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Executive Summary

This research project was funded by the Equal Opportunities Commission under its
Funding Programme of Research Projects on Equal Opportunities 2013/14. Informed by
qualitative research methods, this exploratory study was undertaken in the period of April to
December 2014. It covered: (i) 22 face-to-face interviews with individual Pakistani and Nepalese
petit entrepreneurs; (ii) 8 key informant interviews with NGO workers and community leaders;
(iii) 42 hours of field investigation (field visits and participant observations); and (iv) 1 focus
group discussion with NGO workers.

Background

2. Today, over 450,000 non-Chinese people are living in Hong Kong, making up to about
6.4% of the total population (Census and Statistics Department, 2012). The entrepreneurial
activities of these migrants such as running of restaurants and ethnic grocery stores do not only
enrich the city ethnoscape with a multicultural touch, but also suggest some significant meanings
for social integration of ethnic minorities in Hong Kong. Although numerous studies have been
done on ethnic minorities concerning their overall life experiences and difficulties encountered,
little has been known about how they access to, struggle and sustain in the world of business in
Hong Kong (Hewison, 2004; Loper, 2004; Ku et al. 2004; Equal Opportunity Commission, 2009;
Crabtree & Wong, 2012; Law & Lee, 2012; Erni & Leung 2014%). Even less attention has been
put on the linkage between structural barriers and the self-employment phenomenon of South
Asian migrants in Hong Kong.

3. This study explores a less touched-upon dimension of South Asian social integration in
Hong Kong, namely their experiences in the ethnic economy. It aims to enhance the overall
awareness of policy makers and practitioners about the potential significance of ethnic economy
in immigrants’ social integration process in Hong Kong. It draws upon literature on immigrant
integration and inclusion, ethnic economy, mixed embeddedness, social capital and cultural
capital.

Summary of Findings

Economic upward mobility and marginality

4. While ethnic economy offers some South Asian petit entrepreneurs an opportunity for
significant upward mobility in earnings, there are divergent experiences that constrain some
others in marginalized socio-economic position. Three categories of ethnic minority business are
identified: successful, stable and survival. Successful business owners enjoy progressive earning
mobility through ethnic minority entrepreneurship. Stable businesses offer humble but stable
income just sufficient for living. Survival ethnic minority entrepreneurs are stuck in highly

! Exception is noted that one chapter has been dedicated to some self-employment experiences of South Asian
ethnic minorities in their book Understanding South Asian Minorities in Hong Kong (Erni & Leung, 2014).



competitive and precarious retailing niches. They lack sufficient capital and utilize intensively
kin and co-ethnic labor for the struggle of survival.

Business strategies

5. Based on the concept of mixed embeddedness, some common business strategies shaped
by the interaction of opportunity structure and ethno-cultural forces are identified:

e Start-up capitals are usually collected from family, kin members and friends without
assistance from formal bank service. This may be attributed to the interplay of some
institutional barriers and the existing internal characteristic and resources: racial
discrimination perceived by South Asian people in Hong Kong, requirements of official
documents from banks, coupled with religious consideration of Muslim families and
strong mutual support among co-ethnic fellows.

e Late payment practice is very common. However, unpaid or unsettled bills are a source
of suffering for some stable and survival business owners, whose earnings are just
sufficient or marginal. Due to market competition and norm on in-group solidarity,
interviewees would not consider giving up this practice, for they are afraid of losing
customers and bad reputation from the community.

e Staff are primarily co-ethnic workers. Even some interviewees intend to employ people
outside their respective ethnic community, they are encountered with difficulties including
communication obstacles and perceived discrimination. On the other hand, co-ethnic
workers are appreciated for having similar work ethos, and there is sufficient and
convenient supply whenever they are needed.

Empowerment and disempowerment

6. At the community level, empowerment forces are apparently at work. Ethnic economy
creates ethnic social space for networking and bonding, and at the same time has the potential to
enhance local tourism and related social projects on racial harmony. At the individual level,
ethnic economy is empowering in that it offers upward earning mobility, job opportunity, life
improvement and social status enhancement, and ensures independence from the government
welfare aid. These are seen as not only a process of enhancing self-efficacy as well as sense of
control of a person’s environment, but also the outcomes of empowerment.

7. At the same time, ethnic economy can be disempowering in that it creates marginal
proprietors and sense of helplessness when personal and group resources fail to overcome
structural barriers. There are some common difficulties and issues unfolded: language barriers,
souring rentals, self-reliance mentality and the general belief that business people do not need
help.

Mobilization of resources

8. Resources are divided into two categories: group and individual. The former includes
bonding social capital and group cultural capital, whereas the latter encompasses bridging social
capital, individual cultural capital and economic capital.



9. Successful entrepreneurs are endowed with richer personal class assets, namely bridging
social capital and individual cultural capital. Stable entrepreneurs are weaker in personal cultural
capital and bridging social capital, while survival entrepreneurs are the weakest in these aspects.

10. While all ethnic minority entrepreneurs rely on ethno-cultural group resources (i.e.
bonding social capital and group cultural capital), it appears that entrepreneurs endowed with less
individual class assets are more dependent on group resources in sustaining its business.

11. These findings prompts us not to overemphasize the ethno-cultural group resources
behind ethnic economy, as individual class assets also play an important role in accounting for
the success of ethnic minority business.

Conclusion and Recommendations

12. This study reveals that business trajectories of South Asian entrepreneurs are divergent,
ranging from successful to survival, and empowering experiences to disempowering ones. Our
findings suggest that business experiences and outcomes are contingent upon a variety of factors
including structural context and personal class resources, not merely dependent on ethno-cultural
group resources. This echoes the arguments put forward by mixed embeddedness.

13. Having said that, structural barriers such as blocked access to finance should be tackled,
and tailor-made support measures should be taken in order to ensure equal opportunities for
ethnic minority migrants in performing economic activities in Hong Kong. While ethnic
economy is not a panacea for solving all problems of economic disadvantages, we assure its
function in enhancing the social integration process of ethnic minorities in Hong Kong. We
therefore call for more attention to be paid to South Asian ethnic economy from policy makers,
practitioners and scholars, and recommend concrete steps for improvements.

Policy Level

Improve access to formal sources of finance

e Address institutional barriers by directly reducing the institutional burden. Public
bodies (e.g. Hong Kong Monetary Authority and Equal Opportunity Commission) should
tackle the issue of racial discrimination in banking services. Regulatory burden for
obtaining bank loan such as requirement of bank and credit history can be reduced

e Tailor public loan scheme and/or microcredit scheme for ethnic minority
entrepreneurs to particularly cater their financial needs. These schemes can be piloted at
district level, and should be combined with sufficient business advice and coaching.
Successful examples of such tailor-made microcredit schemes for migrant/ethnic minority
populations in some European countries can be taken as references (OECD, 2014).

e Incorporate ethnic minority populations into existing funding schemes, such as Social
Innovation and Entrepreneurship Development Fund, SME Funding Schemes and the
newly announced Youth Development Fund (Cheung et al., 2015). Support services
should be provided to promote these schemes to ethnic minority populations and to coach
them in the application process.



Improve access to business advice and support

Support service and business advice for ethnic minority populations should be provided to
reduce barriers in business operation, and to enhance inclusion in the mainstream business
schemes and services.

This can be done by either setting up a specific section/service team in one of the existing
establishments such as Support and Consultation Centre for SMEs (SUCCESS), or
cooperating with non-governmental organizations at community level.

Community Service Level

Community-based business advice and support

To be set up to fill the gap in support delivery to many difficult-to-reach ethnic migrants
who lack information. This can be done through partnership of the government and NGOs
at community level, and to work in conjunction with ethnic minority representatives in
order to offer bridges to build trust.

Support and advices should be made relevant to the ethnic minority communities. A
successful example can be drawn as reference from the UK (OECD, 2014, p.127).

Community-based business training

Enhance entrepreneurial and language skills of existing ethnic minority entrepreneurs
and potential ones. These include not only planning and management skills such as
business goal setting, finance management, book-keeping, strategic thinking and customer
relations, but also personal language skills. To incorporate Cantonese and English
language skill training (both written and oral communication) into business training
programs, making it relevant and specific for business setting in Hong Kong.

Share good practice, as there is a lack of knowledge on good practice, knowledge
dissemination and experience sharing. These can be organized based on district or
business sector.

Promotion of multicultural neighborhoods

Appreciation of cultural diversity and enhancement of cross-cultural understanding could
be better nurtured at the local neighborhood level, where ethnic shops exist and other
ethnic activities take place.

Promotion of multicultural neighborhood as places of leisure and consumption can benefit
not only ethnic minority residents and their ethnic economy, local Chinese residents and
their businesses, but also the overall image of Hong Kong as a multicultural society.
Experiences in advanced immigration cities with Chinatown or Little Italy inspire us that
ethnic neighborhoods could offer valuable resources of local and international tourism
(e.g. Henderson, 2003; Rath, 2007; Yang, 2011).



Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1  Background

Today over 450,000 non-Chinese people are living in Hong Kong, making up to about 6.4% of
the total population (Census and Statistics Department, 2012). While many of them are first
generation migrants, some of them have longer history of migration, with origin in Hong Kong
tracing back to the earlier colonial time. These migrants constitute together an interesting part of
the Hong Kong urban landscape, not only through their different languages, religions and
cultures, but also through their venturing into business. Restaurants, fast-food shops, grocery
stores, hair salons, internet cafés and remittance banks are typical examples of small businesses
run and operated by ethnic minorities to serve their own co-ethnics or the larger mainstream
population. Depending on their living pattern, these business activities are either scattering
around the territory or concentrated in particular areas, forming some enclave-like clusters in
different localities. All these have become part and parcel of Hong Kong, for they do not merely
enrich the city ethnoscape with a multicultural touch, but also suggest significant meanings for
integration of ethnic minority migrants in Hong Kong.

1.2 Integration and Inclusion of Migrants

Social integration refers to the inclusion of individuals in a social system in a sociological sense.
Integration of migrants, a long-term course of becoming an accepted member of a new society,
can be perceived as a special case of social integration (Bosswick & Heckmann, 2006). Its
eventual goal is to acquire the same responsibilities, rights and opportunities as the mainstream
population (Penninx, 2005; Huddleston et al., 2013).

Scholars suggest us to understand integration through various interdependent dimensions of life:
legal/political, social, economic, cultural and religious (Bauboeck, 1994; Brubaker, 1989;
Kymlicka, 1995; Penninx, 2005). According to Penninx (2005), socio-economic dimension is
related to the social and economic rights of migrants. Do they have equal access to social
facilities and benefits such as social housing and care facilities? Do they have equal rights in the
job market, to use institutional assistance to find job and to be self-employed? For a migrant to
achieve economic integration in a new society, there are usually two ways: by participating in the
labour market as a dependent employee or being self-employed as entrepreneur. Therefore,
endeavour in the ethnic economy is part of the integration process of ethnic minorities.

1.3 Ethnic Economy

In the age of migration (Castles, de Haag & Miller, 2014) many countries and cities have turned
to be increasingly multi-ethnic through immigration. The study of ethnic economy has aroused
much attention from scholars and policy makers, and become a significant concern (Light, 1972;
Zhou, 1992; Ram & Jones, 1998; Collins, 2003; Kloosterman, 2010; Rahman & Lian, 2011,
Huang et al, 2012; OECD, 2014). Ethnic economy can be understood as an umbrella term to
denote “every enterprise that is either owned, or supervised, or staffed by racial/ethnic minority
group members regardless of size, type, and locational clustering” (Zhou, 2004, p.1043).

