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Our press may not be fair, but at least it’s free
I couldn't help having some sympathy for Chief Executive Donald Tsang Yam-kuen last week when he spoke out about being smeared by certain parts of the media. It is bad enough being misquoted or having your words twisted against you (I know from my own experience). The allegations against Tsang of nepotism towards his in-laws went much further. They were unfair by any standards and were aimed at hurting his reputation.
Certain Hong Kong newspapers are very biased against this administration - and not necessarily just to boost their readership. They have their own particular agendas, and they don't seem to mind sacrificing professional standards as a result.
The pro-government media outlets are hardly perfect: they often give a slanted view through their choice of stories, highlighting positive news about one side and bad news about the other. Luckily, we do have some more objective news sources.
This range of media bias is a mark of a free society. In the US, Fox News is very conservative; in Britain The Guardian is leftist.
If you are in politics in a free and open society, you have to live with this and even try to use it to your own advantage.
In theory, a politician could try to sue a journalist or editor for libel or defamation. But can anyone seriously imagine a Hong Kong chief executive doing such a thing? He would draw even more attention to the smear, look like a bad loser and end up being accused of trying to attack freedom of the press. In practice, he has little choice but to wave it aside and carry on.
Tsang wasn't the only person complaining about unfair coverage last week. Singapore's law minister, K. Shanmugam, said it was "absurd" that the city state came so low down in international comparisons of press freedom. He complained about the way the western media always picks up on this.
Reporters Without Borders had just relegated Singapore to 133rd place in its 2009 press freedom index. The survey tries to measure how easy or hard it is for journalists to operate in their home countries. Hong Kong came 48th (just above Italy).
The most common concern about press freedom in Hong Kong is self-censorship. The government - as we have seen in recent weeks - does not control what the media says, and there would be uproar if anyone suggested it should. If it weren't for the self-censorship issue, we would probably come higher up the list.
What would have happened if a newspaper in Singapore, rather than Hong Kong, had suggested the senior leader might be guilty of nepotism?
It wouldn't happen - because Singapore newspapers are under a large degree of official control. But Singaporeans and overseas media who have suggested nepotism among the leadership have ended up being sued for libel and subject to severe fines. In some cases, when top officials in Singapore have sued opponents, the result has been bankruptcy and the end of a career.
So, if anyone in Singapore made the sort of smears we have recently seen in Hong Kong, some editors or journalists would be in extremely serious trouble right now.
Many media experts say that, if you are getting bad press, there must be an underlying cause, and that - rather than the media - is what you should fix. I don't blame Shanmugam for being upset that Singapore appears below the barely functioning African state of Guinea in the press freedom index. The answer is simple: take away the threats of legal action against the media and open up media ownership, then Singapore can join Hong Kong higher up the list.
As for Tsang, his problem is perhaps harder to solve. I doubt that many people in Hong Kong believe he is a crook. But quite a lot of them seem to enjoy seeing him suffer the pain of being falsely accused. He and everyone who hopes his remaining years in office are a success need to ask why that is.
