����
INTRODUCTION





		It was one of the 1997 Policy Commitments that 'We will complete by summer 1998 a study to examine the operation of the Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA) Scheme and to make recommendations on how those on CSSA can be encouraged and helped to rejoin the workforce'.





2.		An inter-departmental Steering Group (SG) chaired by the Director of Social Welfare was set up to review the relevant aspects of the CSSA Scheme in October 1997.  





BACKGROUND





The problem





3.		The current review was prompted by growing public concern about the rapid growth in the CSSA caseload and its expenditure, the high levels of CSSA benefit for larger families as compared with market wages, and the sharp increases in the number of people of working age turning to CSSA.  There is also an increasing perception that some people are abusing the system.





4.		The relevant information is provided below:





(a)	The CSSA caseload rose by 146% from 88,600 in September 1993 to 218,400 in September 1998.





(b)	The CSSA expenditure increased by nearly three times from $2.4 billion in 1993/94 to $9.4 billion in 1997/98.





(c)	The average monthly CSSA payments for households of four or more persons are now considerably higher than low-end wages.  





(d)	The number of �unemployment� CSSA cases increased over six times from 3,500 in September 1993 to 26,200 in September 1998, representing 12% of the total CSSA caseload.  During the same period, the �single parent� CSSA cases increased by 268% from 5,700 to 20,900, representing 10% of the total CSSA caseload.





(e)	There have been increasing calls for the Government to take more effective measures to prevent abuse of CSSA.  A special hot-line for reporting suspected CSSA fraud cases was set up by the Social Welfare Department (SWD) in August 1998.  Up to the end of September 1998, it had received some 1,300 calls.





5.		The estimated CSSA expenditure for 1998/99 is expected to be above $13 billion.  The Government will spend much more on CSSA in the years to come even if all the SG�s recommendations (see paragraph 8-29 below) are accepted and implemented.





The qualitative study of CSSA cases with employable adults





6.		SWD in conjunction with the Labour Department (LD) and the Employees Retraining Board (ERB) conducted a 3-month qualitative study of a sample of CSSA cases involving unemployed recipients and single parents with the youngest child aged twelve or above at the end of 1997.  The main objectives of the study were to identify the participants� barriers to employment and the effectiveness of a coordinated package of counselling, employment and retraining services to help them back to work.  The majority of the participants were 40 years of age or above, with meagre education and low skills.  During the study, staff of social security field units (SSFUs) of SWD held an in-depth interview with the participants every fortnight to check the progress of their job search, identify barriers to their getting employment, and see what could be done to help them re-enter the workforce.  21% of the participants found employment during the 3-month period and three-quarters did so as a result of their own efforts.





POLICY DIRECTIONS AND STRATEGIES 





7.		The policy directions and strategies of the review are:





(a)	to ensure that resources are directed to help the truly needy and disadvantaged members of the community, who cannot fend for themselves through no fault of their own;





(b)	to provide temporary financial assistance for people of working age who are genuinely unable to find work (and for their dependants, if any), and at the same time, to encourage and help them to re-join the workforce so that they can lead independent and productive lives; 





(c)	to rid the system of work disincentives so as to ensure that those who can work will work; and





(d)	to strengthen controls to safeguard public expenditure against fraud and abuse.





RECOMMENDATIONS





(Support for Self-reliance( Scheme





8.		In addition to providing a safety net for the financially vulnerable through the social security system, we should also try to ensure that our social security system should act as a springboard to the future, which gives its recipients the opportunities to become self-reliant.  Towards this end and based on the findings of the qualitative study mentioned earlier and overseas experience, the SG proposes to implement a �Support for Self-reliance� Scheme to help able-bodied unemployed CSSA recipients.  The main elements of the scheme are active employment assistance, additional help by way of community work, and financial incentives to work through the provision of disregarded earnings.





Active employment assistance





9.		SWD will launch an Active Employment Assistance programme in conjunction with LD and ERB.  Staff of SSFUs will act as a source of information and facilitator to enable participants of the programme to get access to services and supports which will maximize their chances to re-enter the labour market and help them overcome barriers to employment.  Participants will be briefed on work incentive arrangements, the various ways and channels to seek jobs, employment and retraining and other support services provided by SWD, LD, ERB and non-governmental organizations.  Job search will be further supported by provision of job vacancy information through a computerized system at SSFUs.





10.		Staff of SSFUs will also help each participant to develop an individual action plan to find work and will arrange regular follow-up interviews to monitor the progress of their job search and render assistance, where necessary.





