SCMP Wednesday, May 30,2018 A1l

Challenging move

Hua Guo and Victor Zheng say institutional disparities will deter relocation in the bay area

few high-ranking government

officials, business leaders and

politicians recently urged the

youth of Hong Kong to

onsider relocating to cities in

the Greater Bay Area and commute to Hong

Kong in the future. This proposal is close to

beingachievable, given the major transport

infrastructure that will soon link Hong

Kong and mainland China - the Hong

Kong-Zhuhai-Macau bridge and the high-
speed rail.

Given the record-high housing prices in
Hong Kong and the presumed oppor-
tunities on the mainland, the transport
links promise an exit to Hong Kong's
housing crisis. Frederick Ma Si-hang, chair-
man of the MTR, suggested that the
younger generation could handle a one-
hour commute between Guangzhou South
and West Kowloon Terminus.

He compared this with commuters tak-
ing trains to work in New York City whileliv-
ing in Connecticut. However, it turns out
age is not the determining factor when it
comes torelocation.

A survey by the Hong Kong Institute of
Asia-Pacific Studies found around 60 per
cent of respondents between 18 and 30
disagreed with the feasibility of relocating
to Zhuhai after the commissioning of the
bridge. All other age groups also held a
negative view of the feasibility of relocation.

The lighthearted appeal to the bravery
of the youth evaded questions about not
only Hong Kong's housing policies but also
our capacities to bear the high cost of com-
muting and the strength needed to face the
inconvenience of institutional disparity.

Hong Kong's elites are advocating
American-style suburbanisation in which
the population lives in the suburbs and
commutes to work downtown. Affordabil-
ity and social stratification underlie this
process.

People who relocate
would have to ... deal
with impenetrable
institutional borders

For example, rapid suburbanisation in
the US after the second world war came
with a boom in home ownership among
white-collar families. Affluent families
moved out of downtown to enjoyimproved
living conditions in suburbia. The working
classes that found it difficult to afford a sub-
urban life were confined to a downtown
abandoned by the middle class. The break-

down of views on the feasibility of reloca-
tion to Zhuhai by social class in the survey
indicates that the upper-middle or upper
classes were equally split on the feasibility
of moving to Zhuhai. But a greater propor-
tion of middle-class and working-class
people felt moving was unfeasible.

The results suggest people’s confidence
inmoving differed accordingto social class:
the working class and even the middle class
were less confident about relocating than
the very limited number of upper-class
people.

Those who proposed the suburban
model disregarded the fact that movers
usually look for a familiar social or institu-
tional context. Cities in the New York
metropolitan area, though covering three
states, have similar institutions.
Commuters do not need to worry about the
discrepancies in the legal system or entitle-
ments like political rights, health care,
education or other social services.

The discrepancies in institutions
between Hong Kong and mainland cities,
or even between mainland cities them-
selves, could be an obstacle to overcome if
no authority has the power to coordinate
services.

People who relocate would not only
have to give up their familiar social circles
but also deal with impenetrable
institutional borders.

However, when the relocation destina-
tion was changed to Macau, the survey
found that more upper-middle or upper-
class people thought it was feasible.
Though the middle or working classes still
had amorenegative view, the gapsbetween
the two views were closer than in the Zhu-
hai scenario.

Regardless of the validity of people’s
image of Macau, the results indicate Hong-
kongers feel more confident about moving
when the destination is socially or institu-
tionally closer to their existing life in Hong
Kong.

Transport links may facilitate popula-
tion movement in the Greater Bay Area but
can never be a solution to Hong Kong’s
housing crisis if the disparity of institutions
among cities in the bay area remains. The
leadership must develop the bay area as a
safe and amicable environment that has
high-quality medical, educational services
and a free flow of information, in addition
tolarger living space.

Policymakers have to plan and create a
bay area that offers all-round quality of life
before requesting people to move. The
suggestion from the elite that people,
especially the youth, stomach the high cost
of commuting and digest inconveniences
of institutional disparity, is closer to exile
than to exodus.
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