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Custom Maid Backspin for New World Disorder

About Backspin

My book Custom Maid for New World Disorder, 
published in 2004, was republished the following 
year with a new cover with the word spin added 
to the title. Everything else in the two editions 
remained identical.

The reason for this reincarnation as Custom Maid 
Spin for New World Disorder was the virtual 
explosion of the Internet and social media.  The 
meteoric development of the World Wide Web, 
social media platforms and wars in Afghanistan 
and Iraq after 9/11, created a new world of 
spin: what we today commonly refer to as 
“fake news.”

The astronomical growth in the volume of 
fake news since 9/11 culminated in 1/6 – the 
day when America’s Capitol was attacked and 
invaded for the first time by angry citizens. Five 
people died in that melee; hundreds were hurt, 
arrested and a lot more became disillusioned 
with political establishments as the world 
watched in disbelief what “democratic” America 
has suddenly become. 

But was it a sweet or a bitter 1/6? Was it a civil 
war, cultural war, or America redefining herself 
as the republic’s Founding Fathers had intended?

This book is an attempt to understand better 
what happened between 9/11 and 1/6, to connect 
political, religious, legal and sexual dots along 
the path that led to the attack on the Capitol, 
where a joint session of both houses of Congress 
was in session certifying the Electoral College 
votes that would determine who the president 
of the nation will be for the following four 
years – the incumbent Donald John Trump or 
the contestant Joseph Robinette Biden Jr. Trump 
later faced his second impeachment trial for 
inciting the insurrection and attack on American 
democracy, the first president to be impeached 
after leaving office – and really, why is it China’s 
fault?

From 2005 to the publication of Backspin, my 
blogs are signposts that mapped down political, 
religious, legal, sexual paths and freeways, not 
only in America, but also in China and the rest 
of the world. This book captures and crystalizes 
those pointers to show how We the Maids have 
allowed the career politicians we elected to serve 
us, lead us to this mess – and to an even worse 
world disorder that is looming on the horizon.
Why Backspin? It is a whack that makes a curvy 
ball that comes towards you rotate backwards, 
which in turn imparts an upward force that lifts 
the ball.
Isn’t it time that We the Maids, the people, do 
a political and economic Backspin to roll back 
things and lift the political and economic game to 
a new level?
First and foremost with the primary underlying 
cause for protests. HOUSING! I think it is time to 
address and constructively change various and 
rampant rent policies globally – especially in my 
hometown Hong Kong.
Chapter 8 of the book shares my personal 
experience as a California lawyer, developer, 
landlord and Hong Kong tenant, and based on 
that experience, proposes a solution that Hong 
Kong can introduce as a model that other cities 
globally can adopt and modify.
Published on July 13, 2021, Chapter 8 shall be 
followed each month thereafter, by a chapter per 
the dates in the table of contents that follows – 
Charles Dickens style.

Continued on back flap.
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TO OUR GRANDCHILDREN AND THEIR 
CHILDREN WHO ARE THE FUTURE; AND 
SHALL INHERIT WHAT WE LEAVE THEM.  
“RESPICE FINEM-E PLURIBUS UNUM” –  
AN EYE TO THE END – FROM THE MANY 

ONE

July 1, 2021 
Hong Kong
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But while democracy can be periodically delayed.
It can never be permanently defeated. 

The Hill We Climb 

 – Amanda Gorman
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The cause of America is in great measure the cause of 
all mankind 

Thomas Paine-

 – Common Sense
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Acknowledgments and Sources

A knowledge of books is the basis upon which other knowledge is to be built.

George Washington
To Jonathan Boucher 

July 9, 1771

This book is a replay of Post-9/11 history analyzed by fellow glass-mates, 
with glasses containing alcoholic and non-alcoholic beverages, across the 
world, most notably the Main Bar and Bert’s at Hong Kong Foreign Corre-
spondents Club’s (FCC), the numerous saloons on Whiskey Row in Prescott, 
Arizona, Venice Beach, California, and airport lounges across America, 
China, Asia, Europe and the Middle East.

I thank all the citizen journalists and professional journos with whom I have 
had collegial-civilized conversations and heard opposing views on cultural, 
religious, political, and geopolitical issues. These dialogues have helped me 
crystalize my thoughts, especially on housing and rental issues. But, more 
importantly, how to blend them with the vision America’s Founding Fathers’ 
vision for America and the world; a vision that is more relevant today for 
We the Maids to clean out the garbage piling up in America, and sweep out 
career politicians and their self-serving destructive laws and policies. We the 
People need to make sweeping changes to benefit us all.

The greatest glass-mates of all, America’s Founding Fathers. I quote exten-
sively in this book their ideas and vision, often fueled by alcohol, to remind 
us what indeed is the American ideal which We, the Maids, have allowed the 
entrenched political establishments to hijack.

On a personal level, I am particularly grateful, first and foremost, to my 
partner Pauline Taylor, for tolerating the messy research paper trail I leave 
everywhere we go. “Slainte Mhagh – Slange Var,” the Scottish- Gaelic toast. 
Thanks Babe.

I am obliged to David Ketchum, who, over a couple of glasses of wine, 
suggested Backspin as this book’s title, and also to my fast-typing assistant 
Emily Mak, whose speed-typing allowed me to get this book printed in less 
than six months. 

A special thanks to Mark Tigan,  ret. associate professor of Practice: Com-
munity Development and Planning, Department of International Devel-
opment, Community, and Environment, at Clark University, Worcester, 
Massachusetts, for his critical and constructive editorial input, introduction 
to Amy Mosher Berry, who researched and helped me write the history of 
rent control, and the proposed Rent Subsidization Plan—and survey.  But 
doubly to Mark for being a buddy.
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To Michael and Sharon Broggie, friends from Los Angeles who moved to 
Prescott, Arizona and talked me into doing the same. Michael is an author, 
writer and political fanatic, with whom I discuss and share political ideas 
and frustrations that reflect the divided electorate in Arizona and America – 
and brainstorm prospective solutions.

To a mutual friend of Michael and me, Ralph Herman, sculptor, writer, 
musician, property developer and former client, formerly from Los Angeles, 
now living in Paso Robles. We catch up periodically over a couple of world 
renowned local wines. Ralph is quoted in every book I have written, because 
of his continued solicited and unsolicited political opinions and convictions, 
humorous advice, and friendship. 

Ralph, is mentioned in this book because of his concern about political 
and legal developments in Hong Kong. He has been urging me, much like 
many of my other buddies and high school friends – Jake Berman, Rudy 
Cohen and Josh Michaelly, with whom I get together whenever I am back in 
the U.S. – to leave Hong Kong, like so many Hongkongers are doing. They 
helped me understand the misperception Americans have of the situation 
in Hong Kong because of the protests and National Security Law, believing 
Americans could be arrested and jailed just for being American. It is a con-
cern that Avi and Janice (“Jan”) Rojani shared and raised, whenever I visited 
them in Ojai, Ventura, to de-compress from the 14 hour flight from Hong 
Kong to California. Thank you for your more than 45 year friendship, stim-
ulating discussions about American and Middle Eastern politics, and trips 
to local second-hand book stores to buy many of the history and political 
classics that adorn my book shelves and many pages in this book.

To Perla and Ami Karney, two long-time friends with whom it was always a 
pleasure to get together in L.A. Sadly, Ami passed away in January 2017, his 
friendship and smile sorely missed.

To Joe Lam for his patience and persistence in guiding me through the dark 
clouds of new media, and continuing to work with me on the media side of 
my books.

To Julie Chapin, fellow lawyer, actress and political activist, also mentioned 
in earlier writings, for her continued political activism, political insight and 
friendship; and her husband Tom, for his friendship and historical tutorials 
on President Abraham Lincoln.

To Prescott neighbors Geo and Jean Flood and Rob and Pam Leahy for 
guiding Pauline and me about how to kick-back and settle comfortably into 
the country groove of Prescott, every time we get there from the concrete 
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canyons of Hong Kong, and for giving me the time and spirit needed to put 
this book together in my head.

At the end of the book, Research Library lists the numerous authors and 
writers, their books, columns, articles, stories and Op Ed pieces I have cop-
ied and given credit to, in addition to the credits stated in the text itself. 

Several others also deserve special mention. Among them, Michael and 
Luke Paulsen for their book The Constitution, an easy read and re-intro-
duction to the U.S. Constitution, the oldest written one in the world which 
many countries have copied, but practiced only by few. Bucker F. Melton Jr., 
for his compilation of America’s Founding Fathers quotes in The Quotable 
Founding Fathers, making my research into the quotes in this book much 
easier to find. Acclaimed historian Yuval Harari, for his 21 Lessons for the 
21st Century and warning us that Some Fake News Lasts Forever. Kliph 
Nesteroff, the author of We Had a Little Real Estate Problem: The Unherald-
ed Story of Native Americans & Comedy, who picks up where fellow Native 
American, Will Rogers left off with his political humor, as he reintroduces 
him as a modern comic, along with a long line of indigenous overlooked 
comedians. Also, the best-selling author Richard Preston, whose personal 
frontline experience confronting the Ebola outbreaks in the Congo, gave us 
two personal eyewitness accounts: Crisis in the Red Zone and The Hot Zone 
– and warning us about the outbreak of new viruses. 

To all the foreign correspondents, journalists and authors whose writings 
taught me contemporary political and economic history and opened my 
mind to accepting our new social media driven world – and its impact on us.

To fellow glass-mate Viswa Nathan, a long-established Hong Kong journalist 
and former editor-in-chief of the daily newspaper Hong Kong Standard, 
who got me to focus my writing, articles, blogs, even this book, and on “ex-
plaining to non-Americans how the hell your election process and govern-
ment works.” It inspired me to include Americans, who don’t seem to know 
either. Also for introducing me to Hari Kumar, a wonderful and enjoyable 
editor, critic – and glass-mate – to work with and enjoy good conversations 
about life, personal honesty in writing, living and getting around cross-cul-
ture roadblocks.

Last, and most importantly, to my children – Alexandra, Jonas and Austen – 
and grandchildren Jonas, Macie and Lily, born after Spin was published, to 
continue to building and trying, to leave ourselves and future generations a 
healthier world.
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Were it left to me to decide whether we should have a govern-
ment without newspapers, or newspapers without government, 

I should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter.

 Thomas Jefferson

Letter to Colonel Edward Carrington

 January 16, 1787
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American Axis
Hypocrisy, Dumbed-Down & Active

A Post 1/6 Reflection

The President, Vice President, and all civil officers of the United States, shall be 
removed from office on impeachment for, and conviction of, treason, bribery, 

or other high crimes and misdemeanors.

CONSTITUTION OF THE UNITED STATES

Article II, Section 4 
1787

Continued New World Disorder 

The world we knew ended on 9/11 when the U.S. came under unprece-
dented terror attacks. My aim to document this in a book focusing on my 
disappointments, relations between the United States and China, An-
glo-American and Sino-Latino differences became a trilogy of tomes. It was 
“A condensed fusion of history and contemporary events that converged 
yet again as the new century dawned…a contemporary snapshot, a slice of 
apathetic and parochial life in America today. Both timely and timeless,” 
questioning why religion, politics and sex are subjects we are constantly 
admonished not to discuss. As I pick up from where I left off, I believe I have 
come up with some answers. 

Career politicians pray that the people they screw don’t figure out what is 
being done to them in the name of country and party – and God forbid 
– demand a change to the current political disorder. A change that some 
Americans tried to make on January 6, 2021 – 1/6! 

One-Six. It was as profound as Nine-Eleven.

On that day, like 9/11, America’s intelligence agencies and defensive-mili-
tary-might, failed to protect America’s Democratic Capitol from being at-
tacked by a mob of citizenry chanting “Hang Pence,” as Vice President Mike 
Pence was presiding over a Joint Session of Congress to certify the Electoral 
College vote that put Biden in the White House. The mob tried to stop the 
vote and keep Trump in power instead, and the chaos forced Pence, and all 
other elected members of Congress present, to flee.

FBI Director Christopher Wray testified in early March 2021, before a Senate 
Committee investigating the events of 1/6, that the FBI had sent an ominous 
warning the night before, on January 5, about extremists “preparing for war.” 
It was sent to authorities at the command level, local Joint Terrorism Task 
Force network and posted on a national electronic portal for review by law 
enforcement authorities nationwide.
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Capitol Police chief, Steven Sund told a separate Senate panel that the intel-
ligence bulletin arrived at the Capitol police intelligence unit but was never 
distributed to him and others in his force.

Asked by lawmakers why the information had not been seen by the former 
Capitol chief, who resigned shortly after the attack, or the District of Colum-
bia police chief, Wray said, “I don’t have a good answer.”

Yogananda Pittman, acting chief of the Capitol Police, later said that the 
department knew militias and white supremacists would be coming, “that 
there was a strong potential for violence and that Congress was the target.”

“It was more than just an e-mail,” the director said, adding that at least five 
Capitol police officers who also serve as members of a terrorism task force 
received it. In addition, the information was included in a “verbal” briefing 
of law enforcement officials at a local command center.

Six months earlier in September, Wray had warned Congress and America 
about domestic terrorists. “Trend may shift, but the underlying drivers for 
domestic violent extremism – such as perceptions of government or law 
enforcement overreach, sociopolitical conditions, racism, anti-Semitism, 
Islamophobia, misogyny, and reactions to legislative actions – remain con-
stant,” he said then. It was the very extremists he warned of who attacked the 
Capitol.

Domestic right-wing extremists were responsible for almost 70 percent of 
terrorist attacks and plots in the U.S. in 2020, according to the Center for 
Strategic and International Studies, a Washington think tank.

In opening the March 2, 2021 hearing, Senate Judiciary Committee Chair-
man Dick Durbin, said that the “federal government had failed to address 
the growing terrorist menace in our own backyard.” He criticized the Trump 
administration, saying that officials “spent four years downplaying the threat 
posed by white supremacists.”

White Europeans, primarily British Anglo-Saxons, wanting to take over gov-
ernment the same way they took over the country from Native Americans, 
Mexicans, freed slaves and each other.

Cowboy philosopher Will Rogers, whose observations became the premise 
and foundation of Spin, would probably endorse this conclusion, because of 
his Cherokee roots – a fact ignored about the superstar, but is explored by 
Kliph Nesteroff in his book We Had a Little Real Estate Problem: The Unher-
alded Story of Native Americans & Comedy.

Nesteroff reintroduces Rogers, warts and all. Depression, prejudices and the 
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funny line of unsung Native American comedian heroes followed, and the 
racism, bigotry, and discrimination they have suffered.

The book’s title is the punchline to a joke of this narrative by the Oneida 
Nation comic Charlie Hill. The setup: “My people are from Wisconsin. We 
used to be from New York.”

Hill described pilgrims as “illegal aliens,” likening them to house guests who 
will not leave. I agree and wrote a blog under the same title.

 “What Eddie Murphy was in the 80s for young Black comics, that’s what 
Charlie Hill did for new young Indigenous comedians the last 15 years,” said 
Nestoff.

American Goal 

 I echo my wish that my books continue to be thought-provoking to stimu-
late personal multi-generational dialogue and debate. Cancel   cancel culture, 
smash-mouth politics of personal identity that is not only still devouring us 
today – but getting much worse!

Cancel the cancel culture!

America, the dream the Founding Fathers weaved for all the immigrants that 
made the country what it is today, has become a hellish nightmare.

A country “changed from vanilla WASP to Cherry Garcia white patched 
butterfly, with butterfly ballots. Or is it a multicultural scoop of Ooey Gooey 
cake? Apple pie America is a racial blender of caramelized apple. Rich, heavy 
and lite.”

A reality we cannot forget.

America should not forget what drives the American Dream: Foreign stu-
dents and the immigrants who follow it and succeed. I know it first-hand. 
I am one. We even make it to the top in one generation. These “aliens” are 
running American success stories: Google, Microsoft, Adobe, Citibank, IBM 
and MasterCard, to name a few.

That includes foreign and local women who have run AMD, eBay, Facebook, 
Fidelity, General Dynamics, General Motors, Heinz, Hewlett Packard, Lock-
heed, Oracle, Xerox and Yahoo.
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Home Grown Dramas

The assault on the Capitol building on January 6, 2021, was the first such 
action by American citizens in 67 years. The previous occasion when the 
Capitol came under violent attack was on March 1, 1954. Puerto Rican 
nationalists had then invaded Congress and opened fire from the spectators’ 
gallery above the House floor, wounding five members of Congress.

The latest attack was an attempt to scuttle the time-honored democratic pro-
cedure of the Joint Session of Congress, presided over by the Vice President, 
certifying the Electoral College vote which will determine who will be the 
nation’s commander-in-chief for the following four years – the incumbent 
Donald Trump or his challenger Joe Biden. The attack, particularly the fact 
that Trump’s supporters followed his orders to engage in “trial by combat,” 
led to Trump’s impeachment trial in the Senate on January 20 and him be-
coming the first U.S. president to be impeached twice, the second time when 
he was no longer president.

Let’s not forget that the counting the electoral votes to certify the new pres-
ident took less than 24 hours in 2021, 35 days in 2000 and four months in 
1876.

Thankfully, this time, the White House put out a statement on January 8: “As 
President Trump said yesterday, this is a time for healing and unity as one 
nation.”

But that statement did not stop the record-extending run of weapon sales 
that the assault on the Capitol had. Gun sales in January 2021, the month of 
the insurrection and swearing- in of Biden, hit a historic high of two million, 
a 79 percent increase over the previous January. The increase extended a re-
cord-setting surge that began when the coronavirus pandemic took hold in 
early 2020. The FBI reported that background checks for firearm purchases 
exceeded 4.31 million in January, the largest monthly tally since the bureau 
started keeping track. The FBI conducted 170,000 background checks on the 
Capitol siege, followed by 524,000 more over the next three days.

“If they can do it at the US Capitol, anybody can decide to have an insur-
rection anywhere. And with that being said, everybody needs to be able to 
protect themselves,” a gun buyer named Trin Porter – was quoted as saying.

Gun sales often rise during presidential election years amid worries a new 
administration could change gun laws. Biden has supported gun control 
measures such as a ban on assault weapons and “would love to see action” 
on gun control, a Second Amendment that gives Americans the right to bear 
arms.



15

Peter G. de Krassel

Ironically, while gun sales are booming, the National Rifle Association filed 
for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection on January 15, 2021, a move that 
surprised observers of both the firearms advocacy groups and bankruptcy 
lawyers. As a lawyer who started with a firm specializing in bankruptcy, I 
am fascinated and perplexed by the NRA bankruptcy. I learned the legal 
and financial benefits of bankruptcy by listening to some of the foremost 
bankruptcy experts argue different bankruptcy laws and proposed changes, 
namely Marin Gendel, Miles Raskoff, Barnie Shapiro and Arnold Quittner, 
the founders of Gendel, Raskoff, Shapiro & Quittner. Doubly so as an Ari-
zona resident, living on a dirt road in the middle of nowhere, in an “Open 
Carry” state and a NRA neighborhood, and believer in the Second Amend-
ment and the right of citizens to bear arms, so that I can enjoy my lifestyle 
securely.

What makes the filing unusual, is that the NRA cited three constitutional 
rights for moving to Texas from New York and filing for bankruptcy in Tex-
as. The first two, free speech and the right to bear arms are not an issue. The 
third, the right to “seek a fresh start in bankruptcy,” although also enshrined 
in the Constitution is more obscure.

The NRA said in its bankruptcy filing that it wanted to “establish a cen-
tralized, neutral forum in which it can streamline, resolve and address all 
outstanding claims.” It admitted it had no financial problems. Its biggest con-
cern, it said, was the lawsuit filed by the New York Attorney General Letitia 
James, seeking to dissolve the NRA as a charity, alleging that the NRA’s man-
agement had looted the organization for personal gain. James accused NRA’s 
management executives of using NRA assets for private jet flights, yacht 
trips and safaris, which, in turn, undermined the group’s mission around 
gun safety, education and training.

In a letter to NRA members, Wayne LaPierre, longtime NRA head wrote: 
“The plan can be summed up quite simply: We are DUMPING New York, 
and we are pursuing plans to reincorporate the NRA in Texas.” LaPierre also 
noted that the NRA was “as financially strong as we have ever been in years.”

Separately, the NRA has tried to consolidate all its major litigation nation-
wide in Texas. Still, it also made the case descend into chaos as everyone 
with a bone to pick with the NRA, using the bankruptcy code and courts in 
their favor.

