Crucial shipping sector needs to be treated fairly
Bjorn Hojgaard says recent easing of restrictions for banking and finance
chiefs has dismayed members of the maritime community, who believe their
industry is just as vital globally
It has been over a month since the government announced an exemption of
executives in Hong Kong’s financial sector from quarantine measures when
returning to the city from overseas business trips, thus enabling the sector to
resume normal operations to a certain degree, and maintain client relationships
in the financial arena.
Members of Hong Kong’s maritime community looked on in dismay at this
development, which left one of the most globally vital industries confined to Hong
Kong in continued near isolation.

Like executives of banks and insurance companies, shipping executives must get
back to normal operations and maintain relationships on a daily basis. More
importantly, the nature of the shipping industry means physical assets require
daily management and a physical presence is often obligatory.
Vessels under construction must be supervised and approved before delivery. Ship
inspections and audits are a critical part of the maintenance cycle, essential to
ensuring high safety standards to prevent accidents, casualties and environmental
disasters. While remote inspections have come into their own because of Covid19 restrictions, they are not a long-term solution.
Hong Kong’s role as an “international finance, shipping and trade centre” is
recognised and encouraged by the central government, in both the national fiveyear plan and the Greater Bay Area development plan.
Given the significance of the shipping sector to both Hong Kong and global supply
chains, it deserves at least equal treatment when it comes to less restrictive
business travel.
This is not an appeal for admission into an elite business club where members can
enjoy government preference, but recognition that shipping is a key industry, just
as seafarers are key workers.
As the primary industry supporting the global economy, and thereby local
economies, it is imperative that governments in turn support the industry by
facilitating crew changes and allowing other travel that is part and parcel of
shipping.
The government is in an understandable quandary after managing to successfully
keep Covid-19 largely at bay through strict border controls and other measures,
yet realising the need to open up to the rest of the world – all the while grappling
with a sub-par vaccination rate and possible zero-Covid-19 requirement for our
domestic travel bubble with the mainland and Macau. But it is a quandary that is
not going to go away.
Many places, guided by leading epidemiologists, have come to the conclusion that
Covid-19 and its variants cannot be eradicated and we must learn to “live” with
the virus.
The good news is that we can, and in a way that is both less threatening to the
community and where all industries and businesses can benefit. Vaccination is, of
course, the key – backed by a multiple testing regime.
Our vaccination rate, though less than ideal, has recently seen an uptick, with some
experts predicting a rate of 50 per cent – or possibly higher – by the end of summer.
While this may still be insufficient for herd immunity, it should smooth the way to
greater liberties for those who have received two doses.

In terms of travel, this could and should mean quarantine-free inbound travel for
all fully vaccinated individuals who clear the mandatory pre-departure and arrival
tests, which should remain in place.
Such responsible travel would open Hong Kong to commerce and tourism again,
serving as a much-needed lifeline for many businesses, with the added bonus of
encouraging a sizeable portion of Hong Kong’s vaccine-hesitant population to take
the plunge.
This approach may not be foolproof, but none are. At the very least, it offers a
realistic and sustainable way forward that strikes a careful balance between two
extremes. That is what Hong Kong desperately needs to remain competitive. Many
other international cities have already charted a course that will leave Hong Kong
adrift in their wake if we do not change.
In formulating economic policy, Hong Kong has long been adept at picking the best
of the rest from around the world. By adopting a practical approach with Hong
Kong characteristics, we can begin to tame Covid-19, and be free to resume our
lives and travel once more. We just need the courage to embrace change.
We are not advocating the lifting of all anti-pandemic measures. As part of Hong
Kong, we are always ready to support community efforts to fight the virus. What
we are advocating is a sensible and sustainable approach to managing the new
normal not only for shipping, but for all businesses in Hong Kong and the
livelihoods that depend on them.
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