From Concept to Compliance: the Hong Kong Experience

Abstract of Presentation

Herman Poon

Equal Opportunities Commission
1. Gender equality in the abstract is an idea with which few people in the modern world will disagree.  But for it to have practical meaning, it must not remain just an idea discussed at the dinner table, instead it must have an impact on the everyday life of individuals.  

2. In Hong Kong, one important way of putting gender equality into practice is through the prevention of gender discrimination by law.  To this end, the Sex Discrimination Ordinance Cap.480 (“SDO”) was enacted in 1995.

3. One main feature of the SDO is that it provides for an enforcement mechanism so that people suffering gender discrimination and sexual harassment have an enforceable legal right to put a stop to discrimination and harassment.  The scope of the SDO covers many major aspects of the everyday life of an individual: employment, use and enjoyment of goods and services, and particularly relevant to the present Conference, education. 

4. Central to the enforcement mechanism provided by the SDO is the Equal Opportunities Commission (“EOC”).  It is a body established by the SDO to 

(a) promote equality of opportunity between men and women;

(b) work towards the elimination of gender discrimination;

(c) work towards the elimination of sexual harassment.

5. Under the SDO, educational establishments (such as schools and universities) must give equal opportunity to students regardless of gender differences.  The Government’s education policies and programmes must also give equal opportunity to students.  

6. The inclusion of education under the scope of the SDO is a reflection of the importance of gender equality in education.  This will not only have an impact on education equality, but through equal education, on other aspects of an individual’s life, both immediately and in the long-term (such as employment equality later on in life).

7. Apart from having a system that formally provides equal access to education, equal participation during the education process, without gender based interference, is also important.  One phenomenon that seriously affects equal participation is sexual harassment in education.  Although the SDO already provides a degree of protection against sexual harassment in education, the EOC has made suggestions to expand the scope of protection and spends much effort to combat sexual harassment in education.

8. Other issues in terms of equal participation in education include equal access to curriculum contents (i.e., all subjects should be available to students regardless of gender), a balanced gender portrayal in education material, specific curriculum contents on gender equality.

9. The EOC will continue to promote gender equality in education on a practical level.  At the same time, remedies will be available under the SDO for victims of unlawful sexual harassment and gender discrimination.

