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Information Infrastructure Advisory Committee

Preliminary Proposals to Address IT Manpower Supply 
Purpose

This paper briefs members on the preliminary proposals discussed by the Task Force on IT Manpower to address IT manpower supply in Hong Kong.

Task Force on IT Manpower

2.
Shortage of IT manpower is a global phenomenon and Hong Kong is encountering the same problem.  The IT manpower gap has become a significant barrier in positioning Hong Kong as a leader in the information economy.  We have set up the Task Force on IT Manpower under the Information Infrastructure Advisory Committee to act as the focal point to address IT manpower in Hong Kong.
Preliminary Proposals

3.
The Task Force has met several times since November 2000 during which views were exchanged on measures to enhance the supply of quality IT manpower to sustain IT development in Hong Kong.  As a result of the Task Force’s deliberations, a package of preliminary proposals has been prepared to address the issue of IT manpower supply.  The outline of the draft package is set out in the Annex.  The package comprises three parts, namely –
· Immediate measures to address IT manpower needs
· Measures to nurture our young people
· Longer term measures to be explored with tertiary institutions
4.

Under each part, we have identified separate initiatives and measures for implementation.  

Advise Sought and Way Forward

5.
We have sent the preliminary proposals to the major chambers of commerce, industry organisations, universities and other relevant organisations for comment.  The responses we have received so far are positive in general.  Members are invited to comment on the package of preliminary proposals.  Subject to Members’ views, the Task Force on IT Manpower will further deliberate on the proposals at its coming meeting in May, with a view to finalising the package and proceeding to implement the agreed initiatives as soon as possible.
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 Annex 

PRELIMINARY Proposals to strengthen IT Manpower supply
PART ONE: IMMEDIATE MEASURES TO ADDRESS IT MANPOWER NEEDS   

A. Admission of Mainland IT Professionals


There is a need to admit more professionals to meet the IT manpower needs in Hong Kong and to enhance our competitiveness in the digital economy.  After a careful review on existing immigration policy on entry for employment, we have decided to introduce an Admission of Mainland Professionals Scheme (“Professionals Scheme”).  This will help redress the present anomaly between the comparatively liberal policy in the admission of foreign professionals and the restriction against the entry of Mainland professionals.  The Mainland professionals will be admitted outside the current One-way Permit Scheme.



The Mainland Professionals Scheme will be introduced on a sector specific basis, initially targeting at the IT and financial services sectors.  Mainland IT professionals who possess skills and knowledge not readily available or in shortage locally, and who are offered a remuneration package broadly comparable to the market level for professionals in Hong Kong, can apply under the Scheme.  No quota will be imposed.  The admitted professionals will be eligible for right of abode after seven years of residence.



Having regard to the experience of the 1994 Pilot Scheme on the Admission of Mainland Professionals, we will ensure that the application procedures for the Scheme are streamlined and user friendly.  Unlike the 1994 Pilot Scheme, all applications can be submitted by the employers, acting as sponsors, to the Immigration Department directly without the need to go through any intermediate Mainland recruitment agencies.


We consider that the Scheme will help enhance Hong Kong’s economic and IT development whilst safeguarding job opportunities for the local work force.  The admission of IT professionals is expected to generate new employment opportunities at the sub-professional and technical levels.


We will take into accounts views received in the public debate on the subject in drawing up the administrative details of the Scheme.  We will ensure that the Scheme will not affect the job opportunities and conditions of service for local professionals and graduates.  We will also guard against abuse.  
B.
Improving the Admission Regime for Foreign IT Professionals



Importing foreign IT professionals is an efficient means to enlarge the local pool of talents in short term.  At present, there is in general no restriction on entry for employment for foreign professionals with skills which are in short supply in Hong Kong.  



To facilitate the admission of foreign IT professionals, we will  further streamline the application procedures and make them more user-friendly as follows -

(a) the Immigration Department has streamlined its procedures and time for processing applications of work permits.  Barring exceptional cases, applications can mostly be processed within two weeks.  This is a major improvement from the previous four to six weeks processing time;
(b) a designated team has been set up in the Immigration Department to specially handle applications for admission of foreign IT professionals;
(c) a hotline (2829 3194) has been set up to handle enquiries and facilitate applications for urgent cases ;
(d) employers undertaking large-scale projects that require the admission of relatively large number of foreign IT professionals may submit entry applications to the Immigration Department in advance for consideration.  Under this arrangement, the processing time can be significantly reduced when the applications are formally submitted; and