In the literature of ethnic economy, there is a strong consensus that activities in ethnic economy
create opportunities for upward mobility of ethnic group members that facilitate migrant
integration (Waldinger, 1986; Zhou, 1992; Portes, 2010). One main argument lies in that it
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creates job opportunities for the self-employed as well as for ethnic workers who would
otherwise be excluded by mainstream labour markets (Light, 1972; Zhou, 1992; Portes & Shafter,
2007). Besides, it is asserted that ethnic economy offers an edge in income over other forms of
employment, and role models can be set up through informal teaching among co-ethnic fellows
in the ethnic economy (Light, 1972; Waldinger, 1986; Zhou, 1992; Portes, 2010; Zhou & Cho,
2010).

On the other hand, some scholars put forward the argument that many migrants are being pushed
toward self-employment due to structural disadvantages in the mainstream society. While racial
and religious discrimination can be the cause of disadvantages, lack of language skill and
educational attainment can also be factors preventing migrants from acquiring a job that fits their
ambitions and skills, leaving self-employment as the only option (Aldrich et al., 1984; Phizaclea
& Ram, 1996; Chiang & Kuo 2000; Kogan 2011). Contrary to the social mobility assertion,
scholars (Aldrich et al. 1984; Bonacich 1993) highlight the “other side of ethnic minority
entrepreneurship”, criticising immigrant self-employment as a means of survival and disguised
unemployment: it merely exchanges “the role of marginal worker for marginal proprietor”
(Aldrich et al. 1984, p. 209) and rarely decreases social inequality.

In explaining immigrant economic activities, scholars propose the concept of mixed
embeddedness (Kloosterman, Van der Leun, & Rath, 1999; Klooserman, 2010). This underlines
the interaction of structural and ethno-cultural factors. Structural environment of the country of
settlement includes migration policies, market situation, labour market condition and business
regulations, etc. They together form the opportunity structure, in which immigrant economic
activities are embedded. These various factors in the opportunity structure can be constraining
or/and facilitating for migrant business development. Internal group resources refer to co-ethnic
based networks, mutual help, cohesiveness, cultural values and artefacts, which could be roughly
classified as social capital and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Zhou, 1992; Putnam, 2000; Light
& Gold, 2000).

How about the situation in Hong Kong? Do ethnic minorities in Hong Kong move into self-
employment because it is the only option left for them? Does business venturing offer an
opportunity for achieving economic goals and hence earning and social mobility, or is it merely
for survival and a disguised unemployment? Does ethnic minority entrepreneurship represent a
force for empowering or disesmpowering ethnic minorities in Hong Kong? These are questions to
be explored in this study.

1.4  South Asian Migration and Ethnic Minorities in Hong Kong

In Hong Kong, ethnic minorities refer officially to persons of non-Chinese ethnic origin.
Comparing to other immigration countries and cities, ethnic minority population in Hong Kong is
relatively small, constituting only up to 6.4% of the total population in 2011. Indonesians,
Filipinos, Indians, Pakistanis, and Nepalese make up the largest five ethnic groups in the total
population (Census and Statistic Department, 2012).

South Asian people resided in Hong Kong already at the beginning of the British colonial rule in
the 19™ century. Many Indians were recruited by the colonial army and police forces, whereas
some others were involved in commercial activities. Nepalese Gurkha soldiers were recruited to
defend Hong Kong from the threat of Communist China after the independence of India. In the
1960s and 1970s, a significant amount of Indian and Pakistani people were attracted to come to
Hong Kong to find business and employment opportunities in the booming trading,
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manufacturing, security and construction industries (White, 1994; Sandhu, 2005; Law & Lee,
2012, Erni & Leung, 2014).

After the dissolution of the Gurkha army after 1997, many Nepalese families continued to stay,
as their children born in Hong Kong before 1983 were allowed to attain Hong Kong residency.
Around the time of the 1997 handover, a wave of network migration from India, Pakistan and
Nepal to Hong Kong took place. Most of these new migrants came with family, kin or
acquaintance networks to Hong Kong, becoming the next generation of the earlier migrants.
These people constitute the main informant group and interviewees of this study.

Hong Kong claims to be a multicultural metropolitan with an “open, tolerant and pluralist society”
(Information Services Department 2010, p.29). However, before the enactment of the Race
Discrimination Ordinance (RDO), the government consistently denied that racial discrimination
existed in Hong Kong (Law & Lee, 2012). Only after 2009 did the government start to be aware
of its obligation to ensure ethnic minorities’ wellbeing and rights of integration, and hence
tailored-made social services and measures focusing on educational support, language acquisition,
employment services and community building have been carried out.

Despite all these, policy support and arrangements appear to be insufficient. Numerous studies
have found that ethnic minorities in Hong Kong, primarily South Asian migrants, experienced or
are still encountered by difficulties in employment (Frost, 2004; Hewison, 2004), in receiving
quality education (Loper, 2004), and are confronted with social and racial discrimination (Ku et
al. 2004; Equal Opportunities Commission, 2009; Crabtree & Wong, 2012; Law & Lee, 2012;
Law & Lee, 2013; Erni & Leung, 2014). While many of these studies concern structural barriers
such as discrimination, they neglect the linkage between the structural barriers and the self-
employment phenomenon of South Asian migrants in Hong Kong. Besides, many incline to
perceive ethnic minorities as victims. This implicitly denies their ability and possibility to tackle
socioeconomic problems by themselves with their own accumulation and use of resources

15 Research Goals and Questions

In view of the above, this study explores a less touched upon dimension of South Asian
integration in Hong Kong, namely their experiences in the ethnic economy — how they access to,
struggle and sustain in the world of business in Hong Kong. Concrete research questions are:

1. Does business venturing offer an opportunity for achieving economic goals and hence
earning mobility, or is it merely for survival and a disguised unemployment?

2. How has the South Asian ethnic economy been shaped by the opportunity structure and
ethno-cultural forces?

3. What are the empowering and disempowering effects of South Asian ethnic economy in
Hong Kong?

4. How do South Asian petit entrepreneurs make use of their individual and group resources
for achieving business goals?



1.6 Terminology

Ethnic Minority

While Hong Kong government uses the term ethnic minority to refer to all “persons of non-
Chinese ethnicity”, popular usage connects it specifically to South Asian migrants with a
derogatory meaning.

This study employs the term ethnic minority to denote generally all non-Chinese people residing
in Hong Kong, regardless of their migration history, colonial background, country of origin, race,
class and social status. In this report, ethnic minority will be sometimes replaced by the term
migrant, for all ethnic minorities in Hong Kong have a migration background.

Ethnic Economy and Immigrant Entrepreneurship

The use of “ethnic” in the literature of ethnic economy has been criticized for bearing the
assumption of ethnic determination of business activities and implying distance from the
hegemonic Western cultures (Pieterse, 2003; Pécoud, 2010). In principle, everyone belongs to an
ethnic group no matter it is minority or majority. But in reality, white people are never seen as
“ethnic”, although they may be migrants and foreigners in a country. Another commonly used
term, immigrant entrepreneurship, underlines the migration background of the entrepreneurs -
individuals who have newly immigrated (Rath, 2010).

Bearing in mind the above limitations and differences, this study employs both terms ethnic
economy and immigrant entrepreneurship interchangeably to generally denote all economic
activities surrounding and connecting South Asian people. This is because both ethnicity and
migration background play a role in ethnic economic activities.



Chapter 2 Methodology

This is a small-scale exploratory study carried out in the period of April-December 2014. It is
informed by qualitative research paradigm and has adopted the constructivist approach (Lincoln
& Guba, 1985), which assumes that multiple realities exist and researchers will acknowledge and
report them. The choice of the approach is closely linked with the fact that South Asian ethnic
economy in Hong Kong is so far a scantly investigated area, and qualitative exploratory study
could help make the less unexplored parts of our world visible (Lincohn & Guba, 1985; Denzin
& Lincoln, 2008).

2.1 Interviewees

This study targets at South Asian petit entrepreneurs, namely Pakistani and Nepalese self-
employed people. The reasons of focusing on these two groups but not the others are twofold.
Firstly, in both economic and social sense, they are among the most deprived groups of migrants.
Official statistics reveal that their monthly median income in 2011 was below that of the whole
population (Census and Statistic Department, 2012) (see Appendix 1). Besides, it is clearly shown
in a survey that they are socially less accepted in the mainstream society (Equal Opportunities
Commission, 2009). Secondly, their daily practices and cultures appear to be very different from
those of the local Chinese, thus easily creating misunderstanding. Therefore, there is a more
urgent need to include them socially and economically in order to create a better environment for
overall social integration of ethnic minorities.

Interviewees were accessed through convenience sampling from NGOs and fieldwork in the
ethnic clusters, while some others were recruited through snowball sampling. Special attention
was paid to ensure the diversity of interviewees in order to avoid over-concentration in one
district and in one sector of business. Selection of interviewees was made on the basis of the
entrepreneurs’ self-identification with a specific ethnic minority group, but not the passports they
were holding. Besides, he or she had to have self-employment experiences either at the time of
interview or previously.

A total of 22 South Asian petit entrepreneurs were interviewed (details see Appendix 2). Their
profile is listed below.

e Among them, 12 were self-identified Nepalese and 10 were Pakistani in ethnicity. Most of
the interviewees were male (n=17), with only a small proportion of female (n=5).

e While access to female interviewees was difficult in the Nepalese community, no single
female entrepreneur in the Pakistani community could be identified.

e Seven of our interviewees were in the age range 30-39 (n=7), 8 interviewees were in the
age range 40-49 (n=8), and the others were either below 30 (n=2) or above 50 (n=5).

e Five of them received university education (n=5), while 10 received junior secondary
education (n=10) and 7 completed higher secondary education (n=7).

e Besides two interviewees who were born in Hong Kong (n=2), all other were born in their
respective country of origin (n=20).

e Except one interviewee (n=1) who was born and educated in Hong Kong, all others (n=21)
migrated or re-migrated to Hong Kong in their teenage or adulthood.



e  While three of them (n=3) migrated to Hong Kong after 2000, all others (n=18) came to
Hong Kong around the time of handover.

e Regarding their business branches, they were in food & grocery retail and whole sale
(n=6), catering business (n=5), tourist industry (n=2), hair salon business (n=2), textile
retail (n=2), cultural industry (n=2), finance (n=1), mobile phone business (n=1) and
vehicle repair service (n=1).

e Since South Asian populations are concentrated in some particular districts or ethnic
clusters rather than scattering around Hong Kong, our interviewees were selected from
these districts/clusters: Jordan & Yau Ma Tei (n=8), Kwai Chung (n=5), Yuen Long &
Kam Tin (n=3), Tsuen Wan (n=2), Tsim Sha Tsui (n=2), Sham Shui Po (n=1) and Central
(n=1).

2.2  Data Collection and Analysis

Eight key informant interviews were conducted, including those with NGO community workers
(n=3), the manager of a social enterprise for ethnic products (n=1), and community leaders (n=4).
These interviews helped clarifying the general developments of the ethnic economy and some
specific situations of the ethnic community. Besides, some key informants referred interviewees
to our research team at the beginning, and some helped with cross-checking the findings of the
study at the later stage. Repeated conversations were held with some of these key informants.

