
Reducing the issuance of Exchange Fund
Bills

The following is issued on behalf of the Hong Kong Monetary Authority:
 
     The Hong Kong Monetary Authority (HKMA) announced today (April 9) a plan
to suitably reduce the issuance size of Exchange Fund Bills in order to
increase the overall Hong Kong dollar liquidity in the interbank market.  The
additional liquidity will help ensure continued smooth operation of the Hong
Kong dollar interbank market amidst a volatile global macro environment
brought about by the spread of coronavirus.
      
     The HKMA plans to reduce the issue size of 91-day Exchange Fund Bills by
HK$5,000 million in each of the four regular tenders on April 21, April 28,
May 5 and May 12 2020.  If all the four planned reductions are executed, the
issuance of the Bills will be reduced by HK$20,000 million in total.
 Notwithstanding the plan, the HKMA will monitor market situations and the
effect of each reduction, and reserves the flexibility of not executing all
the four reductions as needed. 
      
     The reduction in the supply of Exchange Fund Bills is consistent with
Currency Board principles.  The reduced issuance simply represents a change
in the composition of the Monetary Base, with a shift from the Exchange Fund
Paper to the Aggregate Balance.  The Aggregate Balance will increase by the
same amount as the reduction in Exchange Fund Bills.  The Monetary Base
remains fully backed by foreign exchange reserves.
      
     Following the established practice, information about the issuance size
of the Exchange Fund Paper and changes in the Aggregate Balance will be
updated and published regularly on the HKMA website and the dedicated pages
on Reuters and Bloomberg.
      
     An updated Tentative Schedule on Issuance of Exchange Fund Bills and
Notes is at Annex.

Transcript of remarks of press
conference (with photo/video)

     The Chief Executive, Mrs Carrie Lam, held a press conference on April 8.
Also joining were the Chief Secretary for Administration, Mr Matthew Cheung
Kin-chung; the Financial Secretary, Mr Paul Chan; the Secretary for Commerce
and Economic Development, Mr Edward Yau; the Secretary for Labour and
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Welfare, Dr Law Chi-kwong; the Secretary for Transport and Housing, Mr Frank
Chan Fan; and the Secretary for Food and Health, Professor Sophia Chan.
Following is the transcript of remarks of the press conference.
 
Reporter: Thank you, Mrs Lam. Firstly, on the 50 per cent level for the
salaries, can you explain how you and your team came up with that figure when
we’re looking at, like the UK and Singapore perhaps maybe offering a slightly
higher percentage? Secondly, can you just speak a little bit about what
guarantees there are that the money which you are going to be giving to
employers will actually trickle down to employees and make sure that they
aren’t missing out on this relief? And thirdly, rents is a big overhead for
companies obviously, obviously that’s a bit outside your ambit but will you
be making appeals to the private sector to offer relief as well?
 
Chief Executive: Thank you very much for the three questions. First of all,
in designing the Employment Support Scheme, let’s call it the ESS, we have to
ensure that the money that we are providing is reasonable to enable the
employers to keep their employees in the job. If we provide too small an
amount, the employer will continue to have difficulty in keeping that
employee in the job, but if we provide too large an amount, that is a
question of affordability. Now this package at 50 per cent of wage cap of
$18,000 already costs $80 billion, so I will say that 50 per cent is about
right percentage. You mentioned the UK and the Singapore schemes; I may as
well give you this comparison because in designing the scheme, we have looked
at the UK, Singapore, Australia schemes. Yes, the UK scheme seemed to suggest
an 80 per cent of wage subsidy, but if you look at the details of the UK
scheme, it’s only available to what they call furloughed employees – that is
employees on leave. In other words, they are more or less being laid off,
they are on leave, they are not supposed to come back to work and under those
circumstances, then their wages could attract 80 per cent subsidy. In our
case, we very much welcome the assisted employees to stay in the job so that
they will get not only our subsidy but will continue to get some pay from the
employers, and this is also a much more, in my view, a healthier development
because we want the staff to be engaged in work so that when the epidemic
situation stabilises, then there will be more business.  So it’s not entirely
the same comparison. As far as the Singapore scheme, they actually have a
three-tiered subsidy of 25 per cent, 50 per cent and 75 per cent – 25 per
cent is made available to all sectors except those who are given 50 and 75
per cent. Fifty per cent is given to the hard-hit sector, I think it’s in the
catering industry; where 75 per cent are really given to the almost dead
sectors, like aviation and tourism. More recently Deputy Prime Minister Heng
Swee Keat has announced, I think, two days ago, that for the month of April,
the Singaporean Government will extend a 75 per cent to all sectors because
of very aggressive social distancing measures being imposed on almost every
sector. I suppose if the situation stabilises, they will still adhere to the
25 per cent, 50 per cent and 75 per cent. But in our case it’s across the
board – 50 per cent – so I will describe that our scheme is broad-based, is
quite generous in that respect. Also, to try to differentiate sectors which
are more hard hit, less hard hit, is not too easy in the MPF arrangement.
What the Hong Kong SAR Government has chosen is for those hard-hit areas, we
will provide them additional subsidies under the Anti-epidemic Fund. If you



are interested, we can give you an example later on how a travel agency will
benefit from both schemes – the ESS scheme and the AEF item.
 
