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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

• To gain insight into how Hong Kong fares as a business hub or Central Business 

District (CBD) in Asia, HKTDC Research conducted a survey to identify the strengths 

of Hong Kong’s CBD functions. The CBD Survey found that companies with regional 

business rank Hong Kong as the best CBD in Asia. Hong Kong also leads other 

regional contenders in areas such as trade, logistics, financial and professional 

services, intellectual property (IP) trade, and tourism and MICE.  

• Respondents indicated that “marketing and sourcing platform”, “gateway to the 

Asian market” and “financial and fundraising centre” are the top three functions of a 

CBD in Asia. Hong Kong’s lead in these three as well as other key CBD functions is 

expected to be sustained in coming years. 

• The CBD Survey shows that Hong Kong is a leading trade hub in the sourcing of 

finished products. Hong Kong’s competitiveness, however, is attributed more to its 

quality service than simply product offers. Improving the quality as well as variety of 

exhibitors is regarded as the most useful way to enhance the competitiveness of 

Hong Kong as a trade hub, followed by an upgrade in the city’s supply of 

trade-related services and an expansion of exhibition space. 

• Hong Kong’s accomplishment as a trade hub has been buttressed by its dual role as 

a logistics hub. CBD Survey respondents gave high acclaim to the city’s logistics 

service quality, professionalism and intermodal capability, in particular air transport. 

Yet, Hong Kong faces formidable challenges from Singapore and Shanghai in many 

logistics functions. To upgrade Hong Kong’s competitiveness, respondents expected 

the city to focus on reinforcing its air superiority with greater connectivity with 

Mainland and international destinations.  

• Hong Kong’s strength as an international financial service centre in Asia is well 

recognised across a wide spectrum of service areas, notably equity financing and 

international banking, where the lead is expected to be sustained well into 2017. To 

upgrade Hong Kong’s competitiveness as a financial hub in Asia, respondents pointed 



to securing more trade and service liberalisation initiatives (e.g. CEPA), while 

strengthening Hong Kong’s role as an offshore RMB centre. 

• Hong Kong performs well as a professional services platform in Asia, but is facing stiff 

competition in many areas (such as human resources management, arbitration and 

mediation services) from Singapore, which also has a strong professional services 

environment. To enhance Hong Kong’s appeal, respondents suggested Hong Kong 

reinforce its already advantageous tax system with further tax initiatives, accounting 

and legal reforms, while promoting RMB services, financial innovation and attracting 

more overseas IPOs. 

• Excellent IP services underscore Hong Kong’s lead as a regional IP trading hub. CBD 

Survey respondents gave high acclaim to Hong Kong’s capability in the entire IP 

value chain, in particular IP creation, enforcement and litigation. Hong Kong’s lead in 

all kinds of IP trade, including licensing and technology transfer, is expected to hold 

well into 2017. Meanwhile, Singapore poses a formidable challenge to Hong Kong, 

especially in terms of legal environment and IP clusters, while Shanghai is seen as 

catching up in IP trade related to franchising and design. To stay competitive, 

respondents suggested that Hong Kong should undertake more tax initiatives such as 

DTAA. 

• Hong Kong’s competitiveness as a regional tourism and MICE centre arises from its 

geographical location, excellent transportation systems and premier services. 

Although Hong Kong leads generally, Singapore poses challenges in conferences, 

meetings and incentives, and international events, while Shanghai in trade fairs and 

consumer fairs. Survey respondents noted additional room for Hong Kong to 

strengthen MICE supportive services, upgrade logistics efficiency, hold more fairs, 

and enlarge the exhibition space. 

Hong Kong as a preferred regional business hub 

For many years, Hong Kong has been an attractive business location for overseas companies 

to gain access to the Chinese mainland and the wider regional market, while offering a 

convenient platform for Mainland companies to realise their international aspirations. Close 

to 7,000 overseas and Mainland companies operate in Hong Kong, increasing by more than 

50% over the past decade. 

To gain insight into how Hong Kong fares as a business hub or Central Business District (CBD) 

in Asia, HKTDC Research conducted a survey to identify the strengths of Hong Kong’s CBD 

functions. Respondents were senior business executives in 10 Asia-Pacific cities, and their 



companies were connected to Asia by a combination of business activities, ranging from 

buying or selling of goods or services in the region, to frequent business travel and agent 

appointment in the region. In the CBD Survey, Hong Kong is found to be the place where 

most respondents have appointed an agent, used its services, undertaken frequent business 

travel. Respondents who had close connections with Hong Kong also worked closely with 

Shanghai, Singapore, Beijing and Guangzhou. 