Field investigation including field visits and participant observations were conducted in ethnic
clusters of South Asian migrants. These are enclave-like areas, where co-ethnic fellows gather
for their economic and social activities such as shopping, entertainment and job information.
Altogether 15 field visits were conducted in the ethnic clusters in Yuen Long, Kwai Chung, To
Kwa Wan, Tsim Sha Tsui (mainly Chung King Mansion), Jordan, Yau Ma Tei, Tsuen Wan and
Central, including some participant observations in community cultural tours, festival
celebrations and one meeting of an ethnic association. The research team was sometimes assisted
by interpreters during these field visits.

Twenty-two face-to-face semi-structured individual interviews were conducted in order to
understand the life and entrepreneurial experiences of interviewees. Questions on their migration
backgrounds, business start-up, business characteristics and strategies, challenges and resources,
and intra-group relations were raised (see Appendix 3). Each interview lasted for 1-2 hours. Some
interviews were conducted in Cantonese or English, while some others in Nepali or Urdu with
assistance from community interpreters. Most of these interviews (n=17) were recorded and
transcribed, with the exception for 5 interviews, which interviewees preferred our conversations
not to be recorded. The research team held a second conversation with some of the interviewees
for the purpose of clarifying their experiences.

One focus group discussion was carried out with three NGO community workers. One of them
was a local Chinese, while two of them were South Asian in ethnicity. Initial findings of the study
were shared with the focus group discussants for cross-checking information and analyses. Their
suggestions were incorporated into the final report writing.

All data collected including interview transcripts, interview notes, field observation notes and key

informant interview notes were analyzed based on the qualitative content analysis methods and
procedures (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Mayring, 2000; Berg, 2009). Materials were organized,
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summarized and coded with recurrently emerged themes, while categories and typologies were
developed during the process. An overview of all research activities is provided in Appendix 4.
In order to establish trustworthiness of the study, a group of community workers and individual
interviewees were invited to engage in focus group discussion and individual conversations to
validate the findings and emerged themes.

2.3  Limitations of the Study

There are limitations for this study. First, this research is qualitative and exploratory in nature,
with the objective to have empathetic understandings of South Asian petit entrepreneurs’
business experiences. It does not intend to offer any causal explanation of the phenomenon being
studied or attempt to generalize findings to other ethnic minority groups or contexts. Therefore,
generalizations concerning other ethnic minority populations and transferability of the findings
are limited.

Second, the number of female interviewees is small, and they are limited to the Nepalese
community. This is mainly due to the living patterns and beliefs practised by most of the
Pakistani Muslim families in Hong Kong, in which women seldom work outside their households.
Therefore, no single Pakistani female entrepreneur could be identified as interviewee. While this
is obviously a gender-related issue, this study falls short of addressing it in the analyses because
of the lack of a comprehensive picture.

Lastly, while encounters of racial discrimination were claimed by the interviewees, the research
team had not conducted any investigation to prove the validity of those claims. Yet, views from
community workers and participant observations during field visits will provide additional
information to backup the findings.
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Chapter 3 Economic Upward Mobility and Marginality

3.1 Introduction

Does business venturing offer an opportunity for achieving economic goals and hence earning
and social mobility, or is it merely for survival and a disguised unemployment? In order to
answer this question, this chapter looks into the experiences of three groups of South Asian
entrepreneurs, namely successful business, stable business and survival business (see Appendix
2). These three groups of entrepreneurs are categorized based on their experiences, present
income as well as self-perception of earning mobility. It is revealed that, while some ethnic
minority business owners have achieved significant upward mobility in earning through self-
employment, some others have stuck in difficult situations with stagnation or even decline in
earnings.

3.2 Successful Business
3.2.1 Infa: If you work hard, you have money

Infa (1T9)? was born in Hong Kong when his father was working for the British Army. He was
sent back to Nepal to be taken care of and to receive education when he was four. In 1994, he re-
migrated to Hong Kong as a 19-year-old young man, although parents were back in Nepal
already. At first, he found jobs as a security guard. In the period 1996-1998, Infa went to Japan to
try his luck, where he stayed in the Nepalese community and made many friends and
acquaintances, including some Japanese ones. Before he began his own business in 2001, he
worked in the Soho bar area as shop assistant and manager for a French boss.

In 2001, Infa started to offer catering services for gallery visitors and members in a storage-like
hall. He ran this closed-circle business with neither much starting capital, nor a business license
for the first two years. This was made possible because of some connections referred by his
previous French boss as well as some Japanese friends. All Infa had at the very beginning were
his own hard labor and assistance of some close friends. That was the hardest time: “And then a
year no holidays, and then nothing. In the first two years even the cleaning, | do it by
myself....one or two friends would help me on weekends. ” He obtained the business license in the
third year when there was progress in the business. After 5 years, he saved up sufficient money to
move to a better place.

Now Infa is the owner of four bars, which are all located in the Soho area. When the author of
this report visited one of his bars in a late afternoon, it was congested by English-speaking
Caucasian and local Chinese customers. From these mixed international clientele, its international
menu as well as Western modern decorations, the bar did not suggest any Nepalese connection
unless one paid attention to the staff working there. Infa employs a total of 18 full-time and 30
plus part-time staff. Although for Western-style bars, Infa prefers to hire Nepalese and Filipino
than American staff. For him, Nepalese and Filipinos are more diligent and flexible. “You don 't
have to tell them. It’s automatic [that they know how to adapt]”. Infa is well established in the
business, and is active in the Soho business community (e.g. the PMQ night market).

2 All names used in this report are pseudonyms.
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While many of Infa’s friends and relatives have gone to the UK and some back to Nepal, Infa
prefers to stay in Hong Kong, firstly because of business, and secondly because of its closeness to
Nepal. “I think Hong Kong is a paradise for working place /business] ... My parents can come
any time, for them is good enough ... For business, tax, many things, doing that from Nepal or
from some other places, it may not be as convenient as from HK”. When asked about the role of
government, Infa expressed his profound belief in the free economy: “it’s an open market in
Hong Kong, right? Everything is easy ... If you are clever enough and you work hard, you have
money. Government cannot work for you, right?”

3.2.2 Upward Earning Mobility

Infa is an exemplary case of success. He started from scratch and has become a boss of four
popular bars with about 50 staff, earning a stable monthly income of over HK$100,000. Ali (1T1)
is another example who went from rags to riches within a short period of time. Born and grown
up in a humble Pakistani family in Hong Kong, Ali had a stormy teenage. He had been dropped
out from school after Form 3. Ali then worked in a mobile phone company, earning about
HK$8000 monthly. This work experience provided him not only with accumulated economic
capital, but also business networks and knowledge, which helped him to start his own company
specializing in second hand mobile phone after some years. After 4 years of hard work in his own
business, Ali has been able to make a monthly profit up to HK$100,000, and has become the
owner of a luxurious Mercedes-Benz cabriolet. Because of their own successful stories, both Infa
and Ali were deeply convinced that good money will definitely come for people who work hard
in Hong Kong.

Besides material rewards, it is the social status achieved that provides business owners a sense of
satisfaction - the good feeling that they are socially upgraded and recognized. For example, when
talked about discrimination and racist experiences, Infa, a Nepalese with darker skin, described
how it was different for himself: “Few years back, being Asian, | understand ... But now, it’s
quite different that I know a lot of people ... they find it OK to talk to me. | don't feel
uncomfortable now”. It is this feeling of not being uncomfortable anymore that draws him closer
to the mainstream society, at least the mainstream of the Soho business community.

3.3  Stable Business
3.3.1 Sarah: I would like to do my job

Born in Hong Kong in a Gurkha family, Sarah (IT6) was sent back to Nepal for schooling. She
came again in 1995 as a 19-year old young woman, and started her working life in Hong Kong in
various places including elderly home, Macdonald cafe, Korean restaurants as well as
construction sites. Determined to change her life in Hong Kong, Sarah went to India to attend a
diploma course in hairdressing and cosmetology for two years. She came back in 2003 to open
her own beauty salon. Her sister was her business partner, and they had collected start-up capital
from different family members.

The beauty salon is located in Shanghai Street in Jordan, an area concentrated with Nepalese
residents and Nepalese small businesses. Sarah’s family has been living in the area since the very
beginning. The salon offers hair cut service on the ground floor, and facial service on the second
floor. Business was satisfactory in the first ten years. Sarah and her sister expanded their business
three years ago, and opened a new salon in Yau Ma Tei, which has been operated by the
daughter-in-law of her sister.
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Nepalese is their main customer group, with few local Chinese, Pakistani, Filipinos and
Indonesians and international tourists as the rest of their clientele. Sarah has always wanted to
attract more local Chinese. For this purpose, she put advertisements in some Chinese newspapers
and employed Chinese hair stylists. However, working with Chinese hair stylists was more
difficult than she could imagine, because they usually did not stay long. Sarah tried to understand
the situation: “I can’t hire Chinese stylist ... I don’t know why, ... communication, language
problem. They didn’t understand what we say. | cannot pay high salary... We think we are
Nepalese and they don'’t like to work for us”. Without Chinese full-time stylists, their customer
profile remains largely limited to Nepalese, as the Chinese customers prefer to have Chinese
stylists. At present, while Sarah can earn a monthly income between HK$20,000 and HK$30,000
as her share of profit, the monthly rent of the salon premises amounts to already HK$40,000,
which was one of her complaints during interviews.

She had different jobs and had never felt the difficulty to find one. Nevertheless, working for
others was uncomfortable as she had to follow unreasonable orders: “you have to do this and do
that. I didn’t like it. 1 would like to do my job ... I have my own job. I spent two years to learn the
job”. This was how Sarah revealed her will to work for her own.

3.3.2  Job Opportunity & Improvement: We earn enough to spend

For the majority of our South Asian interviewees, being one’s own boss is a better job
opportunity, an alternative to being employed by others. As seen in the case of Sarah, she
mentioned that she could now do her own job rather than having to follow unreasonable orders.
Another interviewee Nina (IT20) illustrated more on the reason for and effects of her self-
employment. Now running a small corner grocery shop in Jordan, Nina wants to earn more and to
save up more for her retirement. Besides, her previous humiliating experiences in a Korean
restaurant added to her determination: “It was a hell, | said to myself, what am | doing? ... | felt |
was a slave”. With self-employed work, she feels being more flexible and has more freedom.

Due to language barrier and lack of local educational attainment, most ethnic minority migrants
from Pakistan and Nepal are automatically channeled into the low-end service sector of the
mainstream job market. They usually pick up cleaning jobs, kitchen help, duties on construction
site and delivery, etc. These are physically strenuous jobs with little payment and harsh working
conditions. As it is difficult for our interviewees to enter the middle to high-end sectors of the
mainstream job market, becoming self-employed seems to be their only option if one wants to
have improvements in earnings and working conditions.

Improvement in earnings does not necessarily mean a progressive change from rags to riches.
Very often, it means merely a stable income sufficient to feed the family. Babu (IT5), a Nepali
running a grocery shop in Tsuen Wan reflected that, his family business attained an average
monthly net income of around HK$20,000. His humble comment on this income is quite
representative of our interviewees in this category: “We earn enough to spend”. He added
proudly that the earnings from business have enabled his family to live independently from
public assistance: “They [other people] like to apply for social welfare from the government ...
we do not have to .

