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Discontent drives change in Thailand, HK
I have been watching two political processes in progress recently: Hong Kong's Legislative Council election and the anti-government protests in Thailand. A common thread runs through them.
In Hong Kong on Sunday, middle-class parties essentially lost out to working-class ones. The Liberal Party and the Civic Party suffered setbacks. The Democratic Alliance for the Betterment and Progress of Hong Kong, the League of Social Democrats, unionists and some Democratic Party candidates did better. The division between pro-democracy and pro-Beijing camps played less of a role than in the past. The winners had done solid ground work and kept in touch with what less well-off voters were worried about - their economic interests. Voters supported candidates who promised a minimum wage, a universal old-age pension and other welfare measures. Populists gain seats, said The New York Times report.
Populists are often blamed for Thailand's political problems. The poor, rural majority of voters has elected politicians promising free health care and cheap loans. The anti-government demonstrators in Bangkok represent the wealthier urban minority. Some of them believe the rural poor are too uneducated to vote. Some are calling for fewer directly elected seats in parliament. To use Hong Kong terminology, they want functional constituencies to shift the balance. Their arguments sound similar to our supporters of functional constituencies, who are afraid that full democracy means more welfare.
I am not suggesting that we are about to see Liberal Party and Civic Party supporters dressing in yellow, surrounding the central government's liaison office and waving golf clubs! Despite the parallels, the two situations are very different. Thailand's large population of rural poor, including many indebted farmers, hugely outnumbers the Bangkok middle class. Hong Kong, by comparison, is more like Bangkok on its own, though generally richer across the board and with better social services.
Also, Thailand's protesters would say that the politicians who promised handouts to farmers were just members of the elite, buying votes to get power so they could help themselves. Whether you agree with their proposed policies or not, pro-grass-roots politicians in Hong Kong are basically sincere about helping the less well-off.
Still, the rise in support for pro-welfare candidates in Hong Kong is going to worry parts of the business community. Unlike Thailand, we have business-oriented functional constituencies that could veto calls for, say, a minimum wage. But then what? At a time of inflation and hardship, you get more disharmony and bitterness. As for Thailand, let's say the anti-government forces get their way. They deny that they are selfish, but many would be happy to see handouts to poor farmers reduced. Would that make Thailand more stable?
It is easy to say that people vote for populists because they want a free lunch. But Thai farmers can hardly be called lazy. And most Hongkongers have quite strong anti-welfare instincts. If populists win support, there must be a widely accepted feeling that inequality has gone too far. If people believe inequality is the result of favouritism, they will see redistribution of wealth as fair.
Those of us in Hong Kong who would prefer to avoid bureaucratic measures to tackle the wealth gap need to ask some serious questions. While our inequality is hardly on a Thai scale, can we really say it is not a pressing problem? Is it the result of an ageing society and changing global economy? Or is it made worse by local structures and policies that restrict opportunities for some? Basically, is our system fair? If not, why not?
The pro-grass-roots parties' proposed solutions may not be the right ones. But they have at least asked the questions. The Liberals, the Civic Party - and, it should be said, our business community - have not. Unless there is an amazing economic boom, they will have to do so in the next four years.
