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ADDRESSES



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Address.  Mr CHAN Kam-lam will address the Council on the report of the Bills Committee on the Building Management (Amendment) Bill 1998.  Mr CHAN Kam-lam.





Report of the Bills Committee on the Building Management (Amendment) Bill 1998



MR CHAN KAM-LAM (in Cantonese): Madam President, I present this report in the capacity as Chairman of the Bills Committee on the Building Management (Amendment) Bill 1998.



	The Bill seeks to amend the Building Management Ordinance (Cap. 344) in order to expressly vest in an owners' corporation (OC) the powers to carry out renovation, improvement or decoration works to the common parts of their buildings and, at the same time, increase the requisite owners' shares from 10% to 30% for objection to convening a meeting of owners to appoint a management committee.  The Bill also add an alternative means of serving a notice, for a notice is deemed to have been served by placing the notice in the letter box of the owner or the person concerned. 



	It was noted by members that the High Court ruled in the case relating to Bayview Mansion in 1995 that although OCs could carry out maintenance works, they were not empowered under the existing Ordinance to renovate or improve the common parts of their buildings unless the unanimous consent of all owners has been obtained.  Members also noted that building repairs and maintenance usually involve a certain degree of decoration and improvement.  In view of the growing number of aging buildings in need of repairs and maintenance to ensure that the safety and living environment are up to a reasonable standard, members supported the amendments to sections 14 and 18 of the Building Management Ordinance to expressly vest in OCs the powers to carry out renovation, improvement or decoration works for the common parts of their buildings.  In this connection, the Bills Committee also noted that common parts of buildings as defined in the First Schedule of the Ordinance include facilities and fire fighting installations of the buildings.  This amendment will help OCs carry out improvement and maintenance to fire-fighting equipment and installations of buildings.



	As regards the proposal of increasing the requisite owners' shares for objection to convening a meeting of owners to appoint a management committee from the existing 10% to 30%, the Administration indicates that, under section 3A of the Ordinance, on the application of owners holding less than 30% of the shares to the Secretary for Home Affairs, the Secretary may order that a meeting of owners be convened to appoint a management committee.  However, the order shall be nullified if owners 10% holding of the shares object to it.  The Administration considers it unreasonable to allow 10% owners' shares to override an application from 30% of the owners' shares, and this is also contrary to the Government's objective of encouraging owners to form OCs.  The Administration therefore proposes to increase the requisite owners' shares for objection from 10% to 30%.  



	While the Committee agreed with the increase in the requisite owners' shares for objecting to the appointment of a management committee, a member proposed that an even higher percentage, such as 50%, should be required for objection.  The Administration, however, is of the view that the proposed 30% is a fair and reasonable proportion as, under section 3A, only not less than 30% of the owners' shares of consent is required for applying for an order to convene an owners' meeting.



	The Bills Committee has raised no objection to the provision of an alternative means of serving notices.  The Administration indicated that serving of notices may be effected by one or more of the ways specified in the Ordinance.  In addition, the deposit of the notices in the letter boxes of the recipients has become very popular nowadays.



	The Bills Committee noted that the District Boards and property management bodies have been consulted and they were in support of the Bill. 



	The Bills Committee supported the Bill as well as the Committee stage amendment proposed by the Administration.  The Bills Committee also supported the resumption of the Second Reading debate of the Bill.



	Madam President, I so submit.  Thank you.



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Mr James TIEN, Miss CHOY So-yuk, Mr CHAN Kam-lam and the Secretary for Economic Services will separately address the Council on the Telecommunication (Amendment) Regulation 1998 and Telephone (Repeal) Regulation 1998, which are subsidiary legislation laid on the table of the Council on 11 February 1998.  Mr James TIEN.





Telecommunication (Amendment) Regulation 1998 and Telephone (Repeal) Regulation 1998



MR JAMES TIEN (in Cantonese): Madam President, the Telecommunication (Amendment) Regulation 1998 and Telephone (Repeal) Regulation 1998 were laid before the Provisional Legislative Council on 11 February 1998 and the scrutiny period for these two regulations is due to expire today.  As the subsidiary legislation in question and the compensation package involved in the agreement for the surrender of the Hong Kong Telecommunication International (HKTI) licence have caused a lot of concern among the Members, the House Committee has set up a Subcommittee to study both sets of subsidiary legislation.  As the Chairman of the Subcommittee, I would now like to report to this Council the results of our deliberation.  I will briefly mention a few points.



	These two sets of subsidiary legislation are parts of a series of arrangements for the surrender of the HKTI licence.  The former seeks to introduce a new licence known as the Public Radiocommunication Service Licence which enables the Hong Kong Telecommunications Limited (HKT) to continue to provide aeronautical and maritime mobile services after the surrender of the HKTI licence.  The latter seeks to repeal existing provisions that regulates the price control arrangement of the Hong Kong Telephone Company Limited (HKTC).  



	After scrutinizing the provisions of both sets of subsidiary legislation, the Subcommittee thinks that they are in line with the implementation of the agreement between the Government and the HKT, therefore, we have no objection to their substance and the draft.  However, given the substantial capital involved in the investment in telecommunication services, we had much discussions on whether genuine competition in the interests of the consumers had been introduced after the liberation of the market.  We raised a lot of questions and consulted the trade and relevant bodies.



	As to whether a cartel will remain in the trade, as in the present, after the payment of $6.7 billion cash compensation, the Administration assured members that the existing Fixed Telecommunication Network Services (FTNS) licensees, including the HKTC, should adhere to the terms and conditions on consumer protection and safeguards against anti-competitive practices as stated in the licence.  Contravention of such terms and conditions may lead to penalties on the licensee or even revocation of the licence.



	Under the agreement between the Government and the HKT, the HKTC is required to open up its already installed local exchange lines to give other FTNS licensees access to at least half of the residential exchange line customers by 1 January 1999.  Other external telecommunications services competitors would also need to negotiate with the HKTC on interconnection arrangements and provision of external circuits.  As regards the mechanism whereby charges are set for access to the HKTC's or other operators' networks, according to the Administration, there are guidelines to ensure that these access charges are cost based and to be negotiated between the parties concerned in a transparent and fair manner.  The Telecommunications Authority can act as an arbitrator in case of disputes and take action against anti-competitive practices.  Furthermore, as external telecommunications facilities-based competition commences on 1 January 2000, relevant licensed service providers will be able to provide services over their own infrastructure and bypass other operators' facilities.  Although existing operators confirm that the access charges will be agreed in a reasonable and fair manner, the Subcommittee remains of the view that such access charges should be under continuous monitoring by the legislature.



	Furthermore, members are concerned whether the HKTC can open up over half of the lines within a short period of only 10 months and whether the HKTC's exchanges can infinitely accommodate the other operators for their access arrangement.  The HKT and the Administration think that both can be attained.  Given that technology has been more and more advanced with time, there will be virtually no limit in the capacity of the HKTC's exchanges in this respect.







	Noting that the issue of additional telecommunications facilities operators will only be considered by the Administration in the context of the FTNS review scheduled for mid-1998, members are concerned about the fairness in the arrangement of giving a head-start to the three existing FTNS operators, which joined the trade in 1995 upon the expiry of the HKTC�s local telephone franchise, to supply non-exclusive external services from 1 January 1999.  In reponse to such concerns, the Administration has undertaken to advance the FTNS review from mid-1998 to April 1998 and to consult the trade on relevant issues including access charges.  The Administration also agrees that there should not be any pre-set limit on the number of additional licences to be issued and decisions will be made in accordance with a set of fair, objective and highly transparent standards.  It is expected that a decision to accept applications for external telecommunications services licences can be made by September or October 1998 and successful applicants will commence operation after about three months� preparation work.  Hence, new licensees will be able to start providing the relevant services at approximately the same time as the three existing FTNS operators.



	Lastly, I would like to take this opportunity to thank various organizations in the trade and relevant bodies for contributing their valuable opinions on both sets of subsidiary legislation under such hasty circumstances.



	Thank you, Madam President. 



		

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





MISS CHOY So-yuk (in Cantonese): Madam President, in order to enhance Hong Kong's competitiveness and upgrade its status as an advanced telecommunication service centre in the Asia-Pacific region, the Government must open up the local telecommunication market as soon as possible.  This is a long-standing and consistent position of the Hong Kong Progressive Alliance (HKPA).  As the Chairman of the Information Policy Panel of the Provisional Legislative Council, I have repeatedly urged the Chief Executive and the relevant Government officials to open up the telecommunication market and promulgate a timetable for the progress of such a liberalization.  





	The Government has finally taken the important first step by reaching an agreement with the Hong Kong Telecom under which our external telecommunication services and facilities are to be liberalized through an early termination of the company's international telecommunication licence.  The HKPA welcomes such a move.  But, initially, the HKPA did have some reservations about the fact that the Government would have to pay more than $10 billion to the Hong Kong Telecom in exchange for such an agreement.  Our view at that time was that the money involved was after all public funds, and the amount was indeed very large.  For that reason, we must ensure that each and every cent is well spent and we must also be accountable to the public for each and every cent spent.  



	Initially, there are three aspects for our worries.



	First, is the level of compensation much too high?  How has the Government arrived at such an amount of compensation?



	Second, by effecting an early termination of the telecommunication franchise and by allowing the remaining three or other fixed network operators to offer long-distance call services, can we thus equate this as a liberalization of the telecommunication market?  For example, are the telephone exchange facilities liberalized by the Hong Kong Telecom much too remote in location to enable other telecommunication companies to enjoy equal competition opportunities?  Or, has the Government drawn up any fair and open competition criteria which allow all qualified telecommunication companies to operate long-distance call services and to compete in other areas of services?  



	Third, has the Government put in place any effective mechanism which can prevent oligopoly and ensure reasonable telephone charges?



	On both private and public occasions, I have tried to draw government officials' attention to these three worries, and I have also tried to act as a bridge between the Government and the people in the trade.  But since the information released by the Government at the beginning was grossly inadequate, so other Members and I were put in a most passive situation, and we have thus been unable to grasp the circumstances surrounding the offer of this amount of compensation.  Similarly, the Provisional Legislative Council also did not have enough time to examine how the compensation agreement would affect the liberalization of the local telecommunication market.  So, I must express my strong regrets here.



	Following the efforts of Members of the Provisional Legislative Council, the Government has eventually agreed to release more vital information, and the government officials concerned have also offered their kind co-operation by taking pains to answer the questions asked by Members.  My worries and those of other Members belonging to the HKPA have largely been removed.  As a result, we no longer feel that we should still have any sufficient grounds to turn down or defer the Government's application for $6.7 billion as compensation payment.  That said, I must say that the answers given by the Government so far have still left much to be desired.  So, I will certainly follow up on this issue, and so will other Members belonging to the HKPA, so that the Government can offer a clearer account to the public.  



     Madam President, these are my remarks.    





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



         

MR CHAN KAM-LAM (in Cantonese): Madam President, since the Government announced on 20 January this year that an agreement has been reached with Hongkong Telecom for an early termination of the company's monopoly on international calls, a lot of people, including Members of this Council and those in the trade, are of the opinion that the agreement will surely have a positive effect on competition within the telecommunications market.  However, there is a general query as to whether the Government should, on behalf of taxpayers, be so generous as to offer Hongkong Telecom a cash compensation of $6.7 billion, waive the company's royalties from January this year and lift the mechanism which caps local telephone tariffs.  In other words, the whole compensation package is as high as $13.2 billion.



	In fact, just as the Secretary for Economic Services has earlier expressed, this agreement between the Government and Hongkong Telecom comes as a result of 18 months of negotiations and Members can only choose to accept or reject it, but it is not possible for them to put forward amendments.  In the meantime, under the almost impeccable principle of market liberalization and introduction of competition, it is simply impossible for Members to raise objection.  Hence, the Government has won an easy victory at the end of last month in its funding request to the Finance Committee for $6.7 billion.  It will no doubt gain another victory today.

	Madam President, the fact that Members have not raised any objection is by no means an indication of our total acceptance of the contents of the agreement.  On the contrary, we think that there are still ambiguities and unsatisfactory provisions in the agreement.  The queries put forth by the Democratic Alliance for Betterment of Hong Kong (DAB) include: although the Government has provided specific data on cash compensation and said that the actual amount should go beyond $6.7 billion, why should it be $6.7 billion and not $6 billion or $7.6 billion?  Why then has Hongkong Telecom received the cash compensation and been exempted from paying royalties this year but has to defer the liberalization of its external services and telephone exchange network until 1999 instead of doing it immediately?  After lifting the CPI-X mechanism, why is there not another mechanism in place for tariff increase?  The Government has not been able to provide reasonable explanations to all the above.  Very often, we are only given this one answer: "an agreement is an agreement", and the Government cannot change the contents of the agreement unilaterally.  This has left Members with a feeling of helplessness during the period of examination.



	Madam President, DAB agrees that in the long run, liberalizing the market and bringing in competition can do more good than harm for consumers.  However, what warrants our concern is that how real competition can be ensured upon market liberalization which will in turn bring telephone tariffs down.



	Madam President, as a result of the early termination of Hongkong Telecom's monopoly, the parties being benefited the most are in fact clients of international calls and the three suppliers of fixed telecommunication network services.  Hence, when the Subcommittee sought the opinion of the three companies, they could only unanimously indicate their support.  This is because the compensation to Hongkong Telecom comes from taxpayers' money and the three companies can reap the profits without having to pay any price.  The Secretary for Economic Services has over and again reiterated that even if the present mechanism capping local telephone tariffs is lifted, local telephone tariffs, as with the case of mobile phones, will only go down upon market liberalization as a result of competition. 





	Nonetheless, DAB thinks that if the Government believes totally in market competition and refrains from monitoring the situation closely, the interests of consumers will be left unprotected and this may even lead to certain anti-competition monopolistic behaviour.  There can be two possibilities: one is that with its substantial assets, Hongkong Telecom may offer strategically low tariffs triggering a cut-price war in the market, bringing in the so-call "undercutting", putting up market obstacles for the other competitors.  Although consumers will benefit from the price-cut in the initial stage, when prices fall to a level unacceptable to the other competitors forcing them to pull out, Hongkong Telecom will emerge as the real monopolizer that is without a monopoly.  When this happens, even if Hongkong Telecom increases its tariffs substantially, consumers will be left with no other alternatives.



	The other possibility is that although Hongkong Telecom and the other suppliers have taken up their respective market shares, once they join to form a cartel, just as what the oil companies are doing now, there would in fact be no competition at all to the consumers.



	DAB is therefore of the view that although the agreement has capped Hongkong Telecom's local telephone tariffs for the next three years, the Telecommunications Authority should, upon the lifting of the mechanism restricting local telephone tariff increases, lay down strict monitoring guidelines against anti-competition behaviour by the telecommunications companies and take measures to stop them where appropriate.  In the long run, the Government should consider in detail introducing anti-monopolistic legislation to protect the interests of consumers.



	Madam President, with these remarks, I support the two pieces of subsidiary legislation mentioned above.

	



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Economic Services.





SECRETARY FOR ECONOMIC SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, thank you for allowing me to speak.  I would also like to take this opportunity to thank Members for endorsing our $6.7 billion funds application and for supporting our proposed amendments to the two Regulations relating to telecommunications and the telephone services.  All these will enable the Government to implement its agreement with the Hong Kong Telecom, under which the franchise for external telecommunication is to be brought to an early end.  With the termination of the franchise, the telecommunication market will be liberalized seven years ahead of schedule, with competition introduced to benefit consumers and enhance the competitiveness of Hong Kong.  



     The success of our attempts to liberalize the telecommunication market is obvious and evident to all.  From the liberalization measures relating to telecommunication equipment, pager services, portable telephone services and even dial-back long-distance call services, we have been able to witness how competition has served to enhance the interests of consumers and the efficiency and competitiveness of our various trades and industries. 



     We believe that by bringing about an early end to the franchise for external telecommunication enjoyed by the Hong Kong Telecom, we will be able to bring direct benefits worth $17 billion to our consumers.  In addition, the liberalization of our international telecommunication market will attract more foreign investments, thus stimulating our economy and creating more job opportunities.  The end of the existing franchise will also remove the constraints imposed on the introduction of new technologies and maintain the status of Hong Kong as the hub of telecommunication in the Asia-Pacific Region.  



     Members may well be a bit worried because they are not at all sure whether the price we have to pay now will achieve the desired results in the future.  This mentality is very much like the feelings of a couple whose daughter is going to get married.  They have already paid the dowry but they do not know whether their daughter will be able to lead a happy life ever after.  (Laughter)  Members need not have any worries because I can assure them that fair competition is just like a dutiful and loyal husband (and there may still be some around these days).  (Laughter)  To be very sure, Members will not be disappointed.  The experience of Hong Kong and other places in the world can testify that an environment marked by fair and effective competition will most certainly benefit consumers and Hong Kong as a whole. 



     There is no doubt that government supervision is very important if we are to maintain a genuinely fair and competitive environment.  This is particularly the case at the initial stage of introducing competition, when new competitors will need appropriate legislation to protect them from being attacked unfairly by existing operators who have in their manipulation all kinds of market advantage.  In this regard, as both the Director of the Telecommunication Authority and I have explained, there are adequate provisions in our existing legislation to impose appropriate sanction against unfair competition practices and market monopolization.  When we liberalize the telecommunication market, we will always screen the applicants on the basis of an open and fair selection system.  However, we also deem it necessary to impose some appropriate and necessary constraints on the practices adopted by licensees.  For example, we view that there is a need for us to protect the personal data and information about the users and to prohibit all kinds of unfair competition practices. 



     Since our external telecommunication services will be liberalized in less than 10 months, we have decided to advance the commencement of our review on telecommunication policies, which is originally scheduled to start in the middle of this year.  Next month, we will be releasing a consultation document to the telecommunication trade and other interested parties, and they will be requested to voice their opinions about the liberalization of the market.  It is hoped that we can thus complete the review earlier than scheduled, at around September.  Following this, we will start to issue licences to qualified applicants so that new operators will have enough time to prepare for commencement of operation on 1 January next year.  



     I understand that Members are very concerned about the charges of local telephone calls.  We have already explained that our agreement with the Hong Kong Telecom will introduce more competition to the local telecommunication market.  Under this agreement, the Hong Kong Telecom must liberalize at least half of its existing telephone networks in January next year before it can increase its local telephone charges.  I expect that the liberalization of these telephone networks will introduce genuine competition to the local telephone market.  So, we believe that when competition starts to work as a force governing the operation of the market, the charges of local telephone calls will be maintained at reasonable levels.



