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Breaking New Ground

The appointment of the Equal Opportunities
Comemission (EQOC) on 20 May 1996 marks the
dawn of & new era in anti-discrimination efforts
in Hong Kong. Tasked with eliminating
discrimination based on the first two
discrimination ordinances in Heng Kong,
namely, the Sex Discrimination Ordinance (SDO)
and the Disability Discrimination Ordinance
{DDO), the EOC took up the challenge of
breaking new ground amidst high expectations
as well as scepticism in different quarters of the
COmMUNIty.

The concepts of discrimination and equal
opportunities, despite their popular acclaim, are
abstract ideas which need clarification. What
constitutes discrimination and how to eliminate
discrimination are subjects of continuing public
debate. The legislative approach to
discrimination, and the role and functions of the
EOC are laid down in general terms in the two
ordinances. it is the respensibility of the EOC
to translate these into concrete plans and action.

The main functions of the EOC are to eliminate
discrimination and promote egual opportunities
with specific reference to gender and disability.
The EOC aims to achieve its mission through
legislative and non-legislative means.

The first tasks of the EOC in the lirst year were
to set up the organization and bring the
legislation into operation. In 1996/97, the EOC
has set out to:

establish the staffing structuze, recruit and
train stafl

set up the office

set down operating procedures for handling
enquiries and complaints

issue codes of practice on employment
bring the SDO and the DDO into effect

raise public awareness on the work of the EOC
and the two ordinances

develop materials for public education

establish baseline indlicators on gender and
disability discrimination
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These objectives which serve 1o lay a firm
foundation for the EOC to carry out its mission
have essentially been accomplished:

* The EOC office has been set up and
commenced operation since 20 September
1996. By March 1997, all staff positions have
been filled. Officers and supporting staff have
received training on the ordinances, operating
procedures, and specific aspects of handling
complaints.

Office management policies have been
developed. A management review on office
operations was conducted six months after the
commencement of the office.

Preliminary operational procedures for
handling enguiries and complaints were in
place.

The Codes of Practice on Employment under
the SDO 2nd the DDO came inw effect on
20 December 1996 after two rounds of public
consultation.

The non-employment provisions of the SDO
and the DDO came into operation on 20
September 1996 and the employment-related
provisions of the two ordinances were brought
into force on 20 December 1996.

Publicity campaigns were mounted through
various media including television, radio and
newspaper advertisements, posters,
newsletters, press releases and press briefings.
EOC staff organised conferences, conducted
talks and made public appearances.

Training modules to assist public education
efforts were being developed.

* Four baseline surveys on gender and disability
discrimination have commenced. A feasibility
study on equal pay for work of equal value
was comimissioned.

In breaking new ground, the EOC faces many
chalienges ahead. It is essential for the new
Commission to lay a firm foundation which is
based on legislative provisions, respect for
human dignity, sensitivity to individuals'
concerns, and understanding of societal needs.
Promoting paradigm shifts in preconceived
values involves the joint effort of the whole
community. The Equal Opportunities
Commission is committed to its vision: To
create, with the support of the community, an
environment where there is no barrer to equal
oppertunities and no discrimination.
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Fanny Mui-ching Cheung
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