Strengths of Hong Kong as a CBD 

The CBD Survey unveiled that “marketing and sourcing platform” and “gateway to the Asian 

market” are the top two business functions of a CBD in serving Asia. Besides, a CBD should 

also preferably be a “financial and fundraising centre” to facilitate regional business activities. 

After listing their prioritised CBD functions, respondents put Hong Kong ahead of other places 

as the most preferred CBD in Asia. Central to Hong Kong’s advantage as Asia’s leading CBD 

is its geographical location, supplemented by core strengths in service quality and variety, 

together with industry professionalism. A simple tax system and good legal environment also 

enhance the business environment in Hong Kong. 

The CBD Survey was also organised along six industries including merchandise trade, 

logistics, financial and professional services, IP trade, and tourism and MICE. Apart from the 

broad perception as Asia’s most preferred CBD, Hong Kong also has a general lead across all 

six industries. Hong Kong’s leadership in financial services over other regional contenders is 

seen to be strongest, with the lead being small in logistics services. While the perceived 

leadership of Hong Kong will remain in the coming five years, Hong Kong should ride on some 

anticipated megatrends in conjunction with adoption of needed measures to strengthen its 

competitiveness as a CBD serving Asia. 

Competition and way forward 

Merchandise trade  

As the world’s 10th largest trading economy, Hong Kong is seen as leading both Shanghai 

and Singapore in the sourcing of finished products. Hong Kong’s strength as a trade hub is 

attributed more to its quality services, efficiency and professionalism, rather than simply 

offering a variety of quality products, especially in the presence of many low-cost suppliers. 

Although Hong Kong leads generally as a trade hub, it faces stiff competition from Singapore 

in the specific business area of testing and certification on the one hand, and with Shanghai 



in material procurement on the other. In anticipation of a rising trend of sourcing 

diversification in Asian cities, respondents suggested that Hong Kong should improve the 

quality and variety of exhibitors, upgrade the supply of trade-related services and expand its 

space, while paying attention to upgrading product variety and price. 

Logistics services 

The development of Hong Kong as a renowned trade hub would not have travelled so far and 

wide but for the parallel growth of its transportation and logistics sector. Hong Kong has been 

praised for its premier services, professionalism, and flexibility in intermodal transportation 

arrangements, yet lamented for gradually losing cost-effectiveness. In general, Hong Kong 

still triumphs as a preferred logistics hub in Asia, but there is immense competition from both 

Singapore and Shanghai. Hong Kong is well recognised for its air-side strengths and supply 

chain management capability, but land-based operations of Shanghai, and to an extent 

Singapore, are quite competitive, including break/bulk consolidation, warehousing and 

distribution. In addition, both Shanghai and Singapore are already ahead of Hong Kong in 

handling containerised cargo. 

In view of the expected megatrends of increasing sourcing from Greater China and sourcing 

diversification in Asia on one hand, and the fast development of Shanghai’s logistics 

capability on the other, respondents suggested that Hong Kong should focus on building on 

the city’s air superiority, strengthening its connectivity with more mainland and international 

destinations. While enhancing infrastructure links with the Mainland, like the Hong 

Kong-Zhuhai-Macau Bridge that is expected to further up the cargo hinterland of western 

Pearl River Delta (PRD) for Hong Kong, the city also needs to pay attention to raising 

cost-effectiveness and strengthening the warehousing and distribution functions. 

Financial services  

Hong Kong’s strength as an international financial service centre in Asia has been well 

reflected in a number of global financial market tallies. Its performance as a premier financial 

centre is deeply intertwined with the strong development of both the international and 

Mainland dimensions, with an integrated network of institutions and markets on the one hand, 

and growing participation of Mainland companies and financial institutions on the other. 

Hong Kong’s lead in the finance sector is especially impressive among the six industries 

covered in the CBD Survey, notably in special financial functions such as equity financing, 



international banking and asset management. The general lead as a financial hub is expected 

to be sustained in 2017. Yet, Hong Kong is increasingly facing strong competition from 

Singapore in the business area of risk management and with respect to the banking 

regulatory environment. On the other hand, Shanghai is expected to pose a greater challenge 

in attracting international IPOs in the future. 

