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The past year has been a challenging one for Hong Kong and 
the Equal Opportunities Commission (EOC).  Hong Kong, as we 
battled the fear, worry and agony caused by the SARS (Severe 
Acute Respiratory Syndrome) outbreak; the EOC, as we faced 
leadership changes under the media spotlight.  Fortunately, 
storms do pass leaving in their aftermath, a renewed sense of 
strength and purpose. 

Meeting the Challenges
The leadership of the EOC changed in August 2003, when 
Ms. Anna WU was succeeded by Mr. Michael WONG.  Later, 
following Mr. WONG’s resignation in November, I took up the 
position as the Commission’s new Chairperson in December 
2003, in the midst of a controversy over the termination of 
appointment of the Director (Operations).

Having worked in the Social Welfare Department for more than 
30 years, it is a particular honour for me to be able to continue 
to serve the community, in an area which I am fully committed 
and have supported throughout my professional life.  I have 
pledged to ensure the impartiality of the EOC, and to handle 
matters in a fair and open manner in accordance with the law.



Realizing that last year’s incidents (in November) had aff ected 
not only the credibility of the EOC but the morale of staff , I have 
been working hard with the Commission’s Members and staff  
to regenerate our vigour, improve our services, increase our 
transparency and rebuild our credibility.  From the start I have 
identifi ed a 3C strategy – Consolidation, Capacity Building and 
Communication, which I believe, will enable us to move forward 
and better serve the community.

In mid-February, upon the request of the Legislative Council, 
the government decided to appoint an Independent Panel of 
Inquiry to look into the incidents relating to the EOC, and to 
submit a report by mid-February 2005.  The EOC has pledged 
full support and co-operation to the Panel, and looks forward to 
an open, fair, credible and evidence-based inquiry, with a view 
to draw a close to the issue, leaving the Commission to return 
to its normal course.

The incidents have highlighted public expectations on the 
governance of the EOC.  Like any other publicly funded body, 
the EOC is expected to be transparent and accountable 
to the public.  In the years to come, the EOC has to manage 
an increasing workload, face budget cuts and maintain its 
credibility.  We will adopt a positive stance in good corporate 
governance in meeting these challenges.

Battling SARS & Discrimination
The panic and fear caused by the SARS epidemic not only created 
tremendous hardship for Hong Kong, it also bred mistrust 
and discrimination.  For many who had never experienced 
discrimination and therefore regarded it as irrelevant or remote, 
suddenly found themselves facing all kinds of restrictions.  
Discrimination came in the forms of mistreatment of Hong 
Kong travellers overseas such as traders or athletes, while locally, 
many experienced the refusal of services, unfair treatment and 
stigmatisation of being suspected of having the disease or even  
loss of jobs in the more extreme cases.  During that period, we 
received hundreds of enquiries and complaints related to SARS, 
highlighting the importance of Hong Kong’s anti-discrimination 
laws and the constant need for vigilance against all forms of 
discrimination.
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Though discrimination abounded during the crisis, many in our 
community tried their best and produced their own solutions 
to cope with the crisis.  Some employers provided a greater 
degree of fl exibility for their employees with regard to sick 
leave, special paid leave and annual leave while others allowed 
employees, such as pregnant staff , to work on-line from home.  
Reiterating our stand that “Equal Opportunities Pay”, these 
enlightened policies do not necessarily incur extra costs.  Rather, 
fl exible working hours, job-sharing, time-off  for emergencies 
and working from home proved to boost effi  ciency, reduce 
absenteeism and eliminate the cost of staff  replacements. With 
the united eff orts to fi ght SARS, Hong Kong survived.

Advocating Fair Policies and 
Accessibility
The EOC is committed to creating a fair and inclusive society.  To 
bring about systemic reforms, our advocacy work and litigation 
have led to attitudinal changes.  To promote understanding of 
equal opportunities issues and examine alternatives to existing 
practices in the insurance industry, the EOC released a Discussion 
Paper on Insurance under the Anti-discrimination Legislation 
in December 2002, to explore issues related to diff erential 
treatment based on sex and disability.  In 2003/04, responses 
from the community and the industry were used to develop 
a set of guidelines for the insurance industry.  The Statement 
of Best Practices on Applying Pre-existing Conditions and 
Blanket Exclusions is expected to be issued by the Hong Kong 
Federation of Insurers in early 2005, taking us a step forward in 
ensuring equitable access to insurance regardless of one’s sex 
or disability.  We believe that non-discriminatory approaches 
could be developed to respond to new market needs and 
expectations for the benefi t of both insurers and consumers. 
This not only makes good business sense, it will also result in 
fewer complaint cases involving insurance practices.
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On the issue of ATM accessibility, the Hong Kong Association 
of Banks has worked with the EOC in developing solutions 
to enhance access for persons with a disability.  I am very 
pleased to report that the Association adopted a set of ATM 
Installation Guidelines in April 2003 and circulated them to all 
member banks.  The guidelines will certainly help enhance ATM 
accessibility for customers with a disability.

