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The older a community gets the smaller the proportion of those of active working age. Also 

the greater is the challenge of ensuring an adequate supply of essential skills to support and 

grow the economy. 

 

Hong Kong is on the threshold of a rapid post baby boom ageing process, yet even before 

this has begun to bite hardly a day goes by without reports of serious current skill 

shortages – doctors, radiographers, nurses, lawyers, construction and aeronautical 

engineers, skilled artisans, maritime, investment and private banking professionals are all 

some that have been aired in recent times. 

 

Various reasons are quoted. Student preferences not matching real world needs are often 

blamed. The call for shorter working hours is another factor and most recently we read that 

the increasing proportion of women doctors who tend to work shorter hours than male 

counterparts is a contributing factor. None of these, however, are new phenomena either in 

Hong Kong or elsewhere. 

 

There is a more fundamental aspect to these concerns about skilled manpower shortages. 

What they highlight is that too little focus and competent resources are being devoted to 

forward-looking and objective assessment of the human capital resource skills that will 

enable Hong Kong to remain efficient and competitive. We need constantly to remind 

ourselves that Human Capital is our only resource and, if we do not get that right, opportunity 

will pass us by. Nor are we alone in facing the potential for future skill shortages. It is well 

recognised at the APEC level as a serious regional challenge. 

 

The importance of a comprehensive Population Policy regularly updated has long been 

recognised, yet in recent years there has been little co-ordinated effort to achieve this 

particularly since the Education Bureau was relieved of responsibility for Manpower issues. 

 

The last major examination of Population Policy was the report of a task force in 2003, which 

focussed almost exclusively on population flows. It only concerned the supply side and made 

no attempt to address the demand side. There was no examination of skill requirements or of 

the impact on these of changes in society values and in the economic structure of Hong 

Kong, matching the Population Policy to our knowledge-based vision and the resourcing of 



 

new industries. Nor does it seem that there has been any annual or regular review, as the 

task force recommended.  In the intervening seven years both Hong Kong and China have 

changed dramatically. 

 

In any major corporate enterprise manpower planning is a key focus at the highest level of 

management. Contrasting this, the Hong Kong Inc approach to this is distributed among 

several Government departments lacking central co-ordination or long term vision. In the 

absence of proper skills mapping across the board, both the allocation of limited university 

places and immigration policies tend to be driven by supply side pressures, sectoral lobbying 

and immediate perceived demands rather than any thought-through long-term need priorities. 

It is high time Hong Kong asks itself and answers the following questions:- 

- Who is responsible for assessing our future human capital needs and how are these 

assessments to be kept constantly up-to-date? 

- What fresh skills and resources are needed to address this challenge in a sustained 

manner? 

- How should they be deployed? 

- What skill shortages and occupations should have priority?      

- How far can we meet our human resource needs from within Hong Kong? 

- In so far as needs have to be met by importing long term or temporary skills, how is this 

process best facilitated?   

 

Even the best crystal ball cannot reliably forecast the future, but we have a recipe for failure if 

we leave to pure market forces the task of ensuring our future skills needs are adequately 

met. Massive opportunities will be missed, and competitiveness will be profoundly impacted. 

While every effort should be made to home-grow the skills that will be essential to future 

competitiveness, we must also enhance our attraction and openness to the import of skills. In 

this regard protectionist closed shops, particularly those that fuel skill shortages, are totally 

contrary to our wider competitive interests, and jeopardise Hong Kong’s hard-earned 

reputation for openness and free trade.                                                                                  

  


