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Rail project calls for a clearer train of thought
It was inevitable that the high-speed rail link between West Kowloon and Futian in Shenzhen would be controversial: the cost, now estimated to be HK$66.9 billion, is staggering, essentially because the whole line will be underground. Other issues are adding to the confusion.
A group of professionals suggests putting the terminus nearer the border and connecting it with the Airport Express line to save money. The government says this is not practical. Legislators have been demanding more details from the government. Both groups are implying that they do not trust the government's figures. Who are we supposed to believe?
Young activists are siding with some residents of Choi Yuen Tsuen village in the New Territories, which will be demolished as part of the rail project. The government has handed their neighbours generous compensation, but they say they want to keep their rural homes and lifestyles.
The young protesters, aided by opposition lawmakers, dispute the need for the rail link, saying it will only help the rich and the government should spend the money on welfare for the poor instead. They are even dragging the issue of universal suffrage into it.
There has been confusion about the route. Many people assumed the new line would slash travelling time to central Guangzhou. In fact, the terminus will be more than 20 kilometres away, in Shibi, the hub for the national high-speed rail network.
To make things worse - through no fault of the Hong Kong government - there has been a big rise in the estimated cost, largely because of rising global prices for construction materials. How much did this affect our officials' original cost-benefit analysis of the project?
To me, the charge that this is a rich-versus-poor issue is especially worrying. It is potentially very divisive because we all know we have a widening wealth gap in Hong Kong.
It is misleading to say we face an either-or choice: a high speed rail link or better social welfare. The community can afford big-ticket infrastructure projects as well as higher spending on the disadvantaged. We have large reserves, expenditure that could be diverted from other areas and a light tax regime. I am not saying we should do this - but we could.
If, as the government says, the high-speed rail will generate healthy economic returns, it will give Hong Kong a wealthier future. That should mean more funds one way or another for spending on the elderly, single parents and families in poverty.
However, the rich-poor issue is also about who will use the high-speed service. Will it mainly be the local middle class and wealthy and people like them from outside Hong Kong? (You could say this about the airport). Or will it also help less well-off Hongkongers who commute across the border to work? The government stresses how low the fares will be, but does that mean rich users will be subsidised by poor non-users?
There are even bigger rich-versus-poor questions here. The new rail link should attract more mainland shoppers, but are there losers as well as winners from this, as rising rents hit smaller shop owners?
If the government could go back and start again, it would have conveyed a clearer idea of what the link is for. If it could have foreseen the hike in materials costs, it could have looked for cheaper options. Not least, it might have asked the community to judge whether the project was a scheme for the elite paid for by everyone else, or something that would benefit everyone.
I think it is the latter. Despite all my unanswered questions, my hunch is that the rail link will eventually be seen as essential, like the MTR is today.
We are still a long way from seamless, mass cross-border working and living - with a low carbon footprint - but that is where we are headed, and that is what the new link will be for. Putting all the other confusion aside, I think most Hong Kong people would probably agree.

