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Much ado about a Shenzhen handshake
The 30th anniversary of the establishment of Shenzhen as a special economic zone deserved broader coverage here in Hong Kong. The rise of the city next door has been amazing.
Hong Kong played a major part, with our industrialists being the first to go through the newly opened door. That led to the Pearl River Delta manufacturing powerhouse and the transformation of our own economy. Shenzhen is a symbol of reforms that have benefited millions across China and changed world trade and investment patterns.
However, Hong Kong focused on one six-minute part of the 30th birthday celebration, when President Hu Jintao shook hands in a private setting with Hong Kong tycoon Li Ka-shing. Hu made some comments for the cameras about Li’s role in Shenzhen’s development and in continued cooperation and prosperity on the mainland and here – exactly the sort of polite remarks you would expect under the circumstances.
That should have been the end of it, but in some quarters of Hong Kong the reaction has been quite fierce. Well, let’s forget talk about Li upstaging Chief Executive Donald Tsang Yam-kuen. The celebration was about the rise of Shenzhen, and Hong Kong’s political leaders would be the first to admit that this was not a party primarily for them.
It was members of our business community who were surprised by the way the nation’s president made a point of honouring Li. Although many Hongkongers might see our most prominent businessmen as a small circle, the fact is that there are various rivalries and jealousies within the business community. People are busy looking for explanations for the handshake and the public praise.
Their instinct is to ask what message is being sent. Is it a coded way of asking Li to support the Hong Kong government? Or the other way round? Is it something to do with the anti-business “backlash” that some see taking place here at the moment? They, and our media, assume of course that there is a message, and that it is all about Hong Kong.
Mainland businessmen and officials may also be wondering what the message is. Shenzhen’s 30th anniversary is about the reforms started under Deng Xiaoping . Hu made a point of promising Shenzhen that it would continue as a laboratory for political, legal, media and other reforms. There is internal debate among the leadership about this, and we can only guess at what coded messages are going backwards and forwards about these things.
China’s leaders increasingly want to keep a distance from members of the big business community. They are aware of growing social divisions and they prefer to be seen with flood victims rather than tycoons. The main message they have for the business sector is to be caring.
As on the mainland, Hong Kong’s leaders – and our press, politicians and public – have been tilting away from business. The growing wealth gap is a political concern, and the business community is expected to be part of the solution. On the mainland, the focus is on labour relations, the environment and collusion with local government; here, it includes a minimum wage and sales methods, but the trend is similar.
This makes Hu’s meeting with Li a bit puzzling. Shenzhen has benefited from hundreds of Hong Kong businessmen investing in such areas as manufacturing, logistics and infrastructure, and they would probably have appreciated a group photo. Still, if you had to pick one person from Hong Kong, we all know who it would be.
Ultimately, the anniversary was about Shenzhen, and about the reforms to come there in the next 30 years. The real message for Hong Kong should be: what will you be doing during that time?
