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Third runway needed to maintain Hong Kong's edge   
Everyone knows physical infrastructure is important to an economy's competitiveness. Hong Kong has long prided itself on having some of the best infrastructure in the region - and this gives us considerable advantages, just as much as our legal system and other "soft infrastructure" do.

Yet, in recent years, large hardware projects have often become controversial. Opponents and supporters argue about their economic usefulness or their environmental impact. Cost overruns often add to the disputes. The third airport runway is the latest such controversy.

Let us put the environmental issues to one side here. A third runway will clearly have some impact on marine habitats and air quality, but in the context of the Pearl River Delta as a whole, it is just part of the story.

Let us also put aside the question of who will pay. Funding arrangements are important, and there is clearly a public trust problem following the delays and cost overruns on the Hong Kong-Zhuhai-Macau bridge and the high-speed rail link. But the idea that "someone else" should pay is probably a delusion. Costs end up trickling down to consumers, who are also taxpayers. One way or another, the money will come out of our pockets.

The heart of the debate should be about financial and ultimately livelihood benefits for all of us. What will we gain as an economy and a community from a third runway?

Despite talk of our declining role, Hong Kong retains unique, major advantages over mainland centres and indeed elsewhere in East Asia. No other place has better legal, tax, regulatory and other frameworks to attract high-value financial and other activities. Other winning ingredients include skills, facilities like health care and education - and convenient access.

Hong Kong enjoys some advantages in terms of connectivity. At the moment, we host 100 airlines serving 180 destinations with over 1,000 flights per day - offering far more international connections than other cities in South China, and indeed most cities in Asia. And unlike Guangzhou or Shenzhen airports, which have to fight for their share of international routes, we negotiate our own bilateral air service agreements.

So air transport is one of Hong Kong's inbuilt advantages. To choose not to have a third runway ultimately means deciding to deliberately limit the development of Hong Kong as an air transport hub.

What would this mean in practice? At the most basic level, it means local young people are cut off from some major career opportunities. Local airlines would cease to grow and airlines based outside Hong Kong would pick up more market share and hire staff from their home bases.

But obviously it goes much further than that. There can only be so many major hubs. To be one, a city needs a critical mass of flights and destinations. Other Pearl River Delta cities would be delighted if we were to opt out of this lead in the competition.

This is not just about prestige: it is part of the clustering effect that makes Hong Kong one of the world's top business cities. Our success in finance and other high-value services builds on itself. Bankers, accountants and lawyers move here because this is where the others are. Trade and logistics services and skills are attracted here for the same reason. That expands across the whole range of industries and trades.

The airport plays a vital role in making Hong Kong the centre of things. Limit its expansion - limit our connections - and you limit our city and our community. That is what marginalisation means: we become less attractive as a location for many other wealth-creating activities. And let's not kid ourselves: Hong Kong would be poorer. We and our children would have worse schools, worse hospitals and worse job prospects. That is the choice.
