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SCMP Article
A sporting chance for Hong Kong
Like many people, I was impressed by the success of Hong Kong's athletesat the Asian Games in Doha last month. Our table tennis players, some originally from the mainland, did well. But most of our record-breaking crop of medals were won by local people in sports including cycling, badminton, windsurfing, squash and bodybuilding. 

The cyclists, who won two gold medals, are a good example of the squad's overall success. Hong Kong is supposed to be a concrete jungle with terrible traffic. I didn't even have a bicycle when I was a child. Where and how do cyclists train? Where do they find the time? What sort of careers do they have? 

On the mainland and in many other places, promising athletes are picked at an early age. They are given intensive training in their sport and have excellent facilities to use. The government makes sure they get the best coaching, often flying in experts from overseas. 

It is not surprising that mainland China produces many outstanding sports stars. But the state's dedication to sporting excellence does not end there. After they pass their peak, mainland athletes are still looked after. 

They go into coaching or sports administration, or they are trained to move into unrelated careers. They will have jobs lined up for them, after dedicating much of their younger years to a specialised sporting activity. 

In Hong Kong, the government does provide resources for athletes in certain, so-called elite events - like squash, badminton and cycling. They are not picked at an early age, but these people receive support for training and preparation for major international sporting competitions. 

They also get some funding for tuition, but no guarantee of good, longer-term careers. So they may be making long-term financial sacrifices to win their medals. Athletes in non-elite sports - like bodybuilding and snooker - might get some financial assistance, but the amounts are small. 

Meanwhile, there are other demands on public money. We provide funding for disabled athletes taking part in special sports events. The government wants to encourage everyone in the community to take part in sport and other physical activities. 

So it needs to provide, and maintain, sports centres, running tracks and other facilities. We particularly need to focus on younger people, especially school children, many of whom do not seem to get enough exercise. 

We also want to promote Hong Kong as a venue for international sporting events. That means we need to dedicate space and money to world-class sporting facilities - such as the multi-purpose stadium complex planned for southeastern Kowloon and district facilities to be used for the East Asia Games in 2009. 

The government is boosting spending on sports by about HK$70 million a year. Around half of it will be dedicated to nurturing elite medal-winning athletes, and improving their educational and career opportunities. 

The rest will be spent on boosting our junior squads and developing sport in our schools and among the wider community. But most people involved in sport argue that this is not enough. Everyone wants more funds. 

There are several questions the community needs to answer. What should our priorities be: involving the broader population in sports more, or nurturing elites that can win medals - and maybe inspire the rest of us? 

Should we subsidise a small number of athletes taking part mainly in individual events, where we are most likely to win medals? 

Or should resources be put into sports that Hongkongers seem to enjoy most - mainly team events? 

Finally, should sport always require subsidies, as if it were part of the social welfare system? 

Sport is a money-maker in many parts of the world. Why not here? If sport is going to expand in Hong Kong in the long run, it will probably have to win first in the stadium we call the market.

