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ADDRESSES



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Addresses.  Mr Howard YOUNG will address the Council on the Report of the Bills Committee on the Immigration (Amendment) Bill 1998.  Mr Howard YOUNG.





Report of the Bills Committee on the Immigration (Amendment) Bill 1998



MR HOWARD YOUNG (in Cantonese): Madam President, as Chairman of the Bills Committee on the Immigration (Amendment) Bill 1998, I submit a report on behalf of the Bills Committee.  The report sets out the important results of the Bills Committee's deliberations and I will only summarize the issues of particular concern to the Bills Committee.



	In Part IIIA of the Immigration Ordinance, special provisions are made to deal with Vietnamese residents and former Vietnamese residents who have entered Hong Kong without authorization, allowing the Administration to carry out detention, screening and reviewing the screening decisions in line with the port of first asylum policy.  The Bills Committee supports the Administration's amendment of Part IIIA of the Ordinance, in pursuance of its decision to abolish the port of first asylum policy, in order that the provisions will no longer apply to newly arrived Vietnamese.  However, the Bills Committee expresses concern with the Administration's proposal of giving retrospective effect to such amendments to the date of Bill's gazettal, that is, 9 January 1998.  Members have always held the view that prudence must be exercised in respect of any bills that have retrospective effect.



	The Administration explained that if it only announces the abolition of the port of first asylum policy without making corresponding amendments to the Ordinance, it will attract an influx into Hong Kong of a large number of Vietnamese and Vietnamese already settled in the Mainland in pursuit of an opportunity of refugee status screening and migration overseas.  To avoid such an influx of a large number of Vietnamese from Vietnam and the Mainland during the time the Provisional Legislative Council is scrutinizing the Bill, the Administration considers that the provisions of the Bill related to discontinued applicability of Part IIIA provisions should take effect from the date of the Bill's gazettal.



	Furthermore, to prevent a large number of Vietnamese illegal immigrants from taking advantage of the time gap between the publication of the Bill and the amendments to the Ordinance to rush into Hong Kong, the Bills Committee accepts the proposal that the effective date of the relevant amendments should be dated back to 9 January this year.



	I hope that Members will accept the report of the Bills Committee.



	Thank you, Madam President.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Dr TSO WONG Man-yin will address the Council on the Report of the Bills Committee on the Protection of the Harbour (Amendment) Bill 1997.  Dr TSO WONG Man-yin.



Report of the Bills Committee on the Protection of the Harbour (Amendment) Bill 1997



DR TSO WONG MAN-YIN (in Cantonese): Madam President, with your consent, I submit a Bills Committee report as Chairman of the Bills Committee on the Protection of the Harbour (Amendment) Bill 1997.



	The Protection of the Harbour (Amendment) Bill 1997 seeks to make two technical amendments to the principal Ordinance and amend the definition of the term "reclamation".  Members of the Bills Committee have no disagreement to the two technical amendments proposed.  At the two meetings convened by the Bills Committee, members concentrated on discussing the proposal regarding the amendment to the definition of "reclamation". 



	As the term "reclamation" itself has fairly explicit meanings and the existing definition in the Ordinance is identical with that under the Foreshore and Sea-bed Reclamations Ordinance, members have questioned whether it is necessary to amend this definition.  According to the Administration, in the broadest sense, the existing definition of "reclamation" is applicable to many cases, to an extent that even the routine maintenance and inspection of the facilities within the central harbour is also subject to the principle of "presumption against reclamation in the harbour" under the Protection of the Harbour Ordinance.  For the avoidance of doubt, most members attending the Bills Committee meetings agreed that it is necessary to amend the definition of "reclamation" to exclude from the definition items which are not reclamations.



	Although members of the Bills Committee support amending the definition of "reclamation", they find that the new definition as proposed in the Bill has failed to achieve the desired effects.  The Bills Committee has looked into various methods to make up for the deficiency of the proposed amendment to the definition.  These methods include adding a proviso to the existing definition, listing out the works that should be excluded from the definition of "reclamation".   Members have also considered whether the method for turning the foreshore and sea-bed into land should be described in detail in the definition.   After detailed discussions, most members present thought that the more complicated the definition of "reclamation", the easier confusions would arise.  Any proposed definition can hardly be absolutely explicit, and in the course of legal proceedings, the court would consider the legislative intent of the Ordinance in its interpretation of the meaning of "reclamation".  The Bills Committee pointed out that the most important principle must be amendments should uphold the spirit of the Protection of the Harbour Ordinance.  Lastly, most Members present accepted the simpler definition proposed by the Administration which reflects the policy objective of the Administration more accurately, that is, the planning process of reclamations should also be restricted by the principle of "presumption against reclamation in the harbour".  The Secretary for Planning, Environment and Lands will later propose the relevant amendment at the Committee stage.



	Finally, I must say that the Bills Committee has seriously considered the two suggestions made by the Protection of the Harbour Association.  We have interviewed the representatives of the Protection of the Harbour Association but members have not accepted their views as the two suggestions are outside the ambit of the Bill.



	Madam President, I so submit.





ORAL ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Questions.  We have four questions today, and each question will take up around 15 minutes on average.  First question.  Dr TSO WONG Man-yin.





Registration of Radioisotope Pharmaceutical Products



1.	DR TSO WONG MAN-YIN (in Cantonese): Recently, some Hong Kong people have been injected with an radioisotope reagent contaminated by the pathogen which causes Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease.  In this connection, will the Government inform this Council of:



	(a)  	the radioisotope pharmaceutical products which were only registered under either the Pharmacy and Poisons Ordinance or the Radiation Ordinance in each of the past five years;

 

	(b)  	the radioisotope pharmaceutical products which were registered under both Ordinances annually in the same period;

 



	(c) 	the number of prosecutions against importers for failing to register their radioisotope pharmaceutical products annually in the same period; and the number of successful prosecutions; and

 

	(d)  the differences between the regulatory system and registration procedures for radioisotope pharmaceutical products in Hong Kong and in foreign countries (such as the United States and Britain)?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Health and Welfare.





SECRETARY FOR HEALTH AND WELFARE (in Cantonese): Madam President,



	(a)	All companies engaged in the importing and trading of radioisotope products which are used in human bodies need to obtain a licence in accordance with the Radiation Ordinance, and this licence has to be renewed annually.  A licence holder can only engage in the importing or trading of radioisotope products that are specified in the licence.  According to the Radiation Ordinance, separate registrations of individual products are not required.  At present, three companies are holders of a relevant licence, which were first issued in 1990, 1991 and 1996 respectively.



		During the past five years, no radioisotope pharmaceutical product was registered under the Pharmacy and Poisons Ordinance.



	(b)	In the past five years, no radioisotope pharmaceutical product was registered under both of the above Ordinances.



	(c)	During this period, no importer was prosecuted for importing, storing or trading in unregistered radioisotope pharmaceutical products.



	(d)	In Hong Kong, any person who imports, possesses, stores, transports or uses any radioisotope must be holder of a relevant licence issued by the Radiation Board in accordance with the Radiation Ordinance.  A licence holder must also comply with the licence provisions, such as employing management personnel who have received training on the protection against radiation so that proper guidance can be given to workers, and arranging radiation monitoring devices in related premises to protect the safety of the employees and the public.



		In foreign countries, such as the United Kingdom and the United States, the trading and use of radioisotopes are subject to the control under the licensing systems implemented by the relevant radiation authorities.  These radiation authorities are statutory bodies comprising experts in the field to provide professional advice.  Government officers are responsible for the enforcement.  In this respect, there is no difference between the regulatory system in Hong Kong and those in these foreign countries.



		Pharmaceutical products, including pharmaceutical components of radioisotope pharmaceutical products, have to be registered in Hong Kong under the Pharmacy and Poisons Ordinance.  In some foreign countries such as the United Kingdom and the United States, radioisotope products which are used in human bodies, regardless of whether they are used together with a pharmaceutical product, are also subject to the control of the local legislation on pharmaceutical products.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Dr TSO WONG Man-yin.





DR TSO WONG MAN-YIN (in Cantonese): Madam President, in paragraphs (a), (b) and (c) of the Secretary's main answer, we can see that radioisotope pharmaceutical products in Hong Kong are not registered under the Pharmacy and Poisons Ordinance but are registered only under the Radiation Ordinance.  Madam President, at the meeting of the Provisional Legislative Council on 11 February, I asked the Secretary about the inquiries made by pharmaceutical agents a few years ago to the Department of Health about the registration of radioactive pharmaceuticals.  The Administration's answer then was that the relevant products only needed to be registered under the Radiation Ordinance.  We can see from paragraphs (a) and (b) of the Secretary's present answer that this is really the case.  I asked the Secretary for a reply at that time and the Secretary had promised to give me a written answer but such an answer has not been given so far.  I hope that the Secretary can give me an answer today.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Are you asking the Secretary to give you an answer?





DR TSO WONG MAN-YIN (in Cantonese): Yes, it is because according to paragraphs (a) and (b) of the Secretary's main answer, radioisotope pharmaceutical products in Hong Kong are not registered under the Pharmacy and Poisons Ordinance.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Health and Welfare. 





SECRETARY FOR HEALTH AND WELFARE (in Cantonese): Madam President, I would like to ask Dr TSO Wong Man-Yin to repeat her question.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Dr TSO Wong Man-Yin, you need not talk about the past as Members know that very clearly.  You only need to state your question and what you expect the Secretary to respond to.





DR TSO WONG MAN-YIN (in Cantonese): I would like to ask the Secretary, are radioisotope pharmaceutical products required to register under the Pharmacy and Poisons Ordinance?





SECRETARY FOR HEALTH AND WELFARE (in Cantonese): Madam President, if the information given by importers only states that the products are radioisotope products to be used in human bodies, then they should be registered under the Radiation Ordinance.  But if the provided information also indicates that there are pharmaceutical components, then the products should be separately registered under the Pharmacy and Poisons Ordinance.  Five products have so far been successfully registered while the applications concerning another 38 products are now being processed.  We have notified all the importers concerned and asked them to furnish such information.  If their products have two types of components, they must apply for two separate licences.









PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Dr TSO WONG Man-yin.





DR TSO WONG MAN-YIN (in Cantonese): It is stated in the second part of paragraph (a) of the main answer that during the past five years, no radioisotope pharmaceutical product was registered in pursuance of  the Pharmacy and Poisons Ordinance.  Would the Secretary confirm if no radioisotope pharmaceutical product has been used in Hong Kong during the past five years?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Dr TSO WONG Man-yin, this is actually not a follow-up question but a supplementary question.  Three Members are now waiting to ask questions, I hope they would not mind.  Now that Dr TSO WONG Man-yin has put her question, we should not waste time.  Secretary for Health and Welfare, please answer this question.





SECRETARY FOR HEALTH AND WELFARE (in Cantonese): In the past, we issued licences under the Radiation Ordinance and registered the relevant pharmaceuticals under the Pharmacy and Poisons Ordinance.  Previously, pharmaceuticals having two types of components are required to apply for both licences and registration.  If the product contains only one type of component, then it has to apply for the relevant licence only .  Recently, some importers' products can be described as "twin" products that contain both types of components, so we will then require the importers to complete the formalities for both licences and registration.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Dr LEONG Che-hung.





DR LEONG CHE-HUNG (in Cantonese): Madam President, as the incident has taken place, we should look ahead.  Madam President, the aim of any registration system is to ensure that the relevant products would not jeopardize public safety.  From the Government's answer, we know that most radioisotopes are used for injection into the human body and they may also be pharmaceutical products.  Registration is actually necessary for both radioisotopes.  Does the Government have other measures to simplify the complicated registration formalities which can protect public safety in the end?

PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Health and Welfare.





SECRETARY FOR HEALTH AND WELFARE (in Cantonese): Madam President, on the basis of the British and United States systems, radioisotope pharmaceutical products are required to register as pharmaceutical products irrespective of their pharmacentical components.  We can consider implementing this more stringent system to safeguard public safety.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr Henry WU.





MR HENRY WU (in Cantonese): Madam President, when products are imported now, they have to be registered with the Government and licences have to be obtained according to these two Ordinances.  However, will re-export goods be exempted, that is, are such complicated formalities required for products imported into Hong Kong pending transport to other places?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr Henry WU, your supplementary question has deviated from the theme of the main question.  Secretary for Health and Welfare, you may answer if you have such information at hand; but if not, then you do not have to answer.





SECRETARY FOR HEALTH AND WELFARE (in Cantonese): I do not have the relevant information.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr CHOY Kan-pui.





MR CHOY KAN-PUI (in Cantonese): Madam President, will the Government inform this Council of the major origins of imported radioisotope pharmaceutical products and whether their regulatory system tally with the Hong Kong system?







PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Health and Welfare.





SECRETARY FOR HEALTH AND WELFARE (in Cantonese): The major origins of imports are Britain and the United States.  Pharmaceuticals from such origins are regulated by the standards of the International Radiation Protection Commission which are the most professional and internationally recognized standards on the basis of which all advanced countries formulate regulatory provisions.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr CHAN Kam-lam.





MR CHAN KAM-LAM (in Cantonese): Madam President, in the second part of paragraphs (a) and (b) of the Secretary's main answer, it is stated that no radioisotope pharmaceutical product has been registered during the past five years.  Dr TSO WONG Man-yin also asked if this means that no radioisotope pharmaceutical product has been imported or used during the past five years.  Will the Secretary clearly answer, how many kinds of radioisotope pharmaceutical products have been used during the past five years and in what areas?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Health and Welfare.





SECRETARY FOR HEALTH AND WELFARE (in Cantonese): Madam President, we can only know which products are imported from the information given by importers when they apply for licences under the Radiation Ordinance.  Therefore, if importers have not applied for licences for other products, we will have no knowledge that such products have been imported.  In respect of uses, these products are extensively used, mainly in hospitals and also in industries.  I can give supplementary information on the detailed uses in writing.  (Annex I)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr CHAN Kam-lam, do you wish to follow up?





MR CHAN KAM-LAM (in Cantonese): Madam President, I am not following up.  I only find that the Secretary's answer is not clear enough.  If such pharmaceutical products have been imported ......





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr CHAN Kam-lam, if you are not following up, then you are asking a supplementary question.





MR CHAN KAM-LAM (in Cantonese): But I find that the Secretary's answer is not clear enough.  





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Please specify which part of your question has not been answered by the Secretary.





MR CHAN KAM-LAM (in Cantonese): I only think that as the main question mentions that no one has applied for registration of this pharmaceutical during the past five year, that means this pharmaceutical has not been imported during the past five year.  How then do we have this pharmaceutical for use?  Therefore, I am asking if this pharmaceutical has been used during the past five years.  If yes, in what areas?  Thank you, Madam President.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Health and Welfare.





SECRETARY FOR HEALTH AND WELFARE (in Cantonese): Madam President, this kind of product can be separated into two types: the first type is radioisotope products without pharmaceutical components for which licences obviously have to be obtained under the Radiation Ordinance.  In recent years, we found that some of these products also contain pharmaceutical components.  In such cases, importers have to obtain licences and register the pharmaceutical products.  During the past five years, if importers can give information showing that their products are only radioisotopes, they only need to apply for licences under the Radiation Ordinance; if the products are pharmaceutical products, they have to be registered under the Pharmacy and Poisons Ordinance.  However, if importers do not provide such information, we will not be able to know whether such products have been imported.

PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Dr TANG Siu-tong.   





DR TANG SIU-TONG (in Cantonese): Madam President, according to the Government's answer, during the past five years, no importer has applied for registration of radioisotope pharmaceutical products.  Will the Government prosecute importers that provide such pharmaceutical products?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Health and Welfare.





SECRETARY FOR HEALTH AND WELFARE (in Cantonese): I have explained in paragraph (c) of my main answer that no importer was prosecuted.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Dr TANG Siu-tong, has the Secretary failed to answer your question?  Please put your question again clearly.





DR TANG SIU-TONG (in Cantonese): In the wake of some people having been injected with a non-registered radioisotope reagent contaminated by the pathogen which causes Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease, the Government initially said that it would consider prosecuting those parties concerned.  I wish to know, has the Government finally decided to prosecute them?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Health and Welfare.





SECRETARY FOR HEALTH AND WELFARE (in Cantonese): As this is a special case, we will carry out a detailed investigation.  We will prosecute those parties concerned, if necessary.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr MOK Ying-fan.







MR MOK YING-FAN (in Cantonese): Madam President, I do not think the Government can prosecute them as there is not such a provision in the Ordinances.  How is it going to prosecute them?  Madam President, I would like to ask one question.  I believe these two Ordinances have been implemented for a long time, there may not be cases in the past in which people were injected with problematic reagents.  Now that there is such a case, will the Government consider reviewing the Ordinances in the light of the present circumstances, with a view to amending or supplementing them in order to safeguard public safety, so that people can prosecute those concerned even if they have been injected with problematic reagents?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Health and Welfare.





SECRETARY FOR HEALTH AND WELFARE (in Cantonese): Thank you for Mr MOK's suggestion.  The Pharmacy and Poisons Ordinance was enacted a long time ago.  With additions, deletions and amendments made over the years, it is necessary to carry out an overall review now.  We have made some preliminary preparations in the hope that the amendments can be submitted to the first Legislative Council for scrutiny.  The Pharmacy and Poisons Ordinance is a fairly complicated Ordinance which needs to be suitably amended in line with the latest development.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Dr TSO WONG Man-yin.





DR TSO WONG MAN-YIN (in Cantonese): Madam President, as far as I understand it, radioisotope pharmaceutical products must have been used during the past five years.  Why can the Government tolerate the fact that such products have not been registered for five years and take no prosecutive actions?  As regards the question I asked before, why has the Secretary not given me an answer so far?  Has the Department of Health told some agents that they only needed to complete registration under one ordinance but not under the Pharmacy and Poisons Ordinance as well?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Health and Welfare.

SECRETARY FOR HEALTH AND WELFARE (in Cantonese): Madam President, it is true that we have not prosecuted anyone during the past five years, but it does not mean that these products have not been used in Hong Kong.  The Department of Health merely did not know such products have been imported in the past.  If we have known that, we would certainly have reminded importers to apply for suitable licences.  We have now notified all importers of the provisions of these two Ordinances regarding applications for licences and registration.  We have also notified all practising doctors, the Hospital Authority and other medical personnel who use these products to pay attention to such provisions.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Next question.  Mr Kennedy WONG.





Tightening of Loans by Foreign-funded Financial Institutions



2.	MR KENNEDY WONG (in Cantonese): It is learnt that, as a result of the financial turmoil and the fluctuations in Hong Kong's interbank rates, some foreign-funded financial institutions have, in conducting their lending business, reduced the amount of loans to Hong Kong people as far as possible, and some have even requested the early repayment of loans.  In this connection, will the Government inform this Council:



	(a)	whether it has assessed the impact of this situation on the economy of Hong Kong and on the business environment of various trades; if so, what the findings are; and



	(b)	whether it has considered adopting any specific measures (such as relaxing the loan ceiling of some banks with a Hong Kong dollars deposit basis), so as to alleviate the impact of this situation on Hong Kong's economy?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Financial Services.











SECRETARY FOR FINANCIAL SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President,



	(a)	Because of the losses suffered elsewhere in the region by some foreign banks and in the case of Japanese banks, the need to meet the capital adequacy requirement by their financial year end, that is 31 March, some institutions are cutting back their lending in Hong Kong. In most cases, this is part of their global strategy where the reduction in lending is more severe elsewhere.  Although the availability of credit in Hong Kong will be affected, the effect will depend on the extent to which the gap is filled by other banks, foreign or local, which see this as an opportunity to increase their market share. At this stage, it is difficult to assess the impact. Overall, we expect some slowing down in the growth in bank lending in 1998.



	(b)	In a free economy like Hong Kong, lending decisions are primarily a matter for individual banks.  Under our supervisory regime, we seek to promote the general stability and effective functioning of the system by focusing on key elements such as capital adequacy, liquidity and risk management.  Other than limitations on exposures to individual borrowers, there are very few restrictions on bank lending in Hong Kong.  For example, the 40% guideline on property lending issued by the Hong Kong Monetary Authority is a benchmark, not a ceiling. It is proved to be an appropriate prudential measure.  One of the causes of the current crises in Asia is the excessive expansion of bank credit to the property sector in some of the Asian countries worst affected.  This is a lesson Hong Kong must learn.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr Kennedy WONG.





MR KENNEDY WONG (in Cantonese): Madam President, at the very beginning of my main question, I referred to the fluctuations in Hong Kong's interbank rates but the Government has not pinpointed at this in its answer.  Will the Government have other measures to stabilize the interbank rate market to avoid substantial fluctuation as this will affect not only financial institutions but also the entire business environment in Hong Kong?  These few days, the media reported that certain bonds can be issued to stabilize the linked exchange rate.  Will the Government consider this?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Financial Services.





SECRETARY FOR FINANCIAL SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, we have discussed about interbank rates time and again.  Under the currency board mechanism, the Government can do little and plays a minimal role in interfering with the market rates.  This often depends on whether the banking sector adopts a prudent attitude towards lending and their outlook on prospects.  Recently, interbank rates have been standing high but I believe Members know fairly well that it was affected by external factors and the financial turmoil.  I think that Mr WONG has also noted that during the past week or two, the interbank rates have begun to fall markedly.  This is not caused by government actions but mainly by the gradual stabilization of the external factors.  Members know that the situation of some countries are worse than others, therefore, we cannot make sweeping generalizations regarding Asia as a whole.  When people become less agitated, interbank rates will correspondingly fall.



	Mr WONG asked if the Government has other means of stabilizing the interest rates, in fact, as I just said, there is actually little room of manoeuvre for the Government under the linked exchange rate mechanism.  But we can consider other relevant issues such as encouraging fixed rate mortgages or the development of the bond market so that fixed rate debts will increase.  Thus banks will become stronger and the extent of interest rate fluctuations will not be too great in the future.   These are supplementary issues.  The Government certainly wishes to develop the debt market and fixed rate mortgage is one of the areas for development.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr NG Leung-sing.











MR NG LEUNG-SING (in Cantonese): Madam President, the Government finally mentions in paragraph (b) of its main answer that one of the causes of the current crises in Asia is the excessive expansion of bank credit to the property sector in some of the Asian countries worst affected.  After the financial turmoil, will the Government carry out a new review on the bank credit supervisory regime?  Also, when does the Government expect to propose new and effective credit measures in respect of the "lesson Hong Kong must learn" as mentioned at the very end of the main answer?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Financial Affairs.





SECRETARY FOR FINANCIAL AFFAIRS (in Cantonese): Madam President, I believe that in the short run, those in the market are more concerned with how lending can be relaxed under reasonable and prudent circumstances instead of the further tightening of loans.  This must be carried out after a careful study of the current situation.  In the long run, as in the past few years, the Monetary Authority will continue to keep a close eye on bank loans, especially those related to properties, and indeed it has formulated some guidelines.  Even though the financial turmoil in Asia has affected many countries this time, our banking system still remains strong as a result of our supervisory effort.  Therefore, basically, the present supervision of property lending is very adequate.  For the meantime, I do not see the need for further tightening.  However, if there are some new requirements in the international community (we certainly have to catch up with the international standard), we may then carry out a review at that time.  However, with the exception of this particular requirement, I believe this is not our major work objective in the short run.  





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr CHIM Pui-chung.





MR CHIM PUI-CHUNG (in Cantonese): Madam President, in this incident, some people complained that some banks increased the interest rate by say 5% or 6% to stop clients from borrowing from banks.  This has very great impact on the operation of the financial sector in Hong Kong.  Does the Government has information showing the number of banks that have adopted such a measure and is the Government concerned about such a practice?

PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Financial Affairs.





SECRETARY FOR FINANCIAL AFFAIRS (in Cantonese): Madam President, I believe that the Monetary Authority has not received complaints directly related to this.  However, we have to understand that there are many banks in Hong Kong and the competition among banks in Hong Kong is intense.  If individual banks do not wish to lend to some people with such an excuse, I do not think that there is anything wrong.  As the competition in the banking sector in Hong Kong is intense, if a bank does not accept a loan application, another bank may accept it.  I do not think that the question raised by Mr CHIM is a serious matter that has to be dealt with.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr CHIM Pui-chung.





MR CHIM PUI-CHUNG (in Cantonese): Madam President, I was asking about the ratio?  Is the Government saying that this has not taken place?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Financial Services.





SECRETARY FOR FINANCIAL SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, we do not have the relevant data as banks can decline loan applications for many reasons.  I believe the Monetary Authority does not have classified data on banks that decline lending for special reasons.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr Howard YOUNG.





MR HOWARD YOUNG (in Cantonese): Madam President, as regards property mortgage, the media has recently focused their reports on the problem that people failed to borrow money instead of the interest rate problem.  The Secretary just mentioned the 40% guideline but there is actually another guideline, that is, a 70% mortgage ceiling for properties as often mentioned by people.  I do not know what role the Monetary Authority or the Government plays in this.  Has the Government considered that while such guidelines may be generally meaningful, some banks set very restrictive standards for lending, therefore, will the Government consider advising these banks not to adopt such stringent standards?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Financial Services.





SECRETARY FOR FINANCIAL SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, before I answer this question, I believe Members will be interested in some data.  In fact, banks are not very short of money now.  In January 1998, total bank loans are around $0.41 trillion billion while the total lending in January 1997 was less than this.  In other words, after the financial turmoil, although the growth has slowed down, it has actually not shrunk as a result of an overall negative growth.  Therefore, as far as properties are concerned, banks often make inaccurate assessment of the values of certain properties as the property market is not too stable now, therefore, they are rather conservative in lending.  I find this a very natural phenomenon but this is only a short-lived transitional phenomenon.  Once the property market is stabilized and banks can better master the prices of properties, lending will naturally be resilient again.



	As to the 70% ceiling, the Monetary Authority has indeed consulted the banking sector recently.  As individual banks have made different responses and they have not reached a consensus, therefore, as Members know, the Monetary Authority has recently made a statement to the effect that the 70% benchmark will remain unchanged for the time being.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr CHAN Kam-lam.





MR CHAN KAM-LAM (in Cantonese): Madam President, I find certain contradictions in paragraph (b) of the main answer.  The Secretary said that the 40% guideline on property lending issued by the Monetary Authority is a benchmark, not a ceiling.  However, he said that the amounts should not exceed 40% of the total sum.  This is obviously a ceiling but the Secretary denies this and I am really puzzled.  Moreover, the Secretary said that the Monetary Authority is now consulting the banking sector and he hoped that they can make it 70%.  However, the Secretary then said that banks in certain Asian countries have extended excessive credit to the property sector.  Does it mean that the overall lending by the banking sector in respect of properties has already exceeded 40%, that is why the Secretary said this is not a ceiling?  Will the Secretary inform the Council of the overall ratio of bank credit to the property sector in Hong Kong now?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Financial Services.





SECRETARY FOR FINANCIAL SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, I wish to clarify to Mr CHAN that I said that we have to avoid excessive lending to individual borrowers for the sake of risk management. No financial institution should extend excessive credit to certain persons or companies because when such companies or persons hit troubles, it will implicate the whole institution.  The above is related to individual lending.  The 40% guideline refers to the overall bank credit to the property sector, therefore, the two are entirely different.  The guideline is really just a guideline.  Over the years, many banks actually did exceed this 40% benchmark and as this guideline is not legislation, therefore, we allowed them to do so.  Our judgment as to what risks individual banks basically bear mainly depends on the operations of the individual banks and whether they have adequate capital as well as other risk factors.  Therefore, the requirement of not more than 40% is purely a guideline and it does not mean that once property lending exceeds 40%, there will automatically be certain consequences.  I do not have data of the averages on hand and I will give Mr CHAN a written reply.  (Annex II)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr Kennedy WONG.









MR KENNEDY WONG (in Cantonese): Madam President, the governments of  many regions in the world set out many provisions for foreign banks establishing branches in such regions.  For example, foreign banks must have established representative offices in the regions for a certain period, have certain paid-in capital and have to shoulder certain portions of the local loans.  We now see that some foreign banks are rather short-sighted and they rushed into Hong Kong when they find that they can make profits here.  Will the Government consider reviewing the licensing system for the opening of branches by foreign banks in Hong Kong?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Financial Affairs.





SECRETARY FOR FINANCIAL AFFAIRS (in Cantonese): Madam President, these so-called "approved institutions" in Hong Kong are divided into three tiers now.  Some are banks which can operate all banking businesses for which we have very stringent requirements.  We require them to have more capital and experience in operating in Hong Kong.  At the next tier to these banks are some so-called "registered banks" and registered "deposit-taking companies".  We have different requirements in respect of each kind of these companies.  Usually, foreign institutions have to start from the bottom by opening offices here and then gradually upgrading them.  But these offices are not upgraded automatically for they have to have essential capital and share capital before they can operate.  As to the relevant details, if Mr WONG is interested, I will give him such information in writing.  (Annex III)



	As regards foreign investment and local capital, I only wish to point out that Hong Kong is an international financial centre and a member of the World Trade Organization, and we have signed some internationally binding agreements.  Therefore, we cannot arbitrarily change the rules of the game.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Next question.  Mr LAU Kong-wah. 









Suspension of Stock Trading



3.	MR LAU KONG-WAH (in Cantonese): The trading in the stock of a listed company may be suspended temporarily by the Securities and Futures Commission (SFC) or the Stock Exchange of Hong Kong Limited (SEHK) in accordance with statutory provisions. In this connection, will the Government inform this Council:



	(a)	of the respective numbers of cases in which trading was suspended in each of the past three years, the reasons for such suspensions, the average length of suspension and the results of the investigation into and analysis of the companies concerned during the suspension;



	(b)	whether the SFC or the SEHK is required to make known to the public the reasons for the suspension of trading; if so, of the details of such requirements; if not, whether it will consider stipulating such a requirement;



	(c)	whether there is a time limit for the suspension of trading; if so, what the details are; if not, what the reasons are and whether it will consider stipulating such a requirement; and



	(d)	of the channels through which investors can monitor the propriety or otherwise of the decisions to suspend trading?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Financial Services.





