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Precious resource
Michael Tien says that, rather than imposing
restrictions on the number of mainland women coming
to Hong Kong to give birth, as many now urge, we
should tweak the flow to meet our demographic needs

soon come when two-thirds of the working
population will have to support the one-third
who have gone into retirement or are unable to
find gainful employment.
Our daily intake of 150 people from the
mainland is a matter over which Hong Kong
has little say. This has led to an inflow of immigrants who are disproportionately low-skilled
and low-earning, most being the wives of
elderly Hong Kong men unable to find a spouse
locally. They populate satellite towns such as

No city, much less
a world city, can leave
its immigration control
to a third party

Tin Shui Wai with its multitude of social ills.
Against this background, I see an opportunity in the form of a medical-visa system. Under
such a system, mainland mothers-to-be would
first register with a mainland public security bureau, and would pay a deposit of, say,
HK$300,000 against their prenatal, obstetrical
and post-natal care. This would be passed on to
the bureau’s Hong Kong counterpart. The payment would eliminate the possibility of mainland pregnant women gate-crashing our hospitals at the last minute and leaving Hong Kong
stuck with unpaid medical bills. It would also
eliminate the role of the expensive middlemen
who provide one-stop services.
More importantly, I see demographic benefits from this arrangement. Pregnant mainland
women who could afford this medical visa
would probably be from high-income families
with better educational and cultural backgrounds. As much as Hong Kong needs younger people for better economic prospects, we
do not need any more that overtax our social
services. Young mainland wives marrying
elderly low-income Hong Kong men are a
recipe for social disaster.
It is time for Hong Kong to adopt intelligent

population policies. So far, we have been saddled with enormous social problems by default.
No city, much less a world city, can leave its immigration control to a third party. The influx of
mainland mothers-to-be may present us with a
crisis, but it also presents us with a precious
opportunity, if we harness it properly by enacting local legislation that would hold anyone
criminally liable for assisting any mainland
pregnant women without a medical visa.
Doctors administering medical services in genuine emergency situations would be exempt.
As mainlanders become more affluent, you
can’t blame them for wanting a piece of happiness in Hong Kong. But that doesn’t prevent
Hong Kong from cashing in on this new affluence. Some countries have adopted a visa
system to control access to their education
services. Why can’t we adopt a medical visa
scheme to give us control of our growing
“hidden population”? If we ban all mainland
mothers-to-be outright, we may literally be
throwing out the baby with the bathwater.
Michael Tien Puk-sun is vice-chairman
of the New People’s Party and a Hong Kong
deputy to the National People’s Congress

China’s reform agenda must rally
the forces for change in the next era
A
s expected, reform was a key
area of Premier Wen Jiabao’s
government work
report this year, and was referred to
almost 70 times. In one part, Wen
pledged that the government would
“carry out comprehensive
economic and political reform with
greater courage and
determination”.
He highlighted five areas for
rationalisation: the relationship
between the government and the
market; the financial links between
the central and local governments;
the rural-urban divide; the progress
of social and economic
development; and, the relationship
between government and civic
organisations. In short, his report
laid out the strategic thrust for
reforms.
The report is, of course, a State
Council document that carries the
authority of the Politburo. The
seven tasks set out, including
financial and tax reform this year,
should be taken as the
government’s more immediate
agenda for reform.
With the expected leadership
transition at the upcoming 18th
party congress, this is the outgoing
government’s last report. Thus, it
should be seen as a link to project
reform into the next era. Its reform
agenda must rally the forces for
change so that any resistance can be
overcome.
The desire for speedier reform is
palpable, and not just within the
halls of the National People’s
Congress and the Chinese People’s
Political Consultative Conference.
Even before the national meetings
began, there was much talk of the
revival of reform on the occasion of

Hu Shuli says the upcoming power transfer
is no excuse for a slowdown; rather,
it calls for a strong push for action, as this
government’s last work report has pledged

the 20th anniversary of Deng
Xiaoping’s
southern tour.
The People’s Daily proclaimed that a
crisis now threatened to run ahead
of reform. And economist Wu
Jinglian
, writing in the
China Reform magazine, warned of
two races of competing forces: one
between the development of rule of
law and crony capitalism; the other
between reform and revolution.
This sense of urgency and crisis
only proves that the prevailing
popular view that reform is dead is
too pessimistic. There is a deep
consensus within Chinese society
that reforms are necessary. The
window of opportunity is still open.
Now is the time for reformers to act.
The key, as always, is how and
when. As can be seen from the work
report’s five areas of rationalisation,
the target is a set of relationships
between competing interests.
Reform should break up entrenched
vested interests, particularly the
most powerful, for whom the
current system confers the greatest
benefits. Within these, we should
focus on the areas related to
government power.
This point was echoed by many
delegates and committee members
at the annual meetings. Wang Yang
, the party secretary of
Guangdong, said if we are to cut
away the influence of interest
groups to clear the way for reform,
the first to “go under the knife”

