

Much of the land we saw not 
only was uninhabited but also 
seemed to be put to little 
economic use – valleys too arid to 
farm or even to support ranching; 
mountain ranges too rugged to 
support year-round economic 
activity. We drove past some 
romantic ghost towns but more 
abandoned cafes, petrol stations 
and hotels.

The abundance of land seemed 
not just a rural but also an urban 
phenomenon. Every attraction we 
visited had enough parking spaces 
for 10 times the number of visitors 
it enjoyed. We had our choice of 
metered spaces on main streets 
from Dubuque to Keystone, South 
Dakota, when we stopped for 
lunch. We were also struck by how 
remote the concerns of the coasts 
seemed.

Televisions in bars and 
restaurants were rarely turned to 
news channels. No one seemed 
terribly concerned with the 
controversy over then Supreme 
Court nominee Brett Kavanaugh. 
We saw 15 roadside signs opposing 
abortion for every other political 
sign of any kind. The 
conversations we overheard 
hewed close to local matters.

I have always taken it for 
granted that broadened 
opportunities for young people 
are a good thing and that 
disadvantaged parents would be 
among the greatest champions of 
that idea. Now I see more nuance. 
When we visited one university 
and spoke with some of its 
recruiters, they told us about the 
ambivalence of parents in their 
rural state. Many ranchers and 
Native Americans wanted to see 
their children educated but feared 
they would lose their attachment 
to the family way of life.

The phrase “way of life” is, I have 
come to think, an idea that those 
concerned with political economy 
could usefully ponder. It is 

fashionable to talk about business 
leaders and cosmopolitan elites 
who are more worried about the 
concerns of their conference 
mates in Davos, Switzerland, than 
those of their fellow citizens in 
Detroit or Dusseldorf, Germany. 
They are blamed for provoking a 
backlash against globalisation.

What I saw on my trip was how 
many profoundly different ways 
of life there are within the United 
States. I began to understand 
better than I had those who live as 
their parents did in smaller 
communities closer to the land. 
Voters in most of the places we 
visited have tended to vote 
Republican in recent decades. In 
many places, signs for church 
suppers, hunting clubs and local 
fairs outnumbered political signs 
or even signs for commercial 
goods, which tells a cultural story.

But the economic picture may 
be more complex. Starting with 
the federal government’s 1803 
purchase of the Louisiana 
Territory from France, and the 
federally funded Lewis and Clark 
expedition to explore the West, 
the free market had little to do 
with the settling and economic 
progress of the American West. 
The economy of many of the 
places we visited was the creation 
of the US government. 
Depression-era programmes paid 
for power plants, built hiking trails 
and helped cut roads through 
mountains. Western tourist 
economies are based around 
national parks, forests and 
monuments, and government 
land grants funded many of the 
universities.

The United States is a 
remarkable place because it is an 
amalgam of remarkable places. 
Americans want to live in very 
different ways. Perhaps more 
appreciation of that on the part of 
those who lead the country could 
strengthen and unify us at what is 
surely a complex and difficult 
moment in America’s history. 
WASHINGTON POST
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Saudi Arabia’s dynamic young 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman is indeed 
“reform-minded”, as countless 
media reports have described him. 
There is, however, a difference 
between reforming the House of 
Saud and setting free the society 
over which it reigns. 

That was evident even before 
Washington Post contributor 
Jamal Khashoggi, an emigre critic 
of the Crown Prince, entered the 
Saudi Consulate in Istanbul a week 
ago, without – so far – coming out 
alive.

MBS, as the Crown Prince is 
known by his initials, has stirred 
curiosity – and, in many quarters, 
optimism – by changing some of 
the most regressive features of his 
family’s regime. Women may now 
drive cars; cinemas have opened. 
MBS speaks admiringly of Silicon 
Valley. He seeks out foreign media 
contacts and answers their 
questions with apparent candour.

Yet to those listening closely to 
what MBS actually says, it is clear 
that his top priority is not, and 
never has been, the expansion of 
individual freedom. His aim is to 
modernise the Saudi monarchy so 
as to render it sustainable under 
the new economic and geopolitical 

conditions of the 21st century – 
with the 33-year-old MBS on top 
for a long, long time.