SECRETARY FOR FINANCIAL SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, 



	(a)	There were 106 suspensions of trading in 1995, 182 in 1996 and 461 in 1997.  In general, suspension cases can be divided into three categories according to the major reasons for suspension:









	(1)	material corporate activities whereby price-sensitive information cannot be disclosed in a timely fashion;



	(2)	fundamental concerns about the company's suitability for continued listing and/or trading; and



	(3)	unexplained unusual movements in the price or trading volume of the company's listed securities.



		Detailed statistics in this regard before 1997 are not available.  In 1997, there were 384, nine and 68 suspensions respectively under the above three categories.



		Of the 461 suspensions of trading, 393 cases were requested by the company; 60 in which the SEHK or the SFC indicated that unless the company suspended their trading voluntarily, they would seriously consider calling for suspension; four suspensions were imposed by the SEHK and the remaining four by the SFC.



		Out of the eight suspensions initiated by the SEHK and the SFC, six have resumed trading and the average length of suspension was 16.5 trading days.  Resumption of trading for the remaining two stocks is still under discussion with the issuer.  Meanwhile, the SFC is formally investigating seven cases to see whether manipulation or insider dealing is involved.  These investigations are still in progress.



	(b)	There is a fundamental principle under the suspension policy that the listed company must disclose to the market as soon as practicable the relevant information; with a view to ensuring a fair and orderly market operation.  In this connection, the actual disclosure responsibility lies with the issuer/listed company.  As for the SEHK and the SFC, they take all possible steps to encourage and urge the listed company to make prompt and accurate disclosures to the market.  Concerning the few suspensions imposed by the SEHK and the SFC, the investigations are deemed necessary because of suspected manipulation, insider dealing or other malpractice.  But even during the process, without contravening the secrecy provisions and prejudicing the progress of the investigation, and with the consent of the company and persons involved, the SFC will, as far as possible, inform the market of the development and allow trading to resume.



	(c)	As mentioned above, the circumstances surrounding each suspension vary significantly, so it is impossible to set a rigid time limit on each case.  According to statistics for 1997, there were 384 suspensions involving material corporate activities and, in each case, the suspension lasted not more than three working days on average.  In the nine suspensions arising from the fundamental concerns about the companies' suitability for continued listing and/or trading, more time is needed for them to solve their financial problems.  In those cases, updated situations of the companies concerned were announced each month by the SEHK to ensure market transparency.  As for the 68 suspensions relating to unusual movements in the share price, the average time of suspension was less than two weeks.



		The SEHK implemented a new policy on resumption of trading on 25 February under which trading of a stock can resumed even if it is suspended for the reason of having financial difficulties, provided that the listed company or the issuer concerned fully and duly discloses its latest financial position without holding back any price-sensitive information.  If the issuer does not make such public announcement within 10 days, the SEHK may publish an announcement that co-operation of the issuer cannot be obtained.  Such a measure can effectively reduce the length of suspension for certain stocks.



	(d)	Suspension of trading aims to ensure that the market is fair and orderly, and participants are well informed, so that the market operates in a proper manner and the interests of the investing public are protected.  These are the statutory duties of the SEHK and the SFC.  Should any trading fail to meet these requirements, stock markets anywhere will resort to the standard measure of suspension of trading.  It is essential to empower market operators and regulatory bodies to do so, otherwise they will be unable to perform their statutory duties to maintain the market discipline.  In performing these duties, the SEHK and the SFC recognize the importance of striking a balance between the necessity and propriety in maintaining the continued operation of the market.  Thus, they seek to keep both the number of cases and length of suspension to the minimum.  If investors are discontent with any particular decision of suspension, they can lodge complaints or even request judicial review.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr LAU Kong-wah.





MR LAU KONG WAH (in Cantonese): Madam President, last year's figures show an astonishingly substantial increase.  I am most interested in part (c) of the main answer in which the Government mentions the implementation of a newly promulgated policy on resumption of trading; it is a new SFC arrangement for listed companies.  From the perspective of investors, even if companies are willing to disclose information, what protection will investors get if there is no specified time limit on the investigation by the SFC?  If the listed companies under question are unwilling to disclose information, what protection will investors get then?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Financial Services.





SECRETARY FOR FINANCIAL SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, as to the first part of Mr LAU's question, the new arrangement promulgated on 25 February is an arrangement of the Stock Exchange and the Government does not have the direct responsibility of regulating the period of suspension both legally and in terms of policy.  This is a new arrangement which responds to the last part of Mr LAU's question.  According to the Stock Exchange, firstly, this arrangement can exert very great public pressure on the relevant listed company.  If the related company does not express its views within 10 days, the public will know that its stocks may have problems; secondly, it can let investors know what is actually happening.



	As for the investigation mentioned as part of Mr LAU's question, we can hardly make a sweeping generalization as it sometimes takes a fairly long time to arrive at a conclusion; sometimes, we have to collect many information while the intermediaries such as stock trading companies which will provide such information only when they have the resources and time.  We still have to make analysis after getting such information, therefore, the time has to be flexible.  As I said in my main answer, we can see from the past cases that out of the eight suspensions initiated by the SFC or the Stock Exchange, seven have to be investigated and six out of these seven cases have resumed trading.  Therefore, it is not necessary for the investigation to be completed before trading can be resumed.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr CHIM Pui-chung.





MR CHIM PUI-CHUNG (in Cantonese): The Secretary mentioned in part (d) of his main answer that the suspension of trading aimed to ensure that the market is fair and orderly and participants are well informed, so that the market operates in a proper manner and the interests of the investing public are protected.  However, many investors protested and complained that suspension had made it impossible for them to sell their shares and they had suffered great losses as a result.  The Secretary just said in his answer that the Government has not set a rigid time limit on suspension.  Does it indicate that the Government will not bother protecting the interests of investors?  Is this the Government's attitude?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Financial Services.





SECRETARY FOR FINANCIAL SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, the suspension policy as I just said in my answer and as reiterated by Mr CHIM Pui-chung is to ensure that the market operates in a well-informed environment.  The primary principle for safeguarding the interests of investors is to ensure the market operates in a well-informed environment.  When the related stocks cannot satisfy the disclosure requirement, the most effective protection to individual investors, including the shareholders who already hold the relevant shares and the investors who wish to buy shares, is to ensure that trading is carried out in a well-informed environment.  Certainly, to those investors who already hold such shares, a suspension is certainly the last thing they wish to see.  However, if trading of the relevant shares is allowed to continue while information is not fully disclosed, not only is the regulator suspected of being negligent in its duties, but it is also unfair to other investors in the market.  There is indeed a conflict between the two, therefore, we consider that the most effective method is to allow the relevant information to be disclosed accurately to the market within the shortest time, so as to facilitate the suspended stocks to resume trading as soon as possible.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr WONG Siu-yee. 





MR WONG SIU-YEE (in Cantonese): As shown by the information given by the Secretary, most cases of suspension are initiated by listed companies themselves.  Some people doubt whether this mechanism has been abused or if the period of suspension can be used as a buffer.  Such a buffer will make small investors suffer losses as they will not have a chance to buy or sell in the market.  Has the Government considered setting a standard time limit on suspension to safeguard the interests of investors?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Financial Services.





SECRETARY FOR FINANCIAL SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, in the past year, the SFC and the Stock Exchange have carried out in-depth studies on this problem and consulted many people.  As each case differs, the three reasons set out in my main answer may co-exist in many cases while only two of them may exist in some other cases.  Therefore, it is very difficult for us to set a precise standard.  I agree to the point made by Mr WONG that there has been such a tendency recently.  In 1997, more than 85% of the suspensions were requested by listed companies and in a majority of around 200 of the cases, information could be disclosed quickly within two to three days.  It was because the related companies really had material corporate activities such as acquisition, rights issue or rights transfer, but some others might really not wish that the relevant stocks would resume trading too fast as they were not satisfied with the buying and selling prices which might be very different from those before the suspension.  Therefore, as the first step, the Stock Exchange stated in the new guideline issued on 25 February that if the relevant company does not make a public announcement within 10 days, it will first be publicly criticized.  If it still fails to make such an announcement, the Stock Exchange will then consider taking other measures to force some companies that fear that the prices of their stocks may fall substantially after the resumption of trading to resume trading so that normal trading can be resumed.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr Kennedy WONG.





MR KENNEDY WONG (in Cantonese): Madam President, I only hope that the Government can give this Council some information.  Part (a) of the main answer mentioned the number of suspension cases in 1995, 1996 and 1997 as well as the average duration of the suspension.  I would like to know the longest period of suspension.  If the Government does not have such information on hand, can it provide a written reply?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Financial Services.





SECRETARY FOR FINANCIAL SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, a minority of companies have certainly been suspended for a fairly long time.  For instance, a company has been suspended since 1986 while another has been suspended since 1989.  I believe Members know the reasons and there are no particular reasons for the fairly longer suspension.   Moreover, six companies have been suspended since 1996.  I hope to give Mr WONG an idea of long suspensions.  In fact, the Stock Exchange has been publishing monthly reports of the present situation of the long-suspended companies (there are now a total of 17 companies which have been suspended for more than three months).  I note that the Hong Kong media, especially financial newspapers, have reported these monthly reports in great details.  Actually, this can make it easier for investors to know more about the relevant situation.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Honourable Members, as there are only four questions for oral answers today, therefore, I allow three more supplementary questions on this question.  Mr CHOY Kan-pui.









MR CHOY KAN-PUI (in Cantonese): Madam President, will the Government inform the Council of the existing mechanisms for monitoring the propriety of the decisions of the SFC and the Stock Exchange on ordering the temporary suspension of listed stocks?  If there are no such mechanisms will the Government consider establishing such mechanisms?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Financial Services.





SECRETARY FOR FINANCIAL SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, we think that the existing suspension mechanism is appropriate.  I hope Members will understand that suspension is not a kind of punishment.  As Hong Kong is a place practising the rule of law, if it is meant to punish those involved, we should certainly follow other procedures.  We are mainly asking listed companies to make suitable disclosures, therefore, the problem lies with the listed companies but not the regulator.  The regulator is only performing its general duties in the hope that listed companies can disclose information to all investors as soon as possible to facilitate the resumption of normal trading.  This is a very important concept which I hope Members will not forget.



	As regards this suspension mechanism, I have said in my main answer that this is entirely the same as the practices of more important financial centres in various countries in the world.  For instance, the SFC and the Stock Exchange are independent and have independent statutory powers, and their members are people with status and suitable experience in the industry.  Let me give another example.  The SFC has several non-executive directors.  We find it unnecessary to establish other mechanisms for supervision.  As I just said in my main answer, when minor shareholders think that the relevant actions are inappropriate or open to question, they can obtain justice by legal means or requesting a judicial review.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr CHIM Pui-chung.





MR CHIM PUI-CHUNG (in Cantonese): Madam President, as the major aim of suspension is to safeguard the interests of investors, will the Government consider not to allow suspension of more than one week for whatever reasons unless the listed companies in question have negative assets?  The Secretary just said that a company may not disclose information but the Stock Exchange can do so on its behalf, notifying people that it has not disclosed sufficient information, and urge investors to be careful and if investors wish to trade in such stocks, they have to bear all the consequences themselves.  Will the Government consider this suggestion?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Financial Services.





SECRETARY FOR FINANCIAL SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, as to the question related to point (1) in part (a) of the my main answer, I think that we can consider hold discussions with the Stock Exchange again to see whether we can exert greater pressure on these companies for such material corporate activities should be disclosed as soon as possible.  However, the cases related to the two other reasons are different as they involve other very complex factors including the financial situation of the companies concerned, the suitability of their continued listing, unusual fluctuations in their share prices and the question of market rigging.  All these need to be investigated.  I think that the suggestion just made by Mr CHIM can hardly apply to these cases.  I agree to the reason set out in point (1) and we should discuss with the Stock Exchange again to see whether we can make the companies disclose information without delay.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr CHIM Pui-chung.





MR CHIM PUI-CHUNG (in Cantonese): Madam President, I wish that the Secretary could openly make a pledge.  Investors and the public will pay attention to these suspension problems as they would have very great impact.  The Secretary's answer today is only paying lip service.  This is my view.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I do not think that the Secretary needs to respond to this view.  In fact, Members should not express their views during question time.  Mr Henry WU.



MR HENRY WU (in Cantonese): Madam President, this Council has discussed this problem for many times and the public and investors are very concerned about this problem.  I wish to follow up on the Secretary's answer.  As mentioned by Mr CHIM, we should ensure that the market operates in a proper manner and the interests of the investing public are protected.  Investors have reflected through those in the industry that when there is little market fluctuation, people are not too worried but if there are serious market fluctuations and the companies concerned are found to be at fault after investigation, the prices of the companies' stocks may fall substantially and investors will suffer losses.  Members are very concerned about whether the investigation period is too long, as regardless of whether the companies concerned have problems, investors will finally suffer losses.  Has the Government considered another proposal, that is, setting a time limit for resumption of trading of the stocks of these companies even if the investigation has not been completed, and giving the companies "yellow cards" at the same time so as to arouse the concern of the investing public?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Financial Services.





SECRETARY FOR FINANCIAL SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, as pointed out by Mr WU, in 1997, the SFC and the Stock Exchange initiated investigations and, there were only eight suspensions which accounted for 1.7% of the total number of cases in the year and  other cases did not involve this problem at all.  As regards whether we have procrastinated these 1.7% cases for too long, the answer is negative.  As six out of eight such cases have resumed trading, it shows that the SFC does not intend to procrastinate at all.  I have explained earlier that this measure is not a punishment.  The most important point is that trading can be resumed and investigation can continue to be carried out after information has been disclosed clearly.  This is a very important principle.  As each case is somewhat different, we can hardly set a time limit or make rigid provisions for individual stages.  Facts have proved that the Government or the regulator including the Stock Exchange and the SFC have not painstakingly made things difficult.  On the contrary, as compared with the regulator, listed companies have sometimes made things more difficult in respect of information disclosure. 





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Next question.  Mr NG Leung-sing.

Arrangements for Airlines with Poorer Safety Records



4.	MR NG LEUNG-SING (in Cantonese): In the wake of the recent incident in which an aircraft crashed into residential premises in Taiwan, will the Government inform this Council whether it has reviewed the arrangements for aircrafts operated by airlines with poorer safety records taking off and landing at Hong Kong's airport; if so, what the results are; if not, why not?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Economic Services.





SECRETARY FOR ECONOMIC SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) has prescribed  a set of standards and recommended practices for flight operations, landing       and taking-off procedures of aircrafts.  This includes professional        personnel licensing, flight operations and its related flight crew training, management of airlines, aircraft airworthiness and maintenance standards.               Hong Kong-registered aircrafts and aircrafts of foreign airlines operating in and out of Hong Kong are required to comply with the ICAO standards.



	Besides, all arriving and departing flights are closely monitored by the Civil Aviation Department (CAD).  In the event that any flight deviates from the normal arrival and departure procedures, the CAD will conduct an investigation and take remedial action.



	In addition to the operating standards, all aircrafts registered either in Hong Kong or elsewhere are required to meet international standards in respect of aircraft airworthiness.  CAD airworthiness surveyors would conduct checks on aircraft airworthiness and maintenance standards and records to ensure that aircrafts comply with airworthiness standards.



	The CAD considers that the above arrangement has worked well.  However, it will continue its close monitoring and maintain the good safety record of the Hong Kong airport.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr NG Leung-sing.



MR NG LEUNG-SING (in Cantonese): Madam President, the beginning part of the main reply states that the ICAO has prescribed a set of standards and recommended practices for flight operations, landing and taking-off procedures of aircrafts.  If these practices are really recommended practices as their name suggests, will the Government consider the possibility of making them mandatory?  Have the relevant authorities in Hong Kong considered the idea of setting down some local measures of safety supervision, to suit the unique circumstances of our airport?  





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Economic Services.





SECRETARY FOR ECONOMIC SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, all the aircrafts flying in and out of Hong Kong are required to observe most of the recommended practices mentioned in the main reply.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr Eric LI.





MR ERIC LI (in Cantonese): Madam President, concerning the recent air crashes, has the Government taken any positive actions to enquire whether or not the airlines involved had deviated from the standards set down by the ICAO?   If the Government has already done so, can it inform this Council of the channels of its enquiries, the results and the actions it will take in response?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Economic Services.





SECRETARY FOR ECONOMIC SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, the CAD maintains close contacts with the aviation authorities of countries and places all over the world.  Concerning these air crashes, it is important to note that they all involved the mechanical defects of the aeroplanes made by individual manufacturers, and there are not many aeroplane manufacturers now.  Following each serious aeroplane accident, the manufacturer concerned will conduct a thorough investigation and compile a report.  The report will then be distributed to the aviation authorities all over the world, including the CAD of Hong Kong.  On receiving such reports, the CAD will keep a close watch on the situation and take actions whenever necessary.  In the past, if aeroplanes of a certain model were found to be having problems, the CAD of Hong Kong might, among other things, suspend their operations in and out of Hong Kong until the problems were resolved.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr Howard YOUNG.





MR HOWARD YOUNG (in Cantonese): Madam President, the Secretary has repeatedly referred to the maintenance and operational practices recommended by the ICAO.  Since the geographical location of the Kai Tak Airport is so very unique, can the Secretary tell us whether we are in fact following the recommended practices without making any adaptations?  Or, have we drawn up another set of standards which are even more stringent than those set down by the ICAO?  





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Economic Services.





SECRETARY FOR ECONOMIC SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, the standards set down by the ICAO are followed by countries all over the world, and Hong Kong is no exception.  There is no need for us to draw up another set of particularly stringent standards because those set down by the ICAO are already recognized internationally as the most stringent in terms of safety.  Apparently, aircraft landing in the Kai Tak Airport is a most nerve-racking experience.  But it is precisely because of this reason that pilots are all particularly alert when landing.  I think that the Honourable Member himself is well aware of this.  Actually, our airport has maintained a very good safety record.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr LAU Kong-wah.









MR LAU KONG-WAH (in Cantonese): Madam President, driving a vehicle under the effect of alcohol is very dangerous.  But it is even more dangerous to operate an aeroplane under the effect of alcohol.  Has the Government ever conducted any alcohol tests on pilots who have deviated from the normal arrival and departure procedures?  Is such a test part of the established procedures to deal with cases of deviations?  If not, why not?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Economic Services.





SECRETARY FOR ECONOMIC SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, operating a plane under the effect of alcohol also constitutes an offence in law.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr LAU Kong-wah.





MR LAU KONG-WAH (in Cantonese): The point of my question is really this: Though operating a plane under the effect of alcohol is an offence, an alcohol test is not required under the established procedures.  Has the Government ever considered the idea of requiring pilots who have deviated from the normal arrival and departure procedures to undergo an alcohol test immediately after alighting from their planes? 





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Economic Services.





SECRETARY FOR ECONOMIC SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, let me make it clear that pilots are not exempt from such a test.  In case of aircraft incidents, the pilots concerned are required to undergo such a test.  Even if the pilot concerned is dead, an autopsy will still be conducted to ascertain the alcohol content in his blood.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Dr Raymond HO.



DR RAYMOND HO (in Cantonese): Has the Government conducted a safety impact assessment for the people living near the new airport at Chap Lap Kok?  If yes, what are the results?  





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Dr Raymond HO, your question has in fact deviated from the main question.  Secretary for Economic Services, do you wish to reply?





SECRETARY FOR ECONOMIC SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, as we all know, the existing airport, that is, the Kai Tak Airport, is surrounded on all sides by residential buildings.  But in the case of the new airport, its two runways for landing are flanked on both sides by basically nothing else but the sea.  So, this actually gives us a greater sense of safety, and if we compare the two airports, we will see that the new one will involve a far smaller degree of danger. 





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr Howard YOUNG.





MR HOWARD YOUNG (in Cantonese): Madam President, according to the Secretary, the Government has been exercising close supervision on the operations and maintenance of aircrafts, but I understand that not all aircrafts are maintained in Hong Kong.  That being the case, I want to ask a question on the supervision referred to.  Will the aviation authorities of Hong Kong exercise more stringent supervision for Hong Kong based airlines than for airlines which simply operate their planes via Hong Kong?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Economic Services.





SECRETARY FOR ECONOMIC SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, concerning our policy towards aircraft maintenance, I am sure that the Honourable Member actually understands the situation very well.  All aircrafts of the airlines registered in Hong Kong are sampled for thorough airworthiness inspections by the CAD on a regular basis.  But for the airworthiness of those aircrafts registered in other places, it will be the responsibility of the registering countries concerned to conduct the required inspections.  I am sure that Honourable Members will understand that all members of the ICAO are required to ensure that all the aircrafts registered with them must meet airworthiness and safety standards.  Currently, more than 200 flights operate in and out of Hong Kong every day, and the aircrafts of some 60 airlines operate flights into Hong Kong.  So, the most the CAD can do is to sample some of these aircrafts for maintainance checks.  By and large, we have to trust the maintenance and airworthiness inspections conducted by individual registering countries.  This is also the case with other places in the world.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr NG Leung-sing.





MR NG LEUNG-SING (in Cantonese): Madam President, a moment ago, the Government referred to the set of standards and recommended practices of the ICAO.  At what intervals does the ICAO supply these standards to its members?  At what intervals are reviews conducted to update these standards and recommended practices?  Moreover, has the ICAO conducted any evaluation and contrastive studies in relation to those airlines which are known for their high standards of safety (that is, airlines with a low incidence of accidents and good safety records)?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Economic Services.





SECRETARY FOR ECONOMIC SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, the ICAO will update these standards in the light of the latest developments, and it will also set down guidelines and recommended practices for the development needs of the related trades and industries.  But the ICAO has never singled out any airlines for their outstanding safety standards or poor performance records.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr IP Kwok-him.





MR IP KWOK-HIM (in Cantonese): Madam President, according to tentative findings, the recent air crashes in Taiwan were connected with the quality and control skills of the pilots concerned.  In his main reply, the Secretary also referred to the standards set down by the ICAO, saying that one possible measure was professional personnel licensing.  The geographical location of the airport in Hong Kong is really unique.  In view of this, have the airlines operating flights to Hong Kong set down any special requirements for the pilots of these flights?  In addition, concerning those airlines with poor safety records, will the Government impose any special requirements for their pilots?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Economic Services.





SECRETARY FOR ECONOMIC SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, all pilots are of course required to meet very strict requirements.  As we all know, a person must successfully complete many hours of theoretical and practical training before he can qualify as a pilot, and the standards of such training are clearly set down by the ICAO in very strict terms.  In other words, each and every member of the ICAO must make sure that all the relevant ICAO standards are met before it can issue a pilot licence to any person.  In regard to the recent air accidents in Taiwan which the Honourable Member talked about, investigations are still in progress.  So I must say that at this stage, we are still unable to ascertain whether these accidents were related to the faults of the pilots concerned.  As I said just now, if the investigations eventually reveal that the accidents were caused by the mechanical defects of a particular model of aircraft, the CAD will certainly follow and monitor the development of the matter.  The airline involved in these accidents have been operating flights to Hong Kong over the past 40 years or so, and the safety records of such flights have been good; only one accident has been recorded so far, and that was in 1993 when one of its aircraft crashed into the sea without causing any casualties.  I think Honourable Members can still remember this accident.  Over the years, Hong Kong has had a good aviation safety record.  





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr Eric LI.







MR ERIC LI (in Cantonese): Madam President, the Government said in the main reply that it did not want to deviate from international aviation standards.  I can well appreciate its point.  However from the Government's reply, I get the impression that it is actually focusing too much on the investigation reports of the aircraft manufacturer.  Has the ICAO, which has set down the international aviation standards, carried out any investigations on its own?  If yes, will the relevant findings be released?  In case investigation findings reveal that human errors were obviously involved and that the aircraft manufacturers were not at fault, will the Hong Kong aviation authorities keep a record or list of the airlines concerned?  Or, will the Hong Kong aviation authorities take any steps in response to these quality problems of the airlines, such as requiring them to raise their alertness?  If such steps are not to be taken, why?





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Economic Services.





SECRETARY FOR ECONOMIC SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, whenever any serious aviation accidents occur, the ICAO will invariably request the local aviation authorities concerned to carry out investigations, and when the local aviation authorities concerned do so, they will naturally ask for the co-operation of the relevant aircraft manufacturers.  In case causes such as human errors, weather, aircraft models and mechanical defects are identified, aviation authorities all over the world and those airlines using the same models of aircraft will be notified immediately, so that remedial measures can be taken.  





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr David CHU.





MR DAVID CHU (in Cantonese): Madam President, I believe that all of us, especially those living in Kowloon City, should rightly be concerned about the issue of aviation safety.  We all know that some airlines are obviously lagging behind others in terms of their attainment of international aviation standards.  That being the case, can we draw up some measures of our own to deal with these airlines?  For example, whenever the aircraft of some airlines with poorer records approach Hong Kong, will it be possible for us to take some internal safety measures, such as giving more navigational advice, communicating more with the pilots and exercising stricter supervision?  We need not implement these measures for anything more than a few months.  But by doing so, we can protect the lives of Hong Kong people.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Economic Services.





SECRETARY FOR ECONOMIC SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, let me just point out that the CAD has always kept a close watch on the flights moving into and out of Hong Kong, because we know very well that each and every flight may affect our own safety.  I have stressed repeatedly that the best safeguard, the most important safeguard, will be for Hong Kong to follow all the standards and recommended practices set down by the ICAO.  Actually, we need not worry too much, because no single airline operating flights into and out of Hong Kong has been particularly bad in safety records.  Over the past five years, only three accidents involving commercial passenger flights have been recorded, and none of these accidents caused any casualties.  That is why we can claim that the safety record of our airport is in fact very good.  This also shows that the pilots and the aircrafts operating into and out of Hong Kong have all been able to meet the ICAO standards.  That said, let me stress once again that the CAD will continue to keep a close watch on all models of aircraft.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I must draw a line for this question here.





WRITTEN ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS



Complaints Against Immigration Control Officers



5.	MR CHOY KAN-PUI (in Cantonese): Will the Government provide a breakdown, by immigration control points, of the number of complaints (including verbal and written complaints) against immigration control officers received in each of the past three years, and the major issues involved in these cases?







SECRETARY FOR SECURITY (in Cantonese): Madam President, a breakdown, by immigration control points,  of the number of complaints (including verbal and written complaints) against immigration control officers is given below: 

 

�1995

�1996

�1997

��Control Points�Verbal�Written�Verbal�Written�Verbal�Written

��Airport�	27�	44�	19�	31�	16�	30��Lo Wu�	16�	16�	7�	15�	18�	16��Man Kam To�	1�	0�	2�	1�	0�	1��Sha Tau Kok�	0�	0�	0�	0�	0�	0��Lok Ma Chau�	1�	7�	1�	3�	2�	1��Hung Hom�	1�	0�	0�	0�	1�	0��Macau Terminal�	9�	5�	11�	14�	2�	4��China Ferry Terminal�	7�	16�	0�	3�	0�	4��Harbour Control�	2�	1�	1�	0�	0�	1��Sub-total�	64�	89�	41�	67�	39�	57�������Total�153�108�96��

	The majority of these complaints related to service standards, such as long waiting and processing time, poor staff manner, insufficient manpower and facilities, and incorrect information given by staff.  There were also some complaints about being subjected to secondary examination, refused permission to land and granted shortened limit of stay.





Decrease in Hong Kong Dollar Deposits



6.	DR LAW CHEUNG-KWOK (in Cantonese): It is learnt that Hong Kong dollar deposits within the territory's banking system in October 1997 registered a substantial decrease against those in September of the same year.  In this connection, will the Government inform this Council whether:



	(a)	it is aware of the major reasons for the substantial decrease in the aggregate amount of Hong Kong dollar deposits in October last year;

	(b)	it has studied the implications of the decrease in Hong Kong dollar deposits for the economy of the territory; if so, what the findings are; and



	(c)	it is aware of any sustained decrease in Hong Kong dollar deposits; if so, the measures it will adopt to keep the downward trend in check?





SECRETARY FOR FINANCIAL SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President,



	(a)	Hong Kong dollar deposits dropped by $62 billion (or by 3.9%) in October 1997.  The fall was mainly due to a combination of three factors.  First, economic activities slowed down as interest rates rose and asset prices adjusted amidst the currency turmoil in the region.  The adverse economic conditions have reduced the demand for Hong Kong dollar from borrowers while banks have become more cautious in granting new loans. Hong Kong dollar credit contracted by $42 billion (or by 2.3%) during the month, contributing partly to the fall in Hong Kong dollar deposits.  Second, the fall reflects also the high base of comparison at the end of September 1997, when new loans and deposits were created as a result of new share subscription activities.  



		Hong Kong dollar loans and deposits expanded by $71 billion and $27 billion respectively during September 1997, when six new share flotations received subscription monies totalling $55 billion.  When these subscription exercises completed, banks' loans and deposits restored to the normal lower levels in October 1997.  Third, partly due to the moderate shift of Hong Kong dollar deposits to US dollar deposits in October 1997 amidst continued financial market turmoil in the region and the speculative pressure on the Hong Kong dollar, US dollar deposits rose by $46 billion during the month.



		It is worth noting that monthly fluctuations are misleading indicators because monthly variations could be due to seasonal or other short-term factors such as flotation of new shares.  The following examines the recent trend and sets the current data in a clearer perspective.  First, while Hong Kong dollar deposits as a proportion of total deposits stood at 57% at end-October 1997, lower than the 59% at end-September 1997, it is still higher than the ratio of around 52% in 1994-95.  Secondly, on a year-on-year basis, Hong Kong dollar deposits at end-October 1997 rose significantly by $193 billion (or by 14.3%) over a year ago, accounting for 57.1% of the total deposits (compared with 56.0% at end-October 1996).  Despite the fall in Hong Kong dollar deposits during the last few months, Hong Kong dollar deposits at end-January 1998 is still higher by $73 billion (or 5.1%)  than the amount a year ago, accounting for 56.3% of the total deposits (compared with 57.4% at end-January 1997).