I agree with Georgetown law professor Adam Levitin who said: “The NRA 
bankruptcy looks like a play for time and negotiating leverage against the 
New York attorney-general, but there is no obvious light at the end of the 
tunnel for the NRA.”
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In later court filings, the NRA said its assets exceeded its liabilities by $50 
million and that revenues were only slightly down in 2020.

New York has moved to have the bankruptcy dismissed, calling it a bad faith 
filing.

I agree with Sujeet Undap, who wrote a piece in the Financial Times titled: 
NRA appears to have shot itself in the foot with bankruptcy ploy.

America’s armed democratic roots are stretching out deeper and stronger. 
They are much more resistant to legal and physical abuse than the Founding 
Fathers ever envisioned.

The Founding Fathers Constitutional system is not only working – but 
flourishing.

Coups 

For all intents and purposes, the Capitol Insurrection was, a failed coup 
attempt – unlike the successful one in Myanmar, which followed just weeks 
after the 1/6 insurrection in Washington D.C. But unfortunately, such coups 
have a long history in Asia.

The first coup attempt in the U.S., which failed, and the latest successful coup 
in Myanmar, bring to mind that coups were common in China.

One of the famous coups in China that can be compared to what happened 
in Washington on January 6, 2021, was the Chenqiao mutiny. In his column 
in the Post Magazine, a monthly publication of the Hong Kong-based media 
group, South China Morning Post, writer Wee Kek Koon discusses what 
happened in China over a thousand years ago, towards the end of the chaotic 
Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms period (907-979AD). Wee wrote on Feb-
ruary 21, 2021, under the title Hostile takeovers:

“With the end of the Tang dynasty, China was split into multiple political 
regimes ruled by warlords, while the rump state was ruled in quick succes-
sion by five dynasties.

“The last of these, the Later Zhou (951-960AD), was on its way to reunifying 
the nation when the second emperor died and was succeeded by his six-
year-old son – an enticing prospect for the ambitious Zhao Kuangyin (927-
976AD), the commander of the palace guards.

“In the spring of 960AD, six months into the new emperor’s reign, the court 
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received reports of an impending attack by the Northern Han and the no-
madic Khitan people. Without verifying the news, the empress dowager and 
senior ministers deployed Zhao to lead an army from the capitol, Bianliang, 
present day Kaifeng, to defend the frontier. Zhao reached the Chenqiao 
postal station the following evening. There, his younger brother and private 
secretariat staff provoked the soldiers into staging a mutiny. As a result, a 
yellow imperial robe was draped on a reluctant Zhao and he was proclaimed 
emperor.

“Zhao and his army returned to Bianliang and persuaded the child emperor 
to abdicate and the court officials to recognize him. Thus the Song Dynas-
ty was founded. The Later Zhou emperor and his family were treated with 
courtesy and the people went on with their daily lives unperturbed – no 
mean feat considering the massacres and mayhem that accompanied many 
dynastic changes.

“However, the absence of any “invasion” in the spring of 960AD, the inexpli-
cable availability of the imperial robe among an itinerant military unit, and 
other questionable details have convinced historians that the mutiny and 
palace coup had been pre-arranged, probably by Zhao himself.”

Sound familiar? Some commentators argue no different than what Mao 
Zedong did to Chiang Kai-shek, and President Trump tried to engineer as 
commander in Chief.

The Big Lie

The lie that Trump used for engineering the coup has devoured, and for all 
intents and purposes, killed the Republican Party, and is now threatening to 
do the same to American democracy.

“Denying the legitimacy of our last election is becoming a prerequisite for 
being elected as a Republican in 2022,” observed Gautam Mukunda, host of 
Nasdaq’s World Reimagined podcast and author of the book Indispensable: 
When Leaders Really Mattered.

“This is creating a filter that over time will block out anyone willing to tell 
the truth about the election.” It will leave us with a “Republican Party where 
you cannot rise without declaring that the sun sets in the East, a Republican 
Party where being willing to help steal an election is literally a job require-
ment.”

It is frightening! Representative Anthony Gonzalez, one of the few Repub-
licans who voted to impeach Trump, told The Hill, a political newsletter, 
about the decision to oust Representative Liz Cheney from her House G.O.P. 
leadership position because she refused to go along with the Big Lie:
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“If a prerequisite for leading our conference is continuing to lie to our vot-
ers, then Liz is not the best fit. Liz isn’t going to lie to people… She’s going to 
stand on principle.”

Cheney told Republican donors and scholars at a retreat for the American 
Enterprise Institute in Sea Island, Georgia in May 2021: “We can’t embrace 
the notion the election is stolen. It’s a poison in the bloodstream of our 
democracy…We can’t whitewash what happened on January 6 or perpetuate 
Trump’s Big Lie. It is a threat to democracy. What he did on January 6 is a 
line that cannot be crossed.” A “peaceful transfer of power must be defend-
ed.”

Cheney is right. Unless principled Republicans stand up for the truth, 
conservative Republican ideals and debunk the Big Lie, America runs, as the 
professor emeritus of sociology at the Chinese University of Hong Kong and 
vice-president of the Chinese Association of Hong Kong and Macao Studies, 
Lau Siu-kai wrote, the risk of another civil war and the death of the Ameri-
can democratic model. In his article, Democracy vs. Chinese authoritarian-
ism? A contest the US won’t win, published in the June 25, 2021, edition of 
the China Daily – one of the many newspapers I read to stay informed of 
different points of view, especially the political and economic differences be-
tween America and China – Prof Lau made some interesting observations. 
Although I disagree with his views, I share them with my readers, especially 
Americans, to understand better a Chinese perspective – hopefully, a step in 
the right direction to cancel the cancel culture. 

American Democracy vs. Chinese Authoritarianism

As Prof Lau put it, “During the Cold War, the United States designated 
the paramount issue in world politics as the existential struggle between 
capitalism and communism. Three decades later, the US defines the strug-
gle  between “democracy” and “authoritarianism”, or, more precisely, the 
 existential struggle between “American democracy” and “Chinese authori-
tarianism”, as the primary international issue.  

“US President Joe Biden in 2020 wrote in Foreign Affairs magazine that 
‘the triumph of democracy and liberalism over fascism and autocracy 
created the free world. But this contest does not just define our past. It will 
define our future, as well.’ On March 31, 2021, he again framed the current 
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moment in world politics as an existential choice between ‘democracy’ 
and ‘autocracy,’ a fundamental decision that is ‘what competition between 
America and China and the rest of the world is all about.’ The Strategic 
Competition Act of 2021 presents the US-China relationship as a zero-sum 
economic and military struggle between ‘democracy’ and ‘authoritarianism’ 
and creates a political environment that leaves little room for cooperation 
between the two countries. One American scholar even forecasts that ‘the 
coming decades will feature a long, drawn-out contest between democracy 
and dictatorship.’ What is amazing is that almost everybody in the foreign 
policy community of the US is confident that this contest between ‘democra-
cy’ and ‘authoritarianism’ will be won roundly by the US.

“By pitting ‘American democracy’ against ‘Chinese authoritarianism,’ the 
US is pitting a romanticized and idealized ‘American democracy’ against a 
demonized and false ‘Chinese authoritarianism.’ The US is implying that the 
‘universal values’ it advocates such as democracy, freedom and human rights 
are fully realized in the US whereas what happens in China is just the oppo-
site. The assumption is that any country which does not cherish and practice 
these ‘universal values’ is by that very fact an autocracy or dictatorship. The 
contest between ‘democracy’ and ‘authoritarian’ is also propagated as an 
existential confrontation between good and bad. By using this political gim-
mick, the US attempts to convince people in the US and around the world 
that China is public enemy No 1 to humanity and that by taking on China 
or pursuing ‘regime change’ there, the US is not pursuing narrow national 
interests, but engaging in a moral crusade for the sake of the international 
community, fully believing that eventually good is bound to prevail over 
bad. This ideological offensive smacks of animus, hypocrisy, self-righteous-
ness, arrogance and double standards.

“Such a gimmick is not working and is unlikely to do so. Apart from certain 
sections of the Western public, most people around the world can see 
through the falsehoods, misinformation and propaganda drummed up by 
the US and will not be fooled into rallying behind the US crusade.

“I think any impartial observer will agree that the reality in the US and Chi-
na is drastically different from the narratives presented by the US. Today, a 
lot of people in the US and abroad are seeing a failed and unenviable ‘Amer-
ican democracy,” are unhappy with the sorry state of affairs in the US and 
are worried about the future of the US and the West as a whole. In ‘American 
democracy,’ the salient features include a fractured polity, money politics, 
flawed democracy, plutocracy, a divided society, political stalemate, rampant 
racism and populism, ineffective governance, a debilitating sense of malaise, 
mistrust of the political and social elites, the inability of the US Constitution 
to solve the political problems, falling confidence in American democracy, 
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social alienation and pessimism about the nation’s future. In short, ‘Ameri-
can democracy’ is largely unable to achieve the ‘universal values’ supposedly 
at its core or to deliver the public goods and services to meet the demands 
and aspirations of the American people.

“The conditions in China are the polar opposite. The Chinese nation has 
never before been so united, so spirited, so confident in the leadership of the 
Communist Party of China, so proud of its political system, so happy with its 
conditions, so proud of the country’s achievements in the past 40 years, and 
so optimistic about its future. Indeed, ‘Chinese authoritarianism’ has been 
able to deliver robust and sustained economic growth, reduction of absolute 
poverty, public security, social well-being, effective and good governance, 
technological feats and the rejuvenation of the Chinese nation. 

“China sees its political model as rooted in Chinese history, culture and 
experience and thus it is unique and cannot be exported or replicated. China 
has no intention or desire to engage in an ideological struggle with the US. 
In any case, the Chinese political model will never appeal to the Western 
public. In Chinese political culture, strong political authority, people-orient-
ed governance, collective interests, national solidarity and national prestige 
are more treasured than individual or partisan interests. And this is fre-
quently interpreted and accused by the US as suppression of human rights in 
China, even though the Chinese people do not see it that way. Even though 
China does not see its political model as the embodiment of ‘universal 
values,’ if, however, enough non-Western and developing countries as well as 
a portion of the Western public rate the Chinese political model as success-
ful and see some elements of it as worthy of emulation, their admiration 
and support for the American political system will inevitably falter. Con-
sequently, the so-called universal values which are presumably ‘embedded’ 
in the American political system will no longer be seen as ‘universal’ and as 
morally superior. This is probably the major reason the US feels threatened 
by the Chinese political model. This sense of threat is magnified by the poor 
performance of the American political system in recent decades. A major 
reason the US is launching an ideological war against China is an unnerv-
ing sense of insecurity and self-doubt among decision-makers and public 
intellectuals. By treating the Chinese political system as a worthy competitor, 
the US is indirectly paying tribute to the Chinese political system. As such, 
the US embarks on this ideological war from a position of weakness and 
diffidence. There is a lack of confidence that the US can win this ideological 
contest eventually.

“In fact, inasmuch as more countries in the world are moving toward what 
the US is calling ‘authoritarianism,’ ‘autocracy,’ ‘illiberalism’ or ‘electoral 
authoritarianism,’ the appeal of ‘American democracy’ in the world has been 
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falling inexorably. More people are losing interest in ‘American democra-
cy.’ The cultural heritage of many non-Western societies would discourage 
them from opting for political systems that allow individual interests to run 
amok to the detriment of a common well-being. This means that it will be 
increasingly difficult for the US to galvanize the international community to 
support its struggle against ‘Chinese authoritarianism.’

“By elevating the game of ‘American democracy’ versus ‘Chinese authori-
tarianism,’ the US is urging people around the world to pay more attention 
to and judge the merits and shortcomings of the two political models. The 
US hopes that other people use American values as the criteria for judgment 
and proceed to castigate the Chinese model. But the outcome is more likely 
to be contrary to the wishful thinking of the US. In today’s world, particu-
larly after the COVID-19 pandemic and worldwide economic disarray, most 
people will place a priority on economic growth, jobs, healthcare, social wel-
fare, social justice, social solidarity, personal security, law and order, quality 
of life, and the future of their countries than on the so-called universal 
values extolled and propagated eagerly but poorly and inconsistently realized 
in the US. The animus of the US toward China will increase anti-American 
sentiments in China and among overseas Chinese, and will make Chinese 
people in China and all over the world rally behind the Communist Party 
of China, allowing the Chinese political system to perform even better in 
promoting economic development, effective governance and social well-be-
ing, widening further the gap in government performance between the two 
countries, and making ‘American democracy’ look even more unattractive 
and undesirable. I am sure that the contest between ‘American democracy’ 
and ‘Chinese authoritarianism’ will eventually be won by China. By chal-
lenging China to compete with the US on which political model is superior, 
the US is unwise and at risk of losing face both at home and abroad.”

Two days earlier, on June 23, 2021, Martin Wolf had penned a column in 
the Financial Times titled: The healing of democracies starts at home, which 
pointed out that there are longer-term dangers in the planned new alliance 
of democracies against China under Biden.

“The high-income democracies are right to wish to protect their core values. 
But the principal threat to these comes not from China, but from closer to 
home. It is the failure to ensure widely-shared prosperity and defend dem-
ocratic norms that matter most. It has, alas, been our elites, not China’s that 
have caused this damage. Meanwhile we must recognize the overwhelming 
need for global co-operation in preserving peace and protecting humanity 
against global threats, such as pandemics and environmental disasters.”

Wolf correctly warns that nothing is more likely to drive the Chinese people 
even further into the arms of their communist regime than unremitted 



22

Custom Maid Backspin for New World Disorder

hostilities from the democracies. In the long run, confidence in our values of 
openness and freedom is far more likely to change China.

“Yes, the democracies must defend core economic and strategic interests. 
But they should also remain as open to trade and ideas as possible. Sanctions 
will not change China. Only the Chinese people can do so. The west must 
give them a reason to wish to do so,” says Wolf.

It is good to see a renewed attempt at western co-operation. But the high-in-
come democracies must avoid some dangerous traps. If they are to lead, 
they need far more coherent ideas than they showed at the June 2021 G7 in 
Britain. Moreover, they must try and avoid a calamitous conflict with China. 
Like it or not, cooperation is essential for humanity to prevent Armageddon. 
In the long run, above all, the high-income democracies must look within if 
they are to save themselves. China is not the greatest threat to our interests 
and values: we have met the enemy and it is us.

Independent Commission

Not conducting a bipartisan investigation to identify the enemy among us 
who triggered and planned the attack on the Capitol on 1/6 was not only un-
precedented, it was un-American. Historically, despite its political divisions, 
the U.S. formed fact-finding commissions – for example, after the attack 
on Pearl Harbor in 1941, the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in 
1963, and the terrorist attacks of 9/11.

The failure to do so for 1/6 further erodes trust in the government and de-
prives Americans of lessons to prevent such an onslaught in the future.

“After many of the national tragedies we’ve experienced over the last 50 or 
more years, the response was to have a bipartisan investigation that would 
lay out the facts in a way that would be definitive,” said Michael Chertoff, 
who served as homeland security secretary under President George W. Bush 
after the 9/11 attacks. “It builds trust. It shows the public at a time of crisis, 
we can all come together and put the good of the country ahead of partisan 
interests.”

Chertoff and three other former homeland security secretaries who served 
Republican and Democratic presidents had lobbied Republicans to support 
the creation of a 1/6 commission, saying the nation needed a better under-
standing of  “how the violent insurrection of the Capitol came together, to 
ensure the peaceful transfer of power in our country is never so threatened 
again.”

“We need to get a definitive explanation of what actually happened,” Chertoff 
said in an interview after the Senate vote that rejected appointing a commis-
sion.
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Even though the Justice Department is prosecuting more than 400 members 
of the Capitol assault team, congressional committees are also investigating 
and inspector-generals examine their agencies’ responses to the attack. But 
there was no independent group of experts charged with getting to the bot-
tom of the numerous failings that lead to the attack on 1/6.

What is known has only raised more questions.

Why did it take hours for the National Guard in Washington D.C. to receive 
approval to deploy to the Capitol to fight the insurgents? Maj. Gen. William 
J. Walker, the D.C. National Guard Commander at the time, has said he did 
not receive approval to mobilize troops until more than three hours after 
he requested it. At the same time, Defense Department and Capital security 
officials have given conflicting statements about what happened.

What was Trump doing during the attack? He reportedly watched television 
but later claimed that he had called the National Guard, despite his defense 
secretary testifying that he never spoke to Trump that day. In addition, a Re-
publican member of Congress said she was told that when the House Repub-
lican leader, Representative Kevin McCarthy of California, phoned Trump to 
ask him to call off the mob, Trump refused, siding with the insurgents who 
he said were evidently more upset about the election than McCarthy was.

Oh yeah, and let’s not forget, McCarthy did blame Trump for the attack on 
the Capital.

What accounts for the lax precautions taken as right-wing extremists and 
militias openly planned to converge and wreak havoc on the Capitol? 
Leaders of the Capital Police instructed their officers not to use their most 
forceful crowd control techniques and missed intelligence reports about the 
attack.

How much co-ordination was there among extremist groups and Team 
Trump, most notably Trump’s lobbyist buddy Roger Stone, a convict whom 
Trump had pardoned off on all convictions and charges just weeks before 
the Capitol insurgency? Stone was seen protesting the election results with 
extremists at the Supreme Court on January 5. And, to what extent were 
members of Congress involved in the planning of the rally that preceded 
the attack? An organizer of the “Stop the Steal” rally said three members of 
Congress “schemed up” the event with him, though two of the three have 
denied that claim.

And perhaps most important, how can America prevent another similar 
scenario from happening again?
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For America, which holds itself out as a beacon of democracy, the rule of 
law and transparency, the Senate ruling not to appoint a commission has 
also raised a fundamental question: What happens when one political party 
effectively squelches any effort to look inward to assess government failings 
that have shaken the public’s faith in the nation’s institutions?

“This was not just a random event; it was existential in nature,” said former 
congressman Lee H. Hamilton, who was vice-chairman of the 9/11 commis-
sion. “How in the world could this happen in this country? It was unbeliev-
able that this far along in a democracy, we could have this kind of an event 
occur. It needs exploration.” 

Hopefully that exploration will happen in the federal lawsuit filed by the 
N.A.A.C.P., on behalf of Representative Bennie Thompson of Mississippi, 
against Donald Trump and Rudy Giuliani over their involvement with the 
1/6 insurrection.

The lawsuit alleges that by attempting to prevent the certification of the elec-
tion, Trump and Giuliani violated the 1871 Ku Klux Klan Act, one of several 
anti-Klan acts passed by Congress from 1870 to 1871.

The act reads:

“If two or more persons in any state or territory conspire to 
prevent by force, intimidation, or threat, any person from 
accepting or holding any office, trust, or place of confidence 
under the United States, or from discharging any duties there-
of; or to induce by like means any officer of the United States 
to leave any state, district, or place, where his duties as an 
officer are required to be performed, or to injure him in his 
person or property on account of his lawful discharge of the 
duties of his office, or while engaged in the lawful discharge 
thereof, or to injure his property so as to molest, interrupt, 
hinder, or impede him in the discharge of his official duties 
… each and every person so offending shall be deemed guilty 
of a high crime.”

The language of the statute is appropriate for the suit, even though adopted 
for a different reason – to fight Black Codes in the South meant to replace 
slavery as much as possible.

Charles M. Blow, wrote an Op-Ed piece in The New York Times on February 
22, 2021, pointing out how similar times were today to the period when the 
law was adopted. 

“To me, the similarities are striking. Millions of people are in the country 
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without citizenship – until it is granted. The white population is growing 
apoplectic about being outnumbered and overwhelmed. There is a fear of 
displacement in all its forms. There is a vigorous effort by white suprema-
cists to suppress Black votes, including using the law to do so. And there is 
a deadly act of violence in a government building that focuses the country’s 
attention and spurs Congress to action.”

Blow’s concerns are echoed by Kimberly Wehle, a professor at the Univer-
sity of Baltimore School of Law and author of the book How to Read the 
Constitution – and Why. Writing in the political newsletter The Hill on May 
3, 2021, noted that “as of late March 2021, state legislators have introduced 
361 bills in 47 states this year that contain limitations around voting, a 43 
percent increase from just a month earlier.”

