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Hong Kong united – a great result at soccer final
When I was a child, my father used to take me to watch soccer. The biggest games more than 30 years ago were between South China Athletic Association and Seiko; the atmosphere and the feeling of sharing in the passion of the crowd hooked me.
Later, while at boarding school in the United States, I subscribed to a Hong Kong newspaper just so I could keep in touch with the soccer scene here. I knew the names of all the players.
In the last 10 or 15 years, I have lost interest. New TV channels made overseas soccer far more popular, and the passion went out of the Hong Kong game. When an overseas side visited, you got the impression that local supporters backed them rather than the extremely defensive Hong Kong team, what with all the booing when Hong Kong did poorly – which was nearly always.
Our last success was beating China in a World Cup qualifier, in Beijing, in 1985. For earlier wins, you have to go back further into history: the 1970s, the 1950s and the pre-war years. Hong Kong soccer had become a joke.
That is, until last Saturday’s East Asian Games final against Japan.
Did I have tears in my eyes when I saw the team win and the crowd chant, and wave Hong Kong flags? You bet – on several occasions, each time I saw it repeated on the news. Was I jealous that I was watching at home rather than from the stadium? Definitely.
I know the other teams in this event were not top-ranking internationally, and I know that winning on penalties is not the best way to do so. But we were the underdog and, with expectations so low, who cares? The Hong Kong team pulled off two unbelievable things: they beat overseas sides, and they made this city more united and proud than I have seen it for years.
The last time I remember this sort of atmosphere in Hong Kong was at the time of the July 1 march in 2003, and that was under divisive and far less happy circumstances, following severe acute respiratory syndrome, recession and the bitter Article 23 national security debate.
For years now, we seem to have lacked confidence and self-esteem as a city. Last weekend, we saw a huge crowd taking the national anthem seriously and people carrying our flag through the streets with joy. Even our legislators and newspapers, regardless of political position, were united.
Could this be a turning point for soccer and maybe sport generally in Hong Kong?
As a member of the old Sports Development Board (SDB), I remember how public funds were channelled into sports with a record of repeated medal wins. The system favoured individual sports, which is probably why magnificent performances by our cycling, windsurfing, squash and other stars accounted for many of our 110 East Asian Games medals. Winning just one medal – even a gold – in the Games will not guarantee soccer any special funding.
Soccer, however, is by far the most popular sport among Hong Kong people, and it is not just because people bet on games. Who would have bet on Hong Kong winning this gold? Hundreds of thousands of us watched the game on Saturday because we love it.
I remember from my time at the SDB that sport, like arts and culture, can be an extremely political area, with groups and individuals competing fiercely for funds. So I don’t envy the officials who have to make funding decisions today. But I believe there is a good argument to be made for more support for soccer, especially for the youth side, to reflect public enthusiasm.
It would be worth it if we could enjoy some more moments like Saturday. After years of being ignored or booed, a Hong Kong soccer team played brilliantly with what seemed like the whole community cheering them on. When Chief Executive Donald Tsang Yam-kuen said it was his proudest moment in 2009, he spoke for many of us.
