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Public viewpoint remains a blur to officials
How can we explain the behaviour of some Mui Wo residents recently when they opposed a plan to locate Christian Zheng Sheng College, a drug rehabilitation centre, in an unused school in the town?
The initial reaction from at least some of them was hostility, including shocking abuse and insults aimed at the college's students at a public meeting. Zheng Sheng's principal, meanwhile, pitched the planned move as a school, rather than a rehab centre, relocation. The wider community clearly sympathised with Zheng Sheng, and Mui Wo suffered a public relations disaster.
Things calmed down. Residents essentially said that they resented outsiders getting the existing, empty premises because their own children had to travel long distances to attend school. This is understandable, although we all know that not every small community can have its own school. I have not heard any evidence that this southern Lantau area has enough children to justify a high school in Mui Wo.
Were the residents pleading for a school for their children or looking for an excuse to keep the rehab centre out? Heung Yee Kuk representatives have put most of their efforts into finding alternative premises elsewhere in Hong Kong for Zheng Sheng, which suggests the latter. It is perfectly possible that many of them want both.
The situation is complicated because the students are offenders who have been sent there as part of their probation. The college is therefore overseen by the Security Bureau, but most residents - not surprisingly, under the circumstances - looked to education officials to get involved. So officials' response to the situation seemed clumsy.
This brings us to what I think is the heart of the problem. Residents have complained that officials did not engage them earlier about this issue and that a decision was made behind closed doors. This comes on top of other complaints in Mui Wo about a distant government not listening, including the length of children's trips to school and the cost of transport to the rest of Hong Kong. The mood among at least a few Mui Wo people is that this is the last straw.
As we saw with the string of problems last year with issues like “fruit money” for the elderly and the domestic helpers' levy, officials seem to have a big problem in seeing things from the public's point of view. Has anybody thought of focus groups?
There is one thing I would say to Mui Wo people. I have visited Christian Zheng Sheng College at its current premises on the Lantau coast. A trip there is quite an experience, partly because the location is so remote, but also because of the college's achievements and its physical conditions.
The college takes youths at risk of messing up their lives. They are often from deprived backgrounds and have rejected education and turned to drugs and other destructive behaviour. Left to themselves, they face miserable lives, probably including crime and prison, and maybe violence and early death. They are likely to harm other people's lives as well as their own - and that includes yours and mine, because, as taxpayers, we will have to clean up the mess.
Christian Zheng Sheng College employs religious faith in steering these young people in a new direction. Different people might have different views about this, but all I know is that the school enjoys a high success rate. The teachers are dedicated and inspiring. The college rescues people and gives them new lives. We should be grateful.
The conditions at the college are basically primitive. Imagine open-air classrooms, for example, and very basic toilets. Of course, the place is not a holiday camp, and a healthy outdoor environment is part of the lifestyle. But the place is seriously overcrowded, and they desperately need, and I think deserve, a new and better home.
Most of all, they would almost certainly make good neighbours and valued members of the local community.