In view of the anticipated megatrends of rising investment opportunities in China, more 

cross-regional M&A activities of Asian companies, and the growing financial capability of 

Shanghai, respondents suggested that Hong Kong needs to upgrade its competitiveness as a 

financial hub by securing more trade and service liberalisation initiatives (e.g. CEPA), 

augmenting its role as an offshore RMB centre, and enhancing its talent pool, not to mention 

the need to raise overall cost-effectiveness. 

Professional services 

Hong Kong’s success as an international financial hub as well as the largest overseas equity 

financing platform for Mainland companies has much to do with the city’s strong supportive 

professional services, typically accounting, legal, management consultancy, and corporate 

advisory and restructuring services, which are compatible with international standards and of 

good quality. Despite the general lead as the preferred platform for professional services, 

Hong Kong runs neck-and-neck with Singapore with respect to the professional service 

environment, spanning many attributes like business infrastructure, legal and regulatory 

environment, and presence of industry clusters. In terms of specific functions, Singapore also 

poses a strong challenge in human resources management, arbitration and mediation, and IT 

and public relations services. 

Regarding the anticipated megatrends of increasing capital inflows, IPO and M&A activities in 

Asia, accelerated relocation of overseas companies to the region, and fast development of 

Shanghai’s professional service capability, respondents suggested that Hong Kong should 

build on its advantageous tax system with further tax initiatives, such as securing more 

comprehensive double taxation avoidance agreements (DTAAs). Further, the city should 

strengthen its onshore RMB services, promote financial innovation, attract IPOs from more 

overseas jurisdictions, secure further trade and service liberalisation initiatives (e.g. CEPA), 

while leveraging accounting and legal reforms, and streamlining listing requirements. 

IP trading 



A good deal of IP is transacted in Hong Kong every year, thanks in particular to the strong 

output from Hong Kong’s vibrant creative industries and research establishments on the one 

hand, and strong import demand for IP with relation to product development and 

commercialisation on the other. Aside from a barrage of resident-filed IP, typically 

trademarks and designs, WIPO data indicated that Hong Kong’s IP pool has been much 

enriched by a large number of non-resident-filed IP, especially patents. IP transactions in 

Hong Kong take place in a constructive environment predicated on the availability of various 

IP talents, which to an extent overlap with the professional services pool. 

While commanding an overall lead among regional contenders and in all forms of IP trade, 

also relishing strengths in the entire IP value chain spanning from IP creation and registration 

to IP enforcement and modification, Hong Kong faces intensifying challenges from Singapore 

with respect to the IP trading environment. The city is seen as slightly behind Singapore in 

attributes such as existence of a good legal and IP protection environment, and presence of 

industry clusters. To capitalise on the increasing IP supply from the Mainland and the growing 

inclination to use IP intermediaries in Asia, and to meet the increased challenge due to 

Shanghai’s rapid development of IP trading capability, respondents suggested that Hong 

Kong should introduce more tax initiatives (such as comprehensive DTAAs), establish 

specialised IP institutions, strengthen the local IP cluster, and set up a Hong Kong-based IP 

business matching database, while paying attention to addressing the cost-effectiveness, 

quality and variety of IP. 

Tourism & MICE 

Hong Kong handles some 40 million inbound tourists and more than one million overnight 

MICE visitors in a year. Central to the strength of Hong Kong as a regional tourism and MICE 

centre is its unrivalled geographical location, further supported by the city’s excellent 

transportation systems, and the industry’s premier services. The CBD Survey found that 

Hong Kong is the most visited and exhibited city among the 10 surveyed places. 

Although Hong Kong is seen as a leading tourism and MICE hub in Asia, there is keen 

competition from Singapore in meetings and incentives, conferences, and to an extent, 

international events, together with increasing challenge from Shanghai in trade fairs and 

consumer fairs. To ride on the megatrends of increasing sourcing from Greater China and 

sourcing diversification in Asia, respondents believed that there is room for Hong Kong to 

strengthen MICE supportive services, upgrade logistics efficiency, hold more fairs, enlarge 



the exhibition space, and supply hotel rooms in various price ranges, while addressing the 

common problems of cost-effectiveness. 
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