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Hong Kong gets a great run for its money
Congratulations are due to Standard Chartered bank for the success of Sunday's Hong Kong marathon, which attracted more than 51,000 runners. The majority of us running did not do the full marathon (just the 2km Leaders Cup in my case!), but I think everyone who ran had a sense of achievement, and a feeling they had taken part in something that made our city look good and feel good.
Every runner had a story, from the amazing senior citizens taking part to those running for good causes and those in fancy dress raising plenty of laughs.
The atmosphere, with runners, supporters, volunteers, sponsors and government departments all doing their part, reminded me very much of the Oxfam Trailwalker Hong Kong. And while the Trailwalker has a specific purpose - to raise funds for charity - the marathon is also, in its own way, doing a lot of good.
It is an excellent advertisement for our city, attracting leading runners from around the world and the attention of the media in their home countries. Many people who run as a hobby probably get their first visit to Hong Kong because of the marathon.
The real value of the marathon, however, is the way it gives Hong Kong people of different backgrounds a chance to do something positive and have fun together. We have a divided society, where people don't mix much outside the workplace. There are big economic and social gaps reflected in which neighbourhoods we live in and which schools, shops and transport we use. Many people rarely do things with people of different age groups or nationalities. The marathon brought all sorts of us together in an amazing spirit of friendship and mutual support during hard times.
I would love to see the event build on this. One thing I think the organisers could do is listen to the suggestions made by veterans of bigger overseas marathons. My brother ran in the last New York race and greatly appreciated the fact that every runner's name appears in the official list of results on a website.
Comments by participants last Sunday suggest that the Hong Kong event could benefit from features like concerts and from a route that allows spectators to watch more of the action.
The question of a better course - more accessible to the public and less crowded - is probably the main challenge to developing the marathon. The current arrangements already need serious diversions for road traffic, and officials would probably be very reluctant to shut down more areas.
But we have to balance that against the potential for the marathon to become a big day in the calendar for Hong Kong people. The New York marathon, which started in 1970, is now a major sporting event that attracts 2 million spectators and 300 million television viewers. The London marathon, with 1 million people lining the streets, is famous for its carnival atmosphere and street entertainers. My experience with Trailwalker shows me that developing an event like this is a gradual thing.
Teams of walkers now come from overseas, and the event has spread to other parts of the world. As with the marathon, there are some uplifting stories - like the team of four blind men who completed the course in 48 hours.
Trailwalker would never have grown without the co-operation of various government departments. Perhaps, in earlier years, some officials thought the event was a nuisance. But I am sure that today they would agree it is worth supporting.
So I would encourage the government to give the marathon the benefit of the doubt and be flexible about giving the run more space and more opportunity to become a big community occasion. It is just one day a year, after all, and it could do more for our city than a new logo or a “cheer up Hong Kong” campaign.