Stephen Groff reviews Myanmar’s
priorities for long-overdue
development that will really benefit
its people and protect its heritage
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regnant mainland women coming to
Hong Kong to give birth is a numbers
problem. Ten years ago, they numbered around 600. Today, that figure
is pushing 45,000, accounting for
46 per cent of all live births in the city. Some
45,000 extra is too big a number for the hospital
system of any metropolis.
Everyone is up in arms, and everyone seems
to have a solution. Some legislators favour an
interpretation of the Basic Law by the Standing
Committee of the National People’s Congress –
an onerous and prolonged process. Others
push for administrative measures to cope with
the influx of maternity cases. Yet others propose
the sponsorship of a private member’s bill in
the Legislative Council to make explicit the
intent of the opinion set out by the Preparatory
Committee in 1996.
All these proposals have two things in common: they undermine Hong Kong’s judicial
autonomy, in that the Court of Final Appeal has
definitively ruled on the legal status of children
born to mainland mothers. Secondly, they are
across-the-board measures that lack the flexibility to promote Hong Kong ’s demographic
balance.
The diversity of views represents an emotional chorus of discontent. The current situation will be made worse by the fact that Chinese
parents all seem to want a baby born in the Year
of the Dragon. But I suspect that the surge in
numbers won’t be a one-off uptick.
The reasons why mainland mothers-to-be
prefer a Hong Kong delivery for their babies are
not hard to fathom. Hong Kong represents a
welcome loophole around the draconian onechild policy on the mainland. They also like the
quality of health care and education available in
Hong Kong, not to mention the fact that Hong
Kong residents enjoy visa-free entry to more
than 140 countries.
Often, the views expressed are dictated by
self-interest. Private hospitals see pregnant
mainland women as cash cows, bringing something like HK$1.3 billion into their coffers a year.
But health-care workers in public hospitals are
crying foul, as they are overwhelmed by the
surge in demand for obstetrical services, even
in their emergency rooms.
In the cacophony of criticism, we overlook
something that may be in Hong Kong’s longterm interest: a healthy demographic balance.
Only a few years ago, due to the sharp decline in
the local birth rate, many pre-school establishments were shuttered because of underenrolment. Now the pendulum has swung the
other way. Schools and pre-schools in the border areas of the northern New Territories are
bursting at the seams, and groaning under a
load they cannot carry.
Hong Kong’s population is indisputably
ageing fast, with low indigenous birth rates and
the longevity of its senior citizens. The day will

First steps

should be the ruling party and the
people’s government.
There are many obstacles to
reform. Besides tax and financial
reform, the other six tasks outlined
for action are: the even
development of state and private
enterprises; price reform; income
distribution reform; reform of the
work-unit employment structure;
administrative reform; and an anticorruption drive. As should be clear,
these areas are related. Hence, for
reform to work, it cannot be carried
out quietly.
There are some who advocate
taking things slowly. Their muddled
reason is that reform could bring
instability, and therefore could
disrupt the leadership transition. In
fact, they say, the key substance of
reform should not even be
mentioned in any controversial
contexts, especially those that could
lead to misunderstandings.
This thinking is contrary to the
intention of the work report, which
not only outlines the key areas for
reform now and in the immediate
future, but also pledges courage and
determination to implement
change. Its advocacy of reform is far
from ambiguous. Thus, a leadership
transition is not an excuse to shun
reform.
China needs long-term planning
for comprehensive reforms. For
that, it needs vision and
commitment from the very top. As

economist Li Yining put it, what we
require today isn’t a “southern tour”
redux, but a reform blueprint from a
bird’s-eye view.
Recently, the Ministry of
Finance, the Development Research
Centre of the State Council and the
World Bank jointly published a
research study titled “China 2030:
Building a Modern, Harmonious,
and Creative High-Income Society”.
This 459-page report covers a wide
range of economic and social issues
and can serve as a reference for a
reform blueprint.
This holistic approach should be
put on the national agenda, and a
high-level commission set up to
drive reform, so that the action plan
can be more objective and
politically neutral. This can help
solve the problems associated with
self-policing.
In addition, the people have a
part to play in drafting the
comprehensive blueprint: they
should be given voice through the
legislature so the result is
democratic. These elements should
form the core of our reform drive.
Sweeping reforms are difficult,
but important and urgent. They will
also have a far-reaching impact.
Society has reached a broad
consensus about reforms. The
government must now fulfil its
pledge. The authority of its agenda
this year must be strengthened, so
that China does not drop the baton
at this stage of its reform race.
This article is provided by
Caixin Media, and the
Chinese version of it was
first published in Century
Weekly magazine.
www.caing.com

