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PLA's charity walk a small step for better relations
The Oxfam Trailwalker event held the weekend before last created a bit of controversy, at least on the front page of the Sunday Morning Post on November 22. Being directly involved in organising the annual 100-kilometre walk for charity, I would like to put the record straight.
For the first time, the local People's Liberation Army garrison took part in the event. They had two teams, which came first and second.
By Trailwalker standards, it was a close thing, with the first five teams coming in at roughly 10- or 15-minute intervals.
The result got onto the front page when one of the other teams complained that the PLA participants' support teams were too big, and even blocked the trail.
A few other publications picked up the story later in the week; coverage included an article by former legislator and Democratic Party leader Martin Lee Chu-ming.
There are two important things to remember here.
First, Trailwalker is a fund-raising event, not a race. To Oxfam, it does not matter who comes first, second or third; every dollar raised from every team goes to help alleviate poverty.
Of course, teams that finish this gruelling trail in less than 13 or 14 hours take the competitive side of it seriously, but the No1 aim for everyone is to help others.
Second, I was told by the event manager of Trailwalker - after she personally checked with the third-placed finishers (North Face Greater China) and the fifth-placed team (Convoy Cosmoboys 1) - that it was clear there was no real problem. I am the chairman of Trailwalker's advisory committee.
The PLA were well organised and wanted to do well, just like the Gurkha soldiers did when they took part in the event. But they were fair and made sure, for example, that their cast-off shoes were later picked up.
We had been inviting the PLA to take part for several years because Trailwalker has its origins in a military exercise. They applied to take part in this year's race in exactly the same way everyone else does, submitting applications and making a (quite generous) donation to Oxfam.
The PLA garrison in Hong Kong organises blood drives, open days and so on. But their participation in Trailwalker is the first time they have taken part in a broad community event alongside other groups.
We all know why they have preferred to keep a low profile: many Hong Kong people have negative impressions or memories of the PLA, dating from 1989 or earlier.
But I am sure that most of us agree we should make the young men and women stationed here feel welcome.
The whole issue, of course, reflects the social, political and cultural divide between much of the Hong Kong community and the mainland.
Tourism, business, studies and marriage - and an interest here in learning Putonghua - have brought many individuals from each other's side of the border closer together. But there is still a gap.
That gap affects our community. It causes the hostility and distrust that lie behind our main political division, and it contributes to discrimination against newly arrived mainland immigrants.
I would never claim that having the PLA take part in the annual Trailwalker event will have a major impact on bridging this gap. But it is a small step to establishing normal and positive relations between the Hong Kong community and an important national institution.
At the end of Trailwalker, I asked the PLA commander if it was all right for his men to take part in the champagne-drinking part of the awards ceremony - just in case there was a regulation about drinking on duty or in public. He assured me that there was no problem.
Whatever the Hong Kong way is, he told me, they would follow. And we all know that playing to win is part of the Hong Kong way.
