Hong Kong

By Kenny Wong

Hong Kong (Special Administrative Region Of China)

Official Name: Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (English)

Geographical Location: Southeastern Asia, bordering the South China Sea  

Population (2002 Estimate): 7,303,334

Official Languages: Chinese (Cantonese Dialect), English

Ethnic Composition: Chinese 95%

Religious Composition: Mix of Local Religion 90%, Christian 10%

Head Of State: Chinese President Hu Jintao (Since 2003)

Head Of Government: Chief Executive Tung Chee Hwa (Since 1 July 1997)

Background
Hong Kong was a British Crown Colony for more than 150 years when it was returned to China on 1 July 1997. Since then, a regional economic recession, ineffective governance by the government led by Tung Chee Hwa, and various scandals involving high ranking government ministers has caused massive resentments against the government. Recently, the government’s attempt to pass a controversial set of anti-sedition laws known as Article 23 has caused massive disagreements, culminating in a protest attended by 500,000 citizens on 1 July 2003, the largest Hong Kong has ever seen, and the resignation of her Security Minister, Regina Ip.

Economy

Hong Kong’s role as a world known financial center and the region’s major entry port and transportation hub ensures a thriving free market economy based mainly on Tourism, Banking and Services industry. The economy was regarded as one of the four regional “Economic dragons” (Hong Kong, South Korea, Taiwan and Singapore.) However, the economy in Hong Kong has suffered in recent years as a regional economic recession has hit Hong Kong. Traditional economies such as textile and industry have also decreased in importance in recent years.

Major Industries

Textiles, tourism, financial services, freight transportation, electronics, jewelry 
Politics

Hong Kong has a democratic political system that is quite different from those practiced in Western countries. Hong Kong’s legislative assembly, or LEGCO, is not entirely elected by the people. Only 24 seats out of 60 are elected by popular votes. In those seats not elected by popular votes, 30 seats are elected by “functional constituencies”, or groups of people organized by their respective occupations, and another 6 seats elected by an 800-member election committee that also elects the Chief Executive.

The LEGCO is dominated by three major parties: The Democratic Party, Democratic Alliance For The Betterment Of Hong Kong (DAB) and the Liberal Party. Of those three parties, the DAB and the Liberal Party are pro- Beijing Government parties. The major pro- democracy party is The Democratic Party. Also in the pro- democratic bloc is the Frontier Party, who holds five seats in the chamber. Despite numerical majority held by the pro- democratic bloc in LEGCO, the pro- Beijing bloc holds the LEGCO presidency and therefore has more power than the pro- democratic bloc.

When the British and Chinese Government signed the Joint Declaration allowing for Hong Kong’s return to Chinese sovereignty, the Chinese Government promised a principle of “One country, two systems”, allowing Hong Kong to keep its Free Market system and autonomy in domestic affairs for at least 50 years. Since the handover, many in Hong Kong fear that such a promise might be broken.

Religion

Hong Kong people do not put religion as their top priorities; therefore, religion does not have a strong influence in Hong Kong matters. The local Catholic diocese, after the appointment of Bishop Joseph Zen Ze Kiun as the local diocese leader, has been outspoken against the government in recent years and therefore exerts a strong political influences to local Catholic practitioners. Other religions, such as Islam, Anglican, Judaism and Buddhism also have followers in Hong Kong.

Culture

More than a century of colonial rule by the British comes with a westernized culture. The younger generation of Hong Kong people are very westernized. Almost all have an English alias that they use very often. Many of the famous eateries in Hong Kong, especially in the Central District, offers western foods, though sometimes modified to fit the taste of its patrons. Japanese and Korean cultures, especially popular music and foods, are popular among the younger Hong Kong people also.

The older generation of Hong Kong people are very Chinese and very often resists “foreign” cultures, especially Japanese cultures (many of the older generations, especially those born before WWII, are still bitter about the 3 years and 8 months of occupation by the Japanese). The existence and mixing of British, Japanese, Korean and Chinese cultures result in a very special and distinct society not found anywhere else in the world.

