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INTRODUCTION



It was one of the 1997 Policy Commitments that 'We will complete by summer 1998 a study to examine the operation of the Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA) Scheme and to make recommendations on how those on CSSA can be encouraged and helped to rejoin the workforce'.

2.

An inter-departmental Steering Group chaired by the Director of Social Welfare and comprising representatives from the Health and Welfare Bureau (HWB), the Finance Bureau, the Education and Manpower Bureau, the Social Welfare Department (SWD), the Census and Statistics Department, the Labour Department (LD) and the Employees Retraining Board (ERB) was set up and started reviewing the relevant aspects of the CSSA Scheme in October 1997.  The membership of the Steering Group is at Annex 1.

3.

This report sets out in detail the Steering Group’s proposals arising from this review.

BACKGROUND

Objective of CSSA

4.

The means-tested and non-contributory CSSA Scheme is designed to provide cash assistance for financially vulnerable individuals and families to bring their income up to a level to meet their basic and special needs.

5.

When the Public Assistance (now CSSA) Scheme was introduced in 1971, the basic (now standard) rates covered food costs only.  In 1972, the basic rates were revised to cover additional items of essential household expenditure, which included fuel and light, clothing and footwear, miscellaneous goods, transport and services, and durable goods.  Over the years, apart from inflation adjustments, many improvement measures have been introduced.  These included real increases in payment rates, provision of disregarded earnings, and introduction of special supplements and a wide range of special grants to take account of changes in social expectations and to meet special needs of different categories of recipients.  The scheme has evolved from a scheme providing for basic subsistence to a comprehensive safety net meeting not only the basic but also individual needs of its recipients.

Clientele profile/composition

6.

A general profile of the CSSA cases is provided in Annex 2.

7.

As at September 1998, cases under 'old age', 'disabled' and 'ill-health' categories accounted for 71% of the total caseload, compared with 85% as at September 1993.

8.

On the other hand, the 'unemployment', 'single parent' and 'low earnings' cases rose from about 4%, 6% and 1% of the total caseload in September 1993 to 12%, 10% and 3% respectively of the total caseload in September 1998.  In other words, the proportion of cases involving able-bodied recipients of working age has increased from about 12% to 24% (both figures after rounding).

The problem

9.

The current review was prompted by growing public concern about the rapid growth in the CSSA caseload and its expenditure, the high levels of CSSA benefit for larger families as compared with market wages, and the sharp increases in the number of people of working age turning to CSSA.  There is also an increasing perception that some people are abusing the system and as a result of this, increasing calls from time to time for the Government to take more effective measures to prevent such abuses.

Caseload and expenditure

10.

Over the recent past, the CSSA caseload and expenditure have been increasing sharply.  The number of CSSA cases rose by 146% from 88,600 in September 1993 to 218,400 in September 1998.  CSSA expenditure increased dramatically by nearly three times, from $2.4 billion in 1993/94 to $9.4 billion in 1997/98, and its share of the SWD's budget increased from 27% to 45%.  In 1998/99, the approved provision for CSSA is $11.5 billion (representing 49% of SWD’s budget), but it is expected that supplementary provision of over $1.5 billion will be required.  The Government is expected to spend much more on CSSA in the years to come even if all the Steering Group’s recommendations in this report (see paragraph 34-77 below) are accepted and implemented.

11.

The rapid growth in CSSA caseload and expenditure may be explained by an ageing population, increased public awareness of the scheme mainly due to enhanced publicity and accessibility, changes in Hong Kong peoples attitude towards social security benefits, and the increasing attractiveness of the benefit levels vis-à-vis a relatively slow growth in wages over the past few years.

12.

The ever-increasing growth in CSSA expenditure is worrying and unsustainable in the long term, bearing in mind that it is a non-contributory scheme, financed by general revenue obtained from a low tax base.  In recent years, CSSA expenditure has taken up the lion’s share of the public resources available from economic growth to meet the community’s aspirations for new or improved services.  Its share of total Government recurrent spending has increased from 2.6% in 1993/94 to 6.2% in 1997/98, and is estimated to increase to 6.7% in 1998/99.  Inevitably, this has directly and significantly constrained the Government’s ability to expand and improve services in other areas.

Levels of benefit

13.

At present, the average monthly CSSA payments for households of four or more persons are considerably higher than low-end wages.  Annex 3 shows the average monthly salaries of selected occupations which do not require special skills in selected industries.  It is noted that the average monthly payment for a four-person household registered a real increase of 120% in the past ten years whereas the median wage of workers in all industries grew only by 41% in real terms over the same period.  The fact that the increase in CSSA benefits has outpaced the general growth in wages has been a cause for concern as this may create inequities and disincentives to work.  The average monthly CSSA payments for households of four or more persons are even higher than the average monthly household income of the lowest income groups (see Annex 4).

14.

Obviously, we should avoid the possible emergence of a dependency culture in which there is a tendency for some employable adults to consider reliance on welfare assistance a preferred option even when there is employment available.  International experience tells us that long-term dependency is likely to develop when the benefit levels have become equal or close to what can be earned on a job, and it is the social security policy of most developed countries, including Australia, the United Kingdom, and Canada, that welfare recipients should not be better off than the general working population, and the benchmarks taken for fairness for welfare are comparisons with low-end wages.

CSSA cases involving people of working age 

Rising trend

15.

Over the recent past, CSSA cases involving people of working age have been growing at a much faster rate than other categories of cases.  The number of  cases increased over 6 times from 3,500 in September 1993 to 26,200 in September 1998, representing 12% of the current total CSSA caseload (see Annex 5).  This trend of  increase has continued regardless of the economic situation.  The ‘unemployment’ cases grew steadily in the early 1990s when the unemployment rate was low (no more than 2% from 1991 to 1994) and labour market conditions were broadly stable.  A faster growth was seen in 1995 when the unemployment rate reached a ten-year high of 3.2%, but the upward trend continued unabated in 1996 and 1997 when the economy was buoyant and the unemployment rate dropped.  The ‘unemployment’ CSSA cases have been growing sharply since early 1998 alongside the rise in the unemployment rate.
unemployment
16.

The  cases also registered a disproportionate increase in the same period.  The number of these cases rose from 5,700 in September 1993 to 20,900 in September 1998, an increase of 268%.
single parent
Characteristics of 'unemployment' and 'single parent' cases

17.

A profile of the ‘unemployment’ cases is provided in Annex 6.  Of these cases, about 70% are single-person cases.  83% of the unemployed recipients are male, and 65% in their forties and fifties.  Ex-drug abusers and ex-prisoners account for 17% of the unemployed recipients.  Analysed by period of continuous dependence on CSSA, the average length of ‘unemployment’ cases is 1.9 years.  32% of the cases have been receiving CSSA for two years or more.

18.

A profile of the 'single parent' cases is provided in Annex 7.  Of these cases, more than three-quarters are small families, comprising one parent and one or two children.  74% of the single parents are female, mostly in their thirties and forties.  Of the single fathers, 61% come from cases of split families in which their Mainland wives have not yet been able to reunite with the families.  Analysed by period of continuous dependence on CSSA, the average length of ‘single parent’ cases is 2.9 years.  33% of the cases have been receiving CSSA for three years or more.

19.

As far as new arrivals are concerned, as at September 1998, the estimated numbers of ‘unemployment’ and ‘single parent’ cases involving any recipient with less than one year’s residence in Hong Kong were 700 and 800 respectively (representing 3% and 4% of these two categories of cases respectively).  The estimated numbers of recipients with less than one year’s residence in these cases were 1,400 and 1,200 respectively (representing 3% and 2% of the total recipients under these two categories of cases respectively).  The estimated numbers of ‘unemployment’ and ‘single parent’ cases involving any recipient with less than seven years’ residence were 3,800 and 5,900 respectively (representing 14% and 28% of these two categories of cases respectively).  The estimated numbers of recipients with less than seven years’ residence in these cases were 7,000 and 10,400 respectively (representing 13% and 17% of the total recipients under these two categories of cases respectively).
Existing arrangements

20.

At present an unemployed CSSA applicant is required to register with the Local Employment Service (LES) of LD for employment assistance and to call at the social security field unit (SSFU) once a month to declare his employment status in order to qualify for assistance. He is eligible for assistance as long as he remains unemployed. However, it is noted that in 1997, for example, the LESs placement rate for unemployed CSSA recipients was only 1.3% whereas its placement rate for non-CSSA job seekers was 27.2%.  Obviously, more needs to be done to encourage and help those of working age on CSSA to re-enter the labour market and move towards self-reliance.

21.

Single parents on CSSA are now given the choice not to work until their youngest child has reached fifteen. This is not in line with emerging international practice (see paragraph 70 below). For example, public welfare in the United States was originally seen as a programme of financial support for single mothers who stayed at home and cared for their off-spring. This view changed with the l988 Family Support Act, which sent the message that society now expects single mothers to work and be self-supporting.