	(b)	Part of the decline in Hong Kong dollar deposits was the result of a contraction in domestic credit.  The shift in Hong Kong dollar deposits to US dollar deposits has also resulted in tighter Hong Kong dollar liquidity, which put upward pressure on local interest rates and slowed the economy.  Rising local interest rates are, however, expected to encourage savings and to attract funds to switch to Hong Kong dollars, so as to restore the level of Hong Kong dollar deposits.  When this takes place, interest rates should gradually adjust downwards accordingly.



	(c)	Hong Kong dollar deposits fell further by $17 billion in November 1997 but rose by $17 billion in December 1997.  It then dropped again by $34 billion in January 1998, due to the seasonal huge demand for "lai-see" cash (about $16 billion) and tax payment, credit contraction (Hong Kong dollar loans fell by $6 billion) and a rise in US dollar deposits (by $29 billion).  As mentioned above, the fall in Hong Kong dollar deposits could induce higher interest rates, if local credit demand cannot be met.  This would, in turn, encourage savings and attract capital inflow, thus easing the liquidity situation.  In the recent few weeks, the softening of interbank market rates, term rates in particular, will help ease liquidity.  While it is difficult to predict how soon Hong Kong dollar deposits would resume their increasing trend, which hinges on financial market conditions in the region and investors' assessments on Asia's prospects, the level of domestic interest rates will work to balance the supply of and demand for Hong Kong dollars. 

Ground Settlement in Public Housing and HOS Estates



7.	MR HENRY WU (in Chinese): It is learnt that ground settlement occurred in a newly occupied Home Ownership Scheme (HOS) estate, which caused great anxiety among the residents.  In this connection, does the Government know:



	(a)	the number of public housing estates and HOS estates (including those under the Private Sector Participation Scheme) in Hong Kong having potential risks of ground settlement;



	(b)	of the party responsible for repairing the ground settlement in these public housing estates or HOS estates, and the time limit for the completion of the repair works;



	(c)	of the party responsible for the repair works and compensation for the damage to the flats of residents and the public facilities caused by ground settlement in these public housing estates or HOS estates, and the time limit for the completion of the repair works; and



	(d)	how the relevant authority ensures that ground settlement will not occur in these public housing estates and HOS estates?





SECRETARY FOR HOUSING (in Chinese): Madam President, while reclaimed land is subject to settlement, such settlement is normally stabilized in around 10 years after completion of the construction programme.  A total of 11 public rental housing (PRH) estates, 16 HOS estates and 10 Private Sector Participation Scheme (PSPS) estates, which were built on reclaimed land within the past 10 years, fall within this category.



	The Housing Authority (HA) is responsible for remedial work as a result of subsidence in PRH estates and the expenditure is met by the Authority.  Time required for carrying out repairs would depend on the extent of damage but immediate repairs will be carried out to essential services.  As regards HOS and PSPS estates, the owners are responsible for the repair work and such expenditure is charged to the management funds of individual estates.





	In the light of the recent ground settlement problem in Kam Fung Court in Ma On Shan, the HA will take up the necessary investigation and repairs associated with ground settlement on this reclaimed land.  The HA will consider to provide the same repair service at HA's expense for other HOS estates in similar situation.



	Although reclaimed land is subject to settlement, this is allowed for in the design and construction of the housing estates.  Any subsequent soil settlement should not cause damage to the essential facilities, individual flats and the structural conditions of the buildings which are constructed on piled foundations.





Graduate Teaching Posts



8.	DR TSO WONG MAN-YIN (in Chinese): The Chief Executive has proposed in his policy address that by 2001, the percentage of graduate teaching posts in primary schools would be raised to 35%.  In this connection, will the Government inform this Council whether it knows:



	(a)	the percentage of graduate teaching posts in junior forms of secondary schools by that time; and



	(b)	the arrangements that will be made to step up on-the-job training for Certificated Masters/Mistresses in junior forms of secondary schools, and in regard to their promotion prospects?





SECRETARY FOR EDUCATION AND MANPOWER (in Chinese): Madam President, at present, the overall proportion of graduate teaching posts in a secondary school is not to exceed 70% of the teaching staff establishment, calculated according to the approved class-to-teacher ratios and the provision for split-class teaching, if any.  There is no distinction by junior and senior forms.



	The Government attaches great importance to on-the-job training for professional development of teachers, irrespective of whether they belong to the Certificated Masters/Mistresses (CM) or Graduate Masters/Mistresses (GM) grade.  The types of in-service courses available fall into six main categories:





	(a) 	curriculum development and change;



	(b) 	subject knowledge and pedagogy;



	(c) 	school management;



	(d) 	information technology (IT);



	(e) 	language enhancement and language teaching; and



	(f) 	general refresher courses.



	The CM and GM grades have their own grade structures, promotion paths and promotion ratios.





Maintenance Works on Tsing Ma and Kap Shui Mun Bridges



9.	MR HOWARD YOUNG: Would the Government inform this Council whether any maintenance works have been carried out on the Tsing Ma Bridge and Kap Shui Mun Bridge since the commencement of their operation in 1997; if so, of the nature, details and frequency of such maintenance works?





SECRETARY FOR TRANSPORT: Madam President, the Government is committed to the proper maintenance of the Tsing Ma and Kap Shui Mun Bridges and indeed all public roads and bridges.  Since they were opened to traffic in May 1997, the two Bridges have been inspected and maintained regularly under a set programme.



	Under the inspection programme, routine inspections of the Bridges are carried out on a weekly basis.  All components of the Bridges are subject to thorough inspection which will be carried out in phases once every two years.  Since the opening of the Bridges, the main cable and anchorages of Tsing Ma Bridge and some of the deck steelwork and concrete structures of both bridges have been inspected.







	Under the maintenance programme, carriageway is swept and gullies are cleaned on a daily basis.  Cleaning of bridge parapets, bearing surfaces and movement joints and lubrication of bearings and tightening of cable band bolts are carried out once every year.  Repair to defects and damages is carried out as and when necessary.  Since the opening of the Bridges, the Government has carried out maintenance works for the cable sheathings of the Kap Shui Mun Bridge and road surfacings.  Damaged bridge parapet caused by traffic accidents have been repaired.





CSSA Recipients Applying for Tenants Purchase Scheme



10.	MR CHAN CHOI-HI (in Chinese): Will the Government inform this Council whether:



	(a)	public housing tenants receiving the Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA) payments are allowed to purchase public housing flats under the Tenants Purchase Scheme; if so, of the criteria adopted by the relevant authorities for deciding whether such tenants are allowed to purchase public housing flats;



	(b)	the tenants concerned will be disqualified from receiving the CSSA payments after they have purchased public housing flats and become property owners; and



	(c)	the Social Welfare Department has assessed the amount, from the rent allowance received by such CSSA recipients, which will consequently be used as mortgage payments?





SECRETARY FOR HEALTH AND WELFARE (in Chinese): Madam President,



	(a)	The Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA) Scheme is non-contributory, funded entirely by General Revenue.  It aims to provide assistance to financially vulnerable members of our community who for reasons such as old age, ill health or loss of earning capability are unable to provide for their basic needs of living and those of their families.  Eligibility criteria are in place to ensure that assistance goes only to those who are genuinely in need of public assistance.  CSSA is therefore never intended to be a means to enable recipients to acquire assets.



	(b)	"Asset" is one of the criteria for determining eligibility to assistance under the CSSA Scheme.  Under the existing arrangement, the home that a CSSA recipient owns and lives in prior to his/her coming onto the Scheme is totally disregarded in assessing his/her eligibility under the "asset" test.  This practice is being examined in our review of the CSSA Scheme currently underway.



	(c)	The issue raised will not arise: rent allowance provided to recipients living in public housing under the CSSA Scheme will only be used for rental payment to the Housing Authority. 





Divulgence of Executive Council Documents



11.	DR LAW CHEUNG-KWOK (in Chinese): Will the Government inform this Council whether, since the establishment of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, there have been incidents in which confidential documents for the meetings of the Executive Council had been divulged before the meetings were held; if so:



	(a)	whether it has conducted any investigation into the incidents; if so, what the results are; and



	(b)	of the responsibilities, including legal responsibilities, which a person has to bear for divulging the confidential documents of the Executive Council?





CHIEF SECRETARY FOR ADMINISTRATION (in Chinese): Madam President, 



	(a)	There are well-established arrangements to ensure the confidentiality of the documents for and proceedings of the Executive Council.  The Administration is aware of recent media reports which referred purportedly to the contents of the discussions at the Council's meetings.  We have been monitoring the situation closely and are taking steps to ensure that the security procedures regarding the operations of the Council are not compromised.



	(b)	Any person who may be involved in the business of the Executive Council or who may have access to the Council's documents and deliberations must observe strictly the rule of confidentiality.  All Executive Council Members must abide by this rule under the Oath of Fidelity, taken upon their appointment to the Council.  The rule provides that Council Members should not, except with the authority of the Chief Executive, reveal the agenda or proceedings of, or any document or matter related to, the Council.  Civil servants are bound by the requirements under the Official Secrets Ordinance and the Government Security Regulations, which stipulate that any unlawful disclosure of classified information may lead to criminal liability or disciplinary proceedings as appropriate.





Knowledge in Family Medicine



12.	DR TANG SIU-TONG (in Chinese): Will the Government inform this Council:



	(a)	of the present number of medical practitioners in the territory who are qualified as specialists in family medicine;



	(b)	whether it has considered providing additional resources to strengthen the training in family medicine at both the undergraduate and postgraduate levels in medical education; if not, why not; and



	(c)	whether it will consider extensively promoting knowledge in family medicine to the public; if not, why not?





SECRETARY FOR HEALTH AND WELFARE (in Chinese): Madam President,	



	(a)	As at February 1998, there are 107 medical practitioners in Hong Kong who are specialists in family medicine.

	(b)	It is our policy to support the development of family medicine.  The Department of Health, the Hospital Authority and the Hong Kong College of Family Physicians are collaborating to provide training in family medicine.  The medical faculties of the two local universities have, in recent years, strengthened their curricula in family medicine.



		The postgraduate family medicine training programme lasts six years,  consisting of both hospital-based and community-based training.



		The Department of Health set up an Education and Training Centre in Family Medicine in 1992 to provide training to general out-patient clinic doctors.  So far, the Department has provided training on family medicine to 18 doctors; and at present another 14 doctors are receiving training in this Centre.  The Department has plans to establish another family medicine training centre to increase the number of trainees.



		The Hospital Authority provides hospital-based training in family medicine.  At present, it is providing a two-year family medicine training programme to 21 doctors.  The Authority plans, as a tentative target, to provide training in this respect to around 20 to 30 doctors per year from 1998-2000.

 

	(c)	The Department of Health and the Hospital Authority have been promoting the concept and practice of family medicine.  Qualified family physicians in the Department of Health adopt the family medicine approach to provide quality care to patients in some general out-patient clinics.  The Department will extend family medicine practice to the Department's integrated elderly health service which is now being planned.  The service will provide comprehensive and multi-disciplinary holistic care to the elderly.





Road Safety



13.	MR LEE KAI-MING (in Chinese): It is reported that, on 22 February this year, a coach crashed down a slope allegedly as a result of speeding and brake failure, resulting in many passengers being injured.  In this connection, will the Government inform this Council whether:

	(a)	there is any plan to conduct a safety check on all coaches in Hong Kong; if not, why not;



	(b)	it will amend the legislation to impose heavier penalties for speeding so as to achieve a deterrent effect; if not, why not; and



	(c)	there is any plan to organize territory-wide road safety campaigns to educate drivers and members of the public with a view to enhancing their awareness of road safety; if so, what the details are; if not, why not?





SECRETARY FOR TRANSPORT (in Chinese): Madam President,



	(a)	Under the Road Traffic Ordinance, all public buses are required to be inspected by the Government for roadworthiness before their licences are renewed each year.  In addition, any in-service bus suspected not to be roadworthy may be called up for inspection by the Transport Department for further examination.  Coaches are public buses and are therefore included in this category.



		The number of public buses which were inspected and passed the examination conducted by the Transport Department, compared with the number of public bus accidents caused by vehicle faults, are as follows:



Year�No. of public buses�������passed Transport 

Department's examination�with accidents

caused by vehicle faults������1995�9 178�16������1996�9 931�16������1997�10 659�8��	





		The present system already ensures that each coach is inspected at least once a year.  There is no plan to change the present inspection system.



	(b)	Under the Road Traffic Ordinance, a driver who commits speeding offences are liable to a maximum fine of $4,000.  Furthermore, for each speeding offence, a maximum penalty of eight points will be recorded against him under the Road Traffic (Driving-Offence Points) Ordinance.  Serious offenders may be liable to be disqualified from driving by the court.



		Over the past year, the number of convicted speeding offences has decreased by 4.4%, from 215 853 in 1996 to 206 367 in 1997.  There does not appear to be any indication that the existing penalties are inadequate but we will continue to monitor the situation closely.



	(c)	Road safety campaigns and education are organized regularly under the guidance of the Road Safety Council.  Such activities are targeted at all road users, including drivers, passengers and pedestrians.



		Publicity campaigns and education programmes are organized both at the central and district level by many government departments, including the Hong Kong Police, Transport Department, Information Services Department, Home Affairs Department and Education Department.  To elicit the community's interest and participation, these are often organized in conjunction with district boards and voluntary organizations such as the Road Safety Association.



		The Transport Department also publishes a quarterly newsletter on road safety, which are distributed through schools, transport trade associations and District Offices.  Seminars and talks for bus operators, transport trade associations, community centres and schools on topics related to road safety are also organized regularly.

	

		Such campaigns and programmes may include activities such as radio and television messages, carnivals, variety shows, quizzes, competitions, and exhibitions.  In 1997-98, $3.5 million was spent on these campaigns and programmes, funded mainly by the district boards and sponsorships.  In addition, the Government will continue to provide a subvention to the Road Safety Association in support of its work in promoting road safety.  It is expected that the level of activity in 1998-99 will not be less than the level in 1997-98.





Rent Freeze for Commercial Tenants



14.	MR CHAN CHOI-HI (in Chinese): It is learnt that, in view of the recent economic downturn in the territory, the Housing Authority (HA) has decided to put a one-year freeze on the rents of its commercial tenants.  In this connection, does the Government know whether the HA will also freeze the rent payable by commercial tenants who have renewed their tenancy agreements before February this year?





SECRETARY FOR HOUSING (in Chinese): Madam President, the Commercial Properties Committee under the Housing Authority is considering the arrangements for commercial tenancies which were renewed before February this year.  A decision will be taken soon.





BILLS



First Reading of Bills



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Bills: First Reading.





INLAND REVENUE (AMENDMENT) BILL 1998



INLAND REVENUE (AMENDMENT) (NO. 2) BILL 1998



STAMP DUTY (AMENDMENT) BILL 1998



STAMP DUTY (AMENDMENT) (NO. 2) BILL 1998



ESTATE DUTY (AMENDMENT) BILL 1998



DUTIABLE COMMODITIES (AMENDMENT) BILL 1998



AIR PASSENGER DEPARTURE TAX (AMENDMENT) BILL 1998





CLERK (in Cantonese): Inland Revenue (Amendment) Bill 1998



		Inland Revenue (Amendment) (No.2) Bill 1998



		Stamp Duty (Amendment) Bill 1998



		Stamp Duty (Amendment) (No.2) Bill 1998



		Estate Duty (Amendment) (No.2) Bill 1998



		Dutiable Commodities (Amendment) Bill 1998



		Air Passenger Departure Tax (Amendment) Bill 1998



Bills read the First time and ordered to be set down for Second Reading pursuant to Rule 53(3) of the Rules of Procedure.





Second Reading of Bills



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Bills: Second Reading.  Secretary for the Treasury.





INLAND REVENUE (AMENDMENT) BILL 1998



SECRETARY FOR THE TREASURY (in Cantonese): Madam President, I move the Second Reading of the Inland Revenue (Amendment) Bill 1998.



	To give effect to the revenue proposals in the 1998-99 Budget, the Administration will be submitting seven Bills to the Provisional Legislative Council for consideration today.  The Inland Revenue (Amendment) Bill 1998 is the first Bill which I am going to submit to the Council.



	The purpose of this Bill is to improve the existing Salaries Tax concessions in accordance with the proposals made in the Budget by increasing the allowances and deductions; revising the marginal tax structure; as well as introducing three new deductions for home mortgage interest, elderly residential care expenses and contributions to retirement schemes respectively.



	Regarding the existing Salaries Tax allowances and deductions, we propose to raise the basic personal allowance from $100,000 to $108,000 and the married person's allowance from $200,000 to $216,000. This is an increase of 8%.  In addition, we also propose to raise the allowance for the first and second child by 11.1%, from $27,000 to $30,000; the allowance for the third to the ninth child by 7.1%, from $14,000 to$15,000; and to raise the basic allowance for a dependent parent or grand parent by 11.1%, from $27,000 to $30,000, and make a similar increase to the dependent brother and sister allowance.



	To qualify for the dependent parent or grand parent allowance, taxpayers are required to make financial provision for the elderly dependants they support.  Under the existing legislation, the amount of financial support for an elderly dependant is $1,200 per year; however, as this amount was set in 1978, it could no longer reflect the practical situations as at present.  We are therefore taking this opportunity to introduce an amendment to increase the amount to $12,000.



	For the purpose of helping single parents as well as families supporting disabled dependants to cope with the particular difficulties confronting them, the single parent allowance will be raised by 44%, from $75,000 to $108,000; while the disabled dependant allowance will be increased by 140%, from $25,000 to $60,000.  In addition, the maximum deduction for training expenses will be increased by 50%, from $20,000 to $30,000 a year, so as to encourage the employed population to enhance their professional qualifications and technical skills.



	As a means to encourage taxpayers to live with their elderly dependants, the additional allowance for a dependant parent or grandparent living with a taxpayer will be increased substantially by 275%, from $8,000 to $30,000.  Together with the basic allowance for such dependants this will give $60,000 in allowances for taxpayers who have an elderly dependant living with them.







	The Bill also proposes to introduce a new deduction of up to $60,000 a year for those who are supporting an elderly dependant in residential care.  To prevent any cases of double benefits, those claiming the deduction would not be eligible for the Salaries Tax allowances for that dependant.



	To encourage home ownership and alleviate the financial burden on home buyers, the Bill also proposes to introduce a new deduction of a maximum of $100,000 per year per property for home mortgage interest payments.  This deduction will only apply in respect of properties for self-occupation, and all home-occupiers with a mortgage are eligible for this deduction, not just first-time home buyers.  Applicants may claim the deduction in any five tax years.



	Regarding the marginal tax structure, the Bill seeks to widen the marginal tax bands from the present $30,000 to $35,000, as well as to reduce the marginal tax rates by changing the incremental steps from 6% to 5% so that the top marginal tax rate will be reduced from 20% to 17%.  This adjustment will make the whole tax structure fairer; besides, the weight of tax on taxpayers will increase more gently and more evenly than under the present structure.  Middle-income salaries taxpayers, the "sandwich class" in particular, will benefit most.  According to our proposal, these tax concessions will take effect from the year of assessment starting on 1 April 1998.



	In addition, to help alleviate the weight of Mandatory Provident Fund contribution on our working population, the Bill proposes to introduce a deduction of up to $12,000 a year for employees' compulsory contributions when the Mandatory Provident Fund scheme comes into operation.  Self-employed people will be eligible for an equivalent deduction under the Profits Tax regime.  Employees making contributions to recognized occupational retirement schemes exempted under the Mandatory Provident Fund Schemes Ordinance will also enjoy the same deduction.



	Last but not least, we also propose to revise a provision under the Inland Revenue Ordinance to make it more easily accessible, as well as to revoke certain obsolete provisions.



	Madam President, our proposed Salaries Tax concessions will alleviate the weight of tax on 99% of our salaries taxpayers and reduce the number of persons who have to pay Salaries Tax at the standard rate from 71 000 to 10 000.  All of our proposals have received widespread support from among the community.  With these remarks, I commend the Bill to this Council for passage.

PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That the Inland Revenue (Amendment) Bill 1998 be read the Second time.



	In accordance with Rule 54(4) of the Rules of Procedure, the debate is now adjourned and the Bill referred to the House Committee.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): secretary for the treasury.





Inland Revenue (Amendment) (No. 2) Bill 1998



SECRETARY FOR THE TREASURY (in Cantonese): Madam President, I move the Second Reading of the Inland Revenue (Amendment) (No. 2) Bill 1998.



	The Financial Sercetary undertook in the 1997-98 Budget to conduct a comprehensive review of Profits Tax, with a view to sharpening the competitive edge of our tax system and business environment.  The review has already been completed and the Financial Sercetary has also proposed a series of measures in respect of Profits Tax in the 1998-99 Budget; however, to give effect to some of these proposals, certain amendments to the provisions of the Inland Revenue Ordinance would be required.  The purpose of this Bill is to introduce the relevant amendments which would take effect from the year of assessment starting on 1 April 1998, and the following are the major amendments:



	First, to reduce the corporate Profits Tax Rate from 16.5% to 16%;



	Second, to allow an immediate 100% write-off for expenditure plant and machinery specifically related to manufacturing, and computer hardware and software, which are owned by end users;



	Third, to expand the scope of deductions for capital expenditure on research and development to cover that incurred on market research, feasibility studies and other research activities related to business and management sciences;



	Fourth, to double the annual depreciation allowance for commercial buildings from 2% to 4%;



	Fifth, to extend the hotel refurbishment and renovation concession to all other sectors, so that capital expenditure in this respect could be amortized over a period of five years, based on a 20% straight-line annual write-off;



	Sixth, to provide a concessionary tax rate at 50% of the normal Profits Tax rate for the offshore business of professional reinsurance companies authorized in Hong Kong;



	Seventh, to amend the provisions under the Inland Revenue Ordinance concerning tax exemption of income derived by beneficiaries from fund management to keep pace with the existing developments;



	Eighth, to provide reciprocal tax exemption for shipping; and



	Ninth, to provide, on a full cost recovery basis, an advance ruling service on the source of profits as well as other taxation matters for our businesses.



	We believe that the implementation of the above proposals could sharpen the competitive edge of our businesses while keeping in line with our policy to maintain a simple and predictable tax regime with low tax rates.



	We have also made use of this opportunity to introduce certain relevant amendments to the Inland Revenue Ordinance as well as to repeal some obsolete provisions under the Ordinance.



	Madam President, the proposed Profits Tax adjustments made in the Budget have received widespread support from our businesses, I therefore hope that Honourable Members will lend their support to this Bill.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That the Inland Revenue (Amendment) (No. 2) Bill 1998 be read the Second time.



	In accordance with the Rules of Procedure, the debate is now adjourned and the Bill referred to the House Committee.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for the Treasury.



Stamp Duty (Amendment) Bill 1998



Secretary for the Treasury (in Cantonese): Madam President, I move the Second Reading of the Stamp Duty (Amendment) Bill 1998.



	This Bill seeks to make an amendment in accordance with the proposal made in the annual Budget to reduce the stamp duty chargeable in respect of a transaction in Hong Kong stock from 0.3% to 0.25% with effect from 1 April 1998.  The proposed amendment would reduce the fees chargeable in respect of stock transactions, thereby enhancing the competitiveness of the local stock market.  This measure is welcomed by the stock community.



	With these remarks, Madam President, I commend the Bill to this Council for passage.





President (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That the Stamp Duty (Amendment) Bill 1998 be read the Second time.



	In accordance with the Rules of Procedure, the debate is now adjourned and the Bill referred to the House Committee.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for the Treasury.





Stamp Duty (Amendment) (No. 2) Bill 1998



SECRETARY FOR THE TREASURY (in Cantonese): Madam President, I move the Second reading of the Stamp Duty (Amendment) (No. 2) Bill 1998.



	This Bill proposes to replace the current stamp duty remission for transactions in regional derivative options and convertible bonds or notes with a specific exemption, so as to simplify the process for granting the concession and to extend this exemption to cover transactions in regional derivative warrants which have no more than 40% weighting by value in Hong Kong stock.  This proposal is helpful to the stock community in developing new products to cater for the needs of the market, thereby strengthening Hong Kong's status as the premier financial centre in the Asian-Pacific Region.

	In addition, we intend to make use of this opportunity to amend the Stamp Duty Ordinance to keep it in line with the human rights-related provisions as set out in the Basic Law.  To put it in simple terms, we propose to amend the Ordinance to make provisions in respect of an appeal to court against an assesment of stamp duty made by the Collector of Stamp Revenue, so that pending an appeal, the court as well as the Collector of Stamp Revenue could exercise the authorized discretionary power and permit the taxpayer concerned to postpone the payment of stamp duty.



	We also amend the Stamp Duty Ordinance to remedy any loophole that might give rise to tax evasion; besides, certain technical amendments will also be introduced to impprove the operation of the Ordinance.



	Madam President, I so submit.





President (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That the Stamp Duty (Amendment) (No. 2) Bill 1998 be read the Second time.



	In accordance with the Rules of Procedure, the debate is now adjourned and the Bill referred to the House Committee.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for the Treasury.





Estate Duty (Amendment) Bill 1998



SECRETARY FOR THE TREASURY (in Cantonese): Madam President, I move the Second Reading of the Estate Duty (Amendment) Bill 1998.



	This Bill seeks to amend the Ordinance in accordance with the proposals made in the Budget to extend the exemption level, enhance the marginal duty band, as well as reduce the marginal tax rate for estate duty with effect from 1 April 1998.  To put it in specific terms, this Bill seeks to raise the exemption level from $7 million to $7.5 million.  As regards duty rates, that for estates over $7.5 million but not exceeding $9 million is 5%; for estates over $9 million but not exceeding $10.5 million, the rate is 10%; and for estates valued at over $10.5 million, the rate is 15%.  The highest marginal tax rate would be reduced from 18% to 15% and stands at the same level as that for the standard rate of Salaries tax and Profits Tax for unincorporated businesses.



	Madam President, I so submit.





President (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That the Estate Duty (Amendment) Bill 1998 be read the Second time.



	In accordance with the Rules of Procedure, the debate is now adjourned and the Bill referred to the House Committee.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for the Treasury.





Dutiable Commodities (Amendment) Bill 1998



SECRETARY FOR THE TREASURY (in Cantonese): Madam President, I move the Second Reading of the Dutiable Commodities (Amendment) Bill 1998.



	This Bill seeks to give effect to the proposals in the 1998-99 Budget to increase for inflation the duty rates for tobacco, fuel and methyl alcohol by 6% so as to maintain the real value of the duty charged on these commodities, as well as to maintain duty as a stable source of revenue for the Government.  The adjustment is also introduced for the following policy objectives:



	(1)	To increase the duty on tobacco to achieve a positive effect in the efforts to discourage people from smoking;



	(2)	To increase the duty on fuel to underpin the control over private cars, thereby encouraging the population to make use of public transportation;



	(3)	To increase the duty on diesel to restrict the differential duty rate with other more environmental-friendly fuel.  If the differential duty rate is increased, diesel users would have less incentive to switch to other more environmental-friendly fuel.  The adjustment in the duty on diesel will not affect the operating cost of franchised buses.  Its impact on the operating costs of other diesel-engined vehicles (such as taxi and minibus) is minimal; and



	(4)	To increase the duty on methyl alcohol products to achieve health purposes by rendering the sale of toxic liquors made with methyl alcohol profitless.



	The impact of our proposed duty adjustments have on inflation is just minimal, as the composite consumer price Index would be caused to raise by about 0.05% only.



	In accordance with the Public Revenue Protection Order signed by the Chief Executive in consultation with the Executive Council, the proposed duty adjustments have been implemented since 18 February 1998.



	We also take this opportunity to amend the Dutiable Commodities Ordinance and its subsidiary legislation to exempt the buses operated by franchised bus companies under rental agreements or hire purchase agreements from the duty chargeable on light diesel oil.  Under the existing Ordinance, only buses owned by franchised bus companies are exempted from the duty on light diesel oil.



	Madam President, the aforementioned proposed duty adjustments have received support from the anti-smoking community and environmental protection groups respectively.  With these remarks, I commend this Bill to Honourable Members for passage.





President (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That the Dutiable Commodities (Amendment) Bill 1998 be read the Second time.



	In accordance with the Rules of Procedure, the debate is now adjourned and the Bill referred to the House Committee.





Air Passenger Departure Tax (Amendment) Bill 1998



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for the Treasury.



Secretary for the Treasury (in Cantonese): Madam President, I move the Second Reading of the Air Passenger Departure Tax (Amendment) Bill 1998.



	This Bill seeks to reduce the Air Passenger Departure Tax from $100 to $50 with effect from 6 July 1998 when the new airport at Chek Lap Kok  commences operation.  This tax concession will put our airport tax down to a level which is amongst the lowest in the region.  This concession together with the proposal to reduce Hotel Accommodation Tax we made in the Budget could help underpin the various promotional efforts put in by our tourism industry to attract more visitors to Hong Kong.



	Madam President, the downward adjustment of the Air Passenger Departure Tax receives extensive support from our community, including the tourism industry.  With these remarks, I commend this Bill to Honourable Members for passage.





President (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That the Air Passenger Departure Tax (Amendment) Bill 1998 be read the Second time.



	In accordance with the Rules of Procedure, the debate is now adjourned and the Bill referred to the House Committee.





Resumption of Second Reading Debate on Bills



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): The Council will resume the Second Reading debate on three Bills.  The first one is the Road Traffic (Validation of Collection of Fees) Bill.





ROAD TRAFFIC (VALIDATION OF COLLECTION OF FEES) BILL



Resumption of debate on Second Reading which was moved on 11 February 1998





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Does any Member wish to speak?



(No Member indicated to speak)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you and that is: That the Road Traffic (Validation of Collection of Fees) Bill be read the Second time.  Will those in favour please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Those against please say "no".



(No Member responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "ayes" have it.





CLERK (in Cantonese): Road Traffic (Validation of Collection of Fees) Bill.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Immigration (Amendment) Bill 1998.





IMMIGRATION (AMENDMENT) BILL 1998



Resumption of debate on Second Reading which was moved on 14 January 1998





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Does any Member wish to speak?  Mrs Selina CHOW.





