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Loyalty above layoffs ... up to a point
First we had legislator Wong Yuk-man throwing a banana in the Legislative Council, then an Iraqi journalist hurling shoes at US President George W. Bush. It's obviously a good way to get a lot of publicity.
Now pro-labour activists have joined in, though they are hurling accusations rather than objects, and their targets are companies. Essentially, they are accusing Hong Kong firms of being bad corporate citizens if they lay off workers while still making a profit. Any businessman can counter this argument: laying off workers may be the only way a company can avoid going into the red. If it doesn't cut costs to remain competitive, all its workers might lose their jobs. And let's not forget that companies in serious trouble can still report high-sounding profits.
Usually, most Hongkongers accept that businesses serve their shareholders above all. Many people are shareholders themselves - for example, through the Mandatory Provident Fund. Most understand that a private-sector company cannot operate as a social welfare system.
But these are not normal times, and public opinion is not sympathetic to business at the moment. People probably accept that layoffs are inevitable in companies, like retailers, that go bust. Few care when big, multinational investment banks fire some high-paid stars. But, when well-established Hong Kong firms lay off staff while still making profits, people can get angry.
In the worst case, critics say, companies should cut everyone's pay across the board or find other ways to spread the pain. In a place where there is no state unemployment protection and when jobs are hard to find, this would be understandable.
Certainly, the government is eager to see companies find ways to avoid layoffs. Our officials were pleased when over 1,000 companies signed a no-layoffs charter earlier this week. Some of these companies are the sort that benefit from a downturn, when demand rises for cheaper products like fast food. But not all are, and it is brave to promise no layoffs when you have no idea how bad things are going to get.
During the crisis 10 years ago, my own company was faced with an unpleasant choice: eliminate a money-losing subsidiary or keep it and try to spread the pain. We decided to keep it and implement a pay cut because we knew some staff and their families would suffer if jobs were lost. But it turned out to be a mistake: it cost us quite a lot and damaged everyone else's interests.
This time around, our first-half profit was seriously in the red, but I am glad to say it does not mean we will need to fire anyone. It is not impossible that we will be hiring. Several of the company bosses signing the charter were quite keen to point out that they were adding staff to their payrolls.
In fact, one company I know of that has been criticised for layoffs has also been hiring. The changing business outlook means it needs fewer staff with some skills, and more people with others. But the labour representatives who throw insults at companies tend to ignore that side of things.
For those of us who believe in corporate social responsibility, these are testing times. Companies must change: our whole economy will suffer further if our businesses become less productive and competitive. At the same time, the community and the government expect shareholders and bosses to show some solidarity.
The people who loudly hurl criticism at companies have probably played an important role in recent weeks. They have reminded managements that the public expects them to return employees' loyalty when good times turn bad.
It is vital, however, that responsible managements respond clearly when critics claim they are shirking their duties to the community. It is important to accept a share of suffering and to do everything realistic to avoid layoffs. But doing permanent damage to a business helps no one.
