RTHK Letter to Hong Kong

Hong Kong after SARS

I don't know about you, but for me and most of my family and friends, the last couple of months in Hong Kong have been one of the strangest, perhaps even frightening, times we can remember. 
Certainly, I won't forget April and May of 2003. An entire city of people wearing masks, and trying not to touch door handles. The closure of our entire school system. Shopping malls, restaurants, cinemas and other public areas, almost totally deserted. And the feeling that we were cut off - with overseas visitors staying away, and hardly anyone going on business or leisure trips out of Hong Kong.
Nor will I forget the sadness of this time. Owners of small enterprises having to lay off staff or even shut down completely after years in business. Families losing loved ones and friends. And the terrible tragedies of courageous hospital staff who lost their lives while caring for the sick and protecting the rest of us.
Really, all of us should look back and be proud of how Hong Kong reacted to this terrible event. It's easy to say that the government or the hospital authority should have done this or that, sooner or differently - and it's important that we learn from this experience. But under the circumstances, I think we did well.

In some places affected by the disease, there were reports of hospital workers running away, and local communities taking irrational measures against suspected SARS carriers. Here in Hong Kong, our health workers volunteered to serve in hospitals, and the population kept calm and cooperated with inconvenient anti-SARS measures.

And now, to everyone's relief, it seems we are getting back to business as usual. People are taking off their face masks and going back to the restaurants, cinemas and shopping malls. Meanwhile, the Government is planning a wide range of promotions to let the world know that Hong Kong is back in business.

One of the events the Government is considering is a visit by New York's mayor at the time of the 9-11 terror attacks, Rudi Giuliani. Obviously, there are major differences between the two cities and the two events. But perhaps there is an interesting comparison. In some ways, SARS has been Hong Kong's 9-11. And, just as the world has never been the same since that day in September 2001, so our world has been changed by SARS.

***

Our world in Hong Kong has been pretty unstable for several years. We have had deflation. Confidence has been low. We've been having trouble adjusting to new conditions. But we have been adjusting. 

The economy was growing at a 5 percent rate in the last quarter of last year - and most analysts were saying that a global economic upturn would give Hong Kong the good boost in confidence it needs.

And then SARS came along.

It would be exaggerating to say that SARS will directly change the course of Hong Kong's history. The economic and social fundamentals haven't really changed. But, surely, our way of looking at this city and the way it develops will be affected. 

At the very least, it must be obvious to all of us that we have to learn some lessons from the SARS outbreak, as individuals and as a community. 

Some day-to-day lessons seem to be sinking in. Sales of soap and cleansing products have increased. People admit they are washing their hands more often. Many people I know say they are more fussy about which restaurants they go to. 

And businesses are responding. Managers of many food outlets are taking cleanliness more seriously. And they want customers to know it. Operation UNITE, the community-based campaign for a cleaner Hong Kong, is publishing Hygiene Charters that spell out how companies upgraded cleansing practices on a permanent basis.
And, needless to say, the Government is getting itself involved. The Chief Secretary for Administration, Donald Tsang, has been put in charge of Team Clean, a wide-ranging review of what needs to be done and who will do it. 
However, these are mostly day-to-day issues. Looking further ahead, I wonder whether our experience with SARS will force us to look more closely at where Hong Kong is going in the longer term. 
***

If you listen to this programme regularly, or you read the opinion pages in the newspapers, you will know that people often wonder about this. People are afraid that Hong Kong is being left without an economic role. The factories have left. We are seeing more and more white collar activities migrate across the border. People are commuting across the border. 
Of course, Hong Kong continues to create considerable wealth on this side of the border. We have major clusters of international professional and business skills, serving the fast-growing activities in the rest of the Pearl River Delta. They are the biggest such clusters in Asia. At the same time, we are the center for the world's networks of Overseas Chinese. And we have other niches that other places don't have.
And that's where our economy is going - high-value, specialised services and skills. But the SARS outbreak should serve as a warning, and it should highlight an opportunity. 
Hong Kong's future lies in attracting skilled people from China, from Asia, and from all over the world. This city needs to offer an attractive, safe and comfortable home to them. In other words, we need to work harder on making Hong Kong a nicer place to live in. 
We've been working on this for years, and in many ways we have made progress. Taxis now run on clean fuel, markets are now cleaned more frequently, and so on. But have you really noticed the improvements?
The chances are, they haven't made much difference to you. And the reason for that is that these measures are basically just scratching the surface. SARS raises some very serious questions about fundamental issues. We need to re-examine our priorities. 
We need to look at whole system of land use. Could it be that our system of high-density housing is itself a potential health hazard? Why should such a rich society have such cramped, low-quality homes?
We have huge areas of inner-city slums in Kowloon, and even on Hong Kong Island. Why is it so difficult to redevelop them, convert them into open green space, or simply give them a serious overhaul? 
While we're at it, let's look at our whole approach to road transport. Why is there so much traffic in crowded pedestrian areas? Why can't we have a healthier, safer and more pleasant environment for pedestrians? 
We need to take tough decisions about smoking in public places. Smoking is now banned in shopping malls - but why not in offices and other workplaces, let alone places where food is served? 
We need to shake up our priorities. There are some early signs that SARS may actually be encouraging our leaders to do just that. 
Last week, the Government floated a proposal to ban the sale of live chickens in urban areas. This is an obvious and long-overdue measure. It is crazy to allow the slaughter of livestock in the streets of a crowded city. 
In the past, the Administration has been too afraid of upsetting people who work in the fresh chicken industry. Maybe now, it will take tough decisions that are in the interests of the community. 
Also last week, the Administration announced that it was suspending plans to build a huge headquarters for the Government and for Legco at the Tamar site. To me, this project has always looked like a white elephant. And it sends out all the wrong messages at a time when we have a serious deficit.
If the Government decides to save money by revising the plans for Tamar, that can only be a good thing. Put the money into more worthwhile projects - activities that give us a cleaner and more pleasant environment across the city. If job-creation is the priority, there is plenty of work that needs to be done in that area. 
That should be our new priority. Because of SARS, the world has seen Hong Kong at its best. A transparent Government. A free press. A highly professional and dedicated body of public servants. A mature, sensible community. 
But that's not enough. We can't attract new people, and we probably can't keep those who are already here - people like you, perhaps - unless we offer safe, clean, healthy living conditions. And not just that - but a genuinely pleasant, enjoyable place in every way.
Hong Kong is a great place for business, and a great place for deal-making. But it needs to be a great place for people and for their families. Hong Kong should be the place where you can be confident that your children will be safe and happy - while you work in Central, commute across the border, or fly out of town on business. And it should be the place you can relax and have fun, in a clean and enjoyable environment on your days off.
That should be the lesson we learn from SARS. 

