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T
he fact that we are one of the
world’s top two or three busi-
ness centres is due to our flex-
ible, diligent and savvy entre-
preneurial work ethic that is

admired the world over. We don’t just get
the job done; we do it better than most. 

This is why companies from around
the world continue to set up offices here. In
the first six months of this year, 352 non-
Hong Kong companies – almost 60 firms a
month – set up business here. Of course,
our rule of law, free press, low tax regime –
things we tend to take for granted – are a
significant factor in swaying companies’
decision to choose Hong Kong over some
of our neighbours. But being able to tap an
educated, flexible workforce with a “can-
do” spirit is equally important. 

However, labour unions calling for the
government to legislate standard working
hours to address the problem of our long
working hours could significantly change
businesses’ decisions to invest here, which
over the longer term would affect employ-
ment prospects. Would regulating how
many hours employees should work solve
the problem in the first place? 

The Labour Department’s “Report of
the Policy Study on Standard Working
Hours” points out that legislation should
not be taken as a panacea for all problems
arising from long working hours. 

The report also flags a wide range of
potential unintended consequences if
Hong Kong does decide to go ahead with
standard working hours. Supporters of
legislation argue that the business com-
munity is merely using scare tactics to
oppose it. 

The same argument was used when the
chamber warned of unintended conse-
quences during the debate on the statu-
tory minimum wage. We highlighted the
fact that such a move would push up the
cost of living, particularly for people on the
lower end of the pay scale. Now that the
effects of the minimum wage have filtered
into the economy, basic food, even a sim-
ple meal at a cha chaan teng costs consid-
erably more as businesses have had to in-
crease their prices to pay higher wages. 

We do agree that the lower income
groups should be protected and the statu-
tory minimum wage should serve as a
safety net for them, but at the same time
there are consequences that the whole of
society has to understand and be prepared
for. Management and cleaning companies
are simple examples of how increases in
pay have affected everyone in Hong Kong.

The unintended consequences of stan-
dard working hours would be far more sig-
nificant for everyone in Hong Kong. There

are many important issues that need to be
studied carefully, such as whether the
move could stifle business development,
undermine labour flexibility and weaken
Hong Kong’s competitiveness. If compa-
nies have to limit the number of hours that
staff can work, then their business and
consequently our economy run the risk of
contracting. 

Moreover, experience of other econo-
mies shows that standard working hours

results in the fragmentation of work and
underemployment as employers turn to
part-time or casual workers. 

There is also the possibility that com-
panies would reduce their services or
operating hours. Would we be able to go
shopping in the evening, or meet family or
friends for a meal? This may seem like a
ridiculous question, but for anyone who
has visited a country that does strictly
enforce working hours, you cannot go
shopping after work or go to a restaurant
because many operate the same hours as
offices. Companies’ profits would as a re-
sult be lower, which in turn would lower
the government’s income from profits tax. 

Then there is the very high probability
of more labour disputes. Companies
would be required by law to track the
hours employees worked, which is bound
to give rise to ill feeling and disputes. 

While implementing standard hours
obviously raises labour costs, tracking

employees’ hours will also increase the
administrative burden on companies. 

Any new legislation that the govern-
ment implements costs on average 6 per
cent of a company’s total wage bill, accord-
ing to the Labour Department. Businesses
may try to absorb part of that extra cost or
pass it onto customers, which would affect
our competitiveness. 

We believe these unintended conse-
quences are just the tip of the iceberg that
will grow, should Hong Kong go down the
path of legislating for standard working
hours. 

Obviously, employees cannot be
expected to work longer and longer hours
indefinitely. However, standard working
hours would only address a small part of
what could become a far larger problem
for Hong Kong. 

Shirley Yuen is CEO of the Hong Kong 
General Chamber of Commerce

Would regulating how
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should work solve 
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first place? 

Shirley Yuen says a legitimate concern for Hong
Kong’s overworked employees should not blind us
to the impact that legislating for standard working
hours will have on our livelihoods and the economy 

Watch the clock
Chinese government officials, with their formal

attire and serious talk, don’t particularly strike
one as sexually charged. Yet it seems that just

about all corrupt officials in China have mistresses. So
much so that there’s now a popular saying: “Behind
each corrupt official, there is a mistress.”

When 26-year-old TV host Ji Yingnan 
exposed her relationship with her former lover Fan
Yue , the married deputy director of the State
Archives Administration, her internet posts of
hundreds of photos showing their lavish lifestyle
caused a sensation. 

Ordinary Chinese, like everyone else, love a juicy
sex scandal, especially one involving a corrupt official.
Exposure always brings a kind of satisfaction, given
that the embezzled money comes from public funds.