MRS SELINA CHOW (in Cantonese): Madam President, Hong Kong has been perturbed by the Vietnamese migrant problem for over 20 years and this problem has become a very heavy burden on our economy, the people's livelihood, the environment and public health.   In the past decade and in the former Legislative Council, I have repeatedly urged the Government to take drastic measures to abolish the port of first asylum policy, for otherwise the Vietnamese migrant problem will hang on forever without being fully solved.  It is a pity that the former British Hong Kong Administration has always turned a deaf ear to our plea.  After the reunification, I have reiterated this stance of the Liberal Party in this Council and continued fighting for the abolition of the policy.  Today, I am very pleased to find that the Government has finally faced the reality and thinks in the long-term interests of Hong Kong.  It has made the first step in announcing the abolition of the port of first asylum policy and reinforces this by amending the relevant legislation.



	However, to carry through this new policy, the Government must be determined to refuse Vietnamese illegal immigrants from trespassing into our territory in the future, otherwise, its claim to abolish this policy will only be nominal.  Therefore, I am very disappointed when I heard some government officials say that the Government can hardly adopt tough measures in the future to refuse all Vietnamese illegal immigrants from landing on humanitarian grounds and in view of the international reputation of Hong Kong.  I do not understand.  Who formulated such standards?  Why do we have to regard them as golden rules?  I do not think that these standards are the so-called international practice that Hong Kong is obliged to observe.  Either our neighbouring Southeast Asian countries or Western democratic countries have a policy of intercepting foreign illegal immigrants.  A good example is the United States which always stands out us the champion of democracy and human rights and which also deploys coastal  patrol teams to intercept a large number of illegal immigrants trespassing American territory from the sea.  Now that the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) Government has announced the abolition of the port of first asylum policy, it should carry it through and be firm, otherwise, the Vietnamese migrant problem will possibly resurface and continue to make Hong Kong perturbed.



	In addition, in order to repatriate those migrants stranded in Hong Kong, the Government has been negotiating with the Vietnamese Government for many years.  However, it is well-known that the Vietnamese Government is difficult to deal with and is adapt at bargaining.  We must employ high-level diplomatic tactics if we wish to effectively deal with it.  Before the reunification, our sovereign state Britain negotiated with the Vietnamese Government on our behalf.  After the reunification, the SAR Government should draw support from the Central Government to continue to negotiate with the Vietnamese Government in regard to this matter, a matter of foreign affirs.  We will be more assured of good results if the Central Government acts on our behalf.  I urge the SAR Government to negotiate the relevant plan with the Central Government as soon as possible.



	I so submit.





MR LAU KONG-WAH (in Cantonese): Madam President, it is indeed high time that we drew down the stage curtain for this 20-year long tragic drama which has involved a cast of 200 000 people and a cost of $10 billion.  The Democratic Alliance for Betterment of Hong Kong (DAB) will naturally support this motion because we have indeed waited long enough.  But we must hasten to add that the abolition of the port of first asylum policy will not necessarily mean the end of all problems.



     At the Finance Committee meeting this morning, the Secretary for Security referred repeatedly to this matter, saying that as a result of the pressure from various quarters (including, of course, Members of this Council who have raised repeated questions on this issue), even he himself had been convinced of the need to abolish the port of first asylum policy.  However, he also cautioned repeatedly that the abolition would not work as a panacea.  We understand his message only too well.  But we must also say that the abolition of the port of first asylum policy and the amendment of the relevant laws actually represent the very important first step which we must take.  If we do not take this very first step, it will be very difficult for us to proceed any further.



     I would like to point out that if we want to solve the entire problem once and for all, we will need to tackle three related issues.  The first issue relates to an agreement on repatriation upon arrest which I mentioned and urged the Government to draw up during the motion debate held in August last year.  I do not agree that we should haul illegal immigrants or Vietnamese boat people out into the high seas.  But I maintain that they must be sent back as quickly as possible, in very much the same manner as illegal immigrants from the Mainland are repatriated.  Regrettably, the Government has been procrastinating about signing such an agreement.  We have been told that the problem does not lie with the SAR Government, but with the Vietnamese government.  But the SAR Government has hitherto failed to tell us what the problem is.  It has simply told the Provisional Legislative Council that the problem is very sensitive; as for how sensitive the problem is, it has never given any explanation in public.  I am very worried.  As far as the influx of illegal immigrants is concerned, it is now the low season.  But two or three months later, Vietnamese illegal immigrants may start to pour into Hong Kong again, and another huge influx may thus result.  If this really happens, and if we do not sign an agreement on repatriation upon arrest in good time, we may still have to deal with a large number of illegal immigrants stranded in Hong Kong.  So I really think that the Government must reach such an agreement with Vietnam as soon as possible.  



     The second issue relates to refugees.  The number of refugees stranded in Hong Kong is no doubt very small.  But they do pose a problem because most of them wish to go to other countries instead of staying in Hong Kong.  When the Chief Executive was in Britain recently, he again urged the British Government to accept those refugees still stranded in Hong Kong.  I support his appeal because records show that Britain has accepted far fewer refugees than any other western countries.  I hope that when the Chief Executive visits western countries in the future, he will keep on urging them to accept the refugees stranded in Hong Kong.  Next week, Mr TUNG Chee-hwa will visit France and Germany.  There are even stronger reasons for him to make the same appeal during this visit because, after all, there are some historical ties between Vietnam and France.  



     The last issue relates to the debt of $12 billion which the United Nations High Commission for Refugees owes Hong Kong.  Some people are indeed very pessimistic about the prospects of recovering this sum of money.  Following its establishment, has the SAR Government made any demands for repayment to the United Nations?  What is the reply given by the United Nations?  What follow-up actions will the Government take?  I maintain that the Government must give an open account of the progress.



     Madam President, during the motion debate held in August last year, I said that this problem had remained unresolved despite the efforts made by several "generations" of people.  It is true that the abolition of the port of first asylum policy will not solve the problem entirely, but I hope that in the foreseeable future, we can tackle these three issues through our concerted efforts.  Thank you, Madam President.     







PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Security.





Secretary for Security (in Cantonese): Madam President, since the vessel named "Tau Truong Xuan" carried the first batch of Vietnamese refugees to Hong Kong in May 1975, Hong Kong has become the port of first asylum for these refugees.  However, in view of the fact that situations in Vietnam have changed, and that the Comprehensive Plan of Action formally concluded with the consent of the international community on 30 June 1996, as well as the support shown by the public and Honourable Members of the Provisional Legislative Council in respect of the abolition of the port of first asylum policy, the Administration has formally announced the abolition of the policy on 8 January this year.  In other words, if the Immigration (Amendment) Bill 1998 is passed by this Council today, with effect from 9 January 1998, all illegal immigrants from Vietnam will no longer be entitled to the special treatment set out in     Part IIIA of the Immigration Ordinance.  Instead, they will receive the same treatment as that applicable to illegal immigrants from other countries or regions.



	The purpose of this Bill is to give legal effect to this change in policy.  I am very happy to see that the Bill has recevied popular support from members of the Bills Committee, and I am especially grateful to the Honourable Howard YOUNG as well as other members of the Bills Committee for their efforts in scrutinizing the Bill in great details.  I will be moving two Committee stage amendments to the Bill later when this Council is in Committee.  The two amendments are technical in nature and have both been approved by the Bills Committee.



	just now during the Second Reading debate of the Bill, I have listened very carefully to the comments raised by Honourable Members in respect of the overall policy regarding Vietnamese boat people.  The Administration will certainly take these comments into careful consideration, as well as continue with our every effort to resolve the remaining issues of the Vietnamese boat people problem.  The problem of Vietnamese boat people has been bothering Hong Kong for more than two decades, and I am glad to see that it finally comes close to an end.  In this connection, the Administration will keep putting in its best efforts to resolve the entire problem completely.  The passage of the Bill today will be regarded as a definite message sent by the Provisional Legislative Council and the Hong Kong community to those Vietnamese persons who intend to enter the territory: Hong Kong does not welcome their arrival.

	Madam President, I commend the Immigration (Amendment) Bill 1998 to this Council for passage.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you and that is: That the Immigration (Amendment) Bill 1998 be read the Second time.  Will those in favour please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Those against please say "no".



(No Member responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "ayes" have it.





CLERK (in Cantonese): Immigration (Amendment) Bill 1998.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Protection of the Harbour (Amendment) Bill 1997.





PROTECTION OF THE HARBOUR (AMENDMENT) BILL 1997



Resumption of debate on Second Reading which was moved on 17 December 1997





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Does any Member wish to speak?  Dr TSO WONG Man-yin.





DR TSO WONG MAN-YIN (in Cantonese): Madam President, I am the Chairman of the Bills Committee for this particular Bill.  For this reason, and since I wanted to hear as many views from as many people as possible, I had refrained from voicing my personal opinions about the matter during the discussions of the Bills Committee.  So, I would like to make use of this opportunity to say a few words about this Bill on behalf of the Hong Kong Progressive Alliance (HKPA).



     The HKPA has no objections to the two technical amendments proposed in the Bill.  As I pointed out when I reported on the Bills Committee's deliberations, the focus of the Committee's discussions was on the definition of "reclamation".  In this particular regard, I do not see any need to revise the definition.  



     Madam President, the Government wants to narrow the scope of the definition because it thinks that the definition in the existing Ordinance is so broad that it covers practically all kinds of works, including the repairs of street-lamps, the installation of overhead cables and so on.  The Government views that such a broad definition will create administrative difficulties because all kinds of works will be subject to the constraints imposed by the "presumption".  But we must note that the "presumption" is not a prohibition of any kind.  Instead, it is just intended to serve as a guideline for the Government when it intends to carry out any works.  The purpose of the "presumption" is to make sure that all the works to be carried out are absolutely necessary, fully justified and cannot be replaced by any other feasible alternatives.  Let us look at the repair of a street-lamp as an example.  If a street-lamp is damaged, it must be repaired.  So, the Government can regard its repair as an absolutely required works project which cannot be replaced by any other feasible alternatives.  This means that the Government can simply go ahead with the repair work because it is absolutely necessary.  This example shows that the "presumption" will not hinder the absolutely necessary works projects which the Government has worried so much about, nor will it create too many administrative difficulties.  Therefore, we can actually say that the justifications for narrowing the definition are not sound enough.  



     In addition, I also agree with the legal adviser of the Bills Committee that no definition can be exhautive.  When a case is heard before the court, it will certainly consider the legislative intent of the Ordinance.  So, neither the Government nor this Council should become over-worried about a job which cannot possibly be done. 



     The Government will put forward a Committee stage amendment later at this meeting.  I will give more comments on behalf of the HKPA when the Government does so.



     Thank you, Madam President. 

PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Planning, Environment and Lands, do you wish to reply?





Secretary for Planning, Environment and Lands (in Cantonese): Thank you, Madam President.  First of all, I would like to thank Dr the Honourable TSO WONG Man-yin as well as other members of the Bills Committee for their efforts in scrutinizing the Bill.



	I am sure Honourable Members would recall that the purpose of the Bill is to remove any ambiguity contained in the definition of the term "reclamation" under the existing Ordinance.  The proposed new definition of the term "reclamation" covers almost any works carried out on the foreshore or sea-bed, and it even includes those items of works that are not interpreted under general circumstances as within the scope of reclamation.



	In addition, the Bill also seeks to introduce two minor amendments to the Ordinance to remove any textual inconsistency.  I hereby express my gratitude to members of the Bills Committee for the support they lend to these three inevitable amendments.  After scrutinizing in detail our proposal to amend the definition of the term "reclamation", members of the Bills Committee have from the start shared our views that the definition contained in the existing Ordinance is too comprehensive, to an extent that even routine or minor works carried out along the harbour as well as maintenance works of the utilities within the central harbour could be interpreted as within its scope.  With regard to the amendment proposed by the Administration, which defines the term as "any works or project carried out for the purpose of reclaiming land from the sea-bed or foreshore so that it may be used for dry land purposes", ambiguous areas have still been identified by certain members albeit the Bills Committee has considered it an improvement.



	The in-depth discussions conducted by the Bills Committee have helped the Administration understand thoroughly the concerns of members, and we eventually agreed to adopt another amended version which defines "reclamation" as "any works carried out or intended to be carried out for the purpose of froming land from the sea-bed or foreshore".  The spirit of the Ordinance that we should all try our best to protect our harbour, which is the natural resources of Hong Kong, will not in any way be affected by the definition as amended.  With the support from the Bills Committee, we will be moving a Committee stage amendment to introduce the new definition.  I will explain later the specifics of this new definition in greater details.



	The Bills Committee also supports the Bill's proposal for two other minor amendments to the text of the Ordinance.  I hereby urge Honourable Members to support the passage of this Bill.



	Thank you, Madam President.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you and that is: That the Protection of the Harbour (Amendment) Bill 1997 be read the Second time.  Will those in favour please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Those against please say "no".



(No Member responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "ayes" have it.





CLERK (in Cantonese): Protection of the Harbour (Amendment) Bill 1997.





Council went into Committee.





Committee Stage



CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Bills: Committee Stage.  Council is now in Committee.









ROAD TRAFFIC (VALIDATION OF COLLECTION OF FEES) BILL



CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That the following clauses stand part of the Bill.





CLERK (in Cantonese): Clauses 1, 2 and 3.





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Will those in favour please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Those against please say "no".



(No Member responded)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "ayes" have it.





CLERK (in Cantonese): Schedule.





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Will those in favour please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Those against please say "no".



(No Member responded)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "ayes" have it.







IMMIGRATION (AMENDMENT) BILL 1998



Chairman (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That the following clauses stand part of the Bill.





CLERK (in Cantonese): Clauses 1 and 4.





Chairman (in Cantonese): Will those in favour please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





Chairman (in Cantonese): Those against please say "no".



(No Member responded)





Chairman (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "ayes"have it.





CLERK (in Cantonese): Clauses 2 and 3.





Chairman (in Cantonese): Secretary for Security.





Secretary for Security (in Cantonese): Madam Chairman, I move that clauses 2 and 3 be amended as set out in the paper circularized to Members.  The amendment to clause 2 seeks to clarify the definition of the term "first detained" as appeared in the original text of the Bill.  The clause as amended would set out very clearly that Part IIIA of the Immigrartion Ordinance does not apply to Vietnamese illegal immigrants arrested and detained on 9 January 1998 when the Bill was gazetted or after that date.  The amendment to clause 3 is technical in nature and is aimed at ensuring the consistency of the Ordinance.  Madam Chairman, I beg to move.





Proposed amendments



Clause 2 (see Annex IV)



Clause 3 (see Annex IV)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Does any Member wish to speak?



(No Member indicated to speak)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you and that is: That the amendments moved by the Secretary for Security be approved.  Will those in favour please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Those against please say "no".



(No Member responded)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "ayes" have it.





Clerk (in Cantonese): Clauses 2 and 3 as amended.





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Will those in favour please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Those against please say "no".



(No Member responded)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "ayes" have it.

PROTECTION OF THE HARBOUR (AMENDMENT) BILL 1997



CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That the following clauses stand part of the Bill.





CLERK (in Cantonese): Clauses 1, 2 and 4.





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Will those in favour please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Those against please say "no".



(No Member responded)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "Ayes" have it.





CLERK (in Cantonese): Clause 3.





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Secretary for Planning, Environment and Lands.





Secretary for Planning, Environment and Lands (in Cantonese): Madam Chairman, I move that the definition of the term "reclamation" under clause 3 of the Bill be amended as set out in the paper circularized to Members.  The amendment seeks to improve the definition of the term "reclamation" under the Protection of the Harbour (Amendment) Bill 1997 on two fronts.  Firstly, the new definition covers not only the reclamation works itself but also any preparations made in respect of such works.  The practical effect of this amendment is to require the public officers or public bodies concerned, as they start to make the initial preparation plans for a reclamation project, to assess very carefully the public interests involved as well as the impact such reclamation project might have on our harbour.  This requirement is fully in line with the spirit of the Ordinance.

	Secondly, the amended definition has aptly highlighted the formation of land, which I believe has covered the general meaning of "reclamation".  The new definition is both precise and concise, capable of avoiding any unnecessary disputes arising from the question of whether or not certain types of projects should be regulated; besides, it could also resolve completely all the problems created as a result of the over-generalized original definition set out under the Ordinance.  Here, I would like to take this opportunity to thank the Bills Committee for the support we have received in respect of the proposed amendment.



	Thank you, Madam Chairman.



Proposed amendment



Clause 3 (see Annex V)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Does any Member wish to speak?  Dr TSO WONG Man-yin.





DR TSO WONG MAN-YIN (in Cantonese): During the Second Reading debate I made the point that no definitions can possibly be exhaustive.  With respect to the definition contained in the present amendment by the Government, the Hong Kong Progressive Alliance (HKPA) considers that it is still not perfect when compared with the original definition in the principal Ordinance.  Let us look at the case of an elevated bridge from Wan Chai to Hung Hom as an example to illustrate my point.  Since the construction of such an elevated bridge does not require the formation of any land on the seabed or the foreshore, it will be outside the scope of the new definition.  But we must note that the construction works concerned will still produce negative impact on the central harbour.  Of course, this is simply an imaginary case which will never occur.  It still points however precisely to the inadequacy of the definition proposed in the amendment.  Madam Chairman, if the Government's amendment is negatived, the original definition proposed in the amendment Bill will replace the original definition in the prinicipal Ordinance.  In this case, the situation will become worse.  As for the reasons why the situation will worsen, they were already discussed in detail during the deliberations of the Bills Committee.  So, I do not intend to repeat them here.  In conclusion, the HKPA will opt for the second best and support the amended definition proposed by the Government.  Thank you, Madam Chairman.

CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Secretary for Planning, Environment and Lands, do you wish to reply?



(The Secretary for Planning, Environment and Lands indicated that he did not wish to reply)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you and that is: That the amendment moved by the Secretary for Planning, Environment and Lands be approved.  Will those in favour please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Those against please say "no"?



(No Member responded)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "ayes" have it.





CLERK (in Cantonese): Clause 3 as amended.





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Will those in favour please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Will those against please say "no"?



(No Member responded)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "ayes" have it.





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Council shall now resume.



Council then resumed.

Third Reading of Bills



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Bills: Third Reading.  Secretary for Transport.





SECRETARY FOR TRANSPORT (in Cantonese): Madam President, the 



Road Traffic (Validation and Collection of Fees) Bill 



has passed through Committee without amendments.  I move that the Bill be read the Third time and do pass.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That the Road Traffic (Validation and Collection of Fees) Bill be read the third time and do pass.  





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you as stated.  Will those in favour please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Those against please say "no"?



(No Member responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "ayes" have it.





CLERK (in Cantonese): Road Traffic (Validation and Collection of Fees) Bill.









PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Security. 





SECRETARY FOR SECURITY (in Cantonese): Madam President, the 



IMMIGRATION (AMENDMENT) BILL 1998



has passed through Committee with amendments.  I move that the Bill be read the Third time and do pass.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That the Immigration (Amendment) Bill 1998 be read the Third time and do pass.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you as stated.  Will those in favour please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Those against please say "no"?



(No Member responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "ayes" have it.





CLERK (in Cantonese): Immigration (Amendment) Bill 1998.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Planning, Environment and Lands.









SECRETARY FOR PLANNING, ENVIRONMENT AND LANDS (in Cantonese): Madam President, the 



Protection of the Harbour (Amendment) Bill 1997



has passed through Committee with amendments.  I move that the Bill be read the Third time and do pass.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That the Protection of the Harbour (Amendment) Bill 1997 be read the Third time and do pass.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you as stated.  Will those in favour please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Those against please say "no".



(No Member responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "ayes" have it.





CLERK (in Cantonese): Protection of the Harbour (Amendment) Bill 1997.





MOTION



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Motion.  Motion under the Public Finance Ordinance.  Secretary for the Treasury.



PUBLIC FINANCE ORDINANCE



SECRETARY FOR THE TREASURY (in Cantonese): Madam President, I move the motion standing in my name on the Agenda.



	The purpose of this motion is to seek funds on account to enable the Government to carry on existing services between the start of the financial year on 1 April 1998 and the enactment of the Appropriation Ordinance.  This follows the long-established procedure.  However, because the budgeting timetable has been brought forward this year, the Third Reading of the Appropriation Bill is scheduled to take place on 18 March 1998.  If the Appropriation Ordinance is enacted as scheduled, this resolution will cease to have effect.



	We have determined the funds on account sought under each subhead in accordance with paragraph four of the resolution, by reference to percentages of the provision shown in the draft Estimates.  If the draft Estimates are changed, by the Finance Committee or officers under delegated powers, the provision to which the percentages are applied will also change accordingly.  Thus the provision on account under each head is not constant but may vary, with every increase being matched by an equal decrease.  The initial provision on account under each head is shown in the footnote to this speech.  The aggregate total under all heads is fixed, however, at $70,888,669,000 and cannot be exceeded without the approval of this Council.



	The resolution also enables the Financial Secretary to vary the funds on account in respect of any subhead, provided that these variations do not cause an excess over the amount of provision entered for that subhead in the draft Estimates or an excess over the amount of funds on account for the head.



	According to the normal practice, the Financial Secretary will issue a vote on account warrant to the Director of Accounting Services authorizing him to make payments up to the amount specified in this motion and in accordance with its conditions.  If, this year, the Appropriation Ordinance is enacted before 1 April 1998 the Financial Secretary will be able to issue the general warrant at the start of the new financial year and a vote on account warrant will not be required.



	Madam President, I beg to move.



Head of Expenditure�Amount shownin the draft

Estimates

$'000�Initial amount

of provision

on account

$'000�������21�Chief Executive's Office	�48,266�9,654�������22�Agriculture and Fisheries Department	�689,177�198,975�������25�Architectural Services Department	�1,379,324�277,535�������24�Audit Commission	�121,366�26,514�������23�Auxiliary Medical Service 	�58,787�11,758�������82�Buildings Department	�462,247�122,419�������26�Census and Statistics Department 	�	479,339�97,227�������27�Civil Aid Service 	�73,702�14,741�������28�Civil Aviation Department 	�782,528�194,280�������43�Civil Engineering Department 	�894,824�245,381�������29�Civil Service Training and Development Institute 	�	144,670�32,526�������30�Correctional Services Department 	�2,564,580�537,568�������31�Customs and Excise Department 	�1,750,104�407,159�������37�Department of Health	�	3,179,535�716,889�������92	�Department of Justice	�	908,164	�202,764�������39�Drainage Services Department	�	1,289,768�	274,297�������40�Education Department	�	26,223,535�	7,088,349�����������Head of Expenditure�Amount shownin the draft

Estimates

$'000�Initial amount

of provision

on account

$'000�������42�Electrical and Mechanical Services Department 	�		216,003�		66,611�������44�Environmental Protection Department 	�	2,170,787�	459,376�������45�Fire Services Department 	�2,813,018�737,415�������46�General Expenses of the Civil Service 	�	4,561,081�1,036,389�������166�Government Flying Service 	�	212,305�	93,972�������48�Government Laboratory	�	195,460�		53,829�������50�Government Land Transport Agency	�246,677�200,801�������51�Government Property Agency	�2,265,483�462,231�������55�Government Secretariat: Broadcasting, Culture and Sport Bureau 	�88,771�31,091�������143�Government Secretariat: Civil Service Bureau 	�208,761�74,616�������144�Government Secretariat: Constitutional Affairs Bureau	�		39,004�7,801�������145�Government Secretariat: Economic Services Bureau	�68,367�16,634�������146�Government Secretariat: Education and Manpower Bureau 	�	89,730�26,925�������147�Government Secretariat: Finance Bureau 	�108,992�21,799����������Head of Expenditure�Amount shownin the draft

Estimates

$'000�Initial amount

of provision

on account

$'000�������148�Government Secretariat: Financial Services Bureau	�155,894�34,817�������149�Government Secretariat: Health and Welfare Bureau 	�58,761�14,267�������53�Government Secretariat: Home Affairs Bureau 	�	89,317�28,664�������150�Government Secretariat: Housing Bureau 	�	37,729�7,546�������142�Government Secretariat: Offices of the Chief Secretary for Administration and the Financial Secretary 	�306,213�88,198�������96�Government Secretariat: Overseas Offices 	�255,200�66,149�������56�Government Secretariat: Planning, Environment and Lands Bureau and Works Bureau 	�339,266�79,834�������151�Government Secretariat: Security Bureau 	�112,757�30,492�������152�Government Secretariat: Trade and Industry Bureau 	�	84,567�20,114�������153�Government Secretariat: Transport Bureau 	�70,844�19,089������58�Government Supplies Department 	�161,075�33,907������60�Highways Department 	�1,747,582�432,821������Head of Expenditure�Amount shownin the draft

Estimates

$'000�Initial amount

of provision

on account

$'000�������63�Home Affairs Department 	�978,484�220,713�������168�Hong Kong Observatory 	�209,494�45,939�������122�Hong Kong Police Force 	�11,785,140�2,472,686�������61�Hospital Services Department 	�18,496�3,700�������62�Housing Department	�530,064�106,013�������70�Immigration Department	�	2,075,148�435,863�������72�Independent Commission Against Corruption 	�657,992�136,167�������121�Independent Police Complaints Council�12,964�3,393�������73�Industry Department 	�502,782	�393,396�������74�Information Services Department 	�305,742�73,493�������47�Information Technology Services Department 	�604,453�120,891�������76	�Inland Revenue Department 	�1,135,565	�233,673�������78�Intellectual Property Department 	�71,477�16,696�������80�Judiciary	�	913,046�197,741�������90�Labour Department 	�707,993�143,700������91�Lands Department 	�1,475,157�324,544������94�Legal Aid Department 	�872,932�176,931������Head of Expenditure�Amount shownin the draft

Estimates

$'000�Initial amount

of provision

on account

$'000�������112�Legislative Council Commission 	�319,367�75,818�������98�Management Services Agency 	�59,387�19,322�������100�Marine Department	�1,002,242�	266,482�������106�Miscellaneous Services	�14,331,436�7,487,460�������114�Office of The Ombudsman 	�52,094�10,899�������115�Official Languages Agency 	�124,551�32,591�������116�Official Receiver's Office 	�112,494�26,150�������120�Pensions	�9,093,480�	2,658,598�������118�Planning Department 	�406,922�134,068�������130�Printing Department	�258,330�	65,538�������136�Public Service Commission	�18,479�3,696�������160�Radio Television Hong Kong 	�521,218�125,252�������162�Rating and Valuation Department 	�348,078�71,376�������163�Registration and Electoral Office 	�368,381�118,592�������170�Social Welfare Department 	�23,570,379	�5,533,815�������174�Standing Commission on Civil Service Salaries and Conditions of Service 	�28,157�5,632���������������Head of Expenditure�Amount shownin the draft

Estimates

$'000�Initial amount

of provision

on account

$'000�������175�Standing Committee on Disciplined Services Salaries and Conditions of Service 	�6,109�1,222�������173�Student Financial Assistance Agency 	�2,326,861�466,621�������176�Subventions: Miscellaneous	�288,420�83,334�������177�Subventions: Non-Departmental Public Bodies	�29,451,230�6,376,874�������178�Technical Education and Industrial Training Department 	�	1,047�210�������180�Television and Entertainment Licensing Authority	�73,087�15,258�������110�Territory Development Department 	�201,227�40,246�������181�Trade Department 	�282,089�59,990�������186�Transport Department 	�874,493	�293,444�������188�Treasury	�302,940�63,597�������190�University Grants Committee 	�12,497,844�3,131,930�������194�Water Supplies Department 	�4,950,314�1,002,691����                 �              ����182,481,145�47,879,669�������184�Transfers to Funds 	�23,009,000�23,009,000����             �             ���Total�	205,490,145�70,888,669����======�======��The Secretary for the Treasury moved the following motion:



	"Resolved that -



1.�Authority is hereby given for a sum not exceeding $70,888,669,000 to be charged on the general revenue in advance of an Appropriation Ordinance for expenditure on the services of the Government in respect of the financial year commencing on 1 April 1998.�����2.�Subject to this Resolution, the sum so charged may be expended against the heads of expenditure, and expenditure for each such head shall be arranged in accordance with the subheads, shown in the draft Estimates of Expenditure 1998-99 or, where such estimates are changed under the provisions of the Public Finance Ordinance as applied by section 7(2) of that Ordinance, in accordance with such estimates as so changed.�����3.�Expenditure in respect of any head shall not exceed the aggregate of the amounts specified in respect of each subhead in that head, by reference to percentages, in section 4(a) and (b).�����4.�Expenditure in respect of each subhead in a head shall not exceed -������(a)�in the case of a Recurrent Account subhead, an amount equivalent to -���������(i)�except where the subhead is listed in the Schedule hereto, 20% of the provision shown in respect of it in the draft Estimates;������������������������(ii)�where the subhead is listed in the Schedule hereto, that percentage of the provision shown in respect of it in the draft Estimates which is specified in relation to that subhead in the Schedule; and�����(b)�in the case of a Capital Account subhead, an amount equivalent to 100% of the provision shown in respect of it in the draft Estimates,������or such other amount, not exceeding the provision shown in respect of the subhead in the draft Estimates, as may in any case be approved by the Financial Secretary.��



	SCHEDULE	[s. 4]�����







Head of Expenditure��







Subhead�Percentage 

of provision 

shown in 

draft 

Estimates��������22�Agriculture and 

Fisheries Department�452�Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (Hong Kong�25����������456�World Wide Fund for Nature (Hong Kong)�25����������522�Subventions to conservation and management of Ramsar site�25��������28�Civil Aviation Department�170�Airport insurance�100���������







Head of Expenditure��







Subhead�Percentage 

of provision 

shown in 

draft 

Estimates��������31�Customs and Excise Department�248�Grant to the Customs and Excise Service Welfare Fund�100����������292�Seizure management�32��������40�Education Department�326�Kindergarten Subsidy Scheme�30����������330�Assistance to private secondary schools and bought places�25��������46�General Expenses of the Civil Service�013�Personal allowances�40��������50�Government Land Transport Agency�225�Traffic accident victims assistance scheme ─ levies�100��������60�Highways Department�273�Highways maintenance�30��������76�Inland Revenue Department�002�Allowances�25����������007�Job-related allowances�25����������149�General departmental expenses�25��������90�Labour Department�280�Contribution to the Occupational Safety and Health Council�25���������������������







Head of Expenditure��







Subhead�Percentage 

of provision 

shown in 

draft 

Estimates����������295�Contribution to the Occupational Deafness Compensation Board�25��������92�Department of Justice�234�Court costs�25����������243�Hire of legal services and related professional fees�25��������106�Miscellaneous Services�163�Write-offs�50����������190�Other miscellaneous items�100����������191�Payment to Cross-Harbour Tunnel Company Ltd.�100����������192�Refunds of revenue�100��������120�Pensions�015�Public and judicial service pension benefits and compensation�30����������017�Surviving spouses' and children's pensions, widows' and orphans' pensions and increases�30����������021�Ex gratia pensions, awards, allowances and increases�50���������������







Head of Expenditure��







Subhead�Percentage 

of provision 

shown in 

draft 

Estimates����������026�Employees' compensation�30��������130�Printing Department�002�Allowances�25��������149�Government Secretariat: Health and Welfare Bureau�002�Allowances�25��������160�Radio Television Hong Kong�102�Technical Services Agreement�25��������163�Registration and Electoral Office�001�Salaries�45����002�Allowances�35����������258�Election expenses�30��������170�Social Welfare Department�176�Criminal and law enforcement injuries compensation�25����������177�Emergency relief�100����������179�Comprehensive social security assistance scheme�25����������180�Social security allowance scheme�25����������412�Refunds of rates�30���������������







Head of Expenditure��







Subhead�Percentage 

of provision 

shown in 

draft 

Estimates��������176�Subventions : Miscellaneous�414�Environmental Advisory Service�25����������437�Hong Kong - Japan Business Co-operation Committee�25����������446�Duty Lawyer Service�25����������475�Outward Bound Trust of Hong Kong�25����������503�Subventions to non-government organization camps�25����������521�Skills centres�25��������177�Subventions : Non- Departmental Public Bodies�520�Vocational Training Council�25����525�Hong Kong Arts Development Council�30����������526�Legal Aid Services Council�25��������188�Treasury�002�Allowances�30����������187�Agents' commission and expenses�74��������190�University Grants Committee�149�General departmental expenses�55���������







Head of Expenditure��







Subhead�Percentage 

of provision 

shown in 

draft 

Estimates����������169�Visitation�50����������492�Grants to UGC-funded institutions�25����������496�Refund of rates and Government rents ─ 

UGC-funded institutions�25"��

PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That the motion moved by the Secretary for the Treasury under the Public Finance Ordinance as printed on the Agenda be approved.  Does any Member wish to speak?



