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HONG KONG: Since China took control of Hong Kong from Britain in
1997, the city’s billionaires have played a leading role in hewing the
Asian financial center to Beijing’s priorities. So too have a dwindling
band of fishermen and farmers. The desire of China’s communist lead-
ers to enlist the tycoons’ cooperation is understandable given the
influence they have through their control of large swathes of the
semi-autonomous Chinese city’s economy. Chinese President Xi
Jinping last year summoned a group of them for an emergency meet-
ing as political tensions in Hong Kong mounted.

Less known outside Hong Kong, however, is the political role of
fishermen and farmers, remnant industries in Hong Kong that form a
large slice of the 1,200-member committee that selects the southern
Chinese city’s pro-Beijing leader. They also have their own representa-
tive in the territory’s legislature. Fishing and farming make up less
than 1 percent of Hong Kong’s $274 billion economy but command
60 votes in the leadership committee, far more than groups or indus-
tries with much greater economic or social significance.

Blocked streets
Their outsized role is a source of discontent in a city that was

rocked by pro-democracy protests over the past year as many Hong
Kongers chafed against a rising tide of mainland Chinese influence.
“The system is totally unfair,” said Drake Leung, one of an estimated
48,000 people who turned out for an annual pro-democracy march
on July 1. Leung said fishermen and farmers served only as “rubber
stamps” for Hong Kong’s pro-Beijing leadership. “Maybe 30 or 40
years ago there were actually more fishermen or farmers in Hong
Kong. Now society has changed so much but they still retain this sys-
tem, this framework to oppress the views of the people,” he said.

Pro-democracy activists, who blocked streets for more than two
months last year to demand a free election for Hong Kong’s leader,
want to modify or eliminate the system, saying it’s opaque and heavi-
ly skewed toward pro-Beijing business interests and trade groups.
They opposed a government proposal that would have allowed all
adults to vote for a leader, but only for candidates that met with
Beijing’s approval. In the end, Hong Kong’s feisty legislature vetoed
that idea. Pro-democracy lawmakers regarded it as no improvement
on a status quo already rigged in China’s favor. Crouching on the
wooden decking of a fish farm floating off one of Hong Kong’s small
islands, Lai Tak-chuen, whose father was also a fish farmer, poured
pellets from a 20 kilogram bag into one of his pens as saba, or macker-
el, snapped furiously at the water’s surface.

Biggest reality
Lai, who has served on three election committees since 2000,

reflected on how his business has recovered after the so-called
Umbrella Movement protests, which gripped Hong Kong from late
September to mid-December. “During those 70-80 odd days,
many hotels came to a complete stop. Our brothers and sisters

from the mainland didn’t travel down here,” he said. “Business
completely stopped, no one was eating fish. If you have fish you
can’t sell then it’s a loss. This is the biggest reality. We know what
bitterness is like.”

Now, he said, “it’s better, people have started coming back to
Hong Kong, they’re eating fish, the environment is better.” Lai said he
supported the idea of a territory-wide election race among Beijing-
approved candidates. But “it was vetoed so there’s nothing you can
do,” he said. Sentiments like Lai’s add weight to the pro-democracy
camps complaints that the system is stacked heavily in favor of pro-
Beijing groups. Fishing and farming are among 38 groups represent-
ed on the election committee, but seats are distributed unevenly and
arbitrarily, experts say. The 60 seats allocated to fishing and farming
are, for example, more than triple the 18 seats allotted to finance, the
mainstay of Hong Kong’s freewheeling economy.

Hong Kong’s fishing industry relies on access to Chinese fishing
grounds and assistance from mainland authorities in case a ship gets
into trouble, making it unwise to go against Beijing. Lai, 68, acknowl-
edges that nowadays few young people want to go into fishing,
instead opting for more stable jobs. Government figures show Hong
Kong had 8,800 fisherman in 2013, down from about 50,000 in 1970
before the city began its transformation into a wealthy Asian financial
powerhouse. The prospects for fish farming are also just “so-so,” said
Lai, who earns about HK$15,000 ($1,900) a month on average.

Great concerns
The quirky election system is a legacy of the British, who in the

1980s introduced legislative elections that gave seats to the business
and interest groups, known as functional constituencies. The Chinese
liked the system so much they kept it after realizing they could use it
to exert influence and keep loyalists in power, said Simon Young, a
Hong Kong University law school professor who wrote a book about
the city’s elections. Over the past year, it’s become apparent that
China’s leaders don’t want to tinker too much. Beijing has “indicated
great concerns with adopting too open, too democratic a system that
allows the people to choose representatives,” he said.