     As far as the assurance, that if wage subsidy will go to the employees,
the first thing is 100 per cent of the wage subsidies provided by the Hong
Kong SAR Government have to be spent on wages. The employer could not deploy
the money for other purposes and we will put in place very robust auditing
after the event because I don’t want to have detailed vetting before paying
out. The employees and employers are now very short of cash. They need money.
 But we reserve the power to do auditing in order to ensure that the money is
spent on wages. Secondly is the employers have to promise that there will be
no redundancy. And thirdly, we will operate in a very transparent way. All
the employers who have applied and approved to enjoy the ESS, we will tell
everybody, particularly the employees, so the employees will know that their
employers have received wage subsidies which are supposed to be for them, not
for the employer, and if they don’t get it, then I am sure they will complain
either to us directly or through the trade unions, so there are safeguards
all the way to ensure that the money will go to the employees.
      
     Now, rent is a very tricky issue and it is also a very important cost
component in doing business in Hong Kong. As far as the Hong Kong SAR
Government is concerned, for tenants occupying our premises or our land on a
short-term basis, we are now going deeper to provide a 75 per cent rent
concession. As you may remember, I have met with REDA (The Real Estate
Developers Association of Hong Kong), I have made several public appeals to
landlords, particularly big developers to likewise provide rent concessions
to their tenants so as to keep their tenants afloat. Otherwise the shopping
malls will become vacant pretty soon if all these retail, restaurants have to
close down. I understand and I appreciate that some developers have been
doing that and doing the rent concessions in a rather generous way, so
sitting here now I make this further appeal to developers to do exactly that
so that we could together, not only fighting this virus, but also support
Hong Kong. Thank you very much.
 
Reporter: Three questions. First is about the distribution of the wage
subsidies. It’s going to take another two months for the citizens to receive
the money, so my question is, can this be done earlier and do you see that
before the employees actually get the money some businesses may have to shut
already? The second question is about, some other reporters have asked
already, how do you ensure that the money actually gets to the pocket of the
workers. For the violators, will there be any consequences, any punishment?
The last question is: how do you calculate how much subsidy will the self-
employed people be getting? And, just to clarify, am I right that all
employees, no matter what businesses they’re in, they will qualify for the
wage subsidies? You talked about the Singapore model, the three-tier model.
Is that something that you would actually consider that the companies that
are more hard-hit will be getting a bigger subsidy for the employees and the
companies that are less hard-hit will be getting less money for their
employees? Thank you.
 
Chief Executive: Let me answer the second question first. First, I said as a



principle, in designing this package, it has to be sufficiently broad-based.
Because of the degree of severity, almost every sector is being hit, except
those who are on the government payroll, to be very honest. But at the same
time, we are recognising sectors which are particularly hard-hit, and these
are the aviation – the Hong Kong International Airport is almost closed. I
was very sad when I read the figures. Yesterday, at the Hong Kong
International Airport, this aviation hub for Asia-Pacific, we have only 367
arrival passengers. Now that is the severity of the situation faced by over
75,000 employees at the Hong Kong International Airport. Apart from giving
the employers at the Hong Kong International Airport access to the wage
subsidies under the ESS, we have other measures for the aviation sector which
we can share with you or you can read it from the detailed notes that we are
going to distribute. By the way, Frank is here. Frank could say something
about the additional help for the aviation sector.
 
     So we are doing that, but we are doing it in a different way, instead of
juggling with the wage subsidies in terms of the industry, because that would
make it very complicated to administer. And that complication in
administration will directly go against your first question. Your first
question asked me to do it earlier, but by making the ESS so complicated,
there’s no way I can ensure early payment of subsidies to the employees
through the employers. I hope I have made myself very clear that in designing
the scheme, speed is of the essence. I want to pass the money to the
employees to keep them in their jobs through their employers as early as
possible. So while I said that we are committing ourselves to no later than
June, it doesn’t mean that if we could do it earlier we won’t. I will look to
Dr C K Law and my own team in the Chief Executive’s Office to try to speed up
the process, to review the design and the processing to see whether there is
still scope to do it faster in order to hand over the cash subsidies to the
employees through the employers. I do hope that employers who are now
watching this press conference or who will read the newspapers tomorrow will
bear in mind that money is coming, so don’t rush into laying off your staff
and hang on as long as possible because money is coming. We are there to
share the burden and try to keep companies afloat. If they really have cash-
flow problem, then there is a loan scheme. I hope the loan scheme is also
very efficient, that the banks will distribute the loans upon application
early enough to tide over individual companies’ difficulties in paying for
their employees.
      
