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Striving for self-improvemeni
in adversity

According to the latest statistics released by the Social Welfare Department, the
overall Comprehensive Social Security Assistance ( CSSA ) caseload in February
showed an increase of 4,500 cases over January, representing a growth of 1.6%. In
the breakdown, both unemployment and low earning cases showed the largest
increases, higher than the average.

Total CSSA caseload at the end of February stood at 289,000 with a total of 476,
353 recipients. Total government expenditure on CSSA payments was about $18
billion for 2007—-08.

Since the start of the financial tsunami, Hong Kong's unemployment rate has
climbed to 5% with the number of jobless growing to 170,000. This, plus
underemployment and salary cuts, would inevitably be manifested in CSSA, with
the number of people seeking help from this "social security network" increasing
sharply. In the current predicament, CSSA can relieve the urgent needs of some
jobless or low earning people and thus help maintain social stability, and in this
regard it obviously plays a positive role. The criticism that "CSSA supports lazy
people" raised by some critics in past is better read as a worry or reminder. As a
matter of fact, Hong Kong citizens including a vast majority of new immigrants
are not "greedy and lazy". Few are willing to rely on CSSA as long as they can
have jobs to earn an income. In the ongoing economic crisis, all sectors inevitably
suffer difficulties and losses to a certain extent. In any case, grassroots people who,
even in normal times, have to live from hand to mouth with their low income
and hard work, are now the worst affected. Losses of "Superman" Li (Ka—shing)
or the Kwok brothers are in terms of how much of their wealth has "evaporated"
and how further down the ranks on the Forbes list of the richest they have
dropped. This cannot be mentioned in the same breath with the predicament
facing poor grassroots families who rely for their living on having a job.

In face of the continuous rise in the unemployment rate and increase of CSSA
cases, the SAR Government and people in all sectors must prepare themselves for
the worst: that the economy is unlikely to recover in a short period of time and
more difficult times are yet to come. Some scholars estimate Hong Kong's
unemployment rate would jump to 7% by end of this year. If this comes true, it
would not be a surprise for CSSA caseload to set a new record high.

In such a tough situation, what the SAR and Central Governments have
repeatedly stressed on — that we must "pull together in difficult times" and "strive
to become stronger in adversity" — must indeed be regarded as an important
guidance for Hong Kong society to ride out the current crisis, rather than simply
as words to bolster up morale. In this regard, a person's mentality and orientation,
whether he would bravely set himself for and overcome difficulties on his own
initiative or take a negative and passive attitude to sit idly grumbling against

Heaven and blaming others or himself, will make a great difference. Similarly, in a
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CSSA recipient family, the husband who has just lost his job may be in bad mood,
but with an understanding wife and better behaved children the family would be a
warm and happy one even if there are just a few dozen dollars to spend each day.
And the husband would look for a new job more aggressively. On the other hand,
it is not impossible for a family tragedy to happen, if a jobless husband were to
vent his anger by beating children while his wife complained day and night about
his "incapability".

Similarly, under the assault of the financial crisis, university graduates also
unusually become "jobless upon graduation". The government has done everything
possible to create temporary jobs and internships, allocating a special fund to give a
graduate $2,000 monthly subsidy and appealing to employers to give a monthly
salary of no less than $2,000. In such circumstances, university graduates must care
not about the salary but make good use of this opportunity to obtain work
experience so that they can find better jobs in future. However, some days ago, a
handful of university students complained that by taking these measures the
government had tried to keep them "underpaid", saying $4,000 a month was "a
shameful treatment" and even trying to make a big show of their strength by
taking to the streets'** The mentality and orientation of these few students are very
sad and defeatist. He who in adversity does not know how to improve himself and
to tell right from wrong is unlikely to be promising either when the economic

environment becomes better.
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Idiom :

Live (from) hand to mouth - To spend all one's income on basic
needs such as food without being able to save any money.

Examples *

1. My father earns very little and there are four of us kids so we live
from hand to mouth.

2. The majority of blue—collar workers live from hand to mouth.

3. There is no way we can even think about going on holiday this
year, as we are literally living from hand to mouth.

4. When both my parents were out of work, we lived from hand to
mouth.

5. We lived from hand to mouth during the war. Things were very
difficult.
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