(e) the Immigration Department has uploaded information on the eligibility criteria for entry to Hong Kong for employment and other purposes for reference by employers and applicants (http://www.info.gov.hk/immd/english/topical/5.htm).  The application form together with guidance notes has also been put on the departmental website for downloading (http://www.info.gov.hk/immd/pdforms/id(e)936.pdf).
C.
Introducing World-renowned Private IT Training Institutions to Operate in Hong Kong 



While admission of Mainland and foreign IT professionals is an efficient means to increase the supply of IT manpower in Hong Kong, it is important for Hong Kong to train its own IT professionals and practitioners.  Based on the various surveys conducted on IT manpower supply and the feedback received from the industry, it is clear that the current supply from local academic institutions would not be able to fully meet the market demand, particularly at the sub-degree level.  In addition, the focus, content and approach of IT training courses require a high degree of flexibility in order to cope with the rapid-changing market trends. Conventional training alone would not be able to address these issues.  


We need to explore new modes for providing IT training.  We are now actively exploring with some renowned overseas training institutions in order to encourage them to establish operation in Hong Kong.  We have been discussing with the National Institute of Information Technology (NIIT) of India.  Established in 1981, the NIIT today has a global presence (1,750 centres in 26 countries, including Shanghai in China), with an alumnus base of over 1 million students.  It has established training alliances with leading IT companies such as Microsoft, Oracle, Computer Associates, etc.  This type of partnership ensures not only that the course content is always kept up-to-date to cater for market needs, but that the students are recognised and readily recruited by these leading IT companies.  

Apart from the NIIT, we will also explore with other institutions, such as Aptec and Pentasoft of India, Dalian Software Park of the Mainland, Vancouver Film School and Sheridan College of Canada, etc. and encourage them to establish operation in Hong Kong.  We rely on industry’s input to seek other world renowned institutions to operate in Hong Kong to increase the supply of quality IT manpower.



We will also explore with the Hong Kong Computer Society for it to accredit the courses offered by these institutions so that employers can easily ascertain the standard of the graduates.  With such accreditation, the students of these courses can apply for Government grant and/or loan to support them in receiving the training.  With financial assistance and proper accreditation, we anticipate that there would be sufficient incentives to attract local people to attend these courses.  This would help increase the supply of local IT manpower. 

D.
Professional Talent at the Cyberport



The Cyberport is an information infrastructure being developed at Telegraph Bay, Pokfulam on the western shores of Hong Kong Island.  The project is progressing well and is scheduled for completion in phases between 2002 and 2003.  It will provide about 110,000 m² of office space for quality companies specialising in applications of IT, information services and multimedia content creation, supported by a state of the art telecommunications infrastructure and a range of useful facilities and services.  The Cyberport will bring together new capital, facilities and talent.  

Apart from attracting and retaining professionals, the Cyberport should also be a place to nurture talent.  We are in discussions with the prospective Cyberport tenants (IT companies), universities in Hong Kong and elsewhere, and other interested organisations in developing an academic plan which matches the objective of having the Cyberport as an infrastructure to create a strategic cluster of quality companies.  We have issued an open invitation for proposals on an academic plan which hopefully will comprise a range of programmes based on a market driven model through which IT companies will work in partnership with the universities within or outside Hong Kong.  We are also pursuing in parallel a Cyberport internship programme whereby students in the universities within or outside Hong Kong will be able to work in the IT companies operating at the Cyberport or elsewhere in Hong Kong. These initiatives should help groom talent to support the many IT developments and related businesses in Hong Kong.
E.
Supply of Junior IT Assistants



In addition to training at tertiary and sub-degree level, there is also a general demand in the market for employees in various sectors to have basic IT skills.  The Employees Retraining Board (ERB) is at present providing over 30,000 short term basic IT skills training places each year.  We will explore with the ERB to organise more of these courses to meet the IT training needs of the workforce.  Also, the ERB is now jointly running an IT Assistant Training (ITAT) course with the Vocational Training Council (VTC).  The ITAT course targets at junior IT assistant level.  It takes about 10 weeks to complete the course which covers areas like basic IT skills, web authoring, introduction to e-commerce, networking etc.  The pilot course has received positive response from the market and achieved an encouraging placement rate for the trainees.  We will continue to provide 1,000 training places in the ITAT course in 2001-02 to increase the supply of trained IT manpower at the junior level.  We will seek the views of employers so as to assess whether the ITAT course should be continued and expanded after 2001-02.  
F.
Accreditation of IT Skills at Sub-degree Level
While there is a well-established accreditation system for graduate-level IT courses in Hong Kong, we should actively introduce similar arrangements for IT courses at sub-degree level.  Due to the extensive scope of the IT sector, technical skills required by the market can be highly specific.  The situation is further complicated by the dynamic nature of the IT sector whereby new skills developed may not be easily recognised by those not in the forefront of the industry.  A systematic assessment and recognition arrangement for these wide-ranging IT skills is necessary.



