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STAYING
ON TRACK
Frederick Ma, Chairman of the MTR Corporation,
explains to Jemelyn Yadao how he faces up to
the challenges of meeting public expectations
amid project delays in the age of social media,
and why he has high hopes for the Hong Kong rail
operator’s future
Photography by Juliet Shayne Lui
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Frederick Ma previously
chaired the independent
committee mandated to
review the background
of and reasons for the
delayed construction of
the Hong Kong section
of the GuangzhouShenzhen-Hong Kong
Express Rail Link

an you see what we’re doing
from here? Come over,” says
Frederick Ma as he springs
from his seat towards the room’s floorto-ceiling window, 33 floors above the
ground. His eyes fixate in the direction
of the distant West Kowloon District
and a cluster of cranes, which will
become the 11-hectare West Kowloon Terminus – the final stop of the
Guangzhou-Shenzhen-Hong Kong
Express Rail Link, also known as
XRL, and one of the high-profile
projects keeping him busy as Chairman of the MTR Corporation.
“You can only see a cover structure
but a lot of work goes on underneath it.
In the future, you will go downstairs to
the very bottom for your train, and this
is why it is such a difficult project,” he
says. “When it is finished, everybody
will love it, I assure you. But right now,
it is painful going through it all.”
Indeed, the pains of building the
high-speed rail link, including the
construction delay and cost overrun of
the project denting public confidence
in the railway giant, has weighed heavily on Ma’s shoulders since he assumed
the role of Chairman in January. The
26-kilometre underground line is
expected to be operating in Q3 2018

yet it had the initial completion date of
2015. MTR had said one of the reasons
for the delay was the major flooding in
March 2014 in the railway tunnels that
were under construction, resulting in a
tunnel boring machine being damaged.
A few days before Ma spoke to
A Plus in early July, the Legislative
Council’s Select Committee released
the findings of its inquiry into the
delays to the project, concluding that
MTR “deliberately covered up” the
project delay on the part of its former
projects director Chew Tai-chong and
former chief executive Jay Walder. Ma
rejected the allegation to the press.
This is not Ma’s first stint at the rail
corporation. The former secretary of
financial services and the treasury was
previously a non-executive director at
the company between 2002 and 2007,
prior to its merger with the KowloonCanton Railway Corporation. He
then returned to the company in 2013,
leading the six-member independent
committee to look into the delays to the
construction work. While the committee found there were numerous reasons
for the delays affecting the XRL project, it concluded that the projects team
handled the engineering aspects in a
professional manner.
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“People often ask, have you swallowed
too much, taking on several projects
in one go? With the labour situation,
yes. But a lot of it is hindsight.”

Apart from its railway
network in Hong Kong
of more than 220 km,
the MTR runs a network
of more than 800 km
outside of Hong Kong.
The company currently
operates three lines in
Beijing (Beijing Metro
Line 4 and Line 14,
and Daxing Line); the
Shenzhen Metro
Line 4 (Longhua Line);
the Hangzhou Metro
Line 1; the Melbourne
Metro (it will also run
the Sydney Metro
Northwest by 2019);
the Stockholm Metro;
the London Crossrail;
and the London
Overground.
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“One of my main takeaways was that the
company expanded so much between 2007
and 2013. I didn’t realize this because I was
out of it. I was a user of MTR, but I never
got a copy of the annual report and read it.
And the company had undertaken some very
ambitious projects, including XRL, as a
project manager,” says Ma.
XRL ended up facing a number of unprecedented challenges. “People often ask, have
you swallowed too much, taking on several
projects in one go? With the labour situation,
yes. But a lot of it is hindsight. In hindsight,
who knew that the Hong Kong government
would not approve imported labour? Who
knew we would encounter a lot of geological
issues? It’s very difficult to tell.
“Our line is all underground because land
is precious in Hong Kong, but to construct
the tunnel in this way costs three or four
times more than constructing it above
ground. That’s what the experts are telling
us. And when you dig underground, there are
a lot of uncertainties,” says Ma. “We didn’t
discover, for example, utility issues in the
Jordan area until we found out it was a huge
problem.” The presence of major utilities
(power cables, telecommunications cables,
and water and gas pipes etc.) directly beneath
Jordan Road means MTR had to carefully
divert from them during construction of
XRL. Another reason for the delay was the
unforeseen ground condition. “To do tunnelling is very tough, but we have overcome that
now and have moved on to superstructure,”
he adds, referring to the building works
being carried out above ground.

Tunnel vision

Ma admits that the company has been struggling with an image problem for the past two
years. He cites the high expectations of Hong

