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OFFICIAL RECORD OF PROCEEDINGS

2008 F 4 B 17 HEHIY
Thursday, 17 April 2008
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The Council continued to meet at Nine o'clock
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R&Z /R EFEDR4E > LD.S.M., J.P.
THE HONOURABLE AMBROSE LEE SIU-KWONG, I.D.S.M., J.P.
SECRETARY FOR SECURITY
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THE HONOURABLE MRS CARRIE LAM CHENG YUET-NGOR, J.P.
SECRETARY FOR DEVELOPMENT
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BILLS
HEE_E

Second Reading of Bills

RBIEE _BREA

Resumption of Second Reading Debate on Bills

ERAGHEEEER (2008 ERA GO ERE ) ET FERW -

(2008 FHMIEHESRE )
APPROPRIATION BILL 2008

REFHAEN 2008 F 2 B 27 HEBMRHAEE_EBEE
Resumption of debate on Second Reading which was moved on 27 February
2008
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In his address, the Financial Secretary rightly emphasized the need to
enhance further Hong Kong's status as Asia's World City and to "maintain and
promote Hong Kong's role as an international cosmopolitan city."

On this issue, there is a real cause for concern in the face of strong
competition from other cities and our deteriorating air quality. If we are indeed
to sustain this role, let alone enhance it, we need to be prepared to ask ourselves
some tough questions and put in place some robust measures to respond to them.
Due to time limitations, I will give just two examples.

Firstly, given that English is one of the two official languages in Hong
Kong, why are standards — both spoken and written — declining steadily,
including, I am afraid, those within the Civil Service? It is not good enough to
refer glibly to continuing heavy investment in education, this problem needs to
be addressed comprehensively and through a variety of approaches. I suggest
we need to: re-examine our policy on mother tongue teaching; re-focus and
improve teacher training; stop treating English speaking schools as elitist and
encourage adequate provision of affordable English language school places;
ensure that courses in our universities which are supposed to be taught in English
are indeed taught in English; and, last but not least, through stronger emphasis
on literature and the arts, cultivate in our students an appreciation of English
language culture in all its many manifestations — North American, British,
Indian, and Australasian, and so on.

There is no room for misplaced political correctness. English is not an
outdated legacy of former colonial rule, it is the world's foremost international
language which millions of our fellow countrymen and women on the Mainland
are learning energetically. If we are not careful, we will find ourselves not only
slipping further and further behind a major economic rival Singapore, but also
losing out to the rapidly rising English language competence in Shanghai and
Beijing.

Secondly, although we constantly flatter ourselves that Hong Kong is a
cosmopolitan city, can we honestly say that ours is a genuinely fair and inclusive
society? Just look at the way we treat our low income ethnic minority citizens.
This group is in danger of becoming more and more socially marginalized. The
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Budget speech devoted just two paragraphs out of two hundred to the needs of
this significant sector of our community, which is frankly not good enough.
The Government must stop ducking and weaving, and committing itself
wholeheartedly to robust and effective legislation to outlaw racial discrimination.

It is an excellent opportunity to do so in the draft Race Discrimination Bill
that is currently under scrutiny in this legislature. I hope that the Government
will rise to this challenge.
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MR ABRAHAM SHEK: Madam President, this is the first Budget of Mr John
TSANG as the Financial Secretary. Madam President, this is probably the last
Budget debate that you are here. In this Chamber, there is no Member who has
spent more hours listening to all these debates than you yourself. On behalf of
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all members of The Alliance, I would like to extend our appreciation, because
you really represent the spirit of this Council.

Madam President, thanks to last year's robust stock market and increased
land revenue, our fiscal surplus reached a record high of $115 billon, while the
unemployment rate struck a record low of 3.3%. Under such pleasant
circumstances, everyone had wished that Mr John TSANG, our Financial
Secretary, would wield a magic wand to grant just about everyone's wishes as if
he were Father Christmas or Wong Tai Sin. Mr Financial Secretary, your
Budget not only shows care for the people, but also more importantly
demonstrates your principles of management of public finance: Commitment to
society, sustainability and pragmatism, which manifest your vision for your term
of office. I sincerely hope that you will adhere to these principles when
formulating fiscal policies in your future Budgets, as persistence bears fruit.

The majority of Members, if not all, in this Council have remarked
positively on this Budget, for it responds to the calls to return wealth to the
socially disadvantaged. The Financial Secretary has also created a spell of
laudable moments among the public for your generous give-away to the people.
A $40 billion one-time sweetener includes a one-off grant of $3,000 to each Old
Age Allowance recipient, one additional month of standard rate CSSA payments
for CSSA recipients and one additional month of allowance for recipients of
Disability Allowance, waiving rates for 2008-2009, a one-off injection of $6,000
into the MPF accounts of those earning below $10,000 a month, and even a
subsidy of $1,800 to each domestic electricity account. If anyone finds
anything to complain about these measures, he or she probably has a wish
unfulfilled. My advice to them is keep praying.

