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Measuring poverty

Purpose

This paper provides background information and summarizes the
discussions at meetings of the Council and its committees on measuring
poverty.

Background

2. Currently, there is neither an official definition of poverty nor a
poverty line in Hong Kong. According to the Administration, the concept
of poverty is open to different interpretations. Some non-governmental
organizations ("NGOs") define poverty in relative terms, setting the
poverty line at, say, half of the median wage, or half of the median
household income, or some other similar benchmarks. Other NGOs
define poverty in terms of income distribution, but such analyses have not
taken account of intangible income derived from Government spending on
housing, health and education, etc.

3. The former Commission on Poverty ("CoP") had discussed different
methods for measuring poverty. While there were divergent views on the
need to draw a line different from the current Comprehensive Social
Security Assistance ("CSSA") level, there was a general consensus that
poverty should not be defined rigidly as one fixed figure or line based on
income. Rather, it would be more important to identify and address the
different needs of different groups. As a result, a set of 24
multi-dimensional indicators is used to analyze the poverty situation in
different age groups and support the formulation and evaluation of policies
to assist the needy. Of these 24 poverty indicators, 18 are life—cycle based
and six are community based.



Past discussions by Members

Monitoring poverty

4, In the course of deliberation of the Subcommittee to Study the
Subject of Combating Poverty ("SCSSCP")! on the subject of working
poverty, it studied the concept of poverty and definition of the working
poor in Hong Kong. While noting that different economies had adopted
different benchmarks or definitions for measuring poverty, SCSSCP
generally agreed that the working poor referred to those who worked but
their income could barely meet the basic expenses of their families.
SCSSCP considered that those households with a monthly income below
50% of the median income of households of the same size and with at least
one family member working were working-poor households.

5. Some members of SCSSCP pointed out that the set of poverty
indicators did not tell the size of people living in poverty, and where these
people were. They took the view that CoP should define its target groups,
"poverty™ or low-income level since a definition of poverty would provide
benchmarks for evaluating the effectiveness of anti-poverty measures.

6. The Administration explained that as people had different
understanding on poverty, a comprehensive set of 24 poverty indicators
was developed to assist the community to understand the progress made in
addressing the needs of different target groups. These indicators would
also enable tracking of the poverty situation over time, and provide
reference for future policy formulation.

7. Some members of the Subcommittee on Poverty? considered that
concrete targets for each of the 24 poverty indicators should be set. They
considered that the Administration should set specific targets for alleviating
poverty and assessing the effectiveness of the poverty alleviation measures.
Some members of the Subcommittee on Poverty and Subcommittee on
Poverty Alleviation ("SCPA")* queried the usefulness and effectiveness of
the 24 poverty indicators. In their view, the indicators should be updated

1 sSCSSCP was formed in November 2004 under the House Committee ("HC") of the Third
Legislative Council ("LegCo") to study the subject of combating poverty.

2 The Subcommittee on Poverty was formed in October 2012 under HC of the current Fifth LegCo to
study relevant policies and measures to ease the disparity between the rich and the poor and alleviate
poverty, follow up the work of the Government's Commission on Poverty and make timely
recommendations.

®  The Panel on Welfare Services ("WS Panel") of the Fourth LegCo appointed SCPA in January 2009
to study policies and measures relating to poverty alleviation.



more frequently to enable better understanding of the magnitude of the
poverty situation and the formulation of immediate relief measures. Some
members of SCPA also suggested that the performance of all the indicators
should be updated by district in order to monitor the performance of
indicators in different districts and facilitate the formulation of policies and
measures to meet the specific needs of different disadvantaged groups in
the less well-off districts.

8. The Administration was of the view that as many external factors
such as economic conditions and changes in the demographic structure
would have a bearing on the poverty situation, it was very difficult to set
any target to reduce poverty. As for updating the indicators by districts,
the Administration explained that the 24 poverty indicators were compiled
mainly based on the data collected in the General Household Survey
("GHS") conducted by the Census and Statistics Department and the
samples for GHS were selected according to a scientifically designed
sampling method. It was therefore not advisable to subjectively
over-sample specific target groups or specified districts as this would affect
the representativeness of the survey results.

9. Some members of the WS Panel expressed grave concern that in the
absence of a poverty line, the Administration did not have specific targets
for improving the poverty situation. The Administration advised that the
former CoP had deliberated and considered that persons aged 0-59 and
poor elders living in households with income below the average CSSA
payments were those living in poverty. The 24 indicators of poverty
provided objective reference for all relevant bureaux and departments in
formulating and evaluating policies to assist the needy.