(No Member indicated to speak)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you as stated.  Will those in favour of the motion please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Those against please say "no".



(No Member indicated to speak)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "ayes" have it. 









MEMBERS' MOTIONS



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Members' Motions.  First motion under the Interpretation and General Clauses Ordinance.  Mr Ronald ARCULLI.





INTERPRETATION AND GENERAL CLAUSES ORDINANCE



MR RONALD ARCULLI: Madam President, I move the motion standing in my name on the Agenda.



	The Lifts and Escalators (Safety) (Fees) (Amendment) Regulation 1998 seeks to increase fees to recover the cost of providing the service.



	At the House Committee meeting held on 13 February 1998, Members agreed that the Subcommittee on subsidiary legislation relating to fee increases should study this Regulation.  To allow time for the Subcommittee to report its deliberations to the House Committee, it is necessary to extend the period for amending the subsidiary legislation to 18 March 1998.



	Madam President, I beg to move.





Mr Ronald ARCULLI moved the following motion:



	"That in relation to the Lifts and Escalators (Safety) (Fees) (Amendment) Regulation 1998, published as Legal Notice No. 64 of 1998, and laid on the table of the Provisional Legislative Council on 11 February 1998, the period referred to in section 34(2) of the Interpretation and General Clauses Ordinance (Cap. 1) for amending subsidiary legislation be extended under section 34(4) of that Ordinance to the meeting of 18 March 1998."





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That in relation to the Lifts and Escalators (Safety) (Fees) (Amendment) Regulation 1998, published as Legal Notice No. 64 of 1998, and laid on the table of the Provisional Legislative Council on 11 February 1998, the period referred to in section 34(2) of the Interpretation and General Clauses Ordinance (Cap. 1) for amending subsidiary legislation be extended under section 34(4) of that Ordinance to the meeting of 18 March 1998.  Does any Member wish to speak?



(No Member indicated to speak)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you as stated.  Will those in favour of the motion please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Those against please say "no".



(No Member responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "ayes" have it.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Second motion under the Interpretation and General Clauses Ordinance.  Mr NG Leung-sing.





INTERPRETATION AND GENERAL CLAUSES ORDINANCE



MR NG LEUNG-SING (in Cantonese): Madam President, I move the motion under the Interpretation and General Clauses Ordinance, which has been printed on the Agenda and it includes:



	(a)	Telecommunication (Amendment) Regulation 1998 (published as Legal Notice No. 52 of 1998); and









	(b)	Telephone (Repeal) Regulation 1998 (published as Legal Notice No. 66 of 1998).



	The two items of subsidiary legislation are parts of a series of arrangements for the surrender of the licence with exclusive rights for certain external circuits and telephone services by the Hong Kong Telecom International Limited (HKTI).  The former seeks to introduce a new licence known as the Public Radiocommunication Service Licence (for services other than land mobile services) to enable HKTI to continue to provide aeronautical and maritime mobile services after the surrender of its existing licence.  The latter repeals the statutory price control arrangements on Hong Kong Telephone Company Limited.



	At the House Committee meeting held on 13 February 1998, Members agreed to form a Subcommittee to study these two items of subsidiary legislation.  To allow time for the Subcommittee to scrutinize the subsidiary legislation and to report its deliberations to the House Committee, it is necessary to extend the period for amending the subsidiary legislation to 18 March 1998.



	Madam President, I beg to move.





Mr NG Leung-sing moved the following motion:



	"That in relation to the -



	(a)	Telecommunication (Amendment) Regulation 1998, published as Legal Notice No. 52 of 1998; and



	(b)	Telephone (Repeal) Regulation 1998, published as Legal Notice No. 66 of 1998,



	and laid on the table of the Provisional Legislative Council on 11 February 1998, the period referred to in section 34(2) of the Interpretation and General Clauses Ordinance (Cap. 1) for amending subsidiary legislation be extended under section 34(4) of that Ordinance to the meeting of 18 March 1998."





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): We shall now proceed to a debate.  Does any Member wish to speak?



(No Member indicated to speak)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Economic Services.





SECRETARY FOR ECONOMIC SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, I support the motion of the Honourable NG Leung-sing to allow Honourable Members of this Council enough time to listen to the views of both the telecommunications industry and the users of telecommunications.



	I would also like to take this opportunity to reiterate the position of the Government.  The passage of the Telephone (Repeal) Regulation 1998 is an essential step for the early resolution of Hong Kong Telecom's international telecommunications licence and for the liberalization of Hong Kong's external telecommunications sector.  If this regulation is not passed, there will be no advanced liberalization of Hong Kong's external telecommunications sector before October 2006.  This will mean that Hong Kong will be the last place to liberalize its international telecommunications market in the Asia-Pacific Region, thereby reducing substantially Hong Kong's competitiveness; besides, consumers will not be able to enjoy benefits of at least $17.1 billion.



	Honourable Members are very concerned about the state of competition in the telecommunications sector.  So is the Government.  In the past few years, we have been extending competition rapidly across all sectors of the telecommunications industry, from cellular radio telephone and paging to personal communications service.  The local fixed network has also moved towards greater competition.  The early resolution of Hong Kong Telecom's international telecommunications licence will extend competition to the external telecommunications sector.  In addition, it also provides for an acceleration of competition in the local network, because Hong Kong Telecom has to open up to its competitors exchanges which cover at least half of the local residential exchange lines by January next year.  In view of the international developments in practices for connecting external telecommunications, it will not be possible for Hong Kong Telecom to continue cross subsidizing local exchange line services by international calls in the long run.  This means that the current price control arrangement under the Telephone Regulation will sooner or later be revoked.  In accordance with an agreement made between the Government and Hong Kong Telecom, local monthly residential exchange line rentals will remain at $68.90 and can only be raised after 1 January next year when the target of opening up the local market is achieved; besides, there will be price caps on these local telephone charges up to the end of 2001.  Competition in the market will act to put pressure to maintain local telephone tariff at reasonable levels and to protect the interests of consumers.  This is very similar to the cases in paging and mobile telephone where real competition has resulted in substantial reduction in prices.  As such, opening up the market and enhancing competition should be the best way to ensure local telephone charges remain at reasonable levels.



	I should also stress that as a result of the agreement between the Government and Hong Kong Telecom, the Hong Kong Telephone Company will maintain the existing flat rate monthly charges.  In other words, there will not be charges per call or per minute for local telephone calls; this should be good news to consumers.  When we last consulted consumers on this issue in 1996, they were of the view that maintaining the flat rate system was more important than keeping the monthly charges deliberately low.



	Some Honourable Members have expressed concern about the question of whether there will be real competition in Hong Kong's external telecommunications sector.  Without the agreement between the Government and Hong Kong Telecom, the franchise will definitely continue to exist.  What we are now doing is to terminate Hong Kong Telecom's monopoly ahead of time to introduce competition.  To ensure that there will be real competition, we have announced that fixed telecommunications network service operators could provide such external telecommunications services from January next year.  In addition, we will be bringing forward the review as well as full consultation regarding fixed telecommunications network service to April 1998; after that, we would decide on the terms and conditions under which other operators could enter the external telecommunications market.  In regard to the general orientation, competition will certainly be open and fair.  Like Honourable Members, the Government will be listening very carefully to the views put forward by the telecommunications industry and users of telecommunications.



	I am sure Honourable Members will be hearing the views of the telecommunications industry and the users of telecommunications this Friday at the Subcommittee meeting to study the two regulations.  As a matter of fact, both parties have clearly and openly expressed their support to the agreement.  I hope Honourable Members will also lend their support to the agreement and endorse the passage of the two regulations, so that both the consumers and Hong Kong as a whole could benefit.



	Thank you, Madam President.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr NG Leung-sing, do you wish to reply?



(Mr NG Leung-sing indicated that he did not wish to reply)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you as stated.  Will those in favour of the motion please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Those against please say "no".



(No Member responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "ayes" have it.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Two motions with no legal effect.  I have accepted the recommendations of the House Committee as to the time limits on speeches for the motion debates. The movers of the motions will each have 15 minutes for their speeches including their replies.  Other Members will each have seven minutes for their speeches.  Under the Rules of Procedure, I am obliged to direct any Member speaking in excess of the specified time to discontinue.



	First motion: Strengthening the supervision of the safety measures of public transport.  Mr CHOY Kan-pui.





STRENGTHENING THE SUPERVISION OF THE SAFETY MEASURES OF PUBLIC TRANSPORT



MR CHOY KAN-PUI (in Cantonese): Madam President, I move the motion set out on the Agenda.



	With a small number of roads, a lot of people and numerous cars, conflicts between people and cars as well as conflicts among cars leading to traffic confusion have become a common phenomenon in Hong Kong.  Furthermore, without an adequate sense of safety on the part of some drivers and pedestrians, there is an increase in the number of traffic accidents.  I think a lot of people have forgotten a traffic safety publicity song which was composed by the Government nearly two decades ago: "The road is like the mouth of a tiger and so the traffic rules must be obeyed.  Put safety first and foremost and we will live longer."  Some people always defy the traffic rules and cross the roads carelessly, leading to frequent traffic accidents and, eventually, the pedestrians have to bear the consequences.  It is even more unfortunate that innocent people are injured or killed in accidents caused by driver negligence or vehicles not properly maintained.  In particular, public transport vehicles have a big capacity and the consequences will be very serious should accidents occur.  Unfortunately, the number of traffic accidents in Hong Kong has been on the rise annually.  Accidents involving public transport has also represented a considerable proportion.  In particular, there has been quite a high frequency of bus accidents.  For the past year alone, there were 1 160 accidents involving   2 367 casualties, an average of six victims each day.  Since the Lunar New Year, we have witnessed a rising trend of bus accidents.  Since last week, there has been a continuos occurrence of bus accidents.  The less serious cases involved the flying off of wheels and the outbreak of fire inside bus compartment; and the more serious cases involved crashing of two vehicles.  The most serious case was definitely the one that took place on the Tonnochy Road flyover in Wan Chai on the third day of the Lunar New Year in which a bus overturned, causing three deaths and 54 injuries.  I also remember an accident which took place at a busy junction of the Nathan Road where a bus crashed on to the pavement and plunged headlong into a candy shop, causing one death and seven injuries.  In addition to these numerous accidents, we have also frequently seen buses with wheels flying off or on fire.  Over the past three years, there has been a rising trend for fire breaking out inside a running bus.  The number of such accidents for last year alone has doubled that for the previous year. 



	 Trams are another mode of public transport that operates on the Hong Kong Island and has a long history.  There has been a number of casualties caused by the taking of wrong tracks, leading to crashing with another tram on the opposite direction.  Two years ago, casualties were caused in two accidents when the operating room suddenly caught fire and the drivers, in extreme panic, failed to apply the brake and assist the passengers to alight before jumping off the tram to flee for their lives.



	The three railways, which carry the largest number of commuters in the territory, have a good safety record.  However, their services were frequently obstructed because of mechanical failures.  In fact, about a year ago, there was an accident in which a Mass Transit Railway (MTR) train would have crashed with another train in the opposite direction in a few seconds' time had the train failed to be braked by the protection system.  And as a result of this, a disaster of the century was avoided.  Before that, one of the compartments of a MTR train was disjointed because of a rupture of an insulator of an overhead cable.  Early this year, smoke was seen coming out of a compartment of a Kowloon-Canton Railway train followed by some noises of explosion.  Without guidance, the commuters hurriedly broke open the door of the compartment and jumped on to the track to flee for their lives.  Thanks to their good luck, no train passed by that track at that time.  Otherwise, the consequences will be inconceivable.



	Madam President, I have cited a list of serious traffic accidents as examples to urge the Administration and public transport operators to address the causes and the potential dangers so as to make improvements to protect the safety of commuters and pedestrians as well as preventing the recurrence of similar incidents.  The occurrence of traffic accidents have reflected improper management of public transport corporations, deterioration of the standard of drivers, lack of maintenance and dilapidation of vehicle parts and installations, the existence of grey areas in legislation, inadequate supervision of operators, unsatisfactory design of road signs and so on.



	The operators of public transport have an absolute responsibility to ensure the safety of passengers.  Accidents in general are mostly caused by human negligence and this has exposed the fact that there are problems with the operators' requirements on the standard of the staff, training and management.  For example: An accident took place two years ago because a tram driver had his meal when he was operating a tram and only then did the community realize that the tram company had failed to arrange meal time for drivers.  Accidents related to speeding are caused partly by drivers of questionable personal ethics.  Another reason is the roster system, which has induced some drivers to rush to the station to hand over their shift or have their meals.  Furthermore, in order to make use of resources effectively, some bus companies adopt a rotation system whereby the drivers are required to change their buses and routing frequently.  As a result, it is impossible for them to get accustomed to the performance of the vehicles and inspect the parts of the vehicles in time.  It is even impossible for them to get familiar with the road conditions and this will increase the chances of accidents and mechanical failure.  I remember that as far back as a few years ago, a tram driver jumped off a tram recklessly because a fire broke out in the operating cabin.  Recently, commuters jumped off from a KCR train onto the tracks to flee for their lives because a fire broke out in the compartment.  All these have illustrated the fact that the companies have failed to provide adequate training for its drivers in handling emergencies, the management systems of the operating companies are unsound, the retraining provided for drivers is far from being comprehensive, the weak sense of safety and the inability of the frontline drivers to cope with emergencies and so on.  All these are causes of traffic accidents.  Of course, we should not ignore the importance of back-up vehicles and the proper maintenance and repair of driving gears.  For example: The ripping off of wheels may be attributed to the fact that the wheel bearing has deteriorated or the engineering staff have failed to carry out inspection work carefully whereas the driver has failed to carry out inspection himself before he starts the engine.  Fire broke out inside the compartment of a running bus is, more often than not, caused by leaking of fuel or engine oil which will in turn lead to heating of the engines or short curcuit of wires, thereby resulting in the creation of sparks.  Explosion that took place inside the compartment of a train may also probably caused by the ageing of the train, which in turn leads to high-voltage short curcuit.  All these are related to the lack of strict supervision of the logistic teams and the fact that the vehicles are too old.  These have also reflected inadequate supervision on the part of the Transport Department, the Electrical and Mechanical Services Department and so on.  Such human negligence can in fact be avoided.  While the operating companies have to shoulder the responsibility for the safety problems, the Government is also partly to blame for its inadequate supervision of the operating companies in complying with the rules and systems laid down by the Government.  Apart from these, the penalties imposed on the operators to which the drivers belonged are too light, failing to impose upon the drivers the slightest sense of responsibility.







	Madam President, as a matter of fact, our legislation and each of the operating companies have laid down requirements on the entry requirements and quality of drivers.  There is also a definite standard in respect of the rotational and resting arrangements for drivers, driver training, examination of driving safety as well as inspection, repair and maintenance of the related installations and so on.  Moreover, they should be basically in line with the safety standard.  The entry requirements for drivers laid down by the three bus companies are: to hold a valid private car licence for three years or more, to have a good driving record, and to be awarded with a bus driving licence issued by the Transport Department.  Once employed, a driver has to receive training for four to six weeks.  The actual duty hours for each day will range from nine hours 30 minutes to 14 hours and a driver is not permitted to drive continuously for five to six hours.  Although a driver is given a break halfway, is it too long for him to drive for 14 hours?  In addition to the induction training, a driver who has been involved in an accident or who has left his post for a period of time should receive retraining again.  However, the problem, as we see it, is what will the management of the operators do as far as actual training and safety supervision of drivers are concerned apart from meeting the requirements.  It is particularly true for some new companies which have developed bus routes too rapidly without a sufficient supply of experienced drivers.  Apart from the fact that there is a minimum requirement for driving skills, training in safety and the ability to cope with emergencies is extremely poor.  The safety supervision of bus drivers cannot rely on "dismissal" only.  While this will help nothing in strengthening the training of drivers, this will only instead impose pressure on drivers psychologically.  This is all too short-sighted a policy.  As far as vehicle maintenance is concerned, each bus will undergo a series of examination like "daily routine maintenance", "monthly maintenance", "annual inspection", "major inspection", "safety test" and "surprise check" conducted by the Transport Department.  Some depots of bus companies were even awarded with the international quality control certificate ISO9002.  Madam President, as the rules are there, the problem remains how many of these have been implemented by the management?  The crux lies in the quality of the management or the provisions will turn futile.  I deeply believe that the effort put in by the companies in training bus drivers and maintaining buses is in direct proportion to the safety standard.  It is virtually hard to imagine that the management should attribute the accidents to "bad luck".  It is also irresponsible for the management to regard the fate of the 3.6 million public transport commuters as some sort of gambling.  The bus companies should face the reality by taking a series of measures pinpointing at the problems so as to perfect their management and supervisory procedures, and they should not always resort to whinging. 

	In the wake of the numerous traffic accidents recently, some bus companies have proposed various measures to strengthen operational safety.  One of the proposals is to install a speed monitoring device on buses to make the drivers aware of the fact that their driving speeds are being recorded.  Should any accidents take place, the authorities can then judge the driving conduct of the drivers concerned with reference to the record.  This proposal indeed merits support.  As a matter of fact, public buses should be subject to speed limits.  For instance, a public bus should not travel faster than 50 km per hour in the urban area.  Punishment should immediately be imposed should it exceed the limit.  The Government should not wait until an accident has taken place before it inspects the speed monitoring device.  On the other hand, being a supervisor, the Government should, apart from relying on the self-regulation of the bus companies, strengthen its regular supervision and seek concrete improvements.  When an accident takes place, it should not just panic for a few days and then address the matter half-heartedly.  In my opinion, the Government can consider implementing some measures to enhance the transparency of operators in providing safe services.  For instance, the Government can ask various public transport companies to set safety targets such as accident incidence rate, casualties ratio and so on.  Moreover, the companies should quantify their targets and publish their service pledges to the public regularly as well as making known to the public the coefficient of safety arrived at by the Government as a result of monitoring the companies, so that the public can take part in the supervision work.  In approving the targets for vetting future applications lodged by the companies for fare rises and renewal of franchise, the Government should be fair, open and give appropriate rewards and punishment.



	Madam President, the degree of safety of public transport in the territory at the moment is far from satisfactory and there is still room for improvement.  As a matter of fact, the problem is fundamentally caused by the fact that there are too many cars and people in Hong Kong while the roads we have are few.  What we can do is to tie in with one another in terms of legislation, law enforcement, supervision, internal management and so on in the light of the actual environment to achieve the objective of ensuring safety on the part of vehicles and commuters.



	With these remarks, Madam President, I beg to move.









Mr CHOY Kan-pui moved the following motion:



	"That this Council urges the Government to strengthen the supervision of the safety measures of public transport." 





THE PRESIDENT'S DEPUTY, DR LEONG CHE-HUNG, took the Chair.





DEPUTY PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That this Council urges the Government to strengthen the supervision of the safety measures of public transport.  Does any Member wish to speak?  Dr Raymond HO.





DR RAYMOND HO (in Cantonese): Mr Deputy, many of the recent traffic accidents involved public buses, and many people have thus become deeply worried about the safety of travelling on the public transportation system.  Members of the public are particularly concerned about the fact that quite a number of these accidents involved the buses of the same franchised bus company.  And, it is indeed very horrifying to note that the top management of this bus company have simply referred to these accidents as isolated cases attributable to a run of bad luck.  Such comments have not only failed to boost public confidence in the service standards and safety measures of the bus company, but also led people to doubt whether its management are at all sincere in their attempts to address the problem.  



     When I was the Chairman of the Transport Advisory Committee, I had paid site-visits to quite a number of bus companies, and the Transport Panel of the Provisional Legislative Council of which I am a member has also met with the representatives of the various bus companies.  As a result, I have come to realize that we should look at bus accidents and those accidents involving private cars and lorries from different perspectives.  A bus has to carry many passengers, usually more than a hundred, and in the case of a jumbo bus, it even has to carry more than 200 passengers.  So, when a bus runs into an accident, there are bound to be many casualties.  That is why the authorities concerned must pay particular attention to the prevention of bus accidents.  





	There are two major causes of bus accidents.  The first one involves  human errors such as jumping a red light, speeding and failure to follow road markings on the part of bus drivers.  This may as well be attributable to scheduling arrangements and the duty-rosters for bus drivers.  So, it is very important that bus companies should strengthen their management in these respects.  Hong Kong is a tiny place with many vehicles.  This together with the presence of many slopes and sharp road bends has increased the likelihood of traffic accidents.  Since speeding is the cause of many traffic accidents, there is indeed a need for us to limit the maximum speed of buses in the urban areas to 50 kph.  Unfortunately, despite my repeated recommendations, the government officials concerned have hitherto responded with indifference.  I hope that following the recent spate of bus accidents, they will reconsider my recommendation.      



     Bus accidents may also be caused by mechanical defects and failures.  In recent years, buses of all different bus companies have been involved in this type of accidents.  The mechanical problems detected include over-heated engines and even the detachment of wheels.  All these problems are directly related to the maintenance and repair of buses.  At present, bus repair and maintenance in Hong Kong are undertaken by the mechanics of individual bus companies.  But very much unfortunately, local bus companies are facing a shortage of qualified and experienced mechanical engineers who can supervise the work of maintenance and provide training to mechanics.  For the sake of maintaining the quality of bus maintenance, bus companies should take on a greater number of mechanical engineers to undertake the work required.   



     Before the recent spate of bus accidents, the Government used to exercise a very loose control over public transport operators and bus drivers breaking traffic regulations.  Bus drivers who committed the offences of jumping a red light, speeding and ignoring road markings were not warned, let alone prosecuted.  It was only after the recent spate of bus accidents that the Government started to step up its enforcement actions.  But this belated response serves to show precisely that the Government has not been doing enough in respect of supervision.  That is why the problem has deteriorated, making many innocent people victims of bus accidents.  









     In order to reduce the number of bus accidents and improve the quality of public transport services, I believe the Government  should consider one possible measure relating to the next award of bus franchise.  When the Government processes the franchise applications, it should give weighting to the accident prevention awareness of the applicants, be they existing bus companies or new bidders.  It should also consider whether or not the applicants have drawn up any systematic schemes to achieve the objectives of accident prevention.  For those applicants who are existing franchised bus operators, the Government should, in addition, consider their past accident records.  What is more, accident records should be considered as an important factor in the assessment of fare increase applications.  This, I am convinced, is the only way to induce public transport operators to accord first priority to the safety of the public, and this is also the only way to bring home to bus drivers the importance of driving safely.



     Everyday, as many as 100 million passenger trips are made on our public transportation system.  Of these, 36%, or 3.6 million passenger trips, are made by bus commuters.  The recent spate of bus accidents have already cast a psychological threat on most of the people, because they know that if bus companies become even more unlucky, and if they too are caught by bad luck, they themselves may become the next victims.  So, can the Government give a piece of concrete advice to the people?  Should they pray to God or recite Buddhist scriptures next time when they get on a bus? 



	 With these remarks, Mr Deputy, I support the Honourable CHOY Kan-pui's motion.





DEPUTY PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mrs Miriam LAU.





MRS MIRIAM LAU (in Cantonese): Mr Deputy, the topic of the motion today is about the safety measures of public transport.  Actually, the entire public transportation system should include many different modes such as franchised buses, the Mass Transit Railway, the Kowloon Canton Railway, trams, minibuses, taxis, housing estate coaches, ferries and so on.  But since a spate of franchised bus accidents have occured recently, and since large-capacity buses will lead to many casualties in case of accidents, it is only natural that Members have focused their attention on franchised buses in this motion debate.



	Everyday, as many as 3.8 million passenger trips are made on franchised buses, and some 4 000 buses operate on our roads, competing for the limited tarmac with hundreds and thousands of other vehicles.  That being the case, even with the most careful bus drivers and the most well-maintained bus fleets, practically no one can guarantee bus accidents will not occur.  In 1996, for example, the number of traffic accidents involving the three franchised bus companies stood at 1 545.  In other words, an average of 4.2 bus accidents occurred everyday.



	That said, I must still point out that the recent spate of bus accidents have already aroused media concern and led the public to worry about the safety of travel on public transport.  So the Government should really take this as a good opportunity to review its supervisory framework in regard to public transport safety.  It should also urge public transport operators to perfect their safety measures as much as possible, so as to reduce the incidence of traffic accidents.



	The motion is written in such a way that only the role of the Government is emphasized.  But I consider that apart from the Government, public transport operators, their staff and even passengers themselves should all play a role in enhancing public transport safety.  All the parties involved must join hands to minimize the number of traffic accidents.



	Following the recent bus accidents, the mass media have unanimously criticized the bus companies for poor management.  Before the investigations into the causes of the accidents are completed, I do not think it is fair to assert that the accidents have been caused by any management blunders of the bus companies.  But given that many accidents have indeed occurred, the bus companies concerned should really examine their own safety measures to see if there are any needs for enhancement and improvement, even though the investigations are still in progress.  As for the Government, although it cannot possibly supervise the bus companies in each and every aspect of their daily operation, it should still give them all necessary advice and assistance, so as to ensure that some well-thought-out safety measures such as an effective maintenance system are put in place by these companies.  Then, after the investigations have been completed, the bus companies concerned and the Government should direct their attention to the causes identified and improve further the respective safety measures.  



	The accidents may or may not have been caused by the errors of bus drivers.  Company management may consider it only natural to alert drivers by issuing notices and imposing stronger disciplinary actions and even summary dismissal.  But such actions may well exert invisible pressure on drivers and create anxieties among them, thus leading to more dangers.  If, however, a bus company does not enforce strict discipline, people will most likely criticize it for being too lenient with its drivers at the expense of passenger safety.  It has indeed been the case that after the accidents the bus companies concerned and their frontline staff have become the targets of all criticisms.  This has exerted immense pressure on the bus companies and their staff.  I am of the view that since the bus companies and their staff are in the same boat, they should stop accusing each other.  Instead, they should address the bus safety question squarely and join hands to identify the necessary improvement measures.



	As to the question of whether or not enhanced police enforcement actions will exert any pressure on bus drivers, I feel that all drivers, in particular professional drivers, must observe all road safety regulations, and bus drivers are no exception, not least because they have to serve huge numbers of passengers.  In the case of bus drivers, offences such as speeding and running a red light cannot be accepted under all circumstances.  But when it comes to overloading, we must consider the matter very carefully because this a problem which bus drivers cannot control by themselves; the understanding and co-operation of passengers are required.  Therefore, when the police take enforcement actions against bus overloading, they must consider the factor of fairness.



	Stern measures will sometimes achieve the opposite result.  So I suggest that we should adopt some mild measures to achieve our goal.  For example, we should try to strengthen the two-way communication between company management and bus drivers.  That way, once bus drivers notice any problems in their routine driving duties, they can notify the management immediately.  What is more, if bus companies discover any traffic blackspots, they can also inform frontline drivers immediately.  Moreover, while we may rightly assume that the basic driving skills of bus drivers are acceptable, this should not lead us to think that they are always up to standards in terms of their ability to cope with emergency situations, driving habits, civic behaviour and attitude.  That being the case, bus companies should hold some courses to deal with such possible inadequacies.  For example, bus drivers should be taught how to control their buses on slippery road surfaces; they should be taught how to control their emotional ups and downs as bus drivers; and they should be given enhanced training on driving skills and road safety awareness.  What is most important is that such training must be regarded as an ongoing endeavour by both management and drivers.  This will be conducive to the building up of a corporate emphasis on driving safety and will gradually become a source of pride for bus drivers.



	Passengers also have a role to play in enhancing public transport safety.  They must realize that if they force their way onto an overloaded bus, or if they cross a road before or behind a tram immediately after alighting, traffic accidents may occur.  The Government and public transport operators must therefore seek to educate passengers on their proper role by conducting civic education and publicity.



