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Ease the border rules that are keeping families apart
We hear a lot about integration with the mainland, usually in connection with economic issues like trade, investment and infrastructure. But it is not only business that has been increasingly crossing the border over the past few decades; people have been doing the same thing, and some unique social problems have resulted.
A sad but little known consequence is the plight of single-parent cross-border families, of which there are somewhere between 5,000 and 10,000. Their position is the result of some unusual, and in some ways unclear, features of mainland regulations on granting exit permits to its residents to come to Hong Kong.
The full details are complex, but in essence the problem concerns single-parent families where the children have residency in Hong Kong but the parent has residency on the mainland. What happens is that a man (typically) on the Hong Kong side has applied for his mainland wife and their children to get one-way permits so they can join him. This takes maybe three years for the child, but five years for wife. However, the father dies or divorces the wife after the child arrive but before she gets her one-way permit. Her application then becomes void.
What happens next is distressing and painful for the parent on the mainland and the child in Hong Kong. In order to be with the child, the mother (usually) has to apply for two-way permits to visit Hong Kong. This is expensive and time-consuming, not least because she must apply in her home town, which may be far from this region.
Such permits allow her into Hong Kong for several weeks or months (exact times vary), though she may not work or use public services. However, she must then go back to reapply, which can take several weeks even after travel time. Often, she has to take the child along, so the child is taken out of school in Hong Kong; without residency on the mainland, the child has no right to education or health services there. Needless to say, the effect on family finances can be terrible.
At issue China’s regulations that allow migration to Hong Kong and Macau for only several specific personal reasons. One allows children of Hong Kong citizens to move here, in line with the Basic Law, and another of course allows for the reunion of a couple. Others cover people coming here to take care of aged parents or to inherit assets. But mainland single parents seeking to be with their Hong Kong children are not included.
This is a simplified description of a complicated bureaucratic and legal problem. The bottom line is that this is unreasonable and unfair, and it is causing lasting social problems as parents and children suffer hardship, upheaval and stress.
I have submitted a proposal to the National People’s Congress to rectify this situation. Ideally, the regulations would give parents in this position the right to move to Hong Kong, just as mainland spouses can join their Hong Kong partners and children can join their parents who are citizens. The daily quota of 150 mainland arrivals is not always used these days, which would help.

There may be problems here, such as possible corruption in some cases of the issuing of permits, and there are also stories of some marriages being faked or invalid.
So as an alternative, the mainland authorities could at least relax the recent system of one-year multiple-exit permits; these currently impose a 90-day limit on stays, and are reportedly hard to obtain. This would at least make these divided families’ lives far more bearable and give the children in particular some stability.
Visitors from overseas are often surprised to find that, even now in 2011, Hong Kong still has such a solid border with the rest of China. With 9,000 children crossing it daily to go to school, and marriages between local and mainland people rising, tiger border controls may lead to new social problems. Where that happens, as with the single-parent families, we need to find new solutions.
