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The most remarkable merit of this year’s Budget, apart from the huge fiscal surplus recorded, is that every sector of the community is being taken care of as far as possible. Even more ingenious is that every citizen that consumes electricity will be given subsidy. During my consultation with members of the industry, they were very appreciative of the Financial Secretary with regard to his clear analysis of the challenges confronting the ageing population, especially the burden on the work force, and his principles of financial management, namely, pragmatism, sustainability and commitment to society.
I agree with the Financial Secretary’s principles of financial management. First, it is necessary to use public funds pragmatically. Resources should be used more effectively and clearly to ensure that public services are congruent with public needs. So, in my opinion, there is even a greater necessity for the Government to build as soon as possible community facilities congruent with the needs of the community. Second, there must be sustainability. Measures implemented should not incur any long-term burden on society. So, I often advise the Government to speed up the pace of urban development, and attract overseas investments so as to propel the economy and generate more wealth in order that our city can sustain its healthy growth. Third, there has got to be commitment to society. So, I moved a motion last week to ask the Government to formulate immediately a policy on elderly housing, to promote comfortable living for all the elderly and improve their living environment so as to really realise the pledge of “quality city and quality life” emphasised in the policy address.
As stated in the Budget, we are facing the challenge of an ageing population. When everybody is concerned about health care and retirement protection, it seems that elderly housing, an even more important issue, is being neglected. How can that be quality life? I, therefore, am of the view that the Financial Secretary and the relevant Director of Bureau should, when giving their replies next week, set a timetable to formulate a policy on elderly housing and add one type of land to be designated for “elderly housing”, just as the provision of “hotel sites” as stated in the Budget. This is to encourage more participation by the private sector for the development and construction of different types of elderly housing with a view to making up for the inadequacy of subsidised elderly housing attributable to a total reliance on supply from the Government.
With regard to commitment to society, apart from caring for the elderly, to develop human capital is equally important since Hong Kong has no resources. This is especially so with regard to fostering creative development amongst our youth. The Budget proposed to allocate $18 billion to establish a Research Endowment Fund and to make, additionally, an annual grant of $300 million to provide 800 additional publicly-funded places for research programmes. I am most appreciative of this. However, the Government has yet to make known the arrangement in respect of the research fund. I hope the Secretary will explain the details in his reply.
With regard to the budgets of recent years, I have a question. With regard to the $29 billion committed by the Government for works, why is it that such a small part of it is used every year? Although the Government did state that unused appropriation can be carried forward for future use, there has been no response to the question as to when it will be possible to speed up the works and spend as quickly as possible the appropriation still unused. Can the Government state clearly that in the Budget of the coming year or in those of the years following, appropriation for works will be increased to $50 billion to make up for the works lagging behind so as to materialise the 10 major projects proposed by the policy address?
Besides appropriation for works, I am even more concerned about the tight staffing situation in government departments, especially that of professional grades, such as architects, surveyors, planners and landscape architects. Even if the Government is prepared to increase the annual appropriation for the works, I still wonder if the departments have enough manpower to handle them. I know that there still exists a conflict between government contract staff and those of the Civil Service arising from different pays for the same jobs, and that one of the factors affecting the progress of the works is probably the talent drain.
I, therefore, think that the Government should take advantage of this opportunity when there is fiscal surplus to resolve as soon as possible such internal conflict by hiring more staff to help the departments to handle the backlog and, at the same time, admit into the civil service establishment those contract staff who have been in service for years. The reason is that all these professionals are people all trained up by the Government over the years with a lot of public money. It is going to be a huge loss to the Government if there occurs a wasteful drain on this batch of talent because of a prolonged delay in solving the problems of the contract system. In my opinion, the Government should allocate more money to solve as soon as possible the manpower problem, shorten the time required for the completion of projects by speeding up the progress of works, and recycle resources for use in other developments of the city. This should be the most effective philosophy of financial management.
Although the policy address put emphasis on promoting economic prosperity by undertaking 10 major infrastructure projects, the Budget did not give information on the appropriations. This is understandable. It is because in the case of major infrastructure projects, it often requires prolonged discussions from the time of preparation to the time of actual construction. So, I am of the view that until the time when there are actual appropriations for major infrastructure projects, the Government should spend the money on more community projects, especially community facilities congruent with public needs, and community landscaping projects. When compared with the sum of $21.6 billion set aside for the West Kowloon Cultural District, the sum of $0.6 billion proposed by the Budget for use on district minor works of the 18 District Councils is indeed too meagre. It costs $100 million to build a school. If each district, on the average, only gets about $30 million, what can be done?
It is not just that appropriations for works in the districts are meagre. Even the Hong Kong Pavilion for the World Exposition in Shanghai, which is to represent Hong Kong and which is to be open to visitors from all over the world, gets only $69 million for design and construction. Is that not too little? Anyway, I am still grateful to the Chief Executive for holding a design competition immediately after listening to my views. Thus many local architects have been able to take part in this wonderful event. Here I would like to congratulate the two architects who both won the first prize. One of them is with the Architectural Services Department, which shows that the professional teams trained up by the Government are very capable. So, for the Government to persuade the talent to stay on is something very much worth considering.
I, being a member of the Antiquities Advisory Board (AAB), am particularly concerned about the preservation of historic buildings. However, on the one hand, in the policy address the Government stressed the need to revitalise historic buildings; on the other hand, the Budget made no funding proposal whatsoever for historic buildings. This makes people wonder how determined the Government is regarding preservation of historic buildings. In particular, even after the King Yin Lei incident, the Government still adopts a passive approach in dealing with matters about historic buildings. The information required for grading is prepared at a speed too slow, which renders it impossible for the AAB to speed up its work. I am worrying if the grading of the existing 1 440-odd historic buildings will take as long as next year to complete. Whilst old urban districts are to be redeveloped, what I dread most is that incidents similar to King Yin Lei might recur.
In order that there can be a suitable balance between conservation and development, it is imperative to have sound planning. So, I am strongly in favour of adding land development parameters according to outline zoning plans. In addition to having the wall effect reduced, it can also eliminate the public’s concern that developers will benefit from the exemption of premium for having floor areas of environment protection facilities excluded from the calculation. However, I disagree with the presumption in the Budget that it may lead to a reduction in revenue from the premium. If the construction of lower-density residential buildings is clearly specified as high-quality development, then the land sale will command a higher square footage price accordingly. If the market shows demands, it is also possible to develop sites at other places. The Treasury can derive revenue just the same. Yet there can be better transparency. With the buying and selling all in the open, the real values of sites can thus be reflected.
In addition to highly transparent planning, clear management of operation is also very important. Here is an example. In recent days, much has been said about a lot of public land being put to private uses. The Government should really conduct a review. With regard to certain public facilities that have been contracted out to private firms for management, is it necessary to arrange for more departmental staff to conduct inspections so as to materialise the principle stated in the Budget, namely, to ensure that our services can meet the changing needs of the community to benefit those in need?
Inflation is very rampant. Rents and food prices have gone up rapidly within a short period of time. Many Members have made mention of this. The livelihood of every sector of the community is affected. Given that the Government has a fiscal surplus of more than $100 billion, I am of the view that the Financial Secretary should consider whether or not it is possible to implement some measures to help those in need. My wish is for the Financial Secretary to say a few words on this in his reply. Can there be some immediately effective extra reliefs in addition to the reliefs proposed in the Budget?
With these remarks, and on behalf of my profession, I support the Budget.
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