Thomas L. Friedman, The New York Times columnist, described these laws 
best. “This is the equivalent of lighting a fuse to a bomb planted beneath the 
foundations of our democracy.”

American Political Football 

When America’s Founding Fathers wrote the Constitution and Bill of Rights, 
they had in mind a reset button to review the republic’s domestic and foreign 
affairs periodically, paving the way for a government Of the People, By the 
People, For the People. 

The election of Joe Biden and Kamala Harris as the president and vice-pres-
ident, and the Democratic Party gaining control of the Senate and House of 
Representatives in January 2021, is an ideal example of this elegant mecha-
nism.

The people rejected the domestic and foreign policies of Donald Trump and 
his Republican Party – and voted in the Democrats to run the White House 
and the federal government.

With that America is back in the geo-political game, after four years of grad-
ual incremental isolationism, even though American democracy is facing 
challenges at home.

No different from quarterback Tom Brady who is back after being chal-
lenged by the Patriots in New England.

American Football is the best metaphor for America and its political system. 
Anything can happen no matter what the pundits and bookies say and bet. 
on the football field or ballot box. I get into basketball and baseball later in 
the book.
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American football, like the American Constitution, is in a class of its own. 
One-of-a-kind compared to rugby, soccer and any other ball game, just like 
the American Constitution is one-of-a-kind, that differs from other democ-
racies and political systems.

Watching Super Bowl LV (55), on February 7, 2021, as America was gearing 
up and getting ready to start former president Trump’s second impeachment 
trial the following week for inciting insurrection, was in many ways a super 
spreader metaphor for America and its political system and democratic 
model.

The Super Bowl went ahead as scheduled, notwithstanding the Covid-19 
restrictions, just as the Electoral College vote went ahead as scheduled, 
notwithstanding the insurrection that breached Capitol security. American 
football beat the pandemic, just as American democracy beat the Capitol 
insurrection.

Just as Tom Brady at 43, was the oldest quarterback to play in a Super Bowl, 
let alone win, and coached by Bruce Arians 68, the oldest coach to win a 
Super Bowl, America has the oldest winning Constitution that governs 
democracies today, coached by President Joe Biden, the most senior person 
elected to the White House. 

America, the quarterback of liberal democracy, like a Tom Brady, may get 
sacked periodically, but it will get up and win the political game.

The Tampa Bay Buccaneers 31-9 upset win of the Kansas City Chiefs, was a 
replay of President Biden’s upset win of Trump by almost eight million votes.

Brady, like Biden, relied on his true and tested pros he can connect with to 
win. Rob Gronkowski came out of retirement, Antonio Brown from football 
purgatory and Leonard Fournette from limbo land to catch the winning 
touchdowns. Much like Biden did with Congressman Jim Clyburn, to win 
the South Carolina democratic primary and Democratic Party nomination – 
and presidential election.

A few weeks before the deadly attack on the Capitol and the Super Bowl, 
Arizona State University Sun Devils walk-on running back Jackson He 
Peizhang, made history by becoming the first Chinese-born football player 
to score a touchdown in the College Football Bowl Subdivision.

He was wearing a T-shirt with the slogan “Chinese people can ball too” in 
Chinese, given to him by his coach Antonio Pierce.

“I just wanted to score. It’s the one-yard line, you gotta score,” said the native 
of Shaoguan in the southern Chinese province of Guangdong.
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“I’m very happy and satisfied, but I know it’s a long road and there’s a lot 
of hard work to do now. This is only the beginning,” He told the mob of 
reporters.

Talk about metaphors and Chinese proverbs – in of all places – Arizona 
my home state in the U.S., where the November 2020 presidential votes in 
Maricopa County are being audited for fraud to “Stop the Steal,” as of the 
publishing of this chapter on August 13, 2021.

American Revolution  

John Adams, one of America’s Founding Fathers, made one of his many 
excellent observations on the creation of the United States in 1818. “The 
Revolution was effected before the war commenced,” he wrote of the 1760s 
and 1770s. “The Revolution was in the minds and hearts of the people; a 
change in their religious sentiments of their duties and obligations…. This 
radical change in the principles, opinions, sentiments, and affections of the 
people, was the real American Revolution.” 

Many scholars have asked whether the American Revolution was a revolu-
tion at all. It was led by lawyers, merchants and property owners – groups 
that tend to have a stake in social and political stability. Funny enough, those 
Americans who held power before the revolution were, by and large, still in 
power afterwards.

The new government that the Founders established enshrined traditional 
British liberties. Sure, it looks like that the Founding Fathers were acting to 
preserve their way of life against further imperialistic British encroachments 
on old colonial freedoms, rather than just creating a new political or social 
order.

What Thomas Jefferson wrote in the Declaration of Independence about 
human rights and equality and the purpose of government was nothing new. 
John Locke and other British political thinkers talked and wrote about peo-
ple’s rights. What made the Declaration of Independence special is that they 
were enshrined in the official cornerstone of a nation’s secular life.

The Founding Fathers experimented with different ideas of government. In 
one such experiment, a fourth branch of government was established – a 
council of censors – to serve as the people’s watchdog over the other three 
branches. Imagine that!

The Founding Fathers could read Latin, Greek and Hebrew and be well 
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aware that they were creating a new political model, even though they bor-
rowed heavily from tradition and history, usually after intense debates and 
reflection, a practice long forgotten by today’s career politicians.

Their writings, speeches and quotes were in the original language, whether 
the Bible, Shakespeare, Cicero, Locke or Montesquieu.

The Founding Fathers were insightful speakers in legislative bodies and 
courtrooms and wrote prolifically in newspapers and by letter. Their words 
give us a personal view of their core beliefs that drove the revolution and the 
nation-building that followed to make what America is today.

America then was a land of readers and writers. “Americans were literate” 
observed Henry May and Paul Rahe. “A greater percentage of citizens could 
read and write than was true of any other nation on earth….Nearly four 
times as many newspapers were published in the United States as were 
published in France, though France had six times as many people and was 
possibly the most literate nation on the European Continent,” wrote Forrest 
McDonald in his book Novus Ordo Seclorum: The Intellectual Origins of the 
Constitution.

America’s founding capital was its literate and smart people. Something 
America has to get back to again after being dumbed down in the past few 
decades by career politicians. A subject I discuss at length in Custom Maid 
Knowledge for New World Disorder, Volume II of the Custom Maid trilogy. 
The second edition of volume II of the trilogy titled Custom Maid Scholar-
ship for New World Disorder, will show how to get Americans smartened up 
again the way they were.

The Founding Fathers had political differences that, like many Americans 
today, became personal, even between family members. John Marshall, 
couldn’t stand his cousin Thomas Jefferson.

Let’s not forget they even challenged each other to duels and Alexander 
Hamilton was killed in a duel with Aaron Burr.

Given their fierce personal differences, intellect and knowledge, their debates 
and discussions “had an ancient and well-equipped arsenal of thoughts and 
words upon which to draw.”

Something that is sorely lacking today in politically gridlocked Washington 
D.C., even though the partisan differences are just as traditional and fierce.
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Slave Owning Fathers

The Founding Fathers were slave owners, as were most people of means of 
that time. As repugnant as such status looks today, looking back, one must 
remember that at the time, slaves were treated much better than they had 
been in the past. Humanity was evolving, just as it has been since then, to 
what people see as unacceptable behavior today.

The Founding Fathers, were bright, educated well-read people, as were 
most Americans of the day. Steeped in history and religion, they gave us the 
Constitution, their political and economic road map that humanity should 
pursue. So, when the time came to decide which fork to take during the 
slavery debate, abolition or continued slavery, the Civil War paved the path 
America should take.

The abolition road won the Civil War, but has not quite completed the 
journey down the cultural road to acceptance of all people, regardless of the 
color of their skin, sex or sexual orientation.

The Founding Fathers vision and mission was for a union of states with 
different political and economic beliefs and convictions, populated by in-
digenous tribes, slaves and white settlers from Europe, primarily Britain, to 
come together as free people, endowed with the basic human rights spelled 
out in the Bible, as interpreted and practiced by the different religions across 
America at the time.

The musical Hamilton has raised the question of whether or not Alexander 
Hamilton the “revolutionary manumission abolitionist,” owned slaves.

Jessie Serfilippi, a historical interpreter at the Schuyler Mansion State Histor-
ic Site in Albany, New York, in her paper “As Odius and Immoral a Thing”: 
Alexander Hamilton’s Hidden History as an Enslaver, offers the most convinc-
ing case that Hamilton was a slave owner.

“Not only did Alexander Hamilton enslave people, but his involvement in 
the institution of slavery was essential to his identity, both personally and 
professionally,” Serfilippi writes.

“It is vital,” she adds, “that the myth of Hamilton as ‘the abolitionist Found-
ing Father’ end.”

Hamilton married into the powerful Schuyler family in 1780. Slavery was 
common among New York State’s elite. The Schuylers were some of the 
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largest slaveholders in their area, with more than 40 people enslaved at the 
Albany mansion and another estate over the years.

Hamilton did criticize slavery at different points in his life, and compared 
with most white contemporaries, he held enlightened views on the abilities 
of Black people. He was also an early member of the New York Manumission 
Society, founded in 1785 to encourage voluntary freeing of the enslaved – 
and advocate gradual abolition of slavery.

Serfilippi notes that Hamilton, a lawyer, consulted with clients on slav-
ery-related issues and he would not likely have been hired for such work, 
she argues, “if he were known amongst his peers as having only abolitionist 
leanings.”

As a lawyer, I know that lawyers occasionally represent clients with a dif-
ferent political belief and conviction. Such differences do not necessarily 
compel the lawyer to turn down the engagement. After all, lawyers are hired 
guns to do a job for a client. Represent them to the best of their ability. Civil-
ly and criminally. After all, that is how lawyers earn a living.

American Transparency

Albert Lin, the Hong Kong editor of China Daily, enjoys hosting Chinese 
Banquet dinners periodically for his writers from China and Hong Kong 
and other journalists writing for local and international newspapers as well 
as business people and entertainers, to exchange views on current affairs, es-
pecially U.S.-China relations. Some of the discussions, make it loud debates, 
were hotter than the Sichuan prawns served during the Trump presidency.

One such diner guest is Richard Harris, a business columnist for the South 
China Morning Post, knowledgeable about America. Discussing America 
with him is a pleasure. “America is open, transparent and willing to wash 
its underwear in public in the name of individualism, free trade and the 
frontier spirit,” he points out. This openness, he explains, “can be difficult 
to understand by those who haven’t experienced it. It is an attribute usually 
seen as a threat. It is exploited by opponents, but it is also America’s strength 
– forcing periodic introspection, cleansing and renewal in public.”

Our discussions were not limited to politics. Harris is an investment man-
ager, banker who, like me, enjoys writing columns. We both wrote for the 
South China Morning Post. 

“Nearly 100 years of open trading has earned the US dollar the right to be 
the world’s reserve currency and so US interest rate policy dominates global 
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economies,” Harris wrote in one of his columns after the 2020 U.S. presiden-
tial election. “More important is that the volume traded in 2019 in US equi-
ties was US$35 trillion, compared with US$19 trillion on the major Chinese 
exchanges,” he noted.

“It is easy to disrespect the US but very risky to feel superior” was the con-
cluding paragraph of his November 13, 2020 column. A hot political dish 
that is regularly served and debated at Albert Lin’s banquets.

I agree with Warren Buffet’s remark that progress on achieving a “more per-
fect union” in America is uneven but still moving forward. “Our unwavering 
conclusion: Never bet against America,” he said.

Biden tweeted the same on March 11, 2021.

Made in Hong Kong

Looking at Hong Kong more than two decades after it is reunified with 
mainland China, it is clear that it blends the best of Anglo-American and 
Sino-Latino cultures, but much more – Sino, mainland-Sino. Back to its 
Chinese roots, with non-Chinese Hongkongers who made Hong Kong what 
it is today, that still blend the best of all cultures, races and religions. A nota-
ble difference today being more non-Anglo-Saxons are making Hong Kong 
their home.     

The FCC is still the laboratory that embodies diverse fused functional 
cultures that question the American ideal – especially during the Trump 
presidency – and Capitol insurrection.

The “Nixon on China” I proposed in the introduction to Spin (page 26) that 
America change its political and corporate culture, never happened. Instead, 
it actually got worse – not only in America, but also in Hong Kong, in ways 
some people predicted before the 1997 handover, but most people didn’t 
start taking it seriously, until after 9/11.

Again, as I wrote in the closing paragraph in the introduction to Spin: “It 
is time America sobers up from its moral and political hangover. By doing 
so it will be able to identify and deal with the real enemy. We the Apathetic 
People. The American Constitution and Declaration of Independence have 
to be revisited so that We the Maids can clean up our act so we can better 
understand our diversity and distinctions as a common humanity. It’s up 
to us to write the obituary for politics as usual. If we don’t, terrorists will. 
Radical times require radical changes.”

Terrorists, domestic and foreign, will keep trying to make radical changes as 
9/11 and 1/6 bear witness and depressing testimony.
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Principle support of free government is to be derived from 
the sound morals and intelligence of the people; and the more 

 extensive means of education, the more confidently we may rely 
upon the preservation of our public liberties.

--James Monroe--

A Narrative of a Tour of Observation

1818
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Chapter Eight
Up The Road to Future Street

Drink does not drown care, but waters it and makes it grow faster.
Benjamin Franklin – Poor Richard’s Almanack 1749

Jazz

Bert’s at Hong Kong’s Foreign Correspondents’ Club (FCC) is considered 
one of the best jazz bars in Hong Kong. Tatler, Lifestyle Asia, and Localiiz 
websites have rated it as a leading jazz joint in the city. The main reason for 
it is the music director Allen Youngblood, recognized as one of Hong Kong’s 
top jazz talents.

“Hey George,” is how Allen greets me. “Whazzup Booker T?” I respond. Al-
len thinks I look like George Washington when my hair is tied in a ponytail. 
I think he looks like Booker T. Washington, the American educator, author, 
orator, and adviser to several U.S. presidents. Between 1890 and 1915, Book-
er T. was the dominant leader in the African-American community and the 
contemporary black elite.

Jazz grew up in New Orleans, in the decades after Emancipation, as Black 
and Creole people founded social clubs with their marching bands. As it 
evolved, jazz became resistance music precisely because it was the sound of 
Black Americans building something together in the face of repression. At 
the end of the 1960s, just as calls for Black Power were motivating musicians 
to create their own publishing houses, venues, and record labels, a new force 
emerged: Schools and universities across the country began welcoming jazz 
as America’s so-called classical music, canonizing its older styles and effec-
tively freezing it in place.

If the Black Lives Matter movement has an anthem, it’s probably Kendrick 
Lamar’s Alright – the work of young jazz-trained musicians.

Hanging out at Bert’s, sharing cocktails, and discussing and debating local 
and international political stories with journalists, doctors, lawyers, busi-
nesspeople, and others milling around the bar, with Allen playing jazz on his 
piano with different ensembles of musicians with more rock – and less blues 
– was a real change and upbeat buzz for me after the painful divorce years. 
It was more so during Hong Kong’s turbulent times that erupted with the 
2014 Occupy Central protests against a move by the Standing Committee of 
China’s National People’s Congress (NPCSC) to introduce electoral reforms 
in Hong Kong that could allow Beijing to pre-screen candidates for the chief 
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executive of Hong Kong and subsequent protest rallies in 2019 and 2020 
against a new piece of legislation on extradition that the Hong Kong govern-
ment attempted to introduce. 

FCC, the local nest of the world press, was naturally interested in these 
developments. It has a long-established practice of inviting newsworthy 
individuals of any stripe, myself included, to address luncheon meetings. In 
August 2014, the Club found a 24-year-old Hong Kong youth, Andy Chan 
Ho-tin, was newsworthy. Disillusioned with all pro-democracy groups exist-
ing in Hong Kong, Chan had founded a political party called the Hong Kong 
National Party to campaign for Hong Kong’s independence from China. As 
soon as FCC announced a luncheon with Chan as the guest speaker, Chinese 
authorities requested the Club to cancel the luncheon and deny Chan a fo-
rum to promote his rebellious ideas. But the Club declined the request as in-
vitations to the function had already gone out. Subsequently, the government 
refused to renew the visa of the Financial Times’ Asia editor Victor Mallet, 
who, as the first vice president of the FCC, declined China’s request and later 
chaired the luncheon gathering with Chan as guest speaker. 

The ensuing controversy, and the pro-democracy Occupy Central protest in 
the making, peppered the chatter around the bar. Brexit, Malaysia’s multi-bil-
lion-dollar 1MBD scandal, Philippine President Duterte’s war on drugs, 
and Trump’s political reality show, were also custom-made political fodder 
that generated hours of boisterous inebriated entertaining arguments made 
loud enough to be heard over Allen and whoever he was playing with at the 
moment.

Family and Friends 
If only Clare Hollingworth, the doyenne of journalists and FCC elder, could 
join us as she used to with her sharp intellect, dark humor, and keen news 
judgment. Clare scooped the outbreak of World War II in Poland and the 
defection of British intelligence officer and Soviet double agent Kim Philby 
to Russia.

One evening in 2004, my partner Pauline Taylor and I joined Clare and 
Pamela Barton OBE for a meal at Bert’s. Barton was a Trustee of the Hong 
Kong SPCA, where Pauline worked as the Executive Director. Barton had 
some pretty wild World War II stories herself. She had worked as a mechanic 
on the trucks carrying the troops to and from the frontlines. She was also a 
fan of Clare’s. When Barton learned we were FCC members and knew Clare, 
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she asked if we could organize a get-together. Thus, we assembled at Bert’s 
for drinks and dinner.

When Palestine came up in the conversation, I asked Clare what years she 
was there. “In the 40s, during the war of independence,” she answered.

“Did you by any chance meet my father, George David de Krassel, who was 
there at the same time?” I asked. 

Clare and I had known each other casually for a few years by then, but she 
didn’t know my family name. “Is your family name de  Krassel?” she asked. 
“I was at his wedding in Jerusalem,” she exclaimed when I answered in the 
affirmative.

Watching Clare age as she spent the last few decades of her 105 years of re-
markable life at the FCC, her home away from home, blind, failing memory 
and hard of hearing, having newspapers and magazines read to her by Club 
members and her two helpers – her family and friends – it crystalized to 
me how important a family is, whether related by blood or love, affection, 
and respect. Clare had her family visit her from Britain periodically. Still, 
FCC members and her Filipina helpers, Susan Perez and her sister Helen 
Penuranda, her constant companions for 13 years until her death, were her 
everyday family.

Going Country 

America was going country. I spent more time there absorbing the post-
Bush-Obama-Trump events and the rapidly developing fake news that 
devastated the landscape.

Pauline and I got a place in Marina del Rey, a seaside community in the 
greater Los Angeles area, so that I could spend more time with my children 
and grandchildren, and also work on building the media and tele-vet com-
ponents of Pets Central, the pet care network we had co-founded.

Walking the beach from Marina del Rey to the Santa Monica Pier, with a 
break to take in the sights and sounds of the Venice Boardwalk and Skate-
board Park, was a thrill. Especially during sunset. The best show in Holly-
wood – and it’s free!

Reality quickly hits home. The homeless encampments, panhandlers, and 
physically and mentally handicapped comfortably nestled on the beach in 
front of multi-million dollar beach houses and apartments – all enjoying the 
same ocean and sunset views for free.
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The homeless scene had become much worse  – homeless encampments near 
the public toilets, showers, lifeguard stations, picnic tables, and boardwalk 
artist pop-up stores.

California, the novelist Wallace Stegner wrote in 1967, a year after I moved 
to Los Angeles, is like the rest of America, only more so. 

“This is indeed where the future will be made,” he wrote, with all “the noise, 
smog, greed, energy, frequently wrong-headedness and occasional greatness 
of spirit that are so American and so quintessentially Californian.”

“I recognize foundationally and fundamentally that so often people in my 
position are inadequate to the moment,” said Governor Gavin Newsom. 
“So often we try to meet the moment with rhetoric….Program-passing is 
not problem-solving. You’ve got to change hearts and minds. You’ve got to 
change the culture. Not just laws.”

Because it is America, only more so, California may yet lead that revolution. 
Its size alone bestows gravitas and often sets a precedent. Moreover, in a cul-
ture still steeped in frontier tradition, change usually occurs with lightning 
speed, qualities that led Stegner to call the state an “experimental society.”

