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Introduction 
 
1. At the meetings of the Panel on Information Technology and Broadcasting 
(the Panel) held on 19 April, 14 June 2004 and 8 April 2005, the Panel discussed 
a number of key issues relating to Radio Television Hong Kong (RTHK), 
including the proposed Broadcasting House and the feasibility of 
commercializing RTHK's productions.  Issues related to RTHK's role as a public 
service broadcaster were also raised at the Panel meeting on 18 January 2005.  
During the motion debate on "policy on broadcasting" at the Council meeting on 
18 February 2004 and special meetings of the Finance Committee (FC) to 
examine the Annual Estimates of Expenditure, Members also expressed concerns 
about the services of RTHK. 
 
2. In the wake of recent open remarks by some top government officials on 
the programming policy of RTHK and its possible competition with commercial 
broadcasters, the Panel has decided to discuss RTHK's role as a public service 
broadcaster at the forthcoming meeting on 11 July 2005.  Some newspaper 
cuttings reporting on comments by Mr Donald TSANG, currently Chief 
Executive, Mr Rafael HUI, currently Chief Secretary for Administration and Mr 
John TSANG, Secretary for Commerce, Industry and Technology are attached at 
the Appendix.  This paper highlights recent discussion by Members on RTHK's 
editorial independence, programming policy and resources allocation.   
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RTHK's role as a public service broadcaster 
 
Editorial independence 
 
3. Over the years, Members have re-affirmed the mission of a public service 
broadcaster to inform, educate and entertain the general public through a 
balanced mix of high quality programming not adequately provided by 
commercial broadcasters.  Some Members are keen to ensure that RTHK should 
uphold its editorial independence and continue to provide a platform for free and 
unfettered expression of views, instead of serving as the Government's 
mouthpiece to promote its policies.  Some other Members however have raised 
the concern that some of RTHK's current affairs and personal view programmes 
are too critical of government policies and lack a balanced perspective.   
 
4. The subject of RTHK's editorial independence was the subject of a motion 
debate at the meeting of the Provisional Legislative Council on 1 April 1998.  
Members passed the motion that "this Council endorses the editorial 
independence of Radio Television Hong Kong and the production of fair, 
balanced and objective news, public affairs and general programming by Radio 
Television Hong Kong".  During the motion debate which took place on 18 
February 2004, some Members have suggested that a comprehensive review on 
broadcasting policy, including public broadcasting service, should be conducted. 
 
5. Members are aware that the working relationship between the Policy 
Secretary (i.e. Secretary for Commerce, Industry and Technology) and the 
Director of Broadcasting, their respective responsibilities with respect to each 
other, the key programmes of activity undertaken by RTHK, as well as its aims 
and missions are set out in the "Framework Agreement between Secretary for 
Commerce, Industry and Technology and Director of Broadcasting".  The 
Agreement was first signed in 1993 and the current version of the Agreement has 
been issued to members separately vide LC Paper No. CB(1)2016/04-05(01).  
 
6. Noting that the Broadcasting Authority conducts public hearings for 
licence renewal of domestic pay and free television licensees and radio licensees, 
some members are concerned about the absence of similar requirements on 
RTHK.  To enhance public accountability, RTHK agreed to consider the 
suggestion of holding open forums for members of the public to air their views 
on its broadcasting services. 
 
Programming policy 
 
7. Some Panel members consider that RTHK, being Hong Kong's sole 
publicly funded broadcaster, may have an unfair advantage over its private-sector 
counterparts which have to strive hard for revenue to sustain their operations.  
These Panel members refer particularly to the production of popular programmes 
such as horse-racing reports and Top Ten Chinese Golden Songs Awards etc.  
They opine that while it may be acceptable for RTHK to take a pioneering role 
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and fill a market gap in the production of certain types of programmes, RTHK 
should not compete with the private sector by producing programmes which are 
already popular productions among commercial broadcasters.  Instead, they 
suggest that RTHK may spearhead the production of programmes rich in artistic 
or cultural contents and those catering to the needs of minority interest groups. 
 
8. In this regard, RTHK has advised the Panel that under its new 
programming strategy, RTHK will strengthen the output on news, current affairs 
and information programmes while continuing to produce programmes on 
life-long learning, civic education, national education, culture and arts.    
 
Resources allocation 
 
9. The annual financial provision allocated to RTHK during recent years and 
its staff establishment1 to support its major programme areas of radio, public 
affairs television, school educational television (ETV) production and new media 
services2 are as follows : 
 

Year 
 

2001-02 2002-03 2003-04 2004-05 2005-06 

Annual provision 
($m) 

 

515.1 515 496.0 462.7 428.5 

Establishment as 
at end of each 
financial year 

 

632 622 621 579 
(revised 
estimate) 

560 
(estimate)

 
10. Noting the reduction in annual financial provision over the years, some 
Panel members have expressed grave concern that RTHK may have to cope with 
the reduced allocation by lowering its programme output and quality.  A few 
members also query whether it is the Government's intention to undermine 
RTHK's independent operation through budgetary cuts.  The Panel is keen to 
ensure that the development of new services such as RTHK ON INTERNET, 
which has grown and gained popularity over the years, will not be affected as a 
result of the reduction in financial provision and that RTHK should be provided 
with the necessary financial support to maintain editorial independence and 
produce high-quality programmes.    
 
 
                                                 
1 The figures are taken from the relevant Estimates of Expenditure for RTHK and the annual provision 
includes provision for ETV service for schools which is under the policy purview of the Secretary for 
Education and Manpower. 
 
2 "New media services" mainly refers to "RTHK ON INTERNET" which provides, inter alia, 24-hour 
instant news online, live webcast of RTHK's six radio channels.  Under the services, users may also 
access RTHK productions in the past 12 months.  "New media services" has been included under 
RTHK's Annual Estimates of Expenditure as a separate programme area since 2003-04.   
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11. Addressing members' concerns, the Administration has stressed that the 
reduction in operating expenditure has been implemented service-wide due to 
fiscal deficits in the past few years.  It has also provided statistics to illustrate 
that the extent of reduction in annual provision for departments under the 
purview of the Communications and Technology Branch of the Bureau is broadly 
consistent.  The management of RTHK has informed the Panel that savings had 
been achieved by the implementation of various efficiency initiatives, not by 
compromising the quality of its services.  As to whether the level of resources 
allocated to RTHK is determined with reference to the popularity rating of its 
programmes, the Administration confirms that there is no direct linkage between 
the popularity ratings and the level of resources allocation.  The Administration 
has also reported that for revenue generation, 60 hours of selected classic 
television programmes produced by RTHK have been licensed to a successful 
bidder for production, marketing and distribution worldwide on VCD/DVD 
format. 
 
 
Follow-up by the Panel 
 
12. The Panel has previously decided to revisit issues related to RTHK's 
broadcasting services in July 2005.  However, the Administration has suggested 
to the Panel Chairman that discussion of the subject be deferred to 
October/November 2005 pending the Administration's review of its public works 
programme which may shed light on the way forward for the proposed 
Broadcasting House.  At the meeting held on 13 June 2005, members noted and 
agreed to the Administration's suggestion.   
 
13. In view of the recent comments by top government officials on the role of 
RTHK and at the suggestion of Hon Emily LAU, the Panel Chairman agreed that 
the Panel should discuss the matter at the meeting on 11 July 2005.  Senior 
officials from the Bureau and RTHK, as well as staff representatives of RTHK 
have been invited to attend the meeting to exchange views with members.    
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