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Madam President,

It is interesting that the better our economy performs, the more we can see the growing gap between the rich and the poor. It is also interesting that we don’t have an objective analysis of the exact reasons for this trend.

We can be pretty sure that part of the problem is the rising number of old people retiring, with too few savings to live on. Another cause must be the decline of labour-intensive, low-value industries in Hong Kong. These are major trends that we know about. And we cannot reverse them. We have to adapt to them.
But there are other possible causes of this problem. Some say that our domestic economy is too sluggish or inflexible, and it needs structural reform. Some say our education system is simply failing to keep pace with a modern economy. Some say the same thing about migration patterns. Some say that low salaries are the cause of the problem. Others say that low pay is a symptom, not a cause.

Since we don’t agree on what is causing this trend, we can’t really expect the government to come up with simple solution. But we can all agree that poverty should be a community-wide concern. Whatever the cause, it leads to health problems, crime problems and other social burdens. It creates financial and economic costs for everyone.

I don’t believe that only more Government and more money can fix these problems. So I am very glad to see the Chief Executive in his address encouraging the private sector to become more involved in helping the under-privileged.
Hopefully, the 20 million dollar Partnership Fund for the Disadvantaged will help encourage new links between donors and welfare agencies. I particularly welcome that part of the fund earmarked to support sustainable partnerships, especially between business and the welfare sector. There are many things the business community can do – often on a small scale – that will make a difference.

Many people are calling for an increase in CSSA payments. At the same time, other people believe that CSSA is too high. This is a good example of how where we don’t have a common understanding of this problem.
Different sorts of people are claiming social security.

Many are elderly. For many of them, this is an expensive city, and it doesn’t help anyone to force them to stay here if they don’t want to. For that reason, I welcome the extension of portable CSSA to Fujian province. And I support the idea of allowing people to receive old age allowance and disability allowance while absent from Hong Kong for up to 240 days.

Obviously, we need to administer these systems and make sure people remain eligible for their benefits. But in other countries it would be normal for people to retire to cheaper regions, and it should be the same for us.

Many CSSA recipients are able bodied. For many of them, basic factors like where they live and the cost of transport can seriously reduce their employment opportunities. So I also welcome the review of CSSA to help the able-bodied to help themselves. I look forward to seeing how that review works out.

＊＊＊

The Chief Executive also announced measures to help the younger generation in poorer families, to give them a better chance in life as they grow up. This includes providing more resources so much children have access to music, art, computer and other activities.

I am sure everyone would agree that this is a worthwhile aim. However, not everybody is happy. I have heard comments from quite a few middle class people that they cannot afford such extras for their children. They don’t expect the Government to give them hand-outs. But it is another reminder that we cannot depend simply on taxpayers’ money to solve the problem of poverty.

＊＊＊

I would like to mention several food safety and environmental hygiene measure that I think are very important.
I think it is essential that we all support the feasibility scheme on centralized chicken slaughtering. I find it amazing that there are people who oppose this initiative. We must separate humans and live poultry. It is a health issue. Potentially, it is an issue of life and death. And it is a clear example of a situation where the community must come before interest groups.

This may also be the case where food labelling is concerned. I agree that we should avoid placing more regulatory burdens on business – and extra food labels could be a burden. I also realize that the content of labels can become a political issue. But we are facing a growing problem in Hong Kong with things like obesity, heart disease, high blood pressure and other diet-related diseases.
I used to occasionally eat a particular brand of instant noodles here in Hong Kong. Then, when I was in the USA one time, I bought the same brand. It had a food label. And I read it. You wouldn’t believe how many calories are in those noodles.

I haven’t eaten them since then – which is too bad for the manufacturer. But the fact is, people in Hong Kong need to make informed decisions about what they eat. I think better food labelling has an important part to play. Again, this is a health issue, and the interests of the community should come first.

The same applies to extending the ban on smoking in workplaces and public places. I hope this council supports both those ideas.
I would also like to add my support to the proposal to regulate health claims of orally consumed products. This is about dangerous advertising. If people believe the claims made for these products, they might not seek proper medical advice when they need it. I believe this needs to be addressed.

Madam President, I believe the development of a just and caring society is a fundamental responsibility shared by the government, this council, and the community as a whole. And I am happy to support the administration’s proposals.