Improvement in working condition can be understood as having more flexibility and freedom in
work. As seen in the cases of Sarah and Nina in the above paragraphs, self-employment allows
them to be free from merely following others’ orders and being “slave”. They can have more
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autonomy in managing time and tasks. It is also observed that petit entrepreneurship offers a kind
of living condition that could better accommodate their family and religious needs. For example,
when Sarah’s two daughters were small, they stayed in her beauty salon after school for doing
homework and for dinner. For Sarah, this was the best arrangement for a working mother to take
care of both her children as well as her career. Some Pakistani shop owners regulate their daily
working schedule according to their praying schedule, and one of our interviewees even closed
the shop during the Ramadan month. All these arrangements would not have been made possible
if our interviewees were not their own boss.

3.4 Survival Business
3.4.1 Farid: If I am forced to have no alternative, then apply for CSSA

Farid (IT17) was supported by a hometown fellow from Pakistan to work for his restaurant in
Hong Kong. That was 1993. For the next 8 years, Farid worked for this fellow-boss in a Pakistani
restaurant in Tsim Sha Tsui as chef. However, he was seriously underpaid and enjoyed no single
rest day. It was not until 7 years later — when Farid’s residence was secured by the right of abode
- that Farid complained to the Labour Department and made it a case in the High Court. His boss
finally lost and Farid was compensated with a large amount of money. In 2002, Farid used this
money as his start-up capital to open a fast-food store in the same area, selling curry and chicken.
Unfortunately, the 2003 SARS hit the business badly. He then closed the business and returned to
Pakistan to take a rest.

When Farid came again to Hong Kong in 2005, he moved to live in Kwai Chung and worked for
another Pakistani restaurant in the district. In 2009, with the money saved from work and that left
from before, namely a total amount of HK$45,000, Farid started his present business, a Pakistani
take-away shop. Customers of the shop used to be Pakistani residents in the neighborhood and
people working in the nearby industrial and business areas. Although mainly selling take-away
food, Farid’s shop offers some simple tables for people to eat in. These are mainly Pakistani
neighbours, who like to spend the afternoon and evening drinking tea, watching TV and chatting
in the shop.

For the first three years, business was not spectacular, but was sufficient to support the family.
The monthly turnover of HK$30,000-35,000 covered not merely the running cost of the shop, but
also living expenses of the whole family. There seems to be no clear boundary between business
and private expenses. Business has turned worse in these two years, as his monthly turnover has
decreased to HK$20,000-25,000. Farid attributed this change to the ruthless increase of rent,
which forced many companies to move away from the district. Some people working for these
companies and warehouses were Pakistanis, and they used to be one important part of his
clientele. Farid has not considered expanding his clientele to include more local Chinese. He is
afraid that he cannot serve them well for his lack of Chinese language skills.

When Farid started the business, he made the shop premises — previously a wastepaper
warehouse — into a take-away shop on the ground floor, and the middle-storage floor his home,
accommodating his whole family of 7 members. Farid’s wife, 4 daughters and 1 son came to
Hong Kong to join him in 2010. They are Farid’s staff who help with the daily operation. The
living area of the family in the middle-storage floor is a windowless space, under-furnished with
poor cooking and showering facilities. While the two youngest daughters are going to school, the
eldest daughter and son are working. Very often, the family rent, which has been increased from
HK$7000 to HK$9000, has to be balanced with the help of the children’s earnings.
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Farid wants to improve his living condition by applying for public housing. However, the
application has been blocked for two main reasons. Firstly Farid cannot provide necessary
documents to prove his family income. Secondly, the family’s living address is a commercial one,
which will not be accepted by the authority for the application of public housing. For years, Farid
has been stuck in this frustrating situation. If he moves away from the present place, he can
neither afford to rent a “real” flat, nor can he have anymore income from his own business. But if
he stays, the business turnover will remain so marginal that would probably become insufficient
to pay the operational cost.

Farid expressed his preference for a free economy: “I do not find it good to ask for help from the
government ... best is to run the business freely, to be able to afford all our own expenses”.
Nevertheless, when it comes to his own situation, he said, “/f I am forced to have no alternative,
if I really cannot solve the problem on my own, I will close the business, and go and rent a
subdivided room, and then apply for Comprehensive Social Security Assistance.” Rent is a main
concern, which was repeatedly mentioned by Farid during our conversation, “If Hong Kong
government really cares about the small-sized businesses, or local people, there should be rental
control ... rich and poor disparity has become more serious, those people who own shops or
properties, they do not care about others’ life, they only know how to increase rent.” But when
asked whether he and family preferred to return to Pakistan, Farid said, “Life is better here in
Hong Kong.”

3.4.2 Self-employment as survival strategy

A few interviewees have enjoyed neither upward earning mobility nor stable economic life
through ethnic minority business. Instead, they have been struggling at the edge of subsistence.
For the little amount of money they earn, it is often incomprehensible for outsiders why these
marginal proprietors have to sustain the business. Farid’s story is precisely such a case. Twice
affected by the general economic situation (soaring rent) and constrained by his limited economic
capital and language ability to expand clientele, Farid and his family have become economically
very precarious. However, for him, to close or to continue the business is not a clear-cut if-then
logic. If he gives up the business and goes for a paid job, he would lose both the living area as
well as income from the business. Money earned from paid employment would not guarantee a
decent flat for a family of seven. But if he continues, business future appears to be gloomy and
he cannot proceed his application for public housing. He is stuck in a dilemma, in which business
and family matters are intermingled. Both Farid’s business and household share not only the
same account, but also the same shop premises and an unknown future. As such, the decision to
close or to continue is not merely a business calculation, but a strategy for family survival.

Barun (1T2), a 28-year-old Pakistani, has been running a grocery shop in Kwai Chung for about 6
years. Assisted by his brother who drives the van for delivering ordered goods, Barun makes a
monthly turnover of about HK$15,000. Deducting the HK$9000 rent he has to pay, he has about
HK$6000 left monthly as net profit. Without knowing what else he can do to earn a living in
Hong Kong, Barun would rather stay with the present business, for which he is provided with
support from family members, and in which he has established networks of customers in the
Pakistani community. Alina (IT22) is another case of such marginal proprietors. Having worked
for over a decade as construction worker and pizza baker, Alina was diagnosed cancer a few
years ago. Without the ability to continue the physically demanding job, she borrowed money
from friends in order to take over the present grocery shop with her business partner, who is also
“old and sick”. While the borrowed money has not been fully paid back, marginal net profit,
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about HK$4000 monthly for each, is left for both business partners. For Alina, what is more
important is that she and her business partner “need a place to meet people, to talk to people”. For
all three, Farid, Barun and Alina, constrained by so many factors including their personal
limitations, sustaining their small business seems to be the only option to keep life going on
without having to depend on government assistance, although profit made has been minimal.
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Chapter 4 Business Strategies

4.1 Introduction

According to the literature, in particular the concept of mixed embeddedness (Kloosterman et al.,
1999; Klooserman, 2010), ethnic economy is shaped by forces both in the opportunity structure
as well as ethno-cultural context, and more specifically, the interplay of these two. How has the
South Asian ethnic economy been shaped by the opportunity structure and ethno-cultural forces?
This chapter presents some findings on common business features and strategies of South Asian
petit entrepreneurs, and shows how their business strategies have been developed out of the
interaction of opportunity structure (institutional difficulties, market competition, discrimination)
and internal ethno-cultural forces (religious consideration, intra-ethnic mutual support, norm on
in-group solidarity, supply of co-ethnic workers and similar work ethos).

4.2  Start-up Capital

It is a common practice that start-up capital is collected from family, relatives or close friends.
Ranging from entrepreneurs in the successful business to those in the survival business, none of
our interviewees mentioned that they borrowed money from the local bank. Only one (1T21)
borrowed money from a finance company for start-up capital. Reasons for this common practice
are multiple.

4.2.1 Institutional difficulties

In Hong Kong, many South Asians are encountered with difficulties when dealing with local
commercial banks. They have often been denied opening a bank account and obtaining credit
card without legitimate reasons (Equal Opportunities Commission, 2012; Burridge, 2013). With
these experiences perceived as racial discrimination, many South Asian migrants avoid applying
for loans from the banks.

Besides, the mainstream society and the ethnic minority communities have different expectations
of business skills and financial management. These have created difficulties for ethnic minority
entrepreneurs to obtain loan from formal money lenders. Formal procedures and papers such as
financial records, business plan or business balances are usually required by the mainstream
banks. However, these paper requirements shun potential borrowers away. For example, when
Manna (1T21) planned to launch her salon business in 2005, she went to different banks for loan
but was rejected. “The bank needs to see the salary. If no income, they do not give the money.
They ask me to produce a salary sheet”, said Manna who could not provide the document. She
therefore turned to a finance company, which charged higher interest rates.

It is observed by a community social worker that a Microfinance Scheme launched by the Hong
Kong Mortgage Corporation Limited (HKMC) has not been well received by the ethnic minority

entrepreneurs in her district, mainly for the reasons that many of them could not provide
sufficient documents including clear balance, and the interest rate was not attractive for them.

4.2.2 Religious consideration

While the aforementioned represent the “push” factors in the opportunity structure, some forces
within the ethnic minority communities represent the “pull” factors, pulling the ethnic minority
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entrepreneurs to seek solutions in their own communities. Firstly, it is the religious consideration.
Some Pakistani Muslims find it not appropriate to borrow money from interest-bearing
institutions because this does not comply with the Sharia law. Studies from other countries report
similar considerations of Muslim ethnic minority entrepreneurs (OECD, 2014, p.115). As
revealed by one Pakistani community worker, it is a norm in the Pakistani community in Hong
Kong that people do not borrow money from the bank or finance company. Even though some
younger generation Pakistanis take this rule less seriously and do borrow money from some
finance companies, they usually dare not make it known, as this will be considered as misconduct
in their community.

4.2.3 Intra-ethnic mutual support

There are strong mutual support and informal financial networks within the ethnic minority
communities. In both the Nepalese and Pakistani groups, it is a common practice that when
someone needs money for launching a business, family members, relatives and close friends will
try to help. Although money lending within the community are without formal legal binding,
there are some informal social rules. Borrowers are enforced to pay back, or else they will be
punished informally by disgrace. Lenders are willing to help as this is a graceful act and will help
winning good name in the community. The Pakistani community worker revealed: “7he one who
borrows will think, 1 shall pay back as soon as possible, because | have little say in my circle
when | owe money, this is the question of reputation ... when they lend people money, they will
feel being respected by people in their own circle”. This is the enforceable trust (Portes, 1998)
between the co-ethnic lenders and borrowers, which has the sanctioning effect on deviant
behaviors from group norms.

4.3 Late Payment

Allowing late payment by customers is another business strategy of our South Asian petit
entrepreneurs. For example, running a grocery shop in their respective district, namely Tsuen
Wan and Kwai Chung, both Babu (IT5) and Barun (IT2) offer home delivery service and late
payment option. Customers buy groceries for their household in large or small amount, and pay
only after they have received their monthly wage, usually at the beginning of the next month.

While this practice of buying and paying has been widely accepted, and in Barun’s words,
“become culture” of the ethnic minority communities, it is not without problem. Both grocery
shop owners suffer from arrears cases with unsettled bills accumulated over months or even years.
Barun said, “Some of the clients, he bought same things each month, like about HK$3000
groceries each month for the home, after one month he needs to pay HK$3000, but he pays
less ... for a long time, it becomes a large amount”.