These mistresses are just the modern version of
concubines. In China, a woman having an affair is
increasingly known as a xiaosan – “little third”, a
belittling term since she is usually much younger
than her patron. At a time when the income gap is
widening, such mistresses are despised.

China’s political system is a breeding ground for
corruption and keeping a xiaosan is just one of the
pleasures corrupt officials indulge in. However, these
young lovers can be a time bomb. There has been a
string of high-profile cases where corrupt officials
were brought down by their jilted mistresses. 

Just last month, Wang Suyi , the former
head of the United Front Work Department in Inner
Mongolia, was sacked after his mistress was one of
several to report the misconduct of their former
lovers to the media. 

The relationship between a corrupt official and his
xiaosan can easily turn sour, given that their
relationship is usually based on money rather than
love and trust. And these dissatisfied women now
have the weapon to let out their anger and
frustration: the internet.

Soon after taking office, President Xi Jinping
launched a vigorous campaign to catch

corrupt officials at all levels, both “tigers and flies”.
According to government figures, 2,290 officials have
been disciplined so far. But they are mostly “flies” –
low- and middle-level officials. 

In fact, one could say that jilted mistresses have
proved more effective in combating corruption, a
social cancer that is threatening the country’s
stability. I don’t doubt Xi’s good intentions, but to
tackle the problem, the system needs to open up,
with fair competition, supervision and transparency.
And the media needs the freedom to play its
supervisory role properly.

Yet control on the media seems to be tightening,
while there has been a crackdown against activists
pushing for greater government transparency. 

Today, one-party rule feels like a sick person who
has numerous serious diseases. To cure itself, it needs
a strong dose of medicine. Yet the Communist Party
seems to be afraid that the medicine may hurt too
much.

Fan is believed to be under investigation. His fate
will probably follow those of others who indulged in
greed and lust. But his disgrace is unlikely to deter
other officials; the cancer of corruption will continue
to spread and with it will come more sex scandals.

Lijia Zhang is a Beijing-based writer, 
commentator and author

Sex bombs
Lijia Zhang says the successful
exposure of corrupt officials by their
jilted lovers shows up Beijing’s half-
hearted approach to the problem

The dissidents made a big
mistake by staging a mass
confrontation on August

4. They stormed the stage of a
pro-police rally organised in the
wake of a political row sparked
by a video. The video, which
went viral, showed a
schoolteacher hurling verbal
abuse at police officers at an
earlier protest. 

With police intervention, the
August 4 confrontation ended
with a lot of shouting but
without violence. The reaction
both in the traditional and new
media was clearly in favour of
the police and their supporters. 

August 4 marked a watershed
in public opinion, as the
majority has broken the spell of
the infamous “spiral of silence”.
Many in this group have in the
past been afraid to speak their
mind for fear of being
stigmatised and victimised. Now
they have come out en masse,
knowing they are not alone. 

Incidentally, a group of
professionals and academics
calling themselves the Silent
Majority for Hong Kong came
forward a few days later and
organised a campaign against
Occupy Central.

Seizing the moment, Chief
Executive Leung Chun-ying
visited Tin Shui Wai last Sunday,
his first trip there since being
elected, to fulfil an election
pledge. This time, the situation
was not that peaceful. During
the visit, his resolute stand on
various issues astonished many
people. If my observation is
correct, this will be the start of a
new phase in his term. 

This vindicates my assertion
that mainstream Hong Kong

people badly want change, but
not to the point of rocking the
boat, never mind some kind of
regime change as some
dissidents would like. When our
dissidents go too far, the silent
majority will rise up and try to
push them back, and this is what
we are witnessing now.

So much for the good news.
The problem is that a lot of harm
has already been done. Undoing
it will take strenuous efforts. 

Take the well-planned
showdown over constitutional
development leading to
universal suffrage in 2017. Is
there any way to avoid it, apart

from the central and SAR
governments making an
unconditional surrender? 

Or, to sound more realistic,
should the central and Hong
Kong governments wish to
negotiate a surrender, who
should they talk to? Let’s deal
with the more modest, more
peaceful and, above all, more
organised Occupy Central
movement. Can Benny Tai Yiu-
ting guarantee he has the
authority to negotiate a
compromise and call the thing
off? And can the authorities take

that assurance seriously? The
crucial point is that a
confrontation is inevitable. A
change of tide in public opinion
can only limit the damage. 

Now that public sentiment is
more in favour of the
establishment, the Hong Kong
government should pay more
attention to damage control.
Upholding police authority is
one example, and this was
obviously the objective of Chief
Secretary Carrie Lam Cheng
Yuet-ngor’s statement of
support a few days after the
Mong Kok confrontation. Leung
later put his support into action
by ordering an investigation into
the primary-school teacher at
the centre of the row.

