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Select Committee on Building Problems
of Public Housing Units

Verbatim Transcript of the Fourth Hearing
Held on Saturday, 5 May 2001, at 9:35 am
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Hon Abraham SHEK Lai-him:

Madam Chairman, | would like to ask the question on the issue of land
supply and the bunching of production. So far, we have heard a lot of the
bunching of the production based on the irregular land supply. | would like to
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ask Miss WONG whether she is aware of other problems that contribute to the
bunching and the peaking of production, for instance, like construction problems
and construction delay that created a lot of roll over effect to the subsequent
years, which is also another factor that could contribute to the bunching and
peaking of production. That'sthefirst question.

Chairman:
Madam WONG.
Dr Hon Rosanna WONG Yick-ming:

Yes, thank you very much for the question. Other than the problems that |
have mentioned about land supply, another possible reason leading onto the
problems and quality of housing, | think liein the, because of bunching and itself
that lead to the possibility of exposing some of the fundamental weakness, both
in the construction industry as well as within the Department. As | have
highlighted, actually, in the written statement the possibility of actually pushing
the construction industry up to itslimit, and bring it to an escapable confrontation
with the principal weaknesses that they have.

Now that of course include for example a primitive structure in the
construction industry, and also the labour intensive and characterized by the
multi-layer subcontracting, the problem about inadequate level of training as well
as employment stability among construction workers, lack of partnering and so
on and so forth. At that time we have a lot of discussions over the problems
associated with the construction industry. And aso it exposed the weakness
related internally within the Department. And also it exposed the weakness
about the structure within the Housing Department.

Even Mr. Philip NUNN as well as Mr. John STRICTLAND report, when
they study about Tin Chung case as well as Shatin Yuen Chau Kwok, they
already highlighted a number of inherent weaknesses in the ethos and systems of
the Housing Department, which include, which | quote a few, the over-reliance
on paper work rather than on on-site checking, narrow scope of staff
responsibility, and also approach to team work, promotion based on long service
rather than merit, etc, etc. So | think because of this bunching, it probably
would lead and expose to some of the weaknesses that they originally have.

Chairman:

Mr. SHEK.
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Hon Abraham SHEK Lai-him:

May | further, Miss WONG, were you aware of this problem, in your
paragraph 19, you talked about the construction industry problem. Were you
aware of the problems at the time during your tenure of office, especialy in
anticipation of this high production cycle that you were entering into? Have
you discussed this with the construction industry? Have they reflected back to
HA and HD the impact of this problem which you have highlighted in there?
So, were you aware of this problem first? And secondly, have you discussed
this problem with them?

Chairman:
Madam WONG.
Dr Hon Rosanna WONG Yick-ming:

The answer to your questionis"Yes'. We are aware some of the inherent
problems associated with the construction industry. And therefore in preparing
for the peak, we had on a number of occasions, | informally discussed over the
problem. Of course the assurance given to me that everybody knows that the
Housing Authority stress the importance of quality and in no way, and in no
expense, we will compromise on the quality of housing. So the answer to your
questionis"Yes', and we have discussed with the construction industry people.

Chairman:

Were any measures being taken to ensure that those weaknesses would not
compromise the quality of housing?

Dr Hon Rosanna WONG Yick-ming:

In our discussions with them, | mean, although it was only in the late 1999
we carried out a more in-depth sort of reform when we realized that the problem
is more than we expect. But before that, we have a lot of verba exchanges that
we hope the construction industry would realize that because the peak is coming
and therefore everybody need to gear up to the problems that we are facing.

Now | have to say that, athough we have not carried out a very
comprehensive reform in 1995-96 at that time, we do carry out a reform
internally, asking Coopers and Lybrand to come in to reassess, re-engineer the
processing of the Housing Department as such, but not in a comprehensive
manner within the construction industry. But we do discuss over issues, and
making sure that they will sort of monitor more closely and also to the very fact
that because the peak is coming we need to work in a team approach, and
monitor their subcontractor more carefully.
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Chairman:
Mr. SHEK, you want to follow up?
Hon Abraham SHEK Lai-him:

Yes. | don't know whether this is related to this question, but | think it
somehow is also related. Because of this construction problems which you
highlighted, because of the peaking and the anticipation of the target, you have
also looked into the reorganization of HA which happened in between 1995 to
year 2000.

