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SCMP Article
Good news and bad news from the US
The 10th anniversary of reunification has dominated Hong Kong recently. In the United States, however, they had other things on their mind, as I found out when I visited New York and Washington two weeks ago to visit various think tanks, academics, diplomats, bankers, human rights activists and others as part of a delegation from the Better Hong Kong Foundation. 

The big issues while we were there, were a controversial immigration bill (which was narrowly defeated in the Senate last week), Iraq, and the campaigns for the two parties' presidential nominations for 2008. No surprises there. What was at least a bit surprising, though, was that even the people we met - many of whom have a particular interest in Asian affairs - were not thinking much about Hong Kong at all. 

They were certainly paying attention 10 years ago, when they wondered how Hong Kong would do after the handover. As we have been reminded in countless media articles recently, the predictions that we would lose our freedoms and our prosperity turned out to be very wrong. The US opinion formers we met were all aware of this, and therefore Hong Kong has pretty much ceased to be an issue for most of them. They have, in a nice way, lost interest in us. 

However, they are extremely interested in something else that is very important to us: China, and in particular China's role in world trade. The US is divided between two very different views of China's exports to it. 

Many politicians, and much public opinion in at least some regions, strongly believe China is destroying American jobs by keeping the yuan low and swamping the country with cheap goods. They want to impose tariffs on Chinese goods if the yuan isn't sharply revalued, and they are not joking. 

Bankers, government officials and others see things differently. Low priced goods from China and elsewhere increase American consumers' purchasing power; for every job lost more are created because consumers have more money to spend. Conversely, a tariff would push up prices, especially hurting people on low incomes. 

Many congressmen probably understand economics well enough to know that a trade war with China would produce many losers and hardly any winners on either side of the ocean. But in some parts of the US, factories are closing and voters are angry. With an election coming, some politicians are competing with each other to be the toughest on China. 

On top of that, there are scares about unsafe Chinese food and toys. There are worries about Chinese capital buying American companies and assets, and fears of rivalry over natural resources such as oil. And in the background there are worries about China's emergence not only as a rival, but even a threat. 

One of the purposes of our mission to the US was to talk up Hong Kong, but it seems to me that we no longer need to do that. The people we spoke to nearly all had confidence in our future. They have moved on to much bigger issues, such as the trade imbalance and the emergence of China generally. 

These subjects are critically important to us in Hong Kong. A trade war between China and the US would be a disaster for us. On the other hand, a gradual shift in mainland growth away from export manufacturing in favour of domestic consumption would open up many new opportunities. 

Many of the US figures we met recognised that Hong Kong has a possible role to play in China's future development. What works for a city of seven million might not work for a country of over a billion, but in a wide range of areas from food safety to corporate governance, we can offer experience and expertise. 

Beyond that, their main focus today is relations with Beijing. The good news: Hong Kong is no longer seen as a problem in the US. The bad news: China is.