Fraud and abuse

22.

Annex 8 provides statistics on the numbers of CSSA cases with fraud established and the amounts involved for the years 1993/94 to 1997/98.  The figures were extremely small when compared with the total number of CSSA cases and their annual expenditure.  We must, however, concede that there is no way of knowing how much cheating actually occurs.  Like any other welfare system in any parts of the world, there is probably much more fraud than is ever detected.

23.

Previously there was a degree of sympathy for people living on social security benefits who supplement their income by occasional earnings that they fail to declare.  Over the past two years, there has been growing public resentment against people who are perceived to get CSSA unfairly.  For example, whenever a government official featured on a radio phone-in programme on welfare issues, there were always some complaints from discontented callers about social security cheating by unscrupulous people by means of, for example, fake divorce, or clandestine employment, and the Government was repeatedly urged to crack down on welfare fraud to protect the public purse.

24.

It is highly unlikely that our welfare system is , in the sense that large numbers of people are regularly cheating the Government of huge amounts of money.  It is just as unlikely that no undetected fraud occurs.  Nevertheless, to ensure prudent and defensible use of public funds, it is necessary to minimize weaknesses in the existing system and step up measures to reduce fraud as far as possible even if it cannot be completely eliminated.
rife with fraud
The qualitative study of CSSA cases with employable adults

25.

Efforts to tackle the problem of long-term dependency on welfare payments by people of working age is high on the Government's agenda in many Western countries.  Annex 9 gives a brief account of the measures taken by New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the Province of Alberta in Canada in recent years to address the problem.  Admittedly, there are demographic, cultural, socio-economic and other differences between Hong Kong and these countries; for example, in the case of Alberta, the great majority of its social assistance recipients are working-age adults who are mostly employable in the labour market once they overcome certain barriers, whereas in Hong Kong, the elderly, the disabled and the sick take up the largest part.  Nevertheless, the experience of these countries, though not necessarily a panacea for our ills, holds lessons for us.

26.

Taking into account the overseas experience, SWD in conjunction with LD and ERB conducted a 3-month qualitative study of a random sample of about 300 CSSA cases starting from December 1997.  The target groups were unemployed able-bodied recipients and single parents with the youngest child aged twelve or above.  The main objectives of the study were to understand more about the characteristics of these groups of recipients, to identify the difficulties faced by them in re-entering the labour market, to assess the effectiveness of a co-ordinated package of counselling, employment and retraining services provided by SWD, LD and ERB to help them get employment, and in the light of the findings of the study, to recommend the way forward.

27.

In the study, staff of SSFUs held an in-depth interview with the participants every fortnight to check the progress of their search for work, encourage them to make more efforts to seek work, identify the barriers to their getting employment, and see what could be done to enhance their employability and maximise their chances of re-entering the workforce.  Where further employment assistance was needed, they would be referred to LD for job-matching and placement services or to ERB for retraining.

28.

The findings of the study are as follows:

(a)  About two-thirds of the unemployed recipients and three-quarters of the single parents were 40 years of age or above.

(b)  Most of the unemployed recipients and single parents were of low educational attainment and did not possess any special skill. LD observed that they were in general less competitive in the labour market than other job applicants.

(c)
46% of the single parents had been outside the paid workforce for over five years, and this might at least partly account for their lack of skills and self-confidence.

(d)
21% of the participants succeeded in finding a job during the three-month period, at wages between $900 and $10,500 a month.  Of this group, 76% found employment on their own while the rest found employment with the help of LD.

(e)
Another 10% of the participants dropped out of the CSSA Scheme for various reasons (such as failure to appear again, withdrawal of application, refusal to accept an offer of employment or job interview) during the three-month period.

29.

Although the placement rate recorded by LD in this study was only 6% which could not be regarded as satisfactory, the fact that 21% of the participants in  the study succeeded in finding a job and three-quarters did so on their own suggests that the more vigorous approach adopted by SSFUs was to some extent successful in pushing the unemployed recipients and single parents to make more efforts to stand on their own feet. On balance, it has proved a worthwhile experiment.  An executive summary of the study is at Annex 10.

POLICY DIRECTIONS AND STRATEGIES

30.

It is our policy to provide a safety net for those with genuine financial need, particularly the elderly, disabled and the chronically sick who are not supported by their families.  In addition to providing a safety net for the financially vulnerable, we should also try to ensure that our social security system should act as a springboard to the future, which gives its recipients the opportunities to become self-reliant.  Towards this end, we should encourage and assist able-bodied recipients of working age to be self-reliant and gainfully employed, and CSSA should only provide temporary relief for the employable rather than a long-term shelter.

31.

The policy directions of the review are:

(a)  to ensure that resources are directed to help the truly needy and disadvantaged members of the community, who cannot fend for themselves through no fault of their own;

(b)
to provide temporary financial assistance for people of working age who are genuinely unable to find work (and for their dependants, if any), and at the same time, to encourage and help them to re-join the workforce so that they can lead independent and productive lives; and

(c)
to rid the system of work disincentives so as to ensure that those who can work will work.

32.
In formulating our strategies, we have taken into account the following:

(a)
The primary objective of the review is to encourage and help the unemployed recipients back to work.

(b)
We acknowledge that CSSA recipients are in general less competitive in the labour market as evidenced in the qualitative study.  Those with meagre education and low or obsolete skills are at a decided disadvantage, particularly in periods of high unemployment, and this group would have difficulty in acclimatizing themselves to the demands of a changing labour market.

(c)  We should aim to change the attitude of the unemployed recipients who are less motivated by placing emphasis on their  and the need to re-establish self-reliance, and helping them understand how employment contributes to the well-being of an individual, the family and the whole community.
social responsibilities
(d)
The messages that we aim to get across are ‘Any job is better than no job’, ‘Low pay is better than no pay’, and ‘CSSA is a safety net and a last resort’.

(e)
The dramatic increase in CSSA expenditure in recent years has become a serious spending pressure for the Government.  Given recent trends, the demand for social security benefits is expected to continue to rise.

(f)
We should ensure that the CSSA rates are set at levels that avoid creating disincentives to work and that CSSA payments are consistent with the wider economic situation.

(g)
Any measure to tighten existing arrangements should not affect the elderly, the disabled and those in ill-health.
33.

We propose the following strategies to meet the policy objectives:

(a)  to implement a package of measures to help promote self-reliance amongst the able-bodied unemployed;

(b)
to improve the existing arrangements to maintain social equity and to ensure that CSSA recipients would not be better off than those who work to support themselves; and

(c)
to strengthen controls to safeguard public expenditure against fraud and abuse.

RECOMMENDATIONS

 Scheme
Support for Self-reliance
34.

Taking into account overseas experience and the findings of the qualitative study mentioned earlier, we propose to implement a  Scheme to encourage and assist unemployed CSSA recipients to regain employment and move towards self-reliance.  The scheme comprises three components, namely, active employment assistance, additional help by way of community work, and incentives to work through the provision of disregarded earnings.
Support for Self-reliance
Active employment assistance

35.

Staff of SSFUs will launch an Active Employment Assistance (AEA) programme to encourage and help the unemployed recipients to find work.  Their role will be to act as a source of information and facilitator. Participation in the programme will replace the requirement for the unemployed CSSA applicants to register with LES of LD.  LD and ERB will continue to provide job placement and retraining services for unemployed CSSA recipients who wish to regain employment through their assistance.

36.

The main features of the AEA programme are as follows :

(a)
SWD will work closely with LD and ERB to encourage and help unemployed CSSA recipients through a co-ordinated programme of counselling, employment and retraining services.

(b)  All participants will be required to attend an initial briefing at SSFUs during which the objectives of the programme, work incentive arrangements under the CSSA Scheme, the various ways and channels to seek jobs, and employment and retraining services provided by LD and  ERB will be explained fully.  Job search will be further supported by provision of available vacancy information to job-seekers through a computerized system.  In October 1998, the Subventions and Lotteries Fund Advisory Committee approved a Lotteries Fund grant for 41 computer terminals to be installed in non-governmental organization (NGO) premises to provide information on job vacancies for job-seekers.  We intend to seek a Lotteries Fund grant to install similar terminals in all SSFUs.

(c)
Apart from services provided by LD and ERB, participants will also be briefed on other supportive services generally available or specific to the catchment area of a particular SSFU.  Some NGOs have been running programmes to provide employment-related services specifically for CSSA recipients (for example, funding support has been provided by the Hong Kong Jockey Club Charitable Trust for an NGO to run a training and employment programme for CSSA single parents as from October 1998; a grant from the Lotteries Fund was approved in October 1998 for an NGO to launch a job matching programme for CSSA recipients to work as relief workers in various NGOs).