Another complaint is the system’s lack of transparency. In 2011,
some 159 registered electors from Lai’s Ma Wan Fisheries Rights
Association and 75 other obscure leagues chose their group’s 60 rep-
resentatives, who all ran uncontested. But little is known about these
groups and what they do. Only six people named to the committee
left contact information with the election commission. Committee
members mostly vote according to Beijing’s wishes, although Lai said
he didn’t receive instructions in the 2012 selection of current leader
Leung Chun-ying. He said he made up his mind after watching two
televised debates in which Leung’s rival performed poorly. He wasn’t
sure if he would be asked to serve on the committee that will choose
Leung’s successor in 2017. “We’ll see if it’s convenient for the fisher-
men,” he said. — AP

China rights activists

on trial in Guangzhou

amid crackdown

HONG KONG: A closely-watched trial of three Chinese rights
activists resumed yesterday in the southern Chinese city of
Guangzhou, amid an unprecedented crackdown by authorities
on human rights lawyers across the country. The area around
Guangzhou’s intermediate People’s Court was blocked off by
scores of police, with foreign journalists and a small group of
Western diplomats barred from the courtroom. Several support-
ers of the defendants - Tang Jingling, Wang Qingying and Yuan
Xinting - were taken away by police according to witnesses and
diplomats on the scene.

Well over 200 people have been detained or questioned since
the crackdown began in July, according to the Hong Kong-based
China Human Rights Lawyer Concern Group. Tang, 44, a promi-
nent human rights lawyer, was arrested last summer and now
faces a charge of “inciting subversion of state power”, that carries
a maximum sentence of 15 years. The men distributed books
such as Gene Sharp’s “From Dictatorship to Democracy” and
“Self-Liberation”, police said.  They also accused Tang of “instigat-
ing others to participate in the non-violent ‘Citizen Non-coopera-
tion Movement’.”

The trio were known as the “three gentlemen of Guangzhou”;
part of a once vibrant community of activists in the southern
Chinese city that has been targeted by authorities in recent years.
Another Guangzhou rights leader, Guo Feixiong, has been
detained for over a year and faces prosecution for his work. The
US government said in a statement that it was “deeply con-
cerned” at what appeared to be a systematic pattern of arrests
and detentions of rights defenders who “peacefully challenge
official Chinese policies and actions”.

Last month, legal proceedings were suspended when the
three dismissed their lawyers after the court rejected requests to
call witnesses and to keep Communist Party members off the
bench. One of the lawyers for the activists, Sui Muqing, has since
been detained in the ongoing crackdown. Tang’s wife and anoth-
er defense lawyer weren’t immediately reachable on their mobile
phones for comment. — Reuters

Gay couple in Thai

custody battle over

surrogate baby

BANGKOK: A gay couple from the United States said on
Wednesday their lives were being “destroyed” after a Thai sur-
rogate mother refused to sign papers allowing them to take
their baby out of Thailand. The controversy is the latest over
surrogacy in Thailand after several cases last year including
accusations that an Australian couple abandoned their Down
Syndrome baby with his birth mother, taking only his healthy
twin sister back to Australia.

In the latest case, Gordon Allan Lake and his Spanish hus-
band, Manuel Valero, say Thai surrogate Patidta Kusolsang,
who is not the baby’s biological mother, decided she wanted
to keep their baby, Carmen, as the couple was preparing to
leave Thailand. Patidta “had issues” with the couple’s sexual
orientation, said Lake, and did not show up at the US embassy
in Bangkok in January to sign Carmen’s passport application
and give them the papers needed to leave Thailand. “We have
been here six months and our lives are being destroyed,” Lake
told Reuters.  “Our families have missed out on the first six
months of Carmen’s beautiful life.” Patidta did not immediate-
ly respond to a request for comment. Thailand has been a
popular destination for foreign couples seeking surrogacy
services, partly because of loose regulations and low costs
compared with some other countries. 

The surrogacy law
But following last year’s surrogacy scandals, Thailand

passed a law in February that bans foreigners from seeking
surrogacy services. The law does not come into effect until
July 30 and Lake and Valero are not in violation of Thai law for
commissioning surrogacy last year.  The US embassy in
Bangkok said in a statement emailed to Reuters, US citizens in
Thailand were subject to Thai law. “Pursuant to US law, the
Department cannot issue passports to minor children without
the consent of the legal parent/s or guardians/s,” said embassy
spokeswoman Melissa Sweeney. —Reuters

In Hong Kong voting system,

fishermen play key role
‘People have started coming back to Hong Kong, they’re eating fish’

HONG KONG: Lai Tak-chuen, a fish farmer, pours pellets from a 20 kilogram bag into one of his pens as saba, or mackerel in his
fish farm in Ma Wan. — AP


