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Fearful of a populist leader
The recent military coup in Thailand caused mixed feelings among those of us with family and business ties to the country. On the one hand, removing a government this way is unconstitutional. In principle, that's bad for social harmony and business. 

On the other hand, the peaceful event was welcomed by many Thais. In practice, it might be good for the country. 

Thailand's former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra was once very popular - winning two open and fair elections and a strong parliamentary majority. His political style was modern and businesslike. 

He offered spending policies designed to win votes among the poor. Some of these genuinely alleviated poverty, and his other policies helped to deliver a good level of economic growth. 

The bad news was that his administration tightened its control over the media, mishandled the conflict in the southern, Muslim region and increasingly became associated with human rights violations and corruption. It had lacked a mandate since April. 

Fears were growing that the situation in the south was getting out of control and the coming election might not be clean. So a coup could be seen as helping the cause of stability and democracy. 

Are there lessons in this for us in Hong Kong? Some of my contacts in the business community are asking, in effect, what would happen if Hong Kong had universal suffrage, and we had a populist leader who was harming the community's overall interests. How could we remove such a person here? 

There are huge differences between Thailand and our city. Our legal tradition and low tolerance for corruption set us apart. And our demographics are strikingly different. 

Populism was a big vote-getter in Thailand because the country has such a wide gap between rich and poor, and the rural poor account for such a large share of the population. 

In Hong Kong, although the wealth gap is undeniable, we have a much bigger middle class and the poor are a minority. We also have a developed economy, which pays for an advanced social welfare system. Most people here now expect government subsidies for health care, education and half our housing; it would be politically difficult to reduce those payments. But the majority isn't demanding additional, large-scale universal handouts. 

You can make a case for highly targeted aid for specific disadvantaged groups. But a politician offering large pensions for all - or major increases in cash for the jobless - would probably lose votes, not gain them. Our numbers are different from Thailand's: we don't have enough poor to create a majority political powerbase. 

Many in Hong Kong's business community, however, are convinced that Hongkongers would elect a populist at the first opportunity. In their nightmares, they see a directly elected government pushing up taxes and driving out business. 

Some people in the pro-democracy camp think this argument is simply an excuse to resist political reform. Many of them are middle class, and would not want a government that confiscates wealth. 

They see universal suffrage as an ideal or in terms of the quality of governance - not as something to do with wealth redistribution. 

But they are wrong to dismiss the business community's fears. Rightly or wrongly, many of my local business colleagues strongly and sincerely believe that universal suffrage would mean populism. 

That's why the Thai coup struck a chord with some of them. The universal suffrage movement in Hong Kong needs to address this concern. 

Much of the population of Bangkok welcomed the military intervention. Many of those people are in the professions or business. Their backgrounds are similar to those of many of our pro-democrats - and to my colleagues in business who fear populism. 

How can such similar people take such opposing views of the situations in Thailand and Hong Kong?