Kong locals and the rise of social media as
contributing factors.
“Even while maintaining 99.9 percent reliability, inevitably, machines are
machines. They do breakdown. When there
were breakdowns in the old days, people
didn’t have social media or iPhones, so they
didn’t know about it that much. Today, the
minute they are at the station and they see a
delay, they take a photo, send it to the media,
the media reports it. It’s like a vicious cycle.”
MTR fare rises have also been a continuous source of discontent. Public protest
against the company was triggered after
it announced a fare rise of 2.65 percent,
effective in June. “With this so-called fare
adjustment mechanism, they just look at the
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numbers and say: “You make HK$13
billion in profit – That’s a lot.” To you
and me it’s a lot of money but mind you,
the return on equity is only 6.5 percent.
Is that high or low? You judge. So as a
result, we have become an easy target
for the public to criticize us.”
Ma is well aware that there is much
work to be done by him and his team
to keep the MTR on track. To kick off
the process, Ma says it was vital for the
company to establish its vision. “In any
company if you don’t have vision, you
won’t be able to go forward in the best
way. My vision is to deliver the projects
on time and within the budget as we have
told the public. That way we would build

confidence among our stakeholders on
the company’s operations,” he says. “But
having a vision is not good enough. You
must have execution – that is the job
of our executive team, to carry out the
vision as set out by the board.”
Another thing that makes a company
successful is communication, says Ma.
“When I was chair of the independent
committee, I realized there were certain
areas of improvement. Because the
company was getting bigger, it needed to
improve its internal communication. We
also needed to communicate more with
the public. So we hired our corporate
affairs director to improve on that,” he
explains. This is particularly important

for a company like MTR, which carries
5.5 million passengers a day. “We need
good communication with all our stakeholders, our passengers being the most
important. Communication is the job of
everyone at the company, from myself all
the way to the platform station assistant.”
In response to feedback from the public about congestion at stations and signal
breakdowns, two new lines – the Kwun
Tong Line extension and the South Island
Line – are scheduled to open within the
next nine months, he says. “When we
open the lines, some of the congestion
issues will be eased somewhat. But the
big one will come when we finish the
Shatin to Central Link with two phases
September 2016 21

Leadership profile
Frederick Ma

Ma, who also served as
secretary for commerce
and economic development
in 2007, has extensive
experience in the banking
and financial sector

“You’re not just training people,
you’re building your network
and reputation.”
to be completed in 2019 and 2021
respectively,” Ma adds. “We just
have to do better and strive to
improve customers’ satisfaction
over our services.”

Opening the doors

The sheer size of the company, and
the essential role it plays in Hong
Kong life, has made Ma an advocate for corporate social responsibility. “CSR has to be part of
our corporate strategy, part of our
vision,” he says. “We seriously put
a lot of effort into energy saving,
for example, in our operations. We
have 17,000 employees, so CSR is
very important. We also have to
care about the population at large.”
The company has a particular
focus on responding to the city’s
aging population by making
travelling smoother for the elderly.
“The government has released
statistics that show currently we
have one million people above
65 years old, but by 2040 that
number will be close to three
million,” notes Ma. “As such, we
pay a lot of attention to this issue.
For example, the signage caters
to older people like myself and
features bigger characters. We
install benches at stations or in
shopping malls we operate, we
have travelators to carry people
who can’t walk for long, we cater
to people in need, and we put lifts
in stations so you don’t have to
walk many steps.”
Nurturing future leaders in the
company is also a priority for the
chairman. The company is currently devising its MTR Academy
initiative, which will be open to
22 September 2016

not only locals, but people from
countries along the Belt and Road.
It will be rolled out later this year,
says Ma, who first raised the idea
to the board last year despite the
company already providing internal training for existing staff. He
sees the programme as a win-win.
“My idea was to train external people. Why? These external people
could one day work for MTR. Also
I believe that as a leader in the area,
we have this responsibility of training for other operators. You’re not
just training people, you’re building your network and reputation.”

Continuous journey

Even after leaving the government
in 2008, Ma continued working on
a part-time basis. “I went to university to work as a professor and
then I took on INED jobs at many
companies and got involved in a lot
of charities and school activities.”
At one point, he sat on eight company boards across different industries, both local and international,
later resigning from four of them
after taking up his current role. At
present he has three professorships
at the University of Hong Kong,
Hong Kong Polytechnic University and his alma mater Chinese
University of Hong Kong.
A belief in continuous learning
keeps him busy, he says. “I believe
in connecting with people so that
I can learn from them. With the
school activities, I hope I can
contribute to young people’s lives.
I want to feel my life is productive
and fulfilling.” He has also taken
up an additional role recently as a
grandfather. “Now that I have my

first grandson, and my granddaughter will be born in a few
months’ time, I’m looking forward
to spending time with them.”
However, Ma knows he won’t
be slowing down anytime soon.
While he considers MTR to be
the pride of the city, there is work
to be done to get others to agree.
“I think by delivering the railway
projects on time, by making sure
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that we communicate well with
the stakeholders, by improving
our systems further, over time the
people of Hong Kong will appreciate MTR,” he says. “The majority
do appreciate us. It is a very small
group who are making noise but we
appreciate that.”
Ma recalls his days as a university student travelling to Jordan
across the harbour, where he would

teach part-time to make extra cash.
“I had to take a bus from HKU down
to Central pier, passing through
Western District, and at that time
buses didn’t have air-con. It took
me an hour and 15 minutes. Then I
switched to a ferry, got off at Jordan
pier, and walked to the school I used
to teach at. The total journey took
two hours.” Today, he highlights, the
journey from HKU station to Jordan

takes half an hour. “That’s what
MTR does for Hong Kong.”
“I mentioned in my chairman’s statement that I wished that
over my tenure I will make this
company the pride of Hong Kong
people. I really think Hong Kong
people should be proud of MTR.
Can you imagine Hong
Kong today without MTR?
I cannot. I just cannot.”
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