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We should welcome this phenomenon
Some politicians are complaining about the government's new measures to limit the number of mainland women giving birth in Hong Kong hospitals. They say the tactics adopted will not reduce the number of these women coming in. 

They are totally correct. The new system is not intended to cut the number of pregnant mainland women having their babies in Hong Kong. The only aim of the new policy is to protect the interests of local mothers-to-be by ensuring that enough beds and facilities are always available for them. 

The new system effectively imposes a quota on the number of mainland women coming to give birth here. That quota will be the total number of maternity beds minus the number reserved for Hong Kong ID card holders. 

We can expect the mainlanders' quota to be fully used before long, because demand is likely to rise rather than fall. The number of mainlander births will overtake local ones at some stage, especially if our private hospitals increase their capacity. 

There is little Hong Kong can do about this, and probably not much we should do. Under the one-child policy, mainland couples pay extra tax for a second child born on their side of the border. This gives them a major economic incentive to give birth here. These are mainly middle-class people, and the HK$39,000 Hospital Authority obstetric package or bigger private hospital fees will not keep them away. 

Concerns about non-payment of public hospital bills are a relatively small factor, as 95 per cent of mainland women pay up. Worries that in future years we will be flooded with people with permanent residency wanting to use public services are - in my view - probably exaggerated. 

It is impossible to tell what these babies will want to do in 20 years, and given our low birth rate, we might see such people as assets rather than a burden. The point is that the Hong Kong ID card is not the main reason for these women to give birth here. 

The idea of somehow preventing these women from coming here is impractical. On today's mainland, people have the legal right to travel around their country, and with the individual visitor scheme, those from richer provinces and cities are entitled to visit Hong Kong. There could be ways to deny entry to heavily pregnant women without hospital appointments, but it would be impossible to screen out all expectant mothers coming through Lo Wu. 

The only way to eliminate this problem is to stop calling it a problem. It is a phenomenon. It is the result of the mainland's rising living standards, more personal freedom to travel and a gradual easing of the one-child policy. 

All of these are positive developments, which I think most of us in Hong Kong are glad to see. 

Hong Kong, of course, plays an important role in China's growth and we benefit greatly from it. In this particular case, it is hard to say what sort of economic impact we will experience. Our public hospitals will cover their costs, while our private-sector health-care providers will have some opportunities to expand their business. 

The issue of increasing capacity is interesting. Expanding physical facilities could be a challenge, as would finding the additional medical staff with the right skills. 

The main problem for private hospitals investing in more maternity facilities is the risk that demand from mainland mothers might disappear overnight if there is a sudden policy change by Beijing. 

So we should try not to see this as some sort of crisis. With the new policy and mechanisms, pregnant mainland women will essentially have their access to Hong Kong's facilities rationed so that we avoid overcrowding. 

We may hear more Putonghua spoken in our hospitals. It is just one of the many unexpected ways China's progress affects us in Hong Kong. 

The government's priority is to make sure that it does not reduce the quality or availability of services to local ID card holders.

