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President and Honourable Members, I am going to focus on the latest progress of our social and livelihood policies.

The minimum wage formally came into force on 1 May, marking a significant milestone in the social progress of Hong Kong.  Here, I would like to express my thanks in person to all Honourable Members for the immense support they rendered to us during the scrutiny of the relevant legislation, the formulation of the minimum wage level and the eventual implementation of the minimum wage.  In the sprit of seeking common grounds, tolerating differences and mutual accommodation, everybody has sought to achieve this major social reform.

In the 2007 Policy Address, I set down the strategy of legislating for a minimum wage level.  On issues ranging from underlying beliefs to wage levels and details of implementation, employees and employers both held divergent views, and the interests they upheld were also different.  That we have got where we are today is no easy task.  The course of implementing the minimum wage is bound to be marked by various disputes and different kinds of problems that demand our joint efforts to identify solutions.  The Government, the business sector and the community must seek to resolve all such conflicts from the perspective of society’s overall interests.  However, I am confident that with the full-scale implementation of the minimum wage system, the wage levels of grass-roots workers will certainly see increases.  Hong Kong workers will surely benefit from it.

Working poverty and the wealth gap have been our conspicuous social conflicts in recent years.  This is a key area.  This is also the focus of my governance.  The minimum wage and the new transport support scheme are implemented precisely to cope with these problems.

Following the Financial Secretary’s announcement of the Budget this year, some political parties and Members reopened discussions on universal retirement protection, criticising the Budget for failing to tackle this issue and using this as one of the justifications for voting down the Budget this year.

Many Members now present in the Chamber have been involved in the controversies surrounding retirement protection schemes over the past 20 years.  The Mandatory Provident Fund (MPF) System was the social consensus that resulted from the opposition of mainstream public opinions to the Government’s proposal on forming an old age pension scheme years ago.  The various universal retirement protection schemes currently proposed by people in society share two common key elements with the old age pension scheme proposed years ago: first, all people will be entitled regardless of their payments; second, the pay-as-you-go principle is adopted, so the current generation of working adults will support the previous generation. These two elements were precisely the focus of disputes at that time, and no consensus could be reached.  It was against this background that the present MPF System emerged.

We are concerned about the problem of population ageing, and we realise that this problem will seriously affect the sustainability of a universal retirement protection system.  The proportion of young people capable of supporting retirees will get smaller and smaller as time goes by, but the expenses on universal retirement protection will turn bigger and bigger.  Under such a circumstance, in order to avert the bankruptcy of the system, the Government will inevitably have to increase taxes for the purpose of making greater commitment.  And, it must inevitably enact legislation on forcing both employees and employers to bear a greater burden of scheme contributions.  I think it is unrealistic to ask society to forge a consensus overnight on taking forward such a significant and far-reaching social reform.

Rather than wasting time on any fruitless arguments, we should really do something concrete and enhance the existing protection system.  Doing so is far more constructive than opening another fiercer and more divisive social policy debate.  At present, the Government is co-operating closely with the Mandatory Provident Fund Schemes Authority to review and enhance the various arrangements under the MPF System.  We will also continue to make efforts in the area of elderly welfare.

Having worked in the Government for so many years, I realise that it is not so easy to strike a proper balance in respect of livelihood policies.  Some think that the provision of too many welfare benefits will alter the core value of hard struggle upheld by Hong Kong people.  Others, however, maintain that when the wealth gap widens, the Government must proactively seek to redistribute wealth.

As a matter of fact, over the past few years, the Government has been investing huge resources to improve people’s livelihood.  Since the establishment of the third SAR Government in 2007, the expenditure on education, healthcare and social welfare has increased by 30%, from $122.3 billion to nearly $160 billion as proposed in the Budget this year.  This rate of increase far exceeds the rate of our GDP growth in the same period.  The current Government is able to maintain this trend of expenditure only because our economy is prosperous and public finances are in good shape.

However, we must not take prosperity for granted.  Members surely have not forgotten the hardship in the prolonged periods after the Asian financial turmoil.  We were fortunate that we had sufficient fiscal reserves to help Hong Kong survive this period of economic sluggishness.  Government officials are duty-bound to meticulously study and thoroughly examine any measures that may involve increases in the Government’s recurrent expenditure, so as to avoid any adverse impacts on our future.

As for the property market, it must be pointed out that short-term speculative activities have already subsided over the past six months, but the prices of private residential properties have still continued to rise, and the prices of flats in some housing estates have even exceeded the peak levels in 1997.  The Government’s policy objective is to maintain the healthy and stable development of the property market, so that people can all live and work in contentment.  We will ensure an adequate supply of land.  As for the land sale policy, we will take proactive and active steps to put up more land lots for sale.  Faced with the possible risks of a property bubble brought about by the cash flood and super-low interest rates, we will remain vigilant every single second and closely monitor all market changes.  Whenever necessary, we will not hesitate to take further actions to maintain our economic and financial stability.

I understand that one reason for people’s grievances about life is that high property prices have deprived many people (especially the middle classes) of any hope of acquiring their homes.  Difficulties in property purchase are a vexing problem to many Hong Kong people.  By announcing the implementation of the My Home Purchase Plan (MHPP) and a whole series of property-related measures last year, I actually intended to adopt a more integrated approach to stabilise the property market and assist people in acquiring their homes.  I note that many people in society are still requesting the Government to make more efforts in land supply, public housing construction and subsidised home purchase.  I will continue to listen to the opinions of all sectors with an open mind.

In the past one year, I had the opportunities of visiting Beijing, Shanghai and Singapore.  I was able to see for myself the rapid developments in these places and how the completion of one construction project after another had transformed the cityscapes of these places.  But when I look at Hong Kong’s infrastructure projects and realise how they have been delayed unnecessarily, I begin to worry about its ability to sustain its competitiveness.

I note that there are views in society that some political parties and politicians have, in the name of environmental protection or conservation, resorted to legal procedures or other means to frustrate some large-scale infrastructure projects which are about to commence shortly, so as to achieve their ulterior political motives, even at the expense of Hong Kong’s overall and long-term interests.

Some people simply wonder what those political parties or politicians who seek to frustrate infrastructure projects are up to ― whether they are really in pursuit of environmental protection and conservation, or whether their intention is just to say no to economic progress, to say no to the creation of additional employment opportunities, or to say no to Hong Kong’s further integration with the Mainland.  Such views really merit calm and objective analysis.  But I do not intend to discuss them here.  Members of the public will have their own judgments.  What I want to emphasise is that the SAR Government will abide strictly by the rule of law.  We will definitely deal with the challenges posed by judicial review through legal channels.  However, I strongly believe that boosting economic progress and creating employment opportunities through infrastructure projects, promoting Hong Kong’s further economic integration with the Mainland, and paying heed to the needs for environmental and cultural conservation are all conducive to people’s well-being.

Anyway, Hong Kong’s success in turning itself into a world city and the contentment of its people in work and life are mainly attributable to our pragmatic attitude towards running and constructing Hong Kong. Pragmatism emphasises the striking of a balance.  It stresses paying equal attention to all social strata and the promotion of pluralism and tolerance.  Such a pragmatic spirit is one of Hong Kong’s core values.

Members of the public have grown tired of all the endless political struggles and demagogical slogans.  What we need today is a greater number of people who are willing to make more concrete efforts to build Hong Kong.

Thank you
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