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From the Budget this year, I can see and understand that the Financial Secretary (FS) has heeded a lot of public opinions, highlighted the problems that society is facing and responded to some of the problems.  Although the specific direction is correct, is the vigour of initiatives adequate?  I have heard quite a lot of views holding that the FS should dial up the vigour in order to achieve the goal of building a caring society.
In fact, in the Budget, the forecast of a fiscal deficit has seen a major correction and there is even a fiscal surplus.  Hong Kong has a huge fiscal reserve.  In that case, should the Government not carry out a review, so that more public funds can be allocated from the reserves to ease the various problems confronting society, including those relating to employment, education, health care, welfare and housing?  Certainly, the most important thing is to meet the housing need of the public.  Only in this way can a caring society be really fostered.
At present, the public are most concerned about the issue of housing supply.  Even professionals are saying that they are unable to buy properties, so what can ordinary members of the public do?  The Hong Kong Institute of Surveyors (HKIS) believes that the specification in the Budget of a site in Yuen Long for private residential purpose be sold by open tender can meet the need of society for small and medium-sized flats, and the HKIS proposes that the Government allocate more sites for similar purposes to revitalise the Home Ownership Scheme (HOS) secondary market, such that members of the public can acquire their first homes.  I think the direction of increasing housing supply is certainly correct, but the most important thing is to maintain a steady supply and of course, the Government also understands the need to avoid a repeat of the "85 000-flat" policy.  However, I also wish to make it clear here that I agree very much with the concept espoused by the former Chief Executive (CE), Mr TUNG Chee-hwa, that 70% of the people of Hong Kong should be facilitated in owning their homes.  Only in this way can the housing need of the public, which is the most important one amongst the needs of clothing, food, housing and transport, be resolved, so that the public can have a cosy home and satisfactory jobs, thus building a truly caring society.
For this reason, I have often requested the Government to carry out a comprehensive survey to study and analyse the present housing supply and the demand for various types of housing, then target the actual needs of various districts by building a suitable quantity of flats.  In particular, the supply of public housing should be increased instead of launching blindly small and medium luxury flats on the private market.  I believe that so long as a balance can be struck between demand and supply in housing, property prices would not be pushed higher and higher by speculation, and the present situation of people not being able to acquire their first homes would not arise.
The present situation of demand outstripping supply is due to the inadequate supply of land.  For this reason, I support the Budget proposal of putting several designated sites in the urban area on the Application List for auction or tender in the next two years in appropriate circumstances if their auction is not triggered, so as to solve the problem of a long-standing imbalance in land supply.  My sector welcomes this dual-track system in land disposal arrangement and it shows that the FS has responded to the views put forward by us.  My sector also proposes that the Government should make optimal use of sites in the urban area by putting them up for auction, so as to maximise their value.
As regards the proposal to raise the stamp duty of luxury properties worth over $20 million, the HKIS believes that it can increase the revenue of the coffers but it will have little effect on the property market.  Quite the reverse, I think that the most important thing is the condition that buyers cannot postpone the payment of duty, so as to increase their capital cost and to reduce the heat of speculative activities.  In the long term, the authorities should formulate a corresponding policy to maintain the stabilisation of property prices.
Although I agree with the proposal in the Budget that the Government should open discussions with the MTR Corporation Limited and the Urban Renewal Authority (URA) on ways to increase the supply of small and medium flats, I wish to stress that if the increase is in the number of small and medium flats costing over $10 million, this would not help property buyers, particularly young people aspiring to buying their first homes.  The most important thing is that the supply of flats at reasonable prices affordable to the public.
Apart from housing construction, building repairs and maintenance is also very important.  Paragraph 119 of the Budget mentions the "Operation Building Bright" and the Hong Kong Institute of Architects supports it.  It is conducive to alleviating the problem of ageing buildings in old districts in Hong Kong.  In addition, the Institute also hopes that the Government will continue to launch small- and medium-scale works ― the small-scale works we are talking about have a construction cost of about $18 million and the medium-scale works have a construction cost of about $180 million ― for this will allow construction companies and contractors of varying scales to participate in them and inject more new blood into the industry, thus improving the room of survival for small and medium companies after the economic recession in 2008.
Apart from agreeing with the additional allocation of $500 million in the Budget to assist owners of old buildings without the organisation power or without owners' corporations to carry out repairs and maintenance on their buildings, the HKIS also hopes that a scheme of mandatory inspection of windows and buildings can be introduced to solve the problem of old buildings in disrepair in the long term.  It also proposes that a special fund be set up by the Government to provide financial assistance to qualified owners in engaging professional surveyors and property management services.
