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Profit is not a dirty word
One of the biggest challenges facing Hong Kong's leadership is the cynicism and lack of trust of its own citizens. The government devotes huge amounts of revenue to the provision of subsidised homes, schools, hospitals, and other services. Yet to many people, its only priority is to serve a small number of powerful business interests. The West Kowloon cultural hub and the planned demolition of Hunghom Peninsula have strengthened this perception. 

When the word cronyism appears in the press, we have a problem. And it could get worse. Privatisation of Housing Authority property through the Link real estate investment trust is being portrayed as a gift to big investors. The same could happen with future projects, such as airport privatisation, development of the Central Police Station, the proposed cruise liner hub, and the concept plan for Lantau. 

From recent experience, the public might see such projects as excuses to hand over public assets to the same small group of big names. It is not just legislators and taxi drivers who are complaining. I am hearing similar things from the middle class, from smaller and medium-sized companies and even from major foreign-owned conglomerates, who believe there is government favouritism working against them. 

The background is a government desire to see more private-sector involvement in areas traditionally under the public sector. The aim is to reduce its role in the economy, ease the burden on taxpayers and make more use of private-sector efficiency and expertise. 

However, the public is clearly irritated by the way the same big names seem to keep appearing, and by the high profit figures that are mentioned in the press. There are various reasons for this. The financial viability of some of these projects has changed as the economy has improved. Projects might be structured with efficiency in mind, so only larger groups are in a position to take part. And, I believe, the public mood itself has become more demanding and assertive. It is important that people do not blame the business interests, they are doing what comes naturally; making the most of opportunities. It is not immoral to make profit. 

It is also important that the government and the business community put themselves in the public's shoes. Some people seriously believe that there is collusion between senior officials and tycoons. It is not good enough for us in government or business to say it is just a misunderstanding. The public perception is real, and only government actions will change it. 

If people want to be constructive, they could suggest ways the administration can tackle this problem. One obvious area to look at is our advisory, consultation and planning systems. Another area is the debate over a sectoral versus a comprehensive competition policy. Under our current system, some anti-competitive practices that are crimes overseas are legal here. Whether they take place isn't the point. Rightly or wrongly, suspicious citizens see our hands-off approach and draw their own conclusions about links between government and business. The same applies when they see retired senior officials joining the private sector. 

And of course, there is a constitutional development review underway. The taskforce wants views on how to open up our election systems, and this offers an opportunity to improve people's perceptions about the role of business interests in politics. 

Whatever it takes, we need to satisfy the public that favouritism and cronyism have no place in government in Hong Kong.?