11.		Participation in the programme will replace the mandatory requirement for unemployed CSSA recipients to register with LD.  LD and ERB will continue to provide job placement and retraining services for those who want to re-enter the labour market through their assistance.





Additional help by way of community work





12.		The SG considers that engagement in some useful community services will improve unemployed CSSA recipients� self-esteem and confidence, and help them develop a work habit, paving the way for eventual paid employment.  The SG therefore proposes to require unemployed CSSA recipients to perform unpaid work of benefit to the community once or twice a week as a condition of receiving assistance.  Consideration will be given to assigning implementation of the programme to an outside organization.





Disregarded earnings





13.	At present, a CSSA recipient�s income from employment can be disregarded up to a maximum of $1,805 a month.  To give unemployed recipients a greater incentive to seek work, the SG proposes to disregard their first month�s income from a newly secured full-time job, subject to the condition that this benefit will be allowed not  more than once during a two-year period.





Termination of CSSA where the unemployed recipient fails to comply with stipulated requirements





14.		The SG proposes that SWD should strictly enforce the policy to terminate CSSA payment to an unemployed CSSA recipient who, without acceptable reasons, does not actively seek work, or declines a job interview or job offer, or refuses to undertake community work.





CSSA payments for able-bodied recipients : standard rates, supplements and special grants





15.	The SG proposes to tighten up CSSA payments for able-bodied recipients (see paragraph 16-20 below).  None of the proposed tightening measures will be applied to any recipient who is old, disabled or medically certified to be in ill-health.





Standard rates for larger households





16.	The levels of CSSA benefit for larger households have been criticised as too high as they do not take account of the fact that it is easier for larger households to economize on their expenditures.





17.		The SG proposes to reduce the standard rate payment to able-bodied adults/children in households comprising three or more such members in the following manner :


	


(a)	For households comprising three able-bodied adults/children, the standard rate payment to these members will be reduced by 10%.





(b)	For households comprising more than three able-bodied adults/children, the standard rate payment to these members will be reduced by 20%.





The standard rates before and after the proposed reduction are as follows :





�
Standard rate per person per month ($)�
�
�



Current


rate�
Proposed rate�(for households comprising three able-bodied adults/children)�
Proposed rate�(for households comprising more than three able-bodied adults/children)�
�
Able-bodied adult�
1,610�
1,450�
1,290�
�
Single parent or 


family carer�
1,965�
1,770�
1,570�
�
Able-bodied child�
1,795�
1,615�
1,435�
�



Special grants and supplements





18.		As standard rates already cover the recipients� basic needs, the SG considers it necessary to cut down the types of special grants for able-bodied adults/children to those which are absolutely essential to guard against reliance on CSSA becoming a preferred option.  The SG proposes that no special grant will be paid to able-bodied adults except those for rent and water charge.  As for able-bodied children, they will only be given the special grants to cover rent, water charge and those related to schooling and child care centre fees. 





19.		Where the special grant is paid according to the size of the family (for example, domestic removal grant), it will be paid instead only according to the number of old, disabled or sick members in the family.





20.		The SG also proposes that :





(a)	the annual Long Term Supplement will be payable only to cases involving the old, disabled and the sick and according to the number of such members in the family; and





(b)	Single Parent Supplement will be granted only to those single parents with at least one child aged below twelve.





Assistance for long-term �unemployment� cases





21.		There have been suggestions that CSSA benefit for able-bodied unemployed recipients should be cut off or reduced after a time limit in order to discourage long-term dependency.  The SG does not propose to terminate or reduce assistance for able-bodied unemployed recipients after a time limit.  If termination or reduction of benefit was to be introduced and was seen as leading to undue hardship, it would run the risk of undermining the fundamental function of our social security system.





Financial impact of the proposed measures on able-bodied recipients





22.		The estimated average monthly CSSA payments for cases with able-bodied adults/children only before and after implementation of the proposed tightening measures are as follows :





�
�



�
Estimated average


monthly CSSA payment �
Reduction in estimated


average monthly CSSA payment�
�
No. of eligible


household member�
Before


tightening


of payment


(a)�
After


tightening


of payment


(b)�
In dollar


terms


(c) = (a) - (b)�
In percentage


terms


(d) = (c) / (a) x 100%�
�
1�
$2,660�
$2,520�
$140�
5%�
�
2�
$6,200�
$5,840�
$360�
6%�
�
3�
$8,950�
$8,010�
$940�
11%�
�
4�
$11,280�
$9,450�
$1,830�
16%�
�
5�
$13,310�
$11,100�
$2,210�
17%�
�
6 or more�
$16,350�
$13,650�
$2,700�
17%�
�



All CSSA recipients will continue to enjoy free medical services provided by public hospitals and clinics. 





