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Embracing the Past Envisioning the
Future

| became the Chairperson of the Equal Opportunities Commission (EOC)
in April 2016, and arrived just in time to join in the celebrations of the
20th anniversary of the Commission. | am indeed greatly honoured to
be entrusted to lead this organisation, and excited to become part of
the EOC at this meaningful juncture.

The 20th anniversary offers the EOC excellent opportunities to reflect
on our core values and work, and strengthen our connections with
stakeholders and friends. It is a perfect occasion for us to consolidate
the achievements through the years, and to plan and develop the
roadmap for meeting the challenges ahead.

As | reviewed the work of the EOC in 2015/16 and the years before, |
was impressed by the indelible marks the organisation has made on
Hong Kong's equality landscape. In the short span of 20 years since
its establishment in 1996, the EOC has achieved many milestones,
moving with the times, as Hong Kong underwent significant social,
economic, political and demographic changes and as the world
evolved around us. | must express my gratitude to my predecessors,
for laying the groundwork and leading the changes.

Among the landmark achievements of the EOC was the recent
completion of the Discrimination Law Review (DLR) and the Study on
Legislation against Discrimination on the Grounds of Sexual
Orientation, Gender Identity and Intersex Status (the Study), the
reports of which were released in the last quarter of 2015/16.
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Both these undertakings underpinned the EOC's continuous effort to
advance equality for all. Bringing together qualitative and quantitative
evidence of the discrimination and inequality suffered by the
vulnerable and disadvantaged groups in society, they attracted a lot
of public attention in raising important and to some controversial
issues, and instigated widespread debate among related groups and
community members. We believe that such debate and indeed, open
and honest dialogues, are necessary, for enhancing awareness of the
issues within the community and bringing forth consensus on how
such issues should be addressed.

The DLR and the Study provide evidence-based assessment of how
and where our city has lagged behind in terms of protecting the
equal rights of everyone. In our Submissions to the Government
under the DLR and the Study report, we provided clear
recommendations and follow-up actions by the Government and
respective parties, including law reforms, public consultation on new
legislation, research and education. In particular, the
recommendations in the DLR Submissions — 73 in total with 27
being higher priority areas — cover activities across a broad spectrum
of areas and domains. These are aimed to close the gaps and
deficiencies in the existing legislative framework and address
entrenched, systemic inequalities. They represent our long-term vision
for greater equality and inclusion in Hong Kong, and shall form the
framework of the Commission’s strategic priorities in the years ahead.

The year 2015/16 also saw progress in other priority work areas of
the EOC, including the promotion of equal opportunities for the
ethnic minorities, students with special educational needs and
persons with disabilities.
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As the statutory body for enforcing the anti-discrimination
ordinances, we assisted 14,680 enquiries from individuals and
organisations and handled over 610 complaints under the law. We
facilitated conciliation in 162 cases, of which 67% were successfully
resolved. Furthermore, we supported and initiated legal action to help
aggrieved parties seek redress, and intervened in legal cases to
provide advice and clarifications on the application of the four
ordinances.

In encouraging compliance with the law, we worked with
organisations in both public and private sectors, and particularly the
small and medium enterprises. Through guidance, workshops and
tailor-made training, we helped 24,000 employers and employees,
human resources practitioners, as well as service providers and users,
understand their rights and responsibilities under the law.

Targeting the wider public, we made use of a variety of
communication channels, including the EOC website, and new media
platforms and technologies, to deepen understanding of the
importance of equality. On top of regular promotional and
educational programmes, we launched an integrated publicity
campaign to promulgate the strengthened Sex Discrimination
Ordinance, which extended protection to service providers from
sexual harassment by customers in December 2014.
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And we continued to monitor closely the effectiveness of the
Government’s policy measures, and Hong Kong's compliance with
international human rights conventions, with submissions made to
the Legislative Council to share our views and advice, as well as the
EOC's work progress. To provide an evidence base for our advocacy,
we conducted various research and studies, including the first-ever
Exploratory Study on Age Discrimination in Employment released in
early 2016.

Looking ahead, the EOC is ready to make a bigger and deeper impact
on the equality landscape of Hong Kong, notwithstanding our
constraints under a tight budget. With economic fluctuations and
shifts in the social and political circumstances, these are set to create
new challenges to the advancement of equality, underlining the need
for stronger efforts to promote and enforce the anti-discrimination
laws.
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What has become clear is that if we are to gain a stronger foothold in
tackling discrimination and inequality, we will need to expand
partnerships with the Government and public authorities, the
employers, business operators and service providers, to help them
appreciate the benefits of equal opportunities and embed these in
their policies and daily operation. We need to build stronger evidence-
based understanding of the causes of inequality through research,
and empower individuals through education, so that they can
understand and exercise their rights and have their voices heard.
Above all, we should aim for not just compliance with the law but
cultural and mindset change, so that everyone will adhere to the
values of inclusion and equality in their everyday decisions.

With the solid foundations built over the last 20 years, | am confident
that the EOC is in a strong footing to take on its responsibilities, and
fulfil its role as an effective and professional expert organisation on
tackling discrimination. | would like to express my gratitude to the
EOC Members for their support, wise counsel and guidance. | am also
thankful to the EOC staff, for their hard work and dedication to the
Commission’s cause, and to everyone involved in our work. | look
forward to working with you all to realise our vision of creating an
inclusive and pluralistic society free of discrimination.
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Alfred CHAN Cheung-ming

Chairperson
Equal Opportunities Commission
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