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The Secondary School Places
Allocation System

Following a number of complaints from parents
on sex discrimination in the placement of their
children in secondary schools, the EOC conducted
an investigation into the Secondary School Places
Allocation (SSPA) System, which has been in place for
over 20 years. The investigation and subsequent report,
released in August 1999, found that the existing
system does indeed discriminate against individual boys
and girls on the basis of sex. The EOC recommended
that the System be reviewed to remove the discriminatory
elements against both boys and girls.

However in April 2000, the Director of Education
responded that there were good reasons for keeping
the system as it was and the discriminatory elements
of the SSPA would not be removed. In view of the
wide impact of this decision on the children of Hong
Kong, the EOC applied for a judicial review in July
2000. Leave was granted by the High Court and the
hearing commenced on 14 May 2001, concluding
on 24 May 2001.
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On 22 June 2001, the High Court of Hong Kong
ruled that all three gender-based mechanisms in the
SSPA challenged by the EOC are discriminatory and
unlawful. The EOC looks forward to the introduction
of a new, non-discriminatory system, which we hope
will be in place next year. Meanwhile, a series of
exchanges with school principals and international
experts is in place to enable a wider delivery of the
issues involved. It is hoped that these public discussions
will assist in the formulation of non-discriminatory
education policies.

Access to Education by Persons
with a Disability

Access to education is a key factor in enabling people
with disabilities to integrate fully into society. Yet
young people with disabilities are systemically excluded
from the general education system. The Disability
Discrimination Ordinance (DDO) makes it unlawful
for schools to discriminate against such students by
refusing admission. The EOC started to prepare the
Code of Practice on Education under the DDO in
1999. The Code aims to promote equal opportunities
in education for children with disabilities.
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After substantial consultation with educators and the
disability community, a proposed Code was issued
in January 2001 for public consultation. Following
vetting by the Legislative Council, it came into
operation in July 2001 before the commencement of
the new academic year. In the meantime, we continued
to be actively involved in the Task Group on the
Integrated Education Programme of the Education
Department, providing advice to the Government
regarding the Programme’s implementation.

To ensure that these students are not disadvantaged
by their disability when sitting for examinations,
we made a number of recommendations to the
Hong Kong Examination Authority. As a result, the
Authority’s guidelines now offer greater flexibility in
considering requests for different forms of assistance
and accommodation in examinations.

Procedures and Training for the
Immigration Department

On the initiative of the EOC in August 2000, the
Secretary for Security invited the EOC to provide
advice “to enhance the relevant internal guidelines
and staff training” to the Immigration Department,
after the disappearance of Yu Man-Hon, an autistic,
then 15 year-old boy, who was mistakenly sent across
the border by immigration officers last year.

The initiative is intended to assist the Department to
enhance its sensitivity to disability issues and increase
its capability to discharge its obligations to persons
with a disability. The most effective way of sustaining
change is to introduce equal opportunities principles
into all aspects of an organization and its operation.
This is mainstreaming an equal opportunities culture
in the Department’s operation and it is a process
of organizational transformation. Mainstreaming
the equal opportunities culture also requires tracking
of the outcome of the core policy commitments
of a department to the small everyday decisions
of implementation.

The study looked into knowledge and sensitivity levels
with regard to persons with a disability; the experiences
and expectations of persons with a disability; the
adequacy of the Department’s internal guidelines and
instructions and officers’ training needs.

The study highlighted two key concerns: The first
area of concern is the ability to identify and recognize
disabilities and their characteristics, manifestations
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and special needs. Failure to identify and recognize
disabilities may result in inappropriate responses and
will not trigger the use of any special procedures and
support mechanisms.

The second concern relates to the development
of skills in handling persons with a disability
with particular emphasis on communication
skills. Appropriate communication can elicit useful
information, such as personal identification, and can
reduce misunderstanding.

Accepting People with a Mental Illiness

Persons with a mental iliness continue to suffer from
serious discrimination. The EOC conducted 12 focus
group meetings and 12 talks for over 500 people
during the year, to raise awareness of the legal rights
for persons with a mental iliness under the DDO.

In January 2001, the EOC and the Department of
Psychiatry at the Chinese University of Hong Kong
launched a joint project, the Mental Health Service
Users’ Experience of Discrimination in Hong Kong to
investigate experiences suffered by mental health
service users in the workplace, in the family and with
friends, as well as difficulties they experience in
medical and social services.

Equal Pay for Work of Equal Value

Hong Kong is now moving on from the issue of
“equal pay for equal work™ to the issue of “equal
pay for work of equal value.” Sex discrimination in
pay inequity is related to the fact that men and
women are often segregated into different types of

11
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jobs due to career choices based on socialization,
education and the expectations of the job market.
These different jobs may be of the same value requiring
similar responsibility, effort, and qualifications but
may be paid differently.

A Task Force was established in May 2000 with a
government capital grant of HK$2 million to promote
and recommend ways to progressively implement
the principle of “equal pay for work of equal value™
in three phases. The first phase analyses pay and
personnel data within the civil service and the Hospital
Authority. The second phase studies companies
employing over 200 staff while the third phase looks
at small and medium sized enterprises.