Eligibility criteria for able-bodied applicants: asset limits, owner-occupied properties, and work requirement of single parents 





Asset limits





23.		Since CSSA is meant to be the last resort for able-bodied adults, the SG proposes a different scale of asset limits for cases involving any able-bodied adult as follows :





(a)	For family cases, the asset limit for each able-bodied adult/child will be $16,000 (which is about six times the estimated average monthly payment for an able-bodied adult/child), up to a maximum of four members.





(b)	For single-person cases where the applicant is an able-bodied adult, the asset limit will be $24,000, which is 1.5 times the asset limit allowed for an able-bodied adult or able-bodied child in a family case (see (a) above).





Treatment of an owner-occupied residential property





24.		Under existing arrangements, the value of an owner-occupied residential property is totally disregarded for the asset test under the CSSA Scheme.  In fairness to all, it seems that an owner-occupied residential property should not be exempted from the asset test.  





25.		However, in order not to cause undue hardship to cases involving the old, disabled or the sick, the SG proposes that only for cases involving any employable adult aged below 50 and where there is no family member who is old, disabled or medically certified to be in ill-health, the value of an owner-occupied residential property will be taken into account for the asset test.  The applicant will be given a grace period of 12 months to make alternative arrangements during which the value of the property would be totally disregarded. 





Requiring single parents of older children to seek work





26.		The existing policy of giving single parents the choice not to work until their youngest child has reached fifteen is considered excessively generous by emerging international practice which aims to get single parents back into the workforce. 





27.		The SG recognizes that it might be difficult for some single parents on CSSA to take up employment, particularly when their children are small or there are no suitable child care services in the districts where they live, though the same problems are faced by non-CSSA single parents and low-income families where both parents feel compelled to work.





28.		On balance, the SG proposes to tighten up the existing policy only mildly by requiring single parents on CSSA to seek work when their youngest child is twelve.  These single parents will be required to participate in the �Support for Self-reliance� Scheme, which will enable them to get access to the information on the services and supports which they need to overcome barriers to employment.  The same requirement will be applicable to able-bodied family carers who claim CSSA on grounds of looking after children.  Any single parents with younger children who are eager to find work are welcome to join the �Support for Self-reliance� Scheme, and where necessary, they will be given priority access to child care services.  NGOs operating over 200 children and youth centres which open from 10 a.m. to 10 p.m. will continue to provide services for children and youth including those coming from single parent families.  These services include guidance and counselling service to help children and youth cope with crises and problems in their developmental process, supportive service for young people (such as after-school-care programmes), socialization programmes, and social responsibility and competence enhancing programmes.





Prevention of fraud and abuse





29.		To strengthen control to safeguard public expenditure against fraud and abuse, the SG proposes :





	(a)	to resume home visits for all CSSA new cases;





(b)	to reinforce the gate-keeping mechanism whereby we will strictly require all CSSA applicants to apply on a household basis if they are living with other income-earning family members;





(c)	to pay more home visits to targeted CSSA cases which are more likely to experience fluctuations in their financial situation during their receipt of assistance; and





(d)	to strengthen the Special  Investigation Team of SWD to tackle suspected fraud cases.





IMPLEMENTATION OF THE RECOMMENDATIONS





30.		The SG proposes to implement the above proposed measures within the financial year 1999/2000, and they will be applicable to all new and existing cases.





PUBLIC CONSULTATION





31.		Copies of the CSSA Review Report and this Executive Summary are available at all Social Security Field Units and District Offices of the Social Welfare Department, and District Offices of the Home Affairs Department.  They can also be downloaded from the Internet home page of the Social Welfare Department (http://www.info.gov.hk/swd/).





32.		Comments on any of the proposals in the Review Report can be sent to the Social Security Branch, Social Welfare Department either by post, fax or e-mail on or before 20 January 1999.





Address�
:�
Assistant Director (Social Security)


Social Welfare Department


8/F, Wu Chung House, 


213 Queen�s Road East,


Wanchai,


Hong Kong.�
�
Fax No.�
:�
2833 5821�
�
E-mail�
:�
socsecu2@swd.gcn.gov.hk�
�



33.		For enquiries about the proposals of the Review, please call 2832 4020 or 2832 4021.
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