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Seething anger signals need for fairer shares
Government spending cuts are nearly always painful. We have recently seen protests in near-bankrupt countries like Greece and Portugal, rioters breaking windows in London and unionists occupying the state legislature in Wisconsin.
Hong Kong is lucky. Our government has massive reserves, and its last budget surplus was so great that the financial secretary could announce a $6,000 handout to every permanent resident. In theory, we should not be seeing social tensions rising or worrying about possible disorder.
Yet there are unmistakable signs of anger running through the community. I like to think that violence (not just the antics of our well-known radicals and their supporters) is unlikely in our traditionally peaceful and law-abiding society. But some commentators are not ruling it out.
Looking back a couple of years, we can see how a whole series of issues – education, the environment, the backlash against property developers’ sales tactics, the rising cost of housing, the impact of mainlanders on the property market and maternity services, and all sorts of smaller disputes – have added up to an angry atmosphere.
More recently, the budget provoked criticism for ignoring the public’s views and being too short-term in outlook; something close to violence, at least by Hong Kong standards, took place at a protest against the spending plans. The new minimum wage has angered both employers and employees. Even a transport subsidy for low-paid workers has left people unhappy.
Small fires threaten to turn into bigger ones. In several cases, public opinion has sided with people like hawkers, tenants and others fighting officials and big business. Residents of Mei Foo Sun Chuen, a middle-class housing estate, have engaged in civil disobedience over a plan to develop an adjacent site. What next? Conflict over the cost of school textbooks? A dispute between minority property owners and re-developers?
It would be easier to explain all this if we were in a serious economic downturn. But the statistics say the economy is doing well, with growth around 6 per cent and joblessness well under 4 per cent. It would be easier if discontent was just in one part of the community, like the minority whose real income has shrunk in the last 10 years. But the dissatisfaction is much broader.
If there is a single thread running through these big and small crises, it seems to be basic imbalances in market access and power. Developers sell property – plus the right to a Hong Kong ID card – to mainlanders, while local people cannot afford a home. Landlords put up rents for luxury chains targeting tourists, while local shops get squeezed out. Meanwhile, the government seems helpless to address either these issues or big policy areas like health care and education reform.
The perception, and it must at least partly be the reality, too - is that a small group of people are getting all the breaks.
There is little the administration can do at this stage except carry on putting out fires. Instead, we must look to those who are in the running to become chief executive next year. It is vital that they accept that Hong Kong is facing serious structural problems and propose ideas for change.
They will need to do more than simply hope the mainland economy can help us out; the unequal distribution of the fruits of China’s growth are part of the problem. They will also have to address ways of diversifying our economic base.
This is not simply about growth. The question is: how can we make sure that everyone has a fair share of our economy as it develops and changes? Our prospects for social tension or harmony might rest on the next chief executive’s answer to that question.
