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Fare adjustment mechanism must factor in people’s livelihood
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For the first time since
the establishment of the
MTR

mechanism in

commuters can pay less for their train

fare  adjustment

12 vyears,

rides as fares are going down by 1.7
per cent by the end of June. In the
face of an economic downturn, the
fare adjustment mechanisms for public
transport services in Hong Kong are
in dire need to be reviewed. The ad-
justment mechanisms should take into
account changes in economic realities
and the affordability of the people, so
as to stay on course of its original goal
of attending to civic and social needs.
The MTR's impending fare cut in
June will be the first since its fare ad-
justment mechanism was put in place.
Regrettably, the 20 per cent discount
for octopus card users will end on 31
March and be replaced with a mere 5
per cent discount. That means passen-
gers using Octopus cards will actually
have to pay 19 per cent more per trip
after the change. Since the MTR fare

adjustment mechanism was implement-

ed in 2010, ticket prices have only
been ever increasing. Considering that
the government has just nodded for
the fare hikes of multiple bus compa-
nies averaging nearly 10 per cent,
transport costs for the public are set to
go up amid the economic downturn.

Although the MTR and buses are
both integral components of the local
public transport, the formulae of their
fare adjustment mechanisms are differ-
ent. The MTR fare adjustment mecha-
nism has always taken into account
factors such as inflation rate and the
nominal wage index of the transporta-
tion sector. Meanwhile, bus companies
only need to take into account their
own business performances when they
file an application for fare hikes. The
necessity to factor in socio-economic
data in its fare adjustment mechanism
is the reason why the MTR has to cut
fares when bus companies can do the
opposite.

Despite such differences, there is an
urgent need for a complete review of

all fare adjustment mechanisms of pub-

lic transports. The key issue here is to
highlight public transports as a public
service, thus the affordability of citi-
zens must receive a higher priority.
This is especially important when the
economy is sustaining downward pres-
sure, as fare adjustment mechanisms
cannot be used as tools for public
transport operators to shift their bur-
den to the public.

It has been over a year since the
Covid-19 pandemic hit Hong Kong.
The unemployment rate has now risen
to a 17 year high at 7.2 per cent, with
260,000 people left without jobs and
even more facing a pay cut or being
forced to take unpaid leave. The over-
all transportation cost still going up
given such difficult circumstances will
undoubtedly make the people's lives
harder.

To put it into perspective, both the
MTR and the bus companies enjoy
different forms of government subsi-
dies. For example, the MTR has a
franchise on all its above-station prop-

erty development projects, while bus

companies are given tunnel toll conces-
sions. As the beneficiaries of the gov-
ernment's transportation policies, these
should

when

public  transport operators

make greater commitments
Hong Kong is facing economic difficul-
ties.

The government is currently doing
its best to provide support to the grass-
roots. If the public transport operators
only care about their own businesses
and increase fares instead of slashing
them, they would be defeating their
purpose of serving the people. When
that happens, it is only natural for the
public to ask why shouldn't the govern-
ment's subsidy money go into their
pockets directly instead.

Therefore, the government must re-
view comprehensively the existing pub-
lic transport fare adjustment mecha-
nisms. On the one hand, the consum-
er price index and other factors that
indicate the real income level of citi-
zens, such as the median wage, the un-
employment rate, and the general af-
fordability of citizens, should be added

to the formulae. On the other hand,
revenue generated from the MTR's
property development projects should
be included in the rail operator's fare
adjustment formula. Given that they
are in possession of so many prime de-
velopment sites, that revenue should
be used to cover its rail operating ex-
penses.

Some lawmakers and scholars have
also made some similar criticisms in
that the current design of the fare ad-
justment mechanism is too simple. Ac-
cording to them, more factors that can
reflect the economic realities, such as
the unemployment rate and the medi-
an wage, should be added to the for-
mulae. The government should consid-
er adopting these recommendations to
refine the fare adjustment mechanisms
and strike a balance between the so-
clo-economic environment, business
operations, and the needs of commut-
ers. By doing so, a more reasonable
adjustment  mechanism  can  be
achieved and the travelling needs of

the grassroots can be better addressed.
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