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The Financial Secretary (“FS”) said that the Government should show its commitments to the community during exceptional times.  However, this Budget doesn’t give much help to the people.  The tax relief measures announced last month is even less than last year’s $25,000: only people earning more than $900,000 p.a. will get the full $6,000 tax reduction, whilst wage earners earning around $200,000 p.a. will only receive a few hundred dollars.  This is not what the Government advocated as “exceptional policies for exceptional times” at all.  What does the so-called enduring and overcoming hardship together really mean?
One main point of the Budget is to preserve jobs.  I think the FS is right in working in this direction, but the measures he introduced lack momentum and we are doubtful about their effectiveness.  The most criticised measure is the university graduate internship subsidisation programme.  The intention of this programme is good, but it turns out to be far from ideal when it implies that the minimum wage of graduates is $4,000 only, which drags down the wage level of the entire local market.  We from the Professionals Forum suggest the Government should cooperate with big enterprises to secure their support of the programme and call on them to pay interns more than the $2,000 required by the Government, thus refrain from really employing university graduates for $4,000.
I think the Government’s internship subsidy programme should give priority to graduates who need to complete on-the-job training before acquiring the qualification to practise, such as professionals like architects and surveyors in my sector.  Since many companies are getting less projects in the wake of the financial tsunami and they will not employ interns in this stringent time, the Government must give special assistance to help these graduates complete their professional training, so that we shall not waste the resources that we invested on their university education over the years and avoid a shortage of trained professionals to work on a large number of works projects in future, thus delaying progress and bringing about great financial losses.
Therefore, I think the Government should create openings for internship in departments, whilst stipulating conditions that require the employment of a certain number of interns in works tender contracts, and employing graduates in professional subjects with the normal wage level, so as to give them opportunities to receive on-the-job training in government departments or consultant firms, and to complete their professional training.  By doing so, they will be able to work in the professional fields in future and this will end the problem of the misallocation of talents.
In fact, enterprises are in decline because of the global economy, leading to an increase in the number of unemployed people.  The Government must have reasonable measures to help people form different strata.  I think the Government should call upon big enterprises to take up their social responsibility and cooperate with non-governmental organisations (“NGOs”) to set up social enterprises, and create more job opportunities for the unemployed from different stations.  This can help them to help themselves in the long run, which is better than claiming Comprehensive Social Security Assistance or unemployment loans.  In particular, many NGOs are cutting their expenditure because they are receiving fewer donations from charities.  I hope the Government can help these big corporations and NGOs refrain from sacking staff.  Can we allocate interns to work in social enterprises?  This way, the provision of social services will continue and we can support the Government together.
Right now, it is very important to create more job opportunities.  The Chief Executive announced many works projects in the Policy Address, including projects of large-, medium- and small-scale, projects in rural areas and railway projects, because he thinks that this is the most practical method to alleviate the unemployment problem in the building industry.  Although the Government has earmarked $39.3 billion to fund works projects, in order to commence more of them expeditiously, it is most important to expedite the vetting and approval procedures in various departments, dispose of the rigid bureaucratic and outdated system and coordinate flexibly the different criteria amongst the departments.
I agree to the proposed creation of the Development Opportunities Office and hope that it can provide a one-stop service, complemented by the cooperation between officials and the public, thus expediting the commencement of new projects, such as the construction of private hospitals, elderly housing, day nursery, etc, to meet social needs whilst create job opportunities on different social strata.  Besides, I think many vacant sites can be used to manufacture precast units and more locally made units should be used in government projects.  This will not only lower the transportation costs and enhance the quality control, but also increase local job opportunities.
I think holding various kinds of architectural competitions is also very important.  This can not only encourage creativity, but also exhibit creatively designed buildings as large-scale works of art in different corners to educate the people about the appreciation of the local architectural culture.  Most importantly, the sector can hire more people to help holding these competitions and young architects can acquire better career prospects by their participation.
We will host the East Asian Games (“EAG”) this year, which will attract elite athletes and tourists from around the world to come here.  However, the Budget earmarked only $78 million for the EAG and the 60th anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic of China, creating 260 jobs.  I doubt very much if the Budget’s funding and manpower estimations are adequate for these large-scale occasions, so as to tally with the theme of “Green, Cultural, Dynamic Games”.  I think besides increasing manpower to remove old signboards, we should also expedite the completion of greening projects across Hong Kong, planting beautiful trees, flowers and lawns in our streets, so as to build Hong Kong into a green city that will give visitors a good impression.