(d)
With the help of the staff of SSFUs, participants will draw up a personalized action plan to find work and will be expected to adhere to it.  Regular follow-up interviews will be arranged by SSFUs to monitor the progress of their job search and to render appropriate assistance (for example, referrals to Family Service Centres for counselling and other support services), where necessary.

Additional help by way of community work

37.

We consider that engagement in some useful community services will enable unemployed CSSA recipients to make a contribution to society and will have positive effects on their psycho-social well-being and the success of their future efforts in securing employment.  We therefore propose to require unemployed CSSA recipients to perform unpaid work of benefit to the community, for example, cleaning country parks or participating in other work to improve the environment, as a condition of receiving CSSA.

38.

The idea of a community work requirement for unemployed CSSA recipients is novel in Hong Kong. Care will be taken to ensure that community work to be arranged for unemployed CSSA recipients will be in positions which would not normally be filled by paid employees and that the work itself will have a community focus and will genuinely be useful.  Consideration will be given to assigning implementation of the programme to an outside organisation.  While the idea may be viewed as a  factor by those who are less than enthusiastic about finding work, it may be welcomed by some as an  opportunity for them to make some contribution to society while they are relying on CSSA. Participation in community work could also break the tedium of unemployment, improve the recipient’s self-esteem and confidence, and help the recipient develop a work habit and gain a better understanding of the community, paving the way for eventual paid employment. 
push
39.

There are considerable practical difficulties in organizing community work for the very large numbers of people involved: the total unemployed component of the CSSA stood at about 26,000 as at the end of September 1998.  A programme that is too complex, too sophisticated or requires too much exercise of discretion by front-line staff would prove very difficult to administer.  Even a simple and straightforward programme will entail high administrative costs although we would endeavour to keep these to the minimum.  All in all, though, we believe the balance of arguments does lie in favour of proceeding with this proposal.
40.

The aim will be firstly to apply the proposal to unemployed recipients from single and two-person households.  Since as many as 20,000 cases will be affected, implementation will have to be by phases.  In the initial period of implementation, we will adopt some criteria (for example, age, length of receipt of CSSA, period of unemployment) in selecting participants from these cases.  The recipients will be required to perform community work once or twice a week.  Community work is a stepping stone to paid work, so those taking part are expected to continue to seek work and attend job interviews and will be allowed sufficient time to do so.  Paid work, both part-time and full-time, should take precedence over community work.  We will review the effectiveness of such arrangements in due course.

Disregarded earnings (DE)

41.

The provision of DE is meant to meet employment-related expenses (eating out, clothing, etc) and to allow the CSSA recipient to keep a portion of his earnings, thereby providing an incentive for him to find work and continue working.  At present, a CSSA recipient's income from employment can be disregarded up to a maximum of $1,805 a month.  Those who are not required to register with LD as a condition of receiving assistance (i.e. the elderly, people with a disability or in ill-health, and family carers) are entitled to have their first month's income from a newly secured full-time job totally disregarded, subject to the condition that they may only benefit from this provision not more than once within two years.

42.

It has been suggested that relaxation of the level of the DE will provide an additional incentive for unemployed recipients to seek work.  However, at a time when the benefit levels for larger families are higher than the median wage of workers in all industries, a higher level of DE would not only broaden the CSSA net thus drawing more people into it, but would also push the total resources of CSSA families with an employed member further above market wages.  It may also encourage recipients to look for a relatively comfortable or convenient, low-paid job, benefit from the high level of DE, and stay on CSSA.  We should consider raising the level of DE only when benefit levels are more in line with the wages of low-end jobs in Hong Kong.

43.

To give unemployed recipients a greater incentive to seek work,  we propose to extend to employable able-bodied adults the provision of totally disregarding the first month's income from a newly secured full-time job on the similar condition that this benefit will be allowed not more than once during a two-year period.

44.

It is difficult to make an informed guess at the number of able-bodied recipients who would benefit from this improvement.

Termination of assistance where the unemployed recipient fails to comply with stipulated requirements

45.  
Under the existing policy, if an unemployed recipient does not actively seek work in accordance with our requirements or refuses a reasonable offer of  job interview without good reasons, the SSFU may terminate his CSSA payment.

46.

We will strictly enforce the existing policy whereby the SSFU will immediately terminate payment of CSSA to an unemployed recipient who does not comply with our rules without acceptable reasons, and these would now include the requirement to undertake community work.  If the recipient is dissatisfied with SWDs decision, he can always lodge an appeal with the Social Security Appeal Board.

CSSA payments for able-bodied recipients: standard rates, supplements and special grants 

Standard rates for larger households

47.
The levels of CSSA benefit for larger households have been criticised as too high.  These high levels can be explained by the various improvements made over the years to the standard rates for able-bodied recipients, children and single parents, the introduction of special supplements and a variety of special grants.  It has been suggested that the levels of benefit should be kept down so that they are more in line with market wages for low-end jobs.  It has also been pointed out that the calculation of CSSA benefits does not take account of the fact that it is easier for larger households to economize on their expenditures.  The average monthly expenditure of the non-CSSA households in the lowest 25% expenditure group (see Annex 11), for example, bears out the fact that the per-capita expenditure of larger households is smaller than that of smaller households.

48.

There have been suggestions that the payment of standard rates to larger households should be capped.  We do not support this idea because by capping the benefits payable to larger households, the basic needs of some family members would not be provided for at all.  This is against the objective of the CSSA Scheme.

49.

We propose to reduce the standard rate payment to able-bodied adults/children in households comprising three or more such members in the following manner :

(a)
For households comprising three able-bodied adults/children, the standard rate payment to these able-bodied members will be reduced by 10%.

(b)
For households comprising more than three able-bodied adults/children, the standard rate payment to these able-bodied members will be reduced by 20%.

50.

Annex 12 shows the standard rates before and after the reduction.  Such a scale of reduction is to recognize that it is easier for larger households to economize on their expenditures.  No reduction will be applied to households comprising not more than two able-bodied adults/children, and the standard rate payment to any recipient who is old, disabled or medically certified to be in ill-health will not be affected.

Special grants and supplements

51.

Over the years a wide range of special grants have been introduced.  The availability of special grants to meet individual needs of members of the household also tends to inflate the total benefits received. The burgeoning expenditure on special grants is quite alarming.  It rose from $860 million in 1994/95 to $2,640 million in 1997/98 (representing 28% of total CSSA expenditure).

52.

As standard rates already cover the recipients’ basic needs, we consider it necessary to cut down the types of special grants for able-bodied adults/children to those which are absolutely essential to guard against reliance on CSSA becoming a preferred option.  We propose that no special grant will be paid to able-bodied adults except those for rent and water charge.  As for able-bodied children, they will only be given the special grants to cover rent, water charge and those related to schooling and child care centre fees.  The special grants for rent and water charge are meant to meet the cost of shelter which is one of the basic necessities of life like food and clothing.  To retain the special grants for schooling expenses for children will ensure that they are not denied access to education through lack of means.  A special grant to meet child care centre fees will continue to be paid in cases where there is a demonstrated need for a young child to be placed in a child care centre.  This will ensure that the child will not be deprived of proper care when nobody in his family is able to take care of him for valid reasons.

53.

Special grants currently payable to recipients who are old, disabled or medically certified to be in ill-health will not be affected.  Where one of these special grants is paid according to the size of the family (for example, domestic removal grant), it will be paid instead only according to the number of old, disabled or sick members in the family.

54.

We also propose that :

(a)
the annual Long Term Supplement will be payable only to cases involving the old, disabled and the sick and according to the number of such members in the family; and

(b)
Single Parent Supplement will be granted only to those single parents with at least one child aged below twelve.

Assistance for long-term ‘unemployment’ cases

55.

There have been suggestions that CSSA benefit for able-bodied unemployed recipients should be cut off or reduced after a time limit, say six months, on grounds that these recipients should take up any job available even though the job is unsatisfying and its wage low.  One argument for enforcing a time limit to welfare for able-bodied unemployed persons is that even during a recession, low-paid jobs are still available, and that it is welfare that makes these jobs unattractive.

56.

However, we do not propose to terminate or reduce assistance for able-bodied unemployed recipients after a time limit.  A balance has to be struck between ensuring incentives to work and the guarantee of basic livelihood.  If termination or reduction of benefits was to be introduced and was seen as leading to undue hardship, it would run the risk of undermining the fundamental function of our social security system.

Financial impact of the proposed measures on able-bodied recipients

57.

The proposed measures mentioned in paragraph 47-54 will affect about 66,000 cases in 1999/2000.

58.

As a result of the proposed reduction in standard rates for larger households and tightening of special grants and supplements for able-bodied adults/children, the average monthly CSSA payments for a single able-bodied adult and for households of two, three, four and five able-bodied adults/children will be reduced by $140, $360, $940, $1,830 and $2,210 (or 5%, 6%, 11%, 16% and 17%) respectively (see Annex 13).

