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Anger as top 10 landlords in Hong Kong enjoy rates rebate of HK$256 million
The top ratepayer alone is expected to receive a rates concession of HK$102.6 million from 15,645 rateable properties owned
The waiver of the indirect tax was among the relief measures announced in Financial Secretary Paul Chan Mo-po’s latest
budget, and the amount, which is double what they received the previous year, came under fresh attack as the government
was accused of returning its record surplus to the wealthy.
In his February budget, Chan raised the waiver from a maximum of HK$1,000 per quarter in the last financial year to HK$2,500
per quarter for a full year.
The latest figures, revealed by the Financial Services and the Treasury Bureau on Monday, suggested that the top ratepayer
alone was expected to receive a rates concession of HK$102.6 million from the 15,645 rateable properties owned.
The next nine ratepayers were each expected to benefit by between HK$8.9 million and HK$29.3 million for the 1,258 to 5,038
properties they held.
In total, the top 10 landlords – owners of 40,136 units in the world’s most expensive housing market – would save HK$256.5
million.
Democratic Party lawmaker James To Kun-sun believed the top 10 ratepayers were all developers and said the findings once
again highlighted the skewed nature of the city’s fiscal policy.
“It is utterly inappropriate to offer over HK$102 million to someone who owns over 15,000 units,” he said. “That is returning
the wealth to the wealthy.”
However, Susanna Chiu Lai-kuen, former president of Hong Kong Institute of Certified Public Accountants, cautioned that the
figure should be read together with the rates paid.
“It’s hard to conclude developers have particularly benefited the most. Maybe they paid a lot of rates beforehand?” Chiu said.
“In collecting the benefits, perhaps the developers might also provide a rebate to customers.”
She said the government had mostly ignored calls from the middle class in previous budgets, so it was more important to
consider whether that group had benefited.
Chinese University economist Terence Chong Tai-leung said it was worth distinguishing between residential and commercial
properties for rates collection and that the additional administration cost would not be too high.
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Previous bureau information showed the top 10 property owners saved between HK$124 million and HK$126 million annually
in rates waivers in the past few years.
In the 2015-16 financial year – when the government waived rates for two quarters with a ceiling of HK$2,500 per quarter – the
top 10 ratepayers altogether saved HK$126.9 million while the top 100 payers saved HK$251.4 million.
The latest waiver was part of a HK$50 billion (US$6.37 billion) spending package unveiled by Chan to share some of the city’s
record HK$138 billion surplus but his budget was slammed by critics for ignoring the plight of the poor.
To said properties held under companies in general should be considered as investments that should not benefit from any rates
concessions.
“These investors do not need help from the government … Why should the government benefit these big conglomerates?” he
said.
“Even if middle-class citizens use a company [they set up] to buy a flat for self-occupation, the rates waivers should only be
limited to one unit.”
The bureau document, submitted to the Legislative Council, also showed that most residential tenants did not benefit from the
relief measure as only 4 per cent of them paid rates.
The bureau said over 82 per cent of the tenancies of the top 10 ratepayers were on a rates exclusive basis, with the rates
concession rebated to tenants. That implied these properties were mostly commercial in nature.
The government added that any changes to the rates concession approach implied a need to fundamentally change the rates
collection system, and it was unable to estimate the costs and time required.

Developers’ hoard of empty flats aggravates Hong Kong’s housing crisis. Will a tax fix it?
Hong Kong builders stockpile thousands of flats as they look for higher prices
Close to 300 flats lie disturbingly vacant in a completed new residential development in Ho Man Tin, even as the Hong Kong
government struggles to resolve the perennial short supply of housing in the world’s most expensive property market.
The 1,429-unit Mantin Heights project in Ho Man Tin was completed last year, but the developer, Kerry Properties, still hangs
on to a fifth or about 300 completed flats, offering them in small numbers either through private tender or public sales.
About 1,130 units had been sold as of April 7, according to figures available from the Sales of First-hand Residential Properties
Authority website, which regulates the sales of new flats.
Kerry Properties has released some 96 sales at Mantin Heights, with just one unit offered for tender on several occasions since
it went on sale in 2016.
“It is the largest number of sales arrangement in a project I have ever seen,” said Sammy Po Siu-ming, the chief executive of
Midland Realty’s residential department. “By releasing a small number of units each time, it has been effective in generating
strong sales response which has allowed it to raise prices and maximise profit.”
Po noted that prices at Mantin Heights had increased by some 20 per cent.
About 15 minutes’ drive from Mantin Heights stands another development, located at 279 Prince Edward Road West and
completed in 2015 by Yuexie Property. The Hong Kong-listed company sold the 14-storey vacant building comprising 18 units to
Grand Ming Group Holdings, also listed in Hong Kong, last August for HK$820 million (US$104.4 million), a stock exchange filing
showed.
