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At www.howto.co.uk you can engage in conversation with our authors -all of whom have ‘been there and done that’ in their specialist fields. You can get access to special offers and additional content but most importantly you will be able to engage with, and become a part of, a wide and growing community of people just like yourself.


At www.howto.co.uk you’ll be able to talk and share tips with people who have similar interests and are facing similar challenges in their lives. People who, just like you, have the desire to change their lives for the better - be it through moving to a new country, starting a new business, growing their own vegetables, or writing a novel.


At www.howto.co.uk you’ll find the support and encouragement you need to help make your aspirations a reality.


You can go direct to www.live-and-work-in-hongkong.co.uk which is part of the main How To site.
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Notes


Unlike in mainland China, there is no standard Romanization (or ‘pinyin’) of Chinese words in Hong Kong; some variety of spellings and forms, such as ‘Wanchai’ and ‘Wan Chai’, exist side by side. In this book I have tried to use the most common forms.


Confusingly, the English names of streets and places in Hong Kong are rendered in different ways:


■ some are a direct translation from the Chinese, such as Central, North Point and so on;


■ some are transliterated to achieve an approximation in English, such as Sheung Wan or Mongkok; and


■ some English names have no apparent connection with the Chinese name in sound or meaning, such as Admiralty or Happy Valley.


All figures are expressed in Hong Kong dollars unless otherwise stated. The exchange rate is roughly $12 to the £.


The international dialling code for Hong Kong is 852.
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Preface


Since the first edition of this book was published in 2005, Hong Kong remains a highly attractive destination for expatriates and their families. Views on the livability of the city remain much what they were five years ago – it is generally regarded as an exciting, dynamic city in which it is reasonably easy to grow wealth because of the low tax structure and continuing demand for foreign expertise. Obtaining information in English is even easier than it was five years ago, as the government has since revamped its website for English speakers, putting most government-sponsored services and official documents at your fingertips.


This new edition reviews recent political, business and immigration developments of relevance to expatriates, includes quotes from new interviews with current residents and updates all information with regard to websites and contact details for restaurants, shops, leisure facilities, schools and associations previously featured, as well as tips on how to find the latest up-to-date information once you arrive in Hong Kong.


Rachel Wright
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Introduction:
Why Come to Hong Kong?




Hong Kong profile


Population: 94.9% Chinese, 2.1% Filipino, 0.8% Indonesian, 2.2% all other ethnic groups.


Languages spoken: Cantonese (mother tongue), English and Putonghua (Mandarin).





An ex-colony, a nation of shoppers, a gourmet’s paradise, a cultural desert, the altar of Mammon. The Fragrant Harbour’s reputation always precedes it.


New arrivals immediately pick up on the flagrant incongruities everywhere. In the searing heat of the midday sun an old woman, dressed in black shirt and cropped black pantaloons, laboriously pushes a greasy old bamboo basket along the road. The basket is as big as she is and full of dirty paper for recycling. It’s tricky to steer. The edge of her trolley just misses snagging the sparkling glass frontage of the Armani flagship store downtown. Inside, expensively understated elegance is wafted about by unobtrusive air conditioning. Like a spectacular lotus in a muddy pond, beauty flowers above true grit in this city of 7.01 million souls.


Hong Kong is a densely populated city and, in places, it is squalid and makeshift. Most people work and live in a fraction of the 1,100 square kilometres that make up the territory: more than 900 square kilometres are undeveloped lands and 40% of Hong Kong is designated country park or conservation sites. It’s a jagged mixture of pale rural townships mushrooming in the mountains; quiet back alleys festooned with drying underwear, songbirds in cages and spider plants; prize-winning übermodern architectural displays in glass and light; and old-fashioned trams and colonial trimmings. It’s a city with 17 public holidays, most of them with cultural and religious significance still celebrated publicly in a traditional manner, such as the lanterns in Victoria Park, the fire dragon in Tin Hau or the towering bun festival on Cheung Chau Island.


It is a city constantly remaking itself, updating its image, exploring, questioning and celebrating its identity. The ‘barren rock’ has shown that it can hold its own in an evolving global economy, benefitting not only from its willingness to embrace foreign expertise and culture, but also from its interdependence with the powerful neighbour across the border. Hong Kong has made the successful transition from a Crown colony to a city of China, without sacrificing its joie de vivre or its commercial success. It has faced financial crises and ’flu epidemics and come out fighting. And the fight goes on to remain value-added, the place international companies will want to base their operations in Asia. In that respect, Hong Kong is still winning out over China because it has something the rest of China lacks – the rule of law and the enforceability of contract.