	I can assure the several Members who have just spoken that the Government does indeed have both the determination and powers to monitor and regulate a telecommunication market which has just embarked on the course of liberalization.  All the powers required are found in the relevant ordinances, regulations and terms of licences, and with these powers, we will be able to maintain a fair and effective competitive environment.  Even when operators fail to reach satisfactory agreements through negotiations, the Telecommunication Authority can still interfere by drawing the commercial specifications required.  These powers will enable us to draw up connection arrangements between existing operators and the holders of new licences for external telecommunication services.  The Telecommunication Bureau has just started a consultation exercise on the future development of transmission fees, and connection arrangements are one of the consultation items.



     Finally, I want to thank Members for supporting the full liberalization of the telecommunication market to bring benefits to our consumers and community as a whole.  In particular, I must express my gratitude to Mr James TIEN and all those Members who took part in the work of the relevant Subcommittee.  I understand very well that Members will continue to follow this issue with concern; I will of course do my best to answer their questions as usual.  Starting from next month, Members will certainly find it much easier to follow the explanation of the Government because Mr K.C. KWONG, who is more eloquent and better articulated than I, will take over the issue and answer Members' queries on telecommunication affairs. (Laughter)



     Thank you, Madam president.





WRITTEN ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS



Awareness of Mental and Physical Health



1.	MR ERIC LI (in Chinese): With regard to promoting young persons' awareness of maintaining their mental and physical health, will the Government inform this Council:



	(a)	whether it has reviewed if the school curriculum on health education meets the objective of instilling in students the awareness of mental and physical health; if so, what the results are;

 

	(b)	whether the Education Department (ED) has made reference to the relevant surveys and studies conducted by the Department of Health (DH) or other institutions when developing the curriculum on health education for primary and secondary schools; if so, what the details are;

 

	(c)	of the measures it will adopt to help young persons acquire proper awareness of and attitude towards mental and physical health; and

 

	(d)	whether it will consider issuing guidelines to require schools to strengthen the curriculum on physical education so as to improve the physical fitness of students?





SECRETARY FOR EDUCATION AND MANPOWER (in Chinese): Madam President,



	(a)	The Curriculum Development Council (CDC) regularly reviews the curricula of various subjects to ensure they keep up with social development and requirements.  In reviewing the school curricula of health education-related subjects, one of the key objectives has been to nurture among students awareness of mental and physical health.  Relevant targets and contents have been included in the newly-revised curricula of subjects like General Studies, Home Economics and Human Biology.

 

	(b)	The CDC makes reference to relevant surveys and studies as well as consults the education sector extensively when developing the curricula of various subjects.  In reviewing the curricula of health education-related subjects, the CDC has examined in detail relevant study reports and papers prepared by local institutions, including the DH, and overseas institutions.  These reports and papers cover areas such as drug education, sex education, youth problems, family life education, health awareness, oral health, health education and so on.  The CDC has also made reference to the relevant curricula of other countries and regions.

 

	(c)	Both the ED and the DH are committed to instilling into our younger generation proper awareness of and attitude towards mental and physical health.  In this respect, services provided by the ED include:





		-	educating primary and secondary school students on the importance of health through the teaching of subjects like General Studies, Physical Education, Social Studies, Home Economic and Human Biology and so on;



		-	providing educational materials, such as "Go for a Healthy Diet" and "Fun with Vegetables" teaching kits, to encourage students to develop healthy diets; and



		-	providing schools with subsidies for sports activities to encourage them to organize more recreational activities.



		Services provided by the DH include:



		-	participating in the work of the General Studies Subject Committee under the CDC to provide professional advice on the part of the syllabus on healthy living;

 

		-	conducting various training courses, including leadership training for Student Health Ambassadors to enable them to organize activities to promote health education in their schools; and

 

		-	organizing health education activities on various themes like smoking and health, donation of organs, self care, healthy family and healthy diet, in the form of exhibitions, workshops, video shows, slide shows, seminars and competitions.



		Student Health Service Centres under the DH provide regular health screenings to all secondary school students in Hong Kong, as well as activities like health talks, information leaflets, brochures, video tapes and computer games to strengthen young persons' awareness of health.  Through questionnaire surveys and individual counselling, the medical and nursing staff of these Centres also instil in students proper health knowledge and rectify students' wrong concepts of health.







	(d)	The ED has been implementing by stages a "School-based Physical Fitness Extended Curriculum Experimental Project" in six primary schools and four secondary schools since the 1997-98 school year.  The objective of the Project is to promote co-operation among physical education teachers, schools and families in helping students improve and maintain their physical fitness.  Under the Project, physical education teachers will measure, assess and report on students' performance and progress in physical fitness on a regular basis.  Schools will also liaise and co-operate with parents, helping them design physical fitness development plans for their children and encourage their children to do physical fitness "homework" in their spare time, for example, jogging on the spot at home.  Starting from the next school year, the Project will be extended to all public sector primary and secondary schools.  The ED also plans to draw up physical fitness standards for all students in Hong Kong in the next two to three years.





Point-deduction System for Franchised Bus Companies



2.	MR CHAN CHOI-HI (in Chinese): It is reported that, in order to improve the quality of bus services, the Transport Department (TD) is considering the introduction of a point-deduction system for franchised bus companies and, in assessing the rates of fare increase proposed by bus companies, will take into account the rate of traffic accidents and the number of substantiated complaints.  In this connection, will the Government inform this Council:



	(a)	of the details of the point-deduction system;



	(b)	whether, before formulating a scheme for assessing proposed fare increases, the TD will study if the quality of service of franchised bus companies will be affected by a reduction in the proposed rates of increase and, if the service quality will be affected, of the remedial measures to be adopted in this regard; and







	(c)	whether the TD has conducted any study on the quality of the existing service of franchised bus companies; if so, of the progress of the study; if not, whether such a study will be conducted?





SECRETARY FOR TRANSPORT (in Chinese): Madam President, the TD is conducting a study on the criteria and mechanism for determining increases in bus fares.  It will examine, amongst other things, the feasibility and desirability of a bonus and penalty system for determining a bus fare increase to be awarded to a franchisee.  This system would take into account such factors as standards of service, safety records, future improvement plans and cost efficiency.  The study is expected to be completed in July 1998.



	In processing a fare increase application, we obviously have to strike a balance between the interests of a bus company and those of the travelling public.  We will take into account inflation, past performance, service improvement plans, changes in revenue and expenditure, the commercial viability of the operator as well as public affordability.



	The TD conducts regular reviews on the performance of franchised bus companies.  The reviews cover various aspects of performance, including regularity and reliability, public complaints received and improvements made, vehicle maintenance, accident rates, and the provision of passenger facilities.  The results of these reviews have been used in assessing the fare increase applications of the bus companies and in evaluating their applications for renewal of franchises. 





Transparency of Government Advisory Committees



3.	DR LAW CHEUNG-KWOK (in Chinese): Will the Government inform this Council of:



	(a)	the government advisory boards and committees which have not fully opened up their meetings to the public; and







	(b)	the specific measures in place to fully open up the meetings of these boards and committees to the public in the next three years, so as to enhance the transparency of their operation and their accountability to the public?





SECRETARY FOR HOME AFFAIRS (in Chinese): Madam President, 



	(a)	At present, there are about 280 advisory bodies, of which more than half have conducted open meetings to allow public attendance.



		Whether the meetings of the advisory bodies should be opened up depend largely on the particular needs, nature of business and functions of the concerned bodies.  It would not be appropriate to require those advisory bodies which may deal with classified and commercially sensitive information as well as personal data to open up meetings.  Moreover, some of these bodies are prohibited by legislation to conduct open meetings.  Nonetheless, almost all of the advisory bodies will issue press releases and/or hold press briefings after meetings to inform the public of their work and to answer enquiries on those issues which are of public concern.



	(b)	The Administration has all along been maintaining a consistent policy to encourage advisory bodies to adopt more transparency measures, including opening up their meetings where appropriate.  Also, the Administration has required all advisory bodies to adopt various transparency measures according to their individual needs.  These measures include issuing press releases, holding press briefings, making agendas, minutes, papers and reports available for public inspection and publishing annual reports.



		In addition, the Administration has been actively pursuing the following measures to further enhance the transparency and accountability of advisory bodies:







	(i)	all papers of meetings, except those containing classified and market or commercially sensitive information, are made available to the public upon request in accordance with the Code on Access to Information;



	(ii)	the Civil and Miscellaneous Lists, which contain information on the membership and terms of reference of the bodies, will be uploaded onto the Internet subject to technical and financial feasibility;



	(iii)	upon agreement of the individual bodies, the notice and agenda of the meetings of the bodies will be uploaded onto the homepages of each Policy Bureau;



	(iv)	relevant information such as the composition, functions and transparency measures of the advisory bodies will be updated at regular intervals; and



	(v)	the curriculum vitae form which collects the relevant personal data of individual members of these bodies has been redesigned in accordance with the data protection principles set out in the Personal Data (Privacy) Ordinance to enable the disclosure of certain background information of the members of these bodies, such as their profession and public service records, to the public.



	The Administration will continue to closely monitor the system of advisory bodies and will consider adopting further measures to increase the transparency of the bodies.  In order to enhance understanding of the work of the advisory bodies by the public, we will continue to encourage more bodies to open up their meetings.





Contracting-out of Government Work



4.	MR CHAN CHOI-HI (in Chinese): It has been the practice of some government departments such as the Urban Services Department (USD) to contract out part of their work.  However, the wages of the workers employed by the contractors are far lower than those of civil servants undertaking the same kind of work.  In this connection, will the Government inform this Council:



	(a)	whether it knows the disparities in the number and the wages of workers involved between the cases where the USD provides the cleansing services by itself and where such services are contracted out to private companies;



	(b)	whether the government departments concerned are required to prescribe in the contracts the number of workers to be employed and the minimum wage to be paid by the contractors; and



	(c)	of the policy on contracting out works by government departments; and whether it has assessed the impact of this policy on the number of posts in the civil service at present and in the next three years?





SECRETARY FOR THE TREASURY (in Chinese): Madam President, contracting-out of services provided by government departments is undertaken in situations where the service can be provided in a more cost-effective manner whilst maintaining the desirable quality and standards.  In procuring such services from the private sector, we will need to satisfy ourselves, through established tender procedures, that the company meets our specifications and provides good value for money.  It is not appropriate to compare directly the wages offered by private contractors to their employees in providing their services to Government and the salaries of staff in the civil service doing apparently similar jobs as the detailed job requirements may differ.  My reply to the three-part question is as follows:



	(a)	The Director of Urban Services (DUS) has advised that the wages of workers employed by private companies providing cleansing services for the USD are determined by the companies themselves, taking into account the nature and volume of work, working hours and the policy of individual companies.  The wages are also affected by the demand and supply situation of the labour market at the time the tenders were invited. According to the tenders received by USD in the past six months, the monthly wages of cleansing staff employed by private companies varied from about $4,000 to $9,000.  Civil service staff carrying out similar duties in USD are Workman II; their salary ranges from $9,245 to $9,615 per month.  However, as I have pointed out in the early part of my reply, the two cannot be directly compared.

		DUS has further advised that based on tenders recently received, private companies on average deploy about 80% of the manpower required by USD in carrying out similar work.



	(b)	There is no policy or regulation requiring government departments to prescribe in the service contracts the minimum wage to be paid by the contractors.  Prescription of the number of workers to be employed is normally made only where this is essential to ensuring certain service quality and standards.



	(c)	In determining whether a service should be contracted out, we take into account the following factors:



		(i)	whether it will be more cost-effective to contract out to private companies;



		(ii)	whether contracting-out will improve flexibility in human resources management;



		(iii)	whether there is suitable expertise in the private sector to provide the service; and



		(iv)	whether there will be any impact on existing staff in the departments concerned.



		As contracting-out proposals will arise from time to time in individual departments concerned and are considered on a case by case basis, it is not very meaningful to undertake an assessment of their impact on the civil service establishment as a whole.





Land Fund



5.	MR NG LEUNG-SING (in Chinese): It is reported that, since the outbreak of the financial turmoils, the net assets of the Land Fund have decreased by almost HK$4 billion in the three months up to the end of last year.  In this connection, will the Government inform this Council whether it has any plan to adjust the investment strategy and portfolio of the Land Fund in order to turn its deficit around?

SECRETARY FOR THE TREASURY (in Chinese): Madam President, as at end December 1997, the net assets of the Land Fund totalled HK$195.6 billion, a decrease of HK$3.85 billion, or about 1.9%, since 30 September 1997.  



	The loss was largely attributable to the sharp decline in Hong Kong equity prices as the Hang Seng Index fell by 28.7% during this period.  The Hong Kong equity portfolio accounted for 7.1% of the total portfolio of the Land Fund.  Prompt defensive action and income generated from investment in bonds and deposits during the three months to end December 1997 offset some of the losses in the Hong Kong equity market.  



	The investment strategy and asset allocation of the Land Fund are reviewed regularly by the Land Fund Advisory Committee taking into account the latest market development and future prospect.  Adjustments to the strategic asset allocation are made as and when necessary.  The equity markets worldwide are expected to be volatile in 1998.  In the light of the current uncertain investment environment, it is appropriate to adopt a defensive investment strategy and we have reduced our equity exposure accordingly.  Over the long term, the investment strategy of the Land Fund (like that of the Exchange Fund, with which it will be aligned by 1 April 1999) will be formulated according to the objectives of capital preservation and achieving reasonable returns with minimum increase in risk.





Measures to Alleviate Stress of Bus Drivers



6.	MR LEE KAI-MING (in Chinese): In the wake of the recent spate of bus accidents, the police will step up the prosecution of bus drivers in breach of traffic regulations.  It is claimed that such a move has placed further strain on bus drivers.  In this connection, will the Government inform this Council whether it is aware of the measures to help bus drivers alleviate their stress?





SECRETARY FOR TRANSPORT (in Chinese): Madam President, police enforcement action is not targeted solely at buses but seeks to enhance awareness of all motorists to road safety and to improve their driving behaviour.







	To ensure bus safety, the bus companies provide their drivers with comprehensive training programmes which include skills training, route familiarization, refresher training, and remedial training.  Road safety seminars are also provided in co-ordination with the police and the Transport Department.  Consideration is being given to introducing training courses on defensive driving and the handling of emergencies on the road.  Management of bus companies have regular meetings with representatives of the bus drivers' unions to discuss matters of mutual concern.  For drivers with special problems such as excessive pressure, counselling services are also provided by some bus companies.



	To promote road safety and make driving less strenuous, Transport Department conducts continual reviews on speed limits, and improves traffic blackspots, road bends and steep roads.  Improvements are implemented wherever necessary.  In the 1998-99 Road Safety Campaign, we will remind motorists of the importance of safe driving.  This would be of benefit to all drivers, including bus drivers. 





Fixed rate Mortgages



7.	MR NG LEUNG-SING (in Chinese): Will the Government inform this Council whether, before deciding to promote fixed-rate mortgages in Hong Kong, the authorities had studied the extent to which the banks can secure a stable source of long-term fixed rate funds and assessed the potential risks posed to banks by fixed rate mortgages; if so, what the findings are?





SECRETARY FOR FINANCIAL SERVICES (in Chinese): Madam President, we have considered issues relating to banks' funding source and potential risks associated with fixed rate mortgages.  A bank which originates fixed rate mortgages should secure a reliable source of fixed rate funding in order to avoid the risk arising from interest rate mismatch in income and expenses.  The mortgage originating bank can manage this risk through:



	(a)	obtaining fixed rate funding by issuing fixed rate securities or swapping their floating rate receivables into fixed rate receivables through interest rate swaps; or





	(b)	entering into a prior agreement to sell fixed rate mortgages on a loan by loan basis as they are originated to a mortgage purchaser which will eliminate the market risk arising from interest rate changes between the origination and the offloading of the mortgages.



	One of the objectives of setting up the Hong Kong Mortgage Corporation (HKMC) is to promote the development and liquidity of the residential mortgage market in Hong Kong.  In pursuit of this objective, the HKMC has been studying means to promote the fixed rate mortgage market, which will offer additional choices of mortgage products for home buyers and insulate them from fluctuations in interest rates.  The HKMC is well placed to promote the origination of fixed rate mortgages.  It can use the fixed rate funds tapped from institutional investors (such as pensions and insurance funds) through the issue of long- and medium-term bonds and bills to acquire fixed rate mortgages from the banks.  Under the proposals which are being developed by the HKMC to promote fixed rate mortgages in Hong Kong, the Corporation would give a pre-commitment to banks to purchase the fixed rate mortgages as they are originated.  In these circumstances, banks mainly serve as an agent in originating and servicing the mortgages, they will not be subject to the interest rate or the funding risks of the fixed rate mortgages.





Special Courses for Newly Arrived School Children



8.	MR HUI YIN-FAT (in Chinese): It is learnt that the Education Department (ED) has been implementing a pilot scheme since last September to provide full-time course lasting for not more than three months in five primary schools for newly arrived school children, so as to facilitate their integration into mainstream schools.  Regarding this scheme and other induction programmes and English Extension Programmes for newly arrived school children, will the Government inform this Council:



	(a)	of the names and addresses of the five primary schools participating in the scheme;

 





	(b)	of the objectives and contents of the course under the scheme, and the similarities and differences between such course and other induction programmes and English Extension Programmes for newly arrived school children;

 

	(c)	of the number of school children who have participated in the scheme since last September, and the average length of time each school child has participated in the scheme;

 

	(d)	whether it has reviewed the effectiveness of the scheme and the way forward in this regard; if so, what the details and findings of the review are; if not, when the review will be conducted; and

 

	(e)	of the respective numbers of newly arrived school children who have applied for enrolment in induction programmes or English Extension Programmes and who have been allocated places in such programmes in each of the past three years?





SECRETARY FOR EDUCATION AND MANPOWER (in Chinese): Madam President,



	(a)	The names and addresses of the five primary schools participating in the pilot scheme on short-term preparatory course since September 1997 are as follows:

   

Name of school�Address�����FDBWA Yan Kow School�Ping Shek Estate, Kwun Tong, Kowloon.��Tsuen Wan Lutheran School�Cheung Shan Estate, Tsuen Wan, New Territories.��Pak Tin Catholic Primary School�Block 3, Pak Tin Estate, Sham Shui Po, Kowloon.��Confucian Tai Shing Primary School�10, Tai Shing Street, Wong Tai Sin, Kowloon.��Taikoo Primary School �Greig Road, Quarry Bay, Hong Kong.��

	(b) 	The Induction and English Extension Programmes are provided by the ED through non-governmental organizations to assist newly arrived children and young people to adapt to the local living and learning environment, as well as to enhance their ability to learn the English language.  The course content of the Induction Programme covers social adaptation, language learning and homework tutoring; while the English Extension Programme focuses on learning of English.



		On the other hand, the short-term preparatory course offers school-based short-term courses lasting not more than three months to newly arrived children and young people.  The course content is based on the school curriculum and the class arrangement is similar to that of normal schools.  The aim of the course is to assist newly arrived children and young people to adapt to the local learning environment and school curriculum as soon as possible.