4.3.1 Market competition

Most of them operate businesses in co-ethnic concentrated areas, targeting at their co-ethnic
customers and filling up the market niche not easily made by local Chinese business people.
However, as the overall number of South Asian migrants in Hong Kong is relatively small, and
ethnic minority business owners have been concentrated in the traditional grocery retail shops
offering very similar goods, competition has become fierce. This is particularly the case when
operational costs of business have risen due to the rapid rental increase in the last couple of years.
In order to attract and maintain customers for their business, tolerating late payment turns to be
one significant strategy. Babu and Barun have no particularly effective way to handle cases of

19



unsettled bills. “If you force them [to pay back] they would find other shops. The customer would
disappear and never pay the loan”, revealed Barun helplessly.

4.3.2 Norm on in-group solidarity

Unpaid bills have been the most difficult challenge for business operated respectively by Babu
and Barun. When asked if they would consider stopping this practice, both were hesitant as they
believed if they would stop this option, not only would they lose customers, but also receive
negative comments from their co-ethnic fellows. Our Nepalese translator explained, “There are
not many Nepalese people in Hong Kong, we want to take care of our own people”. This is the
expectation on mutual support and co-ethnic solidarity. As reminded by scholars (Portes, 1998;
Smith, 2007), while in-group bonds and solidarity facilitate migrant groups’ social and economic
activities, they exert social control and norm enforcement that constrain individual autonomy in
tackling problems and life issues.

4.4  Hiring Co-ethnic Workers

All of our interviewees hire primarily their co-ethnic fellows as employees. This is mainly
because of discrimination from the mainstream society, difficulty to communicate with non-co-
ethnic workers, sufficient supply of workers in the co-ethnic communities and similar work ethos.

4.4.1 Discrimination and communication barrier

Some Interviewees intended to employ people outside their respective ethnic community for the
good of the business. However, they were encountered with difficulties. For her beauty salon
business, Sarah (IT6) always wanted to attract more local Chinese customers. For this purpose,
she employed Chinese hair stylists. However, it was always a frustration for her, because Chinese
stylists usually did not stay long. She grumbled: “I can’t hire Chinese stylists ... I don’t know
why, | can’t say why ... communication, language problem. They don 't understand what we say. |
cannot pay high salary... We think we are Nepalese and they don’t like to work for us”. Without
Chinese full-time stylists, Sarah could not expand her customer profile to mainstream local
people. Her customers remain mainly Nepalese.

4.4.2 Similar work ethos and sufficient supply of co-ethnic workers

Infa (1T9), the present owner of four Western bars, employed some Caucasian staff at the
beginning for the purpose of matching the general ambience of his bars. “However, it didnt
work ... First, salary, second thing was insurance. Too many demands ... the worst thing was
about the working hours”, Infa expressed his frustration about having Caucasian staff. On the
contrary, he praised his Nepalese and Filipino staff, who were more hard-working and flexible.
“You don’t have to tell them. It’s automatic [that they know how to adapt]”. Even though Infa is
not selling ethnic products, he prefers to hire co-ethnic staff or non-white migrants for their
similar work ethos, which is beneficial to his business. Besides, Infa mentioned that he could
always help to arrange workers even on a short notice, as he is well-connected in his community
and there are enough people who want to work for him.
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Chapter 5 Empowerment and Disempowerment

51 Introduction

Is ethnic economy empowering or disempowering? What have the South Asian petit
entrepreneurs experienced during the process of self-employment? This chapter presents firstly,
the empowering and disempowering effects of ethnic economy at both the community level and
individual level, and secondly, some common difficulties and issues encountered that work as
structural forces behind the South Asian ethnic economy in Hong Kong.

Empowerment is a contested concept with no unified definition. Some authors argue that
empowerment denotes matters of collective mobilization of marginalized groups and requires
structural transformation (Rubin & Rubin, 1992; Zimmerman, 1995). Some others adopt a more
capacity-building view, which understands empowerment as enhancing an individual’s or
group’s capacity to make choices and transform choices into desired actions and outcomes (e.g.
Bandura, 1982; Perkins, 1995; Alsop & Heinsohn, 2005). This study employs a multi-
dimensional view of empowerment (Rappaport, 1987), seeing it as the process as well as the
outcome of increasing personal, interpersonal and political power to improve situations
(Gutierrez, 1994). While empowerment can take place at all three levels, this study focuses on the
individual and group’s capacity to make improvements.

5.2  Empowerment at Community Level

At the community level, it is revealed that ethnic economy suggests great potential for
empowerment of the South Asian ethnic communities.

5.2.1 Creating ethnic social space for networking and bonding

Ethnic shops and their physical locations have created an ethnic social space not only for tangible
goods, but also intangibles, namely rest, information, mutual assistance, emotional release, and
social contacts both among co-ethnics and between different ethno-cultural groups of people.
Many ethnic shops have become a point of meeting between our interviewees and their co-ethnic
friends and acquaintances. In a field visit to a mixed ethnic quarter on an early evening, the
research team saw some after-work Nepali men standing in front of a Nepali grocery shop,
drinking and chatting, while some after-prayer Pakistani men gathered not far away in front of a
Pakistani grocery shop.

At the same time, two elder Nepali ladies were sitting next to two mid-aged local Chinese women
on the benches in the nearby sitting-out area, exchanging smiles, and sometimes one or two
words with each other. Conversations could involve matters as private as one’s family finance,
and as public as political developments in Nepal and Pakistan. More often, they are about job
information, tips for healing minor illness, children’s schooling, grievances and worries in work
and family, news of the community, and even home-sickness. This is a naturally developed social
space that cannot easily be created somewhere else, and its functions not simply be replaced. All
these can be understood as the non-economic functions and effects of ethnic economy, which
have been long obscured in the study of ethnic economy (Zhou & Cho, 2010; Liu et al., 2013;
Kwaok, forthcoming).
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5.2.2 Enhancement of local tourism and social project

It is observed that with the initiatives of some NGOs®, ethnic clusters have gradually become a
focal point of attraction and for promoting ethnic harmony. Community maps have been
produced for pinpointing the locations of ethnic shops in the respective clusters, and for guiding
participants of community cultural tours (see Appendix 5). The research team joined such cultural
tours for several times. Usually these tours target at local Chinese population, providing them
with a better understanding of the South Asian migrants’ life styles, religions and communities.
Purposes are to reduce stigma and ethnic discrimination towards South Asian minorities in Hong
Kong. Participants usually find it appealing to visit the ethnic shops during such cultural tours
because they are introduced to very different and “exotic” food and products, which they would
otherwise not pay attention to. Ethnic shops benefit from such cultural tours as they bring in more
local Chinese customers.

Our interviewees Ibrahim (IT3) and Farid (1T17) appreciated very much the opportunity to reach
more Chinese customers through such cultural tours. In one of our field sites, there was a cross-
cultural neighborhood project sponsored by a public funding body in order to promote the multi-
cultural uniqueness and identity of a historically mixed community. Apart from community
cultural tours, cross-cultural markets, cultural heritage programs such as music shows,
exhibitions and workshops have been and will be organized®. Cultural tours organized in this
particular neighborhood have become popular, and about 50-60 cultural tours were held annually
in the last two years, each catering roughly 20 participants.”

Such community cultural tours and neighborhood project have implications for the social
integration of South Asian ethnic minorities. Appreciation of cultural diversity and cross-cultural
understanding could be better nurtured at the local neighborhood level, where ethnic shops exist
and other ethnic activities take place. Promotion of multicultural neighborhood as places of
leisure and consumption can benefit not only ethnic minority residents and their ethnic economy,
local Chinese residents and their businesses, but also the overall image of Hong Kong as a
multicultural society. Experiences of many other advanced immigration cities with Chinatown or
Little Italy add to our insight that ethnic neighborhoods could offer valuable resources for both
local and international tourism (Henderson, 2003; Rath, 2007; Yang, 2011).

5.3  Empowerment and Disempowerment at Individual Level

At the individual level, ethnic economy appears to offer very different experiences for individual
South Asian ethnic minority entrepreneurs and their families. While it is empowering for it offers
chances for upward earning mobility, enhancement of social status, job opportunity, life
improvement, and independence from government welfare aid, it is at the same time
disempowering for it creates a sense of helplessness and deprived marginal proprietors.

5.3.1 Upward earning mobility

Ethnic minority entrepreneurship is empowering for successful entrepreneurs, as it has enabled
their upward earning mobility and enhanced their social status as illustrated in the cases of Infa

% In this project, the Shine Centre of Christian Action in Jordan, and HKSKH Lady Maclehose Centre in Kwai Chung
were visited.

* Details of the project can be obtained from: www.kungyungkoon.org

® Information obtained from a social worker from HKSKH Lady Maclehose Centre in Kwai Chung on 15.04.2015.
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(IT9) and Ali (IT1) in Chapter 3. These two started from scratch, and are now constantly earning
a monthly income of over HK$100,000. With successful experiences, ethnic minority
entrepreneurs are given the self-confidence and assurance that they can be active players of their
own lives, and that they can take control of their environments. Infa revealed his strong sense of
control of life by saying, “If you are clever enough and you work hard, you have money.
Government cannot work for you, right?”

5.3.2 Enhancement of social status

With an established economic position, successful entrepreneurs are being more accepted
socially among other people, just as Infa said, “But now, it’s quite different that I know a lot of
people ... they find it OK to talk to me. I don’t feel uncomfortable now”. Even among
entrepreneurs who do not achieve progressive earning mobility, being one’s own boss is much
appreciated among co-ethnic people. One Pakistani community worker confirmed, “People in the
circle respect you ... and back home [in Pakistan] they find it very impressive”.

5.3.3 Job opportunity and life improvement

For most of our interviewees, it was unlikely that they could not find employment in the
mainstream job markets, but they could not find something better than the 3-D (dirty, dangerous
and demeaning) jobs due to their language barriers and lack of local educational attainments. By
sustaining a stable business with sufficient earnings seems to be a better option than taking up
low-end 3-D jobs such as kitchen help or construction site worker. At least they can be their own
boss, having more flexibility, freedom and autonomy. “It was a hell, I said to myself. What am |
doing? ... I felt I was a slave” - this was how one interviewee made up her mind to be her own
boss after some very negative experiences as employee. Besides, self-employment could offer
space to better accommodate their family and religious life style.

5.3.4 Independence from government welfare aid

Some of our interviewees are proud of the fact that their earnings from business have enabled
their families to live independently, without having to rely on government social assistance. For
example, Babu (IT5), earning just enough to spend, said, “They [other people] like to apply for
social welfare from the government ... we do not have to” .

5.3.5 Sense of helplessness

For survival business, ethnic economy can be disempowering when self-employed have
developed a sense of helplessness because their personal efforts fail to overcome environmental
barriers. For example, Farid (IT17) settled down in a Pakistani neighborhood with a fast-food
take-away shop years ago. After three years of satisfactory business, situation has turned to be
frustrating. Rental cost has been increasing. Many customers left the community because of
relocation of neighboring offices. Business cannot be expanded to serve more local Chinese due
to the lack of money and language skills. Application for government public housing cannot be
proceeded as he was not able to provide clear book-keeping documents. Constrained in such a
plight, Farid has a strong sense of helplessness: “I do not find it good to ask for help from the
government ... If | am forced to have no alternative, if I really cannot solve the problem on my
OWN ... then apply for CSSA”.
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5.3.6 Marginal proprietor

Self-employed migrants in survival business are marginal proprietors, who earn very little for
living. Findings from this study show that their monthly profit can be as low as HK$4000 —
HK$6000. Sometimes, where there is blurred boundary between business and other income
sources, business has to be supported by private income in order to ensure its operation. Despite
being constrained in such a plight, it is not easy for them to give up their business, for this would
imply unemployment and the loss of a last resort for family survival.

