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Hard work and some horsing
around for ‘Mr 1997’

THE most difficult, most

rewarding, most satisfying

and most memorable job

for John Chan Cho-chak

as a civil servant was when

he was Deputy Secretary

(General Duties)  - ‘Mr

1997’ - working 20 hours a

day making sure the voice

of the local people was

heard in the negotiations

on Hong Kong’s future.

With a small team of five people, the branch worked

around the clock sifting through stacks of telegrams (long

before the advent of e-mail) and reports, interviewing

people, analysing and commenting on developments with

the interests of Hong Kong at heart.

“What the British wanted, what the Chinese wanted

and what Hong Kong wanted [during the negotiations]

were not always the same,” Mr Chan recollected from his

office in the Kowloon Motor Bus Company headquarters

in Lai Chi Kok.

Mr Chan, now Managing Director of KMB, served in

the civil service for 28 years.  His interview with the CSN

Editorial Board is the second in a series on‘retired’ civil

servants.

In a rare insight into this

s e c re t i v e  b r a n c h  o f  t h e

Government, Mr Chan said they

had to liaise with every branch

and  depa r tment ,  g e t t ing

information from them without

telling them why the information

was needed.
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“We were trying to fish information out of people

without telling them what we were after.  It was very

difficult, but they understood,” he said.

The branch started with only one man, former

Secretary for Security, Bim Davis, who was later joined by

Mr Chan.  It was a two-man branch “for a very long time”

until March 1984, when the negotiations began in earnest

and others - Alistair Lang, Nicholas Ng (now Secretary for

Transport) and Richard Hoare - joined the team.

Three-hour sleep

Mr Chan recalls the final three months leading up to

the initialling and later signing of the Joint Declaration

when negotiations were in earnest daily in Beijing:

“We would start at about 8:00 in the morning to

c o l l e c t  s h e e t s  o f  t e l e g r a m s  w h i c h  c a m e  i n

overnight from [the Foreign and Commonwealth Office]

London and were also sent

to the team in Beijing.  We

had just two hours to read

a n d  c o m m e n t  o n  t h e

telegrams and have our

replies to Beijing before the

talks resumed at 10:00 am.

The negotiations would go

through up to 6:00 pm and

the reporting telegrams

would start trickling back at

about 7:30 - 8:00 pm and

go on to midnight.

“We had to read all the reports and telegrams and

requests for information which we had to reply and

comment on before London closed.  We were writing

telegrams up to 3:00 in the morning and I would go home

at about 4:00 am, have a shower and then go to bed.  I’d

get  up at about 7:00 am and go back to the office.  And that

went on for about three months.  The adrenaline was
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flowing.  We knew it was a crucial thing to do and we had

to advance,” he said.

During the negotiations, Mr Chan and his team were

the backroom boys and didn’t really meet any of the big

players personally until after the initialling of the treaty.

But he was in daily contact with the then Governor Sir

Edward Youde.

“In fact, he often stayed with us till 3:00 am to

personally clear some of the telegrams.”

Working for the people

The most rewarding aspect of being a civil servant, said

Mr Chan, was making a contribution to the community.

“I was working for

the entire population

of Hong Kong and

the things I did had a

bear ing  on the i r

livelihood.”

“Also, as an AO, I

had great exposure to

different kinds of

jobs,  people and

issues.  There are not

many jobs in which

you could be continuously exposed to different kinds of

situations, problems and subjects,” he said.

Mr Chan joined the civil service in 1964 as an EO in

the Commerce and Industry Department, but only two

months later - “almost as soon as I made my introductory

rounds” - was acting as an Assistant Trade Officer.  In 1973

he was Private Secretary to the then Governor Sir Murray

(later Lord) MacLehose, who was among the first to raise

the issue of Hong Kong’s future with the Chinese

Government.  After working in numerous departments

and branches, Mr Chan retired from his post as Secretary

for Education and

Manpower in June

1993.  One of his

final jobs was to draw

up the blueprint for

t h e  m a n d a t o r y

provident fund, which

was then rejected but

later revived in 1995.

A break from the Government

However, during his tenure with the Government, Mr

Chan took a two-year break in 1978 to join the major

financial house of Sun Hung Kai Securities.

Through the exposure with the private sector when he

was in the Commerce and Industry Department, he was

often told - sometimes jokingly, but more often seriously -

that the civil service was too rigid and things were done

differently in the private sector.