	(c)	During the period from September 1997 to February 1998, a total of 157 newly arrived children have enrolled in two to three months short-term preparatory courses in the five primary schools named above.  On an average each child has attended school for 62 days and the school hours have been similar to those for normal classes of the schools concerned.



	(d)	The ED has sent questionnaires to participating schools to solicit the views of the school masters, teachers and parents on the pilot scheme.  The questionnaires will be collected in three batches within the current school year.  The ED will study the views so collected by the end of the current term, and review the effectiveness of the pilot scheme before deciding whether to extend the course to more schools in the coming school year.



	(e)	The numbers of newly arrived children and young people who have taken the Induction and the English Extension Programmes arranged by the ED in the past three years are:











Year�Induction Programme

(No. of participants)�English Extension Programme

(No. of participants)������1995-96�3 403�1 425������1996-97�9 081�5 561������1997-98�About 10 700�About 7 000������

		As to the number of applicants for enrolment in these programmes, the ED does not have such record.





Cases Involving Falling Objects



9.	MR NGAN KAM-CHUEN (in Chinese): In view of the recent series of incidents involving objects throwing from a height, will the Government inform this Council of:



	(a)	the total number of reported cases involving falling objects in the past three years, together with the number among them which occurred in public housing estates;



	(b)	the number of casualties involved in these reported cases, together with the number of cases resulting in conviction; and



	(c)	the specific measures in place to prevent the occurrence of such incidents?





SECRETARY FOR SECURITY (in Chinese): Madam President, 







	(a)	The total number of cases reported to police involving falling objects from a height in the past three years is 1 413 with 57 of them occurring in public housing estates.  Detailed breakdown is as follows:



Year�Number of reported cases�Number of reported cases

in public housing estates������1995�500�14��1996�499�20��1997�414�23��

	(b)	the number of casualties involved in these reported cases is 774 with breakdown as follows:



Year�Serious Injury#

(involving

hospitalization)�Slight Injury�Total�������1995�20�244�264��1996�41�217�258��1997

(up to June)

�20�232�252��

								

#No victim died in these cases.



		From 1995 to June 1997, the total number of convicted cases is 97 with 101 offenders convicted.



	(c)	The Government has taken the following measures to prevent the occurrence of such incidents:





		(i)	the Police Force liaise closely with the Housing Department and has stepped up enforcement actions in estates where there are frequent incidents of falling objects.  Section 4B of the Summary Offences Ordinance (Cap. 228) stipulates that if anything is dropped or allowed to fall from any building to the danger or injury of any person in or near a public place, the person who drops that thing or allows it to fall commits an offence and is liable to a fine of $10,000 and imprisonment for six months.  If the offence is committed in the course of the construction, repair or decoration of the building or part thereof, the principal contractor on the site and the contractor carrying out the construction, repair or decoration is liable to a fine of $50,000 and imprisonment for one year;



		(ii)	the Housing Department has recently installed closed circuit television systems in three public housing estates on an experimental basis to detect offenders committing such irresponsible act;



		(iii)	the Housing Department has also constructed covered walkways in new public housing estates to link domestic blocks to bus terminals, schools and commercial centres.  In older estates, covered walkways are built as improvement items where feasible;



		(iv)	residents of public housing estates are reminded through various means, such as notices, estate newsletters that such malpractice will endanger the safety of the public, and that they are held liable for the consequence of such irresponsible behaviour; and



		(v)	the Information Services Department has produced both television and radio announcements in public interest on falling objects to educate members of the public against committing the offence.









Impact of New Arrivals



10.	MR HUI YIN-FAT (in Chinese): Regarding the impacts brought about by new arrivals on the population structure and the development and planning of social welfare services in Hong Kong, will the Government inform this Council:



	(a)	of the respective percentages of new arrivals in the territory's overall population in the respective areas, in terms of number, sex and age groups (using every 10 years as the basis for each age group), in each of the past three years;



	(b)	of the respective percentages of new arrivals in the overall newly arrived population, in terms of sex and age groups, in each of the past three years;



	(c)	whether it has studied how new arrivals have brought about changes in the population structure of the territory, and the correlation between population structure and development and planning of social welfare services; if so, what the respective findings are; and



	(d)	of the concrete measures in place to ensure that the future development and planning of social welfare services can cater for the needs of new arrivals and the changing population structure of the territory?





SECRETARY FOR HEALTH AND WELFARE (in Chinese): Madam President, in the context of this reply, the term "new arrivals" means those mainland residents who have entered Hong Kong for settlement on the strength of One-way Permits (OWP).



(a) & (b)	A detailed breakdown of new arrivals expressed as a percentage of the overall population as well as the age-sex distribution of the new arrivals is set out at Annexes A and B respectively.



	(c)	The Commissioner for Census and Statistics has studied how new arrivals have affected the population structure of Hong Kong over the past three years.  The study compares the age-sex profile of the actual population of Hong Kong with that of the population under a hypothetical scenario which assumes no new arrivals in the period.  The study shows that had there been no new arrivals since 1995, the median age of the population at the end of 1997 would have been 35.4 instead of the actual figure of 35.2.  The sex ratio at the end of 1997, would have been 1 029 males per 1 000 females instead of   1 011 males per 1 000 females.



		The Social Welfare Department (SWD) has examined, on the basis of information and population projections available from the Commissioner for Census and Statistics, the welfare service needs of new arrivals and their impact on the overall demand and provision of welfare services in Hong Kong.  The anticipated increase in the population including that resulting from new arrivals from the Mainland has been taken into account, in particular for those welfare services which are population based.



		In addition to population projections, SWD also takes into consideration the demographic characteristics of the community and their service needs, in planning its service programmes.  The planning standards will be flexibly applied, having regard to the demographic characteristics of districts, such as congregation of new arrivals in some districts.



	(d)	The Government is committed to strengthening welfare services to meet the increase in service demands, arising from the needs of all Hong Kong residents including new arrivals.  



		At the district level, the District Services Co-ordinating Committees, chaired by SWD representatives meet regularly to identify the needs of new arrivals and re-direct resources through the planning of programmes to cater for their specific needs.





		A Steering Committee on New Arrival Services, chaired by the Secretary for Home Affairs, has been set up since January 1998 to ensure close liaison between relevant government bureaux and to oversee the delivery of services provided by various government departments and non-government organizations.  In addition, a Co-ordinating Committee on New Arrival Services, chaired by the Director of Home Affairs and comprising representatives from policy bureaux and departments concerned, has been meeting regularly since December 1995 to identify problems encountered by new arrivals and to formulate measures to assist their smooth and quick integration into the community.  The work of the Co-ordinating Committee is complemented by the 18 District Co-ordinating Committees on New Arrival Services, chaired by the Home Affairs Department, at the district level.			



Annex A



New Arrivals in a Specified Year Expressed as Percentage

of the End-year Population in the

Respective Age-sex Group, 1995-1997



Year: 1995



Age group�Male�Female�Both sexes�������below 10�	1.7%�	1.6%�	1.6%��10-19�	0.9%�	0.8%�	0.8%��20-29�	0.5%�	1.4%�	1.0%��30-39�	0.3%�	1.0%�	0.7%��40-49�	0.2%�	0.9%�	0.6%��50-59�	0.1%�	0.5%�	0.3%��60 and over�	0.1%�	0.2%�	0.1%��All ages�	0.5%�	1.0%�	0.7%��



Year: 1996



Age group�Male�Female�Both sexes�������below 10�	2.5%�	2.5%�	2.5%��10-19�	1.2%�	1.2%�	1.2%��20-29�	0.4%�	1.5%�	1.0%��30-39�	0.2%�	1.1%�	0.7%��40-49�	0.2%�	1.8%�	1.0%��50-59�	0.1%�	0.7%�	0.4%��60 and over�	0.1%�	0.2%�	0.1%��All ages�	0.6%�	1.3%�	1.0%��

Year: 1997



Age group�Male�Female�Both sexes�������below 10�	0.9%�	1.0%�	0.9%��10-19�	1.3%�	1.3%�	1.3%��20-29�	0.4%�	1.3%�	0.9%��30-39�	0.1%�	1.2%�	0.7%��40-49�	0.1%�	1.6%�	0.9%��50-59�	0.1%�	0.9%�	0.5%��60 and over�	0.1%�	0.3%	�	0.2%��All ages�	0.4%�	1.1%�	0.8%��

Annex B

Age-sex Distribution of New Arrivals, 1995-1997



Year: 1995



Age�Male�Female�Total��group�Number�%�Number�%�Number�%����������below 10�	6 534�	14.2%�	5 880�	12.8%�	12 414�	27.0%��10-19�	3 879�	8.4%�	3 285�	7.1%�	7 164�	15.6%��20-29�	2 404�	5.2%�	7 459�	16.2%�	9 863�	21.4%��30-39�	1 702�	3.7%�	6 869�	14.9%�	8 571�	18.6%��40-49�	941�	2.0%�	4 275�	9.3%�	5 216�	11.3%��Age�Male�Female�Total��group�Number�%�Number�%�Number�%����������50-59�	329�	0.7%�	1 197�	2.6%�	1 526�	3.3%��60 and over�	356�	0.8%�	876�	1.9%�	1 232�	2.7%��Total�	16 145�	35.1%�	29 841�	64.9%�	45 986�	100.0%��

Year: 1996



Age�Male�Female�Total��group�Number�%�Number�%�Number�%����������below 10�	9 980�	16.3%�	9 057�	14.8%�	19 037�	31.1%��10-19�	5 134�	8.4%�	5 214�	8.5%�	10 348�	16.9%��20-29�	1 980�	3.2%�	7 650�	12.5%�	9 630�	15.7%��30-39�	1 512�	2.5%�	7 600�	12.4%�	9 112�	14.9%��40-49�	904�	1.5%�	8 846�	14.5%�	9 750�	15.9%��50-59�	291�	0.5%�	1 771�	2.9%�	2 062�	3.4%��60 and over�	394�	0.6%�	846�	1.4%�	1 240�	2.0%��Total�	20 195�	33.0%�	40 984�	67.0%�	61 179�	100.0%��

Year: 1997



Age�Male�Female�Total��group�Number�%�Number�%�Number�%����������below 10�	3 703�	7.4%�	3 423�	6.8%�	7126�	14.2%��10-19�	5 666�	11.3%�	5 543�	11.0%�	11 209�	22.3%��20-29�	1 926�	3.8%�	6 923�	13.8%�	8 849�	17.6%��30-39�	929�	1.8%�	8 489�16.9%�	9 418�	18.7%��40-49�	585�	1.2%�	8 729�17.4%�	9 314�	18.5%��50-59�	302�	0.6%�	2 331�	4.6%�	2 633�	5.2%��60 and over�	402�	0.8%�	1 336�	2.7%�	1 738�	3.5%��Total�	13 513�	26.9%�	36 774�	73.1%�	50 287�	100.0%��





Companies Facing Difficulties



11.	MR KENNEDY WONG (in Chinese): Owing to the economic downturn in Hong Kong, a number of large and small scale companies have successively laid off employees and some of them have even closed down.  In this connection, will the Government inform this Council:



	(a)	of the number of companies applying for bankruptcy since the beginning of this year as compared with that in the same period in each of the past three years;

	

	(b)	of the number of companies applying for holding-over of provisional tax since the fourth quarter of last year as compared with that in the same period in each of the past three years;



	(c)	of the percentages of medium and small scale enterprises among the companies in (a) and (b) above; and



	(d)	whether it will consider taking measures to help these medium and small scale enterprises tide over this difficult time; if so, what the details are?

	

 

SECRETARY FOR TRADE AND INDUSTRY (in Chinese): Madam President,



	(a)	The number of winding-up petitions to court in January and February, 1998 and the corresponding figures in the same period in the past three years are as follows:

		

�Number of winding-up

petitions to court�����January and February, 1998�143��January and February, 1997�111��January and February, 1996�99��January and February, 1995�81��



	(b)	The number of companies applying to the Inland Revenue Department for holding-over of provisional tax during the period from October, 1997 to February, 1998 and the corresponding figures in the same period in the past three years are as follows:



�The number of companies

applying for holding-over

of provisional tax�����October, 1997 to February, 1998�4 242��October, 1996 to February, 1997�3 853��October, 1995 to February, 1996�4 516��October, 1994 to February, 1995�4 049��

	(c)	The Government has no record of the percentages of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) among the companies in (a) and (b) above.



	(d)	The Government's policy of supporting the trade and industry has all along been based on the principle of "maximum support, minimum intervention".  We believe that free market is the most efficient means to allocate resources and promote economic development.  The responsibility of the Government is to create a business friendly environment for the best development of various business sectors.  Therefore, we will not provide any grants or subsidies for the operation of individual enterprises.



		However, we fully appreciate the fact that SMEs, which constitute over 98% of companies in Hong Kong, have encountered many difficulties in business operation.  Externally, they have to face an intensely competitive business environment while internally, their development are hindered by constraints both in resources and in their scale of operation.  The Small and Medium Enterprises Committee was therefore set up by the Government in July 1996 to identify issues affecting the development of SMEs and suggest appropriate measures to support and facilitate their development.  In accordance with one of the recommendations of the Committee, we are setting up a pilot Credit Guarantee Scheme to provide guarantees for loans on pre-export expenses, thereby helping SMEs solve financing problems.  In addition, the Business Licence Information Centre set up by the Government, and other organizations such as the Hong Kong Productivity Council and Hong Kong Trade Development Council also provide a wide range of services to SMEs to facilitate their business operation.

	

 

Rules on Keeping Seafood



12.	DR TANG SIU-TONG (in Chinese): Will the Government inform this Council whether there are rules prohibiting people from taking the sea water from certain water zones in the territory for keeping seafood; if so:



	(a)	of such water zones;



	(b)	of the number of cases in breach of the relevant rules in the past three years;



	(c)	whether the recent cholera cases in Hong Kong are related to the consumption of seafood kept in the sea water from such water zones; and



	(d)	of the measures in place to further prevent people from taking sea water from such water zones?





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



	(a)	According to the Food Business (Urban Council) Bylaws and the Food Business (Regional Council) Bylaws, the two Municipal Services Departments can regulate and prohibit the food business operators and restaurants from keeping live fish or shell fish intended for human consumption in water of a quality below a specified hygiene standard.  The two Municipal Services Departments regularly collect from restaurants and markets, for testing, samples of water which are used for keeping seafood.  Operators who do not comply with the specified standard are prosecuted. 



	(b)	At present, there is no legislation prohibiting the drawing of sea water from the territory's waters for keeping seafood.  Hence, no person has been prosecuted for this reason.



	(c)	During the investigation of the recent cholera cases, the Department of Health had collected from the seafood restaurants and the seafood suppliers concerned samples of water which had been used for keeping seafood.  To date, all water samples taken have been tested negative for cholera.



	(d)	The Administration has set up a special inter-departmental working group to take follow-up actions, examining how to ensure that the quality of water used for keeping seafood complies with the specified hygiene standard.



		The Department of Health and other relevant government departments will continue to investigate the recent cholera cases, trace their sources, step up enforcement of the relevant laws and take all other effective measures to contain the spread of cholera in Hong Kong.







BILLS



Second Reading of Bills



Resumption of Second Reading Debate on Bills



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Bills: Second Reading.  We are to resume the Second Reading on the Appropriation Bill 1998.  The public officers concerned will speak first and the Financial Secretary will reply in conclusion.  Chief Secretary for Administration.









APPROPRIATION BILL 1998



Resumption of debate on Second Reading which was moved on 18 February 1998



CHIEF SECRETARY FOR ADMINISTRATION (in Cantonese): Madam President, the first Budget of the Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) is one which is beneficial to the public yet prudent, and enterprising yet balanced.  It has been widely acclaimed by the public and the media since its publication.  Members of this Council have indicated support to most of the budget proposals in their speeches delivered in the Budget debate.  This fully reflects the views of various sectors in the community.  We are delighted to note these views.  In the ensuing session, seven Bureau Secretaries will respond to the comments and suggestions made by Members.  As in the past, the Financial Secretary will make his concluding remarks on the Budget debate.



	Madam President, it was a difficult task to prepare this Budget in time of the prevailing economic uncertainty and weak confidence of both the general public and the business sector in the market.  Without violating the principle of a balanced budget, concessions were made to relieve the tax burden of the public and the business sector, and at the same time, considerable resources were allocated to the new policy programmes laid down by the Chief Executive on areas such as housing, education, care for the elderly and infrastructure.  Our aim is to build Hong Kong as a more civilized, prosperous, stable, democratic and vivacious special administrative region in the 21st century.  To achieve this goal, we need the support of all strata of our community as well as the dedication of our Civil Service.



	The achievement of Hong Kong is directly related to the existence of a honest, professional and efficient civil service.  In terms of integrity and efficiency, our Civil Service is among the best both in Asia and in the world.



	The population density in Hong Kong is almost the highest in the world.  Yet, in terms of life expectancy, we come second in Asia, and fourth in the world alongside France.









	We have an open society with a high degree of personal freedom.  Nevertheless, by the standard of world metropolises, our crime rate does not only remain at a very low level but has also been declining.



	The airport, port, roads and railways in Hong Kong are almost the busiest in the world, but our transportation and traffic systems, both internal and external, are well managed and of high commercial effectiveness.



	Our economy has the greatest degree of freedom in the world, but we also have a good and effective monitoring system in place, which enabled us to minimize the setbacks resulted from the recent Asian financial turmoil.



	There are no natural resources in Hong Kong.  But through long-term investment in education and manpower as well as rational public policies drawn up from collective ideas, we have been able to make Hong Kong one of the most affluent societies in the world.



	There are more examples I could quote.  However, the ones that I have just mentioned suffice to illustrate that Hong Kong's continued success is not a result of coincidental factors.  Rather, it is closely linked with the hard work of our Civil Service.



	Our Civil Service has a fine tradition of being committed to serving the public and to working for the overall long-term interests of the community.  Our principle is to balance the interests of all walks of life and to formulate policies fairly and fearlessly.  In implementing policies, we are accountable to the public.  We do our best to make both ends meet and promote the spirit and culture of serving the community.  In exercising our authority, we take initiative to subject ourselves to the monitoring of the Legislature, the various representative institutions and the mass media, and at the same time emphasize self-constraint.  The Independent Commission Against Corruption, the Audit Commission, the Office of the Ombudsman, the Equal Opportunities Commission and the Office of the Privacy Commissioner for Personal Data are all well-known monitoring bodies within our administrative framework.