59.

After the reduction, households of three, four and five able-bodied adults/children will still get on average $8,010, $9,450 and $11,100 respectively a month, and these amounts are close to or even slightly higher than the average monthly expenditure of non-CSSA households in the lowest 25% expenditure group (see Annex 14).  Moreover, all CSSA recipients will continue to enjoy free medical services provided by public hospitals and clinics.

60.

A few examples illustrating the impact of these tightening measures on the actual cases are at Annex 15.

Eligibility criteria for able-bodied applicants: asset limits, owner-occupied properties, and work requirement of single parents 

Asset limits

61.

‘Asset limits’ refers to the stipulation that people who have more than the relevant asset limit either in cash saved up or in some other realisable form are not eligible for CSSA.

62.

Since CSSA is meant to be the last resort for able-bodied adults, we propose a different scale of asset limits for cases involving any able-bodied adult.  We propose to set the asset limits for these cases in the following manner:

(a)
For family cases involving any able-bodied adult, the asset limit is calculated in the following manner:

(i)
in respect of those members who are old, disabled or medically certified to be in ill-health, $37,000 for the first member and $18,500 for each additional member in line with the existing arrangements;

(ii)
$16,000 (which is about six times the estimated average monthly payment for an able-bodied adult/child) for each member who is an able-bodied adult or child, up to a maximum of four members.
(b)
For single-person cases where the applicant is an able-bodied adult, the asset limit is $24,000 (compared with $37,000 at present), which is 1.5 times the asset limit allowed for an able-bodied adult or able-bodied child in a family case (see (a)(ii) above).

63.

A comparison between the existing and proposed scale of asset limits is shown at Annex 16.

64.

The proposal should have little impact on existing cases as most recipients do not have significant savings. It is not possible to assess their impact on potential applicants as there is no information on the level of assets held by people in Hong Kong.

Treatment of an owner-occupied residential property

65.

Under existing arrangements, the value of an owner-occupied residential property is totally disregarded for the asset test under the CSSA Scheme.  Such arrangements create an anomaly in that a family possessing a self-occupied real property of a substantial market value may be eligible for CSSA while another family possessing other capital assets (for example, in the form of stocks or bank savings) of a much smaller value may be denied assistance.

66.

In fairness to all, it seems that an owner-occupied residential property should not be exempted from the asset test.  However, to include an owner-occupied residential property for the asset test across the board might be considered by some people as draconian, particularly for the elderly, the disabled and the chronically sick. It might also be counter-productive to insist that those who are genuinely unable to support themselves sell their properties because it would cost the Government more in the long run when these people apply for housing assistance or for a rent allowance under CSSA to meet the cost of accommodation.

67.

We propose to maintain the status quo except for cases involving any employable adult aged below 50 and where there is no family member who is old, disabled or medically certified to be in ill-health.  The rationale is that employable adults of a comparatively younger age are people with the potential to support themselves and their dependants, and it is not unreasonable to expect them to run down their assets, including self-occupied property, to a modest level before turning to welfare assistance while at the same time, we aim to avoid causing undue hardship to cases involving the old, disabled or the sick.  

68.

For cases which would be subject to the new rules, we propose:

(a)
to take into account all assets which are convertible to cash, including an owner-occupied residential property, for the asset test (properties which are not saleable or possess no resale value will not be counted); and

(b)
to allow an applicant with a self-occupied residential property a grace period of 12 months to make alternative arrangements.  The value of the property would be totally disregarded during the grace period, which can be extended in exceptional cases meriting special consideration.

The provision in (b) above would have the merit of ensuring that people in need of short-term assistance would not be compelled to dispose of the family home.

69.

It is estimated that a few hundred existing CSSA cases would be affected by the new policy as it will not be applicable to households having any family member who is old, disabled or sick.  The major impact would be to send a clear message to the community that employable adults should run down all their assets to a modest level before turning to CSSA.

Requiring single parents of older children to seek work

70.

Given their responsibility to care for children at home, single parents on CSSA are now given the choice not to work until their youngest child has reached fifteen.  Such a policy is considered excessively generous by emerging international practice which aims to get single parents back into the workforce.  In Wisconsin, USA, all mothers whose children are more than twelve weeks are expected to work.  In Alberta, Canada, single mothers could remain at home only if the youngest child is below six months old. 

71.

If we tighten our policy to a level comparable to these other countries, we may be open to the criticism that we are not encouraging parental care for young children and depriving single parents who are on CSSA of the right to choose to stay at home to look after their young children.  It may be felt that children would thus be deprived of adequate parental care.  Besides, the lack of suitable child care services in some districts may make the logistics of going to work extremely difficult for some single parents.  On the other hand, though, these problems and issues also exist for single parents who are less well-off but are not in the CSSA net and even for those low-income families where both parents feel compelled to work.

72.

On balance, we  propose to tighten up the current policy only mildly by requiring single parents on CSSA to seek work when their youngest child is twelve.  As children aged twelve or above are normally full-day secondary school students, their single parents should be able to take up employment.  These single parents will be required to participate in the ‘Support for Self-reliance’ Scheme, which will enable them to get access to the information on the services and supports which they need to overcome barriers to employment.  The same requirement will be applicable to able-bodied family carers who claim CSSA on grounds of looking after children.  Any single parents with children aged below twelve who are eager to find work, are welcome to join the ‘Support for Self-reliance’ Scheme and where necessary, they will be given priority access to child care services.  NGOs operating over 200 children and youth centres will continue to provide services for children and youth including those coming from single parent families.  These services include guidance and counselling service to help children and youth cope with crises and problems in their developmental process, supportive service for young people (such as after-school-care programmes), socialization programmes, and social responsibility and competence enhancing programmes.  The opening hours of these children and youth centres are normally from 10 a.m. to 10 p.m., and will be extended to Sundays and public holidays in response to local needs.

73.

It is estimated that the proposal would affect 7,000 cases in 1999/2000.

Prevention of fraud and abuse

74.

The suspension of home visits to most of the CSSA new and review cases and auto-extension of payment without a review for single elderly and elderly couple cases as a result of acute staff shortage of SSFUs and the soaring CSSA caseload have been criticised as measures that may lead to more social security cheats.

75.

To strengthen control to safeguard public expenditure against fraud and abuse, we propose :

(a)  to resume home visits for all CSSA new cases so as to increase control at the point of entry to the benefit system;

(b)
to reinforce the gate-keeping mechanism whereby we will strictly require all CSSA applicants to apply on a household basis if they are living with other income-earning family members under the same roof and enjoying the benefit of shared household facilities. Such a requirement will encourage family support and prevent people from abusing the system by singling out individual elderly or unemployed family members who have no financial means to apply for assistance on their own;

(c)
to pay more home visits to targeted CSSA cases which are more likely to experience fluctuations in their financial situation during their receipt of assistance; and

(d)
to strengthen the Special  Investigation Team of SWD to tackle suspected fraud cases.
76.

An SWD departmental committee headed by its Assistant Director (Social Security) was set up in December 1996 to examine all fraud cases and to decide whether prosecution should be recommended.  Up to the end of September 1998, this committee had examined 49 CSSA cases and recommended prosecution in 25 of them.  

77.

In addition, we have stepped up our anti-fraud publicity campaign with posters and a special hotline for reporting suspected fraud cases which was set up in August this year.  Up to the end of September 1998, a total of 1,300 phone calls had been received of which some 380 had been referred to SSFUs for further investigation.

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

78.
A summary of the above proposals is provided below:

(a)
To implement a ‘Support for Self-reliance’ Scheme to encourage and assist unemployed CSSA recipients to move towards self-reliance.  The scheme comprises -

(i)  an Active Employment Assistance programme, replacing the requirement for the unemployed applicants to register with LES of LD (paragraph 35-36);

(ii)  additional help by way of community work (paragraph 37-40); and

(iii)  incentives to work through the provision of disregarded earnings (paragraph 41-44).

(b)  To strictly enforce the policy to terminate CSSA payment to an unemployed CSSA recipient who fails to comply with stipulated requirements (paragraph 45-46).

(c)
To reduce standard rates for able-bodied adults/children in households comprising three or more such members (paragraph 47-50).

(d)
To tighten special grants and supplements payable to able-bodied adults and children (paragraph 51-54).

(e)
To introduce a different scale of asset limits for cases involving any able-bodied adult (paragraph 61-64).

(f)
To include an owner-occupied residential property for the asset test in respect of cases involving any employable adult aged below 50 and where there is no family member who is old, disabled or medically certified to be in ill-health (paragraph 65-69).

(g)
To require CSSA single parents with the youngest child aged twelve and above to seek work (paragraph 70-73).

(h)
To strengthen the existing arrangements to prevent fraud and abuse (paragraph 74-77).

