DEGREE OF DOCTOR OF EDUCATION, honoris causa

Mr Michael Suen Ming-yeung, GBS, JP

Mr Pro-Chancellor,

When Yu the Great discussed with the chief minister of state the path of duty and virtue
during the time of the Great Flood, he said: ‘He who knows men is wise; he who can put
men into the posts for which they are fit, and can pacify the people, is benevolent, and
the people will cherish him in their hearts. When a man can thus be wise and kind, why
should he have anxiety about a man of specious words, bewitchment, and deceitful ways?’
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The Great Flood tamed by Yu is a familiar story to us all. At that time, waves and waterspouts
billowed over the heavens and mountains, inundating myriads of people. But with
perseverance, humility and superb skills, Yu calmed the flood through deepening the canals.
The flood must be channelled to other places via canals and not to be blocked with higher
and higher dams, according to Yu the Great. People were snatched from the sting of death.
Peace returned, and the state was in order again. Today, floods don't cause such fear in us, at
least in Hong Kong. But the story about Yu the Great provided Mr Michael Suen Ming-yeung
with much wisdom and inspiration for conducting public service. With his experience and
leadership in the Government, we have overcome many crises in the choppy waters of Hong

Kong, from the colonial era in the 1960s to the first decade of the SAR.

Mr Michael Suen was born in Chongqing in 1944 during the Second World War, when his
father felt it his patriotic duty to leave Hong Kong for Chongqing in order to fight against

Japanese imperialist aggression. The family moved back to Hong Kong in 1946 when peace
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returned. It was a time when most ordinary people were suffering from economic hardship.
However, in his early days, Mr Suen experienced the transformative power of education,
first in his family. His mother, who was a schoolteacher, lit in him the flame of learning
and instilled into him respect for education. He was amongst the first batch of pupils to
attend the Island Road Government Primary School, which was established in September
1953. Then, in Wah Yan College, the renowned Jesuit education inculcated into him a
passion for learning Mathematics. Here, it was sweet serendipity that his private tutor on
Mathematics happened to be the former President of The Open University of Hong Kong,

Professor Tam Sheung Wai.

Upon receiving his Bachelor of Science degree in Mathematics and Physics with First Class
Honours at The University of Hong Kong in 1966, he joined the Hong Kong Civil Service as
a Cadet Officer, which is now known as an Administrative Officer. Later, he was sponsored
by the Government for a one-year training course at the UK’s prestigious Oxford University.
He still reminisces fondly about the days of rigorous learning at Oxford, with its demanding
weekly one-on-one tutorials, essay-writing and discussion. In fact, as he recalled, his
background in mathematics was so impressive that he was once invited by his tutor to stay
at Oxford for further studies to become an economist. These lines from Robert Frost's poem
— ‘Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, and sorry I could not travel both’ — summarize
well Mr Suen’s inner struggle at that time. However, as things turned out, his stay in
the Government and Hong Kong still involved contact with education, as a weightier
responsibility in the realms of education and the economy lay before him in the years to

come.

Mr Michael Suen will undoubtedly leave an indelible mark on our history. His achievements
and contributions to the foundations laid for the development of Hong Kong are just
too many to be captured in this citation speech. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, he
served in the Colonial Secretariat’s District Offices in Castle Peak and Yuen Long, the
Resettlement Department, and the Hong Kong Housing Authority, and all of these early
postings developed his consummate skills in leadership. His career in the Government over
the past four decades coincided with the modernization of Hong Kong. In 1974, he was
posted to Sha Tin as the first District Officer there, a post which, as he recalls, gave him the
greatest sense of achievement in his career. He did not shut himself up in ‘the iron cage
of bureaucracy’, a phrase coined by Weber. Indeed, his experience in Sha Tin offered him

the best opportunity to acquire the political skills for building and sustaining relationships
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with people from all walks of life in local communities — he met and worked with residents,
shop owners and local villagers. Hong Kong in the 1970s was very different from what
it is now. The younger generation today would hardly be able to imagine the old days of
Sha Tin without the landmarks of Sha Tin Town Hall and the New Town Plaza. Nowadays,
we take it for granted that we can easily go cycling with friends from Tai Wai to Tai Po at
weekends, and need not worry about amenities, restaurants, schools and transportation.
Today, whenever Mr Suen visits Sha Tin, he experiences a deep sense of satisfaction, and old
memories flash through his mind. He is a humble person who never claims credit for the
great success of the new town project, but he deserves an important place in the history of

. Sha Tin.