	Mr Deputy, no one can guarantee the complete disappearance of traffic accidents.  That said, we must not take traffic accidents for granted.  From all those traffic accidents involving trams, the Mass Transit Railway and the Kowloon Canton Railway in the past, we can notice that the public transport operators concerned have all been making active attempts to tackle the problems, and they have also learnt from their experience and made positive improvements.  I am convinced that given the joint efforts of public transport operators, their staff, the Government and members of the public, the incidence of traffic accidents can be greatly reduced.



	With these remarks, Mr Deputy, I support the motion.





DEPUTY PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Miss CHOY So-yuk.





MISS CHOY SO-YUK (in Cantonese): Mr Deputy, Hong Kong is a tiny but densely populated place.  Its roads are twisty and narrow and its pace of life quick.  This explains why people in Hong Kong have come to rely on public transport as a means of getting around.  Public transport operators in general hold the view that since their patrons are mostly the common masses, they should naturally lay more emphasis on quantity rather than quality.  This is indeed a very grave miscalculation.  The fact is that since public transport is a form of mass transit, it should emphasize service quality more than any other mode of transport.  The reason is that in case any accidents occur, the tolls of deaths and casualties can be very heavy.  That is why when it comes to service quality, public transport operators should at least set passenger safety as a prime standard.



     Unfortunately, the alarm has been sounded even for such a minimal requirement.  Franchised buses, the most patronized means of public transport which carries more than 3.7 million passenger trips a day, have attracted the greatest public concern.  The spate of bus accidents over the past few months are themselves already a source of anxieties and concern.  But what is even more worrying is the attitude of the Transport Department and the bus operators concerned; in an attempt to shake off their supervision and management blunders, they have tended to dismiss these incidents as pure accidents or isolated cases.  Well, I agree that we should not be too surprised when one single driver commits mistakes repeatedly or even runs into a series of accidents.  But if different drivers run into traffic accidents out of negligence at different locations around the same period of time, then we must say that the matter simply cannot be explained away by making references to accidental bad luck.  



     Every year, when the time comes, all bus companies will hasten to apply for fare increases, and every time, they will say that they will improve their services after increasing their fares.  Now, after the recent spate of bus accidents, these bus companies have all tried to make up various excuses to shake off their responsibilities.  Such a kind of corporate culture, which emphasizes profits rather than quality of services, is perhaps the main reason for the spate of bus accidents.  How are we going to change this undesirable corporate culture?  How can we encourage bus companies to seek to increase their profits by improving their services?  No doubt, we cannot possibly eliminate all bus accidents.  But we can certainly avoid many possible problems resulting from negligence, such as speeding, detachment of wheels and the over-heating of ageing engines.  I think that the Government should try to tackle these problems by putting in place some short-term, medium-term and long-term measures.



     As a matter of immediate urgency, the Government must install speed checking devices and a greater number of warning signs along highways, sharp road bends and traffic blackspots.  Moreover, the Government should make it mandatory for bus companies to install speed monitors and speeding alarms on all their buses as soon as possible.  It should also lay down another mandatory requirement under which bus companies must provide refresher driving courses for their bus drivers on a regular basis.  Then, for the alcohol content in the blood of bus drivers, the Government should impose a mandatory zero-percent requirement, and bus drivers must be required to pass periodical physical  checks.



     In the medium term, the Government should positively explore the possibility of implementing a reward and penalty system, one example being a points deduction system.  Under such a system, the fare rise applications and franchise renewal of bus companies should be linked to their safety records.  In other words, the Government should slash the rates of fare increases under application as a means of penalizing bus companies with records of too many accidents, complaints and deducted points.  That way, bus companies will be forced to develop a corporate culture based on a priority for passenger safety, and this will reduce the incidence of mechanical failurers and human errors.  Another aspect of such a system is that the Government can allow bus companies with good records to have higher rates of fare increases.  This is intended as a reward for bus companies with good records, so that they can be encouraged to maintain their quality management. That way, bus companies will be willing to keep up their good work in areas such as staff welfare and training for both bus drivers and support crews, as well as the introduction of efficient and sophisticated vehicle inspection technologies.  



     In the long term, the Government must seek to improve its town planning and the transport infrastructure, so as to exercise control over vehicle speed and space headway.  It is only in this way that the measures I have mentioned can achieve maximum effectiveness.



    Finally, the Hong Kong Progressive Alliance must emphasize that although the community's attention has been focused on the recent spate of bus accidents, we must still pay equally serious attention to the safety on other modes of public transport such as the Kowloon Canton Railway, the Light Rail Transit, the Mass Transit Railway, trams and ferries.  After all, public transport safety is a very big and extensive issue.  If the community loses confidence in any one mode of public transport, other modes will inevitably be subjected to more passenger pressure; this will certainly pose a very severe challenge to their ability to maintain the safety standards of their services.  That is why improvements to the quality of bus services are nothing but one of the steps to strengthen passenger safety on the entire public transportation system.



	With these remarks, Mr Deputy, I support the Honourable CHOY Kan-pui's motion.





DEPUTY PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr MOK Ying-fan.





MR MOK YING-FAN (in Cantonese): Madam President, we saw a bus yesterday slit open on one of its sides, very much like a peeled orange.  What we discuss today actually relates to the safety problem of our public transportation services.  But since Mr CHOY Kan-pui may have decided to move the motion today largely because of the recent spate of bus accidents, I may as well begin my remarks by looking at the safety measures of our buses.



 

	We can actually look at the safety measures of buses from long-term and short-term perspectives.  For short-term measures, we can look at the current situation to get some insight.  It seems that the several bus operators intent on getting the franchise for the 88 bus routes are behaving quite positively for the sake of the profits which will go with the franchise.  They talk about increasing drivers' wages to boost their morale; they also say that they will employ social workers to provide counselling to drivers.  One of them has even gone so far as to say that plain-clothes inspectors disguising as passengers will be deployed to monitor drivers in their speed of driving.  All of them seem very determined to improve their services.  But why do they do so at precisely this moment, but not earlier or later?   



	The answer is that before the Government grants the franchise, it is still able to exercise straightforward control.  As the old saying goes, "With the Emperor as one's trump card, one can bring the entire empire under one's control".  So, by the same token, with the franchise as its "trump card", the Government can also bring the bus companies under its control.  However, once the franchise is granted, the bargaining power of the Government will diminish, or even disappear rightaway.  That is why we must explore some long-term ways which can enable the Government to exercise control over the bus companies, in particular with respect to safety and quality of services.  



     In the long-run, enforcement actions against overloading and speeding will surely achieve a deterrent effect to a certain extent.  But I am convinced that the most effective solution will be for the Government to assess rates of fare increases for bus companies on the basis of their safety coefficients.  If the award of franchises is the "ace of hearts" for the Government, then we can certainly say that rates of fare increases are its "ace of spades".  With these trump cards in hand, the Government will be able to enjoy an unrivalled advantage when it comes to the supervision of bus companies.



     In specific terms, the Government can determine bus companies' rates of fare increases by referring to the number of summonses and penalty tickets issued to them as a result of traffic offences; if there is an increase in the number of summonses and penalty tickets received by a certain bus company, it should be given a lower rate of increase the following year.  However, if there is a drop in such a number, and if the performance of the bus company concerned in other aspects is also satisfactory, then the Government should give serious consideration to its proposed rate of increase.     

     



	Since bus companies are commercial firms, reducing their rates of fare increase will be the same as cutting their profits; and, I believe that this is precisely their primary concern.  So, in order to maintain their rates of fare increase at satisfactory levels, and to ensure that each of their fare rise applications will be accepted by the Government, bus companies will certainly do their best to avoid being prosecuted for traffic offences.  They will therefore make attempts to improve driver training, shift arrangements and vehicle maintenance.  



	This is a fair deal for the public because the level of bus travel safety should be commensurate with the fare they pay; the so-called value for money.  From the consumer's angle, they should be allowed to know what kinds of services they can purchase with the money they pay.     



     Such a system of supervision can actually be applied to other modes of public transport as well.  The Government can set down different safety standards for different modes of public transport and determine rates of fare increase in accordance with such safety standards.  This is far better than simply laying down some regulations to prohibit speeding and flexible scheduling        on the part of bus companies.



	With these remarks, Mr Deputy, I support the Honourable CHOY Kan-pui's motion on behalf of the Hong Kong Association for Democracy and People's Livelihood.





DEPUTY PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Dr TANG SIU-TONG.





DR TANG SIU-TONG (in Cantonese): Mr Deputy, as pointed out by the Honourable CHOY Kan-pui, accidents have been recorded for practically all modes of public transport in Hong Kong, be they buses, trams, the Mass Transit Railway, the Kowloon Canton Railway, the Light Rail Transit, minibuses and ferries.  Arguably, no machines on earth can claim to be entirely foolproof.  But when it comes to public transport which affects the general public, it is only natural that we should all want to see as few errors and breakdowns as possible.  The recent spate of accidents involving various modes of public transport has somehow eroded the confidence of the people.  As a result, once any minor problems occur, they will inevitably start to panic. 





     Stepping up our safety inspections of public transport is undoubtedly a way to ensure public safety.  But if we really aim to protect the people and restore public confidence, the Government must take one further step; it must work out some ultimate solutions by seeking to identify the specific causes which have led to the accidents involving each mode of public transport.  



     Let us look at one example.  Many people have complained to me about the problem of minibus speeding at night.  According to them, the problem has reached very serious proportions, to the extent that travelling on minibuses at night will give one the feeling of sitting on a roller-coaster.  Worse still, when minibus drivers are travelling at crazy speeds, they also swerve dangerously from one lane to another, adding to the horror of their passengers.  The situation is especially horrifying when a minibus driver who is talking over his mobile telephone has to operate the steering wheel with only one hand.  As I understand it, apart from drivers' lack of safety awareness, the commission arrangement between them and minibus operators is also a contributory cause to the problem of minibus speeding; many drivers have resorted to speeding in order to run more trips for more commission, and this has made minibuses more susceptible to accidents.  In order to tackle this problem, the Government should of course devote more resources to monitor the speed of minibuses more closely.  But at the same time, the Transport Department should also approach minibus operators as soon as possible, so as to review the commission arrangement.  This is similar to the treatment of a disease: apart from taking the medicine prescribed by his doctor, the patient must seek to increase his bodily resistance by following a good diet and doing more workouts.  To tackle the problem from within and without will ensure that we can achieve maximum results with half the effort.  



     Let us look at another example: the recent accident involving a KCR cable.  In this accident, the compartments of a KCR train was caught in smoke, and panicking passengers had to break open the compartment doors to escape onto the tracks.  If another train happened to run along the tracks at that time, disasters would surely ensue.  So, while the Government must monitor train maintenance more closely, it must also encourage the KCRC to conduct more publicity work on passenger safety.  The KCRC must be encouraged to educate passengers on the contingency steps which must be taken in times of train emergencies, so as to minimize the consequences of any accidents.



	The safety problems relating to each and every mode of public transportation are in fact caused by a wide variety of factors.  So, the problems which the Government has to tackle should not be restricted to mechanical checks and drivers' safety awareness only; it must also find out how best to enhance the safe operation of the entire public transportation system.  But what the Government has been doing is to announce only some piecemeal remedial measures after each accident.  I am convinced that if the Government clings to this approach, it will never be able to solve the problem.

  

	In view of this, I agree with Miss CHOY So-yuk that a points deduction system must be put in place as a means of recording the accidents caused by the mismanagement of public transport operators.  Such records should be taken into consideration when the Government considers their fare increase applications.  That way, public transport operators will be forced to take active steps to improve their safety measures.  Besides, in regard to the ad hoc group responsible for investigating bus accidents, the Government should consider the possibility of transforming it into a standing body.  Such a standing body can keep a regular watch on the safety standards of buses and other modes of public transport; it can also maintain close contacts with public transport operators and conduct periodical consultation and review.  What is more, the group should also discard its piecemeal and myopic approach, seek to identify the major causes of accidents and then prescribe the right remedy.  This is the best way to monitor the safety standards of our modes of public transport.



     Mr Deputy, with the rapid development of our urban areas, members of the public have become increasingly reliant on the public transportation system as the major means of commuting.  Every day, as many as 10.6 million passenger trips are made on buses, minibuses, taxis, the Mass Transit Railway, ferries and so on.  This shows that the public transportation system is significantly important to the general masses and our economy.  That is why we must pay proper attention to the safety measures adopted by the various modes of public transport.



 	With these remarks, Mr Deputy, I support the motion. 





DEPUTY PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mrs Selina CHOW.





MRS SELINA CHOW (in Cantonese):Mr Deputy, during the past two weeks, minor or serious bus accidents occurred almost everyday.  This has led us to question the adequacy of the safety measures adopted by the various modes of public transport in Hong Kong.  It is estimated that there are as many as 3.7 million regular bus commuters in Hong Hong, and this represents more than half of our population.  That is why the Government should not allow any errors in road safety.

	According to police records, the number of traffic accidents involving buses last year is 7% higher than that of the year before last, and the number of fixed penalty tickets issued by the police to bus drivers last year stood at 531, almost 10% higher than that of the year before last.  The types of offences include speeding, violation of the yellow box restriction, failure to observe traffic light instructions and so on.  All these figures show that the Government must step up its monitoring of the safety measures adopted by public transport operators, so as to protect the lives of the people.  



     The recent spate of bus accidents are evidence enough that all the parties involved are possibly at fault.  So, bus drivers and bus companies should stop laying the blame on each other.  Both the Government and public bus operators must pay attention to the seriousness of the problem and join hands to identify the causes.  As far as the accidents are concerned, they are possibly not attributable to one single party only.  That is why all the parties involved must work closely together to identify solutions and keep the incidence of accidents to the minimum.  



     As far as our initial observations go, possible causes of the accidents may cover inadequate space headway, overloading, speeding, drivers' unfamiliarity with traffic conditions and the mechanical properties of their buses, oversight of maintenance personnel and so on.  But behind these possible causes, there may lie a number of more fundamental problems.  For example, drivers may have inadequate driving experience and safety awareness; the bus companies may have failed to provide satisfactory on-the-job training for drivers; the bus maintenance system may not be satisfactory; and, the scheduling of driving duties may be plagued with problems.  All these problems can in fact be avoided.  When I listened to the news this morning, I came to know the sentiments of the bus driver whose bus crashed into a container truck on Tolo Highway last night.  He said that the public concern over the recent bus accidents had taken all confidence from him.  The case of this driver shows that the media focus on bus drivers has made them extremely gingerly and wary.  So, instead of continuing to apply pressure on bus drivers, we should really reconsider the whole thing and see how best we can help them.  This is because continued pressure will only achieve the opposite result.











     In order to avoid any further accidents resulting from negligence and mismanagement, government departments and bus companies must explore all possible solutions as soon as possible.  The Liberal Party has come to the view that bus companies should enhance the quality of pre-operation checks for all their buses, and the Transport Department should also step up its supervision in this respect.  Moreover, cost-effectiveness allowing, bus companies should upgrade their vehicle inspection equipment and improve other related facilities.  At the same time, bus companies and drivers should make attempts to improve their mutual communication so as to work out ways of improving bus services.  In regard to the sense of driving safety among bus drivers and other road users, the traffic wing of the police and the Transport Department should explore ways of cultivating and enhancing such an awareness. 



     The public transportation system directly affects the physical mobility of our community, and its degree of safety will also affect the people's lives and property.  Hong Kong is a tiny and densely populated place where most of its people have to rely on of public transport.  As the controlling authority of all public transport operators, the Government must take steps to protect the commuters travelling on public transport.  Although no one can foresee when accidents will occur, the transport authorities should still enhance its supervision of our public transportation system in the respect of travel safety, and bus operators must also strengthen its management so as to minimize unnecessary human errors and ensure public safety.  



     A moment ago, several Honourable Members mentioned the possibility of setting up a points deduction system.  In fact, I myself have been considering this possibility for a very long time because I do agree that penalties should be imposed when errors are committed.  But I am also of the view that if we fail to design a penalty system which can work satisfactorily well, assistance and encouragement will probably work more effectively than penalties.  Our aim should be to raise the standards of bus services.  But if we resort to penalties all too easily, we may fail to achieve this very aim.  We must realize that if we want bus companies to improve their safety standards, we will need to look at many different issues.  Driver training, communication with drivers and corporate policies of bus companies are some examples of such issues.  In addition, it may well be necessary for bus companies to inject additional capital before they can improve their safety standards.  That being the case, I really think that an offence points system may well achieve the opposite result, a result which is different from our intended goal.  So, I hope that Honourable Members will consider my point very carefully.  Before proposing a penalty system, Honourable Members should first consider the option of giving encouragement and assistance as a means of enabling our bus services to attain the standards accepted by the community.



	I so submit.





DEPUTY PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Does any other Member wish to speak?



(No Member indicated to speak)





DEPUTY PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Transport.





Secretary for Transport (in Cantonese): Mr Deputy, first of all, I would like to thank the Honourable Miss CHOY Kan-pui for moving this motion of strengthening the supervision of the safety measures of public transport; besides, I would also like to thank Honourable Members for the valuable ideas they have expressed in respect of the motion.



	The message brought about by today's debate is very clear, and it is also the hope of the Government that the standard of road safety could be enhanced comprehensively through strengthened supervision as well as the co-operation of the operators of public transport and other road users.



	As pointed out by the Honourable Mrs Selina CHOW just now, we should not resort to punitive measures only to address the issue but should also be seeking ways to help those involved so as to co-operate and co-ordinate with their efforts to resolve the problems, thereby further enhancing road safety.  I am in full support of this view, and on this basis the Government is introducing a series of measures to cope with the efforts made by operators of relevant means of public transport to better deal with the problems.







	The motion today is rightly directed at public transport.  Everyday, different modes of public transport, including railways, buses, trams, minibuses, taxis, ferries and so on are responsible for serving as many as 11 million passenger trips.  Public transport is indeed closely related to the daily lives of the general public, and is the Government's first and foremost responsibility to ensure that the people of Hong Kong could enjoy safe and reliable public transport services.  As a matter of fact, the Government has been monitoring the operation of public transport services very closely in accordance with particularly strict requirements regarding safety standards.



	According to the data collected in the past few years, the number of traffic accidents involving public transport services remain between 5 500 and 5 700 cases a year without any marked trend of increase.  We have also noticed that the number of traffic accidents involving franchised buses in 1997 was 1 590, which represented a 7.9% increase over the figure in 1996; besides, the recent series of traffic accidents involving franchised buses have also aroused the attention from the public.  Therefore, I wish to discuss in greater details how the Government monitors the safe operation of bus services.



Franchised Buses



	Among the various modes of public transport, the passenger capacity of franchised buses is the highest, amounting to 4 million passenger trips per day.  As I have referred to just now, the number of traffic accidents involving franchised buses in 1997 is comparatively higher than that in 1996 by 7.9%.  However, we should not forget that the number of francised buses and the routes they serve have also increased in 1997 by 8.7% and 10% respectively.  As such, although the number of traffic accidents involving franchised buses has increased in 1997, if we consider this in the context of each 1 million km mileage for the whole fleet, then the number of traffic accidents involving franchised buses has in fact decreased slightly in 1997.  In view of the important role played by franchised buses in the public transportation system as a whole, the Government intends to further enhance the operation safety of franchised buses by strengthening the supervision of franchised bus companies' maintenance procedures and driver training, as well as by straightening up law enforcement.







	To begin with, I would like to speak on the measures to improve the maintenance of franchised buses.  Under the existing legislation, the Government has statutory powers to examine the buses and their maintenances records, as well as to require the franchised bus companies to carry out specific maintenance work within specified time.  Government supervision of the maintenance procedures and quality of franchised buses can be divided into three levels.  Firstly, in regard to daily operation, the Government's vehicle inspectors will examine by random the buses running on the streets.  If any bus is found to have been repaired not properly, the Government would require the bus company to rectify the problems immediately, or prosecution would be instituted against that company.  The number of vehicle trip examinations has been increased from 10 in the past to 15 recently.



	In addition, each and every bus has to undergo an annual inspection before the licence is renewed.  Such inspection is very comprehensive, including the bus body, windows, seats, steering and braking systems, circuit installations, engines, tyres and so on.  Apart from the annual inspection, every bus is also required to undergo a general inspection in accordance with its age; for eaxmple, a steel-frame bus needs to undergo general inspections on reaching six years, 10 years, 14 years and 17 years of age respectively.  The standards of the general inspection are even stricter than that of the annual inspection, for the whole bus is subject to detailed examination inside out, while all the parts of the braking system have either to be replaced or renewed.



	All these measures were not formulated overnight but have existed for a long time.  They are made to ensure that the bus companies would keep their buses under adequate and appropriate repair and maintenance, thereby making sure that the buses could run effectively and safely on the streets every day.



	Regarding driver training, the Transport Department and the Police Force have started co-operating closely with the bus companies since last year to organize road safety seminars for bus drivers.  The purpose of the seminars is to address those driver-related factors that lead to traffic accidents such as tailgating; to remind drivers of the requirement to drive in accordance with the speed limits; as well as to remind them to pay special attention to those particular black-spots so as to enhance driving safety.





	With regards to those drivers who have committed driving offences or been involved in traffic accidents, the bus companies would step up measures to rectify their driving skills as well as to provide counselling services.  Besides, the bus companies would also provide some refresher courses for those drivers who have comparatively lesser experience.  The Government has already urged the bus companies to include in all their training courses measures to enhance the safety awareness of drivers; in this connection, the Citybus will design and provide for its drivers more training in defensive driving, anticipation of dangerous situations, as well as prevention of skiding.



	In addition, it is also the responsibility of the bus services operators to provide for the public bus services that are both efficient and safe.  Apart from providing the public with a fleet of superb buses through its advanced maintenance facilities, the bus copmanies could also prepare through intensive training courses a group of responsible drivers with high standards of road safety knowledge.  On the other hand, surveillance over the daily operation of both buses and drivers is also one important aspect that should never be overlooked.  In view of the series of traffic accidents happened recently, the Citybus has already deployed more inspectors to monitor the drivers closely so as to rectify any improper conduct.  Besides, the bus company has also launched a pilot scheme to install a speed recording device on the bus to monitor the bus speed;  the purpose of this scheme is to prevent bus drivers from speeding, thereby preventing many danerous situations from happening.  Should anything happen, be it mere mechanical failure or serious traffic accident, the bus company should in any case conduct a serious review of the incident, draw experience therefrom, and follow up on the development so as to prevent the same thing from happening again.



	In view of the frequent accidents involving franchised buses recently, the Transport Department has set up at the end of January a special task force comprising senior bus engineers, transport officers, as well as driving examiners to be responsible specifically for conducting a review of the bus companies in respect of their maintenance and repair procedures for buses, establishment and training courses for drivers, as well as post-accident contingency plans.  The special task force has started reviewing the Citybus Company, and so far it has examined the company's inspection and maintenance procedures and conducted meetings with some bus drivers and frontline training officers.  The work of the special task force will be extended to other franchised bus companies as well.



	On the front of law enforcement, the police has also made some necessary co-ordination efforts.  In this connection, the Government has instituted in the second half of 1997 a total of 480 prosecutions against the bus companies.  Moreover, for two weeks starting from 8 March, the police will be conducting a round-the-clock action to charge bus drivers of driving offences,  targeting particularly at such offences as speeding, failure to comply with traffic signals, as well as parking in prohibited zones.  Upon the completion of this action, the police will conduct a comprehensive review to study what experience that we should have learnt, with a view to enabling the law enforcement actions to ensure road safety more efficiently.



	Just now several Members have mentioned that the Government should also take into account the bus companies' performance in respect of bus maintenance and rate of accident when considering their applications for fare increase or franchise approval, I can assure Members that these have all along been among our factors for consideration.  In this connection, the bus companies should have understood very clearly the Government's requirement in regard to maintenance and safety standards; as well as the possible consequences of substandard performance.



	Through the co-ordinated efforts mentioned above, we are convinced that the safety standard of buses operating on the streets could be further enhanced.



Railways



	With regard to railways, the operation, and service safety and reliability of the Kowloon-Canton Railway (KCR) and the Mass Transit Railway (MTR) have all along been highly recommended by the international community.  For example, the East Rail of the KCR is the first heavy rail in Asia that has been awarded with the international quality control certificate, while the light rail is the first among its international counterparts to have been awarded with the ISO certificate.  However, neither the Government nor the two railway companies will be complacent with the past good results.  Both the KCR and MTR have been injecting ample resources over the past 10-odd years to improve their respective rail systems through measures such as renovation of train compartment facilities, adoption of more advanced signalling systems and so on, with a view to enhancing operation safety.  In the years to come, the two companies would carry on with their reviews on the operation system and work procedures.  Moreover, they will also be continuously investing more resources into the existing as well as new rail lines to ensure that passengers can enjoy safe, reliable and comfortable public transport services.



	In 1990, the Hong Kong Railways Monitoring Group was established to act as an independent monitor of railway safety.  The membership of this group comprises engineers specialized in different areas, such as electrical engineering, electronic engineering, civil engineering and so on.  Moreover, the relevant laws confer on the members sufficient powers to examine the systems and facilities of the two companies, as well as to conduct independent investigations should the railway systems have any incidents.



	Although the two railway companies have adopted a proactive attitude towards operational safety, the Government has never relaxed its concern for passenger safety.  In addition to the professionals within the Government, we have also invited railway experts from overseas to provide us with their professional opinions regarding railway safety.  We could also request these experts to participate directly in investigations concerning individual railway incidents should such needs arise.



Trams



	Traffic accidents involving trams have been on the decrease for many years; in this connection, there was 73 cases of tram-related accidents in 1997, which was 17% less than that in 1996.  Having said that, the Hong Kong Tramways is still very concsious of the importance of employees training.  In 1997, the company conducted a revision course in defensive driving as well as a customer service training course for its tram drivers.  The two courses will continue in the next two years.



	In regard to measures to improve trams and tracks, the company will be installing automatic safety systems in each and every tram gradually, so as to ensure that the trams could stop automatically once emergency happens.  At the same time, the company will also improve all the electrical systems and wiring of its trams, with a view to reducing fire hazards.  In addition, the company will install at each major road intersecting point an automatic track switching system; the project to replace all the tracks will also be completed.







	Concerning the supervision of tram operation, the Government is currently examining on average 14 trams and 5 km of tram track each month; besides, it would also assist and instruct the Hong Kong Tramways in carrying out projects to improve both the trams and tram tracks.  In addition, the Government is now considering amending the laws relating to tram services to further enhance the supervision of tram safety.



Other Means of Public Transport



	No marked increase in the number of accidents involving taxis and minibuses has been witnessed in the past two years.  In this connection, the Government believes that the existing laws concerning the licensing system for drivers as well as vehicle maintenance are effective enough to ensure road safety.  As regards the careless or irresponsible driving performance by individual drivers, law enforcement actions could be strengthened to achieve a warning as well as preventive effect.



	Perhaps I should now speak on other government measures to enhance road safety.  The purpose of these measures is not to get at certain type of drivers but to enhance road safety in general.



	As the saying goes, "Road safety is everybody's responsibility".  In regard to the efforts to minimize traffic accidents, not only professional drivers have to exercise care and prudence to pay attention to road safety, other road users and pedestrians should also be co-operating actively to comply with traffic rules and regulations.



	In order to enhance the awareness of both general drivers and professional drivers, as well as to achieve the required preventive effect, 10 video cameras dedicated to recording vehicles failing to comply with traffic signals have already been operating on scheduled order at 30 locations; and in the coming year, the Government will be able to obtain more resources to install new systems at 30 busy road junctures territory-wide.  In addition, the Government will also be implementing a pilot scheme along the section of Tolo Highway between Ma Liu Shui and Fanling to install excessive speed cameras at 10 fixed locations, with a view to strengthening the prosecution against speeding.







Promotion and Educational Activities concerning Road Safety



	Regarding the measures to enhance pedestrian's awareness of road safety, the Road Safety Council will be functioning effectively in respect of promotion and educational activities.  "Pedestrian safety" has been adopted as the theme for the Road Safety Campaigns over the last two years.  In this connection, the Road Safety Council has made use of road safety activities, road safety talks, television and radio programmes, as well as posters and pamphlets to cultivate a sense of pedestrian safety among the general public.  In regard to enhancement in education, the Road Safety Council has formulated a set of road safety plans for different age groups; besides, it has also established four Road Safety Towns at Sau Mau Ping, Sha Tin, Tuen Mun, and Pak Fuk Road respectively, all of which are very popular among members of the public.  We will continue to strengthen the promotion and educational efforts in road safety, with a view to enhancing the standard of road safety as a whole.



Conclusion



	Mr Deputy, the Government has all along attached much importance to the safe operation of public transport services; and for this reason, we have adopted a series of measures to strengthen the supervision efforts and to co-ordinate with the efforts of the operators, with a view to minimizing the incidence of traffic accidents.  In regard to enhancement in safety measures, we will certainly keep up with our efforts to ensure that members of the public could enjoy services that are both safe and efficient.



	Just now several Members have mentioned that road safety � in particular, public transport safety � is dependent upon the co-operation among several parties.  In this connection, apart from the management of the public transport operators, drivers, pedestrians, as well as the Government should also put in efforts to co-operate with each other; it is only through the co-operation among the various parties that we could rest assured that a road safety standard that is acceptable to all could be achieved.  This is an objective that the Government fully supports.  Thank you, Mr Deputy.





THE PRESIDENT resumed the Chair.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr CHOY Kan-pui, you may now reply and you have two minutes and 18 seconds.





MR CHOY KAN-PUI (in Cantonese): Madam President, a total of six Members have just spoken eloquently about the problems relating to road safety.  I hope the Government will seriously consider their valuable opinions.  



     I think that the Government must implement the following measures as soon as possible.