Connecting with Business
As prevention is better than cure, education, training, publicity 
and awareness campaigns, both in the workplace and within 
the community, continue to form a major part of our activities.  

During 2003/04, our training initiatives continued to gather 
momentum.  In the year, a series of calendar and tailor-made 
programmes was conducted in collaboration with the public, 
private and NGO sectors; new programmes on Embracing 
Diversity and Train-the-Trainer were rolled out in response 
to growing demand from the sectors.  We also delivered 
Continuing Professional Development (CPD) courses to 
insurance intermediaries and legal professionals.  

Responding to the needs for small and medium enterprises 
(SMEs) to understand their obligations under Hong Kong’s 
anti-discrimination laws, we introduced our Equal Opportunities 
Essentials Kit for SMEs.  The kit was launched in July 2003, at a 
seminar held in partnership with the Hong Kong General 
Chamber of Commerce on Hong Kong’s current equal 
opportunities legislation in relation to SMEs, and provided 
an easy guide to equal opportunities in the workplace with 
practical samples and helpful checklists.  Other major chambers 
and business groups also assisted us in promoting the kit, 
including the Chinese Manufacturers’ Association of Hong 
Kong, the Hong Kong Trade Development Council, the Chinese 
General Chamber of Commerce and the Institute of Human 
Resource Management.  The EOC always stands ready to work 
with the business sector to prevent discriminatory acts and to 
develop equal opportunity policies and practices.
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Breaking Down Stereotypes
Within the community, our public education programmes 
broke new ground with Hong Kong’s fi rst Equal Opportunities 
Musical.  Produced by the Commission in conjunction with Radio 
Television Hong Kong Radio 2, the event was the culmination 
of a 2-month public education programme consisting of a 
10-episode radio drama series highlighting real life cases of 
discrimination and the recruitment and training of volunteers 
for the EO musical.  The radio series aired in October 2003 and 
attracted over one million listeners.  Another successful project 
was ‘Career Challenge 2003’, designed to break down gender 
and disability stereotyping among young people.  Eleven 
outstanding mentors shared their experiences with over 900 
secondary school students about battling against stereotypes 
to succeed in their chosen fi elds.

We also stepped up our educational eff orts to promote better 
understanding of family status discrimination during the year, 
as many persons with family responsibilities encounter varying 
degrees of discrimination in everyday life.  Students from 
sixteen secondary schools participated in the “Have Your Say 
on Family Status” Youth Debate Competition from March to 
May 2004, gaining in-depth knowledge about related issues. 
Meanwhile thousands of primary school students learned 
about the devastating eff ects of discrimination on the ground 
of family status in our latest school play on inclusion and equal 
opportunities, “3-D Interactive Machine”.

We believe the most eff ective way to change attitude and 
behaviour starts early in childhood. The fi ndings of a baseline 
survey on students revealed that they held stereotypical 
attitudes towards disability, gender and diff erent family roles.  
With an eff ort to integrate EO principles into the curriculum, the 
EOC is collaborating with the Women’s Commission and the 
Curriculum Development Institute to explore the best ways to 
assist teachers and students to understand equal opportunity 
and gender mainstreaming.

Legislating against Racial 
Discrimination 
While we welcome the Executive Council’s decision in June 2003 
to introduce racial discrimination legislation in Hong Kong, we 
are disappointed with the government’s delay in consulting the 
public.  We invited the Home Aff airs Bureau (HAB) to brief the 
EOC in February 2004 on the proposed legislation and shared 
our preliminary views with the government.  We also attended 
the Human Rights Forum and Ethnic Minorities Forum held by 
HAB to network with stakeholder groups and understand their 
stance and concerns.  All along, the EOC supported in principle 
the introduction of the bill and considered it logical for the 
Commission to implement the legislation. We are also of the 
view that the EOC should be provided with adequate resources 
and a reasonable lead time to implement the new legislation.  
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Public Perception
In July 2003, the EOC commissioned a “Survey on Public Perception 
2003” to assess public support for our work and mandate to 
implement the three anti-discrimination ordinances in Hong 
Kong – the Sex Discrimination Ordinance, Disability Discrimination 
Ordinance and Family Status Discrimination Ordinance.  Of the 
2,002 respondents surveyed, 92.7% said that they had heard of the 
EOC, while almost all, 97.3%, said that our work deserved support.  
Signifi cantly, 76.6% or over three-quarters of the respondents 
also said that the concept of equal opportunities was important 
to them personally.  This growing recognition of our work has 
been built up over the years as the result of hard work by our 
Members, staff  and community partners.  Data collected in the 
survey helped us understand public expectations, and address 
new issues, to map our way forward.