he international community is coming together
to help Myanmar improve the lives of its
60 million citizens – one-third of whom are
mired in poverty. The challenges are daunting. And
with Myanmar’s strategic location at the crossroads
of trade between India, China and Southeast Asian
nations, the stakes are high.
While its neighbours have prospered over the past
half a century, Myanmar’s isolation has left the
country and its people languishing. In the 1950s,
Myanmar was an economic star; nowadays it is the
second-poorest country in the region, with an
estimated per capita gross domestic product of
US$715.
Today, however, an unexpected and
unprecedented period of reform has taken root.
While the possibilities seem promising, it is crucial
that the path to reconciliation be forged in a way that
benefits all the country’s people.
Several national and international conferences on
economic development were convened in recent
weeks to establish a starting point. These gatherings
identified priority areas for ensuring that the
country’s poorest communities and varied ethnic
groups share in Myanmar’s coming prosperity.
With much of the infrastructure outdated or
inadequate, increasing access and “building back
better” are critical near-term priorities. Today, barely
a quarter of its population has access to electricity,
and more than three in five people lack access to
adequate sanitation. Energy supply, water and
sanitation services, irrigation systems, roads and
railways, and telecommunications are basic
requirements that every country needs to prosper,
and Myanmar is no different. For an impoverished
family living in relative isolation, these building
blocks create a pathway out of poverty.
During the 20 years since the formation of the
Asian Development Bank’s Greater Mekong
Subregion programme – an initiative to promote
economic co-operation among the six countries
sharing the Mekong River – maps of Myanmar’s
neighbours have exploded with new lines showing
the rapid development of roads and markets linking
members. By contrast, the situation in Myanmar is
largely unchanged. There is a need to complete
construction of transport corridors linking Myanmar
with markets in neighbouring countries.
Of course, comprehensive social, economic and
administrative structures need to be in place to
ensure that growth doesn’t come at the expense of
the environment or Myanmar’s rich cultural heritage.
As Myanmar’s pace of change accelerates, more
foreign investors and tourists arrive, and
development assistance is offered, it is absolutely
crucial that this transition is country-owned. Upfront
reforms that are needed include measures to solidify
the rule of law, strengthen macroeconomic
management, promote sustainable tourism, improve
the investment climate and generate fiscal resources
to expand infrastructure and social spending.
The road ahead still looks daunting, but the
opportunity for Myanmar’s people is simply too great
to turn back. The ADB is making preparations for
re-engagement with Myanmar and joining other
development partners in helping to lay the
foundations for a brighter future in the country.
Stephen P. Groff is vice-president of Operations 2
at the Asian Development Bank

Testing primary children
to the limit, and beyond
David Carless reveals a stressful life dominated by homework and tutorial school

P

rimary and secondary school
children in Hong Kong are
currently in the midst of midterm exams. Tests and exams often
provoke polarised reactions: they
can motivate and stimulate, or lead
to anxiety and, sometimes,
demoralisation.
Exams are necessary to identify
students’ progress. They are also
needed at certain points in the
educational cycle to determine
selection to the next stage, such as
university entrance.
But how tests can best be used in
the early years is more open to
debate because early experiences
deeply affect how children
approach education. The kind of
assessment for six- or seven-yearolds should be different from that
for 17-year-olds preparing for
tertiary education. The risks of
demoralisation from negative
experiences are a particular concern
in the early years, as damage can be
difficult to rectify later.
My recent research has focused
on the response of young children
to testing. We collected data from a
wide variety of primary schools and
the dominant messages were that
negative perceptions of tests
outweighed the positive ones. A
painful life involving a diet of
homework, tutorial schools and
tests was evident.
Some eight-year-olds reported
studying until midnight before a
test. Memorising work for Chinese
and English dictation tests was
highlighted as particularly
challenging.
Parents were identified as

central to the children’s experience
of assessment. Some were said to be
encouraging and supportive, but
the majority exerted pressure and
stress on their children. One student
described her mother as “like a
policewoman, watching over me”.
Another theme was marks and
grades. It was evident that getting a
high mark was a primary aim of
schooling, irrespective of whether
students actually learned anything
useful. Memorising for a test,
regurgitating answers, then
forgetting them, was a common
phenomenon.
One teacher in our study
explained some of the pressures
teachers experience, outlining how
they need to help students to get
high test scores, or risk being
challenged by the principal or
parents.
The system puts pressure on
teachers and students to
manufacture good results to protect
themselves from such challenges.
Excessive drilling of test content is a
common means of maximising
scores.
Another teacher pointed out that
her students could get good results
in an English dictation test but were
unable to use the words they had
memorised.
So, what would be good
assessment practice in the early
years of primary schooling? It might
appear that a straightforward
measure would be to reduce the
number of tests.
For example, it is hard to see why
six-year-olds need to be tested and
graded so frequently. Might they

instead receive feedback on nongraded tasks? Could they be
encouraged to enhance their
thinking skills more and compete
for marks less?
Such proposals, however, might
face opposition from parents who
seem to believe in the value of
preparing students at an early age
for competitive exams.
How might teachers in early
primary school adjust their
approach to assessment? I
recommend enhanced
communication between teachers,
students and parents about the
learning potential of assessment. At
present, there is usually too much
focus on the mark awarded, and
insufficient attention on how to
advance learning.
Teachers and parents need to
explain more clearly to learners how
they can use assessment to reflect
on and improve their work. This can
include issues such as how students
can revise effectively and how they
might learn from any feedback.
In its current guise, testing is
more of a burden than a benefit to
primary school children. The
government rhetoric of
“Assessment for Learning” has
foundered on the rock of
entrenched testing traditions.
David Carless works in the Faculty
of Education, University of Hong Kong
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