Immigrants from China and all round the world come here in search of better opportunities and a better standard of living. Money is the ultimate status symbol and respect is reserved for those who’ve got a lot of it. Making money is a something of a jack-of-all-trades skill in Hong Kong. Take Cantopop stars, for example: not only do they sing, but they also star in movies, dance, model, host TV programmes and endorse everything from the English language and electrical equipment to slimming tea and being polite to tourists. Whilst making a buck seems bred in the blood here, and private enterprise a given, the hugely expensive bureaucracy is becoming a liability. The government has recently decided a diet regime is just what the doctor ordered. The high civil service salaries and perks inherited from the British have increasingly been phased out.


Politically, Hong Kong is also experiencing an awakening of sorts. It was ‘people power’ that threw out a proposed amendment to a 2003 National Security Bill designed to curb freedom of association and, potentially, the press. It was also low popularity that got rid of the ‘figurehead’ first Chief Executive for the current Chief, a career civil servant trained by the British. Democratic legislators have had to work against fearful odds because of the power of veto possessed by the Chinese Government, but that hasn’t meant they’ve thrown in the towel regarding obtaining universal suffrage within the next decade. In 2010, five Democrats thumbed their nose at the political rule book by resigning from the Legislative Council expressly to trigger a by-election which they touted as a de facto referendum on direct elections.


The march against the National Security Bill was the turning point for one American expat when it came to how she viewed Hong Kong. Laura, a resident since 1997, commented, ‘that was the first time I really felt like “a Hong Kong person”. It made me realise that there were many different types of people in the city and even the local Chinese population was composed of people of many different walks of life and ideologies, all literally under different banners at the protest. All of us, however, were there marching for a common goal and all just trying to make a life for ourselves here.’


Other expats find much to admire in traditional Asian values. Long-time resident, lawyer Simon Scott, commented, ‘I have grown to like the Asian values of executive-led government, respect, and absence of a welfare state. These characteristics have become more appealing when compared with the relative social degeneration of the Western world during the last 30 years. In other words, Hong Kong’s (and Singapore’s) values are probably more similar to those of my parents and my youth than the values and attitudes and “human rights” now prevalent in the UK and Western Europe. However, such characteristics should be matched by tolerance and an absence of censorship, which is sadly lacking in most of Asia, although Hong Kong is probably the least censored place in Asia.’


There are around 340,000 expatriates in Hong Kong. Many settle, marry, divorce, put their kids through school and retire here, seduced by the good life. And every year, between one and two thousand decide they are never going back, preferring to renounce their nationality and adopt Chinese citizenship instead.
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4. Over the page: A seafood seller
Photograph taken by the author





Part One


Living in Hong Kong
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5. View of Hong Kong Island north side
Photograph taken by the author





Chapter One


Living as a Hong Konger


‘Hong Kong is generally a very safe and easy place to live, on sunny days it’s very beautiful, it’s bureaucratically uncomplicated, has great public transport, pretty good food choices and it can be amusingly schizophrenic ... very western but very Chinese.’ British expat of ten years


For English speakers, Hong Kong is still the best city in the region in terms of English-speaking service providers, work opportunities and demand for foreign expertise. The government recently revamped its English language web pages at www.gov.hk to stream-line business, leisure and residential information and advice, by-passing the need for virtually any face-to-face contact with a staff representative. New tourism brochures, promoting Hong Kong’s cultural and historic past, are being printed for the first time in 2010 to complement the existing substantial amount of information on the Tourism Board’s website.


 



CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR HONG KONG


China’s entry into the World Trade Organization (WTO) has demanded some serious thinking on how Hong Kong can maintain its successful role in the region as a free trade entrepôt and create value-added services in its traditional strongholds of logistics and finance. Given that a) direct trade is increasingly permitted between Taiwan and China, reducing the through-flow of business in Hong Kong, and b) Shanghai wants to take over as China’s shipping, trade and financial centre, Hong Kong needs to manage and benefit from its relationship with China in order to establish its usefulness and competitiveness in the region. The mandarins in Beijing have a plan for Hong Kong. They want to turn it into the capital of a southern megalopolis of 70 million people, stretching all the way to Guangzhou and Macau. The alternative, for Hong Kong, is unthinkable – obscurity as just another Chinese city. Hong Kong is not going to go quietly into that last good night, despite everything Shanghai can do to steal its thunder. Witness ‘The World’s Largest Permanent Light and Sound Show’ – Hong Kong’s nightly celebration of itself and its wealth-producing skyscrapers (a show reputed to cost the government around HK$44 million per year).