Consolidating the EOC
8 years on, our eff orts are now focused on conducting the 
Overall Review of the Role and Organizational and Management 
Structure of the EOC, which commenced in September 2003, to 
allow us to look at our current roles and functions, work priorities, 
effi  ciency and eff ectiveness in order to fulfi ll our mission.  The 
Advisors to the Chairperson (Professor Nelson CHOW and 
Mrs. Laura LING) collected views from brainstorming sessions 
among EOC members and staff , meetings with various 
stakeholder groups and a survey on their perceptions and 
expectations. It is expected that recommendations will be 
made in late 2004 to map out future directions, with enhanced 
corporate governance to deliver our targets.  The EOC believes 
that, based on the solid foundation built in the past, we can 
reaffi  rm our vision and mission and consolidate the work and 
credibility of the Commission as an independent, eff ective 
and accountable public body to uphold the principle of equal 
opportunity and eliminate discrimination.

On the operational side, we have streamlined our work 
procedures and restructured the Disability and Gender Divisions 
into one Operations Division, and redistributed work among 
various divisions to deliver our services more eff ectively to 
meet the needs of the community.  We have collaborated with 
various stakeholder groups in sponsoring or organizing activities 
on equal opportunity, responded to increasing requests for 
training and consultancy work from both private and public 
corporations, investigated a large number of complaints (81 of 
which are SARS related), facilitated conciliation and provided 
legal assistance to bring cases to court.  
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Capacity Building
A cornerstone to consolidation is the full capacity of the 
organization to deliver its services as pledged.  The EOC decided 
to conduct a review on Human Resources Management (HRM) 
policies, practices and procedures as a self-improvement 
initiative with the aim to identify HRM issues that need to 
be addressed.  Three independent individuals with ample 
experience in human resources management and public service, 
namely, Mr. YEUNG Ka-sing, Professor CHAN Yuk Shue and 
Ms. Nora YAU, were invited to conduct the review on a 
pro-bono basis.  The review commenced in March 2004 and is 
expected to be completed in September 2004.  Such a move 
would build up our capacity and develop an able, committed 
and productive team, to meet the challenges ahead of us.  

Improving Communication 
The EOC’s goal to promote equal opportunities and eliminate 
discrimination is not an easy task, and the EOC cannot work 
alone. Views of all stakeholders including NGOs, government 
departments, public bodies, consulates, business sector, 
professional associations, labour groups and the educational 
sector provide us with insightful ideas to enhance our work.  
We are committed to strengthening partnerships with 
them, through open dialogue and eff ective communication.  
Throughout the year, there was an active programme of visits 
and meetings, seminars and conferences. These activities not 
only help us to keep abreast of the latest equal opportunity 
developments and happenings both in Hong Kong and around 
the world, they also provide us with a platform on which we can 
consolidate our past successes and build for the future.

During the year, we sponsored the 5th East Asian Women’s 
Forum, and participated in the Global Summit of Women 2003 
to connect with women leaders around the world.  We also 
continued our dialogue with the Asia Pacifi c Forum of National 
Human Rights Institutions to exchange views in promoting 
human rights.  Our presence in the regional and international 
arena is particularly signifi cant following last year’s controversy.
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As Hong Kong is gradually recovering from the nightmare of 
SARS, there are signs that the EOC is also regaining its strength 
and the confi dence of the public.  Feedbacks from various 
quarters have been generally positive, and the amount of 
public support is encouraging.  Throughout the year, we have 
co-operated with the media, stakeholder groups, advisory 
bodies and the government to promote our values.  We are 
grateful to these community partners for their staunch support. 
We can only achieve the vision of promoting equal opportunities 
and creating a level playing fi eld for all in collaboration with all 
those who share the dream.

Mrs. Patricia CHU
Chairperson, Equal Opportunities Commission
(Mrs. Patricia CHU served as Chairperson of the 
Equal Opportunities Commission from 15th December 2003 to 
14th December 2004)