     I now invite STH to say a few points about the aviation sector.
 
Secretary for Transport and Housing: In fact, I would say that most sectors,
if not all the industries, are actually very seriously impacted by the
pandemic. As for the aviation sector, we have to appreciate on normal days in
the past, we had 200 000 passengers coming in and flying out every day. For
the past week, the number is close to less than 2 000. If you take that as an
indicator, the entire airport is down to 1 per cent of its capacity in
operation. Therefore, all the airlines, all supporting services companies,
(as well as) retail and dining outlets in the airport, are the hardest hit.
Of course, we can help them with the employment support scheme by providing
salary subsidy through the companies to the working staff. In addition, we



are also offering subsidy or assistance of another kind, say for example, the
offering to repair and maintenance of the airplanes, say for example, (for) a
big jet, we will provide them with a million dollars. While you may think
that the amount is huge, but actually a large plane would require roughly
about $60 million to maintain in a year. That's the thing we are trying to do
and help them as much as we can.
 
     And for companies with a hundred people or more, we are going to offer
them $3 million as assistance; and for companies with less than a hundred
people, we are offering them a million (dollars). After all, all these are
very minimal, I would say. We are looking forward to helping them in a more
ingenious way. For example, the Airport Authority is planning to purchase 500
000 air tickets with a view to providing cash flow to the airlines during
this very difficult time and to save the tickets for the future when Hong
Kong is going to re-launch to try to attract travellers coming to Hong Kong,
and people going out for trips when the pandemic is over.
      
     We are also offering in an innovative approach to purchase those
supporting facilities in the airport, because the supporting services
companies in the airport are running out of cash, and the provision of cash
flow is very important. Therefore, purchasing those equipment or hardware
from these companies and offer them with the cash flow will be very
important.
      
     At the same time, these facilities would still be used in the airport if
there is a need. By the time when the airport picks up and resumes normal,
these companies would have the right to buy it back. The Airport Authority is
also offering a rent-free period so that these companies would be relieved
for a certain period of time. We are trying to do whatever we can and are
trying to help as much as we can. I think we should not just focus on
employment support scheme or just wage subsidy, as there are all sorts of
ways that we can offer, just like what the Financial Secretary has mentioned
about loans and facilities, and all other things.
 
Reporter:…(inaudible)
 
Secretary for Labour and Welfare: They will be penalised. Details will be
announced later.

(Please also refer to the Chinese portion of the transcript.)
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Government announces measures
involving over $130 billion to support
enterprises, employees and the public

     In response to the challenges arising from the COVID-19 virus, the Chief
Executive, Mrs Carrie Lam, today (April 8) announced a series of measures
involving over $130 billion to help businesses stay afloat, keep workers in
employment, relieve financial burdens of individuals and businesses and
assist the economy to recover once the epidemic is contained.
 
     She said the measures announced today are a response further to the
relief package in the 2020-21 Budget and the first round of the Anti-epidemic
Fund. She said the Government needs to adopt bold and prompt measures given
that a wide range of economic activities have been severely disrupted, many
businesses are facing pressure to close down and massive staff layoffs are
anticipated.
 
     The measures, which Mrs Lam described as unprecedented, include
introducing an $80 billion Employment Support Scheme under which wage
subsidies will be provided to eligible employers, and providing 16 types of
support for specific sectors totalling $21 billion. In addition, the
Government will enhance the SME Financing Guarantee Scheme, help the MTR
Corporation to provide a 20 per cent fare discount, temporarily relax the
monthly threshold of the Public Transport Fare Subsidy Scheme, grant
interest-free deferral of loan repayments to all student loan repayees, allow
deferrals of tax payments, and more, benefiting many businesses and people.
More information about the measures is set out in the Annex.
 
     The total cost of the package is $137.5 billion. Together with the $30
billion under the first round of the Anti-epidemic Fund and the $120 billion
in Budget measures, the total fiscal implication is $287.5 billion,
representing 10 per cent of Gross Domestic Product.
 