Chairman:
Thisis the business process re-engineering.
Hon Abraham SHEK Lai-him:

No, not only business process re-engineering. The management
reorganization, particularly the new Development Branch then leading up to the
Development and Construction Branch over a period of, say, three years. There
have been substantive changes which lead to changing of the nature of work from
professional discipline based into a business core based, taking into consideration
of al the other factors of bunching, peaking, target. Isit wise, in your opinion,
that so much changes being introduced at the time when you were faced with so
much uncertainties? And were the staff prepared for this move?

Chairman:
Madam WONG.
Dr Hon Rosanna WONG Yick-ming:

The changes at that time was mainly based on need. For example, for the
Housing Authority, we have reorganized some of our committees. That's why
the Development Committee changed to Strategy Planning Committee. And also
we tried to sort of re-engineer a bit of work of the Housing Authority. In 1996,
we aso carried out re-engineering within the Development and Construction
Branch, by Coopers and Lybrand, as| said.

The changes at that time is mainly based on a need to, because we realize in
approaching the problem of bunching, we need to focus on making sure the
process of construction is efficient enough and also the line of accountability is
clear. And that is why we bring in the consultant, to come in and try to look at
that process. Now to answer your question, whatever we did at that time is not
purposely creating something that is not needed. All the changes that bring
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before us is based on need at that time. And then the changes is very focused.
We are talking about only on development and construction, and also carrying
out some management enhancement programme in order to facilitate that every
body isin control in the areathat they are doing.

Chairman:

Madam WONG, | think the question was, bearing in mind your previous
answer was that you knew about the weaknesses within the construction industry,
there was a lot of uncertainty on the land supply and everything, and it is
recognized there will be a bunching problem. At such time you bring in so
many changes, | think Mr. SHEK's question was, did you feel at that time that the
changes were manageable? The staff was able to cope with so many changesin
such a short period of time under such large volume of uncertain events or future
happenings?

Dr Hon Rosanna WONG Yick-ming:

Yes, that'swhy what | said earlier isthat because we see thereisaneed. |If
we do not change, | mean, there will be problems associated with it. Our
assessment at that time is that, this is within the management of the Housing
Department. We discussed with the staff. For example, on the management
enhancement programme, we have a very thorough discussion within the
Department at that time, that we need to gear up to improve the management.

The very fact that we need to look into the Construction Branch, we aso
hoping that will facilitate better coordination rather than creating problems for
that. Andthisistheintention, as| said, the intention is that because we see that
we need to prepare ourselves for the bunching. Now whether with hindsight
that would create more problems than less, | mean, that is something, of course, a
matter of judgment. But in our view, at that time, because there is a need to
gear everybody up for that purpose, so our intention is to improve on the system,
hoping to prepare ourselves better.

Chairman:

Just one point to follow up. You mentioned you discussed with staff,
specifically who do you speak to, representing the staff?

Dr Hon Rosanna WONG Yick-ming:

On the management enhancement review, we have a lot of discussions with
the staff. As far as | remember, between... let me give you some figures...
between a period of .... | think in many occasions | have discussed with the staff
about quality and exchange of views...... | can give you that figure later maybe.
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Chairman:

No, | think | was not asking for figure. | was asking for will you speak to
some staff associations, or which discipline you speak to, or we don't know.
Some more detail on what represent staff.

Dr Hon Rosanna WONG Yick-ming:
Yes, | do. |cangiveittoyou. | canhave....just hold on.
Chairman:
No, you may not have.
Hon Abraham SHEK Lai-him:
How about the structural engineer ....
Dr Hon Rosanna WONG Yick-ming:
While | am looking at this...
Chairman:

Perhaps can you come back to usiif it is not available. You can provide a
written answer to us.

Dr Hon Rosanna WONG Yick-ming:

Yes, | will. It's here... that | have at least that in a period that | have 10
occasions which | have discussed with the staff and | have detailed anaysis.

Chairman:

That would be very helpful if you could give us a paper later on setting out
the occasions you met with staff.

Dr Hon Rosanna WONG Yick-ming:

No problem. | think as far as | remember within a period | have in
different occasions discussed 10 times with different staff associations.

Chairman:

Thank you. Can you give us the paper.
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Dr Hon Rosanna WONG Yick-ming:

| can, | mean, with the consent of the Housing Department, | can submit
that information to you.

Chairman:

Thank you.
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