Country Desert Roads 

Visiting family and friends across America, driving from Los Angeles to San 
Francisco and the wine country north of it, as well as Lake Tahoe, across 
Nevada to Las Vegas and back home to Arizona – was a real eye-opener.

We stopped at many gas stations and truck stops along the way; ran into 
many homeless panhandlers at most of the stations and the nearby freeway 
on-and-off ramps.

After many trips across California, Nevada, and Arizona, and numerous 
cross-country visits to New York and New England, we decided to buy a 
home in Prescott, Arizona. Real country, off a dirt road – far off the Califor-
nia beaches, and a world away from the concrete canyons of Hong Kong.

Driving to and from Prescott to Los Angeles through the Arizona desert, 
passing by caravan and recreational vehicle parks known as R.V. camps 
scattered across the desert, including Quartzsite, revealed the changing face 
of a new America. Quartzsite, a town in Arizona’s La Paz County, is where 
an annual conclave of van dwellers takes place. Part cultural festival and 
part self-help seminar, this event was showcased in the 2020 movie Nomad-
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land, winner of the Golden Globe and the Directors Guild of America and 
Academy Award. Nomadland is about a modern-day post-Great Recession, 
off-the-grid rugged frontier self-reliant nomad, an itinerant worker for Ama-
zon, under its program called CamperForce, aimed explicitly at the nomadic 
workforce known as work camping or “workamping,” in search of happiness, 
highlighting how sympathy can bridge all cultural and racial gaps and bring 
people together. It is directed by Beijing-born Chloe Zhao, who attended 
boarding school in London and finished high school in Los Angeles, before 
studying film production at New York University’s Tisch School of the Arts. 
Nomadland is a reminder of what makes America the country it is – a coun-
try of wild and wide-open spaces; a country that bares its soul for the world 
to see, and as a result, attracts the world’s brightest, ambitious, hard-working 
dreamers pursuing the American Dream; many coming across the Arizona 
desert.

“If this means that more people … see someone who is not living in a tradi-
tional home – who is living an alternative lifestyle – and maybe wave and say 
hi, it will make their day,” Zhao said while receiving the Golden Globe.

“I have always found goodness in the people I’ve met everywhere I went in 
the world,” Zhao said when accepting the Oscar for the best director. “This 
is for anyone who has the faith and the courage to hold onto the goodness 
in themselves and to hold on to the goodness in each other no matter how 
difficult it is to do that.”

Zhao was celebrated in China as “the pride of China” upon her nomination. 
But sadly, Nomadland is not to be screened in China and won’t be any time 
soon because Zhao said in an earlier interview that “the U.S. is now my 
country,” and her criticism of China. In a 2013 interview Zhao reportedly 
called China “a place where there are lies everywhere.” It resulted in some 
online posters calling her a “traitor.” TV networks in Hong Kong and the 
mainland were also ordered to drop the Oscars.

Kind of ironic since the film’s political criticism is at the cruelties of unfet-
tered capitalism that has failed to provide any safety net for older Americans 
– and young couples, with or without children, as two other best picture 
Oscar nominees portrayed – an unsettled feeling about the American dream 
of owning a real brick and mortar home.

The new home of Jacob, Monica, and their children in Minari, is an old 
decrepit, leaky mobile home. In Sound of Metal, like Nomadland, itiner-
ant protagonists Ruben and Lou, two rock musicians fragile existence in 
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a customized motor home with sound recording equipment, is portrayed, 
in which Ruben strips down the trailer he lovingly built, selling its various 
components in search for a cure for his faltering hearing and emotional 
losses.

Home ownership in America today is elusive. Christine and Oscar Rodri-
guez and their six children, ages 6 through 17, have been trying to move 
out of their rented trailer in Des Moines, Iowa, into a starter home because: 
“When you live in a trailer, your neighbors are so close,” says Christine, a 
waitress at a sports bar. “We have a yard, but it’s not too much. We just want-
ed them to be able to go out and just be kids, like, you know, screaming and 
yelling and just having fun playing and not bothering other people because 
we’re so close.”

After contacting a real estate agent to look for starter homes in the $150,000 
to $220,000 range, Rodriguez found about 25 listings she was interested in. 
Ten were gone before she could make an appointment to view them and the 
others were snapped up within hours of her visiting.

Mark Stark, CEO of Americana Holdings, which owns Berkshire Hathaway 
HomeServices Nevada Properties, Arizona Properties, and California Prop-
erties and has 3,500 agents in the three states, says he’s seen first-time buyers 
struggling to make successful offers. “I have seen traditional buyers who are 
well- qualified being squeezed out. … They don’t have such additional cash 
to put down,” he says. “They also lose out when they’re going against a cash 
offer, which is simpler for the seller.”

Another reason for the low supply of affordable homes is the cumulative 
effect of builders not putting up enough homes since the last housing crisis 
– when many went bankrupt, says Lawrence Yun, chief economist for the 
National Association of Realtors.

The U.S. housing market shortage increased to 3.8 million units by the end 
of 2020, according to data from Freddie Mac.

“Builders have focused on luxury homes because of higher margins,” Yun 
says.

Rodriguez says the process has been frustrating. Each time she goes to view 
a house, her children get excited, but she has to give them the bad news.

“They have waited for a long time. I am just looking for a three-bedroom 
house, a big enough kitchen to put a dining table so we can all sit and eat 
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together,” she says. “I just want my kids to have a bigger yard and just be able 
to move around freely.”

Zhao told the New York Magazine that one screed delivered by a real-life 
nomad during the film is “the most socialist speech I’ve ever heard – and I’m 
from China.”

I can relate personally to the movie in more ways than one. While going 
through my divorce from Julia, aka Tiffany Chu, in 2000, I have slept for 
days in a car parked on Santa Monica streets or beach parking lot, and truly 
felt what Jessica Bruder, the author of Nomadland: Surviving America in the 
Twenty-First Century, experienced living in a van as a journalist, to research 
and experience first-hand the fear of “the knock.”

“For people whose only home is a vehicle, the knock is a visceral, even exis-
tential, threat. How do you avoid it? You hide in plain sight. Make yourself 
invisible. Internalize the idea that you’re unwelcome. Stay hyper-vigilant to 
avoid trouble. Apart from telling you to clear out, the police can harass you 
with fines and tickets to get your home-on-wheels towed away to an im-
pound lot,” wrote Bruder in an Op-Ed piece in The New York Times. “I think 
about ‘the knock’ a lot these days. More people are moving into vehicles 
as shelters of last resort, and their ranks are likely to swell when Covid-19 
eviction bans expire. Laws punishing the unhoused population have been 
appearing around the country in a wave of NIMBYism.

“We are emerging from what may be the most introspective year in Amer-
ican history. The meditative film based on my book, which has been nomi-
nated for six Oscars, fits that mood well. The pandemic has prompted much 
talk of interconnectedness and empathy; what we owe one another as a 
society ‘Nomadland’ reminds us that our bonds should extend to those who 
live in homes-on-wheels. No one should have to live in constant fear of the 
knock.”

Many Americans have become homeless and nomads since the recession of 
2008, a group that has grown significantly since the Covid-19 pandemic hit. 
When I was a lawyer representing mobile home parks recreational vehicle 
(RV) campgrounds, the RV scene was made up almost exclusively of retirees 
traveling to see the country. Today, out of the 11.2 million RV owners in the 
U.S., about 1.5 percent are “full-timers,” and more than half of those contin-
ue to work and live with their children, according to the RV Industry Associ-
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ation. About half of RV owners work remote jobs of some sort, relying on 
seasonal gigs or warehouse work. RVs are their form of affordable housing.

In many places, RVs have become vital forms of affordable housing. Due to 
the pandemic, “lots of people have lost their houses, so they move into an 
RV,” said Lupita Lara, who oversees the RV Safe Parking Program in Palo 
Alto, California.

Looking across Arizona’s desert landscape, I slowly descend from a 
high-desert mountain, several thousand feet above the desert below, to a 
one-lane mountain road with many twists and turns. The view from here re-
minded me of the desert ecosystem’s response to climate change. During the 
past few decades, global warming and increased drought in desert regions 
have harmed dryland areas’ ecological health and sustainable development.

Deserts are the main ecosystems supported by dry land areas. Globally, more 
than 41 percent of the land area is dry land. It is low in biological productiv-
ity and diversity. Compared to other terrestrial ecosystems, they have not re-
ceived the attention they deserve. Researchers at China’s Northwest Institute 
of Eco-environment and Resources in the Chinese Academy of Sciences are 
the first to bring this to light.

Crossing the Arizona border, I enter California, where their deserts connect 
to the I-5 freeway, and drive through the Mojave Desert, by the George Pat-
ton Museum, Coachella Valley, Palm Desert, Palm Springs, and Joshua Tree 
National Park. This stretch could make one feel, sometimes like being on the 
road to the end of time, as mapped out in Desert Notebooks: A Road Map for 
the End of Time by Ben Ehrenreich. It is a time to reflect.

The view along the way is a repetition of rock, cactus, and bush, broken 
only by abandoned shacks, campers, cars, distant gas stations, even towns. 
Together, they present an illusion of limitlessness and promise nothing less 
than time’s erasure.

Ehrenreich shares the transcript of an interview with Emmanuel Osague, 
whose Paiute ancestors were massacred in the aftermath of the annexation 
of California in 1884. “It was like the end,” says Osague, “yet our stories still 
survive.” This expression of hope, if not exactly solace, is affirmed by the 
desert petroglyphs.
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Petroglyphs scribed into desert rocks thousands of years ago the human 
pasts of places that the first White men deemed barren “wastes” to appre-
hend them. And then there is Las Vegas, where evaporation has always far 
exceeded rainfall, with its homeless panhandlers. Ehrenreich, lives in Vegas.

The French philosopher Jean Baudrillard, traveling in New Mexico in the 
1980s, declared that in America, deserts “denote the emptiness, the radical 
nudity that is the background to every human institution.” Las Vegas is that 
nudity tasseled and flaunted. “I never left the desert,” Ehrenreich realizes. 
“This is it.”

Driving through Coachella brings to mind the annual Coachella Valley 
Music Festival and all the great artists that liven up the desert, as well as the 
Desert X, the California biennial art exhibition in Palm Springs that tackles 
issues like land rights and water supply.

The guest curator for the 2021 edition, Cesar Garcia-Alvarez, fell ill with 
Covid-19 in 2020 just as he was developing the show with artists. “I was very 
sick from mid-March through the end of May, and I still am; I’m a Covid 
long-hauler,” he said.

Cesar’s original idea was to help Desert X artists work with the community 
organizations in Palm Springs and Coachella Valley towns, but the Covid 
pandemic safety protocols aborted those plans.

Still, most artworks are rooted in the sense of place. “The desert is not an 
empty void,” Cesar said. “So you will see the artists here responding not just 
to the physical landscape but to environmental and social issues, whether its 
Felipe Baeza’s mural on the history of undocumented migrants and queer 
communities of color in the desert or Serge Attukwei Clottey’s installation 
dealing with water access or Xaviera Simmons’s billboards looking at the way 
the desert perpetuates notions of whiteness.”

Whenever I stop in Palm Springs, even before I moved to Prescott, I admire 
and smile looking at the 44-foot-tall Nicholas Galanin’s sign that says INDI-
AN LAND in white lettering – styled like the Hollywood sign in LA, no less 
– at the gateway to the city near the Palm Springs Visitor Center and Aerial 
Tramway.
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I have spent a lot of time in the Palm Springs and Desert area in the 70s, as a 
lawyer representing mobile home park developers who built parks there on 
leased Indian land that was land-banked as mobile home parks or RV Parks, 
to later develop into multi-million-dollar homes built around golf courses, 
which they have since done. WOW! Have they ever!

William Atkins, who reviewed Desert Notebooks for The New York Times, 
brilliantly captures Ehrenreich’s vision set against nature’s “timeless and 
cyclical rule of death and regeneration.” It is linear time, “that empty, over 
bright hallway with a single door at the end,” that in the hands of colonial-
ists, capitalists, missionaries and nationalists, has driven us to the cliff-edge 
of the present; to “active shooter alerts and fracking-induced earthquakes,” 
to “concentration camps for the immigrant poor,” to the ascent of despots 
and the collapse of the Antarctic glaciers. Not to mention California, a state 
that averages 100-200 deadly encounters a year between the police and citi-
zens, and the state’s most populous county, Los Angeles, where the Rodney 
King beating by White police officers took place in 1991, and more recently 
the Covid-19 pandemic delved a decimating strike.

Responses to the deaths, and protestors’ broader demands, have been mut-
ed, generally, among leaders elected to lead. Reacting to a die-in protests 
hundreds staged near his home following the murder of George Floyd at 
the hands of police in May 2020, Darrell Steinberg, the mayor of California’s 
capital city, Sacramento, said: “I thought it was beautiful,” and “I would call 
it one of the more impactful evenings of my entire career.” Whereas for the 
mayor of Los Angeles, Eric Garcetti, this was “not just about words.” In San 
Francisco, Mayor London Breed addressed a rally from the steps of the City 
Hall. “I am the mayor, but I’m a Black woman first,” she said and added: 
“I am angry. I am hurt. I am frustrated. I am sick and tired of being sick 
and tired. I don’t want to see one more Black man die at the hands of law 
enforcement.”

After days of protests, both Mayors Garcetti and Breed agreed to shift money 
from police budgets to community programs.

Stegner’s “experimental society” can bring an end to the senseless murders of 
Black men, whether by police or each other.

There have already been profound challenges to the status quo that might 
again shape the future; ideas rejected for years now suddenly embraced.

When in Los Angeles, I would catch up periodically with Russ Barnard, who 
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is still living in Santa Monica, to share his pulse-take temperature of the 
housing, commercial, and retail real estate market.

The vacant lot where Scratch stood is now occupied by a high priced condo-
minium with retail outlets on the ground floor. Scratch, which I co-owned 
with my then-wife Gail, and her sister Sharon with a group of investors, 
opened in 1984 as a casual Santa Monica fine dining Restaurant and Bar. 
Hollywood celebrities as well as national, state, and local politicians, fre-
quently dined there. 

Campaign for Economic Democracy 

California Assemblyman Tom Hayden, and wife, actress Jane Fonda, were 
frequent diners. Both found their way there independently. The producer, 
manufacturer, and distributor of the Fonda Workout tapes, Judy Frankel and 
her husband, Dr. Bernie Frankel, were investors in Scratch. If my memory 
serves me correctly, it was Judy who first brought Jane to Scratch. Hayden 
was brought there by city officials.

Hayden had come a long way from the Chicago 7 trial days. In 1976, he and 
Jane founded a California-based Political Action Committee called the Cam-
paign for Economic Democracy (CED). It aimed to promote issues like rent 
control, reduction of water pollution, investing in solar power and fighting 
against nuclear power, advocating labor rights, women’s rights, and various 
anti-war initiatives.

The CED was the prime force that moved Santa Monica citizens to vote for 
the Rent Control Charter Amendment in 1979. It was also the main support 
group that helped Hayden clinch the assembly seat in 1982. The CED helped 
elect 60 California state politicians that year.

Tom would often invite me for a chat after his lunch at Scratch with friends. 
We would discuss international, national, state, and local politics, including 
rent control and the legal hurdles I was dealing with the city bureaucracy 
trying to rezone the property that Scratch occupied and build a hotel on it. 

At one such luncheon, I met Professor Mark Tigan, who was the Commu-
nity Development Director of the city at the time. We have since remained 
friends to this day, and Tigan has contributed to this chapter.

Before coming to work in Santa Monica, Tigan worked for Lord and Associ-
ates, a San Francisco-based consulting firm hired by The Berkeley Landlord 
Association to oppose rent control.
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A global housing solution will need to acknowledge the core issue of supply 
and demand; I told Tigan during one of our lunch meetings. Tigan has an 
interesting perspective and an example to illustrate the point. “Donuts could 
be in high demand and supply, but if the chocolate sprinkles were really 
turds, this would no longer be an effective supply – demand would still be 
high and prices inflated even more.”

“Nice, Mark,” was all I could say as we shared a laugh and toast.

Tigan and I agreed that in addition to supply and demand, we must also look 
at the availability of housing units, their location, quality and affordability, 
overall vacancy rate, and inflation. Regarding vacancy, several cities, Berke-
ley included, have a minimum vacancy rate that triggers an emergency in 
housing to the point that people no longer have housing options and local 
authorities must step in. Tigan was a consultant on the Berkeley rent control 
issue. He had looked into residential moves and meter turnoff rates and con-
cluded that Berkeley was just above the minimum vacancy rate. As a result, 
all opposition to the rent control regulations was dispelled.

Rent control emerged after World War II, as a popular tool in a few coastal 
cities that became constrained by the California state legislature in the 1980s 
and 90s through the Ellis Act and Costa-Hawkins Rental Housing Acts. It led 
to cities across California, including Santa Monica, responding to the high 
demand for housing and displacement pressures, with new and enhanced 
rent control policies.

I debated with Tigan and Hayden many questions on the limits on local reg-
ulation and what suite of policies could promote neighborhood stabilization 
under the U.S. Constitution, state laws, and court decisions. 

Hayden was not only immersed in rent control, but he was also knowledge-
able and curious about China. I have been traveling extensively on business 
to Beijing, Hong Kong, Shanghai, and Taipei, and Hayden was interested in 
my observations. One of his favorite books was Man’s Fate by Andre Malraux 
and his thoughts about China.

Jane Fonda initially funded the CED from her personal funds. Later on, the 
growing Jane Fonda Workout media franchise, which in 1982, included three 
exercise studios, a Platinum-certified exercise record and the hugely popular 
home video, which developed into a series, supported it.

In early 1982 before the LP and video were released, CED received $30,000 
each month from Fonda’s workout studios and book. In 1984, Fonda reduced 
her contributions to the CED to fund her political interests, such as abortion 
rights and ending apartheid in South Africa. Even so, the CED reported that 
Fonda’s workout franchise had donated about $800,000 in 1986 – half of its 
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annual budget.

The CED was disbanded in July 1986 to be replaced by Hayden’s Campaign 
California using the same headquarters and staff, but widening to state and 
national aspirations.

California Dreaming 

Historically, there have been two types of rent control – vacancy control and 
vacancy decontrol. Under the former, the rent level of a unit is controlled 
whether or not the tenant remained in the unit. In the latter, the rent is con-
trolled only while the existing tenant stayed in the unit. In California, both 
types of control were allowed until 1997. The Costa-Hawkins legislation of 
that year phased out vacancy control provisions. A 1990 study of Santa Mon-
ica showed that vacancy control in that city protected existing tenants with 
lower increases in rent and longer stability. However, the policy potentially 
discouraged property developers from building new rental units.

A study in 2000 compared the rent policy in the border areas of four Califor-
nia cities – Santa Monica, Berkeley, West Hollywood, and East Palo Alto – 
for a 10-year period. It found two of them allowed vacancy decontrol, while 
the others had no rent control. The study also showed that existing tenants 
in the vacancy control cities had lower rents and longer tenure than in the 
comparison areas. Thus, the ordinances helped protect the existing tenants 
and, therefore, increased community stability. However, fewer new rental 
units were created in the border areas of the vacancy controlled cities over 
the 10-year period.

Another study in 490 California cities and counties, including all the largest 
ones, compared the effects of local rent control measures, both vacan-
cy control and vacancy decontrol, with other local growth management 
measures. It found that rent control was stronger than individual land-use 
restrictions, but not the aggregate effect of all growth restrictions, in reduc-
ing the number of rental units constructed between 1980 and 1990. Both rent 
control and growth management helped displace new construction from the 
metropolitan areas to the interiors of the state. It impacted the low-income 
and minority populations particularly.

In 1994, San Francisco voters passed a ballot initiative that expanded the 
city’s existing rent control laws to include small multi-unit apartments with 
four or fewer units, built before 1980 – about 30 percent of the city’s rent-
al housing stock at the time. A 2019 study found that San Francisco’s rent 
control laws reduced tenant displacement from rent-controlled units in 
the short-term, but resulted in landlords removing 30 percent of the rent 
controlled units from the rental market by converting them to condos. As 
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a result, the total number of rental units citywide reduced 15 percent, and 
rents climbed seven percent citywide.