     "Given the epidemic's catastrophic impact on Hong Kong's economy, the
Government has to dig deep into its fiscal reserves accumulated over the
years to help our businesses and people. With Hong Kong's fundamental
strengths and our people's resilience, we are confident that our city can
ride out this storm and Hong Kong can be relaunched," Mrs Lam said.
 
     Mrs Lam also announced that, to show solidarity with the people, the
Chief Executive, the Principal Officials (the Chief Secretary for
Administration, the Financial Secretary, the Secretary for Justice and the 13
Bureau Secretaries) and the Director of the Chief Executive’s Office will
take a 10 per cent pay cut for the coming 12 months.
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Update on a North District Hospital
GOPC staff member confirmed of
COVID-19 infection

The following is issued on behalf of the Hospital Authority:

     Subsequent to the announcement early today (April 8) that a staff member
at the Shek Wu Hui Jockey Club General Outpatient Clinic (SWHJCGOPC) has
tested positive to COVID-19, the spokesperson of the North District Hospital
(NDH) gave the following update:
 
     An operation assistant who is chiefly responsible for cleansing duties
was confirmed yesterday (April 7) to have been infected by COVID-19. She was
hospitalised at NDH under isolation. The hospital has traced her contacts at
the clinic, including doctors, nurses, patient care assistants and other
operation assistants etc. Five of them are identified as close contacts and
put under quarantine with one presenting with disease symptoms. Viral tests
are being arranged for them by the Centre for Health Protection.
 
      As at 6pm, 45 other staff members who have recently worked at the
clinic at the same work hours of the confirmed staff member have also been
arranged to receive viral tests. As a precautionary measure, three of them
have been transferred to the isolation ward pending the availability of test
results. 27 of them were tested negative while other results are still
pending. More tests may be arranged upon further expert assessment. The
health condition of all the staff will continue to be monitored.
 
     As the confirmed staff member had also worked in the Ta Kwu Ling General
Outpatient Clinic on April 2, the Clinic will also be closed tomorrow
(April 9) for thorough disinfection. Meanwhile, the disinfection and follow-
up work for SWHJCGOPC is still underway. It will continue to be closed
tomorrow. No service will be provided during the public holidays from April
10 to April 13. For patients with appointment being affected, clinic staff
will arrange for them to attend the Fanling Family Medicine Centre in the
same district. For enquiries, patients can call the clinic hotline: 2670
0211.

Hong Kong residents stranded in
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Morocco to leave the country on
chartered flight arranged by Chinese
Embassy in Morocco

     A Government spokesman announced today (April 8) that to assist Chinese
citizens stranded in Morocco to leave there, the Chinese Embassy in the
Kingdom of Morocco (Chinese Embassy in Morocco) will arrange a chartered
flight to bring the Chinese citizens, including 27 Hong Kong residents, back
home. The chartered flight is scheduled to depart at 4pm on April 9, local
time (11pm on April 9, Hong Kong time) from Casablanca to Guangzhou. The cost
will be borne by the passengers.
      
     Morocco has been in a state of national emergency since early March,
imposing strict restrictions on all marine, land and air traffic. As a
result, Hong Kong residents in Morocco cannot depart there on their own
through normal flight arrangement.  After receiving requests for assistance
from the affected Hong Kong residents, the Security Bureau and the
Immigration Department (ImmD) have contacted the Chinese Embassy in Morocco
and the Office of the Commissioner of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
People's Republic of China in the Hong Kong Special Administrative
Region and has been taking actions on multiple fronts, including actively
liaising with several airlines to secure flight bookings for the affected
Hong Kong residents to leave Morocco and return to Hong Kong via other
places.
      
     As at noon today, the ImmD has received assistance requests from 158
Hong Kong residents concerning the home passage from Morocco. Among them, 113
people have already returned to Hong Kong on different flights. Forty-five
people who have sought assistance are still in Morocco. They are scattered in
Casablanca, Marrakesh and other six cities. Among those Hong Kong residents
still in Morocco, 18 will not take the chartered flight to leave there
because of personal preference or other reasons. The Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region Government will actively follow up with the Chinese
Embassy in Morocco and a number of airlines to make every effort to assist
the return of the stranded Hong Kong residents via other possible means.
      
     To assist Chinese citizens stranded in Morocco to leave there, the
Chinese Embassy in Morocco will arrange a chartered flight to bring back the
Chinese citizens, including 27 Hong Kong residents. The chartered flight will
depart from Casablanca on April 9, local time and is estimated to arrive in
Guangzhou by noon of April 10. As required under enhanced in-bound health
management on the Mainland, all air passengers are required to undergo local
14-day isolation for medical surveillance. The said requirement is also
applicable to passengers on board the chartered flight to Guangzhou.
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