	Before and after reunification, our Civil Service had done a lot in preparing for the smooth transition.  Their organizational ability and efficiency were clearly demonstrated in the Handover Ceremony and in the World Bank Annual Meeting held last October, which won the unanimous applause of state leaders and international guests.  After reunification, as most of the members remain in the service, continuity has been maintained.  The full implementation of the policy of "one country, two systems" by the Central People's Government and observation of the principle of "Hong Kong people ruling Hong Kong" by mainland officials at all levels have given great encouragement to our Civil Service and helped boost morale further.



	At present, our Civil Service is unprecedentedly stable.  The wastage has dropped to 4%, the lowest over the past 10 years.  As for the directorate grade, the wastage in the coming year is expected to be 3% only, reflecting the full confidence of our senior officials in the SAR Government and their determination to remain in the service.



	On the recruitment side, we have on average a 25% annual increase in the number of applicants for government posts in the past five years.  The overall number of candidates sitting for recruitment examinations this year is estimated to be three times that of 1992.  In a recent survey conducted among undergraduates, nearly 70% of the respondents indicated their interest in government posts.  This ensures that we can continue to recruit talents and further enhance the basic quality of our Civil Service.



	In the nine months since reunification, our Civil Service has risen to many tough challenges.  There was the huge financial turmoil in Asia.  In spite of certain setbacks in our overall economy, we succeeded in safeguarding our linked exchange rate system.  Our major financial systems such as the banks and the stock market continued to operate as usual.  These had effectively maintained Hong Kong's ability to remain a world financial centre and contained the loss of asset value suffered by the people of Hong Kong.  In an economic downturn, it is understandable that the public are in low spirits and have less favourable appraisal on the Government.  This situation is common to other parts of the world and the SAR Government certainly cannot be an exception.  To lay the blame for these feelings on the alleged deterioration of the quality of our Civil Service is an extremely partial view.  As a matter of fact, the SAR Government was highly evaluated by major world financial organizations such as the International Monetary Fund and state leaders for having been able to weather the Asian financial turmoil.



	In almost the same period, we encountered the bird flu which might bring about global disastrous consequences.  While there was room for improvement in the way that we dealt with the incident, the fact that we have succeeded in curbing the spread of the virus from chickens to humans and keeping the source of the virus under effective control after identifying and promptly eliminating the possible origin did win the praises of professional bodies such as the World Health Organization.  In the entire incident, the government departments concerned played their due roles and did their best to tackle the problem in a professional and responsible way.  There might be defects in the process.  But accusing civil servants of being incompetent on account of this incident does not only ignore our eventual achievement of checking the spread of the epidemic, but is also unfair to the staff of the various departments.



	Madam President, in citing the above two examples today, I did not mean to "overturn the verdict" for my colleagues.  As the head of the Civil Service, I am fully aware of the responsibilities of civil servants of the SAR Government.  For many years, civil servants of Hong Kong, especially senior civil servants with principal officials at the core, have assumed the responsibility of being held responsible for public policies and explaining them to the public.  This task is very often arduous, but least appreciated.  (Perhaps, this budget is a rare exception.)  However, lamenting is not the tradition of our colleagues.  The proper attitude is to brave the pressure and keep on improving ourselves.



	We are open to fair criticisms and welcome views derived from objective evaluation.  However, invectives aimed at drawing attention and winning favour as well as criticisms beyond the truth are conductive neither to raising the standard of debate on, nor to enhancing comprehension of, public policies.  



	Madam President, in last week's debate several Members expressed concerns about the increase of government posts in the next financial year.  They asked the Government to ensure that the 4 000 - odd newly created posts were of genuine needs and suggested that the Civil Service be streamlined as far as possible.









	In fact, we have all along attached great importance to the principle of "a small government".  There will be a growth of 2% in the civil service establishment in the next financial year.  But after deducting the 1 000 posts deployed as a result of the cessation of the Drainage Services Department's role in overseeing the operation of the trading fund, there will be a mere increase of 1.54% next year.  Such a growth rate can hardly be regarded as high when compared with that of the last 10 financial years.  Besides, of the 3 000 net new posts, about 40% are created for the implementation of the policies highlighted in the Chief Executive's Policy address, while another 40% are created to cater for the operation of the new airport and other important measures including those for promoting public security and fire safety.  Overall, we must be satisfied that there are genuine needs before funds are allocated for the creation of new posts.



	In the context of long-term growth of the civil service establishment, the number of increase is in fact well under control.  For example, the total number of civil servants in 1988-89 was already 190 586.  By 1998-98, it will only grow to 200 613, that is, an increase of just over 1 000 or some 5% in 10 years.  This figure testifies to our success in containing the growth of the civil service so far.



	In performing our duties, we observe several basic principles; to manage government departments effectively, to improve service standard and to develop a service-oriented culture.  Since 1992, an Efficiency Unit has been set up to encourage the departments to lay down their performance pledges to provide quantified indicators of government services and make it easier for the public to monitor the work of government departments.  It also helps to furnish the management with data to review performance and improve efficiency.



	At the same time, we work hard to introduce modern concepts and practices of human resources management to the departments.  Since 1995, over 40 departments have been provided with funds or assistance of professional consultants for the organization of programmes for enhancing staff motivation, training, appraisal and management.



	To further improve the business environment of Hong Kong, a Business and Services Promotion Unit was established last year to further streamline the administrative procedures of the departments concerned, so as to provide better services to the business sector.





	Last October, the Chief Executive announced in the policy address that a task force would be set up to ensure the provision of quality public services.  The task force, headed by Secretary for the Treasury, is responsible for developing and implementing a target-based management process to achieve continuous improvement in public services.  Policy objective highlighted in the policy address were selected for trial and preliminary findings have been obtained.  The scheme will be extended to other policy programmes by stages.  Further progress is expected in 1998-99.



	Madam President, all these examples help illustrate that the civil service is neither self-conceited nor self-complacent.  While we have earned respect of the general public and enjoyed good international reputation, we always remind ourselves to seek improvement in our management skills and the quality of our services.  In the face of the economic downturn, the civil service has to cope with a tremendous challenge.  But we have the ability and determination to overcome these difficulties and wade through the hard times with the general public and the business sector.



	With these remarks, I support the motion.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Economic Services.





SECRETARY FOR ECONOMIC SERVICES (in Cantonese): Madam President, I would like to thank a number of Members who have, in the Budget debate last week, talked about the slackness of the tourism industry and put forward a lot of valuable opinions in respect of the promotion of the industry.



	The Government knows very well the importance of the tourism industry for our economy.  Therefore, it has endeavoured to tie in with the hard work of the trade and Hong Kong Tourist Association (HKTA) in raising our competitiveness in respect of tourism and this includes providing adequate infrastructure, formulating policy planning, providing financial support and so on.  In view of the slackness of the tourism industry, the Government, HKTA and the trade have jointly set up an ad hoc group to work together in solving the problems faced by the industry so as to ensure that Hong Kong will continue to be a tourist highlight in Asia.



Infrastructure



	On infrastructure items, the new airport located at Chek Lap Kok will be open on 6 July this year and by that time, an increasing number of air routes will run between Hong Kong and other places whereas some of the existing air routes can increase their frequency.  For instance, local airlines have decided that flights flying to the Netherlands, Singapore, Taiwan and the Mainland will increase in frequency and a new route for Istanbul, Turkey will be added.  We will also keep signing new domestic flight agreements in order to reinforce the status of Hong Kong as an international domestic flight centre.  We have recently signed domestic flight agreements with Pakistan and Bahrain.  In the coming few weeks, we will also sign agreements with Israel, Turkey and Belgium.



	As regards opening up large scenic attractions, the Government has set up a $50 million tourism development fund in 1996 to facilitate HKTA to conduct a feasibility study on new tourist attractions as well as improving existing tourist facilities.



	As far as new items are concerned, the Government understands that many people are concerned about HKTA's proposal of staging a Hong Kong Exposition in the year 2000 and there are supporting as well as opposing views.  In fact, this project will cost more than $6 billion and it entails the co-ordination of various sides.  However, owing to the financial turmoil that took place in the region in the latter part of 1997, the sign of slackening of tourism has appeared in both Hong Kong and its neighbouring regions.  Even the Hong Kong Exposition consultancy report commissioned by HKTA needs to adjust its forecast on the number of admission to the Exposition downward.  Because of the scale of the Exposition, the Government must study carefully to ensure that the $6 billion to $7 billion investment is used in the right place and is worthy of what has been spent.  Of course, we will also need to consider whether it will be more cost-effective for the same resources to be used in other tourism development items.  We are now carefully examining the consultancy report commissioned by HKTA.  Before making a decision, we will of course consider Members' views on the plan carefully. 





	No matter whether the Hong Kong Exposition proposal will be agreed upon or not, the Government attaches great importance to the new tourist attractions that have been completed or are near completion as well as the study report on new tourist facilities.  We will also consider the relevant proposals with a positive attitude.  In fact, in addition to the Exposition, we are also considering a consultancy report just completed by HKTA on a theme park located in the Ma Wan film city in Tsing Yi.  HKTA is also conducting consultancy studies on such items as a cruise ship terminal, an aquatic centre, supply and demand of hotels and new performance venues.  Owing to the fact that the staging of conferences and exhibitions in Hong Kong can reap us considerable profits, the Government has embarked on a consultancy study on whether there is a need for providing more venues and facilities for conferences and exhibitions.  All these show that the Government attaches great importance to this matter and will take measures to provide more tourist attractions and facilities.



	In mentioning the new performance venues, we understand the importance of staging such international highlights like cultural and entertainment performances for attracting tourists to come to Hong Kong and the necessity of venue co-ordination.  In the short run, HKTA is negotiating with the Provisional Regional Council in the hope that existing regulations governing the advanced booking of performance venues can be changed so as to facilitate the staging of international events in Hong Kong.  We are also examining the possibility of identifying temporary performance venues to enable performance activities that must be held outdoor and those require specific venues to be staged here.  In the long run, it is most important for us to have world standard performance arenas so as to help establish Hong Kong as the "Events Capital" of Asia.  We are now expecting receive detailed consultancy reports from HKTA for follow-up action.  Apart from venue co-ordination, financial resources are very important too.  Therefore, we will apply to the Financial Committee for funding to establish a $100 million international event fund very soon.  The establishment of this fund will enable Hong Kong to hold more international events in the coming five years.



Policy co-ordination



	As far as policy co-ordination is concerned, the Financial Secretary has proposed in the Budget to reduce the rate of Hotel Accommodation Tax from 5% to 3% and to reduce Air Passenger Departure Tax from $100 to $50.  Moreover, Passenger Embarkation Fees of passenger terminals will be reduced from $25 to $18.

	Apart from these, the Hong Kong and Macau Affairs Office indicated recently that it would examine relaxing the requirement of allowing mainlanders to visit Hong Kong.  This is well received by us.  The Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) Government will continue discussing with the Central People's Government as to how to tie in with the relaxation of the restriction on allowing mainland visitors to come to Hong Kong for sightseeing.  Since November 1997, the number of tourist groups coming from the Mainland has been increased from 21 to 24 on average each day.  Recently, both sides have agreed to raise the number of visitors holding two-way permits to Hong Kong for visiting relatives from 824 to 970 each day.  At the same time, the Immigration Department is now actively considering further simplifying immigration procedures for Taiwanese visitors.  Examples are to shorten the processing time for handling applications for Entry Permits, extend the validity of the Entry Permits to up to five years, strengthen publicity for multiple Entry Permits and examine electronic tourist visa system and so on.  The Immigration Department is also considering relaxing entry arrangements for certain Eastern European countries. 



	To raise competitiveness, supply and training of skilled labour are also extremely important.  For this reason, the Government will conduct a consultancy study on "The Manpower and Training Needs of the Travel and Tourism Industry" shortly to review issues pertaining to the supply and demand of manpower and training in relation to the tourism industry. 



	In order to enable the new airport to bring vitality to our tourism industry, the Airport Authority has also launched a series of publicity activities by means of such plans as to issue video tapes, souvenir programmes and promotion advertisements to introduce the new airport and related facilities such as the Airport Railway to overseas media and people engaging in the tourism industry.  Moreover, it will join hands with HKTA to organize various promotional activities.



	Furthermore, the Government has fully supported HKTA to invite Pacific Asia Travel Association to move its headquarters from San Francisco to Hong Kong.  We believe with Hong Kong's excellent location, superb transport and communication facilities as well as its status as Asia's number one tourist attraction, it is most appropriate for Hong Kong to be chosen as the headquarters of the organization.  At the same time, we will pursue the course actively to tie in with the efforts made by HKTA by attracting more large scale international conventions to be held here.  Up to the present moment, more than 70 such conventions have been confirmed to be held in Hong Kong within the next three years.  These include, inter alia, the Hospital Authority Convention 1988 to be held in May this year, the 32nd International General Meeting of the Pacific Basin Economic Council to be held in May 1999 and the 64th Y's Men International Convention to be held in 2000.  The attendance of each of these conventions is more than a thousand people.  Those meetings which are still in the pursuing stage include the Rotary International Convention and the Lions Clubs International Convention scheduled to be held in 2004 and 2005 respectively.  The number of people coming from overseas to take part in these two super conventions is estimated to reach 60 000 in total.



Financial support



	On the financial support, in the 1998-99 Budget, the amount of subsidy allocated to HKTA will reach $510 million approximately.  Although it seems that the growth rate is 1.3% only, it actually fails to fully reflect the Government's financial support for HKTA.  This is because out of the $50 million tourism development fund set up in 1996, $45 million has been allocated in the financial years of 1996 and 1997, with only $5 million to be left for this year.  As a result of this, the amount of subsidy for HKTA for the previous two years appears to be relatively large, whereas the increase in the amount of allocation for 1998-99 appears to be relatively small. 



	In fact, the growth rate of recurrent subsidy given by the 1998-99 Budget to HKTA is 7%.  The $8.55 million non-recurrent subsidy is comprised of a $5 million tourism development fund and a $3.55 million subsidy for HKTA to set up one tourist enquiry counter, one research room and two tourist service centres in the new airport. 



	In addition to rendering the abovementioned subsidy, we have also acceded to HKTA's request to provide additional subsidy to support its work.  For instance, we have recently approved a $7.8 million allocation for HKTA to set up a database for our tourism industry to enhance HKTA's publicity work and the ability and efficiency of information circulation.  This will enable overseas tourism industry and tourists to grasp the situation of our market more accurately and ensure that our competitiveness in respect of tourism will not be affected because of the restriction on information circulation. 



	The abovementioned HKTA allocation has not included the $100 million loan we prepare to provide for HKTA to set up an international event fund for the purpose of promoting Hong Kong to be the "Events Capital of Asia".  We hope that in the Finance Committee meeting to be held on 27 March, we can have Members' support to set up this fund to enable HKTA to, in the form of loans, subsidy or injection of funds, subsidize large-scale international events to be held here so as to attract more tourists.  The fund will also provide other supports to help promote various fantastic international events to be held here.  Furthermore, the Government will, according to the actual needs, examine providing more subsidy to help HKTA promote schemes which are worth supporting.



Publicity and promotion  



	As for publicity and promotion, HKTA has envisaged a series of short-term and long-term measures to enhance our attraction in respect of tourism.  In the short term, HKTA is prepared to launch brand new, large-scale promotional offensive by re-packaging Hong Kong and to re-identify Hong Kong's position in the international tourist market in order to explore potential markets.  This new-image publicity will put stress on Hong Kong's highly concentrated, colourful and dynamic tourist experiences, including dining, shopping, sight-seeing, entertainment and so on.  We will publish completely new printing publicity material and set up promotion home page on international networks.  Publicity programmes are expected to be launched in the Fuji TV Network of Japan, the Cable News Network and the National Broadcasting Co. Inc. of the United States.  On shopping, the retail sector will keep on raising its efficiency and standard of service to provide a variety of choices for customers so as to give tourists a feeling that it is such a great fun to shop in Hong Kong. 



	HKTA will launch a series of publicity activities in various major markets.  For instance, it will organize tourism exhibitions in major cities in the Mainland like Beijing, Shanghai, Tianjin and Chongqing.  Arrangement will also be made for tourism publicity programmes to be aired on radio in second-line cities such as Xiamen, Wuhan and Nanjing.  In Japan and Australia, "Hong Kong Month" will be organized.  This will include a food festival, a cookery competition, a video and audio exhibition on Hong Kong's dining, shopping, cultural highlights and our latest development, a pop concert to be performed by Hong Kong pop musicians, a Hong Kong fashion show, business conferences and seminars to be held with Japan's tourism sector and so on.  Apart from these, we will also continue to invite foreign media and people engaging in the tourism industry to pay visits and send study tours to Hong Kong as well as organizing a variety of tourism exhibitions with focuses to be put on different markets.  In addition to reinforcing mature markets, HKTA will also extend its promotion activities to new markets and second-line cities such as Hiroshima and Sendai in Japan.  HKTA is now examining the possibility of co-operating with the local performing arts group to launch promotion activities in various places in Asia.  It will announce the details of the abovementioned activities in the opening ceremony of its global market promotion scheme to be held next week. 



	As the Mainland has become our biggest origin of tourists, HKTA will endeavour to work jointly with the Mainland to explore the potential of the mainland market.  In fact, HKTA, Guangdong Tourism Board and Macau Government Tourist Office have jointly set up an organization for promoting tourism in the Pearl River Delta to promote the tourism industry therein.  HKTA has also launched promotion activities with mainland cities like Beijing, Shanghai, Xian and Guilin.  For instance, complimentary tourism promotion activities like the "Dragon Odyssey" were launched in North America and Europe at the end of last year and this year respectively.  Furthermore, HKTA is planning to set up its second mainland office in Shanghai.  It is also planned that the HKTA office set up in Beijing last year shall be expanded to strengthen its service. 



	In addition to external publicity, HKTA has also, at the beginning of this year, launched a promotion item namely "Be A Good Host", which aims at encouraging various sectors of the community to support the development of the tourism industry.  Apart from conducting publicity on radio, television and various publications, a "Top Tips" Hotline has also been set up to encourage the public to introduce to others tourist information like rarely know tourist spots, dinning places, shopping places and so on.  There was also the "Discover Hong Kong Competition" itinerary competition, which aims at encouraging the public to propose brand new local tourist itineraries.  Furthermore, HKTA will continue to work hard to develop new tourism products to make good use of the sightseeing spots, scenic spots and monuments which are already in existence to further enhance the attractiveness of Hong Kong as Asia's most popular sight-seeing place.  For instance, the "Heritage and Architecture Walks" to be launched shortly will focus on introducing Hong Kong tradition and the characteristics of modern architecture.







	I have earlier mentioned as to how to attract large conventions to be held in Hong Kong.  Just a month ago, HKTA has organized an activity namely "Hong Kong─Meeting Your Choice" in which more than 80 international organizations and professional groups were invited to Hong Kong to be briefed about the merits of holding international conferences here.  In addition, in order to cope with the opening of the new airport, HKTA will organize a number of celebrations and promotion activities in July such as by offering special concessions to tourists so as to attract them to come to Hong Kong.



