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Worrying trends
People overseas still sometimes ask me what has changed in Hong Kong since 1997. The main changes seem to be things no one expected. Take the list of Hong Kong’s 50 richest people, which is published in a popular magazine every year. Ten or 12 years ago, I would look at the pictures of these wealthy individuals or families and recognise most, if not all, of them. Many were household names in Hong Kong.
A couple of years ago, I noticed that I could name maybe half the faces. This year, I can name maybe 17 or 18.
At the top of the list (based on ownership of Hong Kong-listed companies), you see the old familiar big names: Li, Kwok, Lee and Swire, the controllers of our biggest family companies by market capitalisation.
Look farther down and you find people whose names and faces are far less familiar – Wang, Chen, Zhang and others.
We might recognise some of these people’s companies – firms like BYD Auto, Tencent and Nine Dragons Paper; a lot of people in Hong Kong trade these stocks. But, like their majority owners, they seem to have come from nowhere. Where were these companies 10 years ago?
Look farther down the list and there are people I have never heard of.
What has happened is that corporate giants have sprung up on the mainland, listed in Hong Kong and become leaders.
At the end of 1999, there were 43 H-shares listed in Hong Kong; last year, 48 new mainland firms listed here, and the total at the end of the year was 524, representing 58 per cent of the market capitalisation and 72 per cent of average daily turnover.
Many small but good-quality local stocks now trade at below their net asset values because of low liquidity, as investors prefer big mainland companies.
As with the numbers of mainland tourists, few people in the late 1990s thought this would happen so soon.
However, we have welcomed it. If you told people 10 years ago that a mainlander would be chief executive of Hong Kong Exchanges and Clearing by 2010, they might even have been alarmed. Yet CharlesLi Xiaojia’s recent appointment to the job is widely seen as just what the exchange needs at this stage.
Ten years ago, Putonghua speakers might have received worse service in some of our shops. Today, they often get better service – not surprisingly, since they are lavish buyers, often buying in large quantities. Around half the babies born in our hospitals are born to mainland mothers (some of whom have Hong Kong husbands).
A similar proportion of postgraduate research students in our universities are from the mainland.
Not everyone welcomes all aspects of this trend. Mainland mothers became a hot political issue a few years ago, and there are fears that mainlanders could take up university places at the expense of local students.
We already hear complaints about mainlanders competing for housing. Nearly one in five luxury flats sold last year went to buyers from across the border – double the number of two years before.
More worryingly, mainlanders are also buying, and therefore presumably pushing up the price of, ordinary units aimed at our own middle class.
The impact of mainland people on Hong Kong comes down essentially to numbers.
For every Hongkonger, there are around 185 mainlanders. If just a tiny percentage of them list companies, shop, study, give birth or buy homes here, we will notice. For some people or businesses, this may offer huge opportunities; but some others may see such integration as a material threat.
Twenty years ago, we worried about repression or corruption from the mainland after 1997. We were wrong. Today, we fear being left behind because our people and companies cannot compete – but we also fear integrating too much, as with mainland students, mothers or homebuyers.
What will we be worrying about in another 20 years? The way both Hong Kong and the mainland are changing, it will probably be something else altogether.
