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Equality for the Future

Another busy year has passed in the equality landscape of both Hong
Kong and globally. We have seen legislative reforms and the shifting tide of
opinion in many countries around the world, including here in Asia. Issues
relating to diversity and inclusion are often at the front and centre of social
dialogue, both in the public and private sectors. Certainly, we have seen
consistently strong interest from the public towards the protection of their
right to non-discrimination.

As | look back over the past 12 months, | am proud of the strides we have
made through our major undertakings to enhance equal opportunities
here in Hong Kong.

During the year, the Equal Opportunities Commission (EOC) answered
over 17,700 enquiries and handled 716 complaints. We also gave legal
assistance to 18 cases, and acted in the capacity of amicus curiae in two
separate cases.

Providing individual means of redress is one function of the EOC. Another
is to educate the public and mainstream equal opportunities into the
public consciousness. The EOC has continued to engage in a wide range of
public education activities, from roving exhibitions to broadcast and web
media. We have also sought to facilitate different groups and organisations
to promote equal opportunity values in their own communities through
our Community Participation Funding Programme, providing a total of
$1,366,042 in funding for 50 projects.
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In 2014/15, we formed a dedicated unit to address the specific needs of
Hong Kong's ethnic minority communities and advance racial equality.
This period also saw the release of a number of key pieces of research on
equal opportunities, as well as positive developments in the advocacy for
more inclusive policies. In particular, we have seen progress made on the
anti-sexual harassment front through our ongoing campaign targeting
a variety of sectors, including education, business, and service provision.
A major achievement during this period was the passage in December
2014 of the Sex Discrimination (Amendment) Bill, which closed a major
loophole in the protection of service providers against sexual harassment
by customers. Indeed, this was a culmination of many years of advocacy by
the Commission.

As we look to our equality landscape for the future, it is important to
bear in mind that rights are not static, but are constantly evolving as
our society moves forward and we evolve as people. It is imperative
for Hong Kong to comprehend these changes, and prepare ourselves
to approach them. The Commission started by systematically looking
at our own operational experience over the last two decades and
identifying areas for improvement in the existing protection extended
by the anti-discrimination ordinances. We launched in July 2014 the
public consultation on the Discrimination Law Review, which saw broad
public interest over the three-month period of consultation, resulting in
some 125,000 responses received. We feel strongly that the review is an
opportunity to make substantive changes which will better prepare Hong
Kong to deal with the challenges of inequality in the years to come.
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As we look to our equality landscape for the future, it is important to
bear in mind that rights are not static, but are constantly evolving as
our society moves forward and we evolve as people. It is imperative

for Hong Kong to comprehend these changes, and prepare

ourselves to approach them. ,,
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Beyond this, we must also accord priority to areas that presently lack
specific protection. To set the stage and engage public interest, the EOC
undertook a number of new initiatives on this front over the past year. We
launched in June 2014 the “Exploratory Study on Age Discrimination in
Employment”in order to better understand the situation in Hong Kong,
particularly given that our city is rapidly ageing. We also made this issue
a theme at our EOC Public Forum in 2014, which was attended by almost
400 stakeholders from a variety of backgrounds.

The Commission has also made legal protection for sexual minorities one
of our strategic priority areas over the last few years. We are cognisant
that this is an issue that sees divergent standpoints and is often mired in
stereotypes. The rights of the sexual minorities were also highlighted by
the "W” case ruling by the Court of Final Appeal, and the development of
same-sex marriage laws in many countries. These have caused a ripple
effect on Hong Kong and resulted in energetic expression of views from
different community groups.

In order to systematically gather evidence of discrimination and set
the foundation for rational and fact-based discussion, in May 2014, we
commissioned the Gender Research Centre of the Hong Kong Institute of
Asia-Pacific Studies at The Chinese University of Hong Kong to conduct the
"Feasibility Study on Legislating against Discrimination on the Grounds of
Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity and Intersex Status”.
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The EOC also sought to learn from the experience of others. With the
collaboration of the European Union Office to Hong Kong and Macao
and the Gender Research Centre, an international symposium on sexual
minority rights in Europe and Hong Kong was organised in August 2014.
And we spoke out, including in a submission to the Legislative Council,
on the need for a gender recognition process that does not require
transgender people to undergo full sex reassignment surgery.

To move forward as a society, what is needed is constructive dialogue
grounded in mutual respect. In recent years, our city has witnessed
widening divisiveness due to differences in opinion and persistent
misunderstanding. We need to raise the awareness of leaders — political,
business, and social — as well as of members of the public on the values
of diversity and inclusion, and why they are vital to our city’s continuous
growth and success. After all, people, notwithstanding the various forms
of adversities encountered, can only lead happy and contented lives if
they feel that they are being treated justly. The Government and other
public bodies do have a duty to ensure the protection of the rights of
Hongkongers, including all minority groups. But they cannot work alone.
We must, therefore, create platforms and opportunities for inter-sectoral
channels of communication and exchanges, in order to jointly arrive at a
solution and ensure that no one faces unfair discrimination in our society.
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The EOC has a key role to play to bridge
this divide between different sectors, and
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facilitate open and ongoing discussions on

issues of equality. ,,

The EOC has a key role to play to bridge this divide between different
sectors, and facilitate open and ongoing discussions on issues of equality.
What we are doing will have great transformative potential. Our vision,
drawing on Hong Kong's core values and strengths, will continue to
shape our city's development in new and exciting ways. With these
achievements, | am, as always, grateful to the EOC Members for their input,
guidance and support, as well as to the Commission’s staff, who continue
to work with dedication, determination and commitment for this cause.

Equality for the future must begin with planning, collaboration, and action
today. | thank all of you for working with us as we strive to build a fairer and
more inclusive society, both for now and for the generations to come. We
look forward to having your company on this journey.

York Y.N. Chow
Chairperson
Equal Opportunities Commission