5.4 Common Difficulties and Issues

All our interviewees encounter some common difficulties and issues, no matter which
experiences (empowering or disempowering) they are undergoing or/and have undergone. These
can be understood as structural forces working behind the South Asian ethnic economy in Hong
Kong.

5.4.1 Language barriers

Our interviewees are mostly young ethnic minority entrepreneurs between 30 and 50. With two
exceptions, most of them received their basic education in their home countries, and then
migrated to Hong Kong in their teenage or early adulthood around the time of 1997. With such
migration backgrounds, they are all confronted by the Hong Kong bilingual environment, in
which colloquial Cantonese constitutes the major part of one’s daily life. While some of our
interviewees are well-educated and fluent in English, most of them lack Chinese language skills.
Initiatives by the government and social service NGOs to help ethnic minority migrants to
become familiarized with the official and colloquial language environments had been minimal
before the enactment of the Race Discrimination Ordinance (RDO) in 2009. Most of our
interviewees were not offered the chance to train their Chinese language skills at the beginning of
their stay in Hong Kong.

Nearly all of our interviewees mentioned language as one critical issue. Even successful
entrepreneurs such as Sam (I1T10) said that if he or his wife could be fluent in Cantonese, they
would have at least 50% more business. Sarah (IT6) and Farid (IT17) suffer from having no
knowledge of Chinese or no Chinese-speaking staff to help with the expansion of customer
profile. It seems that the more other resources one is endowed with, the better one can override
the negative effects caused by the lack of Chinese language skills. For example, although Infa
(IT9) cannot speak fluent Cantonese, he can manage his four bars very well with his English
skills in an international business environment. It is his cultural capital and bridging social capital
that help to offset the disadvantages of his Chinese language deficiency in Hong Kong.

5.4.2 Soaring rentals

In recent years, Hong Kong has been experiencing an increasing rise in property prices and
rentals. According to the official figures, overall flat rentals rose by 54% between 2009 and 2013,
and that specifically for commercial retail rentals rose by 39% in the same period (Legislative
Council, 2014). Whether to reintroduce rental control measures has been an issue of public
discussion for some time (Tse, 2014; Legislative Council, 2014). As high rentals are a concern
for many people in Hong Kong, our South Asian interviewees are likewise affected.

24



Many of our interviewees mentioned how rising rentals have affected them. Resourceful
entrepreneurs like Infa (IT9), Sam (IT10) and Sunny (IT13) have managed to find a way to
diversify their income sources, and have found the rising rentals not particularly harmful. Some
interviewees were flexible enough to move their shops to a less expensive location or to a smaller
place in order to reduce rental costs (e.g. Sam and Tahir 1T14). However, for entrepreneurs who
are less resourceful such as Barun and Farid, soaring rentals are very damaging for their
businesses.

5.4.3 Self-reliance mentality

No matter they are successful or survival entrepreneurs, most of our interviewees appreciate
Hong Kong’s free economy and appear to have internalized a self-reliance mentality, which
converges with the neoliberal socio-economic context of Hong Kong. The neoliberal Hong Kong
is characterized by its business-dominated regime and low social intervention (Chan, 2004; Ma,
2011), coupled with its citizens’ firm belief in hard work, personal industry and self-reliance. The
loss of personal independence is usually considered shameful. Government assistance such as the
CSSA (Comprehensive Social Security Assistance) embodies strong social stigma, and is often
seen as the last resort (Wong, 2008). The belief in self-reliance can be reflected by:

“It’s an open market in Hong Kong, right? Everything is easy ... If you are clever enough
and you work hard, you have money. Government cannot work for you, right?” (1T9, Infa)

“I do not find it good to ask for help from the government ... best is to run the business
freely, to be able to afford all our own expenses”. (1T17, Farid)

As members of minority groups who are trying to survive in the business world, they particularly
want to be economically self-reliant in order to fit into the mainstream expectation. However, this
is endeavored sometimes at the expense of pushing oneself into a very precarious situation.

5.4.4 Business people do not need help

It is unfolded that some co-ethnic fellows and NGO practitioners have developed a general belief
that self-employed people are business people, and business people do not need help. This is
found to be consistent with the aforementioned self-reliance mentality. During our fieldwork, the
research team received feedback in this way: “They can manage it. They are business people and
do not need us”.

Most of the NGOs that offer services for ethnic minorities focus on job seeking, language
acquisition and community building, areas that have been strongly underlined in the government
policy addresses. When the research team first visited some NGOs, a worker questioned if there
was a need for this study: “Entrepreneurs? | doubt if they are entrepreneurs. ... They are just
small shops, selling small things, nothing special. Why do you study them? ” How ethnic minority
migrants live their life in the business world and what their struggles are as petit entrepreneurs
have not yet become an area of concern. Therefore, survival difficulties encountered by ethnic
minority entrepreneurs have been overseen and easily neglected.
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Chapter 6 Mobilization of Resources

6.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the findings on how resources are distributed among and mobilized by the
three groups of South Asian ethnic minority entrepreneurs. Resources are divided into two
categories in this study: group and individual. While group resources include bonding social
capital and group cultural capital, the individual resources encompass bridging social capital,
individual cultural capital and economic capital. Table 1 below summarizes the distribution and
mobilization of various individual and group resources.

Table 1 Distribution and Mobilization of Resources in South Asian Ethnic Economy
Group Resources Individual Resources
] Cultural %lgltlijt':lll
Business Bonding Capital Bridging pital .
Category Social (collective Social | (Qualification, | Economic
Capital cultural Capital knlowledge & Capital
00ds) anguage
g skills)
Successful weak to moderate to | moderate to V\_/eal_< _
; strong . . beginning;
Business moderate high high
strong now
Stable moderate to weak to weak to V\_/eal_< ]
. strong beginning;
Business strong moderate moderate
moderate now
Survival moderate to V\_/eal_< ]
BUSiness strong stron weak weak beginning;
g weak now

Social capital can be broadly conceived as social relations that enable people to act in favour of
their own life advancement or of a community’s development. These are resources, which may
include economic tangibles such as interest-free loans, or intangibles like information about
business conditions and employment (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Portes, 1998). Robert
Putnam (2000) makes a distinction between bonding social capital and bridging social capital.
While bonding social capital denotes relationships that are built among in-group members,
bridging social capital refers to social connectedness established beyond the ethnic boundaries.
Bridging capital does not necessarily require group belonging, but relies rather on individual
competence.

According to Bourdieu (1986), cultural capital refers to formal and informal cultural competences.
It signifies resources deriving from knowledge, education and one’s family background and can
be embodied as dispositions of mind, in books, academic credentials and qualifications, etc. With
time, cultural capital can be transferred into material profits. While Bourdieu’s concept of
cultural capital tends to underline individual’s class belonging, other scholars point out that
possession of collective cultural goods derives from one’s belonging to an ethno-cultural group.
(Light & Gold, 2000).
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6.2 Successful Business

As summarized in Table 1, for all three categories of entrepreneurs, command was weak over
economic resources that can directly be changed into monetary form at the beginning, including
those of successful business. However, with time, situations have changed to become very
different: other resources have been explored by the entrepreneurs.

6.2.1 Strong bonding social capital

As illustrated in the cases of successful business entrepreneurs, Infa (1T9) and Ali (IT1), both of
them depend very much on their co-ethnic networks for recruiting suitable staff. Infa’s reliance
on his co-ethnic staff can be reflected in his appreciation of their work attitude and adaptation
ability: “You don’t have to tell them. It's automatic [that they know how to adapt]”. Other
successful cases such as IT10 and IT11 mentioned similar experiences. Besides, all interviewees
in this category have obtained intensive support from co-ethnic friends or kins at the beginning of
their business, in the form of start-up capital, useful information or help in down-to-earth daily
operation.

6.2.2 “Breaking out” business depending on bridging social capital

While this is the case, entrepreneurs of successful business do not rely on co-ethnics as being
their major group of clientele as much as other two categories of business do. They are usually
“breaking out” businesses (Engelen, 2001) that have crossed over the ethnic boundary to reach
out to other mainstream customers. For example, both Infa (IT9) and Ali (IT1) target largely at
local Chinese and international clientele with non-traditional products. This is to a certain extent
attributed by their capability to establish connections beyond their own ethnic group -
mobilization of bridging capital.

Although without particularly high qualifications and educational credentials, they are well-
equipped with multiple language skills, which have given them the competitive edge over their
co-ethnics in business. While Infa can communicate fluently with his customers and business
partners in English, Ali is in good command of both spoken Cantonese and English. Ali was
persuaded by his business friends to become his own boss when he was still an employee, “My
friends all said to me, why not being your own boss, you can manage Chinese and English, why
not? We do not speak Chinese and do not know Chinese, we are all doing this [mobile
business]... ”. Ali and Infa’s cases suggest that their ability to establish cross-ethnic connections
is closely associated with their endowment with multiple language skills. In other words, their
individual cultural capital facilitates their deployment of bridging social capital.

6.2.3. Less dependence on collective cultural capital
Successful business entrepreneurs do not largely or solely depend on collective cultural goods
such as ethnic food and ethnic clothes for the purpose of earning money. As they have a broader

customer profile, their products usually fit the tastes and needs of the general public, such as
Western drinks, mobile phone and vehicle repair.
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6.3  Stable Business
6.3.1 Strong bonding social capital

Ethnic minority entrepreneurs of stable business depend largely on co-ethnic networks for
staffing, assistance in start-up capital, useful business information and attracting the main source
of customers. As illustrated in the cases of Sarah (IT6) and Babu (IT5) in Chapter 3, although
serving non co-ethnic customers in parallel, most stable business owners have their co-ethnics as
their main customer group. Unlike successful businesses that usually employ over 5 co-ethnic
staff, stable businesses employ only 1-2 staff or no staff. In order to reduce cost, they often have
their family member(s) or business partner(s) as their only staff.

6.3.2. Less individual cultural capital, economic capital and bridging social capital

Most stable business entrepreneurs seldom go beyond ethnic boundary to establish cross-ethnic
connections favorable for expanding business. Sarah could not expand her customer profile to
attract more Chinese because she has not managed to employ a long-term Chinese stylist. Her
case suggests that lack of appropriate language skill - spoken Cantonese in this concrete case - is
one key reason. Babu’s case suggests that lack of sufficient economic capital to expand can be
another reason. He said, “To extend the business [to other group of customers] is OK, but then
you have to consider the rent, which is now getting higher and higher. I do not even want to think
about it”.