In 2018, the Los Angeles Times and the University of Southern California 
conducted a study. It found that 28 percent of California voters believed that 
the lack of rent control was the main reason behind California’s housing 
affordability crisis while 24 percent thought the most significant cause of 
the housing crisis was insufficient funding for low-income housing; and 13 
percent believed the state suffered from insufficient new housing. The rest of 
the voters didn’t think there was a housing crisis.

Also, in 2018, a statewide initiative called Proposition 10 attempted to 
repeal the Costa-Hawkins Rental Housing Act, which, if passed, would have 
allowed cities and municipalities to enact “vacancy control” systems, allowed 
rent control to be applied to buildings newer than 1995, and would have per-
mitted rent control on single-family homes – all prohibited by Costa-Haw-
kins. The proposition failed, 59 percent to 41 percent.

California, like all states, has a Homeownership Voucher Program and 
participates in the Federal Homeownership Voucher Program for families 
that have a Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) from a participating 
public Housing Authority.

Participants in the HCV program, selected by strict income and other crite-
ria, can receive rental assistance to buy a home and a monthly allowance for 
homeownership expenses. 

In San Diego, landlords participate in programs helping homeless individu-
als, families, and veterans overcome the challenges of homelessness and lead 
independent lives. According to the 2019 Regional Taskforce on the Home-
less Point-in-Time Count in San Diego County, there were 8,102 homeless 
people in the region – 3,626 of them sleeping in emergency shelters while 
4,476 were unsheltered. The program provided financial incentives, such as 
leasing bonuses, holding fees, application expense reimbursement, security 
deposits, utility assistance, and landlord liaison services, to landlords who 
rent to homeless participants in housing programs run by the county. 

Santa Monica Developer Dream 

My partners and I decided to develop the block on which Scratch was locat-
ed into a boutique hotel with retail shops. We bought the adjoining pieces of 
property; and hired Russ and his brother Doug to design the hotel, com-
plying with all zoning laws, including height limit and rules for car-parking 
facility. We submitted the plans to the City of Santa Monica, attended nu-
merous Planning Commission and City Council meetings, where we faced 
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opposition to our project. 

Local homeowner associations, tenant groups, and political activists in what 
was then known as The People’s Republic of Santa Monica wanted our de-
velopment to be an apartment building to provide more housing, including 
low-cost housing, for locals instead of rooms for tourists.

Santa Monica was then the leading advocate for rent control in America. 

In the 1970s, Santa Monica fell victim to the amazing Los Angeles Real 
Estate boom. Speculation in apartment buildings was brisk, and condo 
conversions hit the city in force. The Santa Monica City Council turned a 
deaf ear to the pleas of tenants as skyrocketing rents forced many out of their 
homes. In response to the crisis, tenants, neighborhood groups, and local 
political organizations joined forces in 1978 to form Santa Monicans for 
Renters’ Rights (SMRR). Their statement of purpose, published in 1979, was 
dedicated to maintaining and enhancing the unique quality of life for all city 
residents. Its opening paragraph read: “All residents are entitled to stability, 
safety, privacy, dignity, and peace in their homes. A primary goal of Santa 
Monicans for Renters’ Rights is to support, defend and enhance rent control 
and tenant protections locally, regionally, and statewide.”

On April 10, 1979, SMRR won the most robust rent control law in the coun-
try voted in, and also elected two persons to the Santa Monica City Council. 
Since then, SMRR candidates have won every seat on Santa Monica’s Rent 
Control Board, and between 1979 and 2000, SMRR elected 17 members to 
Santa Monica’s City Council. Many served multiple terms.

Eleven of Santa Monica’s past twelve mayors were also SMRR members.

SMRR elected officials to ensure that the City of Santa Monica’s legal staff 
defends the rent control law from constant landlord attacks. On nine 
occasions, the state appellate and the Supreme Court upheld the city’s rent 
control law.

SMRR defeated landlord propositions Q and M in local elections and 
lobbied successfully against legislation in Sacramento that would have 
destroyed Santa Monica Rent Control. SMRR is tough on development and 
has long been a leading voice for smart, responsible growth in Santa Monica. 
In 1988, it regained the majority on the City Council, and in 1989, adopted 
a one year moratorium on all commercial developments, repeating the 1981 
moratorium adopted by SMRR’s first City Council majority. 

After several years of frustrating political battles, we got our plans approved 
and received our permit to build – just as the financial crisis of the 80s hit 
and construction financing evaporated.



48

Custom Maid Backspin for New World Disorder

In 1989, I handed the plans and property over to Ed Broida, one of our 
partners, who also was a builder-developer and co-founder of R&B Oak-
wood Apartments. As my developer dream has ended, I decided to focus on 
business opportunities in China and moved to Hong Kong.

Future Street 

Main Street Santa Monica-Venice has really gone uptown. Many old-time 
tenants – residential, retail, and commercial – have moved out as the area 
has become gentrified since Google set up its LA Headquarters on Main 
Street, Venice, a block away from where Scratch once stood.

Years have passed, but whenever I am in town, I lunch with friends and 
former clients who are developers and major residential, commercial and 
industrial landlords in a Beverly Hills restaurant who echo Russ’s words.

“Delinquencies in rent payments, legal hurdles to evict and high taxes.”

Echoed and validated by what I saw driving across America and in major 
cities. Skid Row in downtown LA, any park in New York City, and other 
cities and towns across America – and globally.

Rents in America are rising again as Covid-19 discounts vanish. The U.S. 
median rent hit the highest level in two years in May 2021, increasing by 7.5 
percent over the past two years, according to a report by Realtor.com.

Greedy Landlords 
When I practiced law in California, I was also a licensed real estate broker, 
and I represented many landlords, including the California Western Mobile 
Home Association and several of its corporate, family, and individual mem-
bers. The association represented mobile home park owners and landlords. 
So I would attend State, County, and City Council meetings, fighting rent 
control measures; and court cases to evict delinquent residential, commer-
cial, mobile, and trailer home tenants. 

Reading about the March 2021 “NOTICE TO VACATE” letter residents at 
the North Fork Mobile Home Park in Moorehead, a small college town in 
the hills of Eastern Kentucky – received brought back bitter-sweet memories 
of attending city council and tenant meetings at mobile home/trailer parks 
in California, whose landlords I represented.

North Fork residents, roughly 65 mobile homes, were given a month-and-a-
half to leave, taking their homes with them.

A shopping mall with restaurants, stores, jobs, and tax revenues was going to 
replace them. A shopping mall the city was subsidizing with a proposed tax 
increment financing plan.
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Why no such plan for the tenants?

People, families had to move, with or without their homes, depending on the 
house’s condition. Aged ones were abandoned.

“Over the past two years, I have been in a lot of different things, with Black 
Lives Matter protesting and organizing, but in this case, I didn’t expect it to 
go this far,” said Faith Plank, 17, who now lives with her sister and mother in 
an apartment that is much smaller than their mobile home but costs nearly 
three times as much. 

A few refused to leave and launched a campaign about the injustice of their 
plight.

Given the distinctive status of mobile home communities – made up of 
renters and owners of homes that are considered personal property – some 
states have passed legislation that mandates at least six months of notice for 
a park’s closure. In Massachusetts, that period is two years. Some require the 
residents be given the collective opportunity to buy their community if it is 
going to be sold. It was the case with the North Fork.

The campaign launched by the few holdouts brought to public attention the 
local and state government’s obligations to those dislodged by growth; and a 
lesson about how combative democracy has become – even in a small town 
– in our age of social media and protests.

Why not subsidize the purchase of the park by the residents per my pro-
posed Rent Subsidy Act at the end of this chapter discussed in detail a few 
pages ahead? 

In Hong Kong, in the 1990s, I advised property management firms and their 
developer-landlord clients; today, I am a principal in an enterprise that is 
a tenant in several locations in Hong Kong. As such, I have experienced a 
sense of helplessness when a landlord is unreasonable about rent increases. 
“One-hundred-and-twenty percent? Are you fucking kidding me?” I asked in 
disbelief when Pauline told me Sun Hung Kai, the largest property developer 
in Hong Kong, and one of our landlords, demanded a rent increase to renew 
the lease.

My reaction to our new rent was echoed by many tenants in commercial and 
retail establishments.

Andy Chworowsky, a former member of the FCC Board and owner of the 
Hong Kong restaurant chain Fat Angelo’s, had to close down his restaurants 
and file for bankruptcy because of rent increases. “Fucking Hong Kong 
landlords,” is all he could say as we drowned our sorrow in another round at 
FCC’s Main Bar.

Several other well-known long-time restaurants and live music venues have 
also shut down across Hong Kong because of sky-high rent increases, a sub-
ject I have written about in Op-Ed pieces in the South China Morning Post.
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“Exorbitant rents and harsh lease terms imposed by local landlords have long 
been the torment of small and medium-sized businesses,” wrote Siu Sai-wo, 
publisher of Sing Tao Daily.

“One of these operations with a few outlets did good business in the market 
boom a few years ago, but when the three-year lease expired, the landlord 
took back the premises, wiping out nearly HK$1 million worth of the shop’s 
interior upgrades,” Siu noted. That’s also what happened to Chworowsky.

When the pandemic started, some landlords were willing to make slight rent 
concessions. But as soon as the Hong Kong government began handing out 
wage subsidies, rents returned to the previous level. Thus, at least a part of 
the public subsidies given to support employment went to rent payments.

To keep the business going retail tenants had to borrow a few million dollars 
under the government guaranteed low-interest loan scheme for SME’s.

“That, in a nutshell, is the plight of small and medium-sized businesses. Who 
would speak up for them?” asked Siu.

Harp Singh, the only barrister allowed to appear in Hong Kong courts with-
out the required white horse-hair wig, but wearing his Sikh turban, moaned 
about the high rent increases lawyers with offices in the Central Business 
District have to pay. Landlords, he notes know that law firms can’t afford to 
move to lower-rent districts because mainland Chinese clients like to walk to 
their lawyers office from the five-star hotels they stay in the CBD. Otherwise 
it will be a loss of “face.” 

“What? Take a taxi or Uber to where? It can cost a firm a high-paying client. 
Landlords know it, and exploit us,” Harp lamented.

Having worn the hats of the developer, landlord, and tenant – and as a 
former lawyer who has represented landlords – I have experienced the pain 
landlords and their lawyers can inflict upon tenants and why the debate 
about rent control has been going on for so long.

History of Rent Control 

Rent control as a solution to the housing shortage has a long history. It 
was said to be practiced by the Iroquois Indians – the same tribe that gave 
Benjamin Franklin the concept of federalism that became the U.S. form of 
government.

But long before that, in early 1470, it was used in Rome to protect Jewish 
residents from price gouging.

Jews in the Papal States were forbidden to own property. So, they depended 
on their Christian landlords, who charged them exorbitant rents. In 1562, 
Pope Pius IV granted Jews the right to own property worth up to 1,500 Ro-
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man scudi and enacted rent stabilization. In 1586, Pope Sixtus V issued a bill 
ordering landlords to rent out houses to Jewish tenants at reasonable rates. 
In 1604, tenants in Rome were granted the right to possession in perpetuo. 
In 1658, Rome issued the bull Ad Ea Quae Per – right to perpetual return for 
the landlords – in the Jewish ghettos. 

A century later, the Portuguese monarch instituted severe penalties for 
landlords who increased rents following the devastating Lisbon earthquake 
of 1755. 

Likewise, after the Franco-German War of 1870, the French government 
intervened and resolved landlord-tenant matters. Tenants were granted rent 
reductions and delays in response to market stagnation brought about by 
plague or civil strife.

Modern rent control may have begun, arguably, in Australia with the Labor 
Party pushing for fair rent laws in 1910. Australia had initially left rent 
control to states but later federalized it, and fair rent committees took root in 
210 communities following the enactment of the Fair Rents Act in 1915.

The initiative taken by the Australian Labor Party inspired some European 
countries. In 1914, after the start of the First World War, France introduced 
a 3-month moratorium, which was later extended up to March 1918. It pro-
hibited evictions. Italy and Greece followed suit, adopting similar measures. 
Also, in 1914, Portugal adopted a less formal decree to rent control which 
eventually morphed into strong rent control measures. The following year, 
Britain adopted a comprehensive rent control measure while Russia imposed 
a rent freeze in Moscow, followed by similar measures across the Russian 
Empire in 1916. Soon, Denmark, Norway, Romania, Hungary, Croatia, and 
Slovenia followed suit. The following year, Austria, Italy, the Netherlands, 
Switzerland, Sweden, and Germany got on board the rent control train, and 
many countries around the world got on board through the 1920s.

In Jerusalem, merchants closed their shops for a day in 1925 to protest high 
rents. Two years later, shopkeepers in Greece went on strike against the 
government proposal to raise rent caps, and the protests turned deadly. Mer-
chants in Jerusalem closed their shops again in 1935 because the municipal 
council refused to pass an ordinance similar to the ones approved in Tel-Aviv 
and Haifa imposing rent controls.

In 1936, Switzerland decided to freeze rents. Ten years later, Saudi Arabia 
enacted a similar measure. 

The end of the second world war saw the demand for single dwellings rising 
in many countries due to increased wartime wages, a dramatic post-war rise 
in marriages and coupling, and an influx of refugees. Such an upsurge in 
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housing demand sparked a housing shortage.

Rent Control 

“Why has almost every civilized community on the earth found rent control 
advisable if not avoidable?” asks John W. Willis, in his Cornell Law Review 
article: Short History of Rent Control Laws.

The loose term “rent control” covers a spectrum of regulation that can 
vary from setting the absolute amount of rent that can be charged, with no 
increases allowed, to placing different limits on rent increase permitted. 
These restrictions may continue between tenancies or may be applied only 
within the duration of the tenancy.

In reality, however, rent control is a system of laws administered by a public 
authority or court to ensure housing affordability and tenancies on the rental 
market.

Generally, the rent regulation system involves price controls, eviction 
controls, obligations of landlords and tenants, and a method of oversight and 
enforcement by an independent regulator or ombudsman.

Rent regulation is one of several policies proposed to improve housing 
affordability, alongside subsidies, including vouchers and tax credits, and 
policies aimed at expanding the housing supply. There is consensus among 
economists that rent control reduces the quality and quantity of housing.

Rent increases typically are an inflexible charge that both home dwellers and 
commercial establishment operators cannot escape but “bow to their land-
lords in times of space shortage.” For commercial establishment operators, 
particularly, relocating a store or restaurant is especially undesirable since 
they have built up a local customer base and reputation in their neighbor-
hood – not to mention the cost of retrofitting.

Commercial rents were never controlled in the U.S. except by state legisla-
tion in New York and territorial action in Puerto Rico and Hawaii. 

In fact, the U.S. was a latecomer to the rent control scene. The only substan-
tial rent control legislation was adopted in New York and Washington DC. 
The Ball Rent Act of 1919 set out to achieve “fair and reasonable rents and 
regulated evictions.”

Hong Kong, too was a latecomer. It adopted rent control measures on shops 
and residential units from 1921 to 1926 and, again, from 1973 to 1998, for 
residential units as a temporary measure to counter unusually high rent 
hikes private landlords imposed on tenants. The rent control introduced in 
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1973 by the British rulers of Hong Kong prohibited landlords from evicting 
tenants as well as raising rents more than 20 percent every two years. Rent 
Control was abolished altogether in 1998 because the 1997 Asian financial 
crisis severely battered the property market.

Like the U.S. and many other countries, Hong Kong needs to adopt tempo-
rary rent control measures until sufficient new public housing is built. This 
subject is discussed later in this chapter.

Lessons to Remember 

Let’s not forget that rent control often stemmed from the economic crisis 
caused by war, depression, natural disasters, pandemics, or natural disasters. 
Essentially, as a short-term financial distress relief.

At the same time, there is also a need to offer every citizen the security of 
shelter.

One of the objectives of rent control is stopping the displacement of long-
time, legacy, original residents. Protecting existing tenants against exorbitant 
rent increases is also essential to guarantee the security of shelter. Ideally, a 
balance between a reasonable return on investment for landlords and afford-
able cost to tenants needs to be established for the healthy development of 
communities and social justice.

Some jurisdictions in the U.S., like Takoma Park, Maryland and Oakland, 
California, adopted rent control measures to preserve the diversity of their 
populations. The reality is these measures can have competing interests and 
agendas.

Government bodies considering rent control try to “balance the aim of pro-
viding tenants with stable and affordable housing with concern for market 
incentives and landlord’s abilities to earn fair returns on their investments,” 
wrote Vicki Been, Ingrid Gould Ellen and Sophia House in their article Un-
derstanding the Diversity of Rent Regulation Laws published in the Fordham 
Urban Law Journal in 2019.

In San Francisco, the most gentrified city in America, landlords often try to 
circumvent rent regulations by removing their units and buildings from the 
rent-regulated system. Whenever the city has tried to limit conversions to 
non-regulated units, landlords have responded by taking more tenants to 
court for at-fault evictions, which means accusing a tenant of doing some-
thing the tenant was not supposed to do or not doing something the tenant 
was required to do.
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When Boston ended rent control in 1994, after a bitterly fought, tight 
statewide referendum, 51%-49%, many units switched from owner to tenant 
occupancy, suggesting that rent control had encouraged owners to convert 
rental units to other uses to circumvent regulations. Rent Control also dis-
couraged the maintenance of the regulated stock.

In New York City, 45 percent of rental units are rent-regulated, while in 
Los Angeles, 80 percent of multi-family units are regulated. Until June 
2019, New York State had a “high-rent/high income” deregulation in which 
a unit became deregulated after the occupying tenants’ income exceeded 
US$200,000 for the two prior consecutive years.”

The new law passed in June 2019 also eliminated the high-rent vacancy 
decontrol.

Mark Caparosa, the designer of my book covers and illustrations, lives in 
a rent controlled apartment in New York City. Mark told me that his wife 
Midge, says “She married me because of my rent.” “My landlord hates me, 
and the feeling is mutual.” When I asked how he felt about living in a rent 
controlled apartment, he roared: “Freedom! Freedom of fear.”

There does not appear to be any other jurisdiction that deregulates units 
based on high rents or high household incomes.

A major issue to address, is the concern that rent control benefits mainly 
politically connected people who can, afford to pay the market rate.

Existing research suggests that protecting tenants from rising rent and 
evictions, and ensuring the affordability, quality, and longevity of the rental 
housing units can be challenging.

New York City, which previously built low-cost residential units in low-
er-income communities, is now looking to build affordable housing units 
in wealthy neighborhoods as well. According to city officials, the city has 
built or financed more than 50,000 affordable housing units since 2014, the 
overwhelming majority in lower-income neighborhoods. 

The proposal from developers to build new housing, including low-rent 
units, in upscale neighborhoods in the city is good for more than one rea-
son. Building affordable units in wealthier areas would cost taxpayers less 
because the market units are priced higher. The higher prices and related 
higher property taxes and building fees help subsidize more low-rent units. 
Also, low-rent housing in affluent neighborhoods can help community 
integration.
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Today, only a few states – California, Washington DC, Maryland, New Jer-
sey, New York and Oregon have jurisdictions with rent regulation programs. 
Thirty two states ban all forms of rent control, while nine allow it, though 
they have no rent regulating jurisdictions and four allow “Dillon’s Rule,” 
which requires states to grant powers to local governments.

Been, Ellen and House have predicted correctly: “Given the crisis in housing 
affordability that almost every major metropolitan area faces, the pressure 
to regulate rent will likely increase in the coming years. Residents are likely 
to call for rent regulation to counter their concerns about the effects new 
investments in neighborhoods may have in increasing rents or prompting 
displacement.”

Rent Stabilization or Rent Subsidy?

Given the sheer dearth of rent control, we need to distinguish between Rent 
Control, sometimes referred to as first-generation rent control, and Rent 
Stabilization, which is indeed a euphemism for Rent Subsidy. 

We live in hyper-divisive times and need new thought leadership in the area 
of rent management. We must move away from the pro- and-anti-rent con-
trol camps and devise solutions fair to all stakeholders – landlords, tenants, 
developers, government bodies – especially in the wake of the Covid-19 
pandemic, which has left millions of tenants unable to pay their rent, and 
landlords unable to cope with the loss of income.

Why can’t a rent subsidy program funded by government, religious insti-
tutions enjoying tax-exemption status, lenders looking for tax-breaks, and 
property developers be devised to help both tenants and landlords? Say, a 
system that will allow tenants to defer rent payments, add the back rent to 
the back end of the lease and make sure the landlords are offered assistance 
to meet mortgage and tax payments. 