Defining poverty and drawing up a poverty line

10. At the meeting of the WS Panel on 9 November 2009, members
considered that the Government should make reference to the definition of
poverty adopted universally and draw up a definition of poverty to measure
the poverty situation. The Government should also set a target for
tackling poverty instead of adopting a set of 24 poverty indicators, which,
in their view, merely reflected the poverty situation from different
perspectives. Some members cast doubt on the effectiveness of adopting
CSSA payment as a benchmark to determine who was living in poverty.

11.  When the Panel on Constitutional Affairs was briefed on the Third
Report of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region under the
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights at its
meeting on 20 December 2010, members noted with concern that the



number of the working poor had exceeded 1.2 million. They considered
that the Administration should set a poverty line and formulate policies to
alleviate the poverty problem.

12. When the Subcommittee on Poverty was briefed on the work of the
Preparatory Task Force on the Commission on Poverty and the key areas of
work of the new CoP at its meeting on 5 November 2012, members noted
that a poverty line would be drawn up for gauging the poverty situation and
assessing the effectiveness of poverty alleviation policies. Meanwhile, the
Administration had continued to monitor Hong Kong's poverty situation
using the set of 24 poverty indicators. Members called on the
Administration to solicit views from different strata of society in drawing
up the poverty line.

13. At its meeting on 14 November 2012, the Council passed a motion
on alleviating poverty, under which the Government was urged to, among
other things, expeditiously establish a poverty line, so that the Government
and the society might compile statistics on the number of people in poverty
and assess the effectiveness of poverty alleviation measures by means of
objective and open criteria, and set up an evaluation mechanism to examine
the possible impact of all policies and measures of the Government on the
disparity between the rich and the poor before their introduction.

Latest development
14.  The Subcommittee on Poverty will receive public views on poverty
line at its meeting on 11 December 2012.

Relevant papers

15. A list of relevant papers on the Legislative Council website is in the
Appendix.

Council Business Division 2
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Appendix

Relevant papers on measuring poverty

Committee Date of meeting Paper

Subcommittee to 14 January 2005 | Agenda
Study the Subject of | (Item 1I) Minutes
Combating Poverty

Subcommittee to 23 February 2005 | Agenda
Study the Subject of | (Item 1) Minutes
Combating Poverty

Subcommittee to 23 June 2005 Agenda
Study the Subject of | (Items 11 & IV) Minutes

Combating Poverty

Subcommittee on
Poverty Alleviation of
the Panel on Welfare
Services

Report of the Subcommittee to
the House Committee
(LC Paper No. CB(2)1760/09-10)

Panel on Welfare 9 November 2009 | Agenda

Services (Item VI) Minutes

Panel on 20 December Agenda

Constitutional Affairs | 2010 Minutes
(Item V)

Subcommittee on 5 November 2012 | Agenda

Poverty

(Item II)

Legislative Council

14 November
2012

Official Record of Proceedings
Pages 222 - 370

Council Business Division 2
Leqislative Council Secretariat

5 December 2012



http://www.legco.gov.hk/yr04-05/english/hc/sub_com/hs51/agenda/hs510114.htm
http://www.legco.gov.hk/yr04-05/english/hc/sub_com/hs51/minutes/hs510114.pdf
http://www.legco.gov.hk/yr04-05/english/hc/sub_com/hs51/agenda/hs510223.htm
http://www.legco.gov.hk/yr04-05/english/hc/sub_com/hs51/minutes/hs510223.pdf
http://www.legco.gov.hk/yr04-05/english/hc/sub_com/hs51/agenda/hs510623.htm
http://www.legco.gov.hk/yr04-05/english/hc/sub_com/hs51/minutes/hs510623.pdf
http://www.legco.gov.hk/yr09-10/english/panels/ws/ws_pa/reports/ws_pacb2-1760-e.pdf
http://www.legco.gov.hk/yr09-10/english/panels/ws/agenda/ws20091109.htm
http://www.legco.gov.hk/yr09-10/english/panels/ws/minutes/ws20091109.pdf
http://www.legco.gov.hk/yr10-11/english/panels/ca/agenda/ca20101220.htm
http://www.legco.gov.hk/yr10-11/english/panels/ca/minutes/ca20101220.pdf
http://www.legco.gov.hk/yr12-13/english/hc/sub_com/hs51/agenda/hs5120121105.htm
http://www.legco.gov.hk/yr12-13/english/counmtg/hansard/cm1114-translate-e.pdf