     First, all traffic black-spots must be thoroughly inspected with a view to removing all potential road hazards.  The Government should step up its inspection of the traffic lights, crash barriers and road signs at all traffic black-spots, so as to remove all potential road hazards.  An undeniable fact is that clear traffic directions will help reduce accidents.  Second, the Government should step up its enforcement actions.  Specifically, the police should step up its enforcement actions against bus drivers who break traffic regulations, and more cameras should be installed to monitor motorists failing to comply with traffic signals and speeding.  Third, the supervision of bus services and inspection of buses should be stepped up.  Specifically, the Transport Department should tighten the inspection standards for buses and conduct more ad hoc inspections; and it should also consider the possibility of introducing legislative control.  Fourth, the Government should study the possibility of installing speed monitoring devices on all buses and of imposing speed limits on them and conduct regular inspections of speed records.  Fifth, all public bus operators should be required to obtain ISO9002 certificates as a prerequisite for granting franchise.  Sixth, legislative amendments should be considered, so as to increase the penalty imposed on bus drivers who break traffic regulations.  Seventh, promotion on road safety awareness should be enhanced.  



     Madam President, the public will of course hope to enjoy comfortable, efficient and value-for-money public transportation services, but more importantly, they do also hope that when they use these services, they can arrive at their destinations safely.  I hereby call upon my colleagues in this Council to support the motion.  Thank you, Madam President.







PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you and that is: That the motion moved by Mr CHOY Kan-pui be approved.  Will those in favour of the motion please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Those against please say "no"?



(No Member responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "ayes" have it.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): The second motion: Review of the Comprehensive Social Security Assistance Scheme.  Mr TAM Yiu-chung.





REVIEW OF THE COMPREHENSIVE SOCIAL SECURITY ASSISTANCE SCHEME



MR TAM YIU-CHUNG (in Cantonese): It has all along been a popular practice for Chinese to talk about the Three Character Primer.  I moved this motion debate in this Council because I have heard too much of the Three Character Primer recently.  However, what I heard was not "Man's nature is good at birth".  Rather, it was "Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA) nurtures lazy bones".



	The people of Hong Kong have all along been praised for their diligence, enterprising spirit as well as combatant spirit.  We all understand very well that "only through combating shall we win".  Such a proactive attitude has acted as the driving force for our community to develop and improve continuonsly.  Therefore, it is absolutely understandable that some people worry that the tendency of nurturing lazy bones may arise and they hope such situation will never emerge.  As a matter of fact, this worry is also generally identified with.





	Nevertheless, we will be over-simplifying the problem and presenting the situation inaccurately if we only use "nurturing lazy bones" to criticize CSSA recipients.



	At present, CSSA recipients can generally be divided into 10 categories, including the unemployed, the low-income group and the single-parent families.  In 94-95 and 95-96, the number of people belonging to these categories has risen dramatically and the increase for both years was over 50%.  The number of CSSA recipients in 1996 has even risen by 81% over 1995.



	Many people will ask: Why did the number of CSSA recipients double within one year?



	On seeing the above figures, some people will have an immediate reaction and that is: the CSSA system is being abused.  As a result, they will propose that the criteria for applying for CSSA should be tightened.  I appreciate very much that these people earnestly hope that the public money can be properly spent.  I also understand their good wish of encouraging CSSA recipients to earn their own living.  However, I would like to remind them that their proposal will not practically achieve their desired target.



	The provision of CSSA payments is aimed at helping the disadvantaged maintain the most basic standards of living.  If we place a series of hurdles to prevent them from receiving assistance just because of the dramatic increase in the number of needy people, we are apparently putting the cart before the horse.  Even if the number is reduced, it does not mean that the problem is solved.



	We should understand that no one would like to rely on assistance to maintain their living.  In applying for CSSA, the applicant has to expose all his privacy before other people by undergoing a means and assets test.  There is a saying that "who would like to be a baldhead if he has hair?"  When he fails to sustain his living, there is nothing he can do except by quoting "What can I do?  What can I do?", a famous saying by the former Hong Kong and Macau Affairs Office Director Mr LU Ping.  Applying for CSSA is actually the only thing he can do.  The proposal of tightening the criteria for CSSA applicants in order to bar the needy from getting assistance is something, I believe, a caring and loving society should not do.





	This year, Hong Kong is facing a severe economic downturn and people of various strata are extremely worried as a result of the rise in unemployment rate.  We would like the general public to know that the community will lend a helping hand as far as possible when they have such needs in future.  To cut the safety net at this moment will only add to the public's worries about their future and deprive them of their only sense of security.



	We are not playing a figures game.  We should not aim at reducing the rising figure only.  The crux is to help and encourage CSSA recipients to rejoin the labour market early so that they can gradually improve their quality of living, eventually breaking away from the ranks of poverty.



	What can we do to help and encourage the recipients to rejoin the labour market?  Under the existing situation, I think there are at least three areas of work we should do.



	Firstly, to start from retraining.



	As the Chairman of the Employees Retraining Board, of course I will not shirk my responsibility.  Priority is now given to CSSA recipients to apply for retraining courses.  At the same time, special follow-up will be given to CSSA recipients applying for courses to help them seek jobs.  Members are welcome to give valuable advice on how best we can strengthen our work in this aspect so that we can do even better.



	Secondly, to provide more supporting services.



	Perhaps let me start with an example to illustrate the importance of supporting services.  I know a single mother whose child is eight years old and is studying in Primary Three.  She could originally choose to first escort her child to school everyday and then go to work to earn $3,000 or so.  After school, the child can go to an after-school tutorial centre to wait for her to pick him up when she is off duty.



	Nevertheless, she simply could not put her heart at ease to do that.  As a result, she decided to stay at home to take care of her child and she would rather choose to eat less and spend less.





	If the child care centres under the Social Welfare Department can relax their criteria by accepting children other than those aged between two years and six years, the woman may have a different choice.  I hope the Social Welfare Department can understand the extent of impact these supporting services will have on the working desire of CSSA recipients.



	Thirdly, I would like to talk about the way to deduct or off set the incomes of the recipients in specific terms.



	At present, if a CSSA recipient finds a new job, be it part-time or full-time, his CSSA payment will be deducted and the formula is as follows:



	-	the first $430 of his income will be granted exemption and the CSSA                      payment he gets will not be deducted;



	-	only half of the next $2,580 can be exempted; in other words, he will receive $1,290 less in CSSA payment;



	-	incomes exceeding $3,010 will not be granted exemption and it will be deducted from the CSSA payment in full.



	In my opinion, such a deduction is not at all helpful to encouraging CSSA recipients to rejoin the labour market.



	For instance, a single parent with three children is entitled to receive $12,309 in CSSA payment.  If she manages to find a $4,000 half-day job on a part-time basis, $2,280 will be deducted from her CSSA payment and the total yield for her will be $14,029.



	In other words, she can only earns $1,720 more if she works half day on a part-time basis.



	In terms of the standard of living of Hong Kong nowadays, what improvement will that $1,720 bring?  Indeed given the various costs of going out to work, what she really gets may even be less than $1,720 but in order to do that, she has to leave her small children behind.  After assessing the situation, many people may prefer giving up the idea of going out to work.





	Such being the case, I consider that there is a real need for this deduction system to be improved.  As a starting point, we can consider two aspects:



	-	firstly, whether the full exemption of the first band of $430 can be raised;



	-	secondly, whether 50% reduction can be applied to incomes of $3,010 or above.



	In other words, CSSA recipients can earn more by working more.  I believe this single parent will then have a stronger desire to work as a result of this.



	Maybe some people will challenge that in times of economic downturn, many low-income families may not have such a high level of income and it is therefore unfair to relax income deduction for CSSA recipients.  But I would like to stress that the single parent cited in the example receives high CSSA payment just because she has the genuine need and most of her expenses are given as reimbursements. 



	On the contrary, if she is willing to work, she will help save more CSSA spending on the part of taxpayers even if the deduction ratio is lowered, and the labour force will be boosted.  In addition, the families of the recipients will have more income and they may even stop seeking CSSA, thus achieving the objective of helping the poor.



	The Secretary for Health and Welfare, Mrs Katherine FOK, has stated that the findings of the review of the CSSA Scheme will be published in June this year.  I hope that the review will take the opinions expressed by Members today into full consideration.  In the meantime, the Government should consult this Council before making any decision.  In particular, I hope that the findings of the review conducted by the Secretary for Health and Welfare can win the applause of various sectors just like what the Budget published by the Financial Secretary, Mr Donald TSANG, did.



	With these remarks, I beg to move.







Mr TAM Yiu-chung moved the following motion:



	"That this Council urges that, in reviewing the Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA) Scheme, the authorities should focus on expanding the support and retraining services for persons receiving CSSA payment on the ground of unemployment and on improving the method of calculating deductions from CSSA payments, so as to encourage unemployed persons to rejoin the labour market early, put public funds to good use, and enable other CSSA recipients to receive better care; furthermore, this Council urges the Government to consult the Legislative Council before making any decision in respect of the review."





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That this Council urges that, in reviewing the Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA) Scheme, the authorities should focus on expanding the support and retraining services for persons receiving CSSA payment on the ground of unemployment and on improving the method of calculating deductions from CSSA payments, so as to encourage unemployed persons to rejoin the labour market early, put public funds to good use, and enable other CSSA recipients to receive better care; furthermore, this Council urges the Government to consult the Legislative Council before making any decision in respect of the review.  Does any Member wish to speak?  Miss CHOY So-yuk.





MISS CHOY SO-YUK (in Cantonese): Madam President, "Comprehensive Social Security Assistance nurtures lazy bones" has become the media's focus of report recently.  Let us not talk about whether the CSSA will really nurture lazy bones.  It is, however, indisputable that CSSA cases have been on a constant rise over recent years.  Statistics show that there are now more than 180 000 CSSA cases.  Among these cases, 17 000 are based on unemployment reason and these account for 9% of the total number of cases, the highest figure in 21 years.  The Secretary for Health and Welfare, Mrs Katherine FOK, also pointed out earlier that the number of CSSA cases will reach 196 000 next year.  Although the Government is unable to confirm how many people will apply for CSSA for reason of unemployment, these applications will reach its peak judging from the fact that the increase has been nearly three-fold over the past five years.





	According to the expenditure Estimates outlined in the Budget published earlier, the Government will spend $16.5 billion on social security, with $11.5 billion, that is 70%, on CSSA.  The dramatic increase in CSSA cases has seriously strained our already extremely tight social welfare resources.  Moreover, it has undermined other social services such as family counselling, community rehabilitation scheme and youth out-reaching scheme.  Social worker graduates may also become unemployed because of the reduction in the number of jobs.  The consequences can be quite serious. 



	The Hong Kong Progressive Alliance considers that as an affluent society, Hong Kong should provide adequate care and assistance for those who are genuinely in need such as the elderly, the handicapped and the incapacitated.  However, for CSSA cases based on unemployment reason, the Government should handle with care.  After all, the original objective of CSSA is not to assist people who are able to work and their family members.  Furthermore, CSSA should not be changed into a kind of unemployment relief fund.  Otherwise, Hong Kong will only move towards the road to social welfarism.



	In order to encourage unemployed persons to rejoin the labour market early, put public funds to proper use, and enable other CSSA recipients to receive better care, the Government must review the existing CSSA system, particularly in strengthening the employees retraining programme, to assist the employed to regain their self-confidence to support themselves.  As a result, they will no longer need to rely on CSSA and this will also prevent our social welfare resources from being abused. 



	According to the information provided by the Labour Department, it is obvious that the successful rate of CSSA recipients seeking employment is extremely low.  In 1997, about 25 000 unemployed CSSA recipients registered with the Employment Services Division of the Labour Department to find a job.  The Department subsequently arranged 2 800 employment interviews and only 329 people were successful in securing a job, with a successful rate of 1.3% only.  Compared with the successful rate of 2% for the general unemployed group and 4% for the handicapped who have got a job through the Employment Services Division of the Labour Department, this figure is obviously on the low side.  However, the Government has failed to provide explanation for this situation.







	CSSA cases caused by unemployment are extremely complicated.  Of course, we cannot say that the unemployed CSSA recipients are not willing to look for a job purely on the basis of these figures.  However, the figures reflect that some CSSA recipients do lack the initiative to seek jobs.  In our opinion, the Government must assist this category of people actively, for example, by strengthening professional retraining programmes to let them grasp new skills in order to earn their living.  According to the relevant data, the retraining scheme will, to a certain extent, help the unemployed to pick up a new job.  Up to the end of January 1998, 20% of those who have participated in the retraining programme have finally succeeded in securing a job.  If unemployed people unreasonably refuse to join the retraining programme, the Government can refuse to grant them CSSA as a kind of punishment.  Furthermore, the Government can consider lengthen the "exemption period" for CSSA recipients in order to boost their desire to work by gradually reducing their amount of CSSA payments after they have worked for a certain period of time instead of adhering to the existing practice whereby CSSA is abolished after the recipients have worked for a month.



	On the other hand, a number of unemployed CSSA recipients are now unable to work due to family problems.  According to the information provided by the Social Welfare Department, in the category of single-parent CSSA recipients, more than 60% of the recipients have their spouses working in the Mainland and they have to stay at home to take care of their children alone.  I think the Government can provide family assistance to these cases, and make reference to the Social Welfare Department's child assistance scheme currently under planning.



	The Green Paper on social security compiled more than two decades ago was aimed at assisting those people who were unable to help themselves.  Now things have changed and not all the CSSA recipients are unable to help themselves.  In our opinion, the Government must make up its mind and adopt effective measures expeditiously to formulate new policies to meet the social changes.



	With these remarks, Madam President, I support Mr TAM Yiu-chung's motion.



	







PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr HUI Yin-fat.





MR HUI YIN-FAT (in Cantonese): Madam President, over the recent months, a number of high-ranking government officials have incessantly criticized the unemployed CSSA recipients for abusing social resources.  Until yesterday, I still saw a report saying the Director of Social Welfare hoped the period for the unemployed to obtain CSSA could be restricted to three years.



	At present, there are more than 2 000 unemployed CSSA recipients who have received assistance for over three years and their average age has reached 47.  Owing to their older age and prolonged unemployment, the will and self-confidence of these people, who have been receiving CSSA for a long time, have been seriously undermined.  Now the Government's proposal of restricting the period for receiving CSSA has completely exposed the Administration's mentality of "eyeing at money only".  It will offer no help at all to solving the existing problem.  As to the reason why some people are left without a job for over three years, the Government seems to have no intention to know or bother about it.



	After all, among the 35 to 59 age group of the existing population, 800 000 are of primary education level or below and over 300 000 of them engaged in non-technical work, representing more than 10% of the total labour force.  Because of poor academic qualification and lack of market value, these    middle-aged workers will be at a loss as to what to do once they lose their jobs.  Even if they are active in seeking job, they will always be confronted with the hard fact of age discrimination.  Moreover, what help the Government can offer is just to ask them to register with the Labour Department.  For a person who has been out of work for a long time and who has lost self-confidence, the effectiveness is actually very limited.



	The existing situation is entirely caused by the Government's failure to put in place a complete set of manpower planning to resist the challenges brought about by economic transformation and the financial turmoil and undo the knots of the unemployment and poverty problems.  As far as the unemployed people are concerned, the unilateral accusation that the unemployed CSSA recipients have been abusing public money is extremely unfair.







	In fact, over the past two years, the social welfare sector has repeatedly asked the Government to formulate a policy to solve the poverty problem as early as possible so as to help the unemployed to stop relying on CSSA and enable them to earn their own living.  Unfortunately, the Government lacks the foresight and sets up the working group for reviewing the CSSA system only this year.  It is regrettable that the Government has all along insisted that there is no objective standard for poverty in this world and used this as an excuse to evade solving the poverty problem that is in real existence in Hong Kong.  The only measure for responding to the poverty problem so far is the so-called "safety net" concept whereby the Government provides CSSA for the low income and poor people.



	Madam President, Hong Kong's poverty problem is a complicated structural problem.  We cannot solely rely on the rising figure of CSSA cases to jump to the conclusion that CSSA has attracted people who having the ability to work to refrain from working or say that this is an era for "offering money".  In fact, out of the existing 180 000 CSSA cases, the unemployed only accounts for less than 10%.  As such, the estimated expenditure of $11.5 billion for CSSA for the next year will actually be used mainly for the elderly and the handicapped.  However, this does not mean that we can ignore the problems faced by the unemployed CSSA recipients.



	Some people hold the view that the rise in the number of unemployed CSSA recipients has been due to the fact that after a prolonged period of unemployment, the unemployed people have used up all their savings and are then forced to apply for CSSA.  There are also other people who hold that as the international method for measuring unemployment adopted by the Government has basically failed to truly reflect the unemployment situation in Hong Kong, some unemployed people have failed to be included into the unemployment category because they do not meet the relevant standard.  In any case, all of these phenomena reflect that many unemployed CSSA recipients have been out of work for a long time and it is not easy for them to find another suitable job.



	In conducting a comprehensive review of the CSSA Scheme, the Government should first of all fully understand the roots and seriousness of the unemployment problem and then start to solve the problem by addressing the difficulties faced by the unemployed CSSA recipients and take the initiative to help them make their own living.  The Government should then improve the existing " income exemption" arrangement under the CSSA Scheme so as to ensure that the incomes will not be less than the CSSA payments after the unemployed CSSA recipients have found a job.  I therefore strongly support the proposal put forward by Mr TAM Yiu-chung.



	Madam President, it is indeed unnecessary of the Government to have made statements, based on unfounded speculation, which have in turn deepened the misunderstanding and divergence of opinion among the general public towards the CSSA recipients.  What is more, it should not conduct negative publicity against the unemployed CSSA recipients in order to make the general public to identify with the concept of "nurturing lazy bones" in its attempt to rationalize its policy for reducing CSSA payments.  How can the Government have the answer and conclusion before a comprehensive review is conducted?



	In the past when our economy was robust, CSSA was criticized by the community as utterly inadequate and barely enough.  Now in the face of an economic depression, the Government has on the contrary tried to blame the impoverished.  This will only make people of the lower strata think that our Government is absolutely merciless.



	With these remarks, Madam President, I support the motion.





PRESIDENT: Mrs Elsie TU.





MRS ELSIE TU: Madam President, I rise to support the Honourable TAM Yiu-chung's motion.



	Not long ago, when people came to my ward office seeking solutions to their livelihood problems, they always asked for some means to support themselves.  Almost all of them refused to seek public money.  Even elderly people adopted that attitude.  The oldest person I can remember was a lady aged 84 who needed housing.  She was quite upset when I asked her if she would like to enter a care and attention home.  She said she was working to support herself, and could look after herself at home.  All she wanted was a small room to call "home".









	That attitude is the work ethic that has built up Hong Kong's prosperity, and it is an attitude that we should try not to change.  The only way to preserve that work ethic is to provide affordable housing, and to provide jobs, or retrain workers for new jobs.  In recent years, we have concentrated on providing better housing for those already rehoused, instead of taking care of those living in appalling conditions in tenements and paying rent of $3,000 or more for a room of 80 sq ft or less from their salary of $7,000 to $8,000.  So far, the retraining programme has not met its intended target, and the unemployment rate is rising.  Job retraining and job opportunities must be our first priority, unless we want to introduce a welfare state in which workers can claim more money by staying at home than by going to work.



	Some politicians consider the solution is to increase Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA).  Some also encourage the workers to seek more benefits in long-service payments, compensation, paid maternity leave and so on, all good in themselves.  But at a time of economic downturn, these increased benefits could backfire and create more unemployment, because some small employers are unable to meet these demands and have to close down, leaving their workers jobless.  I have no sympathy for employers who seek cheap imported labour, but we must strike a balance between keeping our local people in the workforce, or pricing our workers out of the market place, and forcing them to depend on public money.



	In order to preserve the work ethic that has served us so well, I suggest the following:



	(1)	The Government must plan ahead to ensure that our citizens are provided with education and training suited to the changes in our economic planning.



	(2)	Able-bodied workers must be weaned from dependence upon CSSA by requiring them to take up jobs they are able to manage and, if necessary, subsidizing their rent if they earn less than in the past and are in need of assistance.  That would be only a temporary measure until business picks up and the aim would be to help the unemployed to go back to work.  It would not be intended to subsidize employers paying low wages, unless employers are in danger of closing their businesses during this economic recess.  Other Members, like Mr TAM, have better proposals, but the aim should be to encourage people to be self-supporting as far as possible.

	The Social Welfare Department should seek ways to help single-parents go to work by providing sufficient child care centres, or by assisting them in getting public housing near to relatives or friends, where the children can be cared for while the breadwinner goes back to work.



	Additionally, I see no reason why the elderly should not be assisted in finding work that they are willing and able to manage, because I believe that work makes one feel better in physical and mental health, and also gives the feeling of independence that most normal people would prefer.  A work culture is healthier than a welfare-dependency culture.



	Finally, I wish to emphasize that nothing I have said must be taken to mean that CSSA should not be provided to those in genuine need because of age, disability, sickness or misfortune.  In fact, by encouraging the work ethic in every able-bodied person, we would have more money for CSSA to improve the livelihood of those who really need it.



	Madam President, I support the motion.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr MOK Ying-fan.





MR MOK YING-FAN (in Cantonese): Madam President, the Hong Kong Association for Democracy and People's Livelihood (HKADPL) is in support of the motion moved by Mr TAM Yiu-chung in respect of the Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA) Scheme.



	In fact, the scope of services provided under the existing CSSA Scheme can be divided into three aspects: (1) unemployment assistance; (2) safety net, with the chronically ill, rehabilitation and single-parent families as the targets of support; and (3) retirement protection for the elderly.  The HKADPL has all along held the view that the nature of these three types of services is different.  Although a standard handling approach will make delivery simpler, it lacks flexibility and focus.  This is why we have all along insisted that the provision of a safety net for the public should be taken as the ultimate goal.  We have also proposed that unemployment support and elderly retirement security should be separated.  Specialization of the social security system is one key component for the improvement of social welfare.  The HKADPL has come to the view that the present motion moved by Mr TAM Yiu-chung is helpful as far as this point is concerned.  Therefore, we shall support this motion and we also hope that the Government will, after listening to today's debate, consider seriously the views expressed by Honourable colleagues today.



	At present, CSSA payments account for two thirds of the expenditure on social welfare.  Such a large proportion indeed warrants our concern, for otherwise we would not have this motion debate today.  Under the existing system, if a member of the public falls into predicaments as a result of losing his job, he can only seek financial support through the CSSA Scheme.  The HKADPL has all along had great reservations about the approach of "including the unemployed under the CSSA Scheme".  This is because the CSSA is aimed at helping the incapacitated to cater for their daily needs.  However, the unemployed people do not fall into this category because they still have the ability to work.  That they have problems in earning their living is only because they are out of work temporarily.  For these two categories of recipients who are different in nature but similarly need the government support or assistance, we should formulate different but appropriate policies to cater to their needs.



	Just now, Mr HUI Yin-fat said that the Government is "quick to know but slow to react".  In my opinion, however, the Government is indeed "slow to know as well as slow to react".  This is because the HKADPL has in fact proposed a "scheme on transitional financial assistance for unemployment" or the so-called "job-changing subsidy" to the former Legislative Council in 1995.  At that time, there was a rise in the number of suicidal cases caused by unemployment as Hong Kong was experiencing an economic recession.  The position of the HKADPL remains that the Government must provide some substantial assistance for those workers or people who have difficulties in earning their living as a result of unemployment.  However, the Government should also ensure that all resources put into providing such assistance are not abused.  Therefore, we stated clearly at that time that the scheme is aimed at assisting "the involuntary unemployed people".  For this reason, we proposed that the applicants should be required to have worked for two years or more and should produce proof that he had registered with the Labour Department for seeking a job for at least three months and only because he had failed to obtain a job or was unable to go to work even though he had been offered a job.  In addition, we proposed that part of the resources of the scheme could be pooled to form a fund, thereby negating the need for government injection of funds.  Instead, the money will be pooled together in the form of a reservoir whereas the target for contributing towards the fund could be those employers of foreign workers, who were responsible for causing the local unemployment problems in disguised form.  As the applicants of this type of assistance cases were usually in urgent need of money, the HKADPL considered then that there was no need for means test.



	Today we mention the proposal put forward two years ago again because we consider that the only way to cater to the urgent needs of the unemployed in the short term is to encourage them to apply for CSSA.  For this reason, we support the motion moved by Mr TAM Yiu-chung today.  We also urge that the existing method, which has been criticized as "nurturing lazy bones", should be improved.  If we can come up with a solution which can, on the one hand, improve the method of calculating deductions from CSSA payments and, on the other, incorporate the "scheme on transitional financial assistance for unemployment" on the other, we would really benefit both parties.  The Government will then need not take up the burden on a long-term basis or give out too much taxpayers' money whereas a recipient will not give other people the impression that he is lazy because he is living on CSSA payments.  In the long run, owing to the different nature of the two types of assistance, I consider that redetermining the calculating method or mechanism of unemployment assistance will have a true meaning to those who are out of work temporarily.  This will also tackle the chaotic situation at root.  Otherwise, it will be unfair to those who really need to apply for assistance on a long-term basis.



	With these remarks, Madam President, I support the motion.   





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr LEE Kai-ming.





MR LEE KAI-MING (in Cantonese): Madam President, owing to inadequate labour protection and a lack of unemployment assistance, wage-earners are unable to support themselves once they are thrown out of work.  Furthermore, because of a sharp turn for the worse in the situation of our economy, a number of companies have closed down or wound up one after another and a lot of workers have subsequently lost their rice bowls.  According to the estimates of the Secretary for Education and Manpower, the unemployment rate will continue to rise.  Moreover, figures provided by the Census and Statistics Department also show that the unemployment rate at the end of 1997 was 2.5%, that is, approximately 76 800 people whereas the underemployment rate was 1.5%, that is, approximately 44 000 people.  Trade unionists have pointed out that the figures of unemployed people in the service industry and retail industry were actually higher than those published by the Government.  With the deterioration of the business environment, and a depressed tourist industry, more and more shopping arcades will find it hard to continue with their business.  Following the Yaohan Department Store, the Japanese-financed Matsuzakaya Department Store has declared that it is going to wind up and dismiss 755 people.  This serves as one of the recent examples.



	People who have lost their jobs will definitely seek help from the Government.  According to the Government's statistics, the number of cases applying for CSSA as a result of unemployment reached 16 976 in December 1997, which is 791 cases more than the 14 185 cases registered in the corresponding period last year and the increase has been as much as 19.68%.



	Madam President, from these we can see that the increasing unemployment rate will further aggravate the burden on society and more and more people will rely on CSSA.  At present, many people in Hong Kong consider that the increase in CSSA expenditure is caused by the fact that too many people are unwilling to work and live off CSSA payments by cheating.  Therefore, it is necessary, according to them, to review the CSSA system to prevent abuse.  In my opinion, the increase in the number of CSSA cases is caused by unemployment, particularly due to a prolonged cycle of unemployment and structural unemployment.  It will be unfair to the majority of CSSA recipients if we over-emphasize the misconduct of a small number of individuals.  Indeed the majority of recipients need government subsidy desperately.  The Director of Social Welfare has clarified several times that the phenomenon of " CSSA nurturing lazy bones" is uncommon.  According to another report, the Chairperson of the Social Security Assistance Branch of the Hong Kong Chinese Civil Servants' Association estimated that about 1% of CSSA cases may involve cheating.  As the Social Security Branch of the Social Welfare Department is experiencing manpower shortages, it is not possible to conduct in-depth vetting, leading, as a result, to an increase in the number of cases of fraud and excessive payments.  The Government has planned to obtain 128 posts for social security in 1998-99 in a bid to strengthen examination and plug the loopholes so that the limited resources can be used for meeting the needs of those members of the public who are in urgent need of assistance, including the unemployed.  At the same time, the Government should strictly punish those who abuse or obtain CSSA payments by default so as to achieve a deterring effect.  We reckon that these measures will be able to gradually stem the abuses of the CSSA Scheme. 



	In the long run, one of the best methods to reduce CSSA expenditure is to strengthen retraining of employees, providing up-to-date vocational training so as to enable the workers to really acquire a skill that they can rely on to make a living.  In addition, the Government should promote employment opportunities in order to alleviate the society's burden.  As long as local workers are able to meet the employment requirements and are equipped with higher skills, they will no longer fear that the lower-skilled foreign workers will take their jobs away.  I propose that the relevant government departments should actively adopt the following measures in order to attract the unemployed to take part in the retraining scheme and help them support themselves: (1) When the unemployed come to seek help, arrangements should be made to help them seek jobs as soon as possible and, if they are unable to secure a job within a short period of time, they will be required to receive retraining and CSSA payments will only be released after they have undergone retraining; (2) In order to encourage the unemployed to receive retraining so as to restore their dignity and devote to society, allowances will be given to the trainees by the Employees Retraining Board during the training period and the amount of allowances will be calculated in terms of 50% of the median wage.  Such a measure is aimed at satisfying the basic daily needs of the trainees and their family members so as to enable the trainees to concentrate their efforts in receiving the three-month-odd retraining so that their skills will be enhanced.  Only those who still fail to find a job after retraining can seek help from the Social Welfare Department.



	With these remarks, I support the motion moved by Mr TAM Yiu-chung.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr WONG Siu-yee.





MR WONG SIU-YEE (in Cantonese): Madam President, a number of Members have provided numerous figures just now, so I am not going to repeat them here again.  Some of the proposals to be put forward by me later might be similar to those put forward by Mr TAM Yiu-chung but actually we are not copying from each other.  Perhaps it is great minds think alike.





	The dramatic increase in the number of cases receiving CSSA payments on the ground of unemployment has indeed constituted a serious social problem.  Although Hong Kong is not a western-style welfare society, the welfare content of our unemployment CSSA payments has come close to that of such rich western countries like the United States.  If the CSSA Scheme is not further reviewed and improved, it will only attract more and more people with the ability to work to apply for CSSA.



	Madam President, the Secretary for Health and Welfare is going to conduct a review of the relevant CSSA Scheme shortly.  I would therefore like to raise questions from three aspects for the Government's reference.



