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When good ideas run into vested interests
A few months ago the Business and Professionals Federation released a report, “Hong Kong 2020”, on how the city should position itself for the next 10 years. It struck me that many of its recommendations would face opposition from powerful interests, if not much of the public.
This is not because the federation is some sort of radical think tank. Its president is retired senior official David Akers-Jones and its members are solidly pro-establishment. Their ideas are moderate-conservative and, in most cases, do not challenge the basic assumptions of Hong Kong’s current leadership. That may be why the report attracted relatively little public attention.
Many of its proposals seem sensible and well thought-out. However, they also highlight some problems the business community faces when it comes to political engagement.
To take one example, the report suggests allowing more overseas students into our universities and subsidising some local students to study abroad. These are great ideas. But they would create serious controversy among students competing to get places at college and people who think funds should go to local schools and students of modest means.
Another recommendation is to open Hong Kong’s doors wider to skilled people from overseas. In particular, the federation would like to see visas issued to people with particular skills before they receive actual job offers, and something similar for entrepreneurs aiming to start a business here. This is not a new suggestion: many people have seen the impact of broader immigration on centres like New York and London, and think Hong Kong is missing out. But there would be serious opposition – this time from labour unions and job-seekers.
The business federation calls on officials to get tough and impose quarterly reporting, among other changes, to assure markets of Hong Kong’s corporate governance. But again, can anyone see this happening? It is no secret that the government feels unable to take on parts of the local business community that oppose such a move.
The report urges a review of design and building codes to improve ventilation in urban areas and reduce street-level pollution. A lot of us would welcome such measures. But there would be opposition from vested interests in parts of the business community and perhaps the bureaucracy as well. Hong Kong does not have a good record of overcoming this sort of resistance.
To address the issue of the ageing population, the federation proposes simple and, in theory, easy solutions to the problem: better provision for retirement and a longer working life. In particular, they recommend higher Mandatory Provident Fund contributions and higher retirement ages, with the public sector leading the way. Again, resistance would be serious. To workers, the MPF is a tax, and the idea of raising the ceiling for contributions would be unpopular.
I have picked just a few examples of the foundation’s ideas. They may not be the only possible solutions to the basic problems, but they are not what most people would call extreme or radical. Certainly, many people in the business community would agree with many of them.
Yet it is hard to see a community consensus in favour of them. In the past, government officials would often have seen eye to eye with many ideas favoured by business groups, but these days they worry about the public mood and prefer to stay neutral.
If the business community wants policies of the sort the Business and Professionals Federation proposes, it will have to lobby for public support. In other words, learn how to convince a broad range of the community that such measures would benefit Hong Kong as a whole.
