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Beijing's openness has raised expectations
Like many people, I have been shedding quite a few tears watching reports from the Sichuan earthquake of May 12. The scenes of devastation, dead children, grieving families and desperate rescue workers have touched hearts throughout China, including Hong Kong, and across the world.
The images themselves have been shocking, but it is also astonishing that we are seeing them at all. When riots broke out in Tibet in March, the central government's first instinct was to keep the media out. That response almost certainly harmed the country's image just as the Olympic torch relay was about to begin. It also probably reduced world sympathy for China's views on the historic status of Tibet.
Now we are seeing unprecedented openness. Hong Kong television crews are travelling with troops in helicopters to disaster zones. They are interviewing and filming whatever they wish. We are watching survivors of the disaster complain about the relief efforts, and we are hearing allegations of corruption behind the building of substandard schools that collapsed. Mainland media have been running similar stories with relatively little of the traditional top-down guidance or censorship. Senior officials have gone online to discuss issues openly with citizens on the internet.
This openness has been an amazing success. Most people seem to be trusting the mainland media. Premier Wen Jiabao's photo opportunities from wrecked neighbourhoods have shown the leadership in a new light - personally seeing and sharing ordinary people's tragedies.
The heart-wrenching reports and stories have united the whole nation and inspired citizens to donate cash or blood, or even take direct action and deliver aid to victims themselves. It has brought Hong Kong people closer to the mainland in a way never seen before.
It is one of those times when you think things are not going to be the same again. China's people and the world have seen Beijing act in a deliberately open way, and they will expect more of it in future. This is likely to be the case in two particular areas directly related to the earthquake.
The first is the local corruption that must have contributed to the poor construction of public buildings in the earthquake zone (and elsewhere). For years, people have been persecuted by local governments for complaining about corruption to higher authorities. Officials higher up, meanwhile, have preferred to cover up such problems.
The death toll could reach 70,000. Some of those victims would have died anyway from such a powerful earthquake. But the photos of those little bodies in the rubble of schools, next door to buildings that stayed up, have exposed the true cost of corruption to the whole nation. There is real anger. People expect the culprits to be punished, and better accountability for the future.
The same goes for the money being raised. Mainland people and companies had donated 16 billion yuan (HK$17.92 billion) by Wednesday, with another 1 billion yuan coming from Hong Kong and more on the way from across the world. About one-tenth of the cash has been allocated to specific purposes so far. As with the Indian Ocean Tsunami of 2004, funds will continue to be spent for years to come.
I am deputy chairman of the council of Oxfam Hong Kong, and I know that people who make donations to charity want to see proof that their gifts are having an effect. Mainland people will be no different. Having joined together to give generously to the Sichuan victims, they will expect to see millions of homeless rehoused, with new schools and hospitals in the years ahead.
The openness surrounding this huge tragedy has united the country in giving and sharing, but also in expecting a new level of accountability. Continued openness will enable Beijing to meet that expectation.
