
 

BPF OPINIONS # 1 

 
Dear Friend of BPF,  
 
This week, we are initiating a series of opinion pieces taken from the recent work of BPF. 

 
As you know, BPF is one of the oldest and most influential think tanks in Hong Kong. Our only 

focus is on Hong Kong public policy. 

 
We have two major projects currently underway - one is looking in detail at land and housing 

supply. We are emphasising the need to utilise brownfield sites to increase the volume of 

accommodation available to the long suffering people of Hong Kong. Our second project is on 

the care of the elderly in our society. We are emphasising the need to look at health care for 

the elderly in a holistic way with a seamless interface between care given at home, in a nursing 

home and in a hospital. 
 
 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------  
BPF OPINION # 1   - WE MUST REDEFINE THE WORD "ELDERLY" 

 
Statistics abound about the increase in the number of elderly people. The century old 
conventional wisdom is that being elderly, and hence exit from the work force, begins at 60 or 
65. This wisdom must be discarded. 
 
Today, a more valid definition of elderly would be those above an age for which the average 

life expectancy is 20 years. This is about 68 today and will likely increase to 70 by 2025 and 

75 by 2045. 

 

You have probably heard about the "dependency ratio" which compares the number of people 

aged 15-64 with the numbers of those aged 65 and over. If you stick with the old definition of 

elderly, the dependency ratio is moving into worrying areas. However, if you change the 

definitions of elderly and increase retirement ages in line, you get a much better picture. 

 
Existing definitions of elderly and retirement age make the pension problem insoluble. If you 

work from 20 to 65 and then retire from 65 to 90, it is next to impossible for people to save 

sufficient funds for their retirement. Working from 20 to 70 and retiring from 70 to 90 is much 

more manageable. 

 
Politicians everywhere know that this is a huge problem. They know that people must work 

longer and that people in their 60s (and even the early 70s) are not elderly. However, to make 

the required changes is politically very difficult. In Hong Kong, it is a more soluble problem than 

in many jurisdictions but it still takes vision to deal with it. A good place for the Hong Kong 

Government to start would be to set an example by further increasing the mandatory retirement 

age for Government employees. Also, the structure of MPF needs to be modified to reflect the 

new realities. Consideration should also be given to following Canada and making mandatory 

retirement ages illegal. 

 
Do you agree? 

 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------  

BPF will be publishing these opinions regularly. This one was prepared jointly by Michael 
Somerville and Victor Apps. 
 
We welcome your comments and suggestions. Please send them to OPINIONS@bpf.org.hk 