It is impossible within this limited time to embark on an exhaustive listing of thorny policy
challenges he overcame, and the crises in which he showed great resource and versatility.
In the early 1980s, as Deputy Secretary for Transport, he had one of the most demanding
tasks in his career. At that time, the Kowloon Motor Bus and the now defunct China Motor
Bus sought the Government’s approval for bus fare increases, which would have a major
impact on low-income people. It was also the first time for Mr Suen to cross swords with
veteran social activists, who later would become his long-time negotiation counterparts
in the Legislative Council. Mr Suen worked long and hard to resolve the knotty problems
between the bus companies and social activists and strove to reach consensus among all
the stakeholders. But in this experience, he learned from Horace’s advice: ‘Maintain a level
head when the road is steep,” as he is admired for keeping a calm presence in even the most
trying circumstances. His successful handling of this incident further honed his prowess as

a senior leader and policy-maker.

The smooth handover on 1 July 1997 was soon overshadowed by the Asian financial crisis
— the modern Great Flood — when stocks were in free fall and housing prices plummeted
by nearly 70%, causing many Hong Kong people to face the ordeal of negative equity and
bankruptcy. In the midst of a sense of disillusionment and hopelessness, our honorand’s
ingenuity again proved to be a brilliant success. In 2002, as the Secretary for Housing,
Planning and Lands, he introduced the famous ‘Suen’s Nine Measures’ as an attempt to

resuscitate the sluggish housing market.

With the political and administrative experience he had accumulated, Mr. Michael Suen

became the Secretary for Education in 2007. One of his first major decisions was to fine-tune
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the medium of instruction policy that the Education Bureau had just accepted based on the
recommendation of its advisory committee. Mr Suen conducted educational policy-making
by listening sympathetically to the soft lobbying of secondary school principals, which
earned him high praise for being a good listener — and yet he was willing to take tough
decisions in making the unprecedented move of fine-tuning the medium of instruction
policy in secondary schools even before the already endorsed policy was implemented. This
served as an excellent starting point for the later successful negotiation with secondary
school principals in coming to a consensus to maintain the stability of schools in the midst
of a declining student population. In policy circles, Mr Suen has always been praised for
~ the enormous amount of time and energy he is willing to invest in conducting discussions
with stakeholders to reach a mutually agreeable solution to intractable political issues.
When we look back, we gain insight into the art of leadership in very difficult times.
Also, Mr Suen took the initiative to advocate that the Hong Kong SAR Government should
provide extra financial resources to support the development of the self-funding tertiary
institutions. The Government is now more willing to channel much-needed resources to
these institutions, which has allowed them to provide better educational services to their
students. Although this sector will face challenges, it is in some measures due to Mr Suen
that the self-financing post-secondary education sector is flourishing with a wide diversity

of programmes on offer to meet our society’s needs.

Among Michael Suen’s achievements during his five-year tenure as the Secretary for
Education was bringing the New Academic Structure to fruition, which was one of the
most important tasks that the Education Bureau had undertaken for many years. The
daunting work of curriculum reform required a joint effort by various sectors. It required
the secondary schools to change from the old UK model of five years’ secondary education
and two years of A-level education for only a limited number of students into a new six-
year uninterrupted secondary education for all students — followed by the change in
undergraduate education from three years to a more comprehensive four-year structure.
There were some worries about the pace and scale of this transformation which, apart from
school and university curriculum reform, needed also changes in university admission
requirements and an extra financial commitment from the Hong Kong Government.
To overcome the anxiety and stress felt by the community, all sectors of education were
mobilized to work together to ensure that no obstacles would stand in the way, and the
transition was a great success. Sometimes silence speaks louder than words and I need not

detail the enormous efforts which Mr Suen directed to this task. When he left office in June

27



2012, he had overseen the successful implementation of a new system and was optimistic

about the future of Hong Kong education and the SAR in general.

Mr Pro-Chancellor, in recognition of his outstanding public service and contributions to the
development of education in Hong Kong, may I invite our President to present Mr Michael

Suen Ming-yeung for the award of Doctor of Education, honoris causa.

Citation written and to be delivered by Dr Cheung Kwok Wah
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