The management of the assessment and recognition system requires a wealth of expertise in understanding different IT skills and the ability to align these skills with actual job requirements and market needs.  We are mindful that the conventional model may not be totally applicable given the speed in the change of technology.  We consider that the VTC and the Hong Kong Computer Society should work together to examine the assessment and accreditation system.  In fact, the VTC will establish an IT Skills Assessment Centre in the second quarter of 2001 to provide recognised skills assessment for IT users including SME employees and IT practitioners.  We also note that the Hong Kong Computer Society has developed the International Computer Driving Licence (ICDL) programme and will launch it in May 2001.  The ICDL programme provides an international standard of IT competency, certifying that the holder of the licence has the basic knowledge of IT and is able to use a personal computer for common computer applications at a basic level of competence.  We will seek the views of employers upon implementation of such accreditation system to assess its usefulness.
Part two: Measures to nurture our young talents
A.
Student Internship Programme 


To ensure that the future generation of talents can support our development in the competitive environment in the international arena, we should provide more opportunities to expose local students to the outside world through student internship programme.  As identified in many of the manpower study reports, employers have a general view that local students will benefit from exposure in different learning or working environment for –

· acquiring an international outlook;

· enhancing interpersonal and team building skills with people from different parts of the world;

· improving the standard of English through immersion; and

· strengthening adaptability and learnability in new and changing environment.

Professionals in the IT field require equal degree, if not greater, of wider exposure as the world is becoming a global village increasingly connected by the Internet network.  As our business clientele becomes more global and multi-national, there is an obvious need for our IT professionals to develop a wider and more international outlook when they receive their training.  We consider that more local IT students and professionals should have the opportunity to participate in internship programme with prestigious overseas IT training institutions and companies.  

We will explore the feasibility of developing such internship programme with tertiary institutions and companies in countries which have concluded bilateral arrangements on IT co-operation with Hong Kong.  We will invite sponsorship and other forms of assistance from the local industry which will benefit from better quality employees that they could recruit.  We will also explore other possible funding sources, e.g. sponsorship from the Film Development Fund for internship programme related to courses on multi-media content creation and animation.  

Applying the same principle and concept, we believe that student exchange programme currently conducted at tertiary institutions should intensify.  Such programme will benefit not only the local students going overseas, but will also bring in foreign students to nurture a multi-national environment in our local institutions.  We will seek industry’s support in enhancing student exchange and internship programmes.
B.
Professional Training for Secondary Students


IT is increasingly becoming a generic skill in basic education.   The Government has launched the 5-year strategy entitled “Information Technology for Learning in the New Era” which aims to promote wider use of IT in teaching and learning in schools.  This has aroused the schools to focus on IT education and many have taken initiatives to apply for funding from the Quality Education Fund (QEF) to further strengthen the use of IT in education.

Pui Ching Middle School and 10 other local secondary schools have obtained funding from the QEF to run the Inter-school Internet and Intranet Supporting Project (iiiSP), which is a collaborative and pilot project with Cisco Systems to train teachers and students of the participating schools to manage the computer network for their own schools.  Training for teachers are provided by Cisco Systems.  “Train the trainer” approach is adopted and the trained teachers will provide training for the students.  There are no strict enrolment criteria for the scheme but at teacher level, most participants are teachers of computer studies, science and mathematics.  At student level, all participants are secondary 3 or above.  So far, a total of 80 teachers and 180 students have taken part in the project which also leads to opportunities for the participants to obtain professional IT qualification of Cisco Systems. Such qualification is recognised internationally.