Hong Kong is praised for its economic freedoms, entrepreneurship, openness, financial solvency, rule of law and anti-corruption regime, and it is still the safest place in China to keep your money. However, many Hong Kong companies – as is the case with companies worldwide seeking a cheap labour market – have already moved their manufacturing and assembling plants to the mainland, and are increasingly shifting back office operations there to take advantage of a well-educated workforce. It’s a challenging time for Hong Kong, but it is a time of opportunity, too, as the government looks to private enterprise and entrepreneurship to take the initiative.



EXPATRIATE LIFESTYLES


Foreign talent and expertise are still in demand by Western companies with regional offices in Hong Kong, even as more mainland Chinese professionals are being lured to the territory with lucrative jobs. The salary, accommodation and perks will obviously vary according to individual companies, the most favourable terms being negotiated in home countries rather than in Hong Kong itself.


Middle managers, or foreigners employed locally, are increasingly being offered ‘local’ contracts that may, however, still include relocation allowances, flights and other benefits not offered to Cantonese staff. Obviously income determines the kind of lifestyle you can enjoy in Hong Kong to a large extent. Factors that make it easier for people to increase their net worth include:


■ the low income tax – up to 17% for 2009–2010;


■ high salaries, especially when compared to how similar jobs are paid in Europe, Australia and New Zealand; and


■ a buoyant job market for those fluent in English and Cantonese or Putonghua.


Hong Kong continues to be an alluring Asian location for expats and most are upbeat about their experience of living and working here. People like the city’s vibrant cultural mix, excellent food, outstanding natural and constructed beauty, the international lifestyle, and the many opportunities on offer to broaden your horizons – professionally, culturally and socially – in a climate of personal safety. Asians and Westerners alike appreciate the easy access to a global marketplace and the ease of sustaining a Western or Asian lifestyle:


■ supermarkets stocking most Western and Asian foods;


■ clubs and support groups for expat spouses;


■ international schools;


■ excellent restaurants and atmospheric bars; and


■ a wide variety of entertainment and leisure options, catering to all tastes.


The international part of Hong Kong is very small: Tsim Sha Tsui (TST), Central, Mid-Levels, Soho and Wanchai contain the main shops, cinemas, dining venues and bars patronized by expatriates. This means that it is not unusual to run into friends whilst out shopping or eating. In this respect, it retains a community feel, despite having many of the trappings of a much larger city.



PICK A LIFESTYLE


Hong Kong’s foreign community is large enough to support numerous circles, largely determined by work type and income. Although it is an expensive place to live, there is a certain amount of flexibility that enables you to save money – this is important if you are on a local contract and not enjoying a generous company package.


Choosing where to live


The main expenditure is housing and there is a vast range of housing types to accommodate different budgets. One of the best things about Hong Kong is that you have quite a lot of choice over the sort of lifestyle you want to create for yourself. If you enjoy hanging out with friends after work and frequently have to grab a cab to the office in the morning, there is plenty of studio-type accommodation downtown –Mid-Levels or Happy Valley are preferred spots.


If you’re into the club scene, the Soho area combines bars, restaurants, gay and straight clubs, and fitness centres. If you want a more laid-back lifestyle, you can live on one of Hong Kong’s several inhabited islands in a village house with a garden, where you can keep dogs and let your children play in the street – no cars are allowed on most islands. You can grow your own organic vegetables and watch the sun go down from your roof while you drink a glass of white wine after taking a dip in the sea at your local beach. Walk around in a sarong and sandals and nobody will give you a second glance.


There are also in-between arrangements: bachelor flats conveniently located for commuting, but also close to the sea for those stunning night skylines, or in the heart of neighbourhoods that have a traditional Chinese feel. There are many apartment complexes in different price ranges that cater to families with young children and are conveniently close to shopping and restaurant complexes, fitness facilities and activity centres for kids. Examples include lower-end South Horizons in Ap Lei Chau and high-end Repulse Bay. Meanwhile, the stronghearted and linguistically gifted can go completely native and strike out for urban Mongkok or rural Tai Wai.


If you want to stick together with your clan, certain neighbourhoods provide shelter to a large proportion of expat nationals from the same country. For example, Americans are found in Repulse Bay and Tai Tam, British in Pokfulam, Japanese and Koreans in Taikoo Shing, while a large mainland Chinese community is in North Point.