Notwithstanding, it is impossible to cater to everybody's needs, even with
this colossal sum of reserves. The middle class want more tax allowance; the
poor, a general increase in CSSA payments; the elderly, a general increase in
Old Age Allowance and medical subsidies. It is wishful thinking that everyone
can benefit equally by adopting a so-called "equal" approach: that is, spending an
equal amount of money on each social stratum. The spending power to the poor
of $1 differs from that of the same sum to the middle class. What "equality" we
strive for should instead be defined in terms of the well-being of the whole of
society. This is also what the Financial Secretary should defend. Hopefully,
this Budget strikes a balance which accommodates the needs of different
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stakeholders. In response to the vociferous calls from the socially
disadvantaged to rectify the Government's negligence, the Financial Secretary
has introduced a number of additional measures for them. I am also glad to
hear that the Financial Secretary has pledged to adjust the CSSA payment rates in
accordance with the existing mechanism ahead of the normal schedule this year.
These moves show that the Financial Secretary has not turned a deaf ear to the
poor.

Madam President, if anything should be picked on in this Budget, I would
say it is probably the lack of long-term policies to help the underprivileged and
the elderly. Measures in favour of the middle class, who contribute a large
portion under the current tax system, are also insufficient. But, as the Financial
Secretary has a set of clear principles in mind for using the money, he will not
spend it haphazardly. Rather, he has seriously considered each penny to be
spent, so that this spending will not take its toll on our economy. Mr Financial
Secretary, perhaps you will do something more in future and in your coming
Budgets regarding these issues. 1 am sure you will look into these matters.

As a Council Member representing the construction and real estate sector,
I appreciate that the Administration has streamlined the procedures of small-scale
works projects via the implementation of the Minor Works Control System, and
that it has increased the financial ceiling for Category D items in the capital
works projects (CWPs) from $15 million to $21 million to cater for inflation, and
from $21 million to $30 million to enhance capital works expenditure to a certain
extent. I am also gratified to hear that the unemployment rate of construction
workers has dropped significantly from a record high of yesteryears of 19% to
the present 6%. Despite such progress, it is quite disappointing that the
Administration has again failed to spend the $29 billion earmarked for CWPs.
We must address the issue of how and why we cannot spend this targeted
amount. The lead time of these CWPs was wasted in one way or another due to
bureaucratic red tape. 1 strongly request the Administration to remove such
hindrances. I further urge the Administration to expedite the 10 mega projects
as announced by the Chief Executive in his policy address last year. Making
headway on one or more of these grand projects will surely help boost the
infrastructure spending to achieve the pledged amount.

When it comes to land, I understand the justifications given by the
Financial Secretary for not changing the current practice of the Application List



TLEE — 2008 F 4817 H
232 LEGISLATIVE COUNCIL — 17 April 2008

System. Still, I urge the Financial Secretary to keep watching the land supply
and market trend, and make necessary adjustments in due course, just as he has
recently allocated 10 sites for hotels in the 2008-2009 Application List to cater
for the trend of an increasing demand for hotel facilities. Furthermore, I urge
the Administration to seriously review the pre-construction procedures,
particularly in land matters, so as to eradicate bureaucracy and create an
environment to encourage development. I welcome the Administration's move
to address these concerns by reviewing the outline zoning plans of several
districts to state the relevant development parameters, such as building height,
permitted floor area and ventilation for each site on the Application List. I hope
the Government will consult the real estate industry and the public on each of
these sites to avoid leaning towards either side, to strike a balance between
development and environmental conservation.

Madam President, it is said that pride comes before a fall, and the recent
volatility of the stock market shows the truth of this proverb. Another concern
is the recent skyrocketing prices of food which has put many low-income earners
in a tight spot. In the meantime, the Hong Kong dollar has been depreciating,
while the value of the RMB is going up and up. It is foreseeable that the
pressure of inflation in Hong Kong will be an increasing challenge to our society.
Despite the favourable economic growth we are enjoying, the social challenges
are equally pressing and in need of creative remedies. Otherwise, the very
foundation of society's harmony would be shaken. The Financial Secretary
ought to be aware of these changes, and promptly respond to circumstances as
necessary.

Madam President, with these words, I support the resumption of the
Second Reading debate on the Bill.
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Adjourned accordingly at five minutes to One o'clock.