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE RECOMMENDATIONS

79.

The Steering Group proposes to implement the above proposed measures within the financial year 1999/2000, and they will be applicable to all new and existing cases.
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Steering Group on Review of the CSSA Scheme

Membership

Social Welfare Department





· 
Director of Social Welfare  [Chairman]
Mr Andrew K P LEUNG, JP

· 
Deputy Director of Social Welfare (Administration)
Mrs Louise WONG, JP

· 
Assistant Director of Social Welfare (Social Security)
Mrs R M Cartland, JP

· 
Chief Social Security Officer 2
Mr CHENG Chok-man

· 
Senior Statistician
Miss Lilian FUNG

· 
Administrative Officer (Policy)  [Secretary]


Miss Jenny CHOI

Health and Welfare Bureau





· 
Deputy Secretary of Health and Welfare 2
Mr HO Wing-him

· 
Principal Assistant Secretary (Health and Welfare) Welfare 1
Ms Miranda CHIU (up to 27.4.98)

Mr LO Chi-hong (w.e.f. 21.5.98) 

Finance Bureau


· 
Principal Assistant Secretary for the Treasury (A)
Ms Gracie FOO

Education and Manpower Bureau



· 
Principal Assistant Secretary for Education and Manpower (4)
Ms Esther LEUNG

Labour Department



· 
Assistant Commissioner for Labour (Employment Services)
Mrs Jennie CHOR (up to 30.6.98)

Mrs Clare SIU (w.e.f. 2.7.98)



Employees Retraining Board



· 
Executive Director
Mr CHOW Tung-shan, JP

Census and Statistics Department



· 
Senior Statistician (General) 2
Mrs Lily OU-YANG (up to 15.6.98)

Ms Agnes LO (w.e.f. 30.6.98)












Annex 3

Average monthly salaries of selected occupations which do not

require special skills in selected industries


1993/94
1994/95
1995/96
1996/97
1997/98





($)











Industry/Occupation








Manufacturing
- 
General worker

- 
Watchman/guard

- 
Office assistant/messenger
4,952

5,442

5,664
5,386

6,069

6,191
5,569

6,749

6,817
6,250

6,946

7,518
6,818

7,768

7,678



Wholesale/retail and import/export trades








-
Delivery man
6,936
7,620
7,732
8,144
8,785

-
Sales clerk/shop assistant
7,236
7,470
7,943
8,933
9,133

-
Receptionist/telephone operator
7,176
7,972
8,758
9,295
9,882








Restaurants, other than Chinese restaurants







-
Dishwasher
5,797
6,268
6,682
6,827
7,318

-
Waiter/waitress
7,284
7,823
8,319
8,716
9,237

-
General worker
5,837
6,339
6,787
7,271
7,318








Chinese restaurants








-
Dishwasher
5,611
6,258
6,321
6,403
6,962

-
Waiter/waitress
7,764
8,253
8,504
8,616
8,958

-
General worker
5,432
5,804
6,070
6,197
6,697








Sanitary and similar services








-
Cleaner (general)
3,819
4,432
4,650
4,829
4,974

-
Services worker
4,778
5,264
4,530
4,633
5,642








Barber and beauty shops













-
Hair washer
4,579
5,263
5,601
5,980
6,026

-
Service worker
4,773
5,429
5,873
6,251
6,589








Note : Figures refer to September of the year

Source : Labour Earnings Survey, Census and Statistics Department

Annex 4

Comparison of Estimated Average Monthly CSSA Payment
with Average Monthly Household Income of the Lowest Income Groups

(1993/94 - 1997/98)


No. of

household

members@

Estimated

average monthly CSSA payment#


Average monthly household

income of the lowest

income groups*

Ratio of CSSA payment

to corresponding

household income




($)

(a)


($)

(b)

(%)

(a)((b)x100%

























lowest
5%
lowest
10%
lowest
15%
lowest
20%
lowest
25%

lowest
5%
lowest
10%
lowest
15%
lowest
20%
lowest
25%



















1993/94
1

2,260


600
1,100
1,400
1,800
2,200

377
205
161
126
103


2

3,560


1,900
2,700
3,300
3,900
4,600

187
132
108
91
77


3

4,890


4,100
5,100
5,600
6,300
6,600

119
96
87
78
74


4

6,370


5,600
6,500
7,000
7,200
7,600

114
98
91
88
84


5

7,780


6,000
6,800
7,100
8,000
8,200

130
114
110
97
95



















1994/95
1

2,460


700
1,200
1,500
1,700
2,100

351
205
164
145
117


2

3,950


1,900
2,700
3,500
4,100
4,700

208
146
113
96
84


3

5,560


4,600
5,900
6,500
7,100
7,400

121
94
86
78
75


4

7,300


6,000
6,900
7,500
7,800
8,200

122
106
97
94
89


5

8,800


6,600
7,400
7,900
8,400
8,900

133
119
111
105
99



















1995/96
1

2,740


900
1,300
1,600
1,900
2,300

304
211
171
144
119


2

4,470


1,800
2,700
3,800
4,200
4,800

248
166
118
106
93


3

6,630


4,500
5,700
6,600
7,100
7,800

147
116
100
93
85


4

8,440


5,900
6,800
7,400
8,200
8,600

143
124
114
103
98


5

10,070


6,200
7,400
8,200
8,700
9,400

162
136
123
116
107



















1996/97
1

3,040


800
1,400
1,800
2,200
2,500

380
217
169
138
122


2

5,230


1,900
3,000
3,800
4,500
5,200

275
174
138
116
101


3

7,950


4,900
6,300
7,000
7,800
8,000

162
126
114
102
99


4

10,040


6,900
7,600
8,500
8,800
9,400

146
132
118
114
107


5

11,930


7,200
8,600
8,800
9,500
10,100

166
139
136
126
118



















1997/98
1

3,250


1,100
1,600
1,900
2,200
2,600

295
203
171
148
125


2

5,610


2,200
3,300
4,400
5,100
5,800

255
170
128
110
97


3

8,510


5,400
6,500
7,300
8,000
8,600

158
131
117
106
99


4

10,740


7,200
8,700
8,900
9,700
10,200

149
123
121
111
105


5

12,750


7,600
8,700
9,700
10,200
11,100

168
147
131
125
115

Notes : @
For CSSA households, referring only to number of members eligible for CSSA.

# 
Assuming that the households do not have income other than CSSA payment.

*
As at 2nd quarter of the financial year.


Provisional figures.

Sources : 
General Household Survey, Census and Statistics Department


Studies of CSSA Recipients





Annex 6a

Percentage Distribution of CSSA Unemployment Cases

by No. of Eligible Household Members

(position as at end 1997)

No. of eligible household members
Estimated % of CSSA unemployment cases



1
72

2
5

3
7

4
8

5
5

6 or above
2

                                            
                                            

Total
100




Note : Figures do not add up to total due to rounding.

Source : Provisional results of Study of CSSA Recipients.

Annex 6b

Percentage Distribution of CSSA Unemployed Persons by Age by Sex

(position as at end 1997)

Estimated % of CSSA unemployed persons

Age group
Male
Female
Both sexes

15 - 29
7
2
9

30 - 39
23
4
26

40 - 49
29
7
36

50 - 59
24  
4
29














Total
83
17
100






Median age
(years)
43
43
43

Note : Figures may not add up to total due to rounding.

Source : Provisional results of Study of CSSA Recipients.

Annex 6c

Percentage Distribution of CSSA Unemployed Persons

by Whether Ex-drug Abuser or Ex-prisoner

(position as at end 1997)
Whether ex-drug abuser or ex-prisoner
Estimated % of CSSA unemployed persons

Ex-drug abusers only
10

Ex-prisoners only
4

A combination of the above two 
3

None of the above          
83







Total
100

Source : Provisional results of Study of CSSA Recipients.

Annex 6d

Percentage Distribution of CSSA Unemployment Cases by Length of Receiving CSSA

 (position as at end 1997)
Length of receiving CSSA
Estimated % of CSSA unemployment cases

Less than 1 year
 37

1 year - < 2 years
 31

2 years- < 3 years
 17

3 years - < 4 years
  7

4 years - < 5 years
  1

5 years - < 10 years
  4

10 years - < 15 years
  2

15 years or above   
   *  

Total
100

Length of receiving CSSA of unemployment cases

Median : 1.3 years

Average : 1.9 years

Notes : Figures do not add up to total due to rounding,

* Less than 0.5%

Source : Provisional results of Study of CSSA Recipients.

Annex 7a

Percentage Distribution of CSSA Single Parent Cases

by No. of Eligible Household Members

(Position as at end 1997)
No. of eligible household members
Estimated % of CSSA single parent cases

2
 36

3
 42

4
 16

5
  4

6 or above
  1  








Total
100

Note : Figures do not add up to total due to rounding.

