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1. Confirmation of the Notes of Discussion on 16 October 2007
1.1 Members confirmed the notes of discussion of the last meeting.
2.
Matters arising from the meeting on 16 October 2007
2.1     
Race Discrimination Bill:  The Chairman said that the Bills Committee of the Legislative Council (Legco) was scrutinizing the Bill.  The Government had drawn up some proposed amendments after taking into account constructive views received from members and those from the Bills Committee and other organisations.  The Government was committed to completing the legislative process within the current term of the Legco.
2.2
A member asked what amendments had been proposed to the Bills Committee.  The Chairman agreed to circulate members a list setting out the amendments to the Bill.


(Post-meeting note: A copy of the letter issued by the Secretary for Constitutional and Mainland Affairs to the Bills Committee Chairman on 30 May 2008, with a list of the proposed amendments was sent to Members on 4 June 2008.)

2.3
Some members expressed the opinion that the exemption stipulated in Clause 58 should not be applied to the Government and the public bodies in view of the language barrier encountered by ethnic minorities in using public services.  The Chairman explained that it would not be reasonably practicable for service providers, either in the public or private sectors, to conduct their businesses in all languages, or to provide translations into different languages in their communication with service users.  This notwithstanding, the Hospital Authority would enhance the provision of interpretation services at hospitals.  In parallel, the Bureau would establish four regional support service centres to provide telephone interpretation services for ethnic minorities to facilitate their access to public services.
2.4
A member said that the provisions on Application to Government should cover all Government functions and activities.  The Chairman responded that the Hong Kong Bill of Rights prohibited the Government and public authorities from discrimination on the ground of race.  The Bill was prepared and subsequently introduced into the Legco, specifically to address concerns over the lack of specific legislation binding acts of racial discrimination in the private sector.  Given the complexity of circumstances relating to racial discrimination, expanding the scope of the Bill to cover all government functions would pose difficulties, such as in law enforcement.  However, in view of the concerns raised by members over the wording of this clause, the Government had proposed to amend the Clause 3 as “This Ordinance binds the Government”.
2.5
Some members asked the Administration to amend the Bill in order to introduce a Race Equality Scheme on the Government along the lines of such a scheme adopted in the United Kingdom (UK).  The Chairman said that the Race Equality Scheme was made against the background of decades of racial violence in the UK.   In the UK, the overall compliance with the Scheme had not been entirely satisfactory and  some of the biggest spending government departments were failing to achieve even basic compliance.  Since the Bill was a piece of local legislation, it should properly reflect and take into account local circumstances.  At the moment, the Administration’s priority was to complete the legislative process for the enactment of the Bill and would continue with various administrative support measures to promote racial harmony.
2.6
A member proposed to invite representatives from the Equal Opportunities Commission to a future meeting to brief the Forum on the UK’s Race Equality Scheme.  The Chairman took note of the suggestion.
3.
South Asian Health Support Programme: 
3.1
At the invitation of the Chairman, Ms Gurung gave Members a presentation on the  South Asian Health Support Programme
by the United Christian Nethersole Community Health Service.  
3.2
A member asked if the programme would be extended to male of South Asian origins.  Dr Tang explained that the existing resources would be targeted at women aged 18 or above, particularly mothers from South Asian communities.

3.3
Members noted a few errors in the translation of the pamphlets in minority languages.  Ms Gurung thanked members for the comments and explained that an enhanced version was being prepared to replace the existing publication.

3.4
Some members expressed concern about the sustainability of the programme.  Dr Tang said that funds had been secured to implement the programme for 2008/09.   She would explore the possibility of setting up a new centre in Tin Shui Wai to widen the service coverage.  To address the manpower constraint, the train-the-trainer workshops had been given to advocate volunteers to train others in promoting the programme to the target users.  She agreed that the funding support was provided for a defined period.  She, therefore, would explore the options for continuation with the Department of Health after the funding period.
4. Regional support service centres:

4.1
The Chairman said that the Administration would earmark $16 million as the operating expenses of four regional support service centres and allocate an additional $8 million to subsidise their start-up costs.  Tentatively, two centres would be set up in the New Territories, one in Kowloon and one on the Hong Kong Island.  The regional centres would provide   telephone interpretation service to facilitate access to public services for ethnic minorities, Chinese and English language programme and other activities to facilitate their integration into the community.  Non-governmental organisations would be invited to bid for the project when the implementation plan was finalized.
4.2
Members asked whether a project outline would be published for public consultation.  The Chairman said that members would be informed when more detailed implementation plans had been drawn up.  
4.3 Some members expressed concern that this initiative would duplicate the existing efforts provided by the Government and NGOs.  The Chairman explained that the project was intended to strengthen support services for ethnic minorities, including enhancement to meet linguistics needs of members of ethnic minorities.  The centres would start with the key services in the most commonly spoken ethnic languages i.e. Hindi, Urdu and Nepalese.  In light of future experience, consideration could be given to expanding the scope of support services and the languages for provision of interpretation.
4.4 Members offered the following initial views and suggestions –
(a)
a monitoring mechanism involving NGOs should be in place to review and evaluate the operation of the service centres;

(b)
competitive pay scales should be offered in order to attract qualified interpreters;

(c)
having regard to the difficulties in employing interpreters for less commonly spoken ethnic languages, the option of recruiting overseas interpreters to provide long-distance telephone interpreting could be explored; 
(d)

due care and consideration should be exercised in handling gender-sensitive or gender-specific interpreting assignments;

(e)
training or guidelines relevant to cultural sensitivity, ethics and impartiality should be offered to interpreters; 
(f)
references to international benchmarks of quality interpretation services should be made; 
(g)
the sponsorship should be on a recurrent basis to ensure the long-term continuity of the project; 
(h)
since the project would be implemented by more than one operator, consistency of quality control and service delivery was essential; 
(i)
government agencies should be encouraged to use multilingual information and publications; and
(j)
the Bureau should monitor the standard of services after the commencement of the centres.
5. Any Other Business: There was no other business.
6. Date of next meeting: CMAB would inform Members of the date of the next meeting.   
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