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Government should blacklist unscrupulous landlords who take advantage of the pandemic
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As the Covid-19 pan-
" demic wreaks havoc on
@ businesses, many landlords
chose to weather the storm

with tenants by freezing or even reduc-
ing rent. However, the landlord of the
Care & Services Elderly Home in Tin
Hau significantly increased the rent by
150 per cent, forcing the elderly home
to close down with nearly 80 elderly
people losing their homes. Increasing
rent in such difficult times is blatant ex-
ploitation. Not only does it disrupt the
market, but it also sets a poor example
and is detrimental to elderly services.
The government should take the initia-

tive to resolve the incident to protect

the legitimate rights and interests of

the elderly. If the landlord increases
rent just to drive away the elderly and
then sell off the property at a high
price to the government, whose intent

as] Aauyer

for the property acquisition is to pro-

vide welfare facilities, the government

should consider setting up a blacklist
mechanism to make sure its policies
are not abused.

During the negotiation of lease re-
newal, the landlord requested a sub-
stantial increase of rent from around
HK $200,000 to nearly HK $500,000
per month. In the aftermath, family
members of the 80 elderly residents
were left stranded as they received a
notice last week that the residents need
to move out before the end of Febru-
ary. As the pandemic is still raging on
in Hong Kong while the Chinese New
Year holidays are also approaching, it
would be extremely difficult for the
families to find new care homes for the
elderly. The relocation of the elderly
people might also have an impact on
the government's efforts to contain the
pandemic.

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, com-
mercial rents in Hong Kong have gen-

erally fallen over the past year, and

empty retail shops waiting for lease
can be seen everywhere. According to
the latest figures from the Rating and
Valuation Department, the rental in-
dex fell by 6 per cent last year, with
the rents of office buildings and shops
both recorded a double-digit decline. It
is also expected that there will contin-
ue to be downward pressure this year.
Under such circumstances, the land-
lord of the elderly care centre has obvi-
ously lost touch with reality by substan-
tially increasing the rent.

Besides, elderly care centers are con-
sidered high risk in the Covid-19 pan-
demic.  Operating  expenses  have
soared as more manpower and money
are needed in keeping the premise
clean, purchasing more personal protec-
tive equipment, and arranging for the
elderly and employees to undergo test-
ing. The landlord should shoulder the
social responsibility by freezing or even

reducing the rent, not the other way

round. By doing the exact opposite,
the landlord has made a really bad ex-
ample and is clearly disregarding the
wellbeing and the lives of both the ten-
ant and the elderly residents.

Members of the Legislative Council
believe that the decision of the land-
lord may be related to the govern-
ment's HK$20 billion plan to purchase
properties for welfare facilities that was
rolled out last year. Landlords might
be trying to seize the opportunity of
contract renewals to drive away the
original tenants by increasing the rent
to unrealistic levels. Once the tenants
were gone, they can then sell the prop-
erty to the government at a higher
price. If this is really the case, does it
mean that the government is now indi-
rectly causing the elderly homes to
close down and thus depriving the el-
derly of care? This is definitely against
the original intention of the govern-

ment to purchase properties for wel-
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fare facilities.
The Social Welfare
should look into the matter quickly to

Department

ensure that the elderly residents being
affected could receive proper care as
soon as possible. If the authorities do
not want to be criticised by the society
for breeding evil by lenience, the last
thing they want to do would be to
stand idly by with the excuse of "not
wanting to interfere with business oper-
ations". The government also needs to
clarify the implementation details of its
property purchase plan for welfare fa-
cilities, so as to make it clear that it
will not allow landlords to abuse the
policy for making ill-gotten gains. Un-
scrupulous landlords who drive away
tenants by increasing rents should also
be blacklisted and excluded from the
plan in order to demonstrate the gov-
ernment's determination to take care
of the elderly and to protect the inter-

ests of citizens.
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