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Blind to the world beyond our shores
I sometimes like to watch Channel News Asia on television in the morning. It is an English-language news channel, like CNN or BBC World, but with a strong regional focus, especially Southeast Asia. Its broadcasts reach as far as the Middle East, India, Japan and Australia.
It is based in Singapore, and it is ultimately owned by the Singapore government. That could affect its coverage, but I find its reporting mostly factual and straightforward. I especially appreciate the stories from India, Malaysia, Thailand and other countries that do not usually get much coverage in the Hong Kong media.
Why isn't there a Hong Kong channel covering the region? After all, we like to say we are Asia's “world city” and, thanks to our free press and other advantages, we are Asia's leading international media hub.
One reason may be that such a regional service has to be in English, and our local English-language broadcasting sector is small and unprofitable. Singapore gives Channel News Asia a home base with a viable English market of its own.
But even our Chinese-language television offers very limited coverage of the region. The focus is largely on Hong Kong and then greater China. I sometimes get the impression that our media only pays attention to other countries in Asia when there is a disaster or Hong Kong tourists are in trouble.
Unfortunately, the attitude of many Hong Kong people must be part of the reason. If we think back 20 years or so, we paid relatively little attention to what was happening over the border on the mainland. People didn't think it was important, and they may even have looked down on what seemed like a backward place.
Since then, China has been transformed, and even the most inward-looking Hong Kong media and people have had to sit up and take notice. China's impact on our economy and, increasingly, other aspects of our lives means that mainland news is Hong Kong news.
But the rest of Asia has not gone away. Indeed, India and Southeast Asia are still undergoing serious changes of their own. They may not be individually as big as China, or quite as close to us, but we would be crazy to think we can afford to ignore them.
They are fast-growing economies, with rapidly changing social and political situations. They are increasingly important as markets and as trade and investment partners with China. Many of them have long commercial and other ties with Hong Kong, which we could potentially make much better use of. In short, what happens in these countries is important to us. We could lose out if our media ignores what is happening there.
For example, we in Hong Kong like to talk a lot about the Closer Economic Partnership Arrangement, which is aimed at boosting trade and investment with the mainland. But Beijing has also been signing bilateral trade deals with other economies around the world, especially in Southeast Asia.
The Association of Southeast Asian Nations plans to create a free-trade area with China next year and is looking at similar deals with India and Japan. It is probably true that such agreements will not at first be as liberal as they sound; many of the economies concerned will continue to be protectionist in many ways. But they are part of a trend that presents serious opportunities or threats to Hong Kong.
This sort of thing is not reported much in our local television or even print media. Yet, if we are Asia's world city, shouldn't we be paying more attention to what happens in places like Indonesia or Vietnam?
Our media ultimately responds to public demand. Maybe in the longer term, as Asia continues to develop, more Hong Kong people will want to hear more about regional affairs. Until then, those of us who want to follow the news from our neighbours will have to rely on a state-owned news service from Singapore.
