
 

Five Years After Macao’s Handover: An Analysis 

 

 The political operation is generally smooth, and there is growth in the economy. 

 Civic awareness is limited; advancements in democracy remain to be seen. The judiciary 

has remained independent, and public security is generally fine.  

 The Mainland is optimistic about the future of Macao under the “one country, two 

systems” framework. 

 Interaction between the Mainland and Macao has become closer, and Macao is becoming 

increasingly Mainland-oriented.  

 The international community recognizes Macao’s development. 

 There were nine controversies in the five years since Macao’s handover. 

 Civilian exchanges between Taiwan and Macao remain active, while official relations 

require further improvement. 

 

I Overview 

It has been nearly five years since Macao’s handover to mainland China. Under the stable and 

pragmatic leadership of Chief Executive Edmund Ho Hau Wah, operation of the Macao Special 

Administrative Region (SAR) government has been generally smooth. The judiciary has remained 

independent, and public security is stable. The international community’s responses to the 

administrative performance of the first term of the Macao SAR government have been positive. 

The first term of the Macao SAR government expired on December 20, 2004. Chief Executive 

Ho, re-elected to a second term in August 2004, appointed members to the second term. Top 

officials in the first term will remain in their posts. The second-term Macao SAR government is 

planning to introduce a democratic system and increase civic awareness. With existing favorable 

climates both at home and abroad, the outside world is curious whether this will be able to enhance 

the well-being of Macao residents.  

Macao has benefited from many favorable measures from the Mainland, such as personal tours. 
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The Macao economy has grown steadily over the past five years, and unemployment rate is at a 

record low. Revenue from the gaming industry continues to increase. Current statistics show that the 

gaming industry revenue accounts for 77 percent of the Macao SAR government public financial 

income. However, quality issues and inadequate human resources within the Macao primary 

industries remain critical for sustainable economic growth in the future. 

Macao and the Pearl River Delta have a mutually beneficial and interdependent relationship. 

For this reason, it is inevitable that economic development in Macao is linked with Pearl River Delta. 

In addition to economic and trade respects, integration and cooperation between Macao and the 

Mainland in all areas have been deepened and expanded. Senior officials in the Macao SAR 

government are required to visit Beijing and undergo training on patriotism toward the Mainland 

and Macao. The integration of ideology and culture of both regions will make Macao increasingly 

Mainland-oriented. 

Self-initiated civilian exchanges between Taiwan and Macao have been frequent, as well as 

social, cultural, educational, trade, and personnel exchanges. There is also an increasing number of 

Macao students studying in Taiwan. Official relations between Taiwan and Macao, however, remain 

restricted and under developed due to the factors of the Mainland. We hope that Beijing and the 

Macao SAR government can be more pragmatic on the positive exchanges between Taiwan and 

Macao, and minimize obstacles in communication and interaction on the existing basis of 

reciprocity to create a framework of prosperity and mutual benefits for relations between Taiwan 

and Macao. 

The following is an analysis of the general situation in Macao during the past five years: 

1. General operations of the Macao SAR government have been proceeding smoothly under 

the leadership of the Chief Executive. 

In the past five years, general operations of the Macao SAR government have been 

proceeding smoothly, focusing mainly on the promotion of reforms in public 

administration and the enhancement of government services. In addition to completing the 

training of middle to senior-level civil servants and the provision of “one-stop” service, the 

performance of Chief Executive Ho has in recent years received public satisfaction ratings 

of around 80 percent. After the successful re-election to his second term in August 2004, 

the Chief Executive said that the focal point of the second-term Macao SAR government’s 

administration was to uphold the basic policies in the past five years and give priority to 

the economic development and social stability. 
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Nonetheless, the favorable public opinion on Chief Executive Ho’s administrative ability 

did not fully reflect on his administrative officials. Macao residents remained critical about 

the inefficiency of government administration and long-standing bureaucracy. For this 

reason, Chief Executive Ho in his annual report on November 16, 2004 focused on the 

improvement of the government’s policy implementation capability and the deliberation of 

an accountability system for principal officials. The main issues which the Chief Executive 

faces in his second term will be administrative reforms to improve policy implementation 

and fair distribution of social and educational resources. This also suggests that as Macao 

residents ended their honeymoon period with the first-term officials, the performance of 

the second-term officials will be subject to strict scrutiny in the future. 