I think the participation by the District Councils (“DCs”) is the key to implementing greening projects well.  However, some say that the funding allocated for the minor works projects in the 18 districts are dwindling quickly and is almost used up.  If so, should the Government reconsider how to allocate funds to give full play to the powers of the DCs in assisting in the planning and beautification of district areas and the creation of more local job opportunities?  The management and maintenance of trees are very important.  We should not only employ more landscape architects to help carry them out, but also coordinate with DCs to do a good job in maintaining trees in the 18 districts.  I know that the Secretary for the Administration is heading the implementation of this task and he must have sufficient manpower to monitor the work in relevant places in the districts.
A green city must have green buildings, and it is right to allocate $130 million to implement energy efficient projects to upgrade government buildings and public facilities.  Yet, can we complete the relevant projects in a short time by creating merely 200 posts?  I really don’t understand this: aren’t we going to create more job opportunities by promoting the green creative industries?  Renewal energy products like solar panels and wind turbines have great development potentials.  We should make use of these business opportunities to create more job opportunities.
Regarding the Budget, I appreciate most the Government’s acceptance of our suggestion to introduce the $1 billion worth “Operation Building Bright”.  Most importantly, it makes elderly owner-occupiers eligible for a full subsidy of maintenance costs subject to a ceiling of $40,000, which makes up for the inadequacy of the older scheme that would only account for half of the costs.  The elderly don’t have the money to pay for the maintenance costs, and they are also unable to afford half of the costs.  But things will be different if we give them full subsidy.  In fact, helping the elderly to improve their living conditions is a gesture of respect, and this can expedite the renewal of buildings and the beautification of the district environment.  Presently, the people are very supportive of this scheme and they are concerned if it will be expanded in similar ways to help them.  If we only implement half measures whilst leaving many problems unresolved, many new problems will emerge.
District renewal is also very important.  There are many elderly people living in older housing estates, where they need to walk up and down long and steep staircases daily.  I think we should build additional lifts and pedestrian networks at once to facilitate their passage and protect them from the elements.  The Government has already take note of this issue and I hope more resources will be given to DCs, so that they can help improve the work in public space management.
The sector and I welcome the completion of the assessment on 1 440 historic buildings by the Antiquities Advisory Board.  I think it is most important t set up a conservation fund to provide appropriate conservation for historic buildings of different grading, which is done everywhere around the world anyway.  One must invest resources to implement historic building conservation well, which is best illustrated by a recent incident.  Under the “Revitalising Historic Buildings Through Partnership Scheme”, the North Kowloon Magistracy was controversially given to a private American design college to set up a branch campus because it can fully pay for the revitalisation and operation costs without needing any Government subsidy.  If we had had a historic building conservation fund to account for operation costs, that college might not have been selected.
More and more people in society are caring about historic building conservation, hoping to encourage youngsters to establish a healthy living culture by promoting art and culture.  By doing so, they will no longer indulge only in playing video games, surfing the Internet, singing karaoke or even taking drugs.  An appropriate education policy is an important element in the cultivation of a positive living attitude and I particularly care about the development of the creative industries.  Therefore, the “Hong Kong & Shenzhen Bi-City Biennale of Urbanism /Architecture” is a event that is worth supporting.  People can learn about architecture and planning with their children, and visit a historic site which is not easily accessible.  This is the best kind of creative education and I hope the Government will continue to support such educational events.
In the globalised world nowadays, education and scientific research are very important.  When the motion “Comprehensively reviewing the role and functions of the University Grants Committee” I moved was passed in the previous council meeting, everyone hoped very much that the Government will made huge investment into education, whilst developing Hong Kong into an education hub in accordance with appropriate policies.  It is most important that the allocation of research funding must meet the needs of the overall sustainable development of Hong Kong.  A member of the sector told me that Singapore’s Ministry of National Development has already earmarked S$50 million (about HK$250 million) over the next 5 years to set up a research fund.  Significantly, this fund is to be used solely on building-related applied research and development projects.  The FS is a graduate of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (“MIT”), he should understand how significant are MIT’s contributions to building research.  Architecture can raise people’s quality of life and make Singapore into a distinctive global city, and I wish Hong Kong will do the same.
The Hong Kong Government should also increase the applied research funding for green building, so as to increase job opportunities on the research level.  I hope we will continue to provide places for master studies and research projects in planning and landscape architecture, and invest resources to make use of research findings, so as to help raise Hong Kong’s competitiveness.
As for the Government’s proposal to develop electrical cars, I really wish to make some contributions.  I have already set aside some money to buy the electrical car designed in Hong Kong, yet I cannot buy one.  I wish to ask the FS this: when and where can we buy this locally produced vehicle in response to the Government’s call to work together to boost up our economy?
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