   The Invisible Bomb

Mr Luichung-chi, a 52-year-old dealer of plastic footwear at Chungking Mansions who used to sell shoes in bulk to Pakistanis during the last two decades, has recorded a drop in business by 50 per cent in the last 12 months.

Forty-one of the 129 vendors at Chungking Mansions who are engaged in domestic products, have recorded a 50 percent fall in sales compared to last year. Slump in business of electronic products are by some 20 per cent less.

“An obvious drop has been recorded since the start of the year. There was a further decline after September 11,” Lui said.

Vendors and shop owners at the once vibrant and congested Chungking Mansions have recorded double digit loss as the implications of the September 11 attack on the U.S. and its aftermath are setting in during the already cloudy economy.

Fall in business had already been felt in the Mansions months before the World Trade Centre towers fell.

Buyers from South Asia are now more aware of the price difference between Hong Kong and mainland China, told Ms Leung Wai Hing, a 48-year-old garment vendor on the ground floor of Chungking Mansions since 1984.
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Due to the cheap supplies available in the Pearl River Delta and coastal cities like Fujian and even Shanghai, the procurement practice of many South-Asian and African businessmen becomes oriented toward mainland China.

Products like garments, handbags and shoes are twice as cheap in places like DongGuang and Shenzheng, posing threats to the vendors at Chungking Mansions.

According to Leung, many like to visit industrial expositions of her kind in the Pearl River Delta to approach manufacturers directly for cheaper prices, starting from last year.

Ahmad Butt, a Bombay watch dealer, sees an enlarged profit margin by dealing in the mainland. “Watches is three times cheaper in the mainland, meaning to me an increased profit to sell those goods in my homeland,” Butt said. “But I don’t like too much making purchase there because there is no guarantee in quality and the way they do business,” he added. He received a bulk of watches he ordered from a mainland dealer in January this year, with many of those were in non-working condition. He would now choose to return to Chungking Mansions.

Dealers of technology products at Chungking Mansions are less shaken by their counterparts in the mainland, thanks to foreign quality seekers.

‘There is a further slump due to the September 11 incident and the war that is now underway,” said Leung.

Besides the stores, business is diminished in the many guesthouses at Chungking Mansions. 

The Kamul guesthouse where Butt works part-time, one of the fourteenth guesthouses that operates in the four-winged complex, has seen some 40 per cent less visits since the US-led war against Afghanistan has started. 

“People from South Asia and Africa are not travelling due to the many restrictions during the war. And less rooms are sold as those who come take short business trips to the mainland,” Butt said.

Tight enforcement of import quota to restrict the amount of hand carried goods at airports after September 11 is another factor that bites business.

According to Promode Baig, a Pakistani dealer of electronic products at Chungking Mansions, there is less to come on business because corrupting immigration officers at checkpoints to exempt the quota at his home country no longer works after September 11.

‘The very few who come will try to purchase in larger bulk and pack in one shipping to avoid this problem,” said Baig.

‘This is only possible for electronic products which can be sold at higher prices as they are rare in India and Pakistan,” he added.

The blanket fall in business at Chungking Mansions is also affecting other parties.

The business of the City Foreign Exchange, a licensed money changer at the entrance of Chungking Mansions, has been slipping from 30 per cent in late September to about 50 in November. According to them, the amount exchanged over their window could be a benchmark for the shopping arcade in general since transactions are usually made in cash.

Illegal opportunities like drug trafficking and prostitution are once infamous at Chungking Mansions.

‘There are much less troubled drug traffickers to come over for help. Fewer are illegally staying over for jobs as there are less left,” said Kaushic Biswais, a missionary with the Inner City Ministries, a Christian body stationed at Chungking Mansions to offer help to its community since 1994.

“We don’t see those troubled faces that we saw in the neighbourhood at the time when there were a lot of activities going on,” added Biswais.

Perhaps survival faces are selective with the slipping economy and at Chungking Mansions alike, with only stronger ones in business are left. 

           An Amazing Maze


While the US-led war against terrorism in Afghanistan is underway, the Muslims among Hong Kong’s South Asian community are in peace.





Notorious for crimes and shabby living conditions, Chungking Mansions is the symbol of the South Asian community in the SAR. It houses more than 1,700 people of different ethnic groups. By far are Indians and Pakistanis, many of whom come for business and job opportunities.





Munawar Hussain lives in a 30-square-feet room at Chungking Mansions. He is a businessman from Lahore, a city in Pakistan where there were strikes against the US. He cares less and took a business flight to this guesthouse, an offshore base for his car and motor company.





He described himself as “far from the perfect man”, referring to Osama bin Laden, the man he respects.





Hussain has polarized views on the September 11 attack with Kubir Wasain, an Indian Muslim merchant who lives next door, in this 18-room-guesthouse.





“Osama makes use of many innocent and illiterate people to work for terrorism,” said Wasain, who is in the electronic parts business.





According to him, it was bin Laden who planned the attack because of his loss of interests due to the Gulf War in 1992.





Wasain does not know what interests had bin Laden lost that lead to such move. He cares less.





Hussain, however, is keen to refer to a piece of report in the New York Times, which is about a rumour that says it was Jews who launched the attack. Such guess is based on the policy of the US in the Middle East that has enraged Jewish Israeli since 1970”s.





“If it was bin Laden, why didn’t the US release evidence?” he queried.





The US did not release any solid proof so far to convict its prime suspect.





“I will be glorified to die because of jihad (holy war),” Hussain said.





Hussain would have to stay for one more week before he will continue his business in Lahore.





At the front parlour at street level, Chungking Mansions is still vibrant with a long line of job seekers and crowds of people at a mix of races distributing restaurant flyers. The chaos is exotic but near, but let be their business and the peace without war.














