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Engaging Social Innovation and Entrepreneurship to Address Poverty

Ladies and Gentlemen,


For most of the day you have been discussing how to develop impact investing in East and South East Asia.  In a few minutes you will return to that subject as the Rockerfeller Foundation make their eagerly anticipated announcement of the details of a new Impact Economy Innovations Fund.  But for the moment you have me.  I’m not going to be talking much about impact investing, at least not directly.  Instead, I’m going to share with you what we are doing here in Hong Kong with the setting up of a new fund to encourage the development of social innovation and entrepreneurship.  I’ll talk not just about what we are doing, but why we are doing it.  I hope you will find that the reasons resonate for you in your discussion of impact investing.  They are certainly what has motivated me to accept appointment as Chairman of the Task Force that is now working to establish the fund and I am very grateful to have been given time to share my thoughts with you by my friends at Asia Community Ventures and the Rockefeller Foundation. 
For the visitor to Hong Kong, for the new arrival, what strikes you most about this city?  The obvious answer is wealth and opportunity.  Wealth shown in spectacular buildings.  Opportunity seen in the constant flow of commerce and trade. But for those of us who live here, and for the observer who takes time to look below the surface, there are shadows behind Hong Kong’s wealth.  This city may be one of the wealthiest in the world, but it is also a place where there is great and increasing inequality in the holding of wealth.  Our economy may be giving great opportunity to some, but access to that opportunity is being narrowed. The situation seems to be getting worse in recent years. Educational attainment has risen rapidly over the last thirty years.  Access to advanced education has increased greatly.  Hong Kong’s citizens have jumped into the new ocean of instant global communications more quickly and deeply than most.  But, the means to secure a decent home and attain reasonable assurance of security in old age seem to be getting further out of reach of more and more in the community.
To be fair to HK government, over the years, government has been increasing its public expenditure in education, housing, health and welfare programmes. This money has flowed through traditional government agencies, through a large array of non-government organizations and, in recent years, into a wide range of social enterprises set up to create employment for disadvantaged groups in society.

But, despite these programmes, the wealth gap has continued to widen and the sense of pessimism over personal opportunity has seemed to deepen in this city.  These trends are something that no-one can ignore.  We then move onto the question of what we are going to address these trends. From that, the idea for the Social Innovation and Entrepreneurship Development Fund was born.  
In July last year, the new Chief Executive of Hong Kong announced the intention to set up an HK$500 million fund “to help social enterprises to set up business, develop and expand”.  The thinking then was to establish a programme of loans or loan guarantees to help social enterprises get started and then scale up.  For many of us who had been involved with the Government’s Social Enterprise initiatives, and for many who have been working to develop social innovation in Hong Kong, we saw an opportunity to do more.  
There is a need for new approaches that address social needs in ways that energize and inspire the community. Opportunities for those with ideas to interact with those with money to invest and networks to bring them together is one of the areas that has been flagged up – though I must say that, from my experience over the last six months, the huge diversity of interest and interaction that is already going on has been a revelation to me : continuing to stimulate and enrich that diversity seem to be the direction needed.  Finding ways to encourage more experiments in social investments and establishing consistent methods to assess impacts and share information so that we can all learn from experience are, to my mind, one of the key areas for action.  
I am happy to say that the Government gave sympathetic hearing to this argument and in October last year, at the time of establishing a Commission on Poverty, it announced that the intended fund would be refocused on promoting social innovation and entrepreneurship.  A task force, which I chair, was set up to bring community and expert input into the process of establishing the fund.  Given that the fund is being established under the Commission on Poverty, and that the money will be coming from the Lotteries Fund, which, by its legislation, requires that monies be applied to welfare purposes, you will appreciate that use of the fund will be directed towards innovation and entrepreneurship that is being applied to the problem of poverty.  However, the Commission has taken a broad definition of poverty.  It is concerned as much with the building of ladders that help individuals and communities climb up to greater opportunity and security as with direct relief.  Relief measures will be the focus of other task forces.  My group is expected to direct its effort towards the building of ladders of opportunity, building the bridges across which people can connect, encourage and support each other in the task of creating sustaining cities and societies.
The Task Force has had two meetings so far, the last one just two days ago.  We will put our ideas to the Commission on Poverty on specific objectives and methods for using the fund in the next few months. We have also been reaching out to many groups and individuals and, as I noted earlier, have been greatly heartened by the liveliness of the social entrepreneurship ecosystem that has already taken root in Hong Kong.  We are determined that the direction of the fund should add to that diversity, not diminish it in any way. We have also been heartened that there is no preconceived view from the Government on how the fund should operate. The Government sees the fund as an enabler, testing new methods to assist social innovation and entrepreneurship to tackle the problems that poverty and exclusion cause for our community.  In my view, this experimental approach, trying out new ideas and learning from them, will itself be a useful innovation in the application of public money.

With our diverse membership from the community, business, academia and government, I am confident that the Task Force will be able to develop a broad overview of the social entrepreneurship ecosystem.  As we identify gaps in provision, or areas of complexity and frustration for prospective social entrepreneurs and impact investors, we can help craft interventions and projects that work to bridge the gaps and build better connections between government, NGO’s, private investors and individuals with the ideas and passion to bring benefit to society. 
Hong Kong has long prided itself as a natural home for entrepreneurship. Coupling entrepreneurial skills with the ideals of young people, and of the young at heart, with the ideas and insights of minorities and disadvantaged groups can become a powerful tool for improving society.  I do not think there is any shortage of people with ideas in Hong Kong.  There is certainly no shortage of money.  Establishing and sustaining more good soil on which the seeds of ideas and fertilizer of finance can come together and grow strongly is the simplest description I can give of my vision for the impact that the Social Innovation and Entrepreneurship Development Fund will have in the years to come.  

I and the other members of the task force have been looking at how organizations in other places have been helping to build such stronger networks and more diverse support structures, and we have been considering how these approaches can be adapted to Hong Kong.  I recently visited the United Kingdom and had the opportunity to visit UnLtd, Nesta, Big Society Capital. I was impressed by the range of people and projects that they support and the range of different funding mechanisms they provide: from the individual social innovator with just an idea to a more established organization looking to scale up its work. 
In Hong Kong, we will not be building from scratch to create a similar ecosystem of innovation and entrepreneurship for social change.  There are many existing organizations, many talented individuals ready and willing to support and develop the field – not least among them those gathered here today.  I am confident that, with the help of your energy and ideas, the new Fund can help to catalyze new insight and more effective action.  I trust that we can all work together in helping this city back onto a course of rising confidence and opportunity for any person in society, whatever their background and circumstances.  
I welcome the work of Asia Community Ventures, the new initiative of the Rockerfeller Foundation and all the other ideas being pursued by other actors in this field.  The diversity of activity is to be welcomed and celebrated, even as we build stronger connections and networks between ourselves.  The challenges of poverty that we face in Hong Kong, or in other communities, the challenges of inequity, overburdened ecosystems and other social and economic ills are not easy matters to deal with.  Rising to these challenges will require all our powers of reason, our business sense, our financial skill and, above all, our passion and commitment to serve each other and sustain our communities.  I thank you for your commitment to these endeavors, I wish you well in your work and trust that our work will compliment, stimulate and enrich each others’ in the years ahead.