	As for work of a more long-term basis, HKTA is commissioning a consultancy to conduct studies on tourist indication signs and information.  It will also conduct a test on the newly-designed tourist indication signs in Stanley later this year.  Apart from these, HKTA also plans to select a district for a trial run to liaise with local organizations to explore and improve the tourist spots and facilities of the district.



Conclusion



	Lastly, I wish to stress again that the Government will fully support the development of the tourism industry.  We will continue to work hard with the people in the trade and HKTA and we will deal with the problems faced by the tourism industry with a pragmatic and enterprising spirit so as to give tourists from all over the world a feeling that visiting Hong Kong costs so little and is so colourful.  I would also like to take this opportunity to thank the tourism industry and HKTA for their proposals and hard work in promoting the industry.  



	I so submit.  Thank you, Madam President. 

  



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Trade and Industry.





SECRETARY FOR TRADE AND INDUSTRY (in Cantonese): Madam President, during the Budget debate, Members have put forward a lot of valuable opinions and arguments regarding the development of Hong Kong's trade and industry, particularly the support the Government should give to manufacturing sector and small and medium enterprises.  I have glad that I can take this opportunity to respond to these issues and explain the government policies in these respects.

	Quite a large number of Members expressed their concerns in their speeches about the role and prospect of manufacturing sector and the hope that the Government can strengthen its support for this sector.  It is undeniable that following our economic restructuring and the globalization of our production pattern, the proportion of our manufacturing industry witnesses an obvious decline in terms of the gross domestic product (GDP), dropping from 23% in 1980 to 7% in 1996.  But actually, the GDP of manufacturing sector was $31 billion in 1980, and it rose to $80 billion in 1996.  Therefore, ignoring the inflation factor, the actual contribution that manufacturing sector made to local economy has not experienced a substantial change.



	More importantly, our manufacturing industry has undergone great improvement in terms of production pattern and productivity.  Over the past two decades, our economy experienced dramatic restructuring under the tendency of globalized production.  Intensive labour and low value-added production activities have moved to regions where there are more land and cheaper labour cost.  Enterprises and workers in Hong Kong thus shifted to knowledge-based and higher value-added economic activities.  As a result of more minute division of labour, many production activities which were previously classified as belonging to manufacturing sector are now regarded as service function.  As such, in assessing the importance of manufacturing sector, we should not restrict ourselves in considering its proportion in terms of domestic production and employment data.  Instead, we should also consider the fact that we are playing a central role in the constantly expanding globalized production network.  It is all because of this constantly expanding network that many services relevant to manufacturing sector are able to sustain their development and growth.



	For these reasons, contribution made by manufacturing sector to Hong Kong is greatly beyond what was directly reflected by the statistics.  In fact, the crux of the problem lies in whether local workers of manufacturing sector can constantly raise their productivity.  In this respect, we should be quite pleased with our performance.  This is because when compared with any neighbouring regions, productivity with an annual growth rate of more than 13% is quite terrific.







	The Government has never underestimated the importance of the manufacturing sector.  Neither has it ever loosen its support for the industry.  The Government has all along endeavoured to provide our trade and industry with a favourable development environment.  As far as manufacturing sector is concerned, the Government's aim is to enhance its productivity to enable Hong Kong manufactured products to maintain their competitiveness in the ever-changing market.  Moreover, we are constantly making efforts to strengthen education and infrastructure, enhance Hong Kong's competitiveness and set up different industrial support schemes and institutions.  Our industrial estates provide more than 200 hectares of land for qualified industries; the Industrial Technology Centre provides service for technology-based trade and industry; the industrial support and subsidy scheme provides subsidy for proposals conducive to our industrial development; and the Hong Kong Productivity Council and the Hong Kong Trade Development Council have spared no efforts in raising local productivity and exploring new markets respectively.  All these witness the commitment made by the Government and various subsidized institutions in promoting our industrial development. 



	In order to encourage the development of high value-added and technology industries, the Chief Executive announced in the policy address last year a series of new measures for supporting industries.  These include the construction of the Science Park, the establishment of a high-level innovative technology committee and so on.  We are now actively implementing these new measures. 



	Quite a number of Members pointed out in particular in their speeches the importance of supporting the development of small and medium enterprises and we completely share with their views.  In fact, 98% of Hong Kong companies are small or medium enterprises.  All of them are to be benefited from the measures for encouraging business as proposed by the Financial Secretary in the Budget.  On the other hand, the small and medium enterprises will also be benefited from the support rendered to the commercial and industrial sector by the Government and other relevant organizations.  Apart from these, we have set up a Small and Medium Enterprises Committee in 1996 to propose to the Government effective supporting measures targeted at small and medium enterprises.  According to one of the proposals made by the Committee, we will set up a credit guarantee pilot scheme and we believe this scheme can encourage the banks to provide more convenient financial arrangement for small and medium enterprises which are in need.



	Madam President, I wish to reiterate that our industrial support policy is and has been built on the basis of a principle of free market and it will continue to be like this in future.  In facing the Asian financial turmoil, we have been able to suffer fewer challenges than many of our neighbouring economic systems and one of the main reasons is that we have all along adhered to the rule of law and a market system that is fair, free and transparent.  This system has provided a solid foundation for our economic development in the past and our ability to face different challenges.  We should not alter this system which has proved to work well.



	As such, in the context of continuing to work hard to provide maximum support and help manufacturing sector to develop in the best way, the Government should not interfere with the market's free operation and development, provide concessions or subsidy for individual enterprises, or try to lay a target for manufacturing sector in terms of its proportion in GDP.  In fact, the market provides the best means to determine how resources should be used.  If the Government is to lay a subjective development objective for manufacturing sector, we will tend to favour the development of individual trades or tend to save industries which are losing their competitiveness.  This will go against the principle of a free market and the consequences will invariably go to the other extreme.



	Indeed, manufacturing industry possesses more fixed production assets and it gives people a more concrete and stable impression.  Nevertheless, machinery, factories and material themselves cannot guarantee economic stability.  What is more important is the demand of the market and competitiveness.  If the productivity and competitiveness of the relevant industries fail to meet the requirement of the market, their machinery, factories and material will fail to guarantee economic prosperity.  In addition, they may even become a burden for economic development.  To maintain the market to operate freely will enable our resources to be used more effectively.  At the same time, the free adjustment mechanism of the market will enable our commercial and industry sector to find suitable chances for development in a quicker and better manner.  As a matter of fact, during the Asian financial turmoil this time, we witnessed the fact that a lot of countries still fail to prevent themselves from being hit by severe challenges although they are in possession of manufacturing industry, which is of bigger gross production in proportion.  This shows that the proportion of manufacturing industry will not necessarily affect the soundness of an economy system.



	Madam President, I am very grateful to Members for putting forward valuable opinions in respect of supporting industries in the debate.  I believe all of us will identify with the important role played by industries in Hong Kong's economic development.  The Government will continue to work hard to provide our industries with the best operating environment and help different trades and professions enhance their productivity and competitiveness so as to enable our economy to continue to face different challenges.



	Thank you, Madam President.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Transport.





SECRETARY FOR TRANSPORT (in Cantonese): Madam President, I am glad to hear that many Members have expressed support for the Government's transport infrastructure plan in their speeches relating to the Budget.  Planning, improvement and investment of transport infrastructure is a continual objective and process.  The achievement made by the Government in the planning and construction of the airport core projects is evident to all.  After the completion of the new airport, Airport Railway and related connected road projects, we will shift our focus to the development of other roads and railway projects.



	On railway development, planning work for three priority railway projects have been actively carried out.  The total amount of investment in these three projects is approximately $110 billion.  Following the gazettal of Phase I of the West Rail and the Tseung Kwan O Extension pursuant to the Railways Ordinance, the Kowloon-Canton Railway (KCR) and the Mass Transit Railway (MTR) will spend $16 billion and $ 6.5 billion respectively to implement detailed design and construction work of the two railways in the next two years.  As for the Ma On Shan rail link and the KCR extension to Tsim Sha Tsui, we expect that the KCR will submit its proposal in respect of these projects in the middle of this year.  The three priority rail projects will be completed between 2002 and 2004 separately.







	As far as roads are concerned, the Ting Kau Bridge and the Route Three (Country Park Section), which cost more than $3.7 billion and $7 billion respectively, will be opened to traffic in early May and the middle of this year respectively.  The completion of these two projects will provide North-western New Territories with a expressway linking with the urban area.  Large-scale road projects which are in progress include the Hung Hom Bypass, the Princess Margaret Road Link and widening of Lung Cheung Road and Ching Cheung Road, whereas works to be commenced soon include widening of a section of the Tolo Highway between Ma Liu Shui and Yuen Chau Tsai, North Tsing Yi Highway and the Tai Lam section of the Tuen Mun Road improvement work which is still pending completion as a result of dangerous slopes.  It is estimated that those roadwork for which funds have been reserved for the coming five years will cost more than $25 billion in total.



	Quite a number of Members have expressed that it is imperative for the Government to implement and complete the road and rail works which are in progress as soon as possible.  As a matter of fact, this is also the objective of the Government.  In this connection, we have increased the manpower of the Highway Department and the Transport Bureau to cope with the increasing workload.  The Government is also examining means to speed up the planning and construction procedures for infrastructure with a view to completing the relevant projects expeditiously to meet traffic demand. 



	Earlier on, I mentioned that the planning and construction of transport infrastructure is an on-going process.  Therefore, in carrying out a number of roadwork and rail projects, we are also conducting two main strategic studies to map out further development for Hong Kong's transport infrastructure.  The second Railway Development Strategy will explore the feasibility of a number of new rail links, such as the East Kowloon Line, a fourth cross-harbour rail link, North Hong Kong Island Line and so on.  Railways have a great capacity and can provide the public with a reliable, fast and comfortable service, as well as avoiding the air pollution problem caused by vehicles running on road surface.  Therefore, in the long run, the railway system will play an increasingly important role.







	The Third Comprehensive Transport Study (CTS-3) will make a forecast on the needs of our traffic and transport up to 2016 and will put forward proposals on future new roads.  Items under study include the East Corridor between East New Territories and the urban area, a east-west route between the eastern and western parts of the New Territories and so on.  The CTS-3 will be completed in early 1999.  Furthermore, we are now actively carrying out preliminary design for numerous trunk road projects, which include the Central Kowloon Route between East Kowloon and West Kowloon, the route between Shatin and West Kowloon, Route 7 between Kennedy Town and Aberdeen, Route 9 between Tsing Yi and Cheung Sha Wan, Route 10 between North Lantau and Yuen Long and so on.  It is expected that these road projects under planning will involve a total investment of more than $50 billion. 



	In the Budget speeches, a big number of Members have also mentioned the need to strengthen transport networks between Hong Kong and the Mainland.  In order to cope with the ever-increasing transport demand of China and Hong Kong, we are now studying with the authorities concerned of the Mainland the feasibility of setting up new cross-border control points.  Items under study include the KCR Lok Ma Chau extension, the Ling Ding Sea Bridge and the Hong Kong connecting point between Shenzhen/Hong Kong western corridor.  The cross-border infrastructure consultative committee between Hong Kong and the Mainland will continue to hold negotiations in respect of these items.   



	To sum up, the Government will continue making long-term planning for and huge investments in Hong Kong's transport infrastructure to cope with the traffic and transport needs of Hong Kong both externally and internally so as to enable Hong Kong to maintain its status as the financial centre of the region.



	Thank you, Madam President.





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





SECRETARY FOR PLANNING, ENVIRONMENT AND LANDS (in Cantonese): Madam President, I would first like to thank those Members who indicated their support for continued environmental improvement measures.





	Many Members spoke on the diesel duty issue.  I shall leave that for the Financial Secretary to answer.  I shall merely comment that the decision made today will have an impact on our efforts to encourage the use of cleaner fuels and reduce the general use of vehicles in future.



	A number of Members criticized the apparent reduction in spending on environmental protection; some doubted whether this was due solely to a spending gap caused by the completion of some capital works projects, prior to others starting.  I have carefully examined the past and future spending forecasts for not just the Environmental Protection Department (EPD), but for all the departments involved in delivering environmental improvements.  I would like to assure this Council that there has been no reduction in recurrent expenditure or staffing levels.  Likewise, there has been no reduction in our determination to improve our environment.



	We have an energetic programme ahead of us:



	-	Recently, in mid March, we started the feasibility study for the part of the Strategic Sewage Disposal Scheme (SSDS) which will collect sewage from the north and south-west of Hong Kong Island.  Another study, dealing with any further treatment and disposal, will commence later this year.  These studies will enable us to develop further the SSDS to facilitate its implementation and bring earlier improvements to harbour water quality.



	-	In just a few days the Environmental Impact Assessment Ordinance will come into effect.  This is a key tool to implant the concept of sustainable development in the minds of planners, engineers, and developers.



	-	In mid-1998, we intend to start publication of a roadside air pollution index to supplement the existing general air pollution index.  No doubt this will highlight the need to accelerate the introduction of clean vehicle fuel.







	-	We will publish the Waste Reduction Plan later this year.  This will provide us with a framework for the whole community to follow to reduce our waste.  Government will, as a matter or priority, examine how we can deal with illegal waste dumping blackspots.  But let there be no illusions.  We will need the community's support, both within and outside this Council.



	In the coming years we will be embarking upon a wide range of environmental related capital works projects, subject to funding and other approvals.  These include upgrading of our sewage and drainage systems, restoration of additional old landfills, as well as the construction of the latest model of incinerators to help us deal with our waste disposal problems.  Whilst we can only finalize the estimated costs of these projects after further detailed study, it is likely that we shall be spending billions of dollars over the next five years.



	Let me now turn to the Liquefied Petroleum Gas (LPG) taxi trial, with which you are all familiar.  We have recently conducted an interim review of the trial which started last November.  The outcome is encouraging indeed.  Both the drivers and passengers are satisfied with the LPG taxis' performance.  So far, LPG taxis have proven to be as reliable as their diesel counterparts.  At current fuel prices, the operating costs of LPG taxis are similar to their diesel equivalents.  The service requirements for the two types of taxis are also similar.  If this continues, it would appear that LPG taxis will be both technically practicable and commercially viable for widespread use in Hong Kong.



	We are now formulating an implementation programme, in parallel with the trial, to ensure that the necessary supporting infrastructures such as gas refuelling stations and vehicle servicing mechanics can be put in place if and when we decide to implement the scheme on a permanent basis.  We will also need to carefully consider whether any incentives are required to encourage a smooth switch from diesel to gas.  If we continue to receive encouraging reports on both the trial itself and the provision of infrastructure, we would examine whether the trial can be cut short and make a firm, early decision on the way forward.





	At the same time that we are considering cleaner alternatives to diesel vehicles, we have imposed more stringent diesel vehicle emission and fuel standards, and have also strengthened our emission inspection of commercial diesel vehicles to curtail emissions from such vehicles.  To closely monitor the vehicle emission problem, we have set up two roadside air quality monitoring stations at busy locations and will add a third one by mid-1998.



	Let me conclude by saying that there are no quick fixes to improving our air quality, or indeed any aspects of creating a better environment.  The Government is committed to doing the best and most we can.  As we start to address how to make a sustainable future for Hong Kong, tackling issues of waste, inefficiency and pollution will need much efforts from all of us.  On this I look forward to the support, encouragement and foresight of all sections of our community, including our legislature, in future.



	Thank you, Madam President.





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





SECRETARY FOR HEALTH AND WELFARE (in Cantonese): Madam President, during last week's Budget debate, many Members have spoken on health services and welfare matters, urging that the Government should not overlook the needs of the grassroots whilst reducing the tax burden of the middle class.



	Today, I would like to take this opportunity to reiterate that we remain fully committed to deploying adequate resources to safeguard community health and to provide welfare services for those who require assistance, particularly the elderly, the people with disabilities and the young people.



	In 1998-99, I propose to allocate a recurrent provision of $29 billion and $24.9 billion to expand and improve our health and welfare services respectively.  The proposed spending will take up 14.6% and 12.5% of the Total Recurrent Public Expenditure respectively.







Care for the Elderly 



Aging in Place



	The underlying principle of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) Government's policy in providing Care for the Elderly is to enable the elderly to "Age in Place".  Towards this end, we strive to provide adequate support for the elderly and their families so that the elderly can continue to reside in a familiar home environment.



	Against this background, we have proposed a substantial increase in tax allowances for those supporting dependent parents and grandparents, so as to encourage families to care for and respect their elderly.  I am delighted that this proposal has the support of many Members.



	In addition to the above, we will establish additional home help teams to provide assistance to the elderly living with their families in the community.  We will also conduct a review of the existing service with a view to making it more comprehensive and effective.



Carer's Support and Resource Centres



	In 1998-99, we will set up two Carers' Support and Resource Centres to provide support and training to families and other carers who look after the elderly.  The Centres aim to -



	-	enhance the carers' knowledge and ability in caring for the elderly; and



	-	conduct community education programmes to garner community support, increase their understanding of the needs of the elderly, and enhance public appreciation of the role of the carers.



	To improve the accessibility of the facilities, we will seek to, subject to demand, operate the Centres beyond normal office hours.





Residential Care for the Elderly



	Several Members mentioned that elderly people have to wait for a period of time before admission to subvented residential care homes.  We are also very concerned about this situation, and are now considering a strategy which will enable us to further increase the supply of subvented residential care places in the near future.  In the coming year, we are going to provide more than 2 600 additional subvented places.  For private residential care places, we plan to implement an "Enhanced Bought Place Scheme", and purchases the places at higher prices.  This will enable the elderly to benefit from larger accommodation and the services of more nursing and care staff.



Health



	In the coming year, the recurrent public expenditure on health care services will be about $29 billion, representing a real growth of 5.4% over the 1997-98 revised estimate of $26 billion.



	In the year ahead, provision of health care services for the elderly will be a major task of the Department of Health.  The Department will establish 12 Elderly Health Centres (EHCs) and 12 Visiting Health Teams (VHTs) in the year.  In addition to health education and screening, the EHCs will provide curative care using a multi-disciplinary approach through the support of paramedical staff, including physiotherapists, dieticians and clinical psychologists.  The VHTs will, through visiting residential care institutions and organizing community activities, provide preventive and promotive care services to the elderly and support services to their family members and carers.



	To control and prevent the spread of communicable diseases, we will monitor closely the disease patterns through our local health surveillance system, investigations of cases, data analysis, and the liaison with our overseas contacts.  This monitoring work will enable us to formulate and implement timely follow-up measures.





	Negligence of food hygiene is one major factor which causes the spread of communicable diseases.  The recent cholera cases have been caused by improper handling of food.  In the coming year, the Department of Health will strengthen the education on food and personal hygiene.  The Department will promote among the food trade a new procedure for control of food hygiene, encouraging the traders to improve hygiene control in the food production and preparation process.