6.3.3 Mobilization of collective cultural capital to “break out”

A variety of collectively recognized cultural goods such as ethnic food (1T4, 5, 7), ethnic clothes
(IT14, 18), ethnic music and ethnic media (IT15, 16) are their main products. By making use of
these cultural goods, sometimes there is an opportunity to “break out” of their in-group ethnic
minority business circle. For example, Tahir (IT14) ran a textile shop selling Muslim garments
and accessories to his Pakistani co-ethnic fellows in a shopping mall in Yuen Long for years. Due
to rental rise and increasing competition, Tahir moved his shop to another location two years ago.
This is a place very popular with Indonesian domestic workers on Sundays. Tahir engages an
Indonesian woman on Sundays to help with his business: “Sometimes | have more business on
one Sunday than the whole week ... usually half-half [half Pakistani and half Indonesian
customers] . Although without the necessary language skills, Tahir manages to find a way to be
connected to his important customer group. This is done by appealing them with the common
cultural good, Muslim garments, and by employing part-time helpers of the targeted ethnic
clientele (e.g. Indonesians) on Sundays.

6.3.4 Mismatch of individual cultural assets and business type

It is worth noting that for stable business entrepreneurs, their less beneficial use of individual
cultural resources shall not simply be attributed to their low education credential or poor
language skills. There are entrepreneurs who possess higher secondary education or even
university degree, and are very fluent in English. It appears that it is the mismatch of their
individual cultural assets and their business that counts. For example in Sarah’s case, she is a
well-trained hair stylist and is good in spoken English. While her professional training enables
her to develop her beauty salon business, her English language skills do not help her to either
expand business to local Chinese or to English-speaking clientele. This is mainly due to the fact
that the location (Jordan) of her beauty salon is not well visited by English-speaking international
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population in Hong Kong. The district is a popular shopping and entertainment area for local
Chinese residents. Therefore, Sarah would have more opportunity in business if she or her
business partner would have been well-versed in Cantonese. In contrast to Infa (IT9) of
successful business, Sarah has not obtained the chance to rightly and timely utilize her English
language skills for business. As a result, mobilization of individual cultural capital has been
moderate.

6.4  Survival Business
6.4.1 Strong bonding social capital and collective cultural capital

In the cases of Farid (1T17), Barun (1T2) and Alina (1T22) as illustrated in Chapter 3, all three of
them rely largely on co-ethnic networks for running their business, from start-up capital,
assistance in handling official papers to sustaining co-ethnic fellows as their customers. Most of
them do not employ helping staff, with mainly family members or business partners assisting
them in the daily operation of business. Besides, all of them sell ethnic products, but with less
variety compared to those in stable businesses, limiting mainly to ethnic food and groceries.
These belong to the traditional ethnic minority business sector with low entry thresholds. Survival
business entrepreneurs depend strongly on co-ethnic networks, so much that they have to sustain
the practice of late payment even though they have suffered from unsettled bills. Barun said, “If
you force them [to pay back], they would find other shops. The customer would disappear and
never pay the loan”. In short, survival business entrepreneurs have strongly mobilized bonding
social capital as well as collective cultural capital. They have a tendency to depend heavily on
group resources, like their counterparts in stable business.

6.4.2 Weak individual cultural capital, economic capital and bridging social capital

Similar to stable business, survival business entrepreneurs have little opportunity to build cross-
boundary connections in order to develop their business. The two possible reasons observed in
stable business — lack of appropriate language skills and lack of available economic capital — also
appear to be applied to survival business. Farid expressed his wish to have Chinese customers.
However, he has been very much impeded by the budget needed for expansion: “For expanding
the business, | need a lot of money ... Chinese like fresh food, I do not have the cooking
facilities”. What is slightly different is that all of our interviewees in survival business are
equipped with even less qualification and language skills when compared to stable business
entrepreneurs. All of them have difficulty to communicate both in English and Cantonese. In
sum, it is discernible that survival business entrepreneurs are poorly endowed with individual
resources. They have week mobilization of bridging social capital and utilization of cultural
capital.
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Chapter 7 Recommendations and Conclusion

The findings and analyses in the preceding chapters suggest that, in order to better understand
South Asian ethnic economy and to ensure their equal opportunities in economic integration
through self-employment, there are areas of concern and for improvement. However, so far in
Hong Kong, there has been no support policies and measures targeting at ethnic minority
entrepreneurship. Before making some concrete recommendations, this study proposes to
enhance the overall awareness of the importance of ethnic economy, and to take an active
approach to engage ethnic minority communities in business.

7.1 Recommendations

Policy Level

7.1.1 Improve access to finance

Access to formal sources of finance is one common barrier to business creation and further
developments. There is a notable reluctance to approach banks for formal sources of finance due
to institutional barrier and perceived racial discrimination. It is therefore recommended that
actions and efforts should be made in order to improve the access to financial resources.

e Address institutional barriers by directly reducing the institutional burden: Public
bodies (e.g. Hong Kong Monetary Authority and Equal Opportunities Commission) should
tackle the issue of racial discrimination in banking services in order to reduce reluctance of
ethnic minority migrants to access formal bank services. Regulatory burden for obtaining
bank loan such as requirement of a lengthy bank and credit history can be reduced so as to
make it more accessible for ethnic minority populations.

e Tailor-made public loan scheme and/or microcredit scheme for ethnic minority
entrepreneurs can be established to particularly cater for their financial needs. These
schemes can be piloted at district level, and should be combined with sufficient business
advice and coaching. Successful examples of such tailor-made microcredit schemes for
migrant/ethnic minority populations in some European countries can be taken as references
(OECD, 2014).

e Incorporate ethnic minority populations into existing funding schemes. There are
numerous existing funding schemes for start-up, such as Social Innovation and
Entrepreneurship Development Fund and SME Funding Schemes. In recent years, emphasis
has been put on promoting creative industries and youth entrepreneurship such as the newly
announced Youth Development Fund (Cheung et al., 2015). Although these schemes do not
exclude ethnic minority populations, they do not appear to be explicitly inviting, or they are
not made known to the ethnic minority communities. Support services should be provided to
promote these schemes to ethnic minority populations and to coach them in the application
process.
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7.1.2 Improve access to business advice and support

Support service and business advice for ethnic minority populations (especially for existing
ethnic minority entrepreneurs) should be provided in order to reduce barriers in business
operation, and to enhance their inclusion in the mainstream business schemes and services. This
can be done by either setting up a specific section/service team in one of the existing
establishments such as Support and Consultation Centre for SMEs (SUCCESS), or cooperating
with non-governmental organizations at community level.

Community Service Level

7.1.3 Community-based business advice and support

Community business advisor scheme can be set up through partnership of the government and
NGOs at community level. They should work in conjunction with representatives of ethnic
minority communities in order to offer bridges to build trust. The scheme aims to fill the gap in
support delivery because many difficult-to-reach members of the ethnic minority communities
lack information of existing services and support. In Hong Kong, these difficult-to-reach
members are mainly the newly arrived migrants, women and deprived proprietors. Support and
advices should be made relevant to the ethnic minority communities. A successful example can
be drawn as reference from the UK (OECD, 2014, p.127).

7.1.4 Community-based business training

To enhance entrepreneurial and language skills of existing ethnic minority entrepreneurs
and potential ones: These should include not only planning and management skills such as
business goal setting, finance management, book-keeping, strategic thinking and customer
relations, but also personal language skills. Although there are sufficient English and Chinese
language classes provided by government-subsidized service centers, they do not particularly
appeal to the ethnic minority entrepreneurs. We suggest to incorporate Cantonese and English
language skills training (both written and oral communication) into business training programs,
making it relevant and specific for business setting in Hong Kong.

To share good practices: As there is a lack of knowledge on good practices, knowledge
dissemination and sharing experiences, business representatives of ethnic minority communities
and successful ethnic minority entrepreneurs should be mobilized to showcase role models in
sharing sessions. These can be organized on district-based or business sector-based.

7.1.5 Promotion of multicultural neighborhoods

Developing multicultural neighborhoods in the context of promoting Hong Kong as a
multicultural society with equal opportunities should be considered. These are usually
disadvantaged urban areas with a higher share of migrant/ ethnic groups, such as specific clusters
in Yuen Long, Kwai Chung, Jordan and Yau Ma Tei. Appreciation of cultural diversity and
cross-cultural understanding could be better nurtured at the local neighborhood level, where
ethnic shops exist and other ethnic activities take place. Promotion of multicultural neighborhood
as places of leisure and consumption can benefit not only ethnic minority residents and their
ethnic economy, local Chinese residents and their businesses, but also the overall image of Hong
Kong as a multicultural society. Many experiences in advanced immigration cities with
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Chinatown or Little Italy inspire us that ethnic neighborhoods could offer valuable resources of
local and international tourism (Henderson, 2003; Rath, 2007; Yang, 2011).

Further Researches

7.1.6 Baseline study of ethnic economy in Hong Kong

Quantitative baseline data in terms of sectoral distribution, locality, entry motive, business size
and development should be collected in order to obtain a general profile of all ethnic economies
in Hong Kong. This is for the overall purposes to have a better understanding of how ethnic
minorities (e.g. South Asians) pursue their economic integration through self-employment. These
data can help to provide richer content for comprehensive and deeper analyses. It is noted that
combination of baseline study and qualitative analyses can be found in studying ethnic economy
in different parts of the world (Deakins et al., 2009; Rahman & Lian, 2011; Knight, 2014).

7.1.7 Reception and contribution of South Asian ethnic economy

Within the context of building an inclusive multicultural society, further studies can be dedicated
to understand how the South Asian ethnic minority businesses are received by the mainstream
population and how they have contributed to the local Hong Kong society, in terms of economic
and cultural changes.

7.1.8 Migrant women in ethnic economy in Hong Kong

There are discussions on female ethnic minority entrepreneurs and their roles in ethnic economy
(Baycan Levent et al., 2003; Bhachu & Westwood, 2004; Essers & Benschop, 2009; Collins &
Low, 2010). However, this is still an unexplored area in the Hong Kong context. Further studies
can be dedicated to this area, and findings can help to generate more academic dialogues as well
as implications for practical use.

7.2 Conclusion

This study addresses one less explored dimension of social integration of ethnic minority
migrants, namely their entrepreneurial activities. It aims to enhance the overall awareness of
policy makers and practitioners of the potential significance of ethnic economy in immigrants’
social integration process in Hong Kong.

In Hong Kong, ethnic economy offers some South Asian petit entrepreneurs opportunities for
significant upward mobility in earnings, while at the same time constrains some others in
marginalized socio-economic position. It is revealed that there are roughly three categories of
ethnic minority business: successful, stable and survival. Successful business owners enjoy
progressive earning mobility; stable businesses offer humble but stable income just sufficient for
living; survival business ethnic minority entrepreneurs are stuck in highly competitive and
precarious retailing niches. They lack sufficient capital and utilize intensively kin and co-ethnic
labor for the struggle of survival.

Some common business strategies of South Asian petit entrepreneurs are identified in this study:

collecting start-up capital with no formal bank service, late payment practice and hiring co-ethnic
workers. Based on the analytical framework of mixed embeddedness, this study demonstrates
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how these strategies have been shaped by forces of the opportunity structure (institutional
difficulties, market competition, racial discrimination) as well as those of the internal ethno-
cultural context (religious consideration, intra-ethnic mutual support, norm on in-group solidarity,
supply of co-ethnic workers and similar work ethos).

