FROM OUR HONGKONG OORBESPONDENT

HEQUE books ready and calculators

~ primed, Hongkong's businessmen are. .

going abroad to invest.’ Are they already
scared of 1997, when the British colony re-
verts unwillingly to Chinesé sovereignty?
:Perhaps a little; But-the main reasons are
~more mundarie: wage rates at home are ris-
mg, property prices are almost as high as To-
s, and inflation is nudging into double
ﬂgures. No longer can Hongkong’s entre-
preneurs make their millions from. sweat-
shops in Kowloon; instead, they must look
o poorer parts of Asia, 2t om et
. The result is that Hongkong money is
.now financing everything from buildings in
- Manila to ‘electro-plating factories in Indo-
:nesia. In China’s Guangdong province, just
< across the border, Hongkong capitalists em-
ploy,-directly or-indirectly, more than 2m
- workers; they ar'e"pald a fifth of what com-
: parable workers in Hongkong get. In,Viet-

. ~mam Hongkong businessmen ;ostle with Tai-

- foreign investentelsewhere in East!Asia,
. I'Lastyear Hongkong committed $4.6.billion ;-
. Lfordirect investment. irivAsia; even':Jap

zwaneseliand’ Smgapoteans, ‘waiting for the

ida?"wh’en America. at. last lifts its trade and

. Einvestient #fobargd on Vlemamzmﬁ Ay

‘ A Just how. much;, Hongkong i8. investing

laisser-fairé government.does niot keep tabs”
i‘mn capital flows. But hccording to.the Hong

"vv";

grecipient? countries} ¥ thencolonys, riowdc-
*wl_mts .for :oughly h quartet of. ﬂ\e ‘diréct

; mmuwdbyHongkongmthe 1980s
“has gone toﬁCluna;“ but’thaf* still: leav
< Hongkong a8 the sourcd of 10% of all]direct
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Labroad renjain$ &'matter of conjecture~-a

c.riong-
ong Bank, whch'doﬂéﬁ&d thc ﬁgﬁresfrom :
"o filleds (uiilegsy’

-3dle class: Businessmen'simply have to look

- Fully half of the colony 5 dxrect forelgn in-
. vestment -has been made since 1986, Ever
ssince the; recession  of 1985, high rates. of
~GDP growth in Hongkong have led to‘infla-
< tion and ‘an- .mcrmsmgly tlght labour mar-
tket.:Annual consumer price: increases rose
from 2.8% 4 year:in.1986.to almost,.10%
SNOW; unemployment is around 1.7% of the
%workforce———whxch in. prai:tlce, eans there »
are thousands:of. i tha f - be

i adlmtted) !u ey

S5 Mote o the pomt, 10 rehef is in mght.
Even though the growth rate of Hongkong’
economy has slowed in step with Chma 5 ¢

original estimate of HK$127 billion ($16.3
billion)i‘mehﬂe Hongkongs ‘best’and i’ §
brig rightest; fearfuil of 1997, are emigrating at i -
¢:rate of 62,000 year:,1% of the whole"
ulatiori; aind moré than 10% of the mid--7

' abroad morethan they used to both for

+. THE ECONOMIST DECEMBER 8 1990

e e B P e, ..

=

brawn and for brain, - Hongkong's -~ businessmen -are - makmg -
Might they leave Hongkong starved of “abroad (mostly in manufacturing, a bit in "

the money it heeds to upgrade the skills of !~ services), the ones at home tend to be in_ :

.an ever more expensive workforce! In prac- ' property-“which is why Hongkong remams '
tice, the risk seems remote. The Hongkong
- Bank reckons that Hongkong’s outward in-

;a perpetual cacophony of pile-drivers.. =, * 5
{The pohncal advantage to Hongkong s
vestment—at least ‘the .amount actually " reaching out -is that, the more_it]investsy
spent, 4s opposed to the sums approved— - abrdad, the safer it inay be from Chiinese in- *
has been'more or less matched by inward ini- - terference :after 1997. Why should China, '

"vestment from Japan'and America. More- * ) twothxrds of whose inward foreign invest- ¥
 over, domestic private investment has been
‘Tunning at a feal rate of 10.7% a year since
the rmd—1980$. Unhke ‘the . mvestmems i

+ ment during the 1980s came from Hong-
kong, ‘disturb ‘a’ gdose that can' lay golden.
eggs ngt justat home but throughout,Asm’ :
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