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SCMP Article

In the face of danger
I chair the legislature committee that advises the government on pay and conditions for security and emergency personnel. So I was especially interested to see that the Government Flying Service received a visit last week from Vice-Minister of Communications Huang Xianyao. He thanked the service, on behalf of the national leadership, for the rescue of 91 mainland sailors during Typhoon Prapiroon. 

The thanks were well deserved. In one rescue, 68 sailors were pulled from an oil company barge 132km southwest of Hong Kong. That's more than twice as far away as Macau. In another, 23 crew members were evacuated from another barge, 172km from Hong Kong. Conditions were extremely tough for both the sailors and airmen. 

Some missions are even farther away. In May, flying service aircraft spent 60 hours searching for missing Vietnamese fishing boats 650km to our southeast. In July, they evacuated a casualty from a ship two-thirds of the way from Hong Kong to Kaohsiung, Taiwan. 

Hong Kong's zone of responsibility for search and rescue extends 600 nautical miles to the south. Flying service helicopters have a range of about 200 nautical miles, and they can extend that by refuelling at oil rigs. They are equipped to rescue people by winching them up. 

At greater distances, fixed-wing aircraft can drop rescue equipment. They also work with our Maritime Rescue Co-ordination Centre and its counterparts on the mainland and elsewhere, to enlist the help of ships near the rescue scene. 

Vietnam and the Philippines have no air services of this sort. The mainland launched one just three years ago in Shanghai. Others are opening in Fujian and areas west of Guangdong, though with shorter-range helicopters than ours. So if you're in trouble in much of the South China Sea, the Government Flying Service might be your only hope. 

The vast majority of people rescued outside our own waters are not from Hong Kong. But would anyone seriously complain about the cost - or say it's unfair - that the Hong Kong taxpayer should shoulder this burden? 

We profit from the trade carried in ships coming in and out of our waters, and keeping them safe is probably good for business. And, as the richest community in the area, we should accept our responsibilities. Other communities around the South China Sea do play their part. Above all, we have a moral obligation to help others, just as we expect governments to help our own citizens in trouble in other parts of the world. That principle is written into international conventions, so it is a legal duty as well. 

Most of the flying service's missions are closer to home - putting out hill fires or finding missing swimmers and hikers. They also help the police monitor traffic and search for illegal immigrants and smugglers. 

Other departments use the service for aerial surveying, monitoring ships suspected of polluting the sea, checking lighting on the airport runway and carrying VIPs and overseas guests around. 

The 24-hour air-ambulance service aims to get to outlying islands in 20 minutes to evacuate emergency cases to hospital - often with a specially trained doctor or nurse who can provide treatment on board. 

Such evacuations are not cheap. But it's what Hongkongers expect, and the flying service provides it - for more than 670 people in the first half of this year alone. 

We sometimes hear complaints about government waste or lazy civil servants. Maybe some of this talk is justified. But many people in Hong Kong and elsewhere owe their lives to the Government Flying Service - and to our other disciplined services and health services that take part in search and rescue work. For them, it is taxpayers' money well spent.
If funds get tighter in the future, would we be willing to see cuts in this service? If not, what other services would we rather see cut, or what sort of taxes would we be prepared to pay more of? These are the basic questions behind the debate on tax reform. There are no right or wrong answers - just different priorities.

