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Executive Summary

Chapter 1 Research Objectives, Background and Methodology

1. This Research was a secondary analysis of the results of the “1994/95 Household
Expenditure Survey” (HES) conducted by the Census and Statistics Department of Hong
Kong Government. It aimed at understanding and analysing the expenditure pattern,
characteristics and situation of low expenditure households in Hong Kong. We would
also try to evaluate the number and situation of households living in “abject poverty”
and discuss and make suggestions on the Comprehensive Social Security Assistance
Scheme (CSSA) and other concerned social policies.

2. The Census and Statistics Department conducted the 1994/95 HES from October 1994
through September 1995 during which 5,591 non-CSSA households completed the
survey. We divided all households into 8 expenditure groups according to their total
household expenditure using the following boundaries: the lowest 5%, 10%, 15%, 20%,
30%, 40% and 50% expenditure group.

Chapter 2 Defining Poverty

3. Indefining poverty, we adopted the principle of Engel curve’s inflection point using an
“income proxy measure”. The income proxy measure approach combines the essence
of the concepts of absolute poverty and relative poverty. It uses expenditure on
“necessities” as an indicator meeting the criteria of “subsistence” of absolute poverty.
On the other hand, it measures the quantities of these necessities with reference to the
general expenditure pattern, which applies the concept of relative deprivation.

4. Poverty was defined as “the income of an individual or a household being not adequate
to pay for basic and necessary expenditures”. “Basic and necessary” varies according
to the time and culture of society. “Abject poverty” was defined as “the income of the
household being not adequate to pay for basic and necessary food expenditures.”

Chapter 3 Expenditure Pattern of Low Expenditure Households
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After analysing 1994/95 HES, we observed the following characteristics:

Characteristic 1: A large proportion of total expenditure was put on food and housing.

Characteristic 2:  The flexibility of expenditure on housing was much lower than that
on food.

Characteristic 3:  The phenomenon of “first rise and then drop” (turning point)
appeared in food expenditure percentage.

Characteristic 4:  Smaller households were poorer -- They spent a larger proportion of
their total expenditure on housing.

Characteristic 5.  Poor households living in private housing were more deprived than
those in public housing, their housing expenses were 40 to 100%
higher than low expenditure households living in public housing.

Chapter 4 Expenditure Pattern & Characteristics of Low Expenditure Households

6.

Research found that the livelihood of poor households deteriorated between 1984/85 and
1994/95 and the increasing housing cost was a main contributing factor.

Households in abject poverty lived in an extremely deprived condition and they didn’t
even have enough food. We found that the monthly food expenditure of the lowest
5-10% expenditure group of one-person households was $125 less than single elderly
living on CSSA. And the lowest 5% expenditure group was spending 34% less than
the government’s Basic Needs Budget on food.

The food expenses of the lowest 5% expenditure groups in all sizes of households were
at an extremely low level. It was found that the food expenses of 76,000 households or
270,000 people were even less than $650 per person per month:

Household Food expenses per person| number of number of
size per month of the lowest | households people
5% households
$525 7,000 7,000
$606 13,000 26,000

-Xi -
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3 $629 16,000 48,000
4 $594 21,000 84,000
5 or more* $504 19,000 98,800

Total 76,000 263,800

9. The number of households and people living in abject poverty was estimated as:

Household |% of households| number of | number of |monthly food | monthly total
size in abject poverty|households| people expenses expenses

1 12.5% 16,000 16,000 1,201 2,289

2 7.5% 20,000 39,000 1,976 4,025

3 7.5% 24,000 73,000 2,870 5,824

4 12.5% 53,000 213,000 4,132 8,509

5 or more* 7.5% 28,000 145,000 3,953 8,802

Total 141,000 | 486,000

There were 141,000 non-CSSA households living in abject poverty in 1994/95, which
accounted for 9.3% of all households in Hong Kong and included around 490,000
people. During the same period, about 110,000 households or 150,000 people were on
CSSA. Therefore, there were a total of 250,000 households (15.5% of all households)
or 640,000 people (11% of the population) living in abject poverty.

10.. Characteristics of one- and two-person households living in abject poverty:

i.  more elderly people
ii. more women

iii. low education background
iv. low skills and low wage jobs
v. working elderly

11. Characteristics of three or more persons households living in abject poverty:

i.  more children and elderly people
ii.  low education background

iii. low skills and low wage jobs

iv. working but poor

12. Research also found that among all households in abject poverty, a larger proportion

- Xii -
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were living in public housing. This was possibly because of the means test required in
applying for public housing. On the other hand, people in abject poverty also had more
crowded living environment.

Chapter 6 Poverty Eradication through Social Policies

13. We recommend that the Government:

Formulate Poverty Eradication Policy

i.  establish an inter-departmental working group to study the structural factors behind
poverty, study the needs of poor people, formulate an overall poverty eradication
policy and conduct review regularly.

ii.  review concerned social policies to help poor people achieve self-reliance and get
away from poverty.

Review Housing Policy

iii. increase the rate of building public housing, especially rented units for one-and
two-person households.

iv. give higher priority to one- and two-person elderly households on the waiting list
for public housing. Elderly people should as far as possible be allocated public
housing in their original regions or urban areas so as to maintain their community
support network.

v. consider providing housing subsidy for households on public housing waiting list
which are living in abject poverty, especially elderly households.

vi. consider providing long term rent subsidy for public housing households in abject
poverty.

Formulate Human Resources Strateqy

vii. formulate both long and short terms human resources strategies to ensure that
everyone in the labour force can participate in job market, and provide continuous

- Xiii -
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training and retraining programmes for workers to upgrade their skills.

viii. consider needs of manpower and HK’s role in the regional economy when

promoting the development of commercial and manufacturing industries.

Establish Retirement Scheme For All

iX.

develop a retirement protection scheme to ensure that all elderly have adequate
means for living.

Review CSSA

Xi.

Xii.

Xiil.

Xiv.

involve the general public in the review of CSSA and consider the expenditure
pattern of households living in abject poverty when setting CSSA level.

revise the Basic Needs Budget so as to reflect the expenditure pattern and needs of
Hong Kong people. Taking the food expenses of adult as an example, the amount
should be raised from $799 to $1200. Moreover, the Government should review
the limit of rent subsidy for CSSA recipients living in private housing in view of
the rising rent.

simplify the procedures of applying for CSSA so that they would not be so
dehumiliating. In addition, the Social Welfare Department should help poor
people understand CSSA and to convey a message that CSSA is a right for every
citizen.

revise the asset limit for applying CSSA so that low income families, especially
elderly households, won‘t have to use up all their savings before becoming eligible.

develop concrete poverty eradication programmes to help poor people get away
from poverty.

- Xiv -
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