More information on residential locations is given in Chapter Five, ‘Accommodation’.



UNEMPLOYED OR ‘TRAILING’ SPOUSES OR PARTNERS


Hong Kong is often touted as a mecca for rich, idle expat women who accompany their husbands or partners on a megabucks package. Whilst their husbands are out slaving away to bring home the bacon, the wives employ a small army of domestic workers to clean the flat, walk the poodle, mind the kids, cook the dinner and generally relieve them of every sort of chore.


What do these women do all day? Get bored, is probably the answer. I don’t know; I haven’t met any women in Hong Kong who fall into that category. But I do know women such as my Aunty Jeanette, who lives in a luxurious apartment, does not work and has to occupy herself for most of the week whilst my uncle is working or out of town. My two cousins are grown up and live in Australia. The decision to come to Hong Kong was, for her, not a straightforward one:


Hong Kong is much better than I’d expected. I was brought out here kicking and screaming, because I didn’t know how I would be able to make friends if I didn’t have the kids around me. In the past, that’s always how I’d made friends, by meeting other mums. But when I arrived in Hong Kong I found there’s such a wealth of organizations designed to pick you up and help send you on your way, that it isn’t a problem.



Getting involved in expat groups



Jeanette found that the American Women’s Association (AWA) was the best at making new arrivals feel welcome. Other groups she joined included the YWCA English Speaking Members Department and Friends of the Art Museum, which organizes classes in Chinese history and arts and trips in Asia. Details of these clubs are given in Chapter Twenty, ‘Interest Groups’.


Jeanette also joined a Ladies Investment Club, a group of about 12 women of all nationalities who get together once a fortnight to pool money, research stocks and try to make a profit. That’s the international part Jeanette enjoys about Hong Kong.


She does know some expat women who are unhappy. One Australian woman in her apartment block is depressed and hates living here. Jeanette’s explanation is:


She makes no effort. I mean, 9:30 is too early for her to be doing aquaaerobics downstairs in the pool. But I think it’s mainly a question of focus. Her kids are at school in Australia so her focus is in Australia. She comes to Hong Kong for two months at a time, then goes back home. What really helped me to get to know the community is doing volunteer work. Doing one afternoon a week English conversation, or helping with riding for the disabled – my next plan. Otherwise your experience is too transient. Then you don’t belong in Hong Kong. If you don’t make the effort then it’s just a busy town.


An alternative to working


But what about men and women who accompany their partners to Hong Kong and have always worked but suddenly can’t? Either the right openings are not available to them or their visa does not permit them to work. Currently, dependents of people admitted for employment or capital investment may take up employment.


According to Rehana Sheikh, a bright-eyed, chatty, motherly figure who advises clients on relocating to Hong Kong, groups like the AWA’s CHAT (Come Have A Talk) are vital. Newcomers can orient themselves, network and seek advice.


Unless they’re the much older age group, most women have skills: either they’re lawyers, accountants, in communications or teaching or nursing, or whatever – they’ve all got skills. They bring all their skills to this organization, and through it, people can network and find things to do.


Yes, it is possible to be here with a partner or a spouse and not work. It’s very interesting. I’ve met some (married) women who’ve come here, got jobs, didn’t like the jobs, didn’t like the work environment, somehow couldn’t relate to the work ethics, stopped working, and they say, ‘OK, it’s only two years, I’m going to travel, do volunteer work, there’s no pressure.’ You’re enjoying it, you’re with friends, you make a difference in the community, you’re contributing, you’re still being very productive. Instead of feeling sorry for yourself and saying, ‘Gosh, I don’t like this job’, or ‘I’m not used to sitting at home doing nothing, I’ve always earned my own living’, they’re sort of redefining themselves – or maybe having to do it. Some deliberately, some being pushed into it, and some just reluctantly taking it on and then just loving it after that – and I see that a lot. They find they feel a sense of growth, a sense of awareness, learn about another culture, another region. This is very valuable.


More information on volunteer organizations can be found in Chapter Seventeen, ‘Volunteering’.


A new career?


Other options include starting your own business (see Chapter Thirteen, ‘Work’) or taking time out to re-evaluate your career, which is what Fiona O’Donovan did. Back in the UK, she was the marketing director for a software company, but she left her job to accompany her husband to Hong Kong. She started looking for work and was offered a few opportunities in the marketing field but nothing special. Recruitment agencies were unhelpful: she mentions the language barrier, being branded an expat wife – ‘they think you’re inflexible because you’re dependent on your husband’ – and the instigation of Putonghua and Cantonese proficiency requirements by HR departments:


I didn’t try as hard as I could have. I’d lost my hunger – it was more of a job for me to find out exactly what I wanted to do.