While the original objective of the iiiSP is to develop in-house system experts for schools, we consider that the model could be further expanded to engage other world-renowned IT companies to provide, as community service, professional IT training to students at the secondary level so that they can gain early exposure to the use of IT.  These training programmes can lead to professional qualifications which are recognised internationally and will help the students to acquire state-of-the-art IT skills.  This will give them an edge in establishing a career in the IT field or pursuing further study in IT.  We are mindful that such programme should not increase the workload on the teachers and students under their normal curriculum.  We propose that the schools should pursue this as extra-curricular activities for teachers and students at the initial stage.  
To take this initiative forward, ITBB and Education Department are encouraging multi-national IT companies to participate in the programme.  Apart from Cisco Systems, we have already secured the support of Microsoft, Sun Microsystems, and Intel.  We will explore with other leading IT companies as well.

Under the proposed programme, the participating IT companies will adopt the “train the trainer” approach by providing free training to selected teachers of participating schools between May and July each year when major public examinations are held and there is no class for secondary 5 and 7.  During the summer vacation, the trained teachers will provide training for the participating students and other teachers in their own schools.  Participating schools are only required to provide computer facilities and venue for training and adopt the programme as extra-curricular activities, e.g. summer vacation programme.

The Education Department will consider providing some subsidies where possible to support the schools participating in the programme, e.g. purchasing course materials for the teachers and students.  The Department will explore incentive measures to ensure teachers and students derive satisfaction and pride in taking part in this new voluntary programme. 

We will explore introducing such programme for around 60-70 schools, 150-200 teachers and 1,200 students in the first year of implementation.

We will also explore the provision of IT training to secondary school leavers who may wish to pursue an early career in the IT field.  The training will also equip them with qualification which can be accepted academically if they wish to pursue further study at a later stage.
PART III: LONGER TERM MEASURES TO BE EXPLORED WITH TERTIARY INSTITUTIONS

A.

Enhancing Output and IT Content



The tertiary institutions in Hong Kong remain the main source of local IT professionals at degree level and above.  The eight UGC-funded institutions at present altogether supply about 6,000 full time degree graduates in IT and related disciplines each year.  With the rapid development of the IT sector, the current level of supply cannot fully meet actual market demand both in terms of quantity as well as variety (skill types, etc.).  
We understand the need of the tertiary institutions to maintain the standard and quality of their graduates, their resource constraints, the limitation in changing curriculum or substantially increasing the number of graduates in certain disciplines without unduly affecting other disciplines.  However, we would encourage the tertiary institutions to explore ways to increase the number of places for IT-related studies at post-graduate, undergraduate and sub-degree levels through redeployment of existing resources where possible in order to respond to market demand.  We would also encourage them to enhance the IT content in both IT and non-IT related curricula.
B.
Promote and Accept Credit Transfer/Exemption


Another means to enhance the output of tertiary level IT graduates is to widely promote and accept credit transfer/exemption and recognition of accredited qualification arising from professional training provided by renowned IT companies.  Tertiary institutions may explore admitting students with IT training at sub-degree level to their undergraduate courses by granting exemption.  Such exemption could be given in respect of qualification obtained after completing properly accredited courses provided by conventional sub-degree institutions such as VTC or other recognised post-secondary institutions, as well as training courses run by internationally renowned IT companies.  This will encourage those at sub-degree level to upgrade themselves and obtain degree qualification in IT and related disciplines within a shorter period. 

We are aware that some colleges/universities in the United States and Canada have taken major strides in this direction.  For example, the Central Wyoming College in the United States has established arrangements for credit recognition with eleven Wyoming High Schools running Microsoft Certification classes.  Similarly, the Excelsior College in Canada is running an undergraduate programme which accepts Microsoft Certification.  We will explore with the local universities to see if similar practices can be adopted.

C.
Setting Up Corporate Schools with the Industry


As evidenced from the experience of other places which are advanced in IT manpower training such as the US and India, IT manpower supply is basically market driven and provided by the industry.  Training provided by industry direct or establishing training partnership between educational institutions and industry can ensure that the content of the training courses are up-to-date and of standard acceptable to the market.  Besides, the industry always has the first-hand knowledge about the future trends of IT, and is therefore able to provide valuable input to curriculum development, course design, etc.  These are critical elements to ensure that the quality of our IT graduates meet the market demand in both short and longer terms.  Some of the local tertiary institutions have, in one way or the other, set up training partnership with the industry, e.g. Authorised Academic Java Campus in the University of Hong Kong, etc.  But we need more programmes of this nature to meet the shortage of IT manpower in the coming years.  We strongly encourage local tertiary institutions to strengthen their collaboration with the IT industry to set up dedicated training programmes or corporate schools to enhance the provision of IT training at tertiary level.
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