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SCMP Article

As the overseas press sees us
We are living in a city where the air pollution is so bad it cannot get any worse. Idiots with no freedom of choice line up to take part in a mock election. There is a dog killer on the loose. Nothing else is happening. 

That is Hong Kong - a friend in the US tells me - as seen by Americans who read the big New York and Washington newspapers. It is obviously an incomplete picture - one distorted in a way that puts Hong Kong in a bad light. 

Everyone knows that our air pollution is a serious problem. It is a health issue, and we should address it urgently. It's probably true to say that the government and much of the public have been late in realising how serious it really is. However, we still need to keep it in perspective. 

Anyone who travels to cities on the mainland knows that our air could actually be a lot worse. I am certainly not saying we can relax. When the overseas press say our air is two to three times as dirty as New York's or London's, they are no doubt right. But by leaving out the comparison with the mainland, they are not reporting the whole story. 

The coverage of the chief executive election was also quite negative: some western reporters claimed Election Committee members simply voted as they were told to do. Some probably did that, but many committee members are educated, professional people with minds of their own. To them, those comments were a bit insulting. 

No one would claim that the Election Committee system is fully democratic. Committee members are elected by only about 204,000 voters, and its structure ensures a pro-establishment outcome. But this year's election showed an interesting step forward: the committee nominated two rival contestants, and the race was largely a contest for public opinion. 

It is hard to believe that we will ever have an uncontested election again, or that anyone will become chief executive in future without clear public support. This point received far less attention in the foreign media. 

Then there is the dog killer who leaves poison lying around in the Bowen Road area. He has never been caught, despite years of this. Why is the overseas press so interested in this story? This leads to the whole question of what sort of news gets reported. 

Flick through the newspapers on any day, and it becomes obvious that bad news sells. If it's a bit weird, as well, like a dog killer, so much the better. The three main Hong Kong stories overseas in recent weeks are all negative for the same reason that nearly every story from every place in the world is negative. 

With the 10th anniversary of the handover approaching, I and some other people will be talking to overseas commentators. We will try to give them the good news about Hong Kong, which they might not have read about. There are a lot of positive things to say about our economy, integration with the mainland and the healthy state of our legal system and our rights and freedoms. 

But we can expect some critical questions about other issues: we should be honest and admit that we do have problems. We also have to accept that our image overseas is ultimately our own responsibility. It is pointless to blame the press. 

Indeed, by highlighting our problems - even if they sometimes exaggerate them - the media are sending us an important message. 

If we really want to get rid of our reputation for dirty air, we must do whatever it takes to improve our air quality. If we want overseas commentators to take our elections more seriously, we need a more open and representative system. The dog killer story goes back over 10 years. What will the foreign press be saying about us in another decade?