For the long-term need of providing affordable homes for the homeless, 
state-or local-government joint ventures with religious institutions and lend-
ers can be a worthwhile option.

Compassionate or Stakeholder Capitalism Compassionate capitalism is 
unbridled capitalism coated with components of compassion purportedly to 
balance and improve the livelihood of all citizens. Capitalism unbridled is 
no longer sustainable. It has reached the breaking point on both the eco-
nomic and political fronts, thanks to social media. Covid-19 pandemic has 
brought cancel culture, identity politics, and capitalism to their knees. It has 
highlighted how private enterprise left to the whims of the corporate titans, 
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destroy the guard rails the society needs, and pocket all the money for them-
selves. Business and capitalism need to be regulated for the benefit of all.

“Socialism for the rich and capitalism for the rest,” argues Ruchir Sharma, 
chief global strategist at Morgan Stanley Investment Management and 
author of “The Ten Rules of Successful Nations,” who spoke at the FCC in 
Hong Kong in July 2016, and with whom I later chatted briefly. 

There is something wrong when the ratio of C.E.O. to worker pay 
in the 1960s was 25 to one – and today 320 to one! There is defi-
nitely something wrong with this messy picture. Especially, when 
the ones who created the mess, walk off with “Golden Parachutes,” 
as the government cleans it up the mess they created with We the 
Maids tax money.

Lynn Forester de Rothschild, who founded the Coalition for Inclu-
sive Capitalism in 2014, and the Council for Inclusive Capitalism, 
is working with Pope Francis, and a new fund focused on social 
responsibility investing, to get business leaders engaged in envi-
ronmental and social issues. “What wealth have you left behind in 
society?” asks de Rothschild. “How have you made the world better 
for your children, for your community? ‘Greed is good’ was never a 
concept for Adam Smith,” she added.

I agree wholeheartedly with de Rothschild’s: “We have to be 
honest that in each of our two recent crises – the great financial 
crisis and the Covid crisis – the government came to the aid of 
the   wealthiest.”

“How about every crisis!” I ask?

Back to Nomadland, to emphasize a question de Rothschild raises. 
“Why is Jeff Bezos the richest man in the world? He’s a nice guy, 
and at the same time he has tens of thousands of employees on 
public assistance. Why is that OK? Why do we have a government 
that lets that happen?”

I endorse and echo de Rothschild’s reminder that business exists 
to profitably solve the problems of people and planet. Politics and 
capitalism needs to return to a basic sense of decency. 

People shouldn’t be left jobless and homeless the way they are 
today. As the Covid-19 pandemic ravaged through communities 
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worldwide, social media brought to focus some harsh realities. 
In the U.S., the world’s richest nation, food lines lengthened and 
homeless camps swelled. The wealthiest in the U.S., representing 
just 10 percent of the country’s population, owned more than 80 
percent of U.S. stocks and tripled their wealth in the past 30 years, 
while the middle class got decimated; and the bottom 50 percent 
relying on jobs in real economies struggled with rising food and 
housing prices, not to mention healthcare and education costs.

Mediocre productivity in the real economy, wrote Thomas Fried-
man, in his New York Times column, “has limited opportunity, 
choice and income gains for the poor and middle class alike.”

According to Sharma in his Wall Street Journal essay titled The 
Rescues Ruining Capitalism, easy money and increasingly generous 
bailouts fuel the rise of monopolies and keep “alive heavily indebted 
‘zombie’ firms, at the expense of start-ups, which drive innovation.” 
All that contributes to lower productivity, which means slower eco-
nomic growth and “a shrinking of the pie for everyone.” As such, no 
one should be surprised “that millennials and Gen Z are growing 
disillusioned with this distorted form of capitalism and say that 
they prefer socialism.”

In the 1980s, “only two percent of publicly-traded companies in the 
U.S. were considered ‘zombies,’ a term used by the Bank for Inter-
national Settlements (BIS) for companies that, over the previous 
three years, had not earned enough profit to make even the interest 
payments on their debt,” Sharma wrote. “The zombie minority 
started to grow rapidly in the early 2000s, and by the eve of the 
pandemic, accounted for 19 percent of U.S.-listed companies.”

It is not limited to the U.S. and U.S. companies. The same has hap-
pened in China, Japan and Europe.

“Before the pandemic the U.S. was generating start-ups – and shut-
ting down established companies – at the slowest rates since at least 
the 1970s,” wrote Sharma.

Big companies are becoming huge and monopolistic in this easy 
money, low- interest era. They can so easily use their inflated stock 
prices or cash hordes to buy up budding competitors and suck up 
all the talent and resources “crowding out the little guys.”
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“Without entrepreneurial risk and creative destruction, capitalism 
doesn’t work,” wrote Sharma. “Disruption and regeneration, the 
heart of the system, grind to a halt. The deadwood never falls from 
the tree. The green shoots are nipped at the bud.”

The pandemic is forcing changes in capitalism. Helping those in 
need, the hungry, and the homeless come to the forefront of the 
political debate in Washington. How much support should the 
government give its citizens? And why is it in America every citizen 
gets a cash assistance check whether they need it or not? Why 
doesn’t America do what China, Korea, Taiwan, and Singapore do? 
Give cash assistance only to the really needy and vulnerable. 

Singapore is an excellent compassionate capitalist model for health, 
education and housing. Can’t say the same about the dynastic 
autocratic political system. Singapore’s Housing and Development 
Board provides adequate public housing for all its citizens in need.

To reduce the gap between supply and demand will require an 
overall review and restructuring of the entire rental market compo-
nents – from neighborhood stability, zoning alignment, affordabili-
ty, diversity, government subsidies, tax credits, regulation; and most 
importantly, public-private partnerships, particularly with religious 
charities that enjoy tax-exempt status.

A fresh new look is needed, starting with a careful analysis of all 
types of residential buildings and open spaces, especially vacant 
government buildings and public spaces, derelict and abandoned 
factories and warehouses, many of which are currently being used 
for growing marijuana. Many empty spaces and abandoned fac-
tories and warehouses can be converted to communes, similar to 
Copenhagen’s Freetown Christiana, and make room for everyone.

The area of Christiania consists of former military barracks that 
made up the ramparts of Copenhagen, erected in 1617. The bar-
racks housed the Royal Artillery Regiment, the Army Material 
Command and ammunition laboratories and depots. 

After the military moved out in the late 1900s, the area was guarded 
by a few watchmen, and there have been sporadic trespassing of 
homeless people in need of shelter. On September 4, 1971, inhab-
itants of the surrounding neighborhood broke down the fence to 
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take over parts of the unused land to make a playground for chil-
dren. It was a protest against the Danish Government. At the time, 
there was a lack of affordable housing in Copenhagen.

Some three weeks laterJacob Ludvigsen, a well- known provo and 
journalist who published Hovedbladet – The main paper, a magazine 
mainly for young people, declared Christiana open.

Ludvigsen wrote an article in which he and five others explored what he 
termed The Forbidden City of the Military. The article widely announced the 
proclamation of the free town, and among other things, he wrote the follow-
ing under the headline Civilians conquered the ‘forbidden city’ of the military.

Christiania is the land of the settlers. It is the biggest op-
portunity so far to build up a society from scratch – while 
nevertheless still incorporating the remaining constructions. 
Own electricity plant, a bath-house, a giant athletics building, 
where all the seekers of peace could have their grand medi-
tation – and yoga center. Halls where theatre groups can feel 
at home. Buildings for the stoners who are too paranoid and 
weak to part- icipate in the race… Yes for those who feel the 
beating of the pioneer heart there can be no doubt as to the 
purpose of Christiania. It is the part of the city which has 
been kept secret from us – but no more.

Ludvigsen was co-author of Christiania’a mission statement. Written in1971, 
it offers the following.

The objective of Christiania is to create a self-governing 
society whereby each and every individual holds them- selves 
responsible over the wellbeing of the entire com- munity. Our 
society is to be economically self-sustaining and, as such, our 
aspiration is to be steadfast in our con- viction and psycho-
logical and physical destitution can be averted.

The spirit of Christiania quickly developed into a branded hippie-squat-
ter-collectivism-anarchism in sharp contrast to the site’s previous military 
use.

On May 14, 2007, government workers from the Forest and Nature Agen-
cy, accompanied by police, entered Christiania to demolish leftovers of a 
small, abandoned building of The Cigar Box. They were met by angry and 
frightened Christianites, who built roadblocks, fearing that the police also 
intended to demolish other houses. It did not stop the police.

Residents threw stones and fireworks at police vehicles. One activist sneaked 
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behind the police commander and poured a bucket of urine and feces on 
him before being arrested. Over 50 activists were arrested. Prosecutors de-
manded they be imprisoned on the basis that they might otherwise partici-
pate in further disturbances in Copenhagen which prosecutors claimed was 
“in a state of rebellion.”

Christiania is considered fourth among Copenhagen’s top tourist attractions. 
On a business trip in April 2000, I was one of the more than half a million 
annual visitors in Copenhagen. Though I have lived in a kibbutz in Israel 
and visited a few of the hippie communes in Northern California in the late 
60s, in Christiania I felt blown away. The commune had become a well-
known brand for the supposedly progressive and liberated Danish lifestyle. 
Many Danish businesses and organizations also use Christiania as a show 
place for their foreign friends and guests. The purpose is to show something 
Danish that cannot be found anywhere else. The people in Christiania have 
laid down their own rules, independent of the Danish Government. The 
rules forbid stealing, violence, guns, knives, bulletproof vests, hard drugs 
and bikers’ colors. Since 1994, residents have paid taxes and fees for water, 
electricity, trash disposal and other services.

In June 2011, after bitter negotiations that temporarily resulted in the area 
being sealed off to the public, the residents of Christiania agreed to collec-
tively set up a fund to buy the land below market price and made their first 
payment in July 2012, now officially owning the land.

No more rent issues in Freetown. But he problem today? Parking!

In 2020, Copenhagen adopted rent control laws aimed at stabilizing rents 
and foreign speculators.

Tiny Shelters for the Homeless

Meanwhile, more than 6000km across the North Atlantic, in Toronto, Can-
ada, 28-yearold Khaleel Seivwright (pronounced Seeve-right), on his way 
to work on a construction site, surveyed the growing number of tents lining 
an intercity highway and in parks with increasing discomfort. How would 
these people survive Toronto’s damp, frigid winters, let alone the coronavi-
rus, which had pushed so many out of overcrowded shelters? He remem-
bered the little shanty he had once built out of scrap wood while living on a 
commune in British Columbia. So he hauled a new generator into his S.U.V., 
strapped $800 worth of timber onto the vehicle’s roof and drove down into 
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one of the city’s ravines to build another shanty: a 7 feet 9 inches by 3 feet 9 
inches wooden box, sealed with a vapor barrier and stuffed with insulation 
that, by his careful calculation, would keep it warm on nights when the ther-
mometer dipped as low as minus 4 degrees Fahrenheit (-20 Celsius).

He put in one window for light and attached smoke and carbon monoxide 
detectors. Later, he taped a note to the side that read, “Anyone is welcome to 
stay here.”

Since then, Seivwright has built about 100 similar shelters with a crew of 
40 volunteers and more than $200,000 in donations. He has hauled them to 
parks across Toronto where homeless encampments have slumped into place 
jarring reminders of the pandemic’s perversely uneven effects.

The city’s bureaucrats called them illegal and unsafe, and stapled trespass 
and eviction notices on many, informing their residents that the city had 
rented out hotel rooms for them. They also served Seivwright with an in-
junction, ordering him to stop putting the structures on city-owned land.

But to the people who live in them, the shelters were a tiny room of one’s 
own, providing a sanctuary from disease and danger. And to lawmakers, 
they were a slap in the face, a telling reminder of Canada’s failure to build 
social housing for the past 25 years.

“This man is a hero,” said Domenico Saxida, who had lived among a cluster 
of tiny shelters in a downtown park since. before the coronavirus stalked the 
city. “He made the Canadian government look stupid. One man on his own 
dime and time.”

Then, on a Sunday, more than 200 people gathered in the park to protest the 
eviction notices and to hear from Seivwright, who is so profoundly private 
that his social media accounts have long been hidden behind aliases. But he 
is propelled by what he considers a moral imperative, as well as the writings 
of his favorite philosophers.

“It’s becoming more and more unaffordable for people to live here,” he told 
a cheering crowd. “It’s like we’re all standing in a line, waiting to get pushed 
out. And everyone that’s staying outside here is just at the end of that line.”

Seivwright knows the importance of subsidized housing. He grew up in a 
low-income co-op on the edge of suburban Toronto, the middle child of two 
working-class immigrants from Jamaica. His mother is a school custodian, 
and his father a master electrician who started taking Seivwright and his 
younger brother, Ali, to work sites when they were 12 and 11.
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After high school, Seivwright found a job framing houses. Within a few 
years, he learned enough to run his own crew.

After his second tiny shelter, Seivwright dedicated himself seven days a week 
to the project, throwing himself feverishly into the work in a rented ware-
house.

The initiative hit a nerve – not just within the city bureaucracy, but with 
regular citizens, many of whom were cooped up at home amid the pandemic 
without cluttered agendas to distract them from the poverty laid bare across 
their local park.

Seivwright joined forces with a group of musicians and artists called the En-
campment Support Network, dropping off food and supplies to people living 
in camps that numbered 75, with up to 400 inhabitants, the government es-
timates. He started a petition urging the city not to remove his shelters from 
the parks – an effort that to as of June 2021, had received almost 100,000 sig-
natures. Many others followed, penned by health care providers, musicians, 
church groups, lawyers, academics, artists and authors. “I’ve become the face 
of something that is a lot bigger than me,” Seavwright said.

Still, the city bureaucracy and politicians have not been swayed. Fires in the 
shelters, one of which proved fatal, have stiffened their opposition.

In October 2020, an Ontario judge ruled that the encampments impaired the 
use of park spaces and that the city had the right to remove them.

“I cannot accept having people in parks is the best that our country and city 
can do,” said Ana Bailäo, Toronto’s deputy mayor. The city, she said, had 
2,040 units of affordable housing under construction and thousands more 
approved. A sizable increase, of course, from previous years, but hardly a 
notch in the city’s 80,000-plus waiting list for social housing.

Seivwright has hired lawyers to fight the city’s injunction on constitutional 
grounds. While waiting for the court date, he has stopped making shelters.

“It’s worth it,” he said. “I had a funny thought: Life is long. It’s not so terrible 
to have to wait a little bit.”

In Hong Kong, people, particularly seniors, have to wait more than five years 
for public housing. As a result, volunteers are taking matters into their own 
hands. The Society for Community Organization is building 140 prefabri-
cated flats, with units ranging in size from 144 to 350 square feet, as part of 
a transitional housing project. Around 6,000 citizens will benefit from this 
Module Community project that is expected to be completed in early 2022. 
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Priority will be given to families who have been waiting for public rental 
housing for three years or more.

Rents will be based on a tenant’s income.

Sze Lai-shan, deputy director of the society, said many nongovernment 
organizations are unable to build large social housing units due to limited 
resources. The government, he said, should take the lead in building them.

“The elderly will have to wait for four to five years for a public rental housing 
unit despite the official figure stating that the waiting time is around three 
years for them. Along with the aging buildings and hot weather, citizens’ 
living conditions could be unbearable,” Sze said.

“As the government has yet to include social housing as part of their hous-
ing policy, we have to build it ourselves. We have to find volunteers to draw 
sketches and file applications.”

Unbelievable! I know first-hand from my California days as a lawyer repre-
senting the Western Mobilehome Association, mobile home park developers 
and home manufacturers that the cost of modular, prefabricated housing is a 
fraction of the conventional brick and mortar structure, and is much quicker 
to build and house citizens. Besides, these ready-to-assemble modular homes 
are more environmentally friendly than concrete structures. Concrete is a 
top polluter and contributor to climate change.

Hong Kong, with the highest housing costs in the world, can become the 
leader in building modular units for public housing – and requiring develop-
ers to do the same. Dramatic savings in cost and time.

Hong Kong, as a city in the heart of the Greater Bay Area, can set an exam-
ple of how affordable housing can be provided to the public, not only in the 
Greater Bay Area, but China – and the world!

All these advantages should be attractive to Hong Kong, where the housing 
cost is the highest in the world. If prefabricated modular housing is included 
in the government’s housing development program, and private develop-
ers are also required to adopt it, dramatic savings in cost and time can be 
achieved, and Hong Kong can become the world leader in building modular 
units for public housing. As a city in the heart of the Greater Bay Area and 
a world leader in trade shows, Hong Kong should also consider hosting a 
modular and manufactured housing trade exhibition for 2022, inviting man-
ufacturers from all over the world.
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Housing Crisis

Home is where the heart is. Home sweet home. The sayings about the impor-
tance of a home are numerous. Unfortunately, the shelters are lacking for the 
homeless. The Financial Times wrote an editorial on April 26, 2021, which 
was highly critical of the housing situation in the United Kingdom. It also 
applies globally.

As the editors of FT point out:

“Securing a place to call one’s own is a key marker of independence, and a 
step towards starting a family. Yet for many young people, across many coun-
tries, a home has become unaffordable and renting is insecure, expensive, or 
both – especially in places where the good jobs they want are most plentiful.

“Those who bought homes long ago have enjoyed the benefits of tax-free 
appreciation, a tax-free implicit rental income and, in the case of the UK, 
freedom from capital gains tax too. Meanwhile, unless they enjoy support 
from the “bank of mum and dad” or are exceptionally well paid, many in the 
younger generation are stuck as ‘generation rent’.

“This is one of several intergenerational inequities that mar today’s high 
income societies,” the editors of the FT wrote.

When the FT surveyed young people, respondents from Hong Kong to 
Shanghai and London said housing costs were one of their biggest concerns. 
To take the UK as a case study, purchasing a place to live has become excep-
tionally expensive by historical standards relative to earnings, especially in 
London. The proportion of people in England aged 35 to 44 in private rentals 
jumped from nine percent to 28 percent in 20-years between 1997 and 2017.

Still, the most crucial issue, the FT said, “is the inadequate growth in supply, 
including of affordable housing. To tackle this, governments, especially local 
authorities, need to acquire land for development at the value determined by 
existing planning consents.

“Local authorities should also gain the bulk of the uplift in value derived 
from changes to those consents. This would give them an incentive to pro-
mote development while benefiting existing residents.”

The FT suggested: “A significant part of the new financial resources available 
to local authorities should also be used to build affordable housing for less 
well-paid people. Large conurbations, in particular cannot function without 
such workers.
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“Finally, the private rental sector is going to remain an important form of 
tenure. But long-term tenants need greater security: standard rental con-
tracts should be extended to three years.”

Housing, the FT concluded, “is a complex issue, with many ramifications. 
But in many countries, notably including the UK, greater supply is essential, 
especially in the most economically dynamic conurbations. This will take 
some radical policy changes. It is time to embrace them.” 

Hong Kong-made Solution

Hong Kong has a chronic shortage of housing units to buy or rent. I have 
written extensively about it over the years in the opinion pages of the South 
China Morning Post and China Daily. In Hong Kong and many other parts of 
the world, the housing shortage is a major reason for public discontent that 
has sparked street protests.

In 2021, Hong Kong ranked as the most expensive place on earth for hous-
ing for the 11th year, with the average waiting time for public housing at a 
record high of 5.7 years.

According to the Heung Yee Kuk, a powerful body representing villages and 
market towns in the New Territories part of Hong Kong, there are about 
2,400 hectares of Tso/Tong lands, i.e., ancestral land held in the name of 
families and traditional organizations, scattered across the New territories. 
Much of these real estates located in the middle of large sites lay unused. 
They can be developed, with adjoining properties held by land-banked 
developers, for building affordable homes for the needy and alleviate Hong 
Kong’s housing shortage.

Hong Kong Chief Executive Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor appointed a 
special task force shortly after taking office in July 2017 to address how to 
increase land supply for housing. Several alternatives were presented, none 
of which have been acted upon.

During the March 2021 “Two Sessions” in Beijing, state leader Han Zheng 
warned about the need to start solving Hong Kong’s housing woes. Han said 
the housing problem was serious and must be addressed.

