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Marginalised by our own inertia?
The debate on whether Hong Kong is in danger of being marginalised seems to have died down, but the issue itself is still there. Hong Kong has many advantages that other cities and economies in the region do not have. But we also have some problems, connected to our political structure that they do not have, and I worry that these are big enough to hold us back in the long run. 

I travel fairly often to Thailand, Singapore and some mainland cities, and always take an interest in how they are doing. 

Since the Asian financial crisis in 1997-98, Thailand has had strong and decisive democratically elected governments with mandates to deliver reform. The present administration has been populist, handing out things like virtually free medical care. Businesspeople, academics and the urban elite have had quite a few complaints. But the country is moving forward. Despite the current constitutional uncertainty, people generally agree that the government is more effective than in the old days. 

Singapore has just had an election, although the system gives the opposition very little chance. Again, there was some populism, with welfare bonuses being paid to the elderly and poor in the lead up to the poll. In private, many people argue that the ruling party has too much power and control, and there should be more checks and balances. However, few Singaporeans disagree with the leadership's basic policies, which have made the city state a modern success story. 

In Shanghai, the single-party administration can implement policies and reforms without challenge. The city is reforming state enterprises, redeveloping old neighbourhoods and building major new landmarks and infrastructure. Despite the upheavals for many workers and residents, most people will benefit from the resulting progress. 

Meanwhile, in Hong Kong, what are we doing? The arguments over the West Kowloon reclamation and Tamar show that something is not working here. The people making the decisions seem unable to satisfy the community. Our government has neither a popular mandate nor the structural power to overcome a lack of consensus. Even relatively small interest groups can stand in the way. 

So, how can we cut traffic congestion and roadside pollution, for example? We should consolidate bus routes going through central urban areas, but we cannot, because district councillors insist on frequent, direct services from their neighbourhoods into town. We should spread out traffic by raising the Cross-Harbour Tunnel toll, but we cannot because road users will complain. We should link the south side of Hong Kong Island to the rail network, but we will not if minibus and taxi drivers, fearful of losing their jobs, have their way. 

What hope do we have of fixing health-care financing, schools, the way we target welfare spending, the tax system, and dozens of other challenges? 

To many people, this might sound like a good argument for universal suffrage. But, needless to say, there are interest groups who resist it, like members of the business community afraid of populist free lunches. Beijing has a veto on progress that is too fast, while the Legislative Council can also reject reform measures. 

To some people, it might seem a good reason to give the executive much more power. But, ultimately, that means a weaker legislature, weaker media and less pluralism, tolerance and individual freedom. Even if the Basic Law allowed it, Hong Kong people would never accept it. 

To me, marginalisation is not an external threat. While other places move ahead in their different ways, we stand still or, at best, argue endlessly over each step we take. We could end up marginalising ourselves.

