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The Equal Opportunities Commission (EOC) is committed to turning the principles of equal opportunities into best practices in
everyday life, and helping to build an inclusive society where differences are respected and diversity is valued.

Achieving Change

In 2001/02, we have witnessed progress in attitudinal changes and systemic reforms as a result of our advocacy work and court
judgments, one of which is our settlement with two defendants of the Richland Gardens case. The defendants made unequivocal
apologies for harassing staff of the Kowloon Bay Health Centre. Upon settlement of the court actions in early 2002, a few
residents in the neighbourhood were willing to speak out publicly in support of the clinic. This was not the case three years ago,
when patients and workers were harassed and vilified by a small but vocal group of Richland Gardens residents. While their
harassing behaviour was largely due to prejudice and misunderstanding about HIV/AIDS, the anti-discrimination laws helped to
change their attitude and induce acceptance.

Another significant change is the removal of gender-based features in the Secondary School Places Allocation (SSPA) System,
following the High Court ruling in June 2001 that some aspects of the SSPA System were sex-discriminatory. The EOC sought
judicial review in 2000 after the Education Department refused to remove the discriminatory elements of the SSPA System. It is
a matter of enormous public importance for the Education Department to rectify the system. Our students are entitled to and
deserve an education system that is open, fair and non-discriminatory.

Providing Guidance

It is extremely important to ensure equal opportunities in the educational system regardless of sex or disability, since education is
vital to every child’s development and future participation in society. Over the years, the EOC has received quite a number of
complaints from parents of students with disabilities, and we feel that schools and teachers need practical guidance on how to
avoid discrimination in this important area. Also, students with disabilities and their parents need advice on their rights and
responsibilities in receiving education. A Code of Practice on Education under the Disability Discrimination Ordinance was
therefore issued in January 2001 for public consultation, and became effective in July 2001. We hope that through co-operation
among parents, students and schools, discrimination in education will be eliminated.

Reshaping Attitudes

Discrimination in education, like in other areas such as employment, often stems from ignorance and old-fashioned assumptions.
Some people still see a woman as less capable than a man. Others may see a person with disabilities as helpless, and cannot
contribute to the society. Recent EOC surveys on stereotyping reveal that students’ perceptions follow this pattern. Students in
the survey perceived persons with disabilities as deviant, accident prone and only appropriate for repetitive work. Both male and
female students still expected men to be the major breadwinner in the family. Notably, young men surveyed were more rigid and
inflexible in their definition of masculinity, restricting themselves to far fewer options in behaviour and career choices. For example,
the notions that sons should share the housework, men could have women bosses, hushands could be “househusbands” and
girls could initiate dating were all out of the question with the boys but were acceptable to the girls.
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We are concerned about the findings because students’ perceptions influence their interest and career choices, restricting them
from realizing their aspirations.

Education plays a significant role in removing stereotypical perceptions, and schools and teachers are catalysts to change. The
EOC is liaising with different stakeholders to develop equal op-
portunities educational materials for schools, so that both boys
and girls will learn to achieve their potential.

Promoting Equal Opportunities

Equal opportunity is about people and it is about everyone.

The EOC has three messages:

» For the individual - Everyone has the right to development. This
is an extension to the right to life and survival.

 For the business sector - Social accountability means
marketability. This means equal opportunities and good prac-
tices help to sell products and services.

» For the community - Enhancement of human capital sustains
development and reduces reliance on social security.

These benefits of equal opportunities are increasingly recognized by businesses in Hong Kong. Our recent business surveys
revealed that many employers and employees believed that compliance with equal opportunity principles would result in a better
working relationship, higher efficiency, employee stability and confidence in the company. They also recognized the consequence
of non-compliance - the most common being low employee morale and the ruining of the company name.

The surveys also showed that a significant number of employers would do something to minimize their liability and were interested
in receiving equal opportunities training and information. The EOC is designing an information kit for Small and Medium Sized
Enterprises and developing appropriate training for businesses. Through training, we hope to help businesses turn commitment
and principles to verifiable operational activities on the ground. Our Training and Consultancy Unit is providing assistance to
businesses to embrace Hong Kong’s equal opportunities legislation.

Looking Ahead

The EOC'’s vision is about opening doors for every individual. Challenging stereotypes and systemic discrimination will enable
everyone to discover new horizons and possibilities. Mainstreaming equal opportunities will take these concepts a step further,
ensuring that equal opportunity considerations are fully incorporated at every stage in the policy making and implementation
process, weaving equal opportunity as intrinsic strands into the very fabric of our society. We shall continue our efforts to promote
mainstreaming of equal opportunities in partnership with the government, business and the community. In the end, | believe

everyone will stand to benefit.

Anna Wu
Chairperson
Equal Opportunities Commission