So far, Grand Ming has sold just one flat in the development – a 1,304 square feet three-bedroom unit through tender for
HK$48.08 million on April 8. The project has been renamed Cristallo.
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Plans for the remaining 17 flats were not clear.
“Such practice is no different from hoarding flats,” said Lee Wing-tat, chairman of policy think tank Land Watch. “It is not right
for developers [to be] holding completed flats when there is a housing shortage in the city.”
There were 9,000 unsold flats in private completed developments as of December, of which 5,000 were completed in 2017, up
from 1,000 in 2016, according to data from the Rating and Valuation Department.
Details on their owners and locations were not available.
Hoarding or keeping a portion of the flats in a completed residential development is not strictly illegal under Hong Kong laws as
there are no rules and regulations that explicitly forbid this.
But the rapid increase in the number of empty units has finally forced the government to take action.
Last month, Financial Secretary Paul Chan Mo-po said that the government was studying the possibility of imposing a vacancy
tax on developers after noting a “significant increase in the number of empty flats” in 2017.
Land Watch’s Lee said developers’ move to keep empty flats will further fuel price increases.
Hong Kong’s home prices have surged for 23 consecutive months, the longest stretch for a property bull market in a quarter of
a century, making the city the world’s costliest urban centre to live and work.
Apart from Henderson Land Development, other major developers approached by South China Morning Post declined to
disclose the number of completed unsold flats in their portfolio.
Henderson Land said they had 177 completed unsold flats, while Kerry Properties and Sun Hung Kai Properties (SHKP) said no
data was available. New World Development did not reply before the publishing deadline.
But data obtained by the Post showed more than 40 per cent of the 9,000 unsold flats were held by developers.
As of December 2017, SHKP had the largest inventory of empty unsold flats, numbering about 1,000.
About 114 units in phase one of SHKP’s Ultima development in Ho Man Tin, completed in 2015, remain unsold, while 549 units
in phase two of Grand Yoho in Yuen Long were vacant.
New World Development holds more than 500 completed unsold flats, largely at Mount Pavilia in Sai Kung, which was ready in
2016.
The lack of clear-cut guidelines that specify the period when developers should offer for sale all flats in a residential project is a
loophole that certain developers were exploiting, said Lee.
“The government should close the loophole by imposing a rule requiring developers to release all units in a development on the
market in six months after receiving pre-sale consent,” said Lee, adding that it is the most effective way to stop hoarding of
flats.
Lee supported the vacancy tax but said it could take one to two years to seek approval from Legislative Council before the law
can be enacted.
Lawrence Poon Wing-cheung, senior lecturer at City University of Hong Kong’s department of building science and technology,
said the meaning of “vacancy” is hard to define, particularly in the secondary market.
“Will you consider taxing a flat in the secondary market being used as storage?” he asked.
Poon suggested that the government should simply tax the developers for holding on to new empty flats.
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Besides the issue of empty flats, there were concerns about developers opting to sell new flats by private tender, which could
inflate prices and put buyers at a disadvantage.
“The lack of transparency enables developers to create an impression that units have been sold for record breaking prices one
after another,” said Lee.
Previously, developers just offered penthouses or special units for tender, but it was now being widely used for entire
developments.
For instance, SHKP is offering its Victoria Harbour project in North Point only by tender.
So far only 12 of the 355 units at the nearly completed project have been sold since it was released last December.
Flats sold through tender also benefit developers. For instance, a 1,585 sq ft flat on 11th floor at Victoria Harbour sold in
January for HK$102.84 million, or HK$64,887 per sq ft, setting a record in the Eastern District.
All flats at Mount Nicholson on The Peak developed by Wheelock and Co and Nan Fung Development were sold by tender, with
one flat fetching HK$132,060 per sq ft, making it the most expensive apartment in Asia.
In a written reply to South China Morning Post, Kerry Properties said: “It has been scheduling sales of properties in pace with
market demand and project completions.”
“The company will continue to plan and fine-tune its sales activities in accordance with market demand and response,” the
statement added.
New land sale rule may help to cool Hong Kong’s overheated property market
SHKP said that some of its large-scale projects were released in batches based on market conditions and that flat sales by
tender was not uncommon for niche residential properties in Hong Kong such as Victoria Harbour. “Given the rarity and unique
qualities of the sea view facing units of three to four bedrooms are being sold by tendering, while for the studio to twobedroom units, price lists will be provided in the next stage of our sales,” SHKP said.
Cindy Kwan Kit-ying, director at Citic Pacific Property Agents, a wholly owned subsidiary of Citic, said Hong Kong’s vacancy rate
was still low at 3.5 per cent.
“Vacancy tax will not have a severe impact on developers,” she said.
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