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Mrs Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor joined the Hong Kong Government as an Administrative
Officer in 1980, upon graduation from the University of Hong Kong with a degree in sociology. In
33 years of distinguished public service, first as a civil servant and then as a politically appointed
official, Mrs Lam has gone through the baptism of multiple challenges in such diverse posts as
Deputy Secretary for the Treasury, Director of Social Welfare, Permanent Secretary for Housing,
Planning & Lands (Planning & Lands), Director-General of the Hong Kong Economic & Trade Office
in London, and Permanent Secretary for Home Affairs. Taking up the even weightier responsibility of
a Principal Official, Mrs Lam accepted an appointment as Secretary for Development of the Hong
Kong SAR Government in 2007, and was chosen by the newly elected Chief Executive in 2012 as
Chief Secretary for Administration.

Mrs Lam’s career is of course far more than a rising sequence of honours and promotions. She
had been engaged in social service voluntary work in her secondary school days; as a university
student, she had been an activist fighting for social compassion and justice, such as proper
treatment of the Yau Ma Tei boat people. Having worked at the same social goals from different
positions, Mrs Lam appreciates the “external pressures exerted by groups and individuals needed to
keep government under proper checks and balances”. Yet she believed that the most direct way for
herself to help bring about social progress is to work in the government. Indeed, she applied only for
a job in the public service when she was about to graduate, and has spent her entire career serving
the people of Hong Kong. She may be called, in the broad sense of the term, a social worker born
and bred to lead.

There is perhaps something of a social worker at heart in any idealist serving the public and
yearning to see holistic progress. In spite of her eminent position, Mrs Lam remains a public servant
at heart, not only impartial and diligent but also caring and ardently in touch. For instance, as
Director of Social Welfare at a time of high unemployment and severe fiscal deficit, she worked hard
to ensure the financial sustainability of a social security safety net for the disadvantaged. During the
outbreak of the SARS epidemic in Hong Kong in 2003, Mrs Lam worked with three other senior civil
servants to set up the We Care Education Fund in their personal capacity, raising over HK $80million
to meet the long-term educational needs of children whose parents had died of SARS.

This may be one reason why Mrs Lam is known as a true fighter in public circles. All depends
on what one fights for, and how one fights. As a top policy maker, she balances administration
by law based on reason and fairness, with a flexible, open-minded approach that pays heed to
citizens’ feelings, opposing views, historical contexts and local interests. Amid more than her fair
share of frustration, Mrs Lam has kept faith in the core ideal of public administration: a government
only governs through serving all. She knows well that “more patience, dialogue and diplomacy
are required to secure the best public interests than were needed two or three decades ago”, and
her broad-mindedness translates into an inclusive capacity to build consensus in the long run.
Through the years and the challenges, Mrs Lam has refined an outlook true to character and much
respected by others: a composed style coupled with no-nonsense straight talk that blends courtesy
in attitude and firmness of principle.



Mrs Lam’s holistic concern for Hong Kong ranges from sustainable development, housing
and social welfare to environmental protection, urban renewal, heritage conservation and cultural
projects, for her career has been a continual integration of experience and cross-fertilisation of
expertise. A case in point is her Treasury experience, which has enhanced her awareness of
the dual need to tap resources and manage expenditure. This translated into efforts to raise the
efficiency and cost-effectiveness of non-government organisations in the social welfare sector,
through introducing a lump sum grant subvention system that increased operational autonomy and
flexibility. Over three decades of public service have sometimes brought fatigue even to a tireless
reformer, yet chronic hard work and overtime do not stifle a youthful dream dear to heart. “We need
to relieve poverty, perfect the social security system and extend elderly care services,” Mrs Lam
spoke as a matter of course, showing that her abiding priority stays with the grass roots of society.
Underneath a calm demeanour and an even tone flows a disciplined passion for the people she
cares about, a sense of gratitude for the privilege to serve a place she calls home.

This sympathy for the common people may be why the “superlady”, as she has been called,
sees herself as an ordinary person. Balancing the demands of family and career is never an easy
task, especially for a modern woman with traditional values. In Mrs Lam’s own words, “l need
to be very disciplined. | almost never went out on official dinners when my children were young.
Sometimes | had to go to the market and then cook myself, as | never engaged a domestic maid.
| wanted my children to be brought up by myself.” In fact, Mrs Lam even once sought a voluntary
“demotion” to work in London in order to look after her sons. “Now that my kids have grown up, |
spend even more hours at work,” she added. If she seems almost bionic at times, it is because she
has a stronger heart and mind, a more resolute will and spirit to serve society than most people.

As a reminder in the Analects says (in a slightly modernised translation), “an intellectual must
be strong and resolute, for his responsibility is heavy and his course is long. He takes humanity
as his responsibility—is that not heavy? Only with death does his course stop—is that not
long?” Through three thousand years of praxis, from pre-Confucius to post-Fan Zhongyan and
to today’s reformers, male and female, the spirit of public service is an inherited impulse in the
Chinese intellectual tradition. It is fitting today that Lingnan University, as an institution of liberal arts
education for service, should honour Mrs Lam for her exemplary spirit and sterling achievements in
public service.

Mr Chairman, for her distinguished service to the government and people of Hong Kong, may
| present Mrs Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor to you for conferment of the degree of Doctor of Sacial
Sciences honoris causa.

English citation written and delivered by Professor Charles Kwong
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