She realized that she’d always been interested in the fitness industry and decided to take courses in Pilates instruction and sports nutrition. She joined Isofit and is finding her courses very rewarding. Friends and mentors in the industry have been very encouraging:


I was told before I came that Hong Kong is a great place to reinvent yourself. There are quite a few courses available and the qualifications I’m taking are internationally recognized, so they can travel with me.


More information on retraining is provided in Chapter Sixteen, ‘Developing yourself Professionally’.
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6. Admiralty view
Photograph taken by the author





Chapter Two


Managing Costs


‘Hong Kong. Live it! Love it! – the slogan used by the Hong Kong Tourism Board – isn’t practical if you’re living on the breadline, and the pleasures of dining out, drinking and dancing don’t come cheap. Obviously it’s easier if you’re here with a partner and both of you are earning or pooling resources: singles should aim to earn at least $30,000–35,000 a month before tax to live in reasonable comfort and have some disposable income. Families with children may need to factor in the high cost of international schooling.



MAIN COSTS


If you are paying for everything yourself, you will probably find that your main costs are:


■ accommodation;


■ education for children;


■ entertainment, dining out and drinking; and


■ travel.


More information on these main cost areas is provided in the relevant chapters.



OTHER COSTS


Salary tax


Salary tax in 2009–2010 was 17%, significantly lower than in Europe and the US, and is not deducted at source. A government-instated Mandatory Provident Fund (that is, a pension fund) creams off roughly another 5% of your salary unless you have a private pension scheme. More information on this and other taxes is included in Chapters Ten (‘Money’) and Thirteen (‘Work’).


Monthly and quarterly bills


Other costs to bear in mind include utilities. IDD/Internet usage rates are extremely competitive, but there are also water, gas/electricity and landline phone connection charges to factor into your monthly expenditure. Cable and satellite TV are also available. More information on these services is provided in Chapter Five, ‘Accommodation’.


Public transport


Getting to and from work and around town is cheap by international standards, but a necessary daily expense unless you have a car. Those living out in the New Territories or on an Outlying Island will find it adds one or two thousand dollars per person to their monthly bills. For more information, refer to Chapter Four, ‘Getting Around’.


Cars


Cars are not really necessary in Hong Kong, although they are obviously useful if you need to ferry children around. For more information on the costs associated with running a car, please refer to Chapter Four, ‘Getting Around’.


Wardrobe


Clothing may also make a sizeable dent in your wallet. Whilst local-brand casual clothes are cheap, fashionable and well-made, if you wear suits on a regular basis and are larger than a UK size 12 you will probably need to shop at designer stores to find the quality and size you need, or have your clothes made. More information on shops stocking larger clothes and where to find tailors is included in Chapter Seven, ‘Shopping’.


Orientation


Your outgoings will also depend on how you orient yourself in Hong Kong. Expat-oriented products and services are expensive – you pay more and you don’t necessarily get more. As one Hong Kong savant who has experienced the highs and lows of Hong Kong comments:


It’s from the time of plenty. As an expat, you can get along in the real world – you so can do it.
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7. Sai Kung Food Alley
Photograph taken by the author
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8. Hong Kong view
Photograph taken by the author





Chapter Three


Arriving at the Airport


Hong Kong’s light, spacious and ultra-modern international airport is located 39 km from the city centre on reclaimed Chek Lap Kok island. Smoking is not allowed inside the passenger terminal except in designated smoking rooms. An online itinerary planner allows transport and accommodation booking to connecting destinations around China (www.hongkongairport.com)



VISITOR INFORMATION AND HELP


A Hong Kong Tourism Board Visitor Information & Services Centre is located in the Buffer Halls and in Transfer Area E2. Assistance is available between 7:00 am and 11:00 pm daily. Airport Authority 24-hour Help Phones are located throughout the terminal. Phonecard vending machines are located throughout the Passenger Terminal for using public phones.



MONEY


An HSBC ATM cashpoint is located at Level 7 Check-in Hall Aisle G and a Standard Chartered Bank ATM is located in Arrival Hall B. A number of money exchangers can be found in the Arrivals Hall, which is open between 5:30 am and midnight.



