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Bus companies' push for sharp fare increases is utterly unjustified
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The five franchised bus compa-

rate and beyond the affordability of the public, thus

nies have applied to bump up their
fares with an increase rate ranging
from 10% to 50%, which is obvi-
ously far higher than the inflation

being utterly unreasonable. The chief reason for the
proposed sharp fare increases is the significant drop
in the operating efficiency of the bus companies
caused by drastic decrease of the number of tourists
and local passengers because of the pandemic. How-
ever, the pandemic is a special circumstance and
the additional costs it has brought should not be
borne all by the general public. The Government
should play its role as the gatekeeper for the public
and negotiate with the bus companies for appropri-
ate solutions, including a special one-off package to
address the cost increase brought about by the pan-
demic.

The bus companies have applied for very high
rates of fare increases this year, according to the
documents the Government submitted: KMB asked
for a 9.8 per cent rise, while New World First Bus
(NWFB) and Citybus requested an across-the-board
HK$2 rise on HK Island and cross-harbour routes

and hoped for a 50 per cent increase on its airport
routes.

Inflation in Hong Kong has been steady in re-
cent years, with the latest inflation rate in January
being only 2.4%. In terms of fuel costs, internation-
al oil prices rose only by a single digit in 2022.
Even in terms of labour costs, the major bus compa-
nies have frozen salaries for two to three years in
the pandemic, and the rate of pay rise this year
would be only 3.5% to 4.5%. In this way, the bus
companies' request for fare increases of nearly 10%
is asking for an exorbitant price. It is particularly
unreasonable for NWFB and Citybus to apply for a
flat fare increase of HK$2 across all urban routes,
regardless of the length of the journey. Such a fare
increase request is not justified and cannot be under-
stood by the public.

The real reason for the bus fare increases is the
falling patronage under the pandemic, leading to a
significant drop in operating efficiency. In the past
three years, the average daily bus patronage was on-
ly about 3 million, a drop of more than 25% com-
pared to 2019, the year before the pandemic, ac-
cording to the Transport Department. In particular,

the overall bus patronage after the outbreak of the

fifth wave of the pandemic in January last year
dropped by more than 50% compared to the
pre-pandemic period. According to the Monthly
Traffic and Transport Digest published by the
Transport Department, the number of passenger
journeys by all modes of public transport in Hong
Kong in February 2022 dropped by nearly 100 mil-
lion, worse than the situation of SARS in 2003.

The patronage dropped sharply because many or-
ganisations and enterprises encouraged their employ-
ees to work from home during the severest period
of the pandemic and citizens travelled less than usu-
al for disease prevention. Besides, Hong Kong has
been under prolonged border control in the past
three years, which blocked nearly all mainland or
overseas visitors. However, it must be stressed that
the impact of the pandemic is exceptional and
one-off, and does not result in permanent change.
It is untenable for the bus companies to base their
calculations on the operating figures of the past
three years under the pandemic and conclude that
they have to increase their fares substantially.

Hong Kong has emerged from the shadow of the
pandemic from this year and is moving towards full

recovery. It is expected that the bus companies will

record a more significant increase in patronage this
year, and that their operating efficiency will also be
greatly enhanced. The operating environment in
the past three years was special due to the pandem-
ic, which should be dealt with on an exceptional ba-
sis, and the public should not be unreasonably
made to "eat" the special costs incurred by the pan-
demic.

The Government should communicate with the
bus companies in a rational manner on the requests
for fare increases, and come up with appropriate so-
lutions. The Executive Council, when considering
fare increase applications, should take into account
the affordability of the grassroots and should not ap-
prove the applications without questioning. As
Hong Kong has just emerged from the pandemic,
public service providers such as bus companies
should reduce the increase rate of fares or even not
increase their fares at the early stage of social recov-
ery. The Government should continue to encourage
and assist bus companies to adopt a multi-pronged
approach to raise revenue and reduce expenditure,
further enhance operational efficiency and increase
non-farebox revenue, so as to improve their finan-

cial position and raise service standards.
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Almost, but not quite, you got 89, one mark short.
Try harder next time.
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"I guess she is about 70 years old." "Almost, but
not quite, she is already 75."
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@ Kevin Cheung (CUSCS Lecturer)
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"Did he win the competition?" "It was close, but

no cigar. He came second.”
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It was a close but no cigar case for the police.
The gang leader escaped in the last minute.
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A miss 1s as good as a mile. Even our team has lost
by only a small margin; we won't be able to go to the
final.
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He worked hard but his results were not good
enough to get the scholarship. He was rather upset as
to him a miss is as good as a mile.
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