As there are divergent trajectories of ethnic minority entrepreneurship, both forces of
empowerment and disempowerment can be noticed. At the community level, empowerment
forces are more at work. Ethnic economy creates ethnic social space for networking and bonding,
and has the potential to enhance local tourism and social project on racial harmony. At the
individual level, ethnic economy is empowering in that it offers upward earning mobility, job
opportunity, life improvement, social status enhancement, and ensures independence from
government welfare aid. However, it can be disempowering in that it creates marginal proprietors
and sense of helplessness when personal and group resources fail to overcome structural barriers.
Given that all South Asian ethnic minority entrepreneurs face some common difficulties and
issues such as language barriers, souring rentals and self-reliance mentality, findings on
distribution and mobilization of resources suggest some explanations to their divergent
experiences.

Successful business entrepreneurs are endowed with richer individual class assets, namely
personal cultural capital and bridging social capital. Comparing to them, stable business
entrepreneurs are weaker in personal cultural capital and bridging social capital, while survival
business entrepreneurs are the weakest in these aspects. Although all ethnic minority
entrepreneurs rely on ethno-cultural group resources, it appears that the less one is endowed with
individual class assets, the stronger is the dependence on ethno-cultural resources in sustaining
business. This prompts us not to overemphasize the ethno-cultural forces behind ethnic economy,
as class and material factors also play an important role in accounting for the success of ethnic
minority business (Ram & Jones, 1998). Different trajectories and experiences appear to be
contingent upon a variety of factors including structural contexts and personal class resources (i.e.
not merely ethnicity), an argument echoing what mixed embeddedness proposes.

Having said that, structural barriers identified in this study such as blocked access to finance
should be tackled, and tailor-made support measures as recommended should be taken. These are
to ensure equal opportunities for ethnic minority migrants in performing economic activities in
Hong Kong, particularly for those disadvantaged ones. Last but not least, although we are aware
that ethnic economy is not a panacea for solving all problems of economic disadvantages, we
assure its function in enhancing the social integration process of ethnic minorities in Hong Kong.
This study therefore calls for more attention to be paid to South Asian ethnic economy from
policy makers, practitioners and scholars, and recommend concrete steps for improvements to be
taken.
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Appendix 1

Population, Median Monthly Income and

Distribution of ethnic minority business of Ethnic

Minority Groups in Hong Kong (2011)

Ethnic group

Population of
ethnic minorities

Median monthly income
from main economic activity
in HK$ (including
employment & self-
employment; excluding

Number of employers &

self-employed (Percentage
of all economically active

population in the ethnic

FDH) group)
Indonesian 133,377 8,000 122 (0.1)
Filipino 133,018 10,000 522 (0.4)
Indian 28,616 22,500 2,755 (18.7)
Pakistani 18,042 10,000 611 (13.7)
Nepalese 16,518 10,000 510 (5.3)
Thai 11,213 8,500 363 (5.7)
Other Asian 7,038 20,000 564 (15.5)
Mixed 29,001 12,000 1,018 (9.7)
Others (including
ﬁzfr"’l‘::nl‘ztn'g 1,335 25,000 131 (19.7)
Arabians)
Japanese 12,580 36,000 1,234 (17.4)
Korean 5,209 30,000 535 (21.0)
White 55,236 46,000 5,043 (15.4)
Total non-
Chinese 451,183 20,000 13,408 (3.9)
population
Total population 7,071,576 12,000 398,370 (11.3)

in Hong Kong

Source: Hong Kong 2011 Population Census Thematic Report: Ethnic Minorities
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Appendix 2  Profile of Interviewees (IT) and Distribution of Business Categories
Interviewee | Ethnicity/ Education Migration/ Business Number Monthly Business
(Sex) Passport Remigration Branch of Staff Profit Category
to HK (in HK$)
IT1 Pakistan/ Form 3 Born in HK Second-hand 6 FT 100,000 Successful
(M) BNO mobile phone
IT2 Pakistan/ Vocational Born in HK Grocery retail No/ 6,000 Survival
(M) British training in brother as
pharmacy business
partner
IT3 Pakistan/ Junior 1997 Restaurant 1-2FT 10,000- Survival
(M) Pakistan secondary 15,000
school
IT4 Nepal/ Junior 1996 Restaurant 1-2 PT 15,000 Stable
(F Nepal secondary (2000-2010)
school
IT5 Nepal/ Junior 1997 Grocery retail No/ wife 20,000 Stable
(M) Nepal secondary
school
IT6 Nepal/ Secondary 1995 Hair and 1 FT+ some 30,000 Stable
(F British school + beauty salon PT/sister as
diploma in business
hairstyle and partner
beauty
training
IT7 Pakistan/ Higher 1994 Restaurant 1FT+ 20,000- Stable
(M) HKSAR secondary 1 business 30,000
school partner
IT8 Nepal/ University 1992 Travel Agency 1FT+ 20,000- Stable
(M) Nepal 1 business 30,000
partner
IT9 Nepal/ Higher 1994 Bar 18 FT + 100,000 Successful
(M) BNO secondary 30 PT
school
IT 10 Nepal/ University 2006 Food grocery | 10 FT +wife | 2 million as Successful
(M) Nepal (Master in wholesale and total
Business) retail trading + turnover
money lending
business
IT11 Nepal/ Junior 1996 Guest house 1FT+ 70,000- Successful
(M) Nepal secondary 1PT 80,000
school
IT 12 Pakistan/ Junior 1997 Money 1FT+ 20,000- Stable
(M) HKSAR secondary 2007 (come remittance 1 business 30,000
school + back again) partner
religious
education
IT 13 Pakistan/ Secondary 1990 Second hand TFT 80,000 Successful
(M) Pakistan school vehicle and
repair
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Interviewee | Ethnicity/ Education Migration/ Business Number Monthly Business
(Sex) Passport Remigration Branch of Staff Profit Category
to HK (in HK$)
IT 14 Pakistan/HH | Secondary 1998 Textile & 1PT 20,000 Stable
(M) KSAR school clothes
IT 15 Nepal/ University 1996 Music studio No 20,000- Stable
(M) Nepal (Master in 30,000
Music)
IT 16 Nepal/ University 1999 Newspaper No 20,000- Stable
(M) Nepal 25,000
IT17 Pakistan/ Junior 1993 Take-away No / wife 20,000- Survival
(M) Pakistan secondary restaurant 25,000
school (turnover)
IT 18 Pakistan/ Secondary 1992 Textile shop 2 FT + wife 40,000 Stable
(M) Pakistan school
IT 19 Pakistan/ Junior 2003 Halal meat No / father + 70,000- Successful
(M) HKSAR Secondary shop two brothers 80,000
school
IT 20 Nepal/ University 2008 Take-away + No 30,000 Stable
(3] Nepal grocery shop
IT21 Nepal/ Secondary 1995 Hair salon 2 PT 30,000 Stable
(3] Nepal school
IT 22 Nepal/ Junior 1997 Grocery shop 1 business 4,000 Survival
(3] Nepal secondary partner
school
Notes:

FT = full-time employed staff; PT = part-time employed staff
Monthly profit is the approximate amount of earned income reported by the interviewee.
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Appendix 3

Semi-Structured Interview Guide

—MLU B RE R

General
Migration

Information and Backgrounds of

o {RITEERHEERE A ? EJFERHY 7

o DIFIEERLTIHIE A BEHECATE ? EE
%R ?

o RINFE AN E AL ?

¢ When and how did you come to HK?

e What did you do in your
country/education?

e Do you have family members and relatives
here?

home

R LU ERRREE

Motivation and Start-up of Business

o (HERHERIREEEEMTAE

. J%HF*L?%Z“‘ﬁ}‘:F%E%?

o ENHEARATIBMHEAMITRER?

o BAEIS ZAIRECE T ?

o FREEREZ/DV?

. {T,’E’f%@%}%é%%?ﬁ 7 ?

o BHIGHYIH B R EER (2R 7 IR E T &
BRAAA 2

e Could you tell me when and why did you
start the business?

e Have you thought of doing something else at
that time?

e What did you do before you started this
business?

e What is the start-up capital?

¢ How did you collect your start-up capital?

¢ Any difficulties in starting up the business?
How to solve?

FUAREARHE ¢ PREK - IRFHEIEIR

Strategies: Challenge, Constraints and Resources

o (REHYEZZMTE?

o IREREHERIRIVEM? IRIEAVREZ
! 5 | N7 27 2

o ERIRHVBAEEE?

o A {TTEHREL/ R EE AT T DUR B OREi5E
F7 7 (BB ERA)

o« AT A ERIRT AN A EEEX/
AN ERFAHRERRIE T 2

o AHREHTHRFIEIRE LM > FAE
N7 ERERHER?

o R ALLRRBI ARG H A E
g CEERE 2 IRMEE R RS
g ?

o GHEEIRAVATEOCHE? TIFE LER(TE A SE
RAE?

o IES A (T HAMHIN R 722
HYEELE 2

oy
BEE
=

e What are your products?

¢ How do promote your products/ what are the
most attractive things in your shop/of your
business?

e Who are your customers?

e What are the challenges/difficulties in the
business and how to keep competitive (cost-
reducing strategies)?

¢ How many employees do you have and how
do you recruit them? What are the criteria?

o  Where do you go to when you need help?

¢ How do you keep yourself informed of the
latest news?

e How do vyour family/relatives/co-ethnic
networks help in your business?

e Who are your business partners?

e What are the other factors affecting the
operation of your business?
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TR ERRS

Business Environment

o EABSTTHARFHIRE LI AR R
mE ? CEEMUE , H5)
o &P EA M BLELNEE R ?

e Do you find HK/ your district a favourable
place for your business?

e What are the most difficult and the most
favourable things in running a business like
this?

RUAT AR &

Integration in the HK Society

o (REDFIIIEIER ABIE ? {EEfATERL
NEE?

o HATH TIEH R IRER BN TEHHE
EE?

e Do you find yourself fit/happy here in HK?
Why?

e Does your business help you to be happy and
satisfied here?

EASSaRETNEL

Inter-group Connections

o (REREALFELL - B2 FEARHY T G s &

L e S

e How is your contact with your co-ethnic
associations or other co-ethnics living in
HK?

RS

Future Plan

o RARAA(TIETE
o HAEBPIR I T A MM ?

e What do you plan in the future?
e How do you see the chance of doing
something else in future?
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Appendix4  Summary of Research Activities
Research Number of
L Content visits / Hours
activities :
meetings
Field visits and participant
Field observations including joining
. .. . . 15 42
investigation cultural tours, festival celebrations
and gathering of ethnic association
Individual semi- Experiences of self-employment in
structured P ploy 22 45
. . Hong Kong
interviews
General situations of the ethnic
Interviews with | communities as well as the ethnic 3 18
key informants | economies;
Cross-checking some initial findings
Focus group
discussion with | Cross-checking information obtained 1 9
NGO community | and initial analyses
workers
Discussion of research process,
Research team .
. emerged themes, and possible 5 9
meetings . .
misunderstandings
Total: 116 hours
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Appendix 5 Community Cultural Tour Walking Guides

(1) Kwai Chung Cultural Map

N - B ot S N

- “Industries”, “Factories” are the usual terms
that associated with Kwai Chung. Unlike the
nearby district Tsuen Wan, where is renowned
with yummy street foods and countless
worth-the-price fashion shops, Kwai Chung
seems to have nothing unique representing
herself. Yet, unknown to most HongKongers,
an unsophisticated yet remarkably cohesive
South Asian network has long been formed in
Kwai Chung since 1970s.

On this map, 19 spots where you can explore
the South Asian unique cultures are listed. Just

move your cursor to where you wish to visit,

and then details of the spot will be shown. All 19
spots welcome your visit!

)
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