2. Clear economic positioning and impacts of personal tours stimulate Macao’s economy. 

Economic development in Macao since the handover has focused on the gaming, tourist, 

and service industries. In February 2002, the Macao SAR government implemented the 

opening of the gambling concessions to attract foreign investments. It was a move that 

effectively stimulated self-reliance and growth of Macao’s economy. In addition, the 

Mainland opened personal tours on July 2003 and signed the Closer Economic Partnership 

Arrangement (CEPA) with Macao in October of the same year. Likewise, the Mainland 

authorities officially approved the Cross-border Industrial Zone between Macao and 

Zhuhai in December 2003. These favorable factors contributed to the reduction of 

unemployment rate, from 6.9 percent during the early period of the handover to 4.5 percent 

from August to October 2004. In addition, there has been continuous positive economic 

growth in five years due to an increase in gaming revenues and tourist expenditures. 

Official statistics showed that the total economic growth for the entire year of 2004 was 

approximately 20 percent. 

Under economic globalization trends, Macao faces issues such as the streamlining of 

economic structure, shortage of personnel, unequal distribution of its manpower market, 

and inadequate transparency in the administrative regulations. For the small-scale 

economy of Macao, these issues will be detrimental to its international competitiveness 

and would put Macao at risk of being displaced by surrounding regions at any time. The 

Macao SAR government has to examine these issues seriously. 

3. Civic awareness is limited; advancements in democracy remain to be seen. 

Macao is a conservative society. The politics of social organizations dictate the SAR 

government’s performance. The general public is nonchalant about politics and has no 
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right to participate. The news media are inclined to report on issues relating to people’s 

livelihood, and self-censorship is common if the news involves political issues. Rarely do 

the media take on the responsibility to oversee issues on political system. Furthermore, 

since pro-democratic forces are a minority in Macao, the media likewise report less on 

issues of democratic development. As a result, further development of the civil society in 

Macao is difficult, and consequently, democratic development is undermined. 

While campaigning for his second term, Chief Executive Ho responded for the first time to 

questions on the development of democracy in Macao. He said that the development of 

democracy in Macao was an issue the second-term SAR government must eventually face. 

In connection with the legislation of Article 23 of the Basic Law, the Chief Executive also 

indicated that legislation would be passed at an appropriate time, and that it would be 

completed during his second term. Although the issues on the development of democracy 

and the legislation of Article 23 have not resulted in major controversies in Macao, it is 

worth observing whether the Macao SAR government would be able to take into account 

of both the people’s opinion and social stability during the consultation period. 

4. The judiciary has remained independent, and public security is generally fine. 

The judiciary organizations have continued to enjoy independent judicial power since the 

handover; no political intervention has been evident thus far. In August 2004, the Chief 

Executive appointed five judges of the courts on the recommendation of an independent 

commission. This was the first group of Chinese-Portuguese bilingual judges trained by 

the Macao SAR government. In addition, the use of Chinese language in the judiciary 

organizations is gradually being promoted. The Macao SAR government is also training 

judges to improve the quality of the members of the judiciary and improve judicial 

efficiency. 

Also, with the help of the People’s Liberation Army, public security in Macao has 

improved significantly since the handover. Serious violent crime has ceased to exist, and 

gang activities have been reduced. Since the Mainland allowed personal tours in the 

middle of 2003, public security in Macao has not worsened. However, organized crimes 

such as money laundering, usury, and drug trafficking have increased. The number of 

juvenile crimes has also increased slightly. 

