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Panel on Information Technology and Broadcasting
Meeting on 11 July 2005

Updated Background Brief on
Broadcasting Services of Radio Television Hong Kong

Introduction

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 establishment® to support its major programme areas of radio, public
affairs television, school educational television (ETV) production and new media
services’ are as follows :

Year 2001-02 | 2002-03 | 2003-04 | 2004-05 | 2005-06
Annual provision | 515.1 515 496.0 462.7 428.5
(3m)
Establishment as 632 622 621 579 560
at end of each (revised | (estimate)
financial year 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.

! 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.

Council Business Division 1
Legislative Council Secretariat
8 July 2005
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Turnover at
12-year low
for racing

KenMartinus

The curtain came down on Hong
Kong's longest horse racing season
Wednesday night —with total turnover
at its lowest level in 12 years.

Despite what the Jockey Club called

**a night of funand crazy drinking"* and
for which the public, tourists and guests
of members were all admitted free, the
final meeting of the season — held at
Happy Valley for the first time in 27
years — drew a crowd of slightly more
than 20,000.

The racing season was 10 have ended
lastSundaym Sha Tin but, as one meet-
ing was abandoned due to heavy rain,
the government allowed the Jockey
Club 10 extend the season by three days.

Wednesday night's betting  of
HK$773 million took total turnover for
the season 10 HK.$62.66 billion, a drop
of 3.66 percent from last year's
HK$65.7 billion and a staggering
HK529.69 billion down on the peak
turnover of HX.$92.35 billion set in the
last year of colonial rule.

This year’s figure is only slightly
better than the HK360.14 billien
recorded for the 1992-93 scason when
racing was suspended for one month
afler several stables were hit by an
equine virus.

The reduced turnover means the
government will get HK$8.35 billion
in betting tax, which is HK$427 million
less than it got lasi year, a drop of 4.9
percent. It received HK$12 3 billion in

1996-97 even though the betting tax at
the time was lower,

However, club chief executive
Lawrence Wong chose to look at the
bright side of the scason, noting the re-
markable success of Silent Witness who
went 18 races before tasting defeat, the
international victory of Vengeance Of
Rain and the success of Cape Of Good
Hope at England’s Royal Ascot.

Wong also welcomed the recent
agreement with the government on the
modernization of the betting duty strac-
ture which, he said, will provide an op-
portunity to reverse the betting trend
and allow the club to effectively com-
pete against itlegal bookmakers.

According to a senior source, the
govemment can also look forwand toan
added bonus of close to HKS3 billion
from footbal! betting which has doubled
over the past 12 months.

1t is the money from football betting
that will enable the club to meet its

HKS$1 billion commitment to charity

this year and pay for some other infra-
structure projects in the pipeline
staff reporter@singtaonewscorp.com

S.C.hMP

RTHK poised to

pull the plug on

racing coverage

Last night’s show
from Happy Valley
may have been the
station’s farewell
Norma Connolly

RTHK is set to end live radio cover-
age of horse racing in Hong Kong
and lest night's programme may
have been the station’s last.

‘The government-funded broad-
caster said yesterday it would make
a decision within the next two
weeks whether to scrap live cover-
age from Happy Valley and Sha Tin.
Yes s meeting at Happy Val-
ley was the last of the season. ~ -

Speculation over RTHK's racing
coverage arose following criticism
of it from Chief Executive Donald
Tsang Yam-kuen.

During his election campaign,
Mr Tsang said: I don't like their
live broadcasts of horse racing
meetings. As a public broadcaster,
it should not go imo [the] enter-
tainment

RTHK pays the }ockey Club
$750,000 a year for the right 10
broadcast racing live. Commercial
Radio also broadcasts during the
same timeslot, but refused to dis--
close yesterday how much it pays.

Forever Sze Wing-yuen, head of
RTHK's corporate communica-
tions unit, said the station was con-

.sidering a number of options, in-

duding continuing the current for-
mat, broadcasting only from the
racecourse, revamping coverage o
feature results and highlights, or
scrapping the programne.

If the show ends, it leaves the ca-
reers of five broadcasters and a pro-
ducer in doubt

Racing commentator Ma Yun-
chi, who has been with the show for
14 years, said he and his colieagues
had been told 1o expect a decision
on their one-year contracts from
RTHK executives next week.

Mr Sze said the station had first
considered scrapping or amending
the format for its acing coverage as
g::‘:f cost-cutting exercises that

in 2002, He denied that Mr
Tsang's comments would influ-
ence the decision.

“As long as RTHK has editorial
independence, we will make the
decision based on our common
practices,” he said

“We don't fed pressure from
any direcdon.”

But Ma said while there had
been discussions on cutting racing
coverage in 2002, the subject had
not arisen again until afier Mr
Tsang had made his comments.
“I'm quite suspicious,” he said.

“A few years ago they discussed
the possibility of cancelling the
programme. They decided that it
was a programme listeners would
like to continue to have, so how
come they're now talking about
cancelling it next season? Is it a
matter of money or of political
pressure — that is what everyone is

“If they are bowing to political
pressure, it is bad for RTHK; they
will lose some ol their legitimacy.”

Janet Mak Laj-ching, chairwom-
an of the RTHK Programme Staff
Union, said she understood that
the station had been considering

- changing its scheduling for some

time, but it had now.become a
political issue afier Mr Tsang's
comments. She said the union's
stance was that RTHK should re-
main free from any intervention.
The show's producer, Tam
Wing-fai, said the mood among
RTHK's racing team “was not so
sad ~ they are all professionals®,
Democratic Party legislator Al-
bert Chan Wai-yip said yesterday
he did not believe ATHK should be
broadcasting racing because Com-
mercial Radio also broadcast it live.

B Harry's view - A
B Odds of return -C)
B Last night’s racing - €13
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