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Professor Lawrence Juen-yee Lau has been a student of the world since his youth. Born in
Guizhou in 1944, he grew up in Hong Kong, where he attended kindergarten, primary school and
secondary school at St Paul’s Co-Educational College. Like many of his classmates, he went to
university in the US, matriculating in the early 1960s at Stanford University, where he remembers
being one of only a handful of Hong Kong students on campus: “l didn’t speak Cantonese for the
whole first quarter.”

His belief in the liberal arts model of higher education stems from his positive experience at
Stanford. He started out in engineering but soon switched to physics, a transition facilitated by the
flexibility of the American university system. Stanford also required students to take courses outside
their major, which was “eye-opening” for a product of the more restrictive Hong Kong system. He
took numerous economics courses, and fondly remembers one professor in particular, John Gurley.
It was due to Gurley’s influence, and the degree of student choice afforded by the American system,
that he did not end up in Physics, either.

After finishing his Bachelor’s degree in 1964, Professor Lau pursued postgraduate studies
in economics at Berkeley. This is not to say that the time he spent studying physics was wasted.
His physics education trained him to be logical, which, as he puts it, characterises “economics at
its best.” As a graduate student, he used his mathematical skills to construct one of the earliest
econometric models of the Chinese economy. Hired by Stanford as an assistant professor in
1966 —even before he had finished his doctoral dissertation—he was promoted to full professor of
economics in 1976.

Professor Lau’s wide-ranging intellect is evident in his outstanding research record. A specialist
in the subfields of economic theory, economic development, economic growth, and the economies
of East Asia, Professor Lau has published numerous scholarly monographs and over 200 articles
and book chapters. In addition to his command of mathematical and theoretical issues, he has
not shied away from addressing real-world questions. In 1979 he was among the first western-
trained economists to visit post-Cultural Revolution China, as part of an official US delegation of
economists. “There is a heaven and earth difference between then and now,” he observes, recalling
that, in 1979, if you were hungry but didn’t have a ration coupon, you couldn’t buy a shack.

The journey began his decades-long involvement with questions of economic reform and
economic policy in China. During the 1997 Asian financial crisis for instance, he advised the
Chinese government on its currency policy. He is still going strong. Just last year, he published a
book entitled The China-US Trade War and Future Economic Relations (Chinese University Press,
2019), which has been lauded by eminent scholars and policymakers in both countries. The book
aims to bring factual analysis to bear on a debate that is frequently marked by overheated rhetoric
and misinformation. Coordination, says Professor Lau, would benefit both the US and China
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economically. He gives the example of long-term contracts between commodity producers and
buyers in the two countries. These kinds of contracts create the incentives that producers need to
produce, and can generate a win-win situation for the trading partners.

“Economics can be used to solve problems,” Professor Lau observes, noting with a smile that
“I'm still a bit of an engineer at heart.” In addition to the US and Mainland Chinese economies, his
research has also addressed economic issues in North Korea, South Korea, Japan, Taiwan, Hong
Kong and the broader Asia-Pacific region. A self-identified optimist, Professor Lau believes that
“it really is possible to find solutions” to most public policy problems “if you think matters through
carefully.”

In 2004 Professor Lau entered a new phase of his career, moving back to Hong Kong after
many years in California to become Vice-Chancellor of The Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK).
One of his proudest professional accomplishments is to have established five new residential
colleges at CUHK. At the time, university enrolments across Hong Kong were growing due to the
introduction of the four-year curriculum, and Professor Lau saw this as an opportunity to enhance
the campus community. The new colleges are relatively small in size, helping encourage interaction
among students and faculty. This is in keeping with Professor Lau’s philosophy of university
education. “Education is partly about what you learn outside of class, from schoolmates and
extracurricular activities,” he says. He served as Vice-Chancellor of CUHK until 2010 and is currently
the Ralph and Claire Landau Professor of Economics at CUHK and the Kwoh-Ting Li Professor in
Economic Development, Emeritus, at Stanford University.

Professor Lau’s record of professional service is truly impressive. In addition to his time helming
CUHK, he has lent his expertise to international organisations including the Asian Development
Bank, the Food and Agriculture Organization, and the World Bank; advised numerous universities
and foundations in Mainland China and elsewhere; and edited or served on the editorial boards of
prestigious journals including the Journal of Econometrics, Review of Economic Studies, Economics
Letters and the Asian Development Review.

Mr Chairman, in recognition of his signal contributions to the field of economics and his
longstanding service to the higher education sector and the economic-policy communities in China
and the US, | now present Professor Lawrence Juen-yee Lau for the conferment of the degree of
Doctor of Social Sciences honoris causa.

Citation written by Professor Diana Lemberg and
delivered by Professor Annie Chan Hau-nung
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