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Challenge of keeping a lid on Pandora’s box
I finally got around to seeing the film Avatar - on a plane, so I missed the 3D effects. I wanted to see it partly because it had broken so many box office records but also because it had been adopted by protest groups here in Hong Kong.
The film is about the clash between the Na’vi inhabitants of the planet Pandora and brutal humans determined to exploit the natural resources.
It was screened in Hong Kong in December and January, just as activists were protesting against the Hong Kong section of the high-speed rail link between West Kowloon and Guangzhou. The protesters borrowed the phrase this is our land from the film as a slogan in defence of the villagers of Tsoi Yuen who didn’t want to be moved to make way for the rail project. The activists even organised a special showing of the film.
It was smart of the protesters to link a very popular movie to a high-profile political issue. I wouldn’t say that the film contributed to the chaotic scenes at the siege of the Legislative Council in mid-January. But it must have helped raise awareness about Tsoi Yuen, and it possibly strengthened people’s feelings about the issue. They saw the removal of the village, like the assault on the Na’vi people on Pandora, as an injustice.
But does the parallel make sense? Let’s leave the bigger rail project to one side and focus on the property issue. The fact is that, while many villagers at Tsoi Yuen wanted to keep their homes, many others wanted to move out. For many, the money - up to HK$600,000 plus a subsidised home - was too good to turn down.
That’s because the village is built on government land. Some residents have farmed there for many years, while paying very little rent. Others arrived more recently.
Some of the public are very sympathetic to the villagers; others think the express rail line is more important for the whole of Hong Kong. Many may be undecided, but perhaps admire this quiet and spacious rural lifestyle. But the villagers are not really correct in saying: This is our land.
We have seen similar standoffs at the sites of some Urban Renewal Authority projects, like the Wedding Card Street redevelopment in Wan Chai. Typically, quite a few residents in dilapidated buildings are all too happy to be compensated and rehoused somewhere more modern.
Some are less happy. Some genuinely prefer poor conditions in the existing neighbourhood to a nicer but perhaps lonelier home in a strange district. Others hold out for more money. The people with most to lose are often owners of street-level retail premises, who find it impossible to afford something similar in the same area.
Developers will replace the old buildings with ones that are bigger and more luxurious. They will rent street-level space to brand-name chains and see high profit margins. What do the old shop owners get? This issue is not going to go away.
As our buildings age, more residents and owners will have to make way for redevelopment. If we want these stories to have happy endings, we probably need to work harder on a system that the community broadly agrees is fair.
