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Bringing in mainland talents
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A s Hong Kong emerges from the woes of the economic crises that have hindered its growth for

nearly two years, one objective has become clear. To remain as a competitive market economy

driven by knowledge-intense industries, Hong Kong must act quickly in order to speed up

recovery and to stay on par with other Asian countries.

In recent months Hong Kong has witnessed radical market reforms in areas like information technology,

banking and financial services and manufacturing.

The difficult years of 1998 to 1999 have reinforced the need for greater co-operation between Hong

Kong and the mainland. By working closely together, the relationship will enable Hong Kong to establish

a new fundamental economic structure, one that will withstand the next wave of crisis.

On 17 December 1999 the SAR Government launched a bold move that will make a great impact on

Hong Kong’s continuous development. By the introduction of the new plan “The Admission of Talents

Scheme”, the Government is determined to bring in talents who can enhance the competitiveness of Hong

Kong as a knowledge-intense economy.

In a bid to attract people possessing expertise and skills not readily available in Hong Kong to seek

employment in the territory, the Scheme will allow Hong Kong-based companies to recruit candidates

who are mainland residents or mainland students currently studying in Hong Kong to fulfill these

positions. Industries such as software engineering, pharmaceutical operations, telecommunications and

environmental technology are just a few sectors that will benefit from this new initiative.

A Selection Committee has been formed to evaluate would-be applicants, which are submitted by their

potential employers or academic institutions. A list of 230 mainland universities conferring doctoral

(from left) Postgraduate student Gigi Lui, PolyU’s Vice President Prof. Edwin Cheng and postgraduate student
Zhu Ledong
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degrees has been compiled for members of the Committee to consider. Each applicant must possess

outstanding academic qualifications and expertise, and will be required to supply documents such as

publications and research papers to prove that their abilities are not readily available in Hong Kong.

The implementation of the Scheme will have various implications on the academic front, such as

PolyU. Part of the University’s pursuit of academic excellence in applied research has been well

recognised by professional industries including engineering, optometry and design. Currently more than

half of PolyU’s candidates conducting postgraduate research are from the mainland. With the effect of the

Admission of Talents Scheme, PolyU can welcome more research candidates of high calibre who can

bring their knowledge and expertise to Hong Kong.

Prof. Edwin Cheng, PolyU’s Vice-President (Research and Postgraduate

Studies), is in favour of the government’s decision and feels that the Scheme

will enable PolyU to build on its strength in applied and midstream research.

“The competition for postgraduate research studies is very fierce, thus

ensuring that the candidates accepted by our University are of very high

quality,” Prof. Cheng said.

“Their solid and sound knowledge is essential to various research and

industry-related projects. And by allowing them the opportunity to work in

Hong Kong after obtaining their postgraduate degree, it will give these well-

qualified people a chance to use their knowledge for the betterment of our

community.”

In the past, it would take at least six months to one year to process an

application for a mainland student to come to Hong Kong, causing delays

for ongoing projects.

“Once we have selected the most suitable candidate, the wait for his/her

visa holds up the project and often the outcome is fruitless, when the

mainland government denies the application,” Prof. Cheng said. “Valuable resources have been wasted.”

According to Prof. Cheng, many industry-related projects require the knowledge-strong mainland

students and exposure-strong Hong Kong to work together. PolyU has long established strong ties with

academic and research institutes on the mainland, and he sees the collaboration between Hong Kong

and mainland talents as a winning combination.

“We have always had our unique strengths, in mechanical engineering, construction

and land use,” Prof. Cheng said. “We play an important role in helping Hong Kong to

become a knowledge-based society, and the Scheme is a good interim plan to

provide Hong Kong with the necessary manpower to succeed.”
PolyU has a limited intake for full-time research students each year. Prof. Cheng hopes the government

will relax on the funded quota because of the community’s increasing demand for knowledge-intensive

manpower.

“I share the government’s concern about their limited funding for universities,” Prof. Cheng said. “We

are able to manage our resources to accept more students without increasing the budget. Increasing our

quota will allow us to further develop in applied and midstream research.”