Access to Information Technology (IT)

The rapid advancement of information technology
and transition into a knowledge-based society makes
access to information and electronic communication
fundamental to our daily lives. Access to information
technology therefore remains a priority especially for
persons with a disability and for women. During the
year, we continued our strategy, working closely
with the Government and other groups to gauge
accessibility, new opportunities and the impact of IT
on the daily lives of disadvantaged groups.

A study on Web Accessibility of Public Service
Homepages in Hong Kong was conducted to identify
problems linked with the needs of different disability
groups. This joint research on web accessibility was
conducted with the Hong Kong Council of Social
Service. In March 2001, a paper on the inaccessibility
of IT to persons with a disability was submitted to the
Legislative Council Panel on Information Technology
and Broadcasting. An EOC representative also sits
on the Government’s inter-departmental committee on
information dissemination to help develop guidelines
for designing accessible government websites.

Since the Government introduced its Electronic
Services Delivery scheme in 1999, the Commission
had been advising the Government to ensure universal
accessibility. The Government has adopted the
Commission’s suggestion to equip the computer
facilities at community cyberpoints and public libraries
with accessible hardware and software.

The Commission also advised the Government to revise
the Code of Practice on Recognized Certification
Authorities so that accessibility of the certification
service for persons with a disability is made one of the
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criteria in assessing applications for the recognized
status. In response to requests from several visual
impairment groups, the Commission initiated an
orientation and on-site registration session in
conjunction with the Hongkong Post regarding its
e-cert service.

Electronic banking is a standard service enjoyed by
most in our community. A working group has been
established with the Hong Kong Association of Banks
to develop an action plan, to ensure delivery of
electronic banking services to persons with a disability
enabling them to enjoy the benefits of independence
brought about by advancements in modern technology.

The impact of IT on women particularly in the fields
of employment, education and service provision
cannot be ignored, and more needs to be done
to encourage women to embrace this technology.
To keep abreast with Government initiatives in
this area, the EOC regularly attends meetings of the
Home Affairs Department’s Central Co-ordinating
Committee on the Promotion of IT to women. Where
appropriate, the EOC contributes its perspective on
the equal opportunity aspect of IT and women for
the Government’s consideration.

The Commission also works closely with the IT industry
and professional organizations in the empowerment
process — we are, for example, supporting the Web
Care Campaign, launched by the Internet Professional
Association, to promote IT awareness and training
among persons with a disability and women, among
other objectives.
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Building a More Accessible Social and
Physical Environment

Making our social and physical environment accessible
is essential for people with disabilities to enjoy
their economic, social, cultural and political rights.
Addressing this issue, the Commission has worked
with the Government and the private sector in the
past year, to promote the concept of universal design
and the mainstreaming of equal opportunities in a
number of areas.

Accessibility of public transport services has always
been a major concern for people with physical and
visual disabilities. The Commission has urged the
Government and franchised bus operators to aim at
making all franchised buses fully accessible within a
specified time frame. In addition, the Government
should make it a franchise condition that operators
procure only fully accessible buses for fleet replacement
or route expansion. Through persistent lobbying by
the Commission and disability groups, one of the
bus companies agreed to convert some of its newly
acquired vehicles with portable ramps into ones with
fixed ramps.

As about half of Hong Kong’s population live in public
housing, the Commission conducted a check-walk
with the Housing Authority in early 2000, to examine
the accessibility of their housing estates and to
make recommendations for follow up action.
The study report, completed in August 2000,
recommended improvement works and priorities. The
Housing Authority has initially set aside $7 million
for improvements.

The right to vote is an important political right for every
citizen. Prior to the Legislative Council Elections in
September 2000, the Commission made suggestions
to the Registration and Electoral Office to enable the
disability community to participate more fully in the
elections. As a result of the Commission’s discussion
with the Government, some temporary improvement
measures were made.

Hong Kong has a strong ‘dining-out’ culture.
Unfortunately the lack of accessible toilet facilities
and inadequate circulation space in restaurants often
prevent the wheelchair community from participating
in this popular social activity. The Commission has
proposed that the Government incorporate the
provision of accessible toilets and other facilities as a
licensing condition for food establishments and is
awaiting Government response to this suggestion.
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HIV/AIDS and the Community

During the year, we worked closely with health care
professionals, community organizations and concern
groups to raise awareness of the legal rights of people
living with HIV/AIDS. To facilitate trust and to encourage
them to seek assistance when needed, an officer has
been designated to answer their enquiries. Based on
EOC’s advice, the Drug Treatment Centre Code was
modified to eliminate some of the procedures that
could arouse discomfort in people, with blood-borne
diseases such as AIDS, seeking the service.

The Commission has adopted a promotion strategy
to raise awareness of the vulnerability of women to
HIV/AIDS infection. Together with other committees,
the EOC has been actively involved in the development
of a strategy on HIV/AIDS prevention and care for
women. This strategy includes:

e Development of AIDS prevention policies and
education programmes targeted for women;

< Incorporation of free and accessible HIV antibodies
tests in existing health check-ups, premarital services
and routine antenatal examination procedures to
reduce stigmatization and promote acceptance of
the tests; and

< Collaboration with different organizations to combat
discrimination and promote care and acceptance
of HIV-positive women.
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