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One Gini we don't want out of the bottle
Honduras doesn't often rate a mention in Hong Kong, but when the country's leader was deposed at the end of June it got me thinking.
President Manuel Zelaya was democratically elected, but had become a populist in office, scrapping school fees and raising the minimum wage. Opponents said he was doing this simply to extend his time in power, and the army expelled him. While many better-off people disliked him, he had strong support among the poor. The country was polarised both before and after the coup.
Substitute Thaksin Shinawatra for Mr Zelaya. The former Thai prime minister was deposed nearly three years ago. Despite being in exile ever since, his “red shirt” supporters and “yellow shirt” opponents can, and do, still take to the streets.
I am no expert on Honduras, but I have family and business links with Thailand, and take a close interest in what is happening in the country. Thaksin extended subsidised health care and cheap farm loans to his poor constituents. To the middle class in Bangkok, that was virtually the same as buying votes, only with their wealth. To the poor in rural northern areas, he was a hero.
Thailand remains polarised. Both sides are convinced they are right and the other is wrong, in what each sees as a zero-sum game - what one gains the other loses. Even cool-headed, objective people who can see different sides' points of view seem to have no idea of how to unite the nation.
The current Thai administration is trying to strike a balance between these conflicting interests. If it fails, what will happen? As it is, with violence in the Muslim south, a global recession and recent instability still fresh in people's minds, tourists and investors are staying away. A return to open conflict could be a disaster.
What is the root cause of this instability? I would guess that globalisation, technology, free trade and liberalisation have played a major part. On the whole, nations and the world have benefited from these trends, but beneath the statistics, inequality has grown. The poor may not have grown poorer: in Thailand, farmers have more schools and televisions than a few decades ago. This has perhaps made them more aware of what they see as an unfair distribution of wealth.
Some academics believe there is a strong link between income inequality and social cohesion. If this is true - and common sense tells us it is - it raises worrying questions for Hong Kong as well as Honduras or Thailand.
Until a few years ago, most of us had probably never heard of the Gini coefficient. Now, most of us know it is a measure, on a scale between zero and one, of inequality of income distribution. The closer a nation's score is to zero, the greater the equality of its economy. Hence, the most equal economy is Sweden, which scores 0.23, while the least equal nations, which are in Africa, score 0.61 or above. Thailand rates at 0.42, while Honduras scores 0.538. And Hong Kong? We're just before Honduras, at 0.533.
In last year's election, 10 per cent of Hong Kong voters backed the League of Social Democrats - a party that openly stands for direct confrontation and action, including breaking the law in fighting for what they see as social justice.
We hear complaints about how there are fewer opportunities to work your way up today. Big companies and regulations squeeze out the little guy. Kids from elite schools or overseas colleges get all the breaks. These are popular perceptions, and hard data on income distribution and child poverty reveals bad trends. Meanwhile, some of our wealthiest citizens warn of the dangers of welfarism or a minimum wage, sounding just like their counterparts in Honduras and Thailand.
Politicians who want to stir up resentment have no shortage of ammunition. All you have to do is convince people that the status quo is unfair. We should be worried that it seems to be getting easier to do so.