Regional Concerns

There are five major concerns with Hong Kong people. The first is the wariness and distrust of its new mother country, whose crackdown on pro-democracy protesters at Tienanmen Square in Beijing in the late 80’s are still etched in the people’s memories. Many fear that Beijing, when faced with a population asking for something it is not willing to give, will use military force to coerce the people to comply.

The second concern is its government. The government of Hong Kong, led by Chief Executive Tung Chee Hwa, has failed to act quickly in times of crisis and has mismanaged the economy. The government has also enacted many policies that were considered disasters. Most notably is its housing policy.

At the beginning of Tung’s first term, he promised to build 85,000 housing for the people of Hong Kong with the cooperation of public and private contractors. This was first used to combat skyrocketing housing prices. However, the effects were devastating. Housing prices have fell to pre-1992 levels, 60% below the 1997 height levels. This bankrupted many speculators and homeowners, who often speculated and bought homes with mortgages.

The government is also known for its “blind eye” policy towards high-ranking officials who committed serious wrongdoings, even after he inaugurated the Principal Officials Accountability System (POAS). The best example is the “Car Incident” involving the Financial Minister, Antony Leung.

Leung proposed car purchase tax and car registration tax increases to relieve the massive government deficits. It was later discovered that he bought himself a new car before the tax increases was announced and approved by the LEGCO. He faced massive public backlashes because of this and he offered his resignation. Tung Chee Hwa refused his resignation on grounds that he is a valuable asset to the government and that he has a gallant attitude towards life. Many believe that Tung downplayed the incident and protected Leung. It was discovered that a number of people later filed a complaint with ICAC, the local anti-corruption agency. He has subsequently resigned after the 1 July protest against Article 23. The ICAC has recently finished its investigation on the “Car Incident” and has submitted the report to the Justice Ministry. Legal actions are still pending.

Another example would be the “Penny Stock Incident” involving the Financial Services and Treasury Minister Frederick Ma. His claim for not reading a controversial Hong Kong Stock Exchange proposal either de-list or force stocks worth less than a certain value to merge with other corporation because of a busy schedule caused many people to sell their shares of penny stocks in panic proportions. Subsequent inquiries conducted by Tung and the LEGCO eventually cleared Ma of any wrongdoing. This was seen as Tung trying to protect Ma and led many to wonder whether the POAS will work with a leader like Tung in power.

One other example would be the “Hu Hsien Incident” involving the Justice Minister Elsie Leung (No relations to Finance Minister Antony Leung). After sufficient evidences surfaced that Hu Hsien, a local newspaper tycoon, committed fraud by submitting fictitious sales figures, Leung still decided not to press criminal charges against her, on grounds that this may affect the public’s interests. The Hong Kong people saw this as corruption at its worst and it led to calls for Leung’s resignation. She is still the Justice Minister, with the blessing of Tung’s support.

The third concern is the government’s attempt to pass the anti-sedition laws, known as the Basic Law Article 23. The government was required, under the Basic Law (Hong Kong’s “constitution” passed by the People’s Republic Of China legislature in March 1990) to pass anti sedition laws to prevent people from trying to harm national security. Many have pounded the government for trying to pass such laws when there were no such laws in existence before the handover. Also, many have pressed for more clarity in the language of the legislation, which is very vague. Finally, people have also criticized the behavior of the Security Minister, Regina Ip in regards to her way of presenting the legislation. Many interpreted her behavior as a sign that the government is going to pass the law even if the entire population is against it. These culminated in a massive protest on 1 July 2003 involving 500,000 citizens, calling for Tung, Financial Minister Leung and Security Minister Ip’s resignation. Regina Ip subsequently bowed to public pressure and resigned as Security Minister.