I agree with Mary Ma, editor of The Standard who opined: “The housing 
issue is a hot potato that some believe will degenerate into another case of 
talking the talk but not walking the walk if it proves impossible for the spe-
cial task force to make a breakthrough.” Ma also said that Beijing has already 
taken the lead to remove all hurdles in the Legislative Council that have 
stood in the way of solving the problem. The Hong Kong government and 
property developers, she noted, would certainly come under increased pres-
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sure to solve the long-standing issue. Ma saidd the message from Han was 
loud and clear: “the runway is cleared and you must take off.” The severity of 
the housing problem in Hong Kong is self-evident to anyone who knows the 
city. The housing shortage has widened the wealth gap between those who 
own real estate and those who don’t. According to the Global Living Report 
2020 CBRE released in early 2021, Hong Kong remains “the most expensive 
property market in the world.”

The 2016 Population By-census estimated that there were some 92,700 subdi-
vided units in Hong Kong that year, and approximately 210,000 people were 
living in such inadequate housing. 

No more broken promises! Had the 85,000 public and private housing units 
been made available each year starting 1999, the housing situation would 
have been different today. We, the Maid,s must now concentrate on increas-
ing the supply of land and housing.

The Hong Kong government seems to have begun to listen and started to 
acknowledge the crisis. A new rent control law on subsidized flats will go 
into effect in early 2022. It will allow hotel operators to convert rooms to 
residential units.

The rent control measures to be implemented for tenants of subdivided units 
in the first quarter of 2022 include; a standard two year tenancy agreement 
subject to controlled rent and renewable every two years. It also stipulates 
the rights of both the landlord and tenant; limiting the rent increases to not 
more than the percentage change of the Rating and Valuation Department 
rental index for residential properties, or at 15 percent, whichever is lower. 
After four years the landlord and tenant can agree on a new tenancy without 
a cap on a rent increase.

The Rating and Valuation Department rental index has fluctuated wildly in 
some years. It found that in the three-year period from 2009 to 2011, rents 
rose by 33.5 percent then, the growth rate slowed down to around 12 percent 
in 2013-2015. During 2018-20 declined again, by 6.6 percent.

The sub-divided shoebox-sized living spaces are mostly in old buildings pri-
vately owned by individuals or companies, and are commonly found to have 
health, fire, and structural risks.

According to the government, there are about 99,000 households in subdi-
vided flats covered by the new rent control rules which will  take effect in 
2022. 

Karen Wu Cheuk-yan, of the Subdivided Flats Concerning Platform, 
thought the proposed rent control mechanism was “better than nothing,” 
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but pointed out the 15 percent limit did not offer adequate protection for 
tenants – and is rejected by majority of the tenants living in subdivided flats 
as insufficient to improve their current housing problems.

Francis Lam Ka-fai, chairman of the Institute of Surveyors’ housing policy 
panel, likened the new law to a painkiller as it could ease tenants’ economic 
burden only temporarily.

“These are not a solution to the problem. In the long run, the government 
needs to provide more transitional homes and public housing to tackle the 
city’s housing crisis,” he said.

With the tourism industry showing no signs of recovery, some operators in 
the hospitality sector are converting their properties to residential buildings. 
CK Asset Holdings, has obtained approval to convert its 800-room Horizon 
Suite Hotel into 758 residential units and its 1,100-room Harbour Plaza 
Resort City Hotel into a 5,000-unit residential project.

The 21-story hotel and charity Lok Sin Tong , struck a two-year deal in June 
2021 to provide its 161 rooms for transitional public housing for grassroots 
families that have been waiting for public housing for three years or more 
and low-income working youngsters.

Rent control is a topic I brought up during lunch with C.P. Ho, a member of 
the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference and Mike Rowse, a 
former government bureaucrat, and now a Hong Kong radio commentator 
and newspaper columnist.

“Xi Jinping, during his 2017 visit to Hong Kong, said, ‘Homes are for living, 
not for speculation,’ I am paraphrasing, of course,” said CP. “There is hope 
because once the housing issue is resolved, Hong Kong will do well and 
prosper because it has good feng shui” he added.

“You didn’t paraphrase. That is the exact quote,” I replied.

Mike Rowse has been scathing in his criticism, in newspaper columns and 
radio commentaries, about government failures. In one of his columns he 
criticized the government for operating under a Dickensian belief that all 
workers are shirkers.

Tongue in cheek Rowse chided top government officials for their Bible 
studies. The one he had in mind, in his words, comes from Matthew: “For 
whosoever hath, to him shall be given, and he shall have more abundance, 
but whoever hath not, from him shall be taken away even that he hath.”
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“Our ministers – each of whom earns more than HK$10,000 per day – 
should bear in mind that this quotation is an illustration of injustice – not a 
desirable political strategy.”

Rowse has a good sense of humor, and he genuinely cares about people, hav-
ing himself come from a humble background. “I couldn’t get too far with this 
accent in the UK. There’s a ceiling. You need the proper schooling, accent, 
and connections. That’s why I came to Hong Kong,” he said as we sat down to 
discuss the future of Hong Kong.

“I’m seriously thinking of running for Legco,” Rowse said as I told him I 
wanted to hear his thoughts about what was happening in Hong Kong with 
all the new electoral reforms. He holds a Hong Kong SAR passport. “I’ve 
been for 20 years now,” he volunteered as I said I would support his candi-
dacy and express the hope that more non-Chinese Hongkongers would seek 
elective office.

Rowse has strong views on the matter of public housing. “Produce more 
housing!” he exclaimed when I asked him about his thoughts on the issue. 
“Housing units of minimum size, with controls on multiple occupancies. 
Keep throwing flats onto the market – public or private. The demand is 
there,” he said. “We almost got there with Tung Chee-hwa and C.Y. Leung 
(former Hong Kong chief executives), who were talking and considering 
what was actually the colonial governments’ idea of producing 425,000 hous-
ing units over five years or, 85,000 units per year pledged,” he added.

“There are only two options,” Rowse continued. “We have the land, plenty 
of it in the Yeung Long area to build the housing Hong Kong needs. But the 
government doesn’t have the balls to take on the landowners in Yeung Long. 
The government just won’t do it. So we are left with the second option –Lan-
tau Tomorrow,” he sighed as our appetizers arrived. I agreed wholeheartedly 
with him.

A regular contributor to the South China Morning Post, Rowse devoted a 
column titled Small-house policy a sign of leadership stuck in past, to Hong 
Kong’s housing crisis.

“Whenever the subject of the small -house policy comes up, two English 
expressions “passing the buck” and “kicking the can down the road” spring 
to mind, said Rowse. “The first has an almost identical Cantonese equivalent. 
It is, ‘passing on responsibility to someone else for an action or decision’. The 
Cantonese for the second translates loosely as “talking without reaching any 
decision or taking action.” 

Nevertheless, both these terms overlap somewhat. If you kick the can far 
enough, you have in effect passed the buck to the next generation. 
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“This is pretty much where we are now with regards to the small-house 
policy,” explained Rowse.

As he saw it, what brought the subject back to life was a Court of Appeal 
ruling that reversed a verdict by a lower court. 

Two citizens had sought a judicial review of the policy, which provides that a 
male indigenous villager is entitled, upon turning 18, to build a small house 
on private land he owns within the village environs or, in certain circum-
stances, on government land nearby. Indigenous meant any male descendant 
of a resident of a village in the New Territories when China leased the area to 
Britain for 99 years under the Convention of 1898.

“The gist of their claim was that the policy must be unconstitutional because 
it discriminated between different categories of Hongkongers and by gender. 
The lower court ruled in their favor in April 2019. The effect of the Court of 
Appeal’s decision was to restore the previously applied interpretation of the 
small-house policy in all its absurd glory.

“I don’t think we need to dwell too long on the legal side. There would seem 
to be grounds for taking matters to the Court of Final Appeal, if only to deal 
with the issue of gender discrimination. But, at its root, this is a political 
problem, not a legal one.

“To understand why,” Rowse said, “we need to go back to the start. 

“The ding rights of a male villager to build a small dwelling derives from 
social practices among the rural population in southern China that had 
endured for centuries.

“When the British in 1898 obtained a 99-year lease of the New Territories 
from the imperial Chinese government, they inherited the custom. There 
was no need to further distress the inhabitants by seeking to overturn 
long-established practice, so they left it alone.

“In the ensuing 120-plus years, much has changed. In mainland China, there 
was a civil war ending in 1949 with the victory of the Communist Party 
and the elimination of many practices of earlier times. I have not raised the 
subject with people in Shenzhen or Guangzhou, but I would bet few are 
pressing for their ding rights there. Meanwhile, Hong Kong has transformed 
into a modern city and urbanization has spread into the New Territories. To 
smooth the way to development of agricultural land and keep rural residents 
sweet, the small-house policy was left untouched, though procedures for 
administering it were regularized in 1972.

“Everyone in the administration has known for decades that the policy is 
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impractical and unprincipled. As I pointed out in a previous column, it 
would take more than 100 years to deal with all outstanding applications 
for small-house grants, and in the interim thousands more eligible villagers 
would be born.

“The next opportunity to grasp the nettle occurred during the 1980s with the 
drafting of the Basic Law. The emphasis was on ensuring a smooth transition 
in 1997. So, unsurprisingly, the dogs were left sleeping. The Heung Yee Kuk 
was mollified with a loosely worded clause that could be read as enshrining 
existing policy, though the term “small house” does not appear in the final 
text.

“Since 1997, the Hong Kong government has tiptoed around the subject. 
But, secretly, some in the administration must have welcomed the citizens’ 
challenge, which passed the buck to the judiciary and quietly celebrated 
when the policy was ruled unlawful.

“The government felt obliged under pressure from vested interests to appeal 
against the 2019 verdict, and now the judiciary has passed the buck back. 
The temptation in some quarters must be to kick the can down the road 
again, but we are running out of highway.

“The proposal to spend most of our fiscal reserves on an artificial island east 
of Lantau to fix our housing shortage is on the table.

“An alternative would be to gradually eliminate our existing villages and 
extinguish all the archaic rural rights that attach to them. That is what other 
major cities in the world have done. The money set aside for reclamation 
could be used instead for compensation.

“Spare a thought for Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor, who has been grappling 
with the policy for more than a decade as secretary for development, chief 
secretary, and now chief executive. There’s no telling which way she will go, 
but I would be listening for the sound of aluminum on asphalt.”

The Court of Appeal agreed that the question of whether the so-called ding 
rights granted to male indigenous villagers under the government’s small 
house policy was constitutional or not, the matter deserved further scrutiny 
before the top judges.

“[The question] is plainly of great general or public importance which ought 
to be submitted to the Court of Final Appeal,” the ruling read.

“You really can’t control rents, you can only regulate,” Rowse responded to 
my question about rent control or subsidization. 
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Rowse has experienced the hardship of securing affordable housing in Hong 
Kong. “I slept on a couch in the first three independent accommodations I 
had in flats I shared with roommates. I then moved into a flat where I had 
my own room but could only afford a mattress that I lay on the wrapping it 
came with. My landlord felt sorry for me and gave me a chair for my clothes. 
When I got a job with the ICAC and given a fully furnished room with a TV 
for nine months in the Lee Garden Hotel, I thought I had finally really made 
it.”

Beijing has taken note of the kingmaker role Hong Kong’s property tycoons 
have played in local politics. It didn’t seem to like what it has seen and has 
decided to clip their political wings and voting power on the Election Com-
mittee that selects Hong Kong’s Chief Executive. The central government is 
upset that not a single property tycoon spoke up against the 2014 Occupy 
Central pro-democracy protest, and the 2019 protests against the extradition 
bill. 

State media is identified housing as an underlying cause of the protestors’ 
anger and frustration and, like me, has criticized the property tycoons for 
sitting on massive land banks while Hong Kong has long been suffering from 
a housing shortage and high rentals that low-and middle-income people 
cannot afford.

Four families dominate the property sector. They have a massive grip on the 
economy as they control much of the supply of housing units and commer-
cial space and transport, telecommunications and utilities.

Li Ka-shing’s CK Asset Holdings, the Lees of Henderson Land Development, 
the Kwoks of Sun Hung Kai Properties and the Chengs of New World Devel-
opment were all strongly represented on the Election Committee. The then 
1,200-member committee included 96 members directly connected with 
property developers and their business associates, nearly half of whom come 
from just six companies. In addition, 300 votes are controlled by the tycoons 
with less apparent real estate connections but engaged with textiles, hotels, 
insurance, aviation, general finance and financial services.

Property developer Gordon Wu Ying-shuen, the only Hong Kong property 
tycoon honored for his contribution to the rise of Shenzhen when President 
Xi Jinping visited Shenzhen in 2020, said in an interview with the South 
China Morning Post in mid-March 2021, that he told Xia Baolong, head of 
the Hong Kong and Macau Affairs Office: “I do not care about politics. But if 
the city wants prosperity, we must handle livelihood problems seriously, es-
pecially housing concerns, or the government will fail to win people’s hearts 
and find the city hard to administer.”
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Some developers, Wu said have criticized him for calling for more land to be 
released, as it could lower property prices. “But I am speaking for the good 
of Hong Kong. Most working-class people in Hong Kong cannot afford a 
home. That’s a serious problem,” added Wu. The government, he said, should 
let go of the old methods, set a time frame and work hard on it.

A person’s living environment plays a pivotal role in their physical and men-
tal well-being. Unfortunately, in Hong Kong, despite its economic prosperity 
over the past few decades, a segment of society does not feel any gains, espe-
cially in terms living space and living standard. And to make matters worse, 
they feel their only option will be smaller flats and a worse quality of life.

On its current trajectory for housing development, Hong Kong will soon 
be caught in a situation of “triple lows”, in which land supply, new housing 
numbers, and quality of life will all deteriorate. As a result, fewer – and 
smaller – flats will be built, and developing small sites rather than large-scale 
towns, will become the norm.

The government has been striving to allow most people to own their home 
and live in a comfortable apartment, but that goal is often thwarted by devel-
opers lobbyists and their financial interests, ignoring planning ideals.

Hong Kong has long suffered from a lack of good-quality land for hous-
ing, given that large-scale development has been absent over the first two 
decades of the 21st-century, and the stock from existing new towns is close to 
exhaustion.

I know first-hand. I live in Clearwater Bay near Tseung Kwan O and Lohas 
Park, two new boom towns that seem never to stop expanding – horizontally 
and vertically!

According to the latest report from Our Hong Kong Foundation on Hong 
Kong’s land and housing supply crisis, private residential development has 
fallen from a peak of 25,500 units in 2017/18 to 13,020 units in 2020/21.

Along with the reduction in quantity has come a decrease in quality. In 
the government’s land sale program, the proportion of development sites 
for fewer than 100 flats have increased from 10 per cent in 2015/16 to 40 
per cent in 2021/22. Many of these small sites are also far from ideal. A 
463-square-meter site located on a steep slope, and a 537-square meter 
site surrounded by dense industrial buildings, are examples of challenging 
locations to build on. Besides, a significant number of sites in the 2022 land 
sale program need to be prepared before construction can begin on them. 
For some others, land clearance procedures are pending,  including sizeable 
squatter areas requiring additional land clearance  arrangements.

https://www.ourhkfoundation.org.hk/en/report/18/land/land-and-housing-policy-research-advocacy-series
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Although private housing completions saw a rebound in 2020, the trend of a 
slowdown in the private housing development cycle since mid-2018 is likely 
to continue. The foundation’s report forecast that only 15,000 new private 
housing units will be completed each year from 2021 to 2026. That’s 28 per 
cent lower than the 20,900 units completed in 2020.

Public housing supply for the years 2021-2025 period is also expected to lag 
behind the Long Term Housing Strategy target by 28 per cent, with a pro-
jected annual average of 21,800 units. As the construction of public housing 
has consistently fallen behind its long-term target, a considerable shortage of 
public housing units has steadily worsened. It is estimated that, for the years 
2013-2021 alone, some 100,000 or the equivalent of 13.5 Choi Hung Estates 
should have been completed.

The overall situation is dire. If all existing measures proceed at the current 
pace, the government will not achieve its target in the supply of public and 
private housing.

It must take a bold step and expedite all major land supply initiatives, 
especially the New Development Areas, while streamlining administrative 
procedures for land and housing development.

Society should also support the government’s development plans to save 
Hong Kong from its land and housing supply crisis.

I agree wholeheartedly with an Op Ed piece Dennis Lee, a Hong Kong-born, 
America-licensed architect with 22 years of design experience in the U.S. 
and China, wrote in the South China Morning Post on May 6, 2021. He re-
minds us that about two centuries ago, most lands were owned by traditional 
societies, higher sovereign powers, or churches. Andro Linklater argues 
in Owning The Earth that, over time, this gave way to the idea of exclusive 
ownership of land, “the most creative at the same time destructive cultural 
force in the modern era,” closely tied to the concept of individual freedom 
and democratic government.

Housing units in Hong Kong are not just places where people live; they are 
also investment vehicles despite low transaction volumes and heavy stamp 
duties for non-first time buyers or short-term owners.

From 1990 through 2020, prices have held up despite a string of economic 
uncertainties – the 1997 Asian financial crisis, 2003 SARS outbreak, 2008 
global financial crisis, the social unrest in 2014 and 2019, and now the 
Covid-19 pandemic.

This is where the rhetoric on land shortage as the core of the Hong Kong 
housing problem fails. Even if some or all of the options in the 2018 Report 
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of the Task Force on Land Supply were implemented, it would only feed 
into the vicious cycle of more investment opportunities. There will never be 
enough supply if there are no profound system or policy changes.

This is not to suggest Hong Kong abolish market economies. However, the 
decision-makers must realize that high property prices result from a so-
cio-economic system that permits developers to control supply for maximiz-
ing profits with no sense of social responsibility. 

Beijing has already expressed its impatience with the city’s property tycoons, 
suggesting that the government should use the Lands Redemption Ordi-
nance to retrieve privately leased land for private use. Vice-Premier Han 
Zheng made it clear that the central government wants to see the housing 
problem solved. So this might well be the right time the issue can be tackled 
from within. That it would require some degree of system reform that might 
be beyond the authority of the Hong Kong government should not impede 
since Beijing has made its view on the matter loud and clear.

Besides, China’s history of land reform is instructive.

Retrieving privately leased land for public use would be complicated, involv-
ing compensation settlements and potentially long drawn out legal battles. 
But Hong Kong has its Lands Resumption Ordinance, and Beijing has cited 
the Chinese concept of separation of land ownership and land use rights.

Land ownership is, of course, ambiguous on the mainland, lacking a definite 
unitary concept of ownership or an exclusive relationship between the land 
and the owner. While all land is publicly owned, Beijing has established land 
use rights for state-owned land in urban areas and land management and 
contract rights for collective-owned land in rural areas.

In early 2021, Beijing introduced measures to control housing bubbles by 
limiting lending and financing, and urging city officials to consider drastic 
measures to cool down the property market. In extreme cases, land use 
rights could be nationalized. The best case scenario is when the state and 
land users’ rights are aligned. If they are not, government ownership would 
prevail over a developer’s or individual’s rights, as this would be in the public 
interest.

While nobody wants the housing crisis to continue, owners do not want 
their assets to depreciate or land to be resumed.

Dennis Lee concludes his column in the South China Morning Post with the 
suggestion that “Housing might be one area where Hong Kong cannot enjoy 
the best of both worlds – Western and Eastern. Which would Hong Kong 
sacrifice for the common good?”
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Why sacrifice at all? Why not get religious charities who have been amassing 
real estate and financial donations for the religious order’s benefit – instead 
of the public good – as prescribed by the terms of their tax exempt status as 
a religious charitable organization. Why shouldn’t they make up the bridge 
funding necessary to make housing and other rental properties affordable to 
renters with a reasonable return for developers and landlords, along with the 
government giving developers and lenders tax breaks?

The shortage of land to build housing is not unique to Hong Kong. It is a 
global issue. The Financial Times editorial on 28 April 2021, and columns 
written by Martin Wolf on March 21 and May 17, 2021, say it best for the 
people of England, the country of my birth, that, like Hong Kong, the city of 
my residence, and many other countries and cities worldwide, are suffering 
because of dated land policies.

“Here are two facts about land use in England: houses and gardens occupy 
just 5.9 percent of available land; and land with permission to develop can be 
worth 100 times as much as land without it,” Wolf opens his May column.

“The notion that there is a shortage of land for additional housing is ludi-
crous. Moreover, the planning system is much the biggest market distortion 
in the economy: it is throttling supply, to the benefit of homeowners, who 
have made huge unearned gains.”

