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Pitfalls of corporate welfare
Two weeks ago, a columnist in this newspaper mistakenly accused me of several things - including supporting government protection or help for our seaport, which faces growing competition from the mainland. 

The fact is that I believe the exact opposite. However, there are many people in Hong Kong - from various political backgrounds - who do believe the government should use taxpayers' money to protect or develop specific industries. 

These people today seem to be turning up the pressure. 

Some of them are probably just interest groups hoping for favours ahead of the coming chief executive election campaign. But I get the impression that it goes deeper than that. 

There seems to be an assumption that things have changed and the government should now be more hands-on with the economy. 

For some years, we have heard all sorts of proposals to prop up or restart old industries. Politicians from pro-business and pro-labour backgrounds have called for incentives for manufacturers to bring their factories back to Hong Kong from the mainland. 

We can expect similar pleas concerning our port, as facilities in Shenzhen overtake Hong Kong and take a bigger and bigger slice of the market. 

We have also heard calls for officials to help start up specific new industries. Cyberport and Disneyland were perhaps a step in that direction - at a time when the administration was under great public pressure to do something for the economy. 

We often hear demands for the government to help turn Hong Kong into a hub of some sort. The ideas themselves are not bad: I would like to see this city become a regional centre for education and health care, for example. 

But it is wrong to think officials can or should make the decisions and direct the necessary investment. 

We all accept that the government has an economic role to play. I don't have a problem with pooling our resources to provide infrastructure and public services. 

Nor do I disagree with the principle of redistributing wealth, if it is done openly and fairly. I don't mind my tax money being used (efficiently, please) for housing and health care for the less fortunate. 

But I do oppose the idea that successful industries should subsidise unsuccessful ones. My own industry, insurance, is highly competitive, with dozens of companies fighting for market share. Insurance companies don't expect the government to shield them from competition or to give them hand-outs to help them grow. 

At the same time, they don't want to pay more tax so officials can subsidise companies in other sectors that can't compete for profits or investment. 

Whatever the form of government support - cheap land, tax breaks or low-interest loans - it is ultimately a subsidy from you and me to someone else. Even worse, bureaucrats and politicians throughout the world have a terrible track record when it comes to investing taxpayers' wealth wisely. 

All the evidence is that the private sector, reacting to market forces, invests resources most efficiently. 

Why are some of our politicians attracted to the idea of increased government intervention? I think partly it is because they take the mainland threat too seriously. They see some of our industries becoming marginalised or less competitive. But they forget that the forces behind these trends open fresh opportunities for new enterprises and sectors. 

In a way it boils down to confidence. We weren't afraid of the future when manufacturing died here: thanks to the energy and enterprise of Hongkongers, we went on to become a major services centre. 

Why should we fear the future now? Maybe the government should ask that question next time someone demands help for their particular industry.

