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The arrangement to scrap the offsetting
mechanism  under the  Mandatory
Provident Fund (MPF) has eventual
walked through the 'final one mile", after
20 years of debate and sustained effort of

three successive governments. The
Legislative Council (Legco) yesterday
passed through third reading the

Employment and Retirement Schemes
Legislation  (Offsetting  Arrangement)
(Amendment) Bill 2022. This is a crucial
measure to improve the MPF scheme
and also an important milestone in
protection of labour rights. The offsetting
mechanism is to be scraped from 2025
the soonest while Hong Kong's
retirement protection system has yet to
be further improved. More challenges are
to be expected in future. A win-win
scheme is bound to be created, however,
as long as the SAR Government acts
proactively and enterprisingly and both
employees and employers stick to the
spirit  of mutual understanding and
accommodation

To alleviate workers' worry about life
after retirement, the SAR Government
introduced the MPF scheme in 2001
which was an enormous progress. But,
regrettably, in order to win support from
the business sector, the then government
had made a major concession allowing
employers to offset statutory long
service payment (LSP) and severance
payment (SP) against employees' MPF
benefits derived from employers' MPF
contributions. This special arrangement
enables employers to justifiably sidestep
their due responsibility under the
Employment Ordinance and weakens
retirement protection for employees. In
the past years, the amount of MPF used
for this purpose totals as high as $50
billion. The offsetting mechanism thus
has become a focus of controversy
between employees and employers. The
previous—term government made a
promise to gradually abolish the offsetting
mechanism and the current—term
government wrote itinto the Policy Address
(2021). The promise was eventually
honoured yesterday after manoeuvres and
negotiationsamongvarious sectors.

The bill was passes at Legco,
supported by 72 members while five
voted against and 12 abstained. This
shows scraping the offsetting mechanism
is supported by the mainstream of public
opinions while there are still some
dissenting voices. In fact, even at the final
stage of deliberating the bill at the
Legco, some lawmakers with business
background still made an effort trying to
‘turn the tide', but their reasons for
objection are nothing more than "increasing
employers' burden" or ‘"encouraging
employees to seek dismissal [for
job—hoppingl". In fact, having been
repeated over and over again in the past
years, such opinions express nothing new
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and don't hold water.

As pointed out by government officials
and Legco members, salaries account for
one third of business operational costs in
Hong Kong and employers' contribution
to MPF only accounts for 0.38 per cent of
business operational costs. Hence it is
out of the question that abolishing the
offsetting mechanism would increase
employers' financial burden, not to
mention a considerable part of the cost is
compensated by the government on its
own initiative. Amid the Covid-19
epidemic, the economy is going down
and unemployment rate going up. It is
lucky for a worker to keep their job. How
would one want to deliberately seek
dismissal? As a matter of fact, with the
offsetting mechanism abolished, the state
of affairs simply returns to that before
2000, and at that time there was no
question of seeking dismissal. The
economy goes up and down. This was soin
the past and will be so in future. So there is
no objective standard for "the best timing".
If we kept waiting and waiting, abolishing
the offsetting mechanism would have
been held off indefinitely. When could
the controversy have been put to an end,
then?

What has to be done must be
done, which must not be held off by
making excuses. The best timing for
implementation is when some basic
consensus is formed in society to
solve the controversy. Abolishing the
offsetting mechanism won't instigate
employee—employer conflict. On the
contrary, it will help whip up employees'
work enthusiasm and consolidate their
loyalty to enterprises, be beneficial to
social harmony and also to employers in
the long term.

It is noteworthy that, it is by relying
on various social sectors' perseverance
and mutual understanding and accommodation
between employees and employers that
Hong Kong could eventually work out to
scrape the offsetting mechanism. The
SAR Government has also played an
important role in pushing forward the bill.
This could be seen in the facts that the
SAR Government had listened to and paid
attention to opinions from the business
sector, willing to give and take and
keep optimising the government subsidy
scheme. The amount of subsidy now
increases to $33.2 bilion from the
originally—proposed $7.9 billion, and the
subsidy scheme is extended to 25 year
from 10. As such, the government has
made a considerable commitment in
response to major concerns of the
business sectors, paving the way for the
Legco to pass the bill in the end.

The MPF scheme is an important link in
retirement protection. The offsetting
mechanism is unfair and unreasonable in
the first place. It is better late than never
to abolish it now, which is also a due
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responsibility of the SAR Government.
Needless to say, there are still a lot to be
done to improve the scheme concerned,
including solving the problems of high
administrative fees, unsatisfactory rate of
return, and increasing the amount of
benefit. Authorities concerned should
move forward a step farther and conceive
of more moves, so as to unite all sectors
to jointly build a caring and inclusive
society.
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* Turn the tide (idiom) —
To change or reverse something dramatically.
(REERS )

Examples:
1.The votes in the swing state may turn the

tide in this election.
2.He claimed that his government was turning
the tide in the war against drugs.
¢ Hold water (idiom) —
If an argument, reason, or explanation holds
water, it appears to be valid and logical. ( if
BER - BE)
Examples:
1.It may seem logical,
doesn't hold water.
2.Her alibi just didn't hold water.
¢ Be out of the question (idiom) —
if something is out of the question, it is
definitely not possible or not allowed. ( 8]
BE > HFAE])
Examples:
1.That is out of the question.
2.Some of these families are so poor that
Christmas presents are out of the question.
* Hold off (phrasal verb) —
To not do something immediately. ( #i2 » #
g )

but his argument

Examples:

1.Let's hold off making a decision until next
week.

2.Buyers have been holding off until the
price falls.

¢ Give and take (idiom) -
To negotiate, bargain, concede and make
mutual concessions. ( BRIAE * EAEZ#HH0

E

Examples:

1.You have to be willing to give and take
when you enter politics, otherwise

nothing will ever get done.
2.If we want our friendship to last long, we
both have to learn to give and take

\
<t
-
DY

4
Y \

BT B BI— BRGR URE » HERR
—REERETBEAE o (EBULE
EREFE  EEXTREN—EER
ALk o

K G RS R EJIE%E%
PRATE— B EBIELTSHMEHE—RE
EREEFARECHEFTER  ERA
REIEECENES (early bird) ©
PESE  HEEASUVEROER
BZ o AT B £ AT o

BRIGEE ~ B CEATEE
R A FELEF 6 o

- 2 ps e
Miss Carol  BIRSEASE

| .?Zg”.




