RTHK Letter to Hong Kong

Unemployment
Ten years ago, Hong Kong had an unemployment rate of just 2 percent or so. It was so low that some people had two jobs. Today, our unemployment rate is over 8 percent. It is hardly surprising that politicians and commentators call on Government to do something.
Hong Kong has not actually been losing jobs. We have more people in work today than in 1997. The problem is that our labour force has been growing faster than the number of jobs. In particular, we have a mismatch of skills. Our unskilled labour force is growing quickly, compared with the number of skilled and talented professionals and entrepreneurs. 
At the moment, we are struggling to find solutions to this mismatch. 

Some people call for better education, and more training opportunities for local people. Others look to Government to expand its own payroll to provide jobs, or to offer subsidies and tax breaks to bring back factories and low-value activities from across the border. 

I want to suggest another solution - and that is more immigration of skilled people from outside Hong Kong. I think Hong Kong needs a bigger expatriate community. I believe that Hong Kong can enjoy faster job creation, if it makes itself more attractive to outsiders with new ideas, new experiences and new energy.

We need to accept that a leading business city of seven million will never be self-sufficient in skills and talent. Like New York or London, we have to attract high-skilled, creative and enterprising people from the rest of our country, and from around the world. 

We have to accept that skilled expatriates create new jobs - they don't just take existing ones. Our Government in particular, should come out and say this. It should tell labour unions and other pressure groups that they have nothing to fear from well-qualified immigrants.

If the Government could do that, it could set about taking serious measures to identify the sort of people we need, and make it easier and more attractive for them to come here. 

Unfortunately, our immigration system right now is showing signs of doing the opposite. 

As many of you probably know, the Government recently made it harder for dependants of people on work visas in Hong Kong to work here. It points out that the same rule applies in the US and the UK and other places. But does that mean we should do the same? Would it actually help us if we gave spouses of overseas skilled workers an automatic right to work?

The Immigration Department has also decided recently to tighten up the way it gives permanent residency to foreigners after they have lived here seven years. In one particular case last August, a British man told the press that the Department had asked him some rather unusual personal questions when processing his permanent residency application. They even asked him if he had a Chinese girlfriend.

Rightly or wrongly, that sent a message out to the expat community, and to people overseas, that perhaps Hong Kong doesn't want foreigners living here.

If the Government saw immigration as an economic opportunity rather than a political problem, we could consider all sorts of interesting possibilities.

We could consider a quota system, giving points to people on account of age, qualification, and so on, like Canada. Or we could look at a looser system aimed at giving visas to foreign talent on a case-by-case basis. 

The point is that we should open our door to some young, energetic people, from the Mainland, Asia or the West, with ambition and ideas. Not people who are already millionaires, but people who might become one.

We also need to make sure that Hong Kong is a place where talented outsiders actually want to come to live.

Most expats I know are big fans of Hong Kong. They love the business environment. They appreciate the rule of law, low taxes, good infrastructure and efficient bureaucracy. They come here voluntarily, or because their companies post them here, because this is where the action is in their business or their profession.

They are also fans of Hong Kong as an open society. They appreciate the individual freedoms, the free flow of information, and the tolerance of different lifestyles and opinions. 

But there are certain things they find frustrating. In some cases, these are minor. They miss certain sports on TV. One friend of mine complains that you can't buy an old apartment to renovate, because banks won't offer mortgages for old property. Another complains that he can't buy shaving oil here, and has to use ordinary shaving foam every morning.

But some complaints are not just about irritations. They come down to basic issues about the living environment, and the quality of health and life for people and their families. An obvious example is the lack of affordable schools for expats on ordinary local salaries. And of course, we have the air, the traffic, the noise, the demolition, the construction, the reclamation, and, after SARS, urban hygiene.

These problems need fixing for the sake of the whole community. But skilled people from international backgrounds have high expectations. It would be good for all of us in Hong Kong if the Government tried to meet them.

People who worry about unemployment in Hong Kong worry about where jobs will come from in future. The factories have gone, so what will replace them?

Actually, our factories mostly moved over the border 10 to 20 years ago. Our services sector largely picked up the hundreds of thousands of workers left behind. There is no reason why it shouldn't continue to do so.

We don't need fancy ideas about turning Hong Kong into a high-tech hub, or a Chinese medicine hub. We simply need to carry on doing what we do best, and building on our existing strengths.

Whatever people may say about Shanghai, Singapore or anywhere else, Hong Kong has Asia's biggest clusters of international talent in all sorts of areas - finance, investment, insurance, accounting, law, trade and many technical activities. 

As a result, we are Asia's leading international hub for a wide range of other business services - distribution, design, public relations, IT, arbitration, business information, media, and so on. 

Also as a result, we have significant clusters of a wide variety of personal services - restaurants, interior design, art galleries, services for pet animals - the list could go on and on - as well as things like health care and education. 

Despite what you hear about property or tourism, this economy is driven by the provision of high-value services. It depends on skilled and talented people, and a disproportionate number of those people are bound to come from outside Hong Kong. 

If we want a decent supply of jobs for the less-skilled in the years ahead, we need a decent supply of new, fresh talent from the rest of the country and the rest of the world. 

We face a range of economic challenges. We face structural changes as part of the Pearl River Delta. And we are exposed to the same forces of globalisation experienced in other developed economies.
But the rising number of unskilled people in Hong Kong is possibly our greatest challenge. In London or New York, such people might move out in search of work or cheaper housing. They can take their social security and other welfare coverage with them. Here in Hong Kong, unskilled migrants come from the Mainland - and they are essentially trapped here. Going back over the border isn't currently an option.

Meanwhile, as in America and Britain, we are seeing white-collar jobs moving out of Hong Kong. Clerical work, data processing and other functions have been migrating to Shenzhen for 10 years. More back office functions will go, and we will probably see some traditional, junior management and technical jobs follow them. 

Although it is easy to get pessimistic about these things, I think we should put it into perspective. 

In other parts of the world, this problem is only just starting. Mexico, which attracted factories from America in the past, is now losing them to South China. Thailand is starting to realize that it cannot compete with China in many areas. Even Indonesia, a very low-cost country, is losing parts of its shoe making industry to the Mainland. 

In Hong Kong, we're well ahead of the curve. Our factories left long ago. We have Asia's biggest clusters of international, skilled talent. Provided we keep the door open to expats - and preferably open it wider - more will come, and more jobs will be created for local people.

