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Foreword

“Now is the time for

our society to bring into

full play its characteristics
of mutual concern and
assistance and demonstrate
solidarity and affection.”
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The year 2002-03 was full of challenges for Hong Kong. With
persistent economic downturn and high level of unemployment, there
was a rapid growth in demand for welfare support - the number of
Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA) cases rose from
247 192 in March 2002 to 271 893 at end March 2003, reflecting

a 10% increase. Among them, unemployment cases surged by 37%,
accounting for 16% of the total caseload. Financial needs aside,
individuals and families facing stress, emotional distress or even

domestic violence turned to the support network for relief.

At the same time, after three consecutive years of serious budget
deficits and over 50 months of continual deflation, the Government
has to implement stringent measures to control growth in public
expenditure. Thus, the completion of the three-year Enhanced
Productivity Programme in 2002-03 was immediately followed

by another major efficiency drive with a view to help restore fiscal
balance by the year 2006-07.

Against this background, the Department’s work in 2002-03 was
characterised by a strive for sustainability : that we are committed

to maintaining an effective welfare system not only for today and
tomorrow, but also in the longer term. We fully recognise that

our mission is not only to adequately look after the elderly and the
vulnerable who are currently within our system, but many more who
have to turn to it for support in light of the changing circumstances.
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During the year, the Department continued steadfastly to transform
the way welfare services are organised, managed and delivered,

and to bring about service improvement and better value for money.
These included closing or hiving off to non-governmental organisations
the Department’s non-core service units and further service integration
in family, youth and elderly services. On the social security front, we
explained painstakingly to the community that deflationary adjustments
to the payment rates had to be made in order to enable us to help the
growing numbers of individuals and families that fell into the safety net.

In an open society like Hong Kong, the public has a right to know the
rationale behind each Government decision and the Government has an
obligation to listen. To facilitate this exchange, | started writing weekly
columns on the Department’s website from October 2002 to share my
views on topical welfare issues. | wish to take this opportunity to thank
readers of my column, whom | know or do not know, for giving me their
valuable feedback.
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SWD actively promotes the “Campaign Evergreen”
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for the 8th Far East and South Pacific Games for the Disabled
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The last month of 2002-03 has turned out to be even more trying.

In just a few weeks’ time, the outbreak of the Severe Acute Respiratory
Syndrome (SARS) has hit every sector of the community, threatening
lives and paralysing the economy. In combating against SARS,

the professionalism and dedication of health care staff, as well as
frontline staff in the welfare sector deserves our greatest respect

and appreciation.

Every dark cloud has a silver lining and every challenge gives rise

to new opportunities. This battle against SARS has awakened our
community spirit and displayed tremendous citizen-initiated mutual
concern and support. At the time | am writing this foreword,

Hong Kong is reviving from the threat of SARS. With unity and care,
we can pull through all difficulties and emerge stronger than ever.

WA

Mrs Carrie Lam
Director of Social Welfare
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