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Ms WU, Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is my honour to be invited to address this meaningful conference on Equal Pay for Work of Equal Value.

I would like to set the scene for this afternoon’s discussion sessions with three things –

(a) first, a brief review of the profile and status of the female population in Hong Kong;

(b) secondly, an identification of the needs and problems encountered by women in the area of employment, which would naturally include the issue of equal pay; and

(c) thirdly, a little highlight of some questions associated with the concept of equal pay for work of equal value.

Profile of Female Population

Let me start with the review of profile and status of our female population.  In the second quarter of 2001, women accounted for 43 % of our labour force, up from 36% in 1990.  They have a lower unemployment rate than their male counterpart.  A quarter of the female employed persons have attained tertiary education, representing a significant increase from 15% in 1990.  (As an interesting comparison, only 23% of the male employed persons have attained tertiary education, which is 2% lower than the female employed persons).
Along with the expansion in education and employment opportunities, there has been a steady rise in the proportion of women at the higher end of the occupation hierarchy.  In the second quarter of 2001, about one third of the managers, administrators, professionals and associate professionals in Hong Kong are female.  In the Civil Service, currently seven out of the 24 principal officials are female. Likewise, women have enjoyed a wider choice of occupations in recent years and more of them have joined occupations which used to be dominated by male workers. 

In community service, which may be with or without remuneration, the role played by women in Hong Kong is no less significant.  Currently, we have three women out of 12 Executive Councillors, 11 women out of 60 Legislators, and 72 women out of 518 District Councillors.  The number of women serving on Government advisory and statutory bodies totalled over 1,100 as at July 2001.

Here, I would like to take the opportunity to let you know that alongside the advancement of women, the Labour Department of the Hong Kong SAR Government has been fully committed to the promotion of equal opportunities in employment.  Our labour legislation provides equal protection to all employees, irrespective of sex.  Our employment services are provided to all job-seekers on a gender-neutral basis.

In fact, while the services are provided free of charge on a gender-neutral basis, some services, for instance the enhanced employment services for domestic helpers, are mainly used by women.  In 2000, we successfully placed 1 800 women in domestic helper jobs.  Similarly, under the Re-employment Pilot Programme which the Labour Department launched in February this year to assist middle-aged job seekers secure a sustainable job through a package of services including counselling, placement and induction-training, more women than men have participated in this programme.

Needs and Problems of Women in the Area of Employment

Let me now turn to the needs and problems of women in the area of employment.  Although the advancement of women has been remarkable in the past few decades, some of their needs and the problems that they encounter remain to be addressed. What are their needs and problems?

I believe that the foremost concern of women is access to “decent work”, particularly in the wake of the continuing restructuring and recent slowdown in the local economy, as well as the ever-increasing impacts of globalisation.  By decent work, I mean productive work in which rights are protected, which generates reasonable income, with adequate social protection.  Access to decent work embraces the principle that every person should have access to income-earning opportunities and enjoy the fundamental protection and rights at work.

Another concern of women is pay equity – which encompasses the topic of our conference this afternoon namely, “equal pay for work of equal value”.  But it also encompasses “equal pay for equal work”.  Here, I would like to draw out the difference between the two.  Both “equal pay for equal work” and “equal pay for work of equal value” are simple concepts.  Both are noble rights.  But there is a distinction between the two.  “Equal pay for equal work” simply means that the employer pays two employees doing the same job equally.  The concept “equal pay for work of equal value” is a relatively new one in Hong Kong.  The employer must give his employees equal remuneration not only for the same job, but also for jobs of a different nature yet having the same value.

Questions associated with equal pay for work of equal value

This brings me naturally to an highlight of the questions that we need to address when we put the principle of equal pay for work of equal value into practice.  There is no doubt that we should all support the principle of equal pay for work of equal value, but there are practical problems when we apply this principle.

First of all, in order to pay workers equally for jobs with the same value, the employer must appraise different jobs and determine their relative values.  The associated questions are :

· On what criteria should the employer compare the values of different jobs?

· How can the employer strike a balance between the market forces of supply and demand and the principle of equity of job values?

Secondly, in order to appraise different jobs objectively, there would need to be an objective job classification and wage fixing system.  The associated questions are :

· Should employers or a central authority be responsible for conducting objective job appraisals?

· Would the small and medium enterprises, which constitute over 98% of the enterprises in Hong Kong, have the resources to develop and administer a job appraisal system?

· Do we in Hong Kong have sufficient expertise to carry out objective job appraisals?

· How should complaints on wage discrimination be dealt with?

In addressing the host of questions, I think there are three important principles that we should seek to adhere to.  These are :

(a) firstly, we must devise a pragmatic approach of implementation which is generally accepted by the social partners and the civic society at large; 
(b) secondly, we should ensure that implementation of the principle would not stifle job creation or create inefficiencies in the labour market; and

(c) thirdly, there ought to be in place adequate guidance to assist employers in carrying out job evaluation.

I am pleased to know that the Task Force established by the EOC in May last year to promote and recommend ways to progressively implement the principle of equal pay for work of equal value has taken a very cautious and pragmatic approach in taking the matter forward.  It has divided the implementation into three phases.  In the first phase, the pay and personnel data within the Civil Service and the Hospital Authority will be analysed to see if gender-based pay differentials exist, and if so, in what areas.  In the second phase, large private sector companies with over 200 employees will be looked at, while in the third phase, SMEs will be examined.  In taking this progressive approach, I hope the EOC can better assess the nature and size of the problem, build expertise, find practicable solutions to the problem and promote public awareness.

I know that the first phase of implementation is already underway and the experts responsible for analysing the public sector will share with us their experience today.  I also understand that renowned experts from abroad will enlighten us on international best practices in pay equity.  I am sure their experiences will be invaluable to our future implementation of pay equity in Hong Kong. 

I would like to conclude by wishing you all a very fruitful discussion and successful conference.

Thank you.
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