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A rallying cry for civilised Hong Kong
I was shocked to see footage of a Macau policeman firing a gun into the air at a May Day protest. I was also shocked, though maybe less so, at the sight of Los Angeles police firing rubber bullets at protesters and beating TV cameramen, also on May Day. In both cases, police and demonstrators were injured. 

In Hong Kong, the May 1 march by labour activists was like all our rallies. The organisers and the police had co-ordinated arrangements beforehand. The crowd was peaceful, the police were relaxed and the event went off without a hitch. 

There are some interesting contrasts. In Macau, despite the casino boom, there is a segment of society that is poor and jobless, even though there is a labour shortage and migrant workers have poured in. Welfare and social provisions are far lower than in Hong Kong, and it is probably true to say that those older unskilled people who have been left out of the boom feel desperate. 

In Los Angeles, the protesters were mostly Hispanics demanding right of abode for Mexican and other migrants. Proposals to legalise migrants working illegally in the United States are extremely controversial. Some people effectively say kick them out, even though the migrants are productive. They are needed, but unwanted, and they are angry about it. 

In Hong Kong, the marchers represented a broader cross-section of the community. Many were from labour groups in the pro-democracy camp calling for a minimum wage. But there were other groups, such as migrant workers from Southeast Asia, demanding better conditions. (The events in Macau and Los Angeles were to some extent about conflicts between locals and foreign labour.) Public housing tenants and the elderly pushed their interests. There was even a group of deaf people complaining how difficult it is for them to get jobs (and they have a good point). 

It is hard to imagine trade unionists, Indonesian maids or the deaf throwing rocks at the police. It is just as hard to imagine the Hong Kong police at such an event pulling guns out and firing. The only time for decades we have had violence on the streets was during the World Trade Organisation meeting in 2005. It is not a coincidence that most of the protesters were from overseas. 

Comparing the three May Day rallies highlights some of Hong Kong's strengths. 

Economic changes have made life hard for some groups. The less skilled find it difficult to get jobs and, even when they do, the pay is very low. Certain disadvantaged people, such as single parents and the elderly, can be excluded. But the social service sector and the government are aware of this issue and are trying hard to make sure they are not abandoned. 

Our welfare, housing and health services, while not perfect, ensure at least a minimum standard of living for all. Our political system, while it could be much more inclusive, gives labour representatives a voice and a role in holding officials to account. The government is responsive enough to ditch the proposed goods and services tax or seriously consider a minimum wage. There is no reason here for the frustration that led to the violence in Macau. 

Then there is the contrast in policing. Nearly everyone in Hong Kong would agree that no police force in Asia is better trained and disciplined, and more professional, than ours. Indeed, they rank alongside the best in the world. It is not an easy job - the police in Macau and Los Angeles were obviously under a great deal of stress. But, even if they are provoked, our police would do a better job of defusing the situation. 

May Day was a reminder that some in our community have grievances. The violence in other cities showed that we should pay attention, because society becomes less stable if the disadvantaged are ignored. It was also a reminder of what a civilised place Hong Kong is.