Source : Provisional results of Study of CSSA Recipients.

Annex 7b

Percentage Distribution of CSSA Single Parents by Age by Sex

(position as at end 1997)

Estimated % of CSSA single parents

Age group
Male
Female
Both sexes

15 - 29
1
7
8

30 - 39
6
34
41

40 - 49
11
29
40

50 - 59
5
4
8

60 or over
3
0
4














Total
26
74
100






Median age

(years)
44
39
40

Note : Figures may not add up to total due to rounding.

Source : Provisional results of Study of CSSA Recipients.

Annex 7c

Percentage Distribution of CSSA Single Parent Cases by Length of Receiving CSSA

(position as at end 1997)
Length of receiving CSSA
Estimated % of CSSA single parent cases

Less than 1 year
 26

1 year - < 2 years
 25

2 years - < 3 years
 16

3 years - < 4 years
  8

4 years - < 5 years
  6

5 years - < 10 years
 13

10 years - < 15 years
  4

15 years or above     
    *  

Total
100

Length of receiving CSSA of single parent cases

Median 
：1.9 years
Average
：2.9 years

Notes : Figures do not add up to total due to rounding.

* Less than 0.5%

Source : Provisional results of Study of CSSA Recipients.

Annex 8

CSSA Fraud Cases for the years 1993/94 - 1997/98



93/94
94/95
95/96
96/97
97/98









(1)
No. of CSSA cases with fraud established


64
49
36
17
57









(2)
Year-end caseload


95,104
109,461
136,201
166,720
195,645









(3)
(1) as a percentage of (2)


0.07%
0.04%
0.03%
0.01%
0.03%









(4)
Amount of overpayment established ($Mn)


0.84
0.99
0.66
0.67
1.47









(5)
Total CSSA expenditure ($Mn)


2,443.4
3,426.8
4,831.1
7,127.8
9,441.3









(6)
(4) as a percentage of (5)


0.03%
0.03%
0.01%
0.01%
0.02%

Annex 9

Overseas Experience - How to tackle

the problem of long-term dependency on welfare

New Zealand



The vision of New Zealand's Income Support is to transform social dependence to social contribution.

2.

To tackle the problem of long-term welfare dependency, a customised service approach was piloted in four Income Support offices in 1994 to assist working-age customers to move from benefit dependency towards workforce participation.  A national pilot began on 1 July 1995 and involved a random sample of 30% of customers.

3.

Customised service is a proactive approach with staff providing intensive and individualised service to assist customers to seek training or jobs.  Each customer is assigned to a Customer Services Officer who will ascertain the customer's individual circumstances, encourage the customer to set goals towards training, work and independence, and jointly develop an action plan that is regularly reviewed with the customer to assess progress.  The Customer Services Officer provides information to help connect the customers to other agencies and services that will assist them in managing their lives or moving towards education, training and employment.  Where possible the Income Support office is located adjacent to the Employment Service office to facilitate the customer' s transition from welfare payment to employment opportunities.

4.

Results of the national pilot showed significant movement into education, training and employment for participants.  From 1 April 1996 customised service began to roll out to all remaining working-age customers.

United Kingdom

5.

In the United Kingdom, the Unemployment Benefit and the Income Support for unemployed jobseekers, previously administered by the Benefits Agency (which is similar to our SWD), were replaced by the Jobseeker's Allowance in October 1996.

6.

Applications for the Jobseeker's Allowance are processed by staff of the Jobcentres  (which are similar to our Local Employment Service) under the Employment Service.  The change was aimed at improving the operation of the labour market by helping people in their search for work, closer targeting of those who need financial help, and effectively helping people back to work.

7.

At the beginning of a claim, the Employment Service Officer will draw up an agreement with the customer to set out the steps that the customer is required to take to seek work.  The customer has to attend the jobcentre once every two weeks for a review interview during which the Employment Service Officer will assess whether the customer has complied with the requirements and whether other help needs to be given to the customer. If the customer is still unemployed after 13 weeks, he is expected to increase the range of his job search activities.  Allowance may be terminated if the customer does not comply with the rules.

2

Alberta, Canada

8.

In 1993 Alberta embarked on a welfare reform programme, which was triggered by the increasing caseload and costs.  It sought to transform a welfare system which offered financial assistance to an active, labour market-based system that assisted employable customers to return to the workforce.  The Alberta minister who implemented the reform concluded that welfare assistance should be a programme of 'last resort'.  He gave system planners three principles by which to operate:

(a)
Nobody wants to be on welfare.

(b)
Welfare recipients cannot be better off on welfare than the general working population.

(c)
Any job is a good job.

9.

Alberta made two kinds of changes to its welfare system.  The first change involved a change in the administrative culture.  Previously, the administration adopted an approach that all customers would receive every benefit to which they were entitled.  With reform, however, the focus dramatically changed.  The new philosophy was based on requiring customers to clearly establish eligibility for any benefits received, and an assumption that welfare recipients would rather be working.  First-time welfare applicants were routinely turned away unless they had exhausted all other sources of support.  Upon entry into the welfare system, employable customers were asked to develop an employment plan with workers of Employment and Client Support Services, which would offer them intensive employment-related services.  There was also a renewed focus on misuse, with a large team of staff investigating complaints of fraud and misuse.  In addition to regular reviews, cases were selected for spot checks on a random basis to confirm both eligibility and the appropriate level of benefits.

10.

The second change was a reduction in welfare benefits to bring them in line with the wages earned by low-income Albertans.  Alberta did not cut its benefits uniformly for all recipients.  Rather, it focused its most severe deductions on single, employable individuals.  There were increases in benefits to those unable to work at all because of permanent disabilities or multiple barriers to employment, such as old age, poor health and lack of education.

11.

Following these changes, the welfare casload in Alberta declined by nearly 60% from 93,000 in March 1993 to 39,000 in April 1997.  The decline was mainly accomplished by reducing the number of new cases, rather than by pushing off the rolls individuals who were already receiving welfare.  Most of those who were denied access to welfare were young, single, employable individuals.
Annex 10

QUALITATIVE STUDY OF

COMPREHENSIVE SOCIAL SECURITY ASSISTANCE (CSSA) CASES WITH EMPLOYABLE ADULTS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

I.
BACKGROUND

1.
In the 1997 Policy Address, the Administration pledged to complete by summer 1998 a review to examine the operation of the Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA) Scheme and to make recommendations on how employable adults on CSSA can be encouraged and helped to re-join the workforce.

2.
A qualitative study of CSSA cases with employable adults was conducted from  1 December 1997 to 28 February 1998, as part of the CSSA Review.  It was launched by the Social Welfare Department (SWD) in conjunction with the Labour​​​ Department (LD) and the Employees Retraining Board (ERB).

II.
OBJECTIVES

3.
The qualitative study was of an exploratory nature.  It aimed to study the background characteristics, problems, and causes leading to their unemployment of a small sample of CSSA cases with employable able-bodied adults.  It also aimed to assess the effectiveness of a proactive approach adopted by SWD/LD/ERB to assist employable CSSA recipients to find work and move towards self-reliance.

III.
STUDY METHODOLOGY

4.
For the study, employable adults were defined as able-bodied adults aged 15 to 59 in CSSA unemployment single person cases, unemployment family cases and single parent cases with the youngest child aged 12 or above.

5.
Based on records stored in the computerized Social Security Payment System (excluding cases in residential / medical institutions and correctional institutions), a sample of 305 CSSA cases with authorized payment as at the end of  November 1997 was randomly drawn from the caseload of five selected social security field units (SSFUs).

6.
At the beginning of the study, staff of the SSFUs held an initial in-depth interview with each participating employable adult to obtain background information and offer such assistance as might be required.  Thereafter, follow-up interviews were conducted once every two weeks during the 3-month study period from December 1997 to February 1998.  The purpose was to check the progress of job search and offer appropriate assistance wherever necessary.  During the study period, LD provided intensive employment assistance to the participants while ERB offered retraining and post-training placement services.

IV.
RESULTS OF ENUMERATION

7.
There were 312 employable adults among the 305 sampled cases.  260 (83%) of them agreed to participate in the study while 52 (17%) did not.  Major reasons given for non-participation included “ill health” and “need to take care of family members”.

8.
111 (43%) of the 260 participants remained with the study throughout the 3-month period.  149 left the study before it was ended.

9.
Of the 149 participants who left the study during the 3-month period, 55 (37%) did so because they became employed.  Of the remainder, 14 (9%) claimed to be in poor health and 11 (7%) were medically certified to be in ill health thus making them not suitable for job-seeking.  Some other cases were closed because the participants failed to contact SSFUs (15 or 10%) or the participants withdrew from receiving CSSA (8 or 5%).  Another 4 participants had their payment discontinued because they declined job offer / interview without an acceptable reason or failed to make the required monthly declaration of their employment status.

