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Count your blessings
The World Trade Organization meeting finished at the beginning of the week with a mixture of successes and disappointments for pro- and anti-free-trade negotiators and lobbyists. 

I was surprised by the number of non-governmental organizations and other groups that turned up with serious work to do. They met and exchanged views behind the scenes on a whole range of issues related to trade and development. 

It reminded me that we forget how much things like agricultural subsidies and tariffs affect millions of people's lives. Indeed, we forget that these arguments actually affect us, too: barriers to trade in other economies slow global growth, which ultimately hurts Hong Kong. 

I was very fortunate last week to meet Joseph Stiglitz, a Nobel prize-winning economist who stresses the importance of fair trade as well as free trade. It's easy for wealthier countries to insist on free trade in financial services, which they are good at producing. But they have to play by the same rules and let the poorer economies profit from their own strengths, such as agriculture. 

Many delegates and protesters made this point last week. African cotton producers, for example, were complaining that they couldn't compete in the world's biggest market, because the United States protects its own cotton industry. They were clearly arguing for free trade. 

Other groups opposed free trade. The famous South Korean farmers were defending their right to sell expensive rice to consumers. You probably didn't see any Thai farmers on the streets of Wan Chai. That's because they were busy growing cheap rice, which they would like to be able to sell in South Korea. 

Economic progress, like the opening of markets to cheaper food, is good for the majority of people. The most efficient producers of goods and services win, as do consumers. But there are losers as well as winners, and many in Hong Kong expressed sympathy for the Koreans. 

In fact, we have our own Korean farmers here: the unskilled, middle-aged workers who saw their factory jobs disappear over the border in the past few decades. The expansion of the Pearl River Delta as an export manufacturing hub has benefited millions of mainland workers, employees of Hong Kong service industries and western consumers. 

It would be totally wrong to try to stop that process: it creates so many winners. But it's equally wrong to throw the minority of people who lose out onto the scrap heap. 

I was not surprised that Hong Kong hosted the WTO event so well. Businesses and commuters put up with the disruptions without too many problems. The presence of peaceful Hong Kong activists in the crowds probably helped to keep the protests relatively free of the serious trouble that has affected some previous WTO meetings. Our public servants did an excellent job of planning and overseeing it. 

The sight of our police officers in riot gear came as a bit of a shock to many of us. We are not used to seeing them face a violent crowd, and some people, even Bishop Joseph Zen Ze-kiun, criticized them. But most people I have spoken to strongly agree that our police were highly professional and far more restrained and tolerant than their counterparts in most cities would have been. 

After a week of hearing about the challenges and injustices faced by developing economies and struggling peasants, you realize how lucky we are to live in a prosperous free port, with peaceful, law-abiding fellow citizens and Asia's best police force. We have much to be grateful for as Christmas approaches.