A more positive step is for the
Hong Kong government to seize
the opportunity to spell out the
official parameters for
constitutional development, to
manage expectations. Unlike
what our dissidents would like
us to believe, according to the
agreed rules in the Basic Law the
ultimate authority for
constitutional development in
Hong Kong lies in Beijing’s
hands. Deviating from the Basic
Law and challenging the central
authorities will only be
counterproductive. 

This vital message has to be
made known to the public, and
the earlier the better, to stop any
crazy ideas, groundless
speculation and unrealistic
expectations.

Lau Nai-keung is a member of 
the Basic Law Committee of 
the NPC Standing Committee, and
also a member of the Commission 
on Strategic Development
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Lau Nai-keung says officials should ride the tide to lay down parameters
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Since Leung Chun-ying took
over as chief executive, the
public image of the police

force in Hong Kong has taken a
bashing. The main reason is
that, under commissioner Andy
Tsang Wai-hung, the police have
steered away from being
politically neutral.

This has been clearly
demonstrated by some officers’
attempts to curtail press
freedom at some events, such as
by using their hands to block
camera lenses. 

Other actions have included
overzealously detaining
protesting university students
and taking legal action against
pro-democracy activists months
after the alleged infraction, as
well as standing by and allowing
unruly members of the so-called
patriotic groups to harass pro-
democracy activists. 

Unfortunately, all these
actions have led to a public
perception that the police are
biased and have wandered from
the fundamental principles of
upholding and safeguarding
public order and the rule of law.

Over the past two weeks, we
have witnessed a widening rift
between the police and the
public. 

First, at a public rally in Mong
Kok on August 4, we saw police
superintendent Gregory Lau
Tat-keung, who was on pre-
retirement leave, address the
crowd and criticise a
schoolteacher who swore at
police officers during a separate
stand-off a few weeks before. 

The rally was also attended
by other retired officers and by
officers who were off duty. It’s
disturbing to see our police
officers getting involved in such
a high-profile political rally. 

Then, when Leung visited

Yuen Long recently to attend a
forum organised by pro-
establishment organisations, it
attracted opposing sides and
they clashed outside the venue.
When some triad members
attacked protesters and
supporters of political parties,
the police apparently stood by
and did nothing.

These incidents are
disturbing. As noted by Jat Sew-
tong, chairman of the

Independent Police Complaints
Council, public discontent with
the Leung administration is
being vented on frontline
officers. The relationship
between the police and the
public has reached a critically
dangerous point. 

As the backbone of our
disciplined services and a main
part of the civil service, the
police force must remain
politically impartial. 

At the August 4 rally, the
high-profile participation of
some officers was a breach of the

code of conduct of the civil
service. The breach was
unambiguously confirmed by
the Civil Service Bureau in
responding to press inquiries. 

But last week, after meeting a
number of police associations,
the police force said attendance
at the rally didn’t breach any
police general orders. 

Strangely, the police
commissioner and his
immediate superior, the security
secretary, have still made no
public comment on the rally
controversy. On the other hand,
Chief Secretary Carrie Lam
Cheng Yuet-ngor and the chief
executive made clear their
support for the police. 

What is going on? It’s fair to
say that there’s an expectation of
imminent change in the top
ranks of the government – the
rumoured Plan B to replace the
chief executive. 

Names of potential
candidates have been floating
around. The usual suspects are
prominent civil servants such as
John Tsang Chun-wah and Lam,
as well as the outspoken
Legislative Council president,
Jasper Tsang Yok-sing. 

But lately the spotlight has
shone on the rather ambitious
Legco member Regina Ip Lau
Suk-yee, who has long set her
eyes on the post. In fact, Ip
strongly believes she is more
than qualified for the job. 

First, she has deep
experience in the government
and was once security secretary,

in charge of the eight disciplined
services, which is a big plus in
the eyes of the central
government. Even now, Ip is
widely supported by the
disciplined services. 

On a political level, she has
certainly contributed
immensely. She pushed for the
implementation of controversial
national security legislation in
2003 and, when that failed, she
took the blame herself and
resigned from her post as
security chief. A decade later,
now as a directly elected
legislator, she has fully
redeemed herself.

Ip is politically aggressive and
has made it clear she wants the
top job. She is constantly in fight
mode, waiting to pounce
whenever there is a glimpse of
an opportunity. Even though she
is obviously not a supporter of
Leung, he still had to appoint her
to the Executive Council, Hong
Kong’s highest centre of power. 

One of her biggest
advantages is her squeaky-clean
background – no personal or
political scandal. Her image as a
loving single mother will also
help her win women’s votes. 

If there is really a Plan B to
replace Leung, Ip is certainly a
strong candidate. 

This will no doubt put more
pressure on Leung, who seems
to be on the road to political self-
destruction.

Albert Cheng King-hon is 
a political commentator.
taipan@albertcheng.hk
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