	Firstly, to review the level of unemployment payments under CSSA.  I propose that the unemployment payments should be divided into two levels.  The first level is for those who are incapable of supporting themselves and are in genuine need of unemployment assistance to sustain their basic livelihood.  These people will include the elderly, the handicapped and the sick.  They should be entitled to the existing level of CSSA payments.  But for those who are able to work, I think the Government needs to adjust their CSSA payments to a lower level.  The "all-embracing" policy adopted at present will of course prove to be more attractive to those who have the ability to work and are unwilling to endure hardship.  At present, a family of four can receive CSSA payments amounting to $10,700 on average.  This amount is not only higher than the level of median income, but also definitely better than any income earned as a result of going out to work.  We should be aware that it is human nature to pursue happiness and evade hardship.  As such, it will be somewhat biased if someone accuses that there are some people who, in spite of the fact they have the ability to work, abuse the CSSA Scheme because of greediness and laziness.  I therefore propose that the level of CSSA payments granted by those who still have the ability to work should not be higher than the level of the median income and should be lower than that received by those who really have no means to support themselves, so as to prevent giving incentives to "nurturing lazy bones" as mentioned earlier.



	Secondly, the method of calculating deductions from CSSA payments adopted by the Social Welfare Department should also be reviewed and improved.  At present, a recipient's eligibility of receiving CSSA payments will be abolished one month after he has found a new job.  In my opinion, this is a bad mechanism whereby "the lazy bones are awarded while the diligent people are punished" and this will seriously curb the desire of the recipients to make an effort to work again.  My proposal is, just like what I have mentioned in the first point, the level of unemployment CSSA payments should be lower than the median wage.  On the contrary, if the income derived from recipient's the new job is lower than the median wage, the Administration can make up for the shortfall so that the recipient will have an income slightly higher than the median wage.  By this means, the system of "awarding the lazy bones and punishing the diligent ones" will become a system of "awarding the diligent people and punishing the lazy bones".  At the same time, I propose that the qualifying period for abolishing the eligibility of unemployed CSSA recipients to receive payments should be relaxed from one month to three months.  This will enhance the incentive for unemployed CSSA recipients who have working ability to rejoin the labour market.   



	Thirdly, those people who are out of work for a long time deserve our sympathy.  It is not their fault.  Rather it is the fault of society.  The most effective way to help the unemployed is to strengthen and expand the retraining service provided to unemployed CSSA recipients and help them find new jobs.  Nevertheless, we should not blindly believe in the usefulness of retraining because unemployed workers who have received retraining may not secure a new job definitely.  To tackle the problem at its root, the Administration should stimulate our economy as far as possible, expand employment opportunities and encourage employers to employ the unemployed, particularly those who have been out of work for a prolonged period.  The Government can consider making use of tax concessions whereby people employing those who have been out of work for a long time can be offered concessions by way of profits tax deduction at a reasonable rate or other more effective incentives.  In my opinion, the Government should take an active role in encouraging and assisting CSSA recipients to be self-reliant.  In overseas countries, the state will arrange the unemployed to work in organizations where there are vacancies.  According to the information provided by the Labour Department, there are indeed a number of vacancies available in Hong Kong in which no one is interested.  At the same time, there is also a group of CSSA recipients who have the ability to work.  Why has the Government failed to consider arranging work for those who are out of work for a long time in a mandatory manner so as to help them escape from the CSSA net?







	Madam President, no society can remedy unpredictable unemployment problems with limited welfare resources.  The unemployment problem that Hong Kong now faces is definitely not as simple as the structural unemployment problem we experienced in the past.  Rather, Hong Kong is now in the middle of a muddy pool of recessionary unemployment.  As long as our economic recession is not reverted, the phenomenon of retrenchment or even "winding up" will become more and more serious.  At present, unemployed people are not only restricted to low-income manual workers.  Even the middle class has joined the line of the unemployed.  If the Government waits until more and more middle-class people lose their jobs and use up all their savings before it starts to review the unemployment aspect of the CSSA question, it will be too late for any remedy to take effect.  Therefore, I consider that, in reviewing the CSSA Scheme, the Government should review its whole economic policy and come up with a proposal for reverting the recession as early as possible.  In other words, reviewing the CSSA Scheme is just like "reducing expenditure".  However, solely relying on "reducing expenditure" is not enough.  It is more important for the Government to "broaden sources of income", that is to say, to vitalize our economy and open up more employment opportunities.  Although in this respect, a miraculous drug is not going to come into being shortly, as the Chief Executive has said, it is still our hope that the Government can come up with a feasible and long-term proposal for vitalizing our economy.



	With these remarks, Madam President, I support the motion moved by Mr TAM Yiu-chung. 





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr NG Leung-sing.





MR NG LEUNG-SING (in Cantonese): Madam President, Hong Kong is not a welfare society and I hope it will never become one in future.  In recent years, the Government has provided a lot of assistance and care areas concerning the public's welfare and livelihood difficulties.  According to statistics, expenditure on social welfare was $6 billion seven years ago.  This year, the same expenditure has soared to $23.6 billion, representing an annual increase of 21.6%.  This ratio has far exceeded the increase of the Government's overall recurrent public expenditure for the corresponding period.  Of the recurrent expenditure for this year, expenditure on social welfare accounts for 12.5%, representing a drastic increase of 1.6 percentage points over last year, and social welfare has thus become a larger spending policy group.



	It was reflected that the CSSA Scheme had undergone a comprehensive review in the beginning of 1996.  With an increase in assistance items and amount, the scope of social welfare was further expanded.  Nevertheless, it happened that Hong Kong was just recovering from the previous adjustment cycle in 1996 and the annual unemployment rate for the whole year was only 2.8%.  At that time, the unemployment problem was not too prominent.  This year, however, because of the severe challenge of the Asian financial turmoil, our economy was thrown into depression, with numerous companies resorting to retrenchment and closure.  According to preliminary estimates, our unemployment rate will increase by one or 1.5 percentage points over the 2.5% recorded at the end of last year.  It was also reckoned that the number of unemployed people will increase by 33 000 to 50 000.  As a result, the unemployment problem will become more prominent.  Under such circumstances, it is imperative for the Government to provide the unemployed with assistance and counselling so as to ensure that their basic living is protected and they will be able to find a new job.



	The Chief Executive of the Special Administrative Region, Mr TUNG Chee-hwa, proposed in his first policy address that he would build Hong Kong into a caring community.  This idea of constructing Hong Kong was welcomed by members of the community and greatly supported by this Council.  Now Hong Kong is facing economic difficulties and this is time for us to realize this idea.  The Government should join hands with the labour and managment sides in caring for and supporting one another.  Only in doing so can we tide over the difficulties as soon as possible.  The authorities concerned should expeditiously review the CSSA Scheme in the light of the new situation and new problems emerged in our community in the wake of the financial turmoil.  I share the view that the review should be focused on providing the unemployed with support and retraining so as to enable them to find suitable jobs as soon as possible and rejoin society.  This will benefit both the unemployed people and the economy as a whole



	With these remarks, Madam President, I support the motion moved by Mr TAM Yiu-chung.

PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr CHAN Kam-lam.





MR CHAN KAM-LAM (in Cantonese): Madam President, the Chief Executive mentioned in the policy address last year that the CSSA Scheme should not remove incentives to work.  The Democratic Alliance for Betterment of Hong Kong (DAB) is in total support of the strict implementation of CSSA so that assistance will be given to those who are in genuine need.  As such, it seems that it is imperative for the CSSA Scheme to undergo a review. 



	Madam President, before reviewing the existing problems with the CSSA system, we must first understand the existing situation.  According to the information furnished by the Social Welfare Department, there are 16 300 unemployed people out of the existing 180 000 CSSA recipients.  Although the number of unemployed people has drastically increased by 3 500 when compared with 1993-94, it actually represents only 9% of the total number of CSSA cases.  At the same time, the findings of a comprehensive survey conducted by the Social Welfare Department in 1996 showed that of all the CSSA cases in 1995, the duration of the unemployed receiving CSSA was shortest among various categories of recipients at only nine months on average.  The Director did express that the latest figures were not yet available.  However, preliminary information indicates that the average number of years of the unemployed receiving CSSA was around two years for the past year and they are mainly people aged above 40.



	The above information indicates that the proportion of unemployed people living on CSSA is relatively small.  Out of the 75 000 unemployed people, only approximately 20% are receiving CSSA, reflecting that some people do not have the means to support their families after losing their jobs.  As a result, they are left with no alternative but to live on CSSA payments as their final choice.  At the same time, the DAB conducted a survey last year and found that 75% of the respondents considered that the existing CSSA payments would not dampen the people's desire to work.  Moreover, out of nearly 200 000 CSSA cases, the Social Welfare Department has found only 48 cases of abuse.  This represents a ratio of 0.25% and is indeed negligible.  Of course, we do not hope that the figure will continue to rise.  But it will seem somehow exaggerating if we conclude from the figures available at present that "CSSA nurtures lazy bones".





	Officials of the Health and Welfare Bureau and the Social Welfare Department have indicated repeatedly that they do not hope that CSSA payments will become too attractive to dampen some people's desire to work.  While these remarks are not wrong by themselves and we may also consider them correct, they might send members of the public a wrong message and cause them to misunderstand that unemployed people who are receiving CSSA at present are all "lazy bones" and our public resources may have been abused.



	The DAB has perceived a rising trend for unemployed people to receive CSSA over the past two years.   The main reason is not the attractiveness of CSSA payments.  Rather, it is closely related to the overall economic environment and unemployment rate.  Therefore, it seems unfair if we attribute the increase in CSSA expenditure to the unwillingness of the unemployed to work.



	In fact, the existing CSSA system has already thrown hurdles along the way of the unemployed.  These include requiring the unemployed to register with the Labour Department for seeking a job for at least a month and receive stringent assets vetting .



	The existing services provided by the Government for the unemployed are restricted only registration and arrangement of interviews by the Labour Department, apart from the offering of CSSA by the Social Welfare Department.  However, we must not ignore that these unemployed people basically belong to the group of people who have weaker competitiveness in society.  Otherwise, they will not be the first to be eliminated and join the line of the unemployed immediately whenever recession hits our economy.  For this group of grassroots who are comparatively older, incapable of evading poverty and of low educational qualification and ability to make a living, their successful rate will, relatively speaking, definitely on the low side if the Labour Department only arranges them to attend interviews alongside with other job-seekers who are generally of higher skills. 



	At the same time, quite many of those who are at present out of work have been eliminated as a result of economic transformation more than once.  In the past, they turned to the service industry because of the decline in the manufacturing industry.  Today they face unemployment again because of the contracting service industry.  What other industries can they turn to?  It seems that what the Government can do immediately is only to publish some publicity pamphlets to instruct them how to seek jobs.  What actual help can the Government offer to them?



	The DAB considers that in order to assist this group of people to rejoin the labour market successfully, the Government must pinpoint the problem by arranging some tailor-made retraining courses for them as well as strengthening job matching.  In my opinion, the motion moved by Mr TAM Yiu-chung today in suggesting the Government to conduct a review should be focused on providing substantial support and training services for the unemployed.  This is extremely important.



	As regards the rising trend of single-parent families receiving CSSA payments in recent years, I think we can consider this from another angle.  In a lot of cases that we have come across, many children have succeeded in coming to Hong Kong for residence because of the existing immigration policy.  However, their mothers still remain in the Mainland and such "bogus single-parent" families are thus formed.  The children's fathers, who are originally perfectly capable of working, are forced to take up the mothers' roles by giving up their jobs and applying for CSSA as they have to take care of the young children, not affording the charges of the day nursery service. 



	Therefore, we consider that, in reviewing the overall CSSA Scheme, we should also review the immigration policy to enable mothers living in the Mainland to come alongside with their children to Hong Kong as far as possible.  In so doing, we can facilitate family reunion and prevent the fathers from giving up their jobs and thus applying for CSSA. 



	In conclusion, the DAB supports the Government in conducting a comprehensive review of the CSSA system.  However, the Government must pay attention to the direction of the review to prevent giving the public a wrong impression that the objective of the review is to deprive certain people of their eligibility or to in lower the standard of living of the CSSA recipients.  



	With these remarks, Madam President, I support the motion.

	









PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mrs Selina CHOW.





Mrs Selina CHOW (in Cantonese): Madam President, the Liberal Party has all along been upholding the notion that while making our best efforts to improve the quality of our lives, we should provide support and assistance for those who are in need but are unable to take care of themselves.  With regards to the CSSA Scheme under debate, most of the controversies are related to the question of whether the large number of unemployed persons on CSSA are really unable to take care of themselves.



	I have once heard two nannies chatting.  They were remarking that although the company downstairs needed a hired hand, nobody would be interested in getting the job, as the meagre income of just over $4,000 was incomparable to the CSSA payment which would normally exceed $6,000.  Could that be a true portrait of the real world situation?  Is it true that many people would rather apply for CSSA than for jobs because they are aware of the substantial CSSA payment?  I am sure the vast majority are not like that.  For the sake of their own pride, the vast majority would prefer to be self-sufficient; those who are not yet in their old age, in particular, would expect to take care of their own families by themselves.  Nonetheless, many real world situations have made it impossible for them to shoulder this responsibility, as in the cases of single-parent families and families with children coming from the Mainland which have been referred to Honourable Members before.  According to the Basic Law, children born to Hong Kong permanent residents are qualified for the right of abode in Hong Kong; and since children of more tender age will be given top priority to enter Hong Kong under the existing policy, many fathers are forced to quit their jobs so as to take care of their children at home.  In this connection, I think even those who are being affected would find it hard to control the situation.  As such, in deliberating the issue, we should not dismiss it as something very simple; instead, we should be considering very carefully any possible ways to resolve the problems created.



	The Liberal Party and I would certainly support the motion moved by Mr TAM Yiu-chung today; besides, we particularly hope that Mr TAM, in his capacity as Chairman of the Employees Retraining Board, could provide assistance to those CSSA recipients from the various aspects his work.  However, as some of these CSSA recipients have been unemployed for more than three years, it would be even more difficult for them to switch trades.  In this connection, I think it would hardly be possible for the Employees Retraining Board to rely on its general retraining courses to help these persons secure an employment; instead, certain tailor-made courses as well as intensive counselling might be more helpful to them.  In addition, I understand that it is particularly difficult to train these persons to work in certain trades; in other words, they would have lesser choice but more difficulties in switching trades.  While it would perhaps be easier for these persons to switch to the restaurant and catering industry, they would find it especially difficult to engage in the retail industry for some unknown reasons.  One possible reason is that they are not used to serving others and would therefore feel unhappy with their job in the trade.  In this connection, the fact that they have only been tuned to working in factories but are totally inexperienced in the service industry has hindered them from overcoming the psychological barriers.  As these persons could neither find a job in the relevant industries they originally belong to nor join the retail industry which is very much in need of manpower, they will remain unemployed for a very long term.  It has come to my knowledge that the Education and Manpower Bureau is now actively seeking ways to tackle the problem, as well as to join efforts with the industry to help specifically the unemployed persons to switch trade.  It is my sincere hope that all these efforts would result in success.



	To the general public, the community of Hong Kong does not sympathize with unemployment relief; as such, they agree very much with the Government's recent comment of "CSSA nurtures lazy bones".  On the other hand, we must also understand that we are now in an economic downturn, and that the economy of Hong Kong, I am afraid, may not recover fully and recive within 1998.  For these reasons, it might not be possible for the Government to assist comprehensively the vast majority of the unemployed to secure a job, albeit the Education and Manpower Bureau and the Employees Retraining Board have both been working very hard to resolve the problem.  In my opinion, we should tackle the problem on the economic front, which is the fundamental factor in respect of the unemployment issue; if our economy remains poor, there is no way for us to resolve the problem.  During the interim period, if there are persons who really cannot find a job, we should lend them our helping hands.  In regard to the proposed deduction system, although the Government is still required to make the "basic provision" if we see it from another angle, an effective deduction system may well merit our support if it could encourage the unemployed to put in every effort to secure a job during the short but transitonal term.  Thank you, Madam President.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Miss CHAN Yuen-han.





Miss CHAN Yuen-han (in Cantonese): Madam President, the problem of unemployment has been bothering Hong Kong for quite a number of years, but the Government so far has not come up with any effective measures to help those unemployed get out of the unemployment net.  As published last month, the last quarter of 1997 sustained a 2.5% unemployment rate, representing an unemployed working population of over 75 000; besides, close to 40 000 persons were underemployed during the same period, amounting to a 1.3% underemployment rate.  According to the experts, the Government, as well as the labour sector, the year 1998 would expect to witness a further increase in the rate of unemployment, thereby pushing the figure to over 3%.



	There have been frequent reports of unemployed persons committing suicide over the past few months, and in the previous month alone, three had given up their lives because of unemployment.  These facts tell us that the pressures confronting the unemployed persons have become so excessive that their victims could not sustain them mentally anymore.  Madam President, I wish to emphasize here that while the figures I referred to just now were quoted from the Government, there are still some 150 000-odd hidden unemployed persons among our ranks; and that the sum of these two figures will represent an unemployed working population of approaching 300 000.



	How has the Government been dealing with the problem?  In my opinion, the Government has already established its position long before any discussion took place.  In view of the ever rising rate of unemployment, as well as the ever increasing pressure on the unemployed, the Government has now proposed to review the CSSA system; in this connection, however, I could tell that the position of the Government has already been formed.





	To begin with, the community is now talking about the notion that "CSSA nurtures lazy bones".  In this connection, there are public opinions which say that some unemployed persons would prefer claiming CSSA to getting an employment, while some others say that there are cases of false presentation of information and so on.  The purpose of the Government in revealing these cases is to strengthen the notion that "CSSA nurtures lazy bones"; yet in reality, most of the unemployed persons do not enjoy being unemployed, nor do they enjoy relying on CSSA payments.



	Since the manufacturing industry started to relocate northward during the '80s, job opportunities within the industry have always been on the decrease, thereby causing those who have been in the industry for years to lose their jobs.  However, as these persons do not have any special skills apart from their experience in the manufacturing industry, they could hardly find any employment in the labour market; even if some are lucky enough to get employed, the jobs are always low level ones, offering meagre wages hardly enough to support a family.



	With the absence of any legislation on protection of wages in Hong Kong, the problem of wage suppression by employers is very serious.  To cite an example, whereas caretakers working eight hours a day could earn some $5,000 to $6,000 a month in the late '80s, caretakers nowadays have to work 12 hours a day just to earn less than $5,000 a month; besides, they are not allowed to take any leave but have to work on every single day.



	How could one support a family with such a meagre income?  A reported suicide case this year is a typical example of this situation.  In this tragic case, as the father ─ breadwinner of the family ─ had been unemployed for half a year, the family of four therefore has to live on CSSA, which amounted to more than $10,000 a month.  While the family was on CSSA, the father had kept looking for jobs and did succeed in securing one, but the pay would only be $6,000.  How could $6,000 be enough to raise a family?  Should he wish to continue receiving CSSA, an amount equivalent to his income would be deducted from the CSSA payment, and in the end all he could get would be slightly more than the CSSA payment by $1,700 odd.











	Let us now think about these questions: Did he prefer not to work?  Was it his intention to live on CSSA?  Finally, this father killed himself because of self-contempt and the guilty feeling.  Would it be fair to him if we allege that he "would rather apply for CSSA than work"?



	In fact, not everybody would like to live on CSSA, as this is regarded by many people as something that would make them lose face.  In October last year, there was a suicide case involving an "unemployed family" which would rather not claim CSSA, the eldest son of this family finally killed himself after trying in vain to secure a job for more than a year.



	Moreover, as also reflected by the figures, only a very small fraction of the unemployed community is claiming CSSA.  According to statistics from the Government, more than 70 000 persons are currently unemployed; however, we could see from the information provided by the Government in respect of a oral question I raised last week that, as at the end of January 1998, only some 10 000 odd persons were receiving CSSA payment on the ground of unemployment, representing an 9% of the CSSA cases.



	On the other hand, the Government should not regard some individual cases as a reflection of the whole picture and introduce a blanket reduction to the CSSA payments.  Cases of abuse, in fact, happen only once in a blue moon.  In this connection, the number of abuse cases identified in fiscal years 1995-96 and 1996-97 represented only 0.02% and 0.01% of all CSSA cases in the years concerned respectively.  As at the end of December 1997, the relevant figure for that nine-month period was only 0.025%.  In view of the small number of abuse cases, the Government should not make use of such rare examples to accuse the unemployed persons of not rejoining the workforce just for receiving CSSA payment; it should never make such allegations.  Madam President, as reflected in the figures I referred to just now, that from 1996 onwards cases of abuse only amount to 0.01% or 0.025% of all CSSA cases in the relevant year, how then could the Government say that many people are on CSSA simply because they do not want to work?  This is so unfair to those people who are unable to secure a job in the community.  If the Government were to straighten out the abuse problem, it should only strengthen the monitoring mechanism concerned, rather than cutting down on the assistance to avoid abuse.







	The CSSA Scheme was not tailor-made for the unemployed, as such, it could not cater to all their needs.  I am now going to dicuss this issue further.  In my opinion, the unemployed persons should be differentiated from the rest of the other CSSA recipients.  I could recall that I moved in 1995 a motion on the establishment of an "Unemployment Assistance Scheme" in the former Legislative Council.  Details of the motion are as follows: While the amount of "Unemployment Assistance" payment should be higher than that of CSSA payment and no less than one-third of the median income, the time limit for receiving such assistance payment should not exceed six months.  This Scheme is more effective in helping the unemployed to restore their self-confidence and rejoin the labour market expeditiously, thereby preventing them from falling into the net of chronic unemployment.  It was a pity that the motion was not carried then.  Since so many people are talking about CSSA for the unemployed, I think the Government should reconsider my proposal actively.



	In addition, the Federation of Trade Unions is of the opinion that the efforts made by the Employees Retraining Board are unable to help the unemployed to rejoin the labour market.  In the former Legislative Council, we proposed to set up an "Employment Board" to co-ordinate all efforts and redistribute the responsibilities between the Employees Retraining Board and the Vocational Training Council, as well as to formulate a long-term development strategy for the Employees Retraining Board, with a view to training effectively the necessary manpower resources for the market.  Nevertheless, as economic conditions remain unimproved, the number of jobs available in the market has been on the full lately, I think it is more important for the Government to help those unemployed persons to rejoin the labour market.



	Thank you, Madam President.





President (in Cantonese): Does any other Member wish to speak?



(No Member indicated to speak)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Health and Welfare.







Secretary for Health and Welfare (in Cantonese): Madam President, I am delighted to listen to the speeches made by Honourable Members just now, as they have not only expressed their strong support in principle to the review on the CSSA Scheme that we are now conducting, but also provided us with many valuable suggestions.  I will certainly relate Members' suggestions to the Bureau for consideration and discussion with colleagues from the Social Welfare Department.  Although some of my colleagues may not be able to attend this meeting, I am sure they will put on record each and every suggestion made by Members when the same are broadcast on radio or television.



	The purpose of the CSSA Scheme is to help those who have financial difficulties to meet the basic requirements of their daily lives.  To ensure that the elderly, the weak and the disabled are provided with proper support, additional arrangements designed specifically for these CSSA recipients are provided for under the CSSA Scheme.  To cite an example, the standard rate of CSSA payment for an elderly recipient or for an adult recipient who is disabled or in need of regular care and treatment would be far higher than the standard rate of assistance available to a healthy adult.  For the purpose of ensuring that all these persons could receive the support they need under the Scheme, reviews are conducted from time to time.



	regarding those who have the ability to work, however, we consider that the CSSA should only be providing them with interim protection so as to enable them to meet some needs in time.  The target in this connection should be to help these persons find suitable jobs and become self-sufficient as soon as possible.



	Nevertheless, as referred to by many Members, among the various types of CSSA cases, the rate of increase in the number of persons receiving CSSA payment on the ground of unemployment warrants our concern.  In the year 1993-94, there were only 3 500 cases of recipients claiming CSSA on the ground of unemployment, amounting to 3.9% of all CSSA cases; whereas in 1997-98, the number of such cases has risen to 16 300, amounting to 9% of all CSSA cases.



	In addition, while only 6% of the unemployed population have applied for CSSA in 1993, the ratio has already risen to 22% by 1997.  We have also noticed that the upward trend of unemployment-related CSSA cases is not in line with the changes in the rate of unemployment.  In the early '90s, while the rate of unemployment was pretty low and conditions in the labour market remained stable, the number of unemployment-related CSSA cases just kept on increasing, and at a even more rapid rate in 1995.  By 1996, the rate of unemployment began to drop, but the number of unemployment-related CSSA cases still went on to increase.  As such, we believe that in regard to the rapid increase in unemployment-related CSSA cases as witnessed in recent years, unemployment rate is not an important factor.  The improvement in CSSA payment and the enhancement in promotion efforts in recent years seem to have made the Scheme more known and acceptable to the public.  This fact together with the ability and intention of the recipients to rejoin the labour market would most probably have a more direct effect on the number of such cases.



	In order to enable the CSSA Scheme to effect its functions to the fullest to provide interim protection for those who are healthy and have the ability to work, we have set up an inter-departmental working group and invited the Education and Manpower Bureau, the Labour Department as well as the Employees Retraining Board to paticipate in this review.



	Under the leadership of the Director of Social Welfare, the working group has already conducted several meetings.  In regard to the assistance for the unemployed, the working group is putting in much efforts to study ways to improve the operation of the CSSA Scheme and to co-ordinate better with the services provided by the Labour Department as well as the Employees Retraining Board, with a view to enabling the various relevant measures under the CSSA Scheme to better cater to the needs of the recipients as well as the labour market, thereby helping the unemployed recipients rejoin the employed population as soon as possible.  During the study process, the working group would take into consideration the suggestions submitted by the relevant sectors as well as the experience of other countries.



	In addition, for the purpose of collecting more information concerning the unemployed recipients, the Social Welfare Department, the Labour Department, as well as the Employees Retraining Board also joined hands in last December to implement a trial project and invited 300 recipients to participate.  We have particularly provided a series of counselling and job referral services as well as retraining courses for these participants, and the Social Welfare Department would follow up on their progress in job seeking regularly.  It is our hope that through this project we could understand the special nature of the unemployed persons and the difficulties and problems they have in rejoining the labour market, as well as assess the effectiveness of the services provided for them.  We also hope to receive directly from the recipients their comments and expectations of the CSSA Scheme.  This trial project is expected to complete in May, and the special task force responsible would review the results and formulate new measures to help the unemployed CSSA recipients to rejoin the employed population.



	On the other hand, we also understand that some of the single parents on CSSA wish to find an employment to support themselves.  Therefore, the inter-departmental working group is also studying ways to improve the child care as well as other support services, with a view to enabling the single parents to go to work without worries.  Besides, we also hope that the community would be encouraged to provide flexibly semi full-time or part-time jobs for single parents, so as to help those who could not engage in full-time work to keep on working, thereby enabling them to keep their working skills in line with current developments.



	Madam President, the motion debate today is conducted in the right time.  The working group would certainly take into consideration the various suggestions made by Honourable Members in formulating the right measures, so as to enable the CSSA Scheme to provide assistance for those who are genuinely in need, as well as to help those with the ability to work to rejoin the employed population expeditiously and continue to support their own living.  Once the review is completed, we would submit detailed reports to the Council and the relevant sectors.



	Thank you, Madam President.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr TAM Yiu-chung, you may now reply and you have up to three minutes and 25 seconds.





MR TAM YIU-CHUNG (in Cantonese): Madam President, that would be enough for me.





	Regarding the controversial issue of "CSSA nurtures lazy bones", I did not see any conflict in views from the speeches made by Honourable colleagues during the debate just now.  I think Honourable Members have proposed quite a number of constructive ideas basing on a comprehensive and sensible analysis of the issue.  Just now the Secretary for Health and Welfare thanked Members for their ideas and promised to take Members' ideas into serious consideration.  As such, I think this debate is very meaningful.



	Last but not least, I wish to express once again my gratitude towards Honourable colleagues who lend their support to my motion.  Thank you very much.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you and that is: That the motion moved by Mr TAM Yiu-chung be approved.  Will those in favour please say "aye"?



(Members responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Those against please say "no".



(No Member responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I think the "ayes" have it.  The "ayes" have it.





NEXT MEETING



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): In accordance with the Rules of Procedure, I now adjourn the Council until 2:30pm on Wednesday, 11 March 1998.



Adjourned accordingly at twenty-four minutes past Seven o'clock.











Annex I



WRITTEN ANSWER



Translation of written answer by the Secretary for Health and WelfareH to Mr CHAN Kam-lam's supplementary question to Question 1



37 types of radioisotopic products have been used in Hong Kong over the past five years, mainly for the purposes of medical diagnosis and treatment, material testing, research, clinical testing and teaching.  For details, please refer to annex.



Annex

Use of Radioactive Substances in Hong Kong
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�Annex II



WRITTEN ANSWER



Translation of written answer by the Secretary for Financial Services to Mr CHAN Kam-lam's supplementary question to Question 2



As at the end of 1997, bank loans relating to property, for the purposes of property development, property investment and purchase of property and so on, amount to HK$902 billion, representing 44.2% of total bank loans.



�Annex III



WRITTEN ANSWER



Translation of written answer by the Secretary for Financial Services to Mr Kennedy WONG's supplementary question to Question 2



About the setting up of branch offices by foreign-funded banks in Hong Kong.  I now forward a copy of the Seventh Schedule of the Banking Ordinance which has listed out in detail the minimum criteria for application to be an authorized institution under the Banking Ordinance.
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IMMIGRATION (AMENDMENT) BILL 1998



COMMITTEE STAGE



Amendments to be moved by the Secretary for Security

	

Clause�Amendment Proposed�����2�In proposed section 13AA(1), by deleting everything after "case" and substituting -������	"where -������(a)	the person arrives or lands in Hong Kong on or after the commencement of this section; or������(b)	the person arrives or lands in Hong Kong before the commencement of this section but is not detained under this Ordinance in connection with that arrival or landing until on or after that commencement.".��������3(b)�In proposed section 32(3C), by deleting "to the Director".��
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PROTECTION OF THE HARBOUR (AMENDMENT) BILL 1997



COMMITTEE STAGE



Amendments to be moved by the Secretary for Planning, Environment and Lands

	

Clause�Amendment Proposed�����3�By deleting the proposed definition of "reclamation" and substituting -������""reclamation (填海) means any works carried out or intended to be carried out for the purpose of forming land from the sea-bed or foreshore;".��
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