SHOPS AND RESTAURANTS


A number of cafés and restaurants are located on the same floor as the Arrivals Hall, including McDonalds and Oliver’s Super Sandwiches. A 7-Eleven convenience store is open 24 hours; Watsons chemist is open between 7:00 am and 11:30 pm. A branch of Café Deco is located in Departures East Hall (Level 7).



LUGGAGE


A left luggage service (tel. 2261 0110) is available in the Arrivals Hall from 5:30 am to 1:30 am daily. Rates are:


■ $35 for up to three hours;


■ $50 for 3–24 hours; and


■ $120 for 24–48 hours.



ACCOMMODATION


Hong Kong Hotels Association information counters are open between 6:00 am and midnight. The Regal Airport Hotel is the closest hotel to the airport (tel. 2286 8888).



MEDICAL


The Airport Medical Centre (tel. 2261 2626) is at Landside Level 6, Room 6T009 and is open daily from 7:00 am to midnight.



WASHROOM AND NURSING FACILITIES


Nursing rooms for babies and public washroom facilities are located around the airport, including in the Arrivals Hall.



OTHER FACILITIES


Airline lounges, courtesy phones, photo kiosks, beauty spa services and business facilities are also available in the terminal building. For more information, visit www.hongkongairport.com.



TRANSPORT CONNECTIONS


Most visitors who fly into Hong Kong use the Airport Express train to go downtown – the fastest way to travel. Other options include boarding an airport bus or taking a taxi.



AIRPORT EXPRESS TRAINS


You can buy tickets from the machines opposite the Arrivals Hall or from the Airport Express Customer Service Centre. The train platform is at the same level as the Arrivals Hall. Trains run every 12 minutes: the first train from the airport leaves at 5:50 am, the last train leaves at 01:15 am. As a free service, porters will help you load luggage on and off trains.


The other station on this line is Tsing Yi. Children under three travel free and concessions are half the adult fare.


Tickets (sample prices)


■ Adult single to Hong Kong station (terminus): $100.


■ Adult same-day return to Hong Kong station: $100.


■ Adult round-trip (valid for one month) to Hong Kong station: $180.


■ Adult single to Kowloon station: $90.


■ Adult same-day return to Kowloon station: $90.


■ Adult round-trip (valid for one month) to Kowloon station: $160.


Order tickets online and earn Asia Miles (www.mtr.com.hk).


Journey time


■ Airport to Hong Kong station: 23 minutes.


■ Airport to Kowloon station: 20 minutes.


Free shuttle bus


Train passengers can board a free Airport Express shuttle bus from Kowloon and Hong Kong stations to all major hotels. The buses run every 12 or 24 minutes. Taxis are also available.



AIRPORT BUSES


Follow the signs in the Arrivals Hall for airport buses. A number of buses ferry passengers between the airport and the rest of Hong Kong, starting around 6:00 am. Overnight buses operate different hours. Fares range from $20 to $45. Visit www.hongkongairport.com/eng/aguide/bus.html for exact information on routes.


Popular routes include the A11 to North Point Ferry Pier running along the north of Hong Kong Island and the N21 to TST Star Ferry Pier, a night bus operating between 12:20 and 5:00 am.



TAXIS


Follow the signs from the Arrivals Hall to take a taxi. The average fare is $335 to Central or $270 to TST. The approximate journey time is an hour. Red taxis serve Hong Kong Island, green taxis serve the New Territories and blue taxis serve Lantau Island.



LIMOUSINES


Limousine hire counters are located in the Arrivals Hall and are open between 5:30 am and midnight. The cost of hiring a limousine to Central is about $600.



FERRIES


Details of ferries from the airport to Chinese cities are provided in Chapter Twenty-Four, ‘Travel’: Chinese travel.




HKIA Frequent Visitor Card


Passengers who have visited Hong Kong via the airport three times or more in the preceding 12 months can apply for a ‘Frequent Visitor Card’ to facilitate their passage through the airport (apply online at www.hongkongairport.com/eng/aguide/fvc.html).






USEFUL PHONE NUMBER


Airport Enquiry Hotline (tel. 2181 8888)
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9. New Territories town
Photograph taken by the author
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10. Fishing boats
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Chapter Four


Getting Around




Essential information


A must-buy: The first thing you need to buy when you get to Hong Kong is the indispensable Hong Kong Guidebook (Universal Publications), a bilingual A–Z that also has a public transport guide insert. Although websites such as www.yp.com.hk and www.centamap.com provide maps that can be printed out, the Guidebook is still the most convenient format for everyday use. Updated yearly, you can buy it from most bookshops for about $62. The language of signs: Hong Kong’s road signs and street names are all printed in English and Chinese. Sometimes the English names of city areas are a direct translation from the Chinese (e.g. Central); at other times they bear no resemblance to the Chinese meaning (e.g. Happy Valley); and frequently a Chinese name is transliterated approximately into English (e.g. TST, Mongkok, etc.).






