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Achieving Equality – Have We Made a Difference?

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

The status of women in Hong Kong has evolved over the years, assisted by the efforts of many to achieve a number of milestones that have now enabled women access to more choices than ever before. But as we have heard this morning, the issues that women face today transcend geographical boundaries and cultures. Women today may be better educated than their mothers, however many carry dual roles as carers and income earners, and while they may have better control over their lives than the previous generation, women continue to suffer more from family violence than men. 

In Hong Kong, women make up close to 50% of the work force, yet their median monthly employment wage is only 81.8% of what men earn. At our universities, female students like their counterparts in other parts of the world have overtaken male students in certain disciplines, such as law, medicine and business. Female civil servants comprise just over one-third of all public servants, and at the directorate level, approximately 26 % are women. In our legislature, there are 18.3 % or 11 women councilors out of a total of 60 councillors. The percentage drops to 13.3 % in the Executive Council, where there are only 4 women. In the private sector, women at the top of the corporate ladder are few and far between. Our study in 2000/01 showed that only 5.8% of women sit on the boards of the 33 companies that make up the Hang Seng Index.

In the history of effecting change for women in Hong Kong, a more recent milestone was achieved in 1995, when the Sex Discrimination Ordinance was passed in the Legislative Council, to eliminate discrimination based on the grounds of sex and to promote gender equality in Hong Kong. When the Equal Opportunities Commission was established in 1996, one of the first barriers we tackled was in the employment sector. Ten years on, newspapers no longer carry advertisements for attractive girl Fridays, or cheerful receptionists. Employers know that equal opportunity in the work place begins with the recruitment of staff.

Another landmark for women was the introduction in 1978 of nine years free public education for girls and boys. As we know education is one of the most effective empowerment tools and many women have been able to benefit from that government initiative, since girls often had to forgo higher education simply because few families could afford sending sons and daughters to attend school.

The education sector is one of the cornerstones of our work at the Commission, and our efforts have focused on improving choices for girls and boys in our schools. Before 1999, most male and female students did not have a choice in selecting design and technology or home economics subjects. Following a series of initiatives with the former Education Department, boys and girls can now enjoy the freedom to choose either one of these subjects according to their interest. In a photo competition launched by the Commission in 2004, I was glad to see pictures of boys and girls learning knitting at school. The message is breaking stereotypes and it is encouraging to witness how systemic change impacts on the individual level.

Of course you have also heard from Dr. Cheung this morning about the Secondary School Places Allocation System, which is no longer gender biased. We have continued our work in achieving equal access to education, and last year in conjunction with the Hong Kong Institute of Education, we held a 3-day international conference to evaluate gender differences in education and explored new learning opportunities for young men and women. The participants concluded that making learning effective for both boys and girls is the best equalizer. 

Since 1996, the Commission has been able to support other landmark cases related to pregnancy discrimination and sexual harassment. The significance lies not only in the provision of individual redress for discrimination, but it also underlines the kind of barriers women face in employment. Just looking at our complaint figures in the past ten years, pregnancy discrimination and sexual harassment remain the two most serious forms of discrimination under the Sex Discrimination Ordinance. In view of this, we are now stepping up our initiatives, by way of media campaigns and also by engaging the business sector and the universities to get the message across. This year we will be producing training modules on sexual harassment for university students as well as those in the employment sector.

A few months ago, developments in the media sparked off a heated public debate about how women are portrayed in our society. The two incidents, one involving a survey of quote “the most popular actress for indecent assault” unquote, and another, a magazine which published photos taken by a hidden camera of a young and very popular female singer while she was changing backstage, highlight the concern that many share about derogatory portrayal of the female gender which still exists in Hong Kong. Evidently, the perception of men and women still differs in our society.

Breaking down gender stereotyping became a priority for our youth programmes after a survey conducted earlier which showed that young people held traditional stereotypical views about themselves and the opposite sex. While girls were more open to change, boys tended to hold on to traditional beliefs. So we designed a mentorship programme “Career Challenge”, aimed at exposing the students to men and women who have broken barriers to work in non-traditional occupations. Hong Kong’s only Olympic gold medallist, windsurfer Lee Lai Shan was one such mentor, another was To Chung, a former investment banker who gave up his career to help AIDS orphans in China. Thousands of students have participated in this project which began in 2003. There is the hope yet, that these young people will be able to broaden their horizons, so that they can make real life-choices based on their talents and abilities, and not be pigeonholed into traditional gender related roles. Our society should be able to tap into the full potential of its members, so that everyone can contribute to the economic, social, political and cultural aspects of our community.

As at 2005, 51.8 % of women have joined the work force. But because of social expectations, many of them have dual roles, as caregivers and salary earners. And this is why the Commission has always aimed our work at achieving equality for both genders. Men need to transform their roles too, if both women and men are to achieve parity. Better work life balance would enable flexibility for individuals to combine work and family responsibilities or other aspirations. A survey conducted by the Commission and the Women’s Commission last year showed that companies that had in place family-friendly employment policies reported higher staff retention and increased ability to attract high performing and experienced employees. Meanwhile on the staff side, they chose flexi-time, home-based work, paternity or maternity leave as the most wanted types of family friendly employment policies. Clearly, a better work-life balance is a major concern for employees, and the benefits of such policies would reap rewards for employers as well.

As dual-earners families become the norm in our society, roles for women and men will need to adapt to changes, in order to meet the challenges ahead. Just a few days ago, the South China Morning Post reported that female doctors have urged the Hospital Authority to introduce flexible working hours to allow them to care for their families. For our policy makers, this underlines the need for gender mainstreaming. In 2006, we joined the Association of Women with Disabilities in meeting with the Department of Health to discuss accessibility issues regarding Hong Kong's maternal and child health centres. Today improvements have already begun with the installation of new equipment and better access allowing women with disabilities to enjoy more user-friendly healthcare services.
Looking into the future, it remains to be seen just how much impact the current generation of well educated women will have in the coming years. Would their education translate into better life choices, would they be able to attain more power as decision makers, and, would they be more equipped to face the demands of being working mothers? Reflecting on the progress that has been achieved in the past decades, we can be assured that the winds of change will continue, but the crux is how to engage both women and men to achieve gender equity, and the responsibility to achieve that goal lies with both genders.
Thank you.
Equal Opportunities Commission 
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