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Gilbert Van Kerckhove:
Love for His Second Home

Ta]l and thin, appearing energetic and astute, Van Kerckhove was born in Belgium,

and can speak French, English, Flemish, Portuguese, German and Spanish. In
1981, he became the first Belgian resident in Beijing. Over the next 20 years, although
working as well in other parts of the world, he has always regarded China as his
second home. His Chinese friends call him “Old Fan.” He is currently the Managing
Director of the China Strategy Consulting Co. Ltd.

In 1973, he went to Brazil after receiving a master's degree in electronic engineer-
ing. His first job was project manager for Siemens, in charge of a construction project
for the Brazilian Telephone Office. His experience there made him realize that an un-
derdeveloped country can also have top engineers and accomplish top-quality engi-
neering projects.

In 1980, Van Kerckhove received an assignment in Beijing, and thus arrived in
China. He said, “At that time, the whole world did not have enough knowledge of
China. China was a riddle to most people in Europe. My family and friends were all
against my decision to work in China, because they imagined it to be poor and dan-
gerous.” After they all failed to persuade him, each said in an exasperated way, “Go to
China? Are you nuts?” Van Kerckhove likes challenges, so he came to China anyway.

As one of the first foreigners doing business in China, he set up the Chinese of-
fice of the Belgian ACEC company for a project. He secured a government soft loan
for China, and carried out the China Henan Pingdingshan Power Station project. He
moved to Shanghai as the General Manager for the eastern China region of France's
Alstom Co., and was involved in such major construction projects as Shanghai's
Subway Line 3 and the Jinmao Building in Pudong, The total value of the contracts ex-
ceeded US$ 700 million.
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Advisor to the Beijing Olympic Games

Towards the end of 1999, Mr. and Mrs. Van Kerckhove returned to Beijing and set
up their own company, the China Strategy Consulting Co., Ltd. They moved into their
own home in anticipation of a longer stay in China. Soon afterwards, he accepted an
invitation from the Investment Promotion Bureau to serve as a senior consultant to the
Beijing municipal government. His job was to present Beijing and China to prospective
foreign investors in a way readily understandable to foreigners, and to speedily answer
questions from visiting foreign groups.

As a result of his close long-term cooperation with the Beijing municipal govern-
ment, Van Kerckhove was recommended in 2001 for participation in the preparations
for the Beijing Olympic Games. He became an investment promotion commissioner for
Olympic projects on the Beijing Municipal Planning Commission. He mainly assisted in
the decisions to construct large-scale Olympic venues.

Van Kerckhove proposed a unified bidding concept: Design-Construction-

Financing-Operation. He did a great deal of publicity through the internet, explaining
the unified bidding concept to foreign embassies, chambers of commerce and potential
overseas investors, advising them on how to present a unified bid. He lobbied vigor-
ously among key potential overseas bidders and maintained contact with dozens of
embassies and chambers of commerce as well as hundreds of companies, writing more
than 100 reports.

When SARS (Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome) epidemic hit Beijing in the
spring of 2003, work in many institutions came to a standstill. Yet preparations for
the Olympic Games did not stop for a single day. For a time, the Beijing Organizing
Committee for the Olympic Games (BOCOG) even moved its meetings to Van
Kerckhove's home, for the sake of convenience. During this period, in order to enable.
the work of inviting tenders for the National Indoor Stadium to proceed smoothly in
Hainan Province, Van Kerckhove was not only involved in busy preparatory work, bu
also took advantage of his extensive international connections to contact world-famo
stadium operators, insurance management companies and risk management compa;
nies, inviting them to participate in the assessment work in Hainan.

He made many rationalization proposals in the course of assisting in the constru
tion of the National Stadium (Bird's Nest) and the National Aquatics Center (Wa
Cube), becoming a key consultant on urban construction for the 2008 Beijing Olympi
Games. He contributed extensive intellectual su'ppon and hard work to invite intes
tional tenders for the Water Cube and the Bird’s Nest,

Van Kerckhove says: “I have a big mouth and a bit of courage.” He spent a
deal of time and energy making presentations on the business environment in Chi
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as well as recommendations to foreign delegations at the request of embassies. He
earned kudos from embassies and chambers of commerce. He called himself 2 “lobbyist”
for Beijing and a “bridge” between the Chinese administrative institutions and foreign
business organizations for the sake of the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games.

He focused on how to make effective use of the Olympic venues and ensure sustain-
able economic development of Beijing after the successful staging of the Olympic Games.

A Cultural Messenger

Van Kerckhove remains a cultural messenger with a warm heart for promoting
exchange between Chinese and European cultures. He served as the representative
of Belgium’s internationally renowned sculptor, Olivier Strebelle, who donated the
large sculpture Athletes Alley to the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games. Strebelle’s works
are displayed in public places in 37 countries, including Belgium, Russia, Israel, Italy,
Switzerland, the US and Singapore. Many of his works are brilliant models of large ur-
ban sculpture and attractions of cities.

The large sculpture Athletes Alley was conceived 20 years ago. It consists of five
groups of stainless steel sculptures representing five athletes. It bears a caption read-
ing “Citius, Altius, Fortius” (the Olympic motto: “Swifter, higher, stronger”). With Van
Kerckhove's help, the sculptor spent two years improving his work. In mid-February
2006, the leadership of the Beijing municipal government agreed to accept the dona-
tion of Strebelle’s artwork. This was the first case of Beijing accepting a foreign sculp-
ture with an Olympic theme.

Love for His Second Home

Van Kerckhove has lived in Beijing for more than 20 years and has witnessed all
changes from the very beginning of the reform and opening-up policy. He says,
ijing has brought about changes in 25 years which developed countries took 100
to achieve.” He likes Beijing best because it exudes culture. He often “brags” to
is foreign friends about how good it is to live in Beijing. He often strolls through the
lanes or hutong and goes shopping, attempting to mingle with local inhabitants.
often tries out his not-so-fluent Chinese on the elders he meets in the hutong. On
ends, he travels to outskirts of Beijing, such as to Miyun and Huairou.
He has learned from his personal experiences that these outskirts have not been
tely built up with public facilities. He believes that urban growth in China is
y rapid enough, but that rural development is weak. Rural economic develop-
does not mean more roads or houses alone, he adds, for more important are the

=S3:



building of public service facilities. More funding should go into the areas of science,
education, culture and health, while the financial burdens on farmers should be light-
ened so their purchasing power will be steadily increased. He was thus very glad to
hear that the agricultural tax had been abolished.

Commenting on the construction of more satellite cities around Beijing, Van
Kerckhove says: “Downtown Beijing has spread too much. How to reduce density
while promoting the development of surrounding towns and villages — this has been a
subject of my research. Satellite cities are a good idea.”

Gilbert Van Kerckhove received the Magnolia Silver Award from the Shanghai mu-
nicipal government in 1999, the Great Wall Friendship Award from the Beijing mu-
nicipal government in 2004, and the Friendship Award from the Chinese government
in 2005. As a special advisor for Belgium’s Ministry of Foreign Trade, he was highly
praised for his work and made a Knight of the Order of the Crown by the Belgian
Crown Prince in the name of the King in 2004. In 1998, along with the heads of 10 for-
eign chambers of commerce in Shanghai, he organized a fundraising activity among
expatriates in the city and donated 1.2 million yuan to disaster-hit areas, for which he
was awarded the Shanghai Red Cross Medal.

(by Chen Weihua, adapted from the book Internationalized Talents Are Bridges
for World Communication, 2007, China Media University Press)
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