TRAINS


The Mass Transit Railway System


The Mass Transit Railway System (MTR) is the fastest way to get around Hong Kong and trains are clean, well-run and reliable. The service operates between 6:00 am and 1:00 am and has 82 stations along its 9 lines:


■ the Island Line, running along the north of Hong Kong Island;


■ the Tsuen Wan Line, which runs north/north-west from Central to Kowloon;


■ the Kwun Tong and Tseung Kwan O Lines, which run to east Kowloon and connect with North Point on east Hong Kong Island;


■ the Tung Chung Line and Disneyland Resort line, which run out to Lantau; and


■ the East Rail, West Rail and Ma On Shan lines, covering much of the New Territories.


The MTR is used on a daily basis by over two million passengers and is crowded at peak hours 7:30–9:00 am and 4:00–8:00 pm. During the rush hour, trains run every two to three minutes.


Adult fares range from $4 to $26, depending on the distance travelled (see Journey Planner at www.mtr.com.hk). Concessionary fares for senior citizens, children and Hong Kong students range from $3 to $13. The Octopus card, an electronic stored-value smart card, is the most convenient way to pay for travel on the MTR, and can also be used on ferries, Kowloon–Canton Railway (KCR) trains and buses, and in parking meters, ParknShop supermarkets and some fast food restaurants. You can buy one at any MTR Customer Service Centre: the price includes a $50 deposit, redeemable when you return the card.


To use your Octopus card on trains, simply swipe the card against an electronic reader at the station barriers and again when you emerge at your destination station. The correct amount will be automatically deducted from your card. Make sure you don’t store two cards in the same wallet, or money may be deducted from both at the same time. Cards can be charged up in MTR stations and 7-Eleven stores by adding cash or transferring money from your EPS (Electronic Point of Sale) card. For more information, call the Octopus Hotline on 2266 2266.


Single tickets, a tourist MTR 1-Day Pass costing $50 and a 3-Day Hong Kong Transport Pass that includes one or two Airport Express train single journeys (see below) are all available to buy. For other information on fares and routes, visit www.mtr.com.hk or call the 24-hour Passenger Hotline on 2881 8888.


Intercity Passenger Services


The MTR runs trains to Beijing (23.5 hours), Shanghai (18.5 hours) and stations in Guangdong province, departing from Hung Hom station in Kowloon.


Airport Express


The Airport Express service runs every 12 minutes all day between Hong Kong station (linked by walkways to Central MTR station) and the airport. The journey takes about 23 minutes, and trains run from 5:50 am to 01:15 am. Passengers can check their luggage in at Kowloon or Hong Kong stations. Some airlines, including Dragon Air and Cathay Pacific, permit check-in the day before departure. Individual airlines have different schedules for check-in, so call them beforehand to check the earliest and latest times for check-in.


Airport Express passengers using Octopus cards can enjoy free MTR connections to or from Airport Express stations if their cards have usable value and their travel on the MTR and Airport Express is within one hour of each other. Passengers who take the Airport Express can board a free Airport Express Shuttle Bus service between Hong Kong and Kowloon stations and major hotels and transport interchanges (buses run every 12 or 24 minutes).


Parking is also available at Airport Express stations. For more information, visit www.mtr.com.hk.


Facilities for disabled passengers


Special facilities for disabled passengers include tactile guide paths, audible devices, a Braille station layout map, Braille plates, a flashing system map and bidirectional wide gates. Wheelchair aid with staff assistance is provided at some stations, wide public lifts at most others.


Services in stations


Besides food shops, convenience shops, heel bars and passport photo booths, MTR stations also provide ATM services, post boxes and public payphones that accept coins and phone cards. Some stations, including Central, Kowloon Tong and Wanchai, are equipped with iCentres – computer terminals with free Internet access.


Passengers using the Airport Express can use wireless broadband services to access the Internet and download offline news and e-mail to Palm and Pocket PCs. Access points are located at Hong Kong, Kowloon, Tsing Yi and Airport stations.