	The two provisional municipal councils, through the implementation of their statutory functions and the licensing of food premises, help to ensure food safety and a clean environment.



	Control of communicable disease and promotion of food hygiene are closely related.  Over the years, they have been the prime tasks of the Department of Health and an effective system has been put in place to deal with them.  In the coming year, we will increase resources and manpower to strengthen the work in these areas.



	Another major task of the Department of Health in the years forthcoming is to prepare for the establishment of a statutory framework to regulate the practice, use and trading of Chinese medicine.  In 1998-99, we will deploy about $6 million to provide administrative and testing support.  After the establishment of the regulatory framework, we will begin in 2000 the registration of Chinese medicine practitioners and regulation of the use and trading of Chinese medicines.  We will continue to put in resources to provide the necessary support.  Apart from putting in place the regulatory framework, we will render support to education, training as well as research and development in Chinese medicine.  The Hong Kong Baptist University will commence a first degree programme in Chinese medicine in the 1998-99 academic year.  These efforts will lay a solid foundation for the long term development of Chinese medicine.



	On in-patient services, the Hospital Authority (HA) has opened 843 new hospital beds in 1997-98, and will open 754 more in 1998-99.  Over the next few years, through construction of new hospitals and renovation of existing ones, HA will provide another 2 700 beds.  This will increase HA's bed complement to nearly 30 200 by 2002, an increase of some 4 200 beds, compared to about 26 000 beds in April 1997.  These new beds include acute, convalescent, infirmary and psychiatric beds.



	On specialist out-patient (SOP) services, the HA will continue to deploy resources to shorten the waiting time for appointment.  The number of attendance for SOP services has increased from some five million in 1995 by 43% to seven million nowadays.  Such major increase in demand has exerted great pressure on the provision of SOP services.  The HA will endeavour to meet the patient's needs by increasing the number of SOP clinics and consultations.  Following the completion and commencement of operation of Alice Ho Miu Ling Nethersole Hospital and North District Hospital in 1997-98 and 1998-99 respectively, more SOP clinics are coming into operation.



	I would like to point out that all SOP clinics have implemented a triage system.  Patients in serious conditions will be accorded priority for timely and appropriate medical treatments.



Social Security



	When the subject of unemployment was discussed, Members spoke on the assistance provided to the "unemployed" under the Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA) Scheme.  Members might recall that we had a detailed discourse on the issue at the motion debate on 4 March 1998.



	The objective of the CSSA Scheme is to provide assistance to the aged, the sick and the disabled.  For able-bodied adults, the Government's task should be to help and encourage them to provide for themselves.  Nonetheless, for those "employable" adults who have not been able to find a job and been landed in financial difficulties, CSSA will continue to provide a "safety" net.



	The number of cases involving recipients who came on CSSA for being "unemployed" has increased by more than three times from 5 300 to 18 300 in the last three years.  The review we have underway seeks to identify the causes that might have given rise to this phenomenon and possible ways to address them.  We are aware that the issues involved could be complex and wide-ranging and have invited other Government agencies to join us in doing this review.  We would like to work out a package of effective and practical measures which will best suit the needs of the recipients.  We shall keep Members and interested parties informed of the outcome of the review.







	Separately, to encourage elderly CSSA recipients to continue to lead an active life, we will seek the approval of the Finance Committee to increase the monthly payment to elderly recipients by $380 so as to provide them with additional means to meet expenses in this regard.



General Social Welfare Matters



Social Welfare Development Fund



	Some Members have suggested that a Social Welfare Development Fund should be established so that the welfare sector can be more certain of future funding arrangements.  I should like to take this opportunity to reassure Members that the Government remains fully committed to providing the best possible welfare services to the community.  Welfare expenditure has continued to take up a large and ever increasing proportion of overall recurrent public expenditure, growing from 7.8% 10 years ago to 12.5% in 1998-99.  Compared to the 1997-98 revised estimate of $20.6 billion spent on welfare, the estimated 1998-99 recurrent spending of $24.9 billion represents a real growth in excess of 13%.  This is very significant by any standards.  I would also like to add that the provision for direct welfare services has also gone through a similar scale of growth in recent years.  We do not see a need to establish the proposed Development Fund.



Family and Child Welfare



	Members have raised a number of funding issues related to family and child welfare services.  I would like to respond to these points.  We fully appreciate the importance of the family as a unit in the community.  We will continue to strengthen the provision of various family and child welfare services.  To this end, we will provide 26 additional family caseworkers in 1998-99 to meet the increased demand for family casework service.



	To support those families with child care service needs, we will provide an additional 3 000 child care centre places in the next financial year.  More flexible services will continue to be provided through the occasional child care service.  Clients in great need of the services will be accorded priority.







Rehabilitation



	The waiting time for various day care and residential services for the disabled will be significantly reduced when some 2 400 recently available places are fully taken up in the coming months.  An additional 718 day and residential service places will be provided in the next financial year.  Resources have already been secured to provide a further 3 800 places over the next five years.  At the same time, we will continue to work with the rehabilitation sector to monitor the supply and demand for services and bid for resources as and when necessary.  We all agree that waiting times for day care and residential places must be kept to as short as possible.



	In 1998-99, we will provide an additional 156 training places in skills centre, five additional Rehabus vehicles and some additional aftercare special care workers for improving existing services.



	Thank you, Madam President.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Education and Manpower.





Secretary for Education and Manpower (in Cantonese): Madam President, I wish to thank Honourable Members for their concern as well as valuable comments regarding education and manpower related matters.  I also wish to take this opportunity to explain both the existing policies and future measures the Government has in place with respect to a number of issues, and in particular the problem of unemployment.



Education



	The first issue I would like to speak on is education.  To provide quality education for our next generation is the first and foremost task of the Government.  We propose to increase the total expenditure on education substantially to $53.2 billion, amounting to 18.4% of the total public expenditure.  Of this sum, $35.06 billion will be spend on basic education, an increase of 16.4% in real terms when compared with the 1997-98 figures.  In addition, the Government will also set up a $5 billion Quality Education Development Fund.



Medium of Instruction



	We will be making every effort to provide students with quality education to promote their all-round development.  In this connection, one of the important steps is to implement effective measures to help our students to be bi-literate and tri-lingual.  The objectives of the policy concerning medium of instruction are:



	(i)	to encourage students to become bi-literate and tri-lingual;



	(ii)	to promote mother tongue teaching so as to strengthen the cognitive and learning abilitities of students; and



	(iii)	to abandon the mixed-code teaching.



	The right medium of instruction will have important positive effect on the learning outcome of students.  As indicated in the results of studies conducted both overseas and in Hong Kong, to a mass majority of the students, mother tongue is the most effective medium of instruction.  Using mother tongue as the medium of instruction teaching could make it easier for students to acquire knowledge, analyse subject-matters, express themselves, develop an inquisitive mind, as well as enhance their thinking ability.



	However, I must stress that quality education means a lot more than enabling students to have good language ability and attain a certain standard of learning outcome, it also means helping students to have well balanced development covering areas besides the intellect, namely, ethics, the physique, social skills and aesthetics.



	The Government will start implementing the Medium of Instruction � Guidance for Secondary School (MIGSS) in September this year, and about 300 secondary schools will then be using mother tongue as the medium of instruction.  In regard to the efforts to promote mother tongue teaching as well as to abandon mixed-code teaching, this would really mean a great step forward.





	With regard to the measures to further promote mother tongue teaching, we understand that diverse views have been expressed by the education sector and the local community; as such, we must ensure that the Government as well as the education sector have enough time to study and discuss this important issue.  In this connection, we have therefore invited the Board of Education as well as the Standing Committee on Language Education and Research to study jointly the measures to further:



	(i)	implement the bi-literate and tri-lingual language policy to enable our students to be competent in both Chinese and English languages;



	(ii)	promote mother tongue teaching with a view to stimulating our students' learning potentials; and



	(iii)	ensure the most effective medium of instruction is used in schools.



	We will invite these two boards to submit their initial proposals to us one year later, so that the Government could proceed with deliberating on the necessary specific arrangements after the MIGSS has been implemented for three years.  I can assure Honourable Members that both the education sector and the local community will have ample opportunities to express their views before the Government decide on the arrangements for the next stage.



	In accordance with the MIGSS, assessment and appeal procedures should have been completed by now.  I hereby urge schools, teachers, as well as parents to discard their prejudice and co-operate with us to make concerted efforts to provide our next generation with quality education.



Information Technology in Education



	We will be making heavy investments in the coming few years to develop the widespread application of information technology in education.  In response to the concern about the application of information technology in education expressed by Members, I would like to draw Members' attention to the following points:





	(1)	We fully agree that the ability of teachers to master the application techniques of information technology would be crucial to the successful implementation of the programme; as such, we have reserved resources to ensure that all teachers will be provided with proper training in the coming four years.



	(2)	We have been making close contacts with schools to make sure that the types of computers (desktop or notebook) as well as installation arrangements could best suit the needs of individual schools.



	(3)	We will ensure that the newly constructed schools are all provided with necessary facilities and installations; besides, we will also make every effort to improve the existing school facilities to catch up with the needs in this age of information technology.



	(4)	We are now formulating long term strategies to promote the application of information technology in education.  Apart from liaising closely with the newly established Information Technology and Broadcasting Bureau, we are also planning to issue a consultative paper to invite the education sector as well as information technology sector to contribute their views.



Measures to Tackle the Problem of Unemployment



	The Government fully understand the concern and worries expressed by Honourable Members and the public with regard to the recent rise in the rate of unemployment.  As a matter of fact, this is also a point of concern of the Government.  In this connection, the Education and Manpower Bureau (EMB) has taken the initiative to co-ordinate the work of government departments concerned as well as training institutes to ensure that the unemployed will receive effective support promptly.  We have introduced a series of new measures upon the existing mechanism to help the unemployed to get re-employed, and our efforts in this respect have already made certain progress.



	Before I go into the details of these measures, I would like to urge the people of Hong Kong not to lose their confidence because of the recent rise in the rate of unemployment.  I think we would all agree that the foundation of our economy is sound and firm; as such, we still expect to have an overall growth of about 3.5% in the midst of the regional financial turmoil.  Looking back in the past, we can see that Hong Kong has experienced unemployment problems even more serious than the present situation, yet we survived.  It is true that certain employers have laid off some of their staff members because of poor business performance, but we should not set our eyes merely on these incidents and overlook other trades that have a much brighter future, construction, property management, security services, residential care services for the elderly, telecommunications, to name just a few.  Unaffected by the short term economic downswing, these trades will be taking in a lot of manpower in these coming several years.  To those unemployed people who are interested in joining these trades, they will have ample job opportunities.



	What we should do now is to tackle the unemployment problem in a practical manner.  The first and foremost task of the Government in this respect is to help the unemployed to find a job and to learn the necessary skills that could enable them to maintain their competitiveness in the labour market, secure a job, as well as remain employed.  It is with these objectives that the Government have implemented the new measures I have made mentioned of just now.  Let me now introduce briefly some of the major measures, they include:



	(1)	stepping up the efforts to provide the unemployed with relevant information;



	(2)	providing more effective employment counselling services;



	(3)	strengthening vocational training courses; and



	(4)	reinforcing the Employees Retraining Scheme.



(1)	stepping up the efforts to provide the unemployed with relevant information



	To begin with, in regard to stepping up the efforts to provide the unemployed with relevant information, we have prepared for their quick reference the booklet Employment and Training Handbook which sets out briefly and yet comprehensively the rights provided for the unemployed under the Employment Ordinance, as well as the various employment and training services available from the Government or other organizations concerned.







(2)	providing more effective employment counselling services



	In regard to providing more effective employment counselling services, we have been liaising closely with the major employers' associations so as to better co-ordinate and consolidate the job vacancy information they provide, and then make such information available to job seekers via the Labour Department.



	With effect from the coming month, all the employment centres under the Labour Department will be fully computerized.  With the computerization programme, the central job vacancy register could provide more efficient and effective job matching services for both the employers and job seekers.  In view of the increasing size of the unemployed population, with effect from the 30th day of the month, the opening hours of the 10 employment centres under the Labour Department will be extended by one hour to ensure that job seekers are provided with the Department's employment services.



	Regarding those members of the public who are now facing the difficult times in their career lives, it is my sincere hope that will not be disheartened.  The Labour Department have currently some 14 000 job vacancies on register, and the Department's overall rate of success in getting job seekers an employment stands at 22%.  As regards the Job Matching Programme tailor-made for the unemployed, the relevant figure stands at 70% high.  As such, we are confident that so long as the unemployed population keep on seeking jobs actively and practically, the Labour Department will eventually help them re-enter the labour market.



(3)	strengthening vocational training courses



	With regards to strengthening vocational training courses, we will be expanding the training provision of the Construction Industry Training Authority (CITA) and the Vocational Training Council (VTC) to provide the unemployed population with more vocational training opportunities.  In the coming two weeks the Government will be applying to the Finance Committe to approve a lump-sum grant of $80 million to the CITA to enable it to provide 1 410 (an increase of 50%) short term training places more every year for the unemployed population.  The major reason for providing these additional training places is that the Government will be carrying out several large scale housing development projects and infrastructure projects in the coming several years, more manpower will certainly be required by the construction industry.  This lump-sum grant could enable the CITA to have enough financial resources to expand its training provision, as well as to implement the proposed plan to spend $290 million on various training courses and trade tests in 1998-99; in addition, with this lump-sum grant, the CITA's total spending on training courses and trade tests would exceed that in 1997-98 by 34%.



	The VTC is now offering several short term training courses providing a total of 94 000 training places.  We will make sure that the courses conducted by the VTC could help the unemployed to secure an employment, as well as maintain their employability.  The Government will be allocating $20,894,000,000 to the VTC in 1998-99, an increase of 12.7%; as such, the VTC should have enough financial resources to conduct the relevant courses.



	In addition, the CITA and VTC are now carry out intermediate level trade tests for those local workers who are interested in joining the construction and electrical industries.  So far 336 workers have passed the tests and have their names entered in the relevant registers.  To ensure that these workers enjoy the priority in filling the job vacancies available in the construction industry, the Labour Department is now arranging the workers on the registers to get employed one after another.



(4)	reinforcing the Employees Retraining Scheme



	In regard to reinforcing the Employees Retraining Scheme, the Employees Retraining Board (ERB) is now offering several full-time and part-time retraining courses for the unemployed population to acquire new skills, with a view to helping them to get re-employed.  On the whole, the employment rate of ERB's full-time trainees is around 70%.



	The major target groups of the ERB as at present are those unemployed people who are above the age of 30 and with below-form-three education level.  To enable more unemployed people to have the chance to receive retraining, we have decided to allow the ERB to handle the applications flexibly.  In other words, apart from giving enrollment priority to those unemployed people who are above the age of 30 and with lower level of education, the ERB could also accept applicants who are comparatively younger.







	In the face of the slacken labour market, the Government has been actively contacting the major employers' associations to urge them identify those occupations that carry long term vacancies, so that the ERB could design tailor-made retraining courses for these occupations in addition to the existing courses.  In view of the fact that the majority of the job vacancies are available among small and medium enterprises, the EMB will meet with the Small and Medium Enterprises Committee under the Labour Department to discuss possible ways to co-operate with employers of small and medium enterprises, with a view to providing "tailor-made" courses to cater for their job vacancies or manpower needs.



	Our initial planning is to link these "tailor-made" courses with employment, that means apart from the classroon training deemed necessary by individual trades or employers, trainees will be arranged to undergo "in-service training" at the employers' working place; besides, the employers will be required to employ those trainees who have completed the "in-service training".  Furthermore, to enhance the acceptability of these courses, the graduation certificates concerned will be issued jointly by the ERB and the relevant employers associations or other academic institutions.  To encourage the unemployed population as well as employers participate in these special "tailor-made" courses, aside from the monthly allowance $4 ,000 available during the classroom training period, we also propose to provide trainees with a "in-service training allowance" while they are undergoing "in-service training"; besides, within the first year of their employment, the ERB will follow up their progress or provide them with further training or counselling services, with a view to enabling them to perform satisfactorily in ther new jobs and remain employed.



	Whether or not these courses can achieve the objectives set would depend to a large extent on the participation and co-operation of employers; as such, apart from the Small and Medium Enterprises Committee which I have referred to just now, the Government will also be joining hands with the ERB to liaise actively employers associations or representatives of other trades, in particular those trades which will require a lot of manpower in the long run, such as construction industry, security services, building management, residential care services for the elderly and so on.  We hope to to help more people get an employment through these courses.







	As to financial resources, the ERB currently has available a cash flow of around $650 million; as such, it should be able to cover the expenses incurred from the tailor-made courses which I have referred to just now.



Conclusion



	I am sure Honourable Members will all understand that unemployment is basically an economic issue, and that the meausres I have referred to just now will be implemented continuously in the coming year, but we should not expect these measures to push down the general rate of unemployment overnight.  On the other hand, the Government will spare no effort to help unemployed individuals to get re-employed, as well as to help them acquire the skills necessary mainataining their competitiveness in the labour market, secure a job and remain employed.  The inter-departmental working group under the co-ordination of the EMB will be watching the situations of the labour market closely, as well as reviewing the effectiveness of the measures mentioned, in particular the implementation of the Employees Retraining Scheme as a whole.



	Last but not least, I would like to take this opportunity to urge those members of the public who are now in the difficult times of their career lives to keep on seeking jobs actively, or to participate in further studying, training as well as retraining during this temporary out-of-job period.  I would also like to urge employers to unite as one with their employees to ride out the storm at a time when the labour market is slackening.  Thank you, Madam President.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Home Affairs.





Secretary for Home Affairs (in Cantonese): Madam President, I would like to take this opportunity to respond to the comments regarding building management made by the Honourable Bruce LIU and the Honourable NGAN Kam-chuen at the Budget debate held last week.





Building Management



	The Government's policy in this respect is to encourage property owners to take the initiative to manage their own buildings actively, so as to ensure their own personal safety, the safety of their families and neighbours, as well as the safety of their precious properties.



	The Home Affairs Bureau as well as the Home Affairs Department have all along been making every effort to assist property owners to set up Owners' Corporations in accordance with the Building Management Ordinance.  In this connection, the various District Offices are responsible for providing owners with information concerning the procedures to set up Owners' Corporations, as well as guidance and advices, including helping the owners to apply for a free copy of ownership record at the Land Registry, assisting them to convene owners' meeting, as well as guiding them to handle procedural matters such as the issue of notice of meeting and so on.