Since the tragedy of building collapse on Ma Tau Wai Road, the concern of the public about building safety has been raised.  For this reason, the LegCo immediately set up a subcommittee on building safety and related issues in the hope that an in-depth review of the views of various parties on strengthening building safety can be conducted, so as to formulate appropriate policies to protect public safety.
To ensure building safety, apart from stepping up repairs and maintenance, it is also necessary to improve the environment through the URA.  Although a lot of people agreed with the prompt redevelopment of Ma Tau Wai Road announced by the URA, I also hope that it can really adopt a "people-oriented" approach in calculating the compensations for property acquisition.  In fact, the URA should factor the development potential of the site into the calculation of compensation for acquisition.  Only then can owners and tenants be offered fair and reasonable compensation.  I believe the role of the URA is to assist in redevelopment, particularly in projects in which no property developer is interested, rather than making a windfall through redevelopment and sacrificing the interests of ordinary members of the public.
In the process of urban redevelopment, it is more difficult to require elderly people to adapt to the environment of another community.  In particular, singletons or elderly people whose family members have no time to take care of them are affected the most.  For this reason, in the entire Budget, what I appreciate the most is that the Government has finally agreed to provide home care services to people in need, including the need of elderly people in this regard.  However, I think that the Government should formulate a long-term housing policy for the elderly to fully realise the concept of ageing in the community.  Apart from the serviced housing for the elderly scheme currently provided by the Hong Kong Housing Society, the Government should provide more incentives to encourage public and private organisations to build more diversified housing for the elderly, to tie in with the home care services in various districts, so that elderly people can live comfortably in their own cosy homes.
Apart from the renewal of old districts, it is sometimes also necessary for urban redevelopment to tie in with the need of infrastructure development, so my sector and I support very much the concept of using infrastructure to promote development and hope that the $49.6 billion expenditure on infrastructure can be used appropriately.  To parcel out the projects can bring in positive competition and in this way cost-effectiveness can be achieved and the participation of more companies enabled, hence increasing the employment opportunities in the construction industry.  A sum of $100 million has also been set aside in the Budget to step up the training provided by the Construction Industry Council (CIC).  In this regard, I think the most important point is that in fact, the whole industry has already allocated a lot of funds to the CIC for this purpose.  In view of this, if the efforts are further stepped up now and since $100 million has been set aside for it, I really wish to see how the CIC will train young people and what results it will achieve.
The Budget also proposes the implementation of Phase 3 of the Science Park to provide about 5 000 R&D and construction posts and in principle, I strongly support this.  However, I reiterate that I hope that the Government can continue to hold architectural competitions under such a huge programme.  I also understand that often the Government will take on board our views and organise a lot of design competitions.  However, the problem is that many design competitions only offer a small amount of award in exchange for other people's designs.  Moreover, the winning designer is not allowed to be the architect.  I believe this approach is most unsatisfactory.  For this reason, I hope that a real architectural design competition will allow the winning architect to become the actual person responsible for the relevant project.  This alone is the reasonable approach, instead of placing their design concept under the charge of other people.
In order to narrow the digital divide, the Budget earmarked a provision of $500 million to provide needy students with a subsidy for Internet access charges and to provide inexpensive Internet services and computer hardware complementary services to low-income families in need through a non-profit-making organisation with tripartite collaboration amongst the community, the business sector and the Government.  I cannot understand why it has to be made so complicated instead of directly providing free Wi-Fi service in all public housing estates in Hong Kong.  Is this not even more practical?  The most important point is that there is no need to waste manpower to carry out vetting and implement all the application formalities, whereas public housing tenants will all be able to enjoy free Internet access, so that the problem of inter-generational poverty caused by the digital divide can be alleviated.  Can this narrow the wealth gap?
In fact, several years ago, the Singaporean Government already began to provide free Internet service to the public and there are as many as 7 500 connections, whilst in Hong Kong there are now only 380 connections located in public facilities and 150 connection points within the precincts of public housing estates.  Moreover, there are time constraints as they can be used only for 30 minutes in each session between 6 am and 11 pm and only 13 people are allowed access at the same time.  Can this truly provide technological services to the public?
Lastly, I wish to talk about the caring culture in the business community mentioned in paragraph 171 towards the end of the Budget.  Has this paragraph implicitly disclosed the true mind of the FS?  That is, he knows what problems are confronting society, only that he has no counter-measure, so he can only hope that the business sector will fulfil its society responsibility by promoting a caring culture in the business community in a capitalist society, in the hope that even as the business sector makes money, it can also repay society.  I hope to hear the FS talk about his personal views and what he hopes the business sector would do to build a caring society together.
PAGE  
1 / 3