5. The Mainland is optimistic about the future of Macao under the “one country, two 

systems” framework. 
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The Macao SAR government operation since the handover has been smooth, and the 

economic performance shows outstanding results. Compared to the period under 

Portuguese rule, Macao’s residents are generally satisfied with the administration of the 

Macao SAR government. The relationship between the government and the public is 

harmonious. Moreover, the Macao SAR government adheres to the framework of the Basic 

Law. Beijing also has high praises for the Macao SAR government’s performance over the 

five years since the handover. Beijing believes that the implementation of the “one country, 

two systems” in Macao is smoother than that in Hong Kong, and therefore emphasizes 

Macao’s unique role.  

Recently, the Mainland established the Association for Promoting Peaceful Reunification 

of China in Macao. Not only did Chief Executive Ho voice his support for the association, 

Macao’s mainstream elites also held major positions in the association. Compared with the 

past when people in Macao’s mainstream society considered involvement in politics 

involving Taiwan as a taboo, this development shows that Macao is overtly cooperating 

with Beijing’s offensive in the “anti-independence and pro-unification campaign,” and was 

broadening its role in promoting such propaganda to Taiwan. 

6. Interaction between the Mainland and Macao has become closer, and Macao is becoming 

increasingly Mainland-oriented. 

In the five years since the handover, Macao has established mechanisms for official 

communications and contact with the Mainland. It has also increased exchange visits by 

civil servants, mutual assistance in the judiciary, cultural and educational exchanges, and 

promoted favorable conditions in trade and investments with the Mainland. These 

measures are indications of the increasing integration and integration between Macao and 

the Mainland. For example, the establishment of the Liaison Group for Cooperation 

between Guangdong and Macao, the Liaison Commission of Macao-Mainland Commercial 

and Trade, and the work meeting between the Macao and Guangdong Police foster contact 

and communication. Macao’s role as an intermediary in regional and international trade 

has also been enhanced through trade cooperation with the Mainland, such as the opening 

of personal tours by the Mainland, holding trade forum of Portuguese-speaking countries 

in Macao, signing the CEPA with the Mainland, the Mainland’s approval of the 

development of the Hong Kong-Macao-Zhuhai Bridge and the Macao- Zhuhai 

cross-border industrial zone, as well as activating the Pan-Pearl River Delta, also known as 

“9+2” regional cooperation. As a result, Macao has become increasingly dependent on the 

Mainland for its development.  
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At present, the Macao SAR government’s announcement of the three major trade service 

platforms, CEPA, and Pan-Pearl River Delta regional cooperation are in line with the 

Mainland’s plan of transforming Macao into a springboard for Portuguese-speaking 

countries and global Chinese entrepreneurs. Likewise, the Mainland also plans to integrate 

its systems and policies into those of Macao through economic and trade means. Hence, it 

is inevitable for Macao to become Mainland-oriented in the future. 

7. The international community recognizes Macao’s development. 

The U.S. and some European countries have generally responded positively to the 

implementation of “Macao People Governing Macao” and “One Country, Two Systems” in 

Macao since the handover. In its 2003 Human Rights Report, the U.S. Department of State 

stated that the Macao SAR government basically respected the human rights of Macao 

residents, but the residents did not have adequate rights and ability to choose their 

government. The Legislative Assembly likewise has inadequate legislative powers. 

Furthermore, the European Union in its 2003 annual report praised Macao’s efforts in 

preventing the epidemic of SARS. Although giving credit to the Macao SAR government 

for its successful economic policy, the European Union said there was room for 

improvement in both the legislation and the administrative management of the judiciary on 

issues of copyright and intellectual property rights infringement. The German and U.S. 

chambers of commerce were positive about Macao’s economic development, and opened 

branch offices in Macao SAR. The University of Macao and the U.S. Consulate General in 

Hong Kong also established the “American Corner” to promote mutual understanding and 

trade cooperation between the U.S. and Macao. 

Although foreign investments such as those from the U.S. can help transform Macao into a 

regional entertainment center, foreign investors will also find representatives in Macao to 

safeguard their interests. In so doing, they will indirectly impact Macao’s current economic 

or political climate, and make Macao’s political situation more complicated. The Macao 

SAR government must meet these new challenges. 