	We have also been providing active support services in respect of private building management; for instances, building management training courses, seminars, talks, workshops, as well as travelling exhibitions of information concerning building management are frequently held by various District Offices.  In addition to a large number of promotional literature, we have also produced a series of educational video recordings on building management, maintenance and insurance, interested members of the public could borrow these recordings free of charge.  Besides, we are also organization fire drills with various fire stations to enhance the public awareness of fire hazard.  The purpose of these services is to help owners as well as members of the public to increase their knowledge in building management, with a view to enabling them to participate directly and effectively in managing their own buildings.



	To further enhance our services in respect of building management, we have introduced a series of new measures as follows:



	(1)	The Central Steering Committee on Fire Safety chaired by me has been set up and held its first meeting on 11 March.  The Committee is responsible for co-ordinating and supervising the work of government departments concerned as well as the various districts territory-wide to handle building fire safety related matters.  At its first meeting, the Committee has agreed that it was only through the concerted efforts made by building owners, occupiers, as well as the Government to apply various measures on all fronts that the issue of fire safety could be resolved effectively.  In addition, the Committee has also resolved to implement the following measures shortly:



(a)	inter-departmental actions to remove materials that would cause fire hazards, including materials that may obstruct fire escapes;



(b)	A Fire Safety Campaign to be organized by the Information Services Department with a budget of about $2 million;



(c)	To extend the Fire Safety Ambassador Scheme of the Fire Services Department; and



(d)	The Buildings Department together with other relevant departments, including the Fire Services Department and so on, will produce a simple and easily comprehensible standard building inspection checklist to help owners inspect their buildings.  In the long run, the Committee will consider such proposed measures as formulating mandatory fire safety enhancement measures and setting up mandatory owners' associations enforcing management; the various legal and enforcement issues involved will also be considered thoroughly.  The inspection exercise conducted by the Fire Services Department throughout the 60 000 private buildings territory-wide will be completed in May, the resulting analyses could help the Committee deliberate on the issues involved.



	(2)	The Eastern District, Yau Tsim Mong District, as well as the Tsuen Wan District have taken the lead to set up District Committees on Fire Safety to promote fire safety among the multi-storey buildings within the districts.  We wish to set up a District Committee on Fire Safety for each of the districts territory-wide.







	(3)	The first Building Management Resource Centre will be opening in Kowloon to provide owners and members of the public with professional guidance on building management, maintenance, as well as legal and accounting matters.  Apart from relevant government departments, the Law Society of Hong Kong, Hong Kong Society of Accountants, Hong Kong Institute of Surveyors, as well as Hong Kong Association of Property Management Agents have also promised to provide at the the Centre free professional services for the public.



	(4)	We have been allocated additional reseources to set up four new building management co-ordination groups to serve the problematic buildings in Wong Tai Sin, Shatin, Tai Po and Tuen Mun with effect from April this year.



	(5)	The Home Affairs Department is now actively preparing for a large scale building management seminar to be conducted in middle of the year to arouse people's concern about quality building management.  District Officers will also be organizing similar but smaller in scale building management seminars for their own districts.



	As our community advances, members of the public are becoming more and more conscious of the importance of building management.  Good management and the people's qualities of life are closely related to each other, as such, we will keep up with our efforts to strive for more resources to help owners set up Owners' Corporations as well as to strengthen the existing support and services available to Owners' Corporations, including considering the setting up of additional building management resources centres and expanding the manpower resources, with a view to actively encouraging and assisting owners manage their properties, thereby enhancing their qualities of life.  The Home Affairs Department will create in 1998-99 12 more liaison officer posts responsible for building management matters, and this is just the beginning.  Following the Central Steering Committee on Fire Safety which I have referred to just now, District Committees on Fire Safety as well as additional building management co-ordination groups will be also setting up and entering into operation shortly one after another.  Moreover, we will also apply for additional resources in the light of practical situations, including the result of the inspection exercise conducted by the Fire Services Department throughout the 60 000 private buildings territory-wide, to further improve our services in this respect.

Services for New Arrivals from the Mainland



	Madam President, a number of Honourable Members have criticized the Budget for helping only the middle class but neglecting the needs of the grassroots and the lower strata of the community duing the debate last week; in regard to the comment, I am afraid I just could not agree with it.  Let me cite an example.  As in past years, the Government will still be devoting ample resources to provide services for the new arrivals in the coming year, the estimated expenditure on services for the new arrivals in 1998-99 is about $397 million odd, an increase of 33.6% when compared with the same item of expenditure last year.



	It has always been the Government's objective to help the new arrivals to integrate efficiently and smoothly into the local community; as such, we have set up since December 1995 an inter-departmental committee to co-ordinate the services for the new arrivals.  This committee which comprises relevant policy bureaux and government departments concerned will meet regularly to study together the problems facing the new arrivals, to formulate appropriate measures, as well as to provide all kinds of services to help them integrate successfully into the community.  To step up the monitoring and co-ordination work in this repect, we have set up in January this year a Steering Committee on Services for the New Arrivals, this Steering Committee, which is chaired by me, will be responsible for co-ordinating policies regarding services for the new arrivals as well as the services provided by government department and non-government bodies in this respect.



	New arrivals will basically be enjoying the same general services as that provided for local residents, including education, housing, social welfare, employment services and so on.  To cater for the specific needs, government as well as non-government bodies have also provided many special services for them, one of which is to help their school-aged children to enroll in schools; in this connection, the Education Department has received between April 1996 and October 1997 as many as 9 500 cases seeking assistance to arrange for the school-aged children to go to school.  besides, induction and English extension programmes have also been conducted, benefiting some 20 800 six-to-15-year-old newly arrived children; apart from that, other kinds of services are also available, including school-based counselling services, compilation of English language self-study kit, elementary Cantonese course, counselling and referral services, formation of social groups and so on.



	The Employees Retraining Board has also extended its taeget group to cover the new arrivals, as at the end of January 1998, arrangements have been made to help a total of 1 023 new immigrants to attend 73 job search skills courses that fit their needs; within the same period, 2 204 new immigrants have also completed several job specific skills and general skills retraining courses.  Besides, an employment and guidance centre has also been set up under the Labour Department to provide tailor-made and comprehensive counselling services for new arrivals.



	I understand that much concern about the livelihood problems of female new immigrants has recently been aroused in the community; in this connection, their livelihood could in fact be protected by the Comprehensive Social Security Assistance Scheme.  Moreover, while the family casework and guidance services provided by the Government could take care of and protect their children and teenagers, the employment guidance and counselling available at the Careers Advisory Service of the Labour Department could help these female new immigrants select the careers most suitable for them.  Apart from that, they could also enroll in the various skill training courses offered by the Employees Retraining Board, the Vocational Training Council, the Construction Industry Training Authority, as well as the Clothing Industry Training Authority.  Should any female new immigrants have difficulties living with their husbands and seek assistance, the Social Welfare Department could provide counselling services to help them solve their family problems.  In addition, a refuge for women has also been established by the Social Welfare Department to accomodate those women who need to live separately from their husbands temporarily, as well as to offer financial assistance to help them resolve short-term financial problems.  Should they require legal advice services or assistance, the Department will prepare referrals for the case concerned to apply legal aid services.



In view of the services which I have referred to just now, we can see that both government and non-government bodies are in fact providing a lot of services for the new arrivals; as such, we can be sure that the Government has not neglected the needs of the grassroots and lower strata of our community.  Thank you, Madam President.







PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I will now call upon the Financial Secretary to give his reply.





FINANCIAL SECRETARY (in Cantonese):Madam President, I am grateful to the Honourable Members of this Council for welcoming the Budget proposals and responding generously to them in this debate. Fifty-six members have spoken. While there are one or two points where you give me the impression that you are, perhaps, not wholly enthusiastic, by and large you have been supportive, for which I thank you.  I am also grateful for the most generous support that has come from the community. Working together, we can overcome the difficulties we face.



I have tried to make clear in the Budget that through the expenditure programmes and through the unprecedented range of substantive revenue measures, the Government will do all that it can to help the economy and to help the citizens of Hong Kong. But at the heart of the speech was an appeal to the unity, the courage and the enterprise of the community. Government alone cannot transform the economy. We can work to provide the right framework, but you, the citizens of Hong Kong, must provide the motive power. We all know that a single Budget will not regenerate our economy. That regeneration will depend on the exertion of our fellow citizens. We will, I trust, encourage them by our example.



My colleagues in the Administration have already responded to many points that Honourable Members have raised on particular policy areas. I would like to comment on the presentation of the Budget; the reserves; and the suggestion that I have been over-optimistic in my forecasts. I would also like to say something myself about unemployment. I will conclude with perhaps a brief word on duties.



Some Members have suggested that I misled them before the Budget. That was never my intention, but I will not duck the charge. 





I make no apology for dampening down the excessive expectations that were building up day by day in the strained atmosphere of the early part of this year. As I have said, the Budget by itself could not abolish the difficult conditions we face, could not itself turn Hong Kong around. The demands that were emerging went far beyond anything I could possibly have met in the Budget. If I had let those demands go unquestioned, that would have misled the community and fuelled even greater expectations. The Budget would then have come as a disappointment.



Given the fragile mood of the community, a Budget that failed to satisfy inflated expectations would have been very bad for Hong Kong. I would not have been doing my duty to the community if I had allowed belief to grow that I could offer quick fixes, quack remedies or fantastic give-aways. In the face of set-backs, leaders of the community need to keep calm - iceberg cool even - and work to prevent the pressure from short term worries doing damage to the interests of this city.



Some Members have suggested that Hong Kong's reserves are so large that we should not worry about losing our fiscal balance for a bit. Others have said that I am being much too cautious in the guidelines that I have set for maintaining the reserves. I would like to make two points in reply.



First, those reserves themselves contribute enormously to our present balance. Without the interest on those reserves we would not have been able to reduce taxes substantially and still maintain a small surplus in the accounts.



Second, the guidelines are novel. I am aware that one could choose other formulas. We will have to see how the arrangements I have set out work in practice. But I am certain that if we maintain our reserves within these guidelines, they will continue to provide a great resource for the community, they will give assurance of fiscal stability, and they will impose good discipline on public finance. They give everyone - every citizen, every investor, every analyst - clear, measurable indicators against which to judge the reserve levels. They give flexibility to the Administration, so that maintaining the reserves does not place undue constraints on revenue or expenditure plans during times of economic difficulty, while prompting us to keep up our guard against adversity in times of prosperity.



The community has given widespread support to the guidelines. I have undertaken to keep both the guidelines and the effect of observing them under careful scrutiny. I welcome your assistance in doing so in the years ahead.



Several Members say that the forecast for Hong Kong's economic performance this year has been over-optimistic. The gloomy atmosphere prevalent earlier this year may have unduly affected them. Trouble anticipated is often worse than the trouble itself. I accept that this is going to be a hard year - even though some Members have said I should not mention such things - but I see no grounds for despondency. We should always take counsel of our courage, not of our fears. That has always been the approach of Hong Kong's citizens. They work hard, even in the midst of uncertainty, to lay the foundations for a place of greater security. That is my approach too. I am not being an optimist. I well understand the old saying that "any time things appear to be going better, you have overlooked something". But I don't believe in moping. I believe in hard work.



Through the Budget measures, the Administration is continuing to work hard to make this a city in which everyone can make the most of their talents and opportunities. I have faith in the ability of Hong Kong's citizens to make good use of the freedom of choice, of the protection of their rights and of the infrastructure of services and facilities that they enjoy here. Those things do not hold out illusory promises. They do not insulate us from risk. But they are precious and have proved, time and time again, to hold out the best prospect for people to lift themselves up. 



I am not a prophet, who is able to tell you with all authority that the forecast that we have made will be absolutely accurate, nor would I want to be. I have not closed my eyes to the problems that our businesses face. But the forecast of 3.5% growth in GDP for the year as a whole does reflect the best reasonable judgement that the Administration can make of what our economy can achieve, barring the effect of unpredictable events here or abroad.

That leads me on to the matter of unemployment. The Secretary for Education and Manpower has already spoken on this issue, but I would like to add my own thoughts. Nobody can read of those who have lost their jobs, see them on television, meet them in the streets, and not be moved. They are our fellow citizens.



I tried to make clear in the Budget speech that my Budget package was designed to help everyone, particularly for this time of economic hardship, it was designed to keep our economy moving, help it adjust quickly and provide new opportunity. Public spending and reduced taxes have effects that spread far beyond the area or the persons on which they impact directly. I spoke of the way in which we tried to frame the Budget so that all the measures worked together for the general benefit of the economy and community. Those were not just words. Cutting taxes to increase the spending power of individuals or increase incentives for business to invest really does help the wider economy, not just the person or company whose taxes are cut. Spending on services for the elderly, the disabled, new arrivals, or child and family support does not just help the recipients of those services. It puts money into the economy, as does our substantial programme of capital spending on infrastructure and housing. Sustaining economic activity in these ways is the most realistic and effective means of maintaining and creating new employment and helping the community to cope with the difficulties of economic adjustment.

 

In addition, the public purse has an important role to play in direct services to the unemployed. It will provide the safety net when all else fail.  It is being used to fund effective training, retraining and job placement services.



I want to put a question to this Council and to the community. I know that the cold calculations of the economist give little comfort to the man or woman who has lost their job in the present downturn, but what comfort would it bring if I were to ignore sound economic and financial practices? The difficulties we face today do not arise because we have spent more than we earn, or because we have not managed our financial system properly. Our economic fortune has not changed because Hong Kong has given public subsidies to private business; or has directed private enterprise to fulfil public dreams rather than letting it follow the natural and healthy guidance of the market. How much greater would our problems be if we had gone down those roads ourselves?



Yes, we do face lean times, but we have done that before. We will have to look harder and further for opportunity. We will have to work harder to achieve our goals. But as we do that, the public service will be working with the community, giving all who need it every support.



I turn finally to the issue of duties, upon which more than a few Members have commented. Indeed, that is a rather polite way of describing a reaction from Honourable Members that can best be summed up in the title of Bob Dylan's song "You ain't goin' nowhere". Well, I'm always prepared to face the music. I have listened carefully and fully to what Members have said in the course of eleven hours of speeches. Please allow me one more chance to set out why I consider it right to make these increases, and to make clear the consequences if we do not make them. I would also like to clarify the intention behind the perhaps too brief remark I made about diesel fuel in my Budget speech.



I proposed the 6% increase in duties on tobacco, fuels, and methyl alcohol after careful consideration. I understand the difficulties the community is facing. The Budget package makes that clear. On this matter of duties, there are important public interests to be served. First, maintaining the real value of these revenues contributes to the stability of public finances. Second, maintaining the real impact of these duties sustains their effect for transport and public health reasons. The effect on inflation and on the costs of consumers or industry will be negligible.



For methyl alcohol, we are adding around 50 cents a litre in duty for a substance little used in Hong Kong. There is an important public health reason to ensure that there is no financial incentive to use it to make alcoholic beverages. It is poisonous. The effects can range from blindness to death.



As for fuel duties, given declining world oil prices, the effects on the real costs of motorists, transport operators and internal aviation services ought to be non-existent. Just last Friday, the third reduction in fuel prices in the past year has been announced. The current retail price of diesel oil, even after taking into account the duty increase this year, is 7% below what it was in April last year. Given the extreme constraints on road space in Hong Kong and the environmental impact of motoring, this community has long accepted that we should maintain a high duty on fuels as part of a package of measures to encourage efficient road use and to constrain fuel consumption. I have not sought to increase the weight of these measures. The rise in duty to offset inflation simply maintains their impact in real terms.



As for the duty on aviation spirit, it only affects a handful of people who choose to fly within Hong Kong. Whether they do so for recreation or in one or two cases for commercial purposes, they do so in the full knowledge that there is a high duty on aviation spirit. I do not see a livelihood argument against a duty adjustment here.



While these increases will have little or no real effect upon individuals, the contribution of increased duties to the balance of public finances does have real significance. Hong Kong's tax base is not wide, as a number of members have pointed out during this debate. If we do not maintain the real contribution from revenues like duties, we increase our dependence on fewer and more volatile revenue sources. It will restrict our ability to make desirable revenue concessions that may benefit the community and the economy in future Budgets. It will create pressure to make increases at above the rate of inflation in later years, or to increase other taxes to meet potential shortfalls. I do not and have not said that as a threat. It is simply a description of reality.



The responsible management of public finance involves unpopular choices from time to time.  I hope Members will give me a last chance to convince you. 



One of Hong Kong's great competitive advantages is the overall stability of our low tax regime. Keeping that advantage is one of my main considerations. Looking ahead, thinking about the consequences of the decisions that we make today, is crucial for maintaining that stability, sustaining that advantage.





Last year, the former Legislative Council said that I could not increase diesel duty when the economy was doing well. This year, Members are saying I cannot increase diesel duty because this will add to the burdens of people when the economy is not doing well. I do ask Honourable Members to reflect on the point that it is in the public interest that we should seek to promote stability in public revenues, and that we should maintain the real effect of policy measures. That may provoke some short term unpopularity, but consistency in policy and prudence in fiscal management have much to commend them. Our past record in this area is a major reason why the regional financial turmoil has affected us less than many of our neighbours.



I have had to look carefully at the effect if Members of this Council vote down the increase in diesel duty. My colleagues and I carefully examined this late last week. We had to do this not out of spite, but because the revenue and expenditure items hang closely together in a Budget package. Removal of any element inevitably affects the balance. On this occasion, the immediate impact is not unbearable. Since all the new revenue and expenditure measures that I have set out for this year have been carefully targeted with consideration of specific community needs, I have concluded that I should not withdraw any of them.



But before Honourable Members come to vote on the proposed duty adjustments next week, I would again ask you to consider the points that I have made. I ask you to reflect that if you do vote against any of them, the loss of revenue will narrow our margin of safety and will increase the constraints on providing tax concessions in future. Transport, environmental and public health policies may also be weakened.



Before I conclude, I wish to make clear that, during the Budget Speech, when I made special mention of the need to tackle the harmful effects of diesel fuel use for our environment, I meant no criticism of the transport trade. It is not the taxi, minibus and lorry drivers who produce the pollution, it is the technology they use. The drivers and their families are as much at risk from the health effects of the pollution as any other member of the public. They provide an important service to the community. They need to maintain their livelihood. We are working with the trade to resolve the problem caused by diesel fuel without damaging their business. I raised the point about diesel duty simply because I was concerned about what happened last year. I did not want to see any greater imbalance created while we are sorting out this important issue for the health of our community.



In closing, may I again thank this Council for its support. We all have much work to do in the coming year. I trust that the Budget that I have presented leaves no one in any doubt that this Administration is determined to play its part to the utmost. Honourable Members have the same commitment. I look forward to continuing to work with you, and with the Members of the Legislative Council to be elected in May, to serve our community faithfully in the year ahead. Thank you.







PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you and that is: That the Appropriation 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): Appropriation Bill 1998.





PRESIDENT(in Cantonese): Merchant Shipping (Registration) (Amendment) Bill 1998.





