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Senator Yuen Pau Woo

Senator Yuen Pau Woo has a Chinese name that is rich in Chinese
cultural heritage. Yuen Pau meaning ‘black leopard’ alludes to a
story from the Han Dynasty describing a leopard in Nan Shan (South
Mountain) which hid in the mountains for seven days from the rain
to keep its beautiful black fur shiny and bright. This leopard was
later used as an allegory for scholars who live in seclusion to avoid
political strife. With such a legendary story behind his name, Senator
Woo possesses both the pragmatism and modesty of Chinese
traditional culture, and the confidence and boldness of Western

modernity.

Yuen Pau Woo’s father was a second-generation Chinese born in
Malaysia, who retained a spiritual connection to his ‘ancestral village’
in Shunde, Guangdong, China. The family later moved to Singapore,
where Yuen Pau grew up. A hard worker and a Confucian throughout
his life, Yuen Pau’s father influenced his son deeply with his values and
beliefs. His mother’s family had moved from China to Malaysia for
several generations and she embodied traditional Chinese culture with
Malay and Western influences. Yuen Pau said he inherited from his

mother “a sense of curiosity and an openness for wonder”.

Yuen Pau grew up in this multicultural environment and received
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primary and secondary education at Anglo-Chinese School in
Singapore. At the age of sixteen, he received a scholarship to study

at Lester B. Pearson United World College of the Pacific in British
Columbia, and then continued his graduate studies in the United
Kingdom, attending the University of Cambridge and the University of
London. His traditional upbringing and world class education further

rooted Yuen Pau in the essence of Chinese and Western cultures.

As a result of these influences, Senator Woo has always maintained a
deep attachment and pride in Chinese culture. In 2012, he co-founded
“China Global: The Vancouver Society for Promotion of Chinese Art
and Culture” and started his tenure as president in 2014. Based in
Vancouver, as Canada’s gateway to the Pacific and Asia, China Global
has promoted international understanding by organizing art exhibitions
to promote Chinese culture. After China Global was founded, it helped
Vancouver Art Gallery hold an exhibition of rare and precious artifacts
- The Forbidden City: Inside the Courts of Chinese Emperors. The

exhibition lasted three months and as many as 150,000 people attended.

On October 30, 2016, 53-year-old Yuen Pau Woo was appointed as
an independent senator by the Prime Minister of Canada. That day
was also the second anniversary of his father’s death. He wrote on his
Facebook page: “(My father) was an old-fashioned Confucian who
believed in a Chinese version of the Canadian ideal: peace, order,

and good government. Which is why he would have appreciated my
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appointment to the Canadian Senate, and would have considered it the

highest calling for a citizen.”

Before becoming a senator, Yuen Pau had a highly regarded reputation
in both academic and business circles. He is a well-known Canadian
expert in Asia-Pacific economics, policy and relations between
Canada and Asia. He is a senior researcher in several think-tanks and
research institutions. He has served as President and CEO of Asia
Pacific Foundation of Canada, President of Vancouver Headquarters
Promotion Bureau (HQ_Vancouver), as well as served on many

boards for non-profit organizations. He is Chair of the board for

the Vancouver Academy of Music. Yuen-Pau also served as the
representative on the Pacific Economic Cooperation Council (PECC)
for ten consecutive years. In 2012, he was recognized with the Queen’s

Diamond Jubilee Award for his contributions to Canada-Asia relations.

Yuen Pau Woo’s entry into the political world would appear to fulfill
the Confucian tradition of “public service follows academic excellence.”
It takes great courage and a sense of civic responsibility to leave a
comfortable professional environment for a life as a political and civil
servant under public scrutiny. But Yuen Pau has a Western-style
adventurous spirit and he also believes in putting knowledge to action.
Senator Woo believes very strongly in the importance and power of
ideas. He says,”......I am also action-oriented. I place a lot of value

on the development of clear thinking and far-sighted vision as a way
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to come up with good actions. All of my professional experience, the
different jobs that I had.... the common theme in my career has been
the centrality of the ideas that have been shaping the actions that I've
taken.” After years of research in public policy, serving in the Senate
and putting his ideas and knowledge to action is a natural extension of

Yuen Pau’s life work.

The transition to public life was not without challenges. In addition

to the intrinsic difficulty of putting ideas into practice, personal

attacks had to be dealt with. When Senator Woo's appointment was
announced, there was objection from a member of parliament, who
claimed that his appointment demonstrated foreign influence, and that
Senator Woo would act in favour of the People’s Republic of China.
Later this member of parliament apologized to Senator Woo under

public pressure and charges of racism.

Senator Woo was also accused of helping the People’s Republic of
China when he opposed a motion on South China Sea. Senator Woo
responded with clarity: “Anyone who has read my speech on the South
China Sea issue will understand that the position I have adopted is
entirely based on the guiding principle for promoting Canada’s interests

in Asia and the world.”

In recent years, accusations of being “pro-China” have become
convenient rationales for some Canadian politicians to attack Chinese-

Canadians who hold different opinions. This not only has an impact
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on Chinese Canadian politicians, but it also affects the entire Chinese-
Canadian community. Senator Woo believes that China’s influence in
today’s world is growing. In a globally interconnected world, Canada
cannot always be separated or isolated from China. He feels that
naturally there are some issues on which a Chinese position could

be very much aligned with Canadian interests. Senator Woo says,
“Chinese Canadians speaking out on issues related to China and
expressing support for Canada’s deeper engagement with the Peoples
Republic should not be stereotyped as ‘pro-China’. Opinions that

are based on deep knowledge of and experience in China should be
welcomed as contributions to a national debate rather than cast aside
because of lazy assumptions about the Chinese Canadian community.
Canada’s outlook will be shaped in part by the country’s response to
the growing influence of China in the world. In this respect, Chinese
Canadians who can contribute to thinking about the longer-term

interests of Canada vis-a-vis China have a vital role to play”.

At the same time, Senator Woo stresses that Chinese Canadians should
have a clear understanding of their identity and their evolving roles

in society. He says, “Chinese Canadians should be confident in their
cultural heritage, which is not dependent on nationality or country of
origin. They should not have to rely on external sources to validate their
identity as Canadians of Chinese background. Likewise, they should
not have to downplay their heritage in order to join the Canadian

‘mainstream. In fact, the Chinese community has had a significant
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presence in Canada for over 150 years, and it is an integral part of the

Canadian mainstream.”

In September 2017, having served in the Senate for less than a

year, Senator Woo was elected as the Facilitator of the Independent
Senators Group. He is determined to spearhead the work on Senate
reform, allowing the Senate to play a more active role in Canadian
democracy. Senator Woo, known as a “newbie” in politics, has jokingly
called himself an “egghead”. But he has none of the awkwardness that
characterizes a newcomer. Just like a graceful leopard, steady and sharp,

he has already sprung forward to put good ideas into action.
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