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Hong Kong found itself swept up in
tides of change in 2020-21, sparked
not least by COVID-19... Amid all
the shifts and shake-ups, there is |
one constant: our commitment to
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marginalised.
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Hong Kong found itself swept up in tides of change in
2020-21, sparked not least by COVID-19. The new normal
spared no one, and the EOC, like many organisations,
had to adapt and reinvent itself. We made events virtual,
enhanced flexible working arrangements, and temporarily
adjusted our services to help contain the contagion.

Amid all the shifts and shake-ups, there is one constant:
our commitment to safeguarding the well-being of the
marginalised. Having served the city for 25 years — the
EOC was established in 1996 — we are acutely attuned to
how alienated groups can easily become scapegoats for
systemic problems in times of uncertainty, as deep-rooted
prejudice erupts to clear the way for expedient “solutions”.
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Our priority, therefore, has been building the capacity of both
individuals and policymakers to empathise with and support
disadvantaged communities who face unique challenges
during the pandemic, such as migrant workers, non-Chinese-
speaking citizens, carers and people with disabilities. We gave
interviews, issued statements, published FAQs, met with civil
society groups on- and offline to hear about their concerns,
and advised relevant parties to step up their inclusivity game,
working with the Government, for instance, to ensure that
essential information would be translated into ethnic minority
languages in a more timely and accurate manner.
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and policymakers to empathise with and support disadvantaged

communities who face unique challenges during the pandemic.
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As anti-pandemic measures relating to testing and
vaccination were rolled out from time to time by the authorities
and employers alike, the EOC was often called upon to
comment on alleged instances of unlawful discrimination.
Sometimes our answer would be straightforward; other
times a more nuanced explanation was warranted, as
more complex concepts, statutory exemptions, and the
specific circumstances of individual cases came into play.
What cannot be overemphasised is that as much as the
EOC desires to win the hearts of everyone in town, our
professionalism requires a rigorous approach to explaining
the law and a pragmatic attitude towards resolving
differences. We simply cannot throw around words carrying
specific legal meaning — such as “discrimination” — with
the same casualness some commentators are happy to
embrace. This inevitably frustrates certain people, often
across the political spectrum. But we are, after all, an
independent statutory body. We can only do the community
justice by upholding the law without fear or favour.
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Responding to COVID, as important as it is, did not define
the entirety of our work in 2020-21. In fact, not only did we
manage to roll out a string of unprecedented initiatives in
marking our 25th anniversary, but we also saw our long-time
advocacy efforts bear fruit in the most extensive reform of
the anti-discrimination law in recent years. And we adopted a
“victim-centric approach” and enhanced our mechanism for
processing discrimination complaints from the public.

Topping the list of our breakthroughs was the launch of the
inaugural Equal Opportunity Employer Recognition Scheme.
Designed to amplify both the ethical and economic case for
diversity and inclusion (D&I), as well as recognise best practice
among employers in Hong Kong, the Scheme attracted 420
applications from organisations big and small, public and
private. Together they employ over 220 000 people across an
extensive spectrum of industries. The EOC announced the
results in May 2021, recognising 160 organisations with a track
record of advancing workplace equality for women and men,
people with disabilities, those with family responsibilities, and/

or ethnic minorities.
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Besides incentivising the business sector to embrace D&l
principles, the EOC curated “The Way We Are”, a photo
storytelling project which gave voice to underrepresented
communities with the support of 13 NGOs and the Faculty
of Arts, The University of Hong Kong. Inspired by a belief in
the empowering nature of self-narratives, the EOC collected
over 130 original “photo essays” from deaf people, people
with visual or mobility challenges, people with mental health
issues, non-Chinese youth, migrant workers, carers, new
immigrant women from Mainland China and LGBT people.
Their works were showcased through a virtual gallery which
registered 26 000 views in less than four months of its launch,
coupled with a physical exhibition tour boasting an estimated
footfall of 120 000. Further, the EOC engaged influencers
to produce videos about the campaign for YouTube and
Facebook, drawing a viewership of over 60 000 by the end
of 2020-21.

Meanwhile, the EOC dedicated new resources to combating
sexual harassment in 2020-21 by setting up the Anti-Sexual
Harassment Unit (ASHU). The ASHU operates a hotline
(2106 2222) to provide callers with information on relevant
laws, advice on how to lodge complaints and seek redress,
and referral to counselling and therapy when needed. Public
services aside, its work extends to equipping organisations
in different sectors with knowledge of preventive measures,
and examining the current legal regime to assess
possibilities for reform. As | pen this message, we are
finalising a paper on plugging the loopholes in the law
against sexual harassment, expected to be submitted to the
Government by the end of 2021.
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In some respects, our law is already changing for the better.
In June 2020, lawmakers across the aisle voted in support of
the Discrimination Legislation (Miscellaneous Amendments)
Bill 2018, which packed eight significant changes to the
Sex Discrimination Ordinance, Disability Discrimination
Ordinance, Family Status Discrimination Ordinance
and Race Discrimination Ordinance. From introducing
express protections against breastfeeding discrimination
to prohibiting sexual, disability and racial harassment in
common workplaces, these legislative improvements had
their origin in a report the EOC submitted to the Government
in 2016, which contained as many as 73 recommendations
for overhauling Hong Kong’s anti-discrimination legislation.

Our pursuit of legislative reform is far from over. As Hong
Kong undergoes socio-economic changes, hostility
continues to intensify between people born in Hong
Kong and new immigrants from Mainland China, igniting
concerns over discrimination and harassment. In addition,
the city is seemingly in a deadlock over legislating against
discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation, despite
the debates that have spanned over a quarter of a century.
Clearly, the current law is not geared to deal adequately
with these issues, and the EOC is determined to help
the Government fill these gaps by drawing up legislative
proposals and rallying support from stakeholders.

In relation to new immigrants from Mainland China, the EOC
made a submission to the Government in late March 2021
on tackling, through legislation, intra-racial discrimination,
harassment and vilification, as well as discrimination,
harassment and vilification on grounds of residency status
and regional origin. Also underway is a consultation paper
laying out legislative options for addressing discrimination,
harassment and vilification on grounds of sexual orientation
and gender identity, with consultation sessions with
stakeholders planned for the near future.
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Indeed, for two and a half decades, the EOC has strived to be a companion to

the stigmatised and a trailblazer in the quest for equality. While 2020-21 may be

overshadowed by unpleasant surprises and the world has yet to grasp the full impact

of the pandemic, | am confident that we will continue our legacy — of hearing the

unheard, seeing the unseen and empowering the powerless — for the years to come. , ,
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Lastly, | must express my heartfelt gratitude to the EOC
Members for contributing their insights and expertise to
the Commission’s work over the past year. A big thank-you
is also in order to the EOC staff for working creatively to
overcome the disruptions caused by COVID and serving
the public with the same dedication as always.
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Ricky CHU Man-kin, IDS
Chairperson
Equal Opportunities Commission
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