This, Prof. Cheng feels, will generate positive results on society. “It’s not a question about taking

opportunities away from local people,” he said. “It’s about getting the best candidates for the positions.”

“Singapore and the Silicon Valley have been attracting talents from all over the world to enhance their

economy,” Prof. Cheng said. “Hong Kong has been doing the same but it’s time to do it on a larger

scale.”

However, there are still controversies surrounding the implementation of the Scheme. Concerns not
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only over the interests of Hong Kong’s own working population but also

the assessment of the candidates’ eligibility have been voiced by various

Legislative Council members and labour union representatives.

Miss Chan Yuen-han, Legco member and Vice-Chairman of the Hong

Kong Federation of Trade Unions, comments cautiously on the Admission

of Talents Scheme.

The Selection Committee has been given the ultimate authority in

handling applications, and Miss Chan worries that the lack of labour union

representatives on the Committee will ignore the concerns of Hong Kong’s

workforce.

“I am afraid that candidates may be judged by their connections rather

than by their merits,” she said. “The evaluation system must be open and

fair, and Legco should act as a watchdog.”

Miss Chan sees great potential in recruiting mainland candidates to fill

employment gaps in Hong Kong, and recognises the need for an interim plan to help Hong Kong remain

competitive in the knowledge-intense industries.

However, she feels the Government should not neglect the interests of Hong Kong’s own professionals.

Technology and knowledge transfer, she believes, is an essential part of the progress.

“How can we assimilate our own students to learn from those on the mainland?” Miss Chan asked.

“The people of Hong Kong should hold the future. We must ensure that the knowledge that mainland

candidates bring to Hong Kong will stay in Hong Kong.”
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“I am not against recruiting talents from other places; Hong Kong

has welcomed a substantial number of individuals from the West,”
Miss Chan said. “My concern is over how we can enforce a fair and

just evaluation system.”
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Zhu Ledong lives in a tiny 80-square-foot room in Hung Hom.

The high cost of living in Hong Kong means he eats mostly in the

university canteens, and rarely spends on entertainment. He longs

to see his daughter and wife in Shanghai. But Zhu, like many other

mainland postgraduate students, would give anything to study in

Hong Kong, because they think this cosmopolitan city will give

them the exposure they need to the outside world.

“I came to Hong Kong to

connect with the outside

world,” Zhu, a PhD candidate

conducting research on wind-

resistance in bridges, said. “I

feel I can really concentrate

on my work here.” Zhu has

been admitted before the

imp lemen ta t ion  o f  the

Admission of Talents Scheme

and expresses that before the

Scheme, application process

was cumbersome and lengthy.

A graduate of Shanghai Tongji

University, Zhu initially held

a part-time research post with

another university in Hong

Kong when he was accepted for his PhD studies at PolyU.

However, he had to return to Shanghai and endured a six-
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Two sides of the same coin
month wait before his visa could be processed. A formality, he

feels strongly, should be eliminated. “I had to go back to Tongji

University and file an application through the appropriate

department, and wait for the Hong Kong Macau Affairs office to

approve the application. It hindered my work at PolyU.”

With the Admission of Talents Scheme, Zhu is confident that

Hong Kong can attract the right talents. “It will enable me to apply

for a job after graduation,” he said. “This way, I can pay off the

investment the University and Hong Kong have placed in me by

serving the community.”

With the influx of mainland research students in the past years,

Hong Kong born Gigi Lui has learned to work side by side with

classmates like Zhu. “I think we each have our own strengths,” Lui,

who is studying for her PhD in engineering, said. “Mainland students

have strong theoretical knowledge while Hong Kong students have

more practical knowledge. We try to help each other out in the

projects.”

Initially, she too, was worried about potential competition for

jobs after graduation. However, Lui said she realised that it only

increased her desire to better herself. “Sometimes I do feel a bit

threatened but I must say that Hong Kong students have their own

advantage because we know the language and the society we are

working in,” she said. “I think if both sides make an effort to be

more accommodating, we can really get along. In fact, my Putonghua

has improved tremendously after being tutored by my mainland

classmates.”
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