V.
SURVEY FINDINGS

A. 
Employable Adults Who Participated in the Study

(a)
Socio-economic profile
10.
Of the 260 participants, 104 were from unemployment single person cases, 87 from unemployment family cases and 69 from single parent cases.

11.
The majority of the participants from the unemployment groups were male (viz. 80% for single person group and 86% for family group).  Only 10% of those from the single parent group were male.

12.
About two-thirds of the participants from the unemployment groups (both the single person and family cases), and three-quarters of those from the single parent group were aged 40 or above.  The median age of all the three groups was the same at 43.

13.
The majority of the participants were long-term local residents.  98% of those from both unemployment groups and 88% of the single parent group had resided in Hong Kong for 10 years or more.

14.
The educational level of the participants was generally low.  Over 60% of them had only completed primary education or had no schooling.  In addition, the percentage of participants possessing some skill was low; among the single person unemployment, family unemployment and single parent groups, it was : 39%, 59% and 33% respectively.

15.
51% of the participants from the single unemployment group and 44% from the family unemployment group had been receiving CSSA for less than six months at the time of the study.  The corresponding figure for the single parent group was 26%.  Of those who had been receiving CSSA for three years or more, the corresponding percentages among the three groups were : 13%, 10% and 35% respectively.

16.
93% and 95% respectively of participants in the unemployment single person and family groups had previous working experience.  However, a high proportion (43%) of those in the single parent group had never worked before.  Of those with previous working experience, the median length of unemployment before receiving CSSA was : 6 months, 5 months and 2 months respectively for the three groups.

(b)
Employment history in the past 5 years
17.
77% of participants from the single unemployment group and 87% from the family unemployment group had a record of employment in the five years before the study.  This compared to only 54% for those from the single parent group.  The median length of employment in the most recent job was : 1.6 years, 2.9 years and 1.6 years respectively for the three groups.

18.
Types of job that had commonly been held by participants from the single unemployment group included labourer, waiter / waitress and cleaner.  In the family unemployment group, they included construction worker and hawker.  Jobs that had commonly been held by those from the single parent group were waiter / waitress and cleaner.  The median monthly earnings of the last monthly paid job among the three groups of participants with a record of employment in the past 5 years was : $6,000, $7,250 and $6,100 respectively.

19.
“Being laid off( was the most common reason quoted for leaving the last previous job for the single and family unemployment groups (both at 21%) with a record of employment in the past 5 years, followed by “company / factory closed down” (13% and 20% respectively).  On the other hand, 43% of participants from the single parent group gave the reason of  “child care( for leaving.

(c)
Job-seeking efforts

20.
181 (70%) of the 260 participants claimed to have made some efforts to find a job before turning to CSSA.  The most common ways to look for a job were : reading newspapers (65%), approaching relatives / friends (50%) and registering with LD (30%).

21.
Since receipt of CSSA, 191 (73%) of the 260 participants claimed to have made their own efforts to find a job (apart from registering with LD for unemployment cases which is a condition of receiving CSSA).  A considerable proportion did this by means of reading newspapers (67%) and approaching relatives / friends (47%).

(d)
Training

22.
Only 10 of the 260 participants had attended training courses during the two years before the study.

23.
About half of the 260 participants indicated to staff of SSFUs an interest in receiving retraining to enhance their employability.  Upon completion of the  3-month study period, however, only 37 participants had approached ERB through referrals from LD and 10 of them had completed a training course.

(e)
Expectations about jobs

24.
The median of the expected salary quoted by participants among the single unemployment, family unemployment and single parent groups was : $7,000, $8,000 and $6,000 per month respectively.

25.
The types of job expected by participants among the unemployment groups included labourer and watchman while cleaner was the most common choice among those in the single parent group.

26.
About a quarter of the participants claimed that they would certainly consider taking up a job which did not meet fully their expectation and another half would probably do so. 

(f)
Barriers to employment

27.
Observation by staff of SSFUs showed that passiveness in job-seeking, age discrimination and lack of self-confidence were the main barriers to employment for participants from both unemployment groups.  However, social handicaps (viz. being an (ex-)drug abuser, receiving methadone treatment and ex-prisoner) were also common barriers observed among the single unemployment group.  As for those from the single parent group, the main observed barriers were child care / household chores and passiveness in job-seeking.

28.
Self-perceived barriers to employment as named by the participants in the unemployment groups included : (low education level(, (lack of relevant working experience(, (lack of skills required(, (not in good health( and (age discrimination(.  For those in the single parent group, they included : “child care”, “low education level(, (occupied by household chores” and (lack of skills required(.

29.
Suggestions from the participants for overcoming the problem of not getting a job included : “be more active in job-seeking(, (receive further skill training” and “receive employment counselling”.

B.
Employable Adults Who Secured Employment During Study Period

(a)
Socio-economic profile

30.
Of the 260 participating employable adults, 55 (21%) found a job within the study period.  12 were from the single unemployment group, 23 from the family unemployment group and 20 from the single parent group.

31.
26 (47%) of the 55 participants who secured a job were female.  The median age of participants securing a job was 43 for the single unemployment, 39 for family unemployment and 41 for single parent groups.

32.
Similar to all the participating employable adults, the majority (96%) of the participants who secured a job had resided in Hong Kong for 10 years or more.

33.
55% of the 55 participants who found a job had no schooling or had completed only primary education.  The percentage who possessed some skill was 55%.  Common skills included driving, computing and sewing.

34.
Of those who secured a job, the proportion of participants receiving CSSA for less than 6 months was : 42% for single unemployment, 43% for family unemployment and 35% for single parent groups.  Regarding those who had been receiving CSSA for three years or more, the corresponding percentage among the three groups was : 17%, 13% and 30% respectively.

35.
9 (16%) of those who secured employment had never worked before.  For those who had previous working experience, the median length of unemployment before receiving CSSA for the single unemployment, family unemployment and single parent groups was : 3 months, 2.5 months and 3 months respectively.

(b)
Characteristics of job secured

36.
Common types of job found by participants among the unemployment groups were cleaner, delivery worker, driver and labourer.  For those in the single parent group, common job types included waiter / waitress, salesperson, cleaner and domestic helper / baby-sitter.  The amount of monthly earnings ranged from $900 to $10,500.  The median monthly earnings was : $5,000 for single unemployment, $5,800 for family unemployment and $3,250 for single parent groups.

37.
Of the 55 participants who secured employment, 76% found employment on their own while the rest found employment with the help of LD.

C.
Employable Adults Who Participated Throughout Study

(a)
Socio-economic profile

38.
111 (43%) of the 260 participants remained with the study throughout the 3-month period.  They were unsuccessful in job-seeking but continued to be willing to pay bi-weekly visits to SSFUs.  43 were from the single unemployment group, 39 from the family unemployment group and 29 from the single parent group.

39.
Of these 111 participants, 86% and 92% of the unemployment single and family groups respectively were male while the majority (86%) of those from the single parent group were female.  The corresponding median age was : 48, 43 and 43 respectively.

40.
Nearly all (96%) of the participants who remained with the study throughout the 3-month period had stayed in Hong Kong for 10 years or more.

41.
68% of the participants who stayed with the study throughout the 3-month period had had no schooling or only primary level education.  The proportion of participants possessing some skill was also low, being 42% for single unemployment, 54% for family unemployment and 31% for single parent groups.

42.
About half of the employable adults from the unemployment groups who stayed with the study throughout had been receiving CSSA for less than 6 months at the time of the study.  The corresponding proportion for the single parent group was 31%.  As for those who had been receiving CSSA for three years or more, the corresponding percentage among the three groups was : 12%, 13% and 31% respectively.

43.
Median length of unemployment before receiving CSSA for those who remained with the study throughout was : 10 months for single unemployment, 6 months for family unemployment and 2 months for single parent groups.

(b)
Job seeking attitude

44.
Some changes in job seeking attitude were observed among the employable adults who participated throughout the study.  At the beginning of the study, only three quarters of them claimed to have exerted some efforts to look for a job and about 15% could not name a solution to overcome their unemployment problem.  At the end of the 3-month period, about 90% had exerted some efforts and all could name at least one way to solve their unemployment problem.

VI.
LIMITATIONS
45.
In view of the small sample size and limited coverage of the study, the findings can only be regarded as “exploratory” in nature and cannot be interpreted as representative of the general situation of all CSSA employable adults.