The East Rail Line


The East Rail line is the most heavily used as it runs past Shatin, University (Chinese University), Taipo, Shatin Racetrack and all the way to Lowu at the mainland China Shenzhen border. The service gets crowded during rush hours (7:30–9:00 am and 5:00–7:00 pm) and is busy all day at the weekends. It’s worth paying double to travel in First Class to ensure you have a seat, especially if you join the train at Kowloon Tong and are going all the way to Lowu. Swipe your Octopus card against the First Class electronic reader on the platform before you get on the train. Paying for your fare with an Octopus card works out slightly cheaper than buying standard price single tickets.



LIGHT RAIL AND BUS SERVICES


A Light Rail service serves expanding communities in the New Territories not covered by the West Rail. Feeder buses run between MTR stations and housing estates.


Public buses


Public buses are currently franchised to a few different companies and their subsidiaries. Journeys cost anywhere from $2.50 on Hong Kong Island to $45 for airport bus services. Senior citizen rates for those over 60, or sometimes 65, apply on some routes. Children under 12 years old are entitled to a half-fare. Have the exact change ready, or pay by swiping your Octopus card when you get on.


Some buses running to Stanley (6, 6A, 6X, 61 and 260) have two-way sectional fares, which means that you need to swipe your Octopus card when you get on and again when you get off, so that the fare deducted matches precisely the length of the journey travelled.


Bus-to-bus interchange schemes give Octopus users concessions when they interchange from one specific bus route to another. Many buses are now fitted with Roadshow video advertising and some programming, although the volume is usually turned down to avoid irritating passengers.


Citybus is one of the major franchised companies, running services on Hong Kong Island, cross-harbour buses and airport buses. A full list of routes served by Citybus and its subsidiary, New World First Bus, is on the website www.nwstbus.com.hk, as is a point-to-point search for bus routes and details of days out. Citybus’s Enquiries Hotline is 2873 0818. The Kowloon Motor Bus company runs services in Kowloon and the New Territories; a route search facility, including a PDA version, is available at www.kmb.hk. Other companies operate Lantau routes.


Minibuses (Public Light Buses)


There are thousands of 16-seater cream minibuses that ply the routes not served by the public bus companies. The green-roofed buses operate on fixed routes at fixed fares; the red-roofed buses are free to operate anywhere, except where special prohibitions apply, with unregulated routes or fares. Operating times vary. Minibus drivers have a reputation for being fast and furious drivers, but nothing beats being able to flag down a minibus for convenience. Green minibus stations serving Mid-Levels – Old Peak, Bowen, Macdonnel and Conduit Roads, and Queen Mary’s Hospital – are located at Star Ferry car park and round the corner from City Hall. From Causeway Bay, buses run to Happy Valley (No. 30 from Pak Sha Road), Stanley (No. 40 from Tang Lung Street) and Kennedy Town (from Jardine’s Bazaar, opposite Sogo).


You should pay with the exact change or your Octopus card when you board. If there is no Octopus card reader or slot box when you get on, then pay the driver directly when you get off. Note that some routes have sectional fares and concessions for children under 1.2 metres tall.


You have to shout when you want to get off the bus. Commonly, one of the following phrases is used:


■ ‘jyun waan yauh lohk’ (meaning ‘round the corner’);


■ ‘kyuu dai yauh lohk’ (‘at the steps’);


■ ‘dang wai yauh lohk’ (‘at the traffic lights’);


■ just the name of the street; or


■ ‘yauh lohk’ if you want to get off right away.


Bus timetables and routes are given in the pamphlet enclosed in the Hong Kong Guidebook (see above).



FERRIES


There are more than ten different ferry operators in Hong Kong. The Star Ferry Company runs services between Hung Hom and Central, Central and TST (Star Ferry Pier, Central), Wanchai and Hung Hom and Wanchai and TST (Wanchai Ferry Pier). Services run from 6:30 am to 11:30 pm (Central) and 7:30 am to 11:00 pm (Wanchai). They are every five to eight minutes at peak hour and every ten to twenty minutes at off-peak times, and cost $1.70–2.20 per trip.


Major daily services


■ Central Pier No. 3 – Discovery Bay, Lantau. Journey time: 25–30 minutes. Intervals vary between 10–30 minutes. Service runs through the night. Adult fare: $27.


■ Central Pier No. 6 – Mui Wo (Silvermine May), Lantau. Journey time: 35–50 minutes. Intervals vary between 15–40 minutes. Service runs through the night. Adult fare: varies (Monday–Sunday).
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