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     Following is an opening address by the Secretary for Financial Services and the Treasury, Mr Frederick Ma, at HSBC Insurance's 30th Anniversary Celebration Cocktail today (November 5) (English only):

Ladies and gentlemen,

     It is my pleasure to join you this evening for the celebration of the 30th Anniversary of the HSBC Insurance. It is truly a significant achievement when a company has come such a long way since its establishment 30 years ago. Let me extend my warmest congratulations to HSBC Insurance and its staff on this happy occasion.  

Where we were in the 1970s

----------------------------------

     I remember that 30 years ago Hong Kong was well known as a leading manufacturing centre and entrepot in Asia. At that time, our financial sector had yet to boom and the banking industry was the only prime mover of capital. Total turnover of all four active stock markets was just around HK$50 billion for the whole year of 1973. There was no futures market. As far as I understand, HSBC Insurance, which was newly established then to provide insurance services for customers of HSBC Bank, has started with a paid up capital of HK$1 million and less than 100 employees. At its infant stage, the market share of HSBC Insurance, I must say, was comparatively small. 

Where we are in 2004 

---------------------------

     Yet, with the joint efforts of the Government and the community as a whole, which includes many of you here this evening, Hong Kong's economy has successfully undergone structural transformation since then. We are now a leading international financial centre, with strong resilience and world-class regulatory standards. Our foreign exchange market is the 7th largest in the world in terms of turnover, and our stock market is the 8th largest in the world in terms of market capitalisation. And with the operation of over 75 of the world's top 100 banks, we also earn the reputation of being the 12th largest banking centre in terms of external banking transactions.  

     On the insurance side, the industry has experienced rapid growth since the late 1970s when insurance has gradually become better understood and received by the community. In the past decade, our insurance industry has sustained an enviable double-digit growth every year. In 2003, the gross premium income reached HK$102 billion, which is equivalent to about 8% of our GDP. With these remarkable achievements and 180 insurance companies from 22 different countries operating here, Hong Kong is now recognised as a premier international insurance centre with the highest concentration of insurers in the Asia-Pacific region.

     Our remarkable progress in different areas of financial services during the past decades, coupled with other economic and infrastructure developments such as our new airport and comprehensive transport network, have made Hong Kong the Asia's World City, a place of which I am proud to be a part.

     Similarly, I am sure that members of HSBC Insurance are proud of their great achievement over the past 30 years. Riding on the rapid expansion of the Hong Kong insurance market, HSBC Insurance has become one of the leading insurers in the region. Its gross premium income has grown by 50 times in the last 20 years to HK$15 billion this year. Now with over 1,200 dedicated staff, the company has risen to the second position in terms of market share in Hong Kong's life insurance business and is a market leader in relevant product innovation and customer services.

Vision for the Future

--------------------------

     So much for the past and the present. Now let me share with you some of my vision of how Hong Kong will be in the future, say in a couple of decades' time.

     I see our service industry moving further to higher value-added products in Hong Kong. Our financial market will continue to ride on the strong growth of the Mainland economy and liberalisation of its regime, and to diversify through the provision of services and products of high quality and standard. In our next generation, Hong Kong will continue to be a premier centre for raising capital for Mainland enterprises and the region's leading financial services hub and fund management centre.

     Coming to insurance, I would envisage that the industry will have successfully seized the opportunity brought by the opening up of the rapidly expanding Mainland insurance market in the mid-2000s. In 2004, Hong Kong's insurance industry had made good use of various market access concessions granted by the Mainland authorities under the Closer Economic Partnership Arrangement between Hong Kong and the Mainland, better known as "CEPA". Among the industry players, HSBC would have been the forerunner in taking the "first mover" advantage with its venture into the Mainland in 2004, and continue to prosper in the years to come.

     Looking at 2030, like many other economies, I also see that Hong Kong is facing the phenomenon of an ageing population, with great demand for retirement provisions and health services, just to name a few. These are challenges to the Hong Kong community, but opportunities for the insurance industry.  By being always sensitive to the needs of the community and trying to identify niche markets to satisfy those needs, the insurance industry will again provide a market solution to these needs of the insuring public in 2030. Through the offering of quality and innovative products to meet the insurance needs of an ageing population, it has not only created new opportunities for further growth of the industry, but has also helped promote the spirit of self-reliance of Hong Kong people and lessened the financial burden on the community as a whole.

Concluding Remarks

-------------------------

     Ladies and gentlemen, we have seen that Hong Kong has created a lot of miracles in history.  I think it is the Hong Kong spirit that brought us here today and leads us to the future -- we are never complacent about our achievements, we are always committed to further strengthening our position and excelling in all areas. Perhaps the 2030 study, one that the Government aims to [use to] map out a 30-year blueprint of Hong Kong, and the recent Concept Plan for Lantau Development, which should contribute positively to the local economic development, are the best illustration of our spirit for sustainable development.

     I am sure that with such spirit and the further opening up of the Mainland market, our insurance industry including HSBC Insurance will grow from strength to strength in the years to come.  Before closing, let me congratulate HSBC Insurance once again on its great accomplishments and the contribution it has made to the Hong Kong insurance industry. Thank you.
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