The Crown Prince wants Saudi 
Arabia’s economy to be less 
dependent on oil, and its military 
and intelligence forces more 
capable of battling Iran. 

Updating his country’s gender 
norms and public amusements, 
and making examples out of a few 
egregiously corrupt royal family 
members, may help gain political 
support for this agenda, both 
domestically and abroad. Yet 
anyone who questions either MBS’ 
plans or the pace at which he 
pursues them – much less his right 
to make decisions on behalf of 
Saudi Arabia’s nearly 33 million 
people in the first place – is liable to 
arrest, imprisonment or worse.

To cite just one example, a group 
of at least nine women’s rights 
activists, including a leader of the 
push for women’s driving licences, 
Loujain al-Hathloul, was arrested 
in May and charged with treason. 
They face up to 20 years in prison.

MBS epitomises what political 
scientist Samuel Huntington called 
the “modernising monarch”. 
Perched atop poorly 
institutionalised but restless 
societies, such rulers face “the 
King’s Dilemma”, as Professor 
Huntington put it: to reform fast 
enough to placate the middle class, 
civil servants and intellectuals – 

but not too fast for traditional 
sectors, such as the clergy. 

Previous modernising monarchs 
included former emperor of 
Ethiopia Haile Selassie I and 
former shah of Iran Mohammad 
Reza Pahlavi, both of whom were 
eventually toppled, the former by a 
military coup in 1974 and the latter 
by a revolution that began in 1978. 

Their experience illustrates how 
extraordinarily difficult it is for a 
modernising ruler to control the 
social forces that his own actions 
unleash – to destabilise and 
stabilise simultaneously.

Prof Huntington’s analysis 
explains that, for a moderniser like 
MBS, intimidating, jailing and, 
possibly, killing his opponents is 
not a deviation from his plans but a 
foreseeable consequence of them. 

“Monarchs who pursue reform 
unremittingly become increasingly 
dependent upon sheer repression 
to maintain themselves in power,” 
he wrote in his classic 1968 text 
Political Order In Changing 
Societies. 

Ten years before the uprising 
that eventually brought Ayatollah 
Khomeini to power in Iran, Prof 
Huntington noted that the shah’s 
secret police played an “active role 
in searching out the enemies and 
potential enemies of the regime” 
and the author described the tactic, 
prophetically, as an indication of 
the regime’s vulnerability. 

Both “reform and repression are 
aspects of the centralisation of 
power and the failure to expand 
political participation”, he wrote. 
“Their logical result is revolt or 
revolution.”

We shall see whether that 
analysis eventually applies to MBS 
and Saudi Arabia. It’s worth noting, 
though, that Prof Huntington also 
foresaw the discomfort and 
disappointment that someone like 
Mr Khashoggi might come to feel 
towards a ruler like MBS.

“A common figure in all 
traditional monarchies is the 
modern, progressive, educated 
bureaucrat struggling with his 
conscience as he attempts to 
balance the reforms he may be able 
to promote from within the 
system against the rewards which 
he has received for participating in 
that system,” Prof Huntington 
wrote. 

Though not exactly a bureaucrat, 
Mr Khashoggi previously worked 
in various governmental or 
quasi-governmental positions in 
the closely-controlled Saudi media, 
and as an aide to then-Saudi 
ambassador to the United States 
Prince Turki al-Faisal. At a certain 
point, however, Mr Khashoggi 
concluded that his conscience 
could no longer permit him to work 
within the system.

“It was painful for me several 
years ago when several friends 
were arrested. I said nothing. I 
didn’t want to lose my job or my 
freedom. I worried about my 
family,” he wrote in his first 
column for The Washington Post, 
just over a year ago. “I have made a 
different choice now. I have left my 
home, my family and my job, and I 
am raising my voice.” 

The question now is whether that 
voice has been silenced forever. 
WASHINGTON POST
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Crown Prince epitomises Samuel 
Huntington’s modernising monarch
facing the ‘King’s Dilemma’ 

In Saudi Arabia, 
it’s hard to delink 
reform from repression

Asean 
smart cities 
– do not 
forget the 
disabled

I have always taken it for 
granted that broadened 
opportunities for young 
people are a good thing 
and that disadvantaged 
parents would be among 
the greatest champions of 
that idea. Now I see more 
nuance.

The United States of 
lots of different Americas
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