The market signals, Wolf points out, suggest that the public wants more 
land in residential use, which is vastly more valuable to them than its main 
current use, agriculture. Some 63 per cent of the land is farmed, while all de-
veloped land, including gardens, plus outdoor recreation, etc., cover a mere 
15.3 percent. Still, the urban dwellers generate a larger share of the gross 
domestic product, and farming contributes only 0.61 percent.

Says Wolf: “We need a planning system that internalizes what people actual-
ly demand.”

The Rent Subsidy Act, which I propose on page 66, is the starting point for 
We the Maids to analyze and decide how to package and submit to Hong 
Kong authorities for action. 

As I was finalizing this chapter to send to the printer, I was delighted to read 
on May 14, 2021, that the Hong Kong Development Bureau has announced 
that it would seize three private plots, now lying idle for public housing 
under the Land Resumption Ordinance; and that former Hong Kong Chief 
Executive, now elder statesman and a vice-chairman of China’s top political 
advisory body, Leung Chun-ying, referred to locally as CY or CY Leung, 
has revived his 2017 proposal for building up to 30,000 subsidized flats for 
public housing and non-profit-making homes for the elderly, on the periph-
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ery of Tai Lam Country Park. CY first made this proposal in his last policy 
address in 2017, but it has since been set aside by his successor Carrie Lam 
Cheng Yuet-ngor. 

But in early May 2021, CY resurrected the proposal in a Facebook video, cit-
ing the current waiting time in the public housing queue has increased to a 
22-year high of 5.8 years. As a former real estate executive with a pretty good 
handle on development and the real estate market, he said: “I know there 
will be many obstacles, not to mention the considerable vested interests, but 
I hope that Hong Kong people could reconsider this proposal.”  

The Hong Kong Housing Authority offered 2,112 new subsidized flats by 
lottery in May 2021. These units measuring between 184 square feet and 481 
square were offered under the Green Form Subsidized Home Ownership 
Scheme, reserved for tenants of public housing flats or people on track to be 
allocated one within a year. They were in Kai Chuen Court in Diamond Hill, 
a prime location. They were snapped up instantly. Mostly by middle-aged or 
elderly.

Global real estate consultancy Knight Frank released a report in early 2021 
naming Hong Kong as the world’s most expensive city to live in, followed 
by New York, Singapore and London. The ranking, however, does not take 
into account the very small size of Hong Kong’s housing units. The size of 
new units in Hong Kong has been shrinking. The average gross floor area of 
newly completed private housing units is projected to continue to shrink, to 
a record low of less than 600 square feet by 2024, almost one-third smaller 
than in 2012. The trend clearly is towards nano flats, or units that are smaller 
than 215 sq ft in saleable area.

Hong Kong also boasts one of the highest life expectancies in the world; men 
81.9 and women 87.6 years. In early 2021, 18.4 percent of the population 
were aged 65 or above – including me. I have no doubt this figure will rise in 
the years to come because of Hong Kong’s health care system. Consequently, 
we need to factor in the needs of my fellow aging Hongkongers and seriously 
consider where and how we will spend our golden years when we are still 
socially and physically active – in bed spaces, tiny subsidized units, or some-
thing more decent? There is plenty of land for those seniors that contributed 
more than their fair share to make Hong Kong what it is today.

The words of Chloe Zhao, in her acceptance speech after winning the Best 
Director Award at the British Academy of Film and Television Arts ceremo-
ny, come to mind.

“We would like to dedicate this award to the nomadic community who so 
generously welcomed us into their lives. 
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“Thank you for showing us that ageing is a beautiful part of life, a journey 
that we should all cherish and celebrate. How we treat our elders says a lot 
about who we are as a society and we need to do better.” 

Hong Kong’s housing crisis has evolved for decades, and we need to come up 
with a solution now. The housing crisis is the root cause of today’s social ills, 
be it education, widening wealth gap, resulting in stunted upward mobility 
that triggers social disharmony.

A primary reason for the street protests in Hong Kong is the ongoing hous-
ing crisis brought on by the greed of the entrenched and politically connect-
ed developers and landlords!

Hong Kong developers are also Hong Kong’s dominant landlords.

The Task Force on Land Supply exposed the large scale needs of Hong Kong’s 
housing needs and how they can be met.

It is estimated that Hong Kong’s population will reach 9 million by 2030. 
That coupled with the need to replace ageing housing – and with more than 
250,000 people standing in line for public housing – that is occupied by peo-
ple who can well afford to live in one of their investment properties, angers 
citizens and brings them out on to the streets. 

Hong Kong’s Public Housing is being abused by corrupt politicians and their 
business cronies. The time to introduce a means test is long overdue.

The task force reported a shortfall of at least 1,200 hectares – 800 of which 
are needed NOW!

There is plenty of land available. Expeditious development of six New Devel-
opment Areas in the New Territories would provide 2,500 hectares. Let’s not 
forget the 1,300 hectares of brownfield. Granted it will be expensive to patch 
together, still much cheaper than building an island. Add to that the 1,000 
hectares of farmland and housing starts to emerge.

These developers also have land banked massive acreage. Henderson Land 
Development has a land bank of 650 hectares, Sun Hung Kai Properties sits 
on more than 440 hectares and New World Development has banked around 
250 hectares. They should “Use or Lose.”

These are significant numbers that, together with land from country parks 
proposed by CY, are more than enough for public rental housing or any oth-
er form of housing – and remove the eyesores of the brownfield sites – and 
the need to build an expensive new island.

Especially, now that we know the government has underestimated the 
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amount of degraded rural land available for redevelopment into housing by 
nearly 380 hectares – enough to build 95,000 new homes according to a joint 
report by Greenpeace East Asia and Liber Research Community release in 
June 2021.

“If the government had done its job properly, they would have found that 
Hong Kong has many brownfield sites that could be used for development. 
Brownfields are a good source of land to build housing. There is no need for 
land reclamation or to develop country parks,” said Greenpeace campaigner 
Chan Hall-sion.

CY’s remarks and news stories about underreported brownfields that can 
result at low to medium density would be the equivalent to the total amount 
of public housing built in the last six years, piled on the pressure on the 
incumbent Hong Kong chief executive, Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor to start 
seriously addressing Hong Kong’s housing crisis. He accused officials of a 
lack of urgency in increasing land and housing supply. He said the govern-
ment’s efficiency of implementing projects was undermined by the lack of a 
“do or die” attitude among civil servants.

“Many civil servants often fail to adopt a ‘do or die’ attitude, he said. “Some 
traditional values and ethics were actually bad habits that affected the effi-
ciency in implementing construction projects that could benefit the general 
public.”

The government, CY said, can use at most 100 hectares, or 0.2 percent of 
the Tai Tam Country Park to build 20,000 to 30,000 flats, in the areas with 
lower ecological and public enjoyment value – given that country parks 
are protected in Hong Kong. CY had also invited the Housing Society to 
conduct an ecological and technical study. He proposed the price be fixed at 
HK$6,000 per square foot, which should be enough to cover infrastructure, 
site formation and building costs, with no financial gain or loss to the public 
coffers – and get on the road of solving Hong Kong’s housing problem.

Adopting such a plan mean a major shift from existing policy, which does 
not set a fixed price but offers discounts of no less than 30 percent of the 
market value.

All Hong Kong permanent residents who do not own residential property 
could apply without taking a means test, Leung suggested. Buyers would 
not be allowed to resell their flats for the first 10 years, except back to the 
government at the original price.

   The Hong Kong Coalition, a group co-founded by CY, co-organized the 
“International Communication In The New Era” forum on May 31, 2021, at 
which the housing shortage in Hong Kong was highlighted at the forum.



79

Peter G. de Krassel

I agree with Allan Zeman, chairman of the Lan Kwai Fong Group, who said 
the government could bring society together by drastically boosting private 
home ownership. “Our biggest problem is not universal suffrage, it’s not 
democracy … One of the biggest problems we have is the housing problem,” 
he said.

Zeman suggested the Hong Kong government could learn from Singapore’s 
housing policies.

“Singapore has more draconian laws than Hong Kong, but in general, the 
people are happy because the late [former prime minister] Lee Kwan Yew 
… made sure that 90 percent of the population could have a roof over their 
heads,” he said.

“I’m hoping that whoever the next chief executive is, really takes that as the 
number one process to … bring it to 90 percent, and then suddenly you will 
have happy people who love China, who love Hong Kong and love their life.”

Ronnie Chan Chi-ching, chairman of Hang Lung Group, one of Hong 
Kong’s major developers and landlords, added that Hong Kong’s land in-
sufficiency is not an economic problem but a political one, with politicians 
coming in the way of solutions.

Amen! That’s the problem in a nutshell. 

CY, went on to add on June 11, 2021, “I don’t exclude other initiatives or 
propositions to increase land reclamation … or using the brownfield sites, I 
think nothing should be excluded until we actually examine the … engi-
neering, financial and planning feasibility.”

That’s when I decided to try and figure out how to get this chapter and the 
proposed Rent Subsidy Act to CY’s attention!

In May 2021, the Vatican appointed a new bishop for Hong Kong. The 
in-coming prelate, Hong Kong-born Stephen Chow Sau-yan, is trained in 
education psychology, and has headed Hong Kong’s Society of Jesus since 
2018, besides being the supervisor of its two Wah Yan Colleges, Catholic 
secondary schools for boys, since 2007. Thus, he is well aware of Hong 
Kong’s socio-economic problems and the frustrations of the youth.

Can Bishop Chow be expected to consider uniting the landlord-tenant 
community as proposed in the Rent Subsidy Act in this book? The Act 
recommends that all religious charities provide the bridge financing to make 
the rent affordable, while giving developer-landlords a reasonable return on 
their investment.

Hong Kong’s 404,000-strong Catholic community, representing just over five 
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percent of the region’s population, has disproportionate influence, histori-
cally, on government policy, because many senior government officials are 
Catholic. They include Carrie Lam Cheung Yuet-nor, the chief executive 
since July 2017, and one of her predecessors, Donald Tsang Yam-kuen.

Time to put the church’s money where its mouth is when it comes to rent 
and housing for the needy!

Readers Contribution

Everyone who has gotten reading the book this far is urged to participate in 
the online global survey at Breaking Rent Matters. By sharing your views and 
making suggestions for outlining a fair and equitable rental policy for resi-
dential accommodation as well as commercial and industrial units and ag-
ricultural land, We the Maids can sweep out the old rent regulations and the 
rabid free market rent policies decimating families and businesses, and bring 
about a new piece of legislation that is fair and equitable for all. Hong Kong 
can, then move towards building a better society, a model for the world.
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Rent Subsidy Act

The (State, County, City, Village or other government entity), hereby adopts 
this Rent Subsidy Act, a combined community public-private-charitable 
service, to sustain and ensure that all citizens and residents have affordable 
housing to live in and raise a family fear free of eviction and being rendered 
homeless; and all businesses, farmers and charities to operate their business 
fear free of a rent increase that will force them to move out or terminate the 
operations critical to their livelihood and economic growth; spells out the 
respective contributions of government, developers, landlords, lenders and 
charities to this subsidization plan; and shall govern rents on all residential, 
commercial, industrial and agricultural land, farms and charitable properties 
rented to individuals, families, partnerships, limited companies and corpora-
tions, subject to the following terms, guidelines, requirements and conditions 
for tenants and the community public-private-charitable contributions to 
the Subsidy Plan to make it sustainable and beneficial to all citizens of the 
community:
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Residential Rents

(A) Individuals and families earning up to 400,000 Hong Kong 
dollars (or its equivalent in any other currency) per year shall 
enter into three year renewable residential leases, but not be 
subject to any rent increase as long as they continue to reside 
in such property beyond the initial three-year term, and their 
income does not exceed said amount. If said income rises 
from the said amount during the tenancy, the rent increases 
shall be subject to the following sub sections upon renewal;

(B) Individuals and families earning 400,000-800,000 Hong 
Kong dollars (or the equivalent in any other currency) per 
year shall only be required to pay rent increases of no more 
than five percent (5%) for the renewal of lease of residential 
premises every three (3) years as long as their income does 
not exceed 800,000 Hong Kong dollars (or the equiva-
lent in any other currency). If said income increases 
to more than 800,000 Hong Kong dollars (or the 
equivalent in any other currency) during the tenancy, 
the rent increases shall be subject to the following sub 
sections upon renewal; 

(C) Individuals and families earning more than eight 
hundred thousand (800,000) and up to two million 
(2,000,000) Hong Kong dollars (or the equivalent in 
any other currency) per year shall only be required to 
pay rent increases of no more than ten percent (10%) 
every three (3) year residential lease as long as their 
income does not exceed said two million (2,000,000) 
(or the equivalent in any other currency). If said in-
come increases to more than two million (2,000,000) 
Hong Kong dollars (or the equivalent in any other 
currency) during the tenancy, the rent increase shall 
be subject to the following sub section; and

(D) Individuals and families earning more than two mil-
lion (2,000,000) Hong Kong dollars (or the equivalent 
in any other currency) per year shall not be entitled 
to any limitation on the residential rent they are to 
pay.

Commercial & Industrial Rents
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(A) Individuals, partnerships, limited companies, cor-
porations and other legal entities leasing commer-
cial or industrial properties shall not be subject to 
any increase in the rent when they renew the lease, 
provided their gross earning is no more than Four 
Hundred Thousand (400,000) Hong Kong dollars (or 
the equivalent in any other currency). If said annual 
average gross earnings increases to more than Four 
Hundred Thousand (400,000) Hong Kong dollars 
(or the equivalent in any other currency) during the 
tenancy, the rent increases shall be subject to the 
following sub sections upon renewal;

(B) Individuals, partnerships, limited companies, corpo-
rations and other legal entities leasing commercial or 
industrial properties whose annual average gross earnings is 
400,000-800,000 Hong Kong dollars (or the equivalent in any 
other currency) shall only be required to pay rent increases 
of no more than five percent (5%) every five (5) years as 
long as their annual average gross earnings does not exceed 
Eight Hundred Thousand (800,000) Hong Kong dollars (or 
the equivalent in any other currency). If said annual average 
gross earnings exceeds said ceiling of Eight Hundred Thou-
sand (800,000) Hong Kong dollars (or the equivalent in any 
other currency) during the tenancy, the rent increases shall 
be subject to the following sub sections upon renewal; 

(C) Individuals, partnerships, limited companies, corporations 
and other legal entities leasing commercial or industrial prop-
erties whose annual average gross earnings amounts from Eight 
Hundred Thousand (800,000) and up to Two Million (2,000,000) 
Hong Kong dollars (or the equivalent in any other currency) shall 
only be required to pay rent increases of no more than three percent 
(3%) every five (5) years. If said gross earnings exceeds Two Million 
(2000,000) Hong Kong dollars (or the equivalent in any other cur-
rency) during the tenancy, the rent increases shall be subject to the 
following sub section upon renewal; 

(D) Individuals, partnerships, limited companies, corporations and 
other legal entities leasing commercial or industrial properties 
and whose annual average gross earnings exceeds Two million 
(2,000,000) Hong Kong dollars (or the equivalent in any other cur-
rency) shall not be entitled to any limitations on the commercial or 
industrial rent they are to pay.
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Agricultural Land and Farm Rents
(A) Individuals, families and other legal entities renting agricultur-

al land or farms with a residence, and whose annual average 
gross earnings is no more than Four Hundred Thousand 
(400,000) Hong Kong dollars (or the equivalent in any other 
currency) shall not be subject to any rent increase on their 
three (3) years automatically renewable lease so long as their 
gross income does not exceed said amount. If said earnings 
exceeds the said amount during the tenancy, the rent increases 
shall be subject to the following sub sections upon renewal;

(B) Individuals, families and other legal entities renting agri-
cultural land or farms with a residence, and whose annual 
gross earnings is 400,000-800,000 Hong Kong dollars (or the 
equivalent in any other currency) shall only be required to pay 
agricultural land or farm rent increases of no more than five 
percent (5%) every five (5) years as long as their annual gross 
earnings does not exceed Eight Hundred Thousand (800,000) 
Hong Kong dollars (or the equivalent in any other currency). 
If said earnings exceeds the said ceiling of annual average of 
Eight Hundred Thousand (800,000) Hong Kong dollars (or the 
equivalent in any other currency) during the tenancy, the rent 
increases shall be subject to the following sub sections upon 
renewal; 

(C) Individuals, families and other legal entities renting agricul-
tural land or farms with a residence, and whose gross annual 
earning is Eight Hundred Thousand (800,000) to Two Million 
(2,000,000) Hong Kong dollars (or the equivalent in any other 
currency) shall only be required to pay agricultural land and 
farm rent increases of no more than ten percent (10%) every 
five (5) years as long as their annual average earnings does 
not exceed Two Million (2,000,000) Hong Kong dollars (or 
the equivalent in any other currency). If said earnings exceeds 
the said ceiling of annual average of Two Million (2,000,000) 
Hong Kong dollars (or the equivalent in any other currency) 
during the tenancy, the rent increases shall be subject to the 
following sub section upon renewal; 

(D) Individuals, families and other legal entities renting agricul-
tural land or farms, and with a residence whose gross annual 
average earnings exceeds Two Million (2,000,000) Hong Kong 
dollars (or the equivalent in any other currency) shall not be 
entitled to any limitations on the agricultural land or farm rent 
they are pay.
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(E) As an alternative, the rent for commercial, industrial, agricul-
tural land and farms can be a percentage of the gross income 
earned by the tenant. Such percentage of gross income can 
never exceed five percent (5%).

Charity Rents
Charities shall not be subject to any rent increase on their three-year auto-
matically renewable lease so long as the amount they spend on administra-
tion and overhead does not exceed ten percent (10%) of the donations they 
have received. If the cost of administration and overhead exceeds ten percent 
(10%) of donations received during the tenancy, the rent increase shall be 
subject to the following sub sections upon renewal;

(A) Charities that spend eleven percent to twenty five percent 
(11-25%) of the donations they receive on administration and 
overhead shall be required to pay rent increases of up to five 
percent (5%) every five (5) years. If said administration and 
overhead cost exceeds twenty five percent (25%) of donations 
received during the tenancy, the rent shall be subject to the 
following sub section;

(B) Charities that spend twenty six percent (26%) or more of 
donations received on administration and overhead during 
the tenancy shall not be subject to any limitations on what rent 
they pay.

The above rental charges apply to all rental properties regardless of their 
square footage or acreage.
Public-Private-Charitable Partnership to Sustain Rent Subsidy Act
Government, developers, landlords and charities participate and contribute 
their respective fair share of income and reserves to the Subsidy Plan. This 
will comprise government taxes, developer and landlord income; and chari-
table donations. To shelter families and individuals, to allow and encourage 
businesses, for agricultural land and farms to develop, grow and prosper.

(A) The government shall allocate at least ten percent (10%) of its 
current reserves, and ten percent (10%) of its annual tax reve-
nue thereafter, to the Rent Subsidy Fund (“RSF”) in the form 
of cash or tax credits;

(B) Property developers and landlords be allowed to make rea-
sonable profits of up to two hundred percent (200%) of their 
investment, and contribute up to twenty five percent (25%) 
of the net profits from any and all developments and income 
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properties to the RSF in cash and receive a tax credit for said 
contribution;

(C) Lenders that facilitate affordable mortgages shall receive tax 
credits;

(D) Religious charities shall contribute up to fifty percent (50%) of 
the donations they receive to the RSF in the form of cash, to 
fulfill the terms of their charters that grants them their charita-
ble status – and for it to be retained; and

(E) Citizens or residents that make donations to the RSF shall 
receive a tax credit for the amount donated.

Rent Subsidy Fund Management

The RSF shall be overseen by a Board of Directors with one representa-
tive from government, development sector, landlords, charity, lender and 
citizen donors, all of whom will have one vote each. A CEO with banking 
experience and a team of experienced private sector property managers will 
manage the operations.

Management shall prepare the tax guidelines for high-end real estate sales to 
contribute to the affordable housing scheme and the rules and regulations to 
regulate and enforce the provisions of the Rent Subsidization Act, which will 
contain civil and criminal penalties for violators.

The provisions of the Rent Subsidy Act shall be enforced by the RSF 
management. Civil and criminal violations shall be turned over to the local 
jurisdictional legal department and prosecutor.

REVIEWS WELCOME

peter@custommaidbooks.com
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Please share your views on rent subsidies by taking 
the online survey at

custommaidbooks.com/takethesurvey
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