He was approached by Sun Hung Kai chairman, Fung

King-hey, who made a very interesting offer.

“There wasn’t much difference in the money, but he

was legendary.  He started with five dollars in his pocket

and within 10 years he had built it up to several billion

dollars.  I thought he was a very interesting man and in

our discussions he always had some interesting ideas

and visions.”

When Mr Chan tendered his resignation to the Civil

Service Branch (through Donald Tsang then with CSB,

now the Chief Secretary) he was told at an ‘exit’ meeting

that if things didn’t work out in the private sector he could

always come back to the civil service.

31



32

His job with Fung King-hey was to secure a full

banking licence for the Sun Hung Kai Finance Company

at a time when there was a moratorium on issuing licences

for local banks.  The task was not without difficulties; the

company was the envy of many, some saw it as a threat,

and Sun Hung Kai Finance became the target of market

rumours, eventually leading to a run on deposits.  The

issues were resolved, but at a heavy cost to the company to

the extent that it was eventually sold to a French bank.

   “The situation arose

where I felt it was no

longer right for me to

remain.  Basically, the

decision-making process

had changed and instead

of working on my own, I

was working for  the

French group.  So I found

my way back to the civil

service,” he said.

Busman

At the age of 50, Mr Chan again left the civil service in

1993, first to become a steward of the Hong Kong Jockey

Club, which was honorary and therefore unpaid.  Then he

got a ‘real job’, running a large company - KMB - which

had 12,000 employees and a fleet of 3,000 coaches.

KMB was a successful company, a quasi monopoly with

a government franchise.  But the transport industry was

facing change and challenges, which even brought the

termination of the franchise of the China Motor Bus

Company serving Hong Kong Island.  There were a more

assertive Legislative Council, a more demanding public, a

less sympathetic regulator and stronger competition.

“Things were no longer cosy and KMB could no

longer be run along the lines of a traditional family

business,” he recalled.

His job was to bring about a complete cultural

change - to modernise the management, broaden horizons

and thinking, and encourage colleagues to think about new

ways of doing things.

Since taking over the top job, he has been very

environmentally conscious about the future direction of

public transport.  KMB was the first company in the world

to introduce the environment-friendly Euro 3 double

deckers and was the first in Hong Kong to introduce,

experiment and recommend the use of ultra low sulphur

diesel (ULSD) fuel to the Government.

“But we also looked after the small things - treating and

re-using the water to wash the buses, re-treading our own

tyres, changing the refrigerants in our buses and offices, and

changing the chemicals in the fire extinguishers,” he said.

Mr Chan is also taking

advantage of the latest

developments in hi-tech,

including global positioning,

a satellite system used to

track vehicles.  Trials began

in February to introduce

global positioning for the

benefit of passengers where

terminals will be established at bus stops to inform

passengers when buses are arriving.  The system will also

allow the Road Show TV screens on buses to carry live

news instead of pre-recorded video clips, and they will also

be able to carry localised advertising as buses move from

one suburb or town to another.
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Hard work and play

Mr Chan sits on many boards and charities.  He is a

director of the Hang Seng Bank, Guangdong Investment

Company and Hong Kong Exchanges and Clearing Ltd.

He has also served as Chairman of the Hong Kong

Securities Clearing Company for five consecutive terms.

And he is First Vice President and Executive Committee

Chairman of the Community Chest and a Council

Member of the Hong Kong Former Senior Civil

Servants Association.

His services have been recognised by both the British

and the HKSAR governments.  The British Government

awarded him the LVO and CBE, and the Chinese

Government made him a Hong Kong Affairs Adviser.  He

was also awarded the Gold Bauhinia Star by the HKSAR

Government in 1999 for his outstanding public

community service and significant contribution to the

development of the securities market in Hong Kong.  And

he is a Justice of the Peace.

Of his average 13-hour day, about 60 to 65 per cent is

spent with KMB, 20 per cent with the Jockey Club

(including racing), 10 per cent with the Community Chest

and 10 per cent for other activities.

His passion is racing.  His horses have been aptly named,

the first being ‘Keep Me Busy’ and his current horse

 ‘I Deliver’ (rating 57 with one win and a few places).  He

has recently bought another horse from New Zealand

scheduled for delivery later in the year.

And he claims he’s just a small punter!

Letter to Editor
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