The forth concern is immigration. Everyday, there are around 150 people from Mainland China who are granted immigration to Hong Kong (Even though Hong Kong is now under Chinese sovereignty, Mainland Chinese still have to apply for immigration as if they are applying to immigrate to a foreign country.) This has caused some conflicts between the locals and the immigrants. Many locals in Hong Kong have bias against the “mainlanders” (another name for the immigrants), viewing them as “people of a lower class” and “burdens to Hong Kong”. Such bias arises from the fact that these immigrants often have low education standards and took blue-collar jobs. If they were unable to take up jobs in Hong Kong, they would apply for welfare from the Hong Kong Government, further increasing the government’s burden, which already has to face a massive budget deficit. Many local born blue-collared workers also dislike the fact that the influx of Mainlanders is taking away their jobs. Jobs in “traditional” economies such as factory produces are already shrinking fast, Mainlanders, who are willing to take work for lower pay than local born blue- collar workers, are already replacing local born workers in factories. 

The fifth concern is the economy. Hong Kong’s economy has been in a recession ever since the handover. Deflation has persisted for 7 straight years and domestic spending has lowered dramatically. This has forced many businesses to close or trim its workforce. Many people in Hong Kong are working under the fears of being laid off. This has caused a downward cycle that is hurting the economy. The recent SARS epidemic has also hurt the economy in a big way. Also, increasing competition from nearby cities such as Guangzhou, Shanghai, and Singapore is threatening Hong Kong’s eminent position as the region’s economic powerhouse. Many have blamed the government for not taking enough actions in this time of crisis and many are directing the blame at Tung, whose ineffective governance has somewhat contributed to the recession. The main hope for Hong Kong people right now is for the economy to recover and for Hong Kong to regain its pre recession position as the region’s economic powerhouse.

These preceding concerns have turned Hong Kong into the “protest capital” in the region. Protests can be seen every single day in Hong Kong. Social anger towards Tung and the government is increasing day by day and after the 1 July protest, many believe that the Tung’s administration is facing a management crisis that can bring down its administration. This comes from the fact that most, if not all, of the 500,000 people in the 1 July protest are Middle Class or professionals with moderate views. The social tension is high and a spark of violence can potentially plunge Hong Kong into chaos.

Education

Hong Kong has a modern and well-developed education system with a slight British influence. Schools in Hong Kong are either privately operated, government operated, or government subsidized (privately operated schools with some or all seats bought by the government). Preschool (or kindergarten) education is entirely privately funded and operated. Primary School education runs for six years and are completely free (except in privately funded schools). Home schooling is not an option in Hong Kong as it violates the law requiring compulsory education.

Secondary education is split into three stages: the Junior Secondary, the Senior Secondary, and the Preparatory Forms (known locally as Forms Six and Seven). All Secondary and Preparatory Form schools teach their curriculum either in Chinese or English.

It is a well-known fact that parents prefer “English Schools” better than “Chinese Schools” due to status of English as a universal language. 

Students at the end of their Senior Secondary Education must take a Certificate of Education Examination that will determine if they are able to go on to the Preparatory Forms, either at their original schools or at another school. Mad dashes by parents and students from school to schools in order to secure a seat for themselves or for their kids are a familiar sight during August. Those that are able to go on to the preparatory forms will eventually take the Advanced Level Examination after two years. This will determine if they are able to go on to Universities.

Hong Kong has 7 universities, each offering three to four year courses. Institutions certified as universities include Hong Kong University, City University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong Polytechnic University, Baptist University, Chinese University, Lingnan University and the Hong Kong University of Science And Technology. Of the three original “colleges” (those not certified by the government as universities) only the Shue Yan College remains uncertified as a university. The other two, Lingnan and Chinese, have already been certified as colleges.

Information for this report obtained from CIA World Factbook, Hong Kong Education And Manpower Bureau, Hong Kong TVB News, Hong Kong Apple Daily News, TDM- Macao Television, 
