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Introduction

Maggie K. W. Lau

Hong Kong has remained a wealthy financial hub despite its export-
oriented economy being adversely interrupted by-the challenging global
economic uncertainties and vulnerabilities that‘have occurred since the
late 1990s. Severely hit by the Asian financial turmoil, Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) growth significantly decreased from 11.2% in 1997 to
-4.7% in 1998. There has been sharply slower economic growth in
2001(-1.2%), in 2003 (-3.1%) and.it 2009 (-2.8%), following the reces-
sion after the global economic siowdown in 2001, the prevalence of the
Severe Acute Respiratory Syindrome in 2003 and the global financial
crisis in 2008 respectively:” The Hong Kong economy has begun to run
into difficulties partly@s a result of the financial crises and partly as a
result of increased ¢ompetition from other cities in Mainland China and
other neighbouring countries. Even so, Hong Kong’s economy has
emerged from the financial crises in relatively better shape than most of
the economies of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development.? Over the last decade, the Hong Kong economy has grown
by about 50%. Hong Kong’s per capita GDP rose to US$38,100 in 2013
(GDP at current market prices).

Yet, Hong Kong’s income inequality is greater than that in any
developed economy.” The growing unequal income distribution and
poverty in Hong Kong have aroused public concern. Global processes
of economic change have contributed to the growth of the service sector
accompanied by an increasing number of professional and managerial
jobs, and the decline in the traditional manufacturing industry has
resulted in the growth of precarious employment* with inadequate
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stable income and limited coverage of social security benefits. As a
result, this has further intensified income disparities in Hong Kong over
the last decade. The income share earned by the lowest 20% of income
households decreased from 3.2% in 2001, to 2.7% in 2011, whereas the
income share earned by the highest 20% of income households
increased from 56.5% to 57.1%.”

Numerous studies have shown the plight of low-skilled workers,°
single parents and immigrant families with dependent children,” and
older people® in the midst of the global economic restructuring and
uncertainties. There is increasing concern about low remuneration and
benefits for people engaged in informal employment (e.g. exclusion
from social protection), intergenerational mobility and equality of
opportunity, and dignified care and support for the older people. Demo-
graphic shifts in family structure imply that there will be fewer younger
people available to provide financial and caring support for their family
members in the future. The rising number of-divorce and separation
cases, together with small families and the iticreasing nuclearization of
families, have undoubtedly weakened the’ traditional support mecha-
nisms and led to growing demand forformal systems.’

Poverty and social exclusion have become recognised as one of the
pressing social issues to be addressed by the Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region (HK:SAR). Over the years, there have been
debates about how to us¢ our fiscal reserves better (which stood at
HK$733.9 billion as at31st March 2013) to support the needy.” The
re-establishment of'the Commission on Poverty set the first official
poverty line at 58% of the median monthly household income in Hong
Kong. As stated by the Report on the Poverty Situation in Hong Kong
2012, it is an ‘unprecedented move [that] demonstrates the Govern-
ment’s commitment to poverty alleviation’ (Emphasis added)." The 2014
Policy Address initiated several new poverty alleviation measures
addressing working poverty (e.g. the Low-income Working Family
Allowance), intergenerational poverty (e.g. Support for the School-based
After-school Learning and Support Program), and old-age poverty (e.g.
increasing the annual voucher amount under the Elderly Health Care
Voucher Scheme; consideration of expanding the scope of the existing
Elderly Dental Assistance Programme)."”

This book is a timely and important opportunity to advance the
theory and practice of poverty and social exclusion measurement, and
to conduct policy relevant analyses in Hong Kong. To date, most
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empirical poverty studies in Hong Kong have been dominated by the
use of profiles of households receiving social assistance or a relative
income standard approach identifying the number of low-income house-
holds with a monthly household income less than or equal to half of the
median monthly domestic household income of a corresponding house-
hold size.* A few Hong Kong studies have adopted other approaches,
namely budget standards,” and a deprivation indicators approach.'® For
the purpose of these studies, poverty is considered a social phenomenon
which includes needs that go beyond the meeting of physical efficiency.
Furthermore, in order to secure a fuller picture of the lives of poor
people, it is acknowledged that poverty and social exclusion measure-
ment should incorporate multidimensional indicators which extend
beyond basic subsistence needs to incorporate social roles, obligations
and participation."