8. There were nine controversies in the five years since Macao’s handover. 

According to media reports, in the five years since Macao’s handover, there were nine 

controversies involving freedom, human rights, and the rule of law, all of which 

challenged the Mainland’s promise to keep Macao “unchanged for 50 years.” In the past 

five years, most controversies were related to the arrest and detention of dissidents, as well 

as the denial of their entry. Some issues involved clashes between Macao police and 
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journalists interviewing protesters, which damaged Macao’s international image. The SAR 

government’s unwillingness to provide electricity to the June 4 commemorative activity 

also fueled doubts that the government was curtailing democracy. In June 2004, there was 

an incident where Mainland public security personnel allegedly crossed the Macao border 

while chasing suspects. There is need to continue monitoring freedom, human rights, and 

the rule of law in Macao. 

 

II Taiwan-Macao Relations  

1. Civilian exchanges between Taiwan and Macao remain active. 

Since the handover, social, cultural, educational, trade, and personnel exchanges between 

Taiwan and Macao have remained frequent. These exchanges were affected by the SARS 

epidemic in the first half of 2003, and the number of people traveling between both regions 

decreased. However, Taiwanese travelers remain the third largest group of foreign visitors 

to Macao, next only to Hong Kong and the Mainland. In 2003, Taiwan tourists spent more 

than 1.28 billion patacas in Macao. 

According to the statistics from the Immigration Office of the National Police Agency 

under the Ministry of Interior, the number of Taiwanese visitors to Macao from January to 

November 2004 exceeded 915,000, an increase of 19.2 percent compared to the same 

period in 2003. The number of Macao visitors to Taiwan exceeded 17,000, an increase of 

5.8 percent compared to the same period in 2003. 

In addition, over 60 percent of passengers at the Macao International Airport traveled via 

Taiwan-Macao related routes, and Taiwan-Macao flights were composed of primarily 

passengers from Taiwan. In 2003, more than 490,000 Taiwan passengers entered the 

Macao International Airport, accounting for 76.6 percent of all incoming passengers. From 

January to October 2004, the number of Taiwan passengers entering the Macao 

International Airport was 500,685, accounting for 73.57 percent of all incoming 

passengers. 

According to statistics from the Ministry of Finance, trade between Taiwan and Macao 

from January to November 2004 amounted to more than US$300 million, an increase of 

2.7 percent compared to the same period in 2003. Taiwan’s export to Macao was 

approximately US$270 million, an increase of 1.8 percent compared to the same period in 
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2003. Taiwan’s import from Macao was approximately US$30 million, an increase of 10 

percent as compared to the same period in 2003. 

2. Official relations between Taiwan and Macao require further improvement. 

Relations between Taiwan and Macao have progressively improved for the better in the 

past five years. The Macao SAR government agreed to allow Taiwan’s representative 

office in Macao, starting on February 27, 2003, to issue entry visas to Macao residents and 

foreigners visiting Taiwan. The Taiwan government, for its part, relaxed measures in 

August 2001 and June 2002 to allow Macao residents who had previously visited Taiwan 

and Macao-born residents to apply for a 14-day temporary stay on arrival permit. Starting 

January 1, 2005, the government will allow Macao residents to use the Internet to apply for 

entry into Taiwan. The new service will make it more convenient for people to travel 

between both regions. Furthermore, Taiwan and Macao have coordinated closely in the 

cooperation for the prevention of the SARS epidemic and mutual assistance in judicial 

cases, bringing about mutually beneficial results. 

Due to the Mainland factor, however, official relations between Taiwan and Macao have 

remained limited. There is room for improvement for the Macao SAR government in 

dealing with Taiwanese affairs. In addition to maintaining close interactive relations in 

dealing with individual matters, both Taiwan and Macao should also enhance mutual 

understanding through official exchanges, and adopt more liberal measures. Taiwan will 

continue to strengthen its relations with the various sectors in Macao based on existing 

foundations. Taiwan hopes that the Macao SAR government would enhance the functions 

of institutionalized communication channels, pragmatically view and reinforce benign 

exchanges between Taiwan and Macao, promote mutual cooperation, and consider 

establishing a representative office in Taiwan, to strengthen the development of 

Taiwan-Macao relations.  
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