MERCHANT SHIPPING (REGISTRATION) (AMENDMENT) BILL 1998



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

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



(No Member responded)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you and that is: That the Merchant Shipping (Registration) (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): Merchant Shipping (Registration) (Amendment) Bill 1998.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Building Management (Amendment) Bill 1998.  





BUILDING MANAGEMENT (AMENDMENT) BILL 1998



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



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Does any Member wish to speak?  Mrs Peggy LAM.







MRS PEGGY LAM (in Cantonese): Madam President, the Administration has always been encouraging the owners of private buildings to form owners' corporations so that they can manage their own buildings effectively.  The Administration also amended the Building Management Ordinance in 1993 in order to assist the operation of owners' corporations.  However, some shortcomings have been existing ever since the implementation of the Ordinance.



	First, the Ordinance stipulates that an owners' corporation has to seek the consent of all the owners of the building before any renovation or maintenance work can be carried out to the common parts of the building.  This will delay the owners' corporation from carrying out the work concerned because there will still be objection from a minority of the owners due to economic reasons.  It is, therefore, difficult for the owners' corporation to gain unanimous support from the owners of the building.  Even if the corporation can successfully obtain unanimous views from the building owners, it will still be very time-consuming.  This will ultimately delay the progress of work and the condition of the building will deteriorate as a result.



	Second, the Ordinance requires that the general meeting of the owners can only be convened if the application is made by owners holding 30% or more of the title shares.  But it also requires that the owners' shares to object to the convening of a meeting is only 10% or more.  This is very contradictory.  How can the minority, that is 10% of the owners, overrule the proposal of the majority, that is 30% of the owners?  This seems to be a little illogical.



	Third, the Ordinance also requires that the notice of the general meeting of owners can be served to owners through several ways, including service by hand, by post and by depositing in the units of the building.  However, these methods are rather time-consuming.



	The amendment put forward by the Administration is exactly directed to deal with the above shortcomings.  After the Ordinance is amended, any maintenance work can be carried out to the common parts of the building if only agreement is sought from the owners' corporation; the requisite percentage of owners' shares to object the convening of a general meeting owners will be 30%; and the notice of owners' corporations can be served by depositing in the letter boxes, which is a speedy and convenient way.  The above amendments can facilitate the operation of owners' corporations while tying in with the usual policy of the Administration that the owners shall shoulder the basic responsibilities of building maintenance.  Besides, since the amendment can expedite the progress of work carried out by owners' corporations, this will help solve the problem of degradation among the old buildings in Hong Kong.



	I welcome the Amendment Bill introduced by the Home Affairs Bureau.  This amendment has gained the support of different parties, especially the support from various owners' corporations of buildings.



	I conducted a questionnaire survey on the amendment to the Ordinance early February this year.  We have sent 585 questionnaires by post to various owners' corporations in Wanchai District and got 109 responses.  The findings of the survey showed that an overwhelming majority of the owners' corporations was in favour of the amendment to the Ordinance.



	Among the 109 buildings, 88 favoured that unanimous agreement from the owners was not necessary for carrying out maintenance work to the building, 11 buildings were against it while 10 buildings had no comments.  Seventy seven buildings favoured that the percentage of owners' shares to object to the convening of a meeting of owners should be raised from 10% to 30%, 12 buildings disagreed while another 20 buildings had no comments.  As many as 99 owners' corporations, that is 90% of the responses, were in favour of the proposal that notice of meeting should be deposited in the letter boxes of the building, only one building was against it while nine buildings had no comments.  This questionnaire survey, which is based on public opinion, has clearly shown that the public are in support of this amendment to the Ordinance.



	However, apart from the Ordinance in this respect, there are still a lot of problems existing in building management.  Therefore, I urge the Administration to conduct a comprehensive review to the ordinances concerning private building management and amend provisions requiring improvements so as to strengthen the function of management on the part of the owners' corporations.



	For instance, a lot of private buildings have not yet had their owners' corporations formed at present, thus leading to improper management of buildings, especially in fire safety.  Should the Administration study whether it is necessary to enforce compulsory establishment of owners' corporations so as to improve building management?



	For another instance, many owners' corporations may encounter difficulties in collecting management fees from the occupants of the buildings.  The Administration should review whether it is necessary to lay down requirements for the owners of a building to pay management fees so that the owners' corporation concerned can operate effectively and do not have to resort to Small Claims Tribunal whenever it fails to collect the management fees.



	Besides, there are a lot of unfair terms and conditions in the Deed of Mutual Covenant.  However, according to the existing policy, it is required that amendment to the Deed can only be made with prior agreement from all the owners concerned.  Members do not forget that these terms and conditions were mostly worked out by the majority of owners while they also possess part of the land titles of the building.  I believe that it is very difficult to obtain consent from 100% of the owners, as this may involve conflict of interests.  Therefore, the Administration should consider allowing more latitude to this requirement so that problematic Deeds of Mutual Covenant can be rectified properly as soon as possible in order to achieve the principles of fairness and justice.



	Madam President, with these remarks, I support this Amendment Bill.  Thank you.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Home Affairs, do you wish to reply?





Secretary for Home Affairs (in Cantonese): Madam President, first of all, I would like to thank the Honourable Members for the support they lend to the building management (amendment) bill 1998; in this connection, the Bills Committee under the chairmanship of the Honourable CHAN Kam-lam has scrutinized the Bill in great detail and accepted the various proposals to improve the building management Ordinance as set out in the Bill, I am particularly grateful to them.  In addition, I would also like to thank the Honourable Mrs Peggy LAM for the issues she raised in respect of building management and fire safety just now.





	I wish to clarify that we are now actively examining a series of new measures to promote fire safety; in this connection, a Central Steering Committee on Fire Safety chaired by me has met for the first time on 11 March.  The Committee, which comprises the Secretary for Security, Secretary for Planning, Environment and Lands, heads of government departments concerned, as well as seven non-official members from the building management sector or other fire safety related industries, is responsible for directing and co-ordinating the work of District Committees on Fire Safety to promote building fire safety.  At its first meeting, the Committee has agreed that it was only through the concerted efforts made by building owners, occupiers, as well as the Government to apply various measures on all fronts that the issue of fire safety could be resolved effectively.



	In the long run, the Committee will consider formulating mandatory fire safety enhancement measures, setting up owners' associations, enforcing mandatory management, as well as other proposed measures; the various issues concerning the legal aspect and actual implementation will also be considered.  The inspection exercise conducted by the Fire Services Department throughout the 60 000 private buildings territory-wide will be completed in May, the resulting analyses could help the Committee conduct in-depth studies as well as formulate corresponding strategies.  As I have pointed out when moving the Second reading of the Bill on 11 February, if there is any need to further amend the Building Management Ordinance for the purpose of co-ordination after the Central Steering Committee and District Committees on Fire Safety have finished examining the new fire safety measures, we will certainly seek prior views from the Legislative Council.



	Madam President, with these remarks, I recommend the Bill and its Committee stage amendments to this Council.  Thank you, Madam President.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you and that is: That the building management (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): building management (amendment) bill 1998.





Council went into Committee.





Committee Stage



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





APPROPRIATION BILL 1998



CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): We are to consider the schedule first in accordance with Rule 69 of the Rules of Procedure.  I now propose the question to you and that is: That the sums for the following heads stand part of the Schedule.





CLERK (in Cantonese): Heads 21 to 31, 37, 39, 40, 42 to 48, 50, 51, 53, 55, 56, 58, 60 to 63, 70, 72, 73, 74, 76, 78, 80, 82, 90, 91, 92, 94, 96, 98, 100, 106, 110, 112, 114, 115, 116, 118, 120, 121, 122, 130, 136, 142 to 153, 160, 162, 163, 166, 168, 170, 173 to 178, 180, 181, 184, 186, 188, 190 and 194.





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you and that is: That the sums for the heads stated stand part of the Schedule.  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.





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you and that is: That the schedule stand part of the bill.  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.





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): We are to consider the clauses of the bill.  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 2.





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.







MERCHANT SHIPPING (REGISTRATION) (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, 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.





BUILDING MANAGEMENT (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 to 3 and 6 to 10.





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 4 and 5.





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Secretary for Home Affairs.





Secretary for Home Affairs (in Cantonese): Madam Chairman, I move that clauses 4 and 5 be amended as set out in the paper circularized to Members.



	The amendment to clause 4 is purely technical in nature.  It aims to render the power of an owners' corporation to carry out renovation, improvement or decoration works more specific and flexible.   With regard to the amendment proposed to clause 5, as the existing definition of the common parts of a building has indeed included also the facilities or installations of the building, the wordings are considered redundant and should therefore be deleted from the clause.  I hereby urge Honourable Members to lend their support to the two amendments, both of which are purely technical in nature.  Thank you, Madam President.



Proposed amendments



Clause 4 (see Annex I)



Clause 5 (see Annex I)





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



(No Member indicated a wish to speak)





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): I now put the question to you and that is: That the amendments moved by the Secretary for Home Affairs 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 4 and 5 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.





CHAIRMAN (in Cantonese): Council will now resume.





Council then resumed.





Third Reading of Bills



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Bills: Third Reading.  Financial Secretary.









Financial Secretary (in Cantonese): President, the



APPROPRIATION BILL 1998



has passed through Committee without amendment.  I move that this bill be read the third time and do pass.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That 

the appropriation 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): appropriation Bill 1998.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Economic Services.





Secretary for Economic Services (in Cantonese): President, the



MERCHANT SHIPPING (REGISTRATION) (AMENDMENT) BILL 1998



has passed through Committee without amendment.  I move that this bill be read the third time and do pass.

PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That the Merchant Shipping (Registration) (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): Merchant Shipping (Registration) (Amendment) Bill 1998.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Home Affairs.





Secretary for Home Affairs (in Cantonese): Madam President, the



BUILDING MANAGEMENT (AMENDMENT) BILL 1998



has passed through Committee with amendments.  I move that this bill be read the third time and do pass.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That 

the Building Management (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): Building Management (Amendment) Bill 1998.





Motions



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Motions.  Motion under the Mass Transit Railway Corporation Ordinance.  Secretary for Transport.





MASS TRANSIT RAILWAY CORPORATION ORDINANCE



SECRETARY FOR TRANSPORT (in Cantonese):Madam President, I move that the "Mass Transit Railway (Transport Interchange) Bylaw" be approved.



	The Bylaw aims to allow Mass Transit Railway Corporation (MTRC) to control and regulate the vehicular and pedestrian traffic as well as the operation of public transport services in the transport interchanges.



	According to the Agreement for the Design, Construction, Financing and Operation of the Airport Railway signed between the Government and MTRC, MTRC is responsible for the design, construction, completion, management and maintenance of the three transport interchanges serving the Airport Express Line at the Hong Kong, Kowloon and Tsing Yi stations.  To fulfil this responsibility, MTRC has to make bylaws to govern the management and operation of these transport interchanges.



	The Bylaw mainly deals with rules that drivers and pedestrians are required to comply with and the penalties for non-compliance, and so on.  Provisions in the Bylaw have been scrutinized and agreed by a Subcommittee of this Council.  We are grateful to the Subcommittee for its valuable suggestions.  The MTRC has already made relevant amendments to the Bylaw.



	Apart from the above Bylaw, in exercise of the power vested in me under the Mass Transit Railway Corporation (Amendment) Ordinance 1998 enacted by the Provisional Legislative Council on 14 January 1998, I have made the Mass Transit Railway (Transport Interchange) Regulation in relation to the powers and obligations of MTRC in managing and operating the transport interchanges.  The Regulation was introduced to the Provisional Legislative Council on 18 February 1998.  Since we have not received any proposals from Members for amending the Regulation within the required 28 days, the Regulation will come into effect as from today.



	The Airport Express Line is scheduled to be open in July 1998.  Making of the above Bylaw is necessary for effective management and operation of the transport interchanges by the MTRC.



	Madam President, I beg to move.





The Secretary for Transport moved the following motion:



     "That the Mass transit Railway (Transport Interchange) Bylaw, made by the Mass Transit Railway Corporation on 2 March 1998, be approved."





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That the Mass Transit (Transport Interchange) Bylaw, made by the Mass Transit Railway Corporation on 2 March 1998, be approved.  Mr CHAN Kam-lam.







MR CHAN KAM-LAM (in Cantonese): Madam President, the Subcommittee has conducted a meeting on this Bylaw.  During the meeting, Members scrutinized this Bylaw in great detail and they also raised a number of queries on its contents.  In particular, they offered some suggestions on the issues of management and compensation relating to transport interchanges.  The Transport Bureau and the Mass Transit Railway Corporation (MTRC) subsequently introduced a number of amendments in response to Members' suggestions.  Madam President, I am of the view that this Bylaw should be commended to this Council because it can ensure effective management of transport interchanges by the MTRC in the future, and I hope Members would support it.  Thank you, Madam President.





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



(No Member indicated a wish to speak)





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Secretary for Transport, do you wish to reply?



(Secretary for Transport indicated that he did not wish to reply)





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.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Motion made under the Family Status Discrimination Ordinance.  Secretary for Home Affairs.





FAMILY STATUS DISCRIMINATION ORDINANCE



SECRETARY FOR HOME AFFAIRS (in Cantonese):Madam President, I move that the Code of Practice on Employment under the Family Status Discrimination Ordinance (G.N. 635), which was introduced into this Council on 18 February 1998, be amended as set out in the proposed Resolution circulated to Members.



	The proposed amendments are textual ones for the sake of better compatibility between the Chinese and English texts of the Code and with a view to facilitating the interpretation of it.



	Madam President, I beg to move.





The Secretary for Home Affairs moved the following motion:



	"That the Code of Practice on Employment issued under section 47 of the Family Status Discrimination Ordinance, published as Government Notice No. 635 of 1998 and laid on the table of the Provisional Legislative Council on 18 February 1998, be amended -



	(a)	in paragraph 1.3, by adding "在僱傭範疇中禁止基於" before "「家庭崗位」";



	(b)	in paragraph 2.4, by adding "及結構" after "規模";



	(c)	in paragraph 3.1, by adding "daughter," after "son,";



	(d)	in the Chinese text, by repealing paragraph 3.2 and substituting -



		"3.2	「家庭崗位」的定義是指有責任照顧某位直系家庭成員的崗位，而關鍵在於是否有一個慣常照顧該人士的特定關係。例如，某人及太太與他一位姑母同住多年，而他亦有負責照顧她，對他的姑母而言，他便具有「家庭崗位」。反之，如他有一患病的妹妹，但這位妹妹與丈夫及子女同住，在這情況下，他與妹妹的關係，似乎沒有顯示照顧的責任，因而便不算有「家庭崗位」了。";



	(e)	in paragraph 4.3, by repealing "委員會在得出結論前，;



	(f)	in paragraph 6.1, by repealing everything from "所謂" up to and including the colon and substituting -



"根據《家庭崗位歧視條例》：僱傭範疇中「使人受害」的歧視是違法的焱所謂「使人受害」的歧視是指某人或任何人因已經或意圖採取下列行動而被人針對，因此受到較差的待遇：";



	(g)	in paragraph 7.1, by adding "reasonably" before "intended";



	(h)	in paragraph 12.1.2, by repealing "及" and substituting "包括其"."





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That the motion moved by the Secretary for Home Affairs under the Family Status Discrimination Ordinance, as set out in the Agenda, be approved.  Does any Member wish to speak?



(No Member indicated a wish to speak)





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.

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.



	At the House Committee meeting held on 13 February 1998, Members agreed that the Subcommittee on subsidiary legislation relating to fee increases should study the Lifts and Escalators (Safety) (Fees) (Amendment) Regulation 1998 gazetted on 6 February 1998.  The Subcommittee held one meeting with the Administration.



	Members of the Subcommittee noted that the fees specified in the Lifts and Escalators (Safety) (Fees) Regulation were last revised in March 1997.  In order to reflect the cost of providing the services at 1997-98 prices, the Administration has proposed to increase the fees by about 7% in accordance with the movement of the Government Consumption Expenditure Deflator from 1996-97 to 1997-98.



	In examining the proposed fee increase, Members took the same view as that taken in the scrutiny of the 18 items of subsidiary legislation on fee increases gazetted on 16 January 1998.  Members considered that the Government should not take the lead in increasing fees and charges at the time of a downturn in the economy but should lead the way in freezing them to lighten the burden on the public.  Members also considered that the freezing of fees at their current levels for 1998-99 would not have a significant impact on government revenue.  Members were of the unanimous view that the fee increase proposals set out in the Lifts and Escalators (Safety) (Fees) (Amendment) Regulation 1998 should not be supported, and I was asked to move to repeal the (Amendment) Regulation.



	Madam President, with these remarks, I move that the Lifts and Escalators (Safety) (Fees) (Amendment) Regulation 1998 be repealed as set out on the Agenda.



Mr Ronald ARCULLI moved the following motion:



     "That 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, be appealed."





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That 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, be repealed.  Does any Member wish to speak?



(No Member indicated a wish to speak)





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.





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): Second Motion under the Interpretation and General Clauses Ordinance.  Mr CHAN Kam-lam.





INTERPRETATION AND GENERAL CLAUSES ORDINANCE



MR CHAN KAM-LAM (in Cantonese): Madam President, I move the motion made under the Interpretation and General Clauses Ordinance as printed on the Agenda.  At the House Committee meeting held on 27 February 1998, Members decided to set up a Subcommittee for the purpose of scrutinizing the Attachment of Income Order Rules.  In order to enable the Subcommittee to have more time to conduct the work of scrutiny before it reports to the House Committee on the outcome of its deliberations, members of the Subcommittee have found it necessary to extend the deadline for scrutiny to 1 April 1998.  Madam President, I hereby call upon Members of this Council to support this motion.





Mr CHAN Kam-lam moved the following motion:



     "That in relation to the Attachment of Income Order Rules, published as Legal Notice No.118 of 1998, and laid on the table of the Provisional Legislative Council on 25 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 1 April 1998."





PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): I now propose the question to you and that is: That in relation to the Attachment of Income Order Rules, published as Legal Notice No.118 of 1998, and laid on the table of the Provisional Legislative Council on 25 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 1 April 1998.  Does any Member wish to speak?



(No Member indicated a wish to speak)





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.

NEXT MEETING



PRESIDENT (in Cantonese): In accordance with the Rules of Procedure, I now adjourn the Council until 2.30 pm next Wednesday. 



Adjourned accordingly at twenty-six minutes past Five o'clock.





�Annex I



BUILDING MANAGEMENT (AMENDMENT) BILL 1998



COMMITTEE STAGE



Amendments to be moved by the Secretary for Home Affairs



Clause�Amendment Proposed�����4�By deleting "and" and substituting "or".�����5�In the proposed section 18(2)(fa), by deleting ", facilities or installations of the building".��
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