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     Following is the welcoming remarks by Mr Frederick Ma, Secretary for Financial Services and the Treasury at the Gala Dinner, 5th Annual Conference of International Property Tax Institute today (August 26):

Mr Grad, Professor Cornia, Mr Pang, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen, 

     It is my great pleasure to join you at this Gala Dinner this evening.  Kenneth Pang, the Commissioner of Rating and Valuation has chosen a very special place to host this prestigious event.  Apart from its dramatic location, Murray House has fascinating history and is of great relevance for Kenneth and his colleagues.  I will leave it to him to tell you all about it in a moment.  

     Let me formally welcome you to this, the fifth Annual Conference of the International Property Tax Institute.  Although the Annual Conference started only in 1998, it has rapidly acquired a reputation as one of the most important international fora on property tax issues.  The Annual Conference provides an occasion for property assessors and surveyors, consultants, academics as well as government tax officials from around the world to gather together every year to exchange views and discuss innovative ideas.  This year, over 180 experts from 20 countries and territories have assembled in Hong Kong for the Institute's first-ever Annual Conference to be held in Asia.  I am sure we can all look forward to yet another round of highly expert, stimulating and fruitful discussions.  

     Hong Kong has a long history of property tax, which we refer to as "rates".  Rates have been collected ever since 1845, when they were levied to meet the costs of the early police force.  In fact, the Chinese name for rates remain as "差餉" which literally means "cops' wages".  Nowadays, of course, rates form an important, stable and broad-based source of our tax revenues.  The current Rating and Valuation Department was established in 1947 to assess properties to and collect rates.  The department is now enjoying its 55th anniversary.  Over the years, it has made many achievements.  For instance, having regard to the special environment of Hong Kong, the department pioneered the use of a mass-appraisal approach to property valuations.  As of now, it has developed a set of advanced computer-assisted mass-appraisal techniques with particular emphasis on high density and high-rise developments.  With these mass-appraisal techniques, the department has been conducting annual review of rateable values of over 2 million properties since 1999.  These works are among the first of their kinds internationally.

     To promote international cooperation and exchange of new ideas and technologies, the department actively participates and presents papers at international conferences and seminars.  The co-hosting of this year's IPTI conference is reflection of its achievements and contributions to work in partnership with international professional bodies.

     We hope that the department will enter a new chapter in its history next year - where subject to the passage of the enabling legislation, it will become a Trading Fund.  A Trading Fund, unlike traditional government department, is self-financing.  It is allowed to retain the income generated from its services rather than paying this into the government's general revenue account.  On the other hand, it is required to finance its operations from such income, taking one year with another, and to achieve a return over time on the assets employed.  This Trading Fund status will give the Rating and Valuation authority greater flexibility in the deployment of its resources and will allow it to achieve greater efficiency, and to operate more like a commercial entity.  This will be another important step in the development of the department's services.  I am sure over time they will have interesting experiences to share with you.

     Before you resume your challenging agenda tomorrow, do relax and enjoy this evening.  I also hope you will all be able to spare some time to experience the charm, excitement and variety of Hong Kong during your stay with us in Asia's World City.

     Once again, my warmest welcome to you all.  Thank you.