This themed issue brings together some of Hotig Kong and the
UK’s leading experts to examine these phenomi¢na and their policy
responses. The collection was inspired by awESRC/RGC sponsored
workshop, held in Hong Kong." Public undéfstandings of poverty, and
the extent of poverty and social exclusiorrin Hong Kong society, is the
first focus of this themed issue. The chapter by Chow'’ discusses
changing public perceptions of poverty and attitudes towards the causes
of poverty, drawn from his reseatrch experience on poverty over the past
35 years. He argues that the public has taken a relative view of poverty
in Hong Kong today. As ke states, “Gradually, Hong Kong people are
becoming more civilizéd and able to accept that some people are poor
not because of theirown fault and society, as a whole, has the responsi-
bility to ensure a living above subsistence for all”.

Lau et al.’s chapter draws upon the most current and comprehensive
study of poverty and social exclusion (the Poverty and Social Exclusion
in Hong Kong study), using the consensual focus group method and a
representative household survey, to examine the extent of material and
social deprivation in Hong Kong. Their study shows that the Hong Kong
public accepts that a minimum standard of living should incorporate not
only basic needs but also opportunities for participation in customary
activities. It reveals that deprivation and poverty are widespread in Hong
Kong with many people unable to afford customary items and activities.
This chapter presents evidence of how a combined low income and depri-
vation poverty measure complements the official poverty line and illumi-
nates the complex social reality of poverty in Hong Kong.
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The chapter by Fong and Wong lends a different perspective to
setting the official poverty line and its implications for squaring the
welfare cycle dilemma in Hong Kong. As they argue, setting the
poverty line with reference to pre-intervention and post-invention
household income (i.e. before and after tax and social transfer) can
enhance public understandings of the extent of poverty and of squaring
the welfare circle dilemma in Hong Kong. They further conclude that,

“[s]etting the official poverty line is just a first step to quantify the problems
of poverty in a monetary term. The government needs to put more efforts to
let the majority of Hong Kong people perceive poverty as a tolerable social
phenomenon which other developed economies are also facing and
continually refine the poverty line to help identify those individuals who are
truly having financial difficulties.”

The second key focus of this themed issue is te"discuss further two
main policy concerns, including poverty and heaith (in)equality as well
as child poverty and equality of opportunity which are of extreme
importance for enriching our understanding of poverty and social exclu-
sion in Hong Kong. As Lau et al. argue, children who live in poor
families have reduced opportunities-to fulfill their potential and poverty
is costly to society in the long run: Their findings also find health depri-
vation is a major problem, patticularly access to health care for those
low-income families (e.g..xegular check-ups). In their chapter, Chung
and Wong pay specifi¢ attention to evidence of health inequalities
across various socie-economic groups in Hong Kong. They argue that
“health inequalityzseems to exist in terms of health outcomes, health
behavior and the healthcare system and services in Hong Kong”. They
also suggest that the association of health differentials with well-defined
poverty and income inequality should also be incorporated in future
studies.

The chapter by Mok examines how and whether education can
enhance people for upward social mobility and reduce the gap between
the rich and the poor. He argues that public policies (e.g. offering more
public-funded university places and financial support for enhancing
learning experiences) should be introduced to upgrade adult skills and
break the cycle of intergenerational poverty in Hong Kong. Apart from
emphasizing human capital accumulation, Tang’s chapter provides
evidence on the importance of developing bonding and bridging social
capital (e.g. supportive relationships with friends; building up the
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aspirations of younger children) for school-based and community-based
child poverty alleviation programs in Hong Kong.

The third key focus of this themed issue is to examine the effective-
ness of poverty alleviation measures in Hong Kong. The HKSAR
government has prioritized addressing the poverty issue over the years.
However, Wong argues that “absolute poverty in Hong Kong can be
eradicated while relative poverty can be reduced as far as possible” with
“specific time-bound targets, political will, and the coordinated efforts
of society.”

The chapters in this themed issue make an important contribution
to advancing the theory and practice of poverty and social exclusion
measurement and conducting timely policy analyses. It is hoped that
this book will inspire comparative research and policy analyses for
better policy initiatives.
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