Annex 11

Average Monthly Expenditure of Non-CSSA Households

in the Lowest 25% Expenditure Group

(September 1998)*

Household

size


Total monthly

household expenditure

Per capita

monthly

expenditure

Ratio of per capita

monthly expenditure of households of various household size to

per capita expenditure

of 2-person households



1
$2,640
$2,640


2
$5,770
$2,880
100%

3
$8,020
$2,670
93%

4
$9,680
$2,420
84%

5
$10,290
$2,060
71%

Note :
*
Based on results of the 1994/95 Household Expenditure Survey and brought up to September 1998 price level.
Annex 12

Standard rates for able-bodied adults/children in households comprising three or more such members before and after reduction


Standard rate per person per month ($)


Current

rate
Proposed rate

(for households comprising three able-bodied adults/children)
Proposed rate

(for households comprising more than three able-bodied adults/children)



Able-bodied adult
1,610
1,450
1,290

Single-parent or 

family carer
1,965
1,770
1,570

Able-bodied child
1,795
1,615
1,435

Annex 13

Comparison of Estimated Average Monthly CSSA Payment

(including standard rate, rent allowance, other special grants and supplements)
Before and After Tightening of Payments for Able-bodied Adults / Children

(at 98/99 prices)

Illustration by referring to cases with able-bodied adult(s) / child(ren) ONLY

Estimated average

monthly CSSA payment *
Reduction in estimated

average monthly CSSA payment

No. of eligible

household member
Before

tightening

of payment

(a)


After

tightening

of payment

(b)
In

dollar

terms
(c) = (a) - (b)
In

percentage

terms
(d) = (c) / (a) x 100%

1
$2,660
$2,520
$140
5%

2
$6,200
$5,840


$360
6%

3
$8,950
$8,010


$940
11%

4
$11,280
$9,450


$1,830
16%

5
$13,310
$11,100


$2,210
17%

6 or more
$16,350
$13,650
$2,700
17%

*
For details on the average amount of standard rate, rent allowance and other special grants plus supplements included under the average CSSA payment, please see Notes on the following page.

Notes

Breakdowns of Estimated Average Monthly CSSA Payment into

“Standard Rate”, “Rent Allowance” and “Other Special Grants plus Supplements”
(at 98/99 prices)


Estimated average

monthly CSSA payment

before tightening of payment


Estimated average

monthly CSSA payment

after tightening of payment

No. of

eligible

household member
Standard rate
Rent

allowance
Other

special grants plus supplements
Total payment
Standard rate
Rent

allowance
Other

special grants plus supplements
Total payment


1
$1,830
$640
$190
$2,660
$1,830
$640
$50
$2,520

2
$3,710
$1,330
$1,160
$6,200
$3,710
$1,330
$800
$5,840



3
$5,520
$1,630
$1,800
$8,950
$4,970
$1,630
$1,410
$8,010



4
$7,280
$1,830
$2,170
$11,280
$5,830
$1,830
$1,790
$9,450



5
$9,020
$1,810
$2,480
$13,310
$7,220
$1,810
$2,070
$11,100



6 or more
$11,350
$1,990
$3,010
$16,350
$9,080
$1,990
$2,580
$13,650

Annex 14

Comparison of Estimated Average Monthly CSSA Payment

After Tightening of Payments for Able-bodied Adults/Children
(including standard rate, rent allowance, other special grants and supplements)
With Average Monthly Expenditure of Non-CSSA Households

in the Lowest 25% Expenditure Group

(at 98/99 prices)
No. of 

household member #
Estimated average

monthly CSSA payment

after tightening *
Average monthly

household expenditure of

non-CSSA households

in the lowest 25%

expenditure group ~



1
$2,520
$2,640

2
$5,840
$5,770

3
$8,010
$8,020

4
$9,450
$9,680

5
$11,100
$10,290

6 or more
$13,650
$12,790

Notes : 
#
For CSSA households, referring only to number of members eligible for CSSA.


*
For illustration purpose, figures refer to payment to cases with able-bodied  adult(s) / child(ren) only.


~
Based on results of the 1994/95 Household Expenditure Survey and brought up to September 1998 price level.
Annex 15

Case examples showing differences in payments before and after tightening of payments for able-bodied adults/children

Example 1 – a single able-bodied adult


A single able-bodied unemployed adult pays a monthly rent of $700 (not including water charge).  He is in need of a full denture ($8,000) and a pair of spectacles ($350).

Amount of assistance payable:


Before tightening
After tightening


($)
($)

Monthly payment



Standard rate
1,805
1,805

Special grants for




rent
700
700


water charge
20.3
20.3

Monthly apportionment of annual long-term

  supplement of $1,605
133.8
-

(Total)
2,659.1
2,525.3

PLUS
One-off grants







Special grants

    for denture
$8,000
nil

    for spectacles
$350
nil



Example 2 – a 2-person household comprising two able-bodied recipients


A family comprises the single mother and her 5-year-old son, a kindergarten student.  Monthly expenses of the family: rent of $1,300, school fee of $600, school bus fee of 250, and water charge.

Amount of assistance payable:


Before tightening
After tightening


($)
($)

Monthly payment



Standard rates
3,760
3,760

for a single-parent and an able-bodied child

  
(1,965+1,795)
(1,965+1,795)

Special grants for



rent
1,300
1,300


water charge
13.6
13.6


school fee
600
600


fares to school
250
250

Single parent supplement
255
255

Monthly apportionment of annual long-term

  supplement of $3,210
267.5
-

(Total)
6,446.1
6,178.6




PLUS





One-off grants




Flat-rate grant for school related expenses
3,080
3,080




Example 3 – a 4-person household comprising 4 able-bodied recipients

A family comprises a married couple - both being able-bodied unemployed adults, and their two children - one being a full-day senior secondary student aged 18, and the other a full-day junior secondary student aged 13.  Monthly expenses of the family: rent of $1,930, telephone charge of $84, fares to school of $540, school fee of $850, and water charge.  The family has just moved home.

Amount of assistance payable:


Before tightening
After tightening


($)
($)

Monthly payment




Standard rates
7,165
5,450

for an able-bodied adult, a family-carer and two able-bodied children before tightening, for two able-bodied adults and two able-bodied children after tightening


(1,610+1,965+1,795x2)
(1,290x2 + 1,435x2)

Special grants for




rent
1,930
1,930


water
44
44


telephone charge
84
-


fares to school
540
540


school fee
850
850


meal allowance for full-day students
440
440

Monthly apportionment of annual long-term

  supplement of $3,210
267.5
-

(Total)
11,320.5
9,254




PLUS





One-off grants



Flat-rate grant for school related

  expenses (4,130 + 3,480)
7,610
7,610

Special grant for removal (private housing)
2,258
nil

Example 4 – a 5-person household comprising an elderly, a sick and 3 able-bodied recipients


A family comprises the unemployed able-bodied applicant, his wife - a family-carer, his elderly mother-in-law, and his two children - a 21-year-old son who is suffering from carcinoma and a 13-year-old daughter who is a full-day junior secondary student.

Monthly expenses of the family: rent of $1,810, telephone charge of $84, the son’s fares to clinic of $150, the daughter’s fares to school of $280, stoma bags of $200 for the son, and water charge.  The mother-in-law is in need of a pair of spectacles, the cost of which is $350.

Amount of assistance payable:


Before tightening
After tightening


($)
($)

Monthly payment



Standard rates
9,745
9,210

for an able-bodied adult, a family-carer, an ill-health adult, an able-bodied child and an elderly member

  
(1,610+1,965+

1,965+1,795+2,410)
(1,450+1,770+

1,965+1,615+2,410)

Special grants for



rent
1,810
1,810


water charge
65
65


extra-diet (carcinoma)
795
795

  meal allowance for full-day students
220
220


telephone charge
84
84


fares to school/clinic
430
430

  stoma bags
200
200

Monthly apportionment of annual long-term

  supplement ($4,305 before tightening and

  $3,210 after tightening)


358.8
267.5

(Total)
13707.8
13,081.5




PLUS








One-off grants




Flat-rate grant for school related expenses


4,130
4,130

Special grant for spectacles (Note)
350
350

Note:
Other special grants (for example, special grants for medical appliances, denture) currently payable to the elderly, disabled or the sick will continue to be paid to the elderly mother-in-law and the son who is in ill-health.

Annex 16

Comparison Between the Existing and Proposed Asset Limits



Proposed Asset Limit

($)

Household
Existing 

Asset
Single Person Cases


Family Cases

Size
Limit

($)
Able-bodied adult


Elderly, disabled or person in ill-health
Families with no elderly, disabled or ill-health member@
Families with 1 elderly, disabled or ill-health member*

1


37,000
24,000
37,000
--
--

2


56,000
--
--
32,000
53,000

3


74,000
--
--
48,000
69,000

4


93,000
--
--
64,000
85,000

5


111,000
--
--
64,000
101,000

6


130,000#
--
--
64,000
101,000

#
To add $18,500 for each additional member.

@
Each able-bodied member is entitled to an asset limit of $16,000, up to a maximum of four members.

*
An example for illustration.  Elderly, disabled or ill-health family members are not subject to capping and these members are entitled to an asset limit according to the existing scale.
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CSSA Caseload by Nature of Case
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