30/ 06/ 1997

Hong Kong enters a new era

THE curtain falls on 156 years of British colonialismin Hong Kong at the
stroke of midnight tonight. A historic event, it has inits run-up
attracted unprecedent ed worl dwi de publicity.

The crux of the controversy over reverting to Chinese rule is a
difference in perception as to how the former colony should be run after
Bei ji ng assunes sovereignty. Many of the political |eaders of Britain and
the United States as well as their media have concl uded that Hong Kong's
transition as a Special Adm nistrative Region of China will go badly. It
will be all doomand gl oom They would not give the benefit of the doubt
to China's prom se that Hong Kong will largely be able to govern itself
under Beijing's policy of "one country, two systens", retaining its
freedons, capitalist econony and | egal system They appear to be irked by
China's policy of asserting its own i ndependent concept of adm nistration
and devel opment .

London's bid to organi se an international boycott of the "unel ected"
Provi sional Legislature's swearing-in fizzled out when other countries
declined to follow suit. The USis sending its Consul -CGeneral in Hong Kong
al though the Secretary of State will not be there. Follow ng the US nove,
Britain al so decided to send its top Hong Kong envoy, a change of m nd
which the official adamantly denied is a clinmbdown fromits earlier tough
stand. The softening of the Angl o-American stand i s no doubt dictated by
econom c interests. Malaysia's line on Hong Kong i s unwavering. Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad recently reiterated his criticism
of the British push for nore denocracy. He said last nonth: "I think it is
t he hei ght of hypocrisy. For nore than 100 years, the British never
t hought of ruling Hong Kong as a denpbcracy. Now, just before it has to
hand Hong Kong back to China, it suddenly deci des there nmust be denocracy

" Dr Mahathir is not alone in holding this view

Mal aysi a wel conmes Chinese rule and is optimstic about Hong Kong's
future. In fact, Acting Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Anwar Ibrahimtold a
conference in Hong Kong in March that he saw the handover as providing the
territory with a new opportunity to integrate itself nmore closely with the
boom ng economni es of the region, including Southeast Asia. Despite the
pronouncenents by prophets of doomin the West, the confidence in East
Asi an prospects woul d not be underm ned, he said.

China is expected to tread carefully in Hong Kong's sensitive
transition, knowing that it is being watched and judged every step of the
way. The task ahead will not be easy. Problens notw thstanding, with the
co-operation of Hong Kong's 6.3 nillion who, opinion polls indicate,
| argely wel comre Chinese rule and ook forward to better days, particularly
housing facilities, the transition will be smooth. China has said it is no
threat to world peace and wants to have friendly relations with all but
will not conpromise on its sovereignty. It goes w thout saying that any
attenpt to destabilise Hong Kong by politicising it will not be tol erated.

Despite the sound and fury in the run-up, the way ahead does not seem so
dark after all. The US extension of the Mdst Favoured Nation trading
status to China during this crucial year and President Bill Cdinton's
recent remark on the need to maintain ties with China show reassuring
realism Antagoni smbegets antagoni sm benefiting none.
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