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Combat declining birthrate or face the economic
consequences

Updated: 2013-11-07 07:13 Video Slide Podcast Piclures
By Paul Surtees (HK Edition)
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In many advanced economies of the world, and especially in V/ostern Europe, they are facing
the established fact that the population is aging: meaning that the proporlion of older people lo
younger people is growing. In states with government-financed pcnsion schemes, that means

: S 7 WS Brezit NSA § WS THE WEEK Nuv 28
lhere soon will not be enough current workers paying into the state coffers, to cover the pensions Scandal smls““gfy Thank You, :‘,up",."

of those many who have retired from work. With peaple these days living much longer, this
problem can only get worse.

By some eslimates, and if things here continue along the same lines as curre ntly, fully a third of Hei Topice

Hong Keng's population will be aged over 65 by 2043. There are many factors leading to the
declining relative birthrate in Hong Keng, and the much longer life-spans at the cther end of the
scale must also be factored in. Hong Kong's city finances are not yet used to provide public Specials
pensions - these are taken care of, if inadequately, by employers and th= cmployees
themselves, under the Mandatory Provident Fund scheme. But still, Hong Kong faces the
preblem of a declining birthrate.

A couple of generations ago, local Chinese peaple commonly had big famifies - lhey wanted lots
of children. In those days, sadly, not all lived to adulthood. But with vast improvements to public
heallh, nowadays almost all babies born in Hong Kong may be expected to live a full life. For
thal reason alone, young couples are less likely to desire a large number of children.

86th Anniversary of lhe

PLA Founding Gansu

But there are many other factors limiting the desire to have many (or any) children in Hong Kong, more
Firslly, with almost all newly-wedded couples, both have demanding full-tirs jebs. That

generally would continue, afler the birth of a child. The minimai leve! of maternity and paternity

support available from Hong Kong employers is not yet enough to make child-raising an casy

option for empioyees.

Then thers are Hong Kang's weil-established housing problems. Few newly-married couples can
scrape logelher enough money to be uble lu start oul on their martied life by buying =« home of
their own. Therefore, lhey often huve to niake do with staying i1 a parental hoie: hardly mush
encouragement for them to want to start a family of their cwn, And then, with over 200,000 on
the public housing waiting list, it may take many years before they can gut oven a small flat of
their own.

There is a trend for Hong Kong people in these days to marry closer to 30, lhan to 20, as used to
be the case. Thal limits the extent of the childbearing years, especilly if they have to wait a
decade and more before getting their own home, and thereby having the space to think about
having a family.

The necessary sleps to help reverse this trend towards minimal numbers of Labies g
being born to Hong Kong parents will not be easy, or inexpensive, to achieve, But | #
if they are not taken, the aging of Hong Kong's population will increase apace, wilh |
serious economic consequences. :

For a start, government-subsidized schemes need to be introduced at the
workplace, to make having a job and s child at the same time a much easier
option. Offering (government-supportad and o

generods maternity al i o] y
flexitime; fight far the mother, before the child reaches sc .15 another pressing

ey ANOMET TS Tor MUIErs {0 be afforded me-off-en unpaid-teave; duifing those periods when
th ildren most need them at ~throughout the Tong school hoiidays.

As part of a clearly much-niaded greater effort on the part of the Hong Kong gewemment, to

make much more, and much better, public housing. available to its citizens  newly-married
couples need to be given priority in obtsining a ho i n.

The provision of very generous child benefit payments, suppc:t with private school fees and
many other similar examples i from Hong Kong' i i 15
would all do much 1o encourage Hang Kong's young peopie 1o have childien.

After all, isn't it a Confucian ideal (tian xia wei gong) that “everything under Heaven s for the
people." Holding over-large financial reserves, as the city of Hong Kong does, cannot be an end
in itse’f: Hong Kong's money should be spent on Hong Kong peogie, including encouraging the
birth of many more generations of Hong Kong babies.

The author first came to Hong Keng in 1£96, having previously worked in Beijing and 30 cther
countries. His arlicles have appeared in publications all over the world. He was founding
prasident of the Hong Kong banch of the non-profit-making Commonwealth NGO, the Foyal
Over-Seas League, which seeks lo encourage inlernational unde r=tanding, and supporis a
variety of H:ng Kong charities.
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