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1. Progress on Support Service Centres for Ethnic Minorities
1.1
The Chairman said that an open invitation was issued on 1 December 2008 to eligible non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to apply for funding to establish and operate four support service centres after consulting the Forum and other stakeholders.  A total of 22 applications from 16 NGOs were received, and after careful examination, four most suitable NGOs were selected to run the centres, as announced on 7 April 2009.  
1.2
The Chairman further said that two centres, operated by the International Social Service Hong Kong Branch (ISS) and Yuen Long Town Hall (YLTH), began operation on 31 May and 28 June 2009 respectively.  The other two centres would begin their services in a few months.  The funding grant for the four centres involved a total of up to $16 million annually as the operating expenses for the four centres for two years and a total of up to $8 million as one-off start-up costs.
1.3 At the invitation of the Chairman, Ms Hazel Chan of the Hong Kong Christian Service (HKCS), Ms Sook Yee Chan of the ISS, Mr Lok Poon of Christian Action (CA) and Mr Leung Lun-soi of YLTH, briefed members on the progress of the establishment and operation of the four centres.

1.4 Issues raised by members and the discussion were set out below:

(a) Publicity: A member asked if the project was effectively promoted to ethnic minorities.  The Chairman explained that CMAB had worked with the centres to launch various publicity efforts to inform the public about their services and programmes, including press releases, radio announcements, distribution of leaflets and the Government web site.  In addition, each centre was required to implement measures in reaching out and engaging ethnic minorities in need of services under the funding agreement.  These efforts would ensure that the services of the centres could reach different ethnic minority groups. 
(b) Youth involvement: A member suggested that the centres could organise mentorship or university student exchange programmes so that the more proactive volunteers could play a major role in encouraging participation by youths. Ms Panares responded that the HOPE Centre operated by the ISS would use a family-approach in language training and interest classes, allowing parents, children and sibling to learn together and to support each other.  Mr Poon said that the SHINE centre operated by CA would provide dedicated programmes for youths, including a band group, a cricket team and youth volunteer services.
(c) Asylum seekers and torture claimants: Some members asked whether asylum seekers and torture claimants would be entitled for the services of the centres, and whether the refusal of their use of services would constitute discrimination under the Race Discrimination Ordinance (RDO).  Mr Chu clarified that under the RDO, different treatment based on whether or not a person was a Hong Kong permanent resident does not constitute racial discrimination.  The Chairman explained that the Administration, in collaboration with NGOs, had provided humanitarian assistance to asylum seekers and torture claimants.  The support service centres were established to facilitate the integration of ethnic minorities into the community, and facilitate their access to public services.  The offer of the centres’ services to asylum seekers and torture claimants should be considered on a case-by-case basis, subject to applicable laws and regulations and resources considerations.
(d) Coordination of support centres: A member asked about the coordination among support centres especially the two centres operated by YLTH and CA, since both were located in New Territories West.   Mr Leung explained that the services provided by the centres were open to all members of the ethnic minorities on a territory-wide basis.     Mr Poon supplemented that both centres had regular communications to ensure that their services and promotion efforts were well coordinated and would not give an impression of undue overlapping in the same locality.
(e) Staff training: A member asked for details of the training on cultural sensitivity offerred to staff of the support centres.  The respective centres-in-charge of the four centres mentioned that the centres had employed multi-ethnic staff to ensure the provision of culturally responsive services and activities.  In addition, the four centres would provide appropriate guidance and training to assist staff in understanding the cultures of service users and prepare them to work in a multicultural working environment.
(f) Commencement of interpretation service: A member asked about the implementation schedule of centralised telephone interpretation service to be provided by HKCS.  Ms Karrie Chan explained that the CHEER centre operated by HKCS was actively recruiting staff and interpreters.  The Centre would arrange formal training to interpreters recruited, and would conduct a trial run of telephone interpretation service before its full operation.
(g) Interpreters: A member expressed concern about the availability of qualified interpreters in Hong Kong.  He expressed disappointment that the Hong Kong Police had to seek voluntary assistance from ethnic minority staff of NGOs to assist in handling 999 calls.  He urged the government to consider the need for additional resources to employ overseas interpreters or launch professional interpretation training for local interpreters.  The Chairman said that a number of organisations had provided various training on translation and interpretation, such as those funded by the Employees Retraining Board, to enhance professionalism of trainees so that they could meet the job requirements and secure an employment as an interpreter/translator.  CMAB would keep in view the recruitment situation of the interpreters by the CHEER Centre. 
(h) On-site interpretation:  A member suggested the CHEER Centre to make more resources available for the on-site interpretation support to meet the heavy demands.   The Chairman explained that the aim of the interpretation service was to help ethnic minority groups overcome the language barriers in their access to public services.  To ensure efficient use of resources, the centre would provide territory-wide interpretation services primarily by telephone and, subject to pre-booking and availability of resources, on site.  In the light of future operational experience, the Government would consider the need for additional resources to expand the on-site interpretation.  
(i) Assessment tools: A member asked about the assessment tools that the CHEER Centre used in recruiting interpreters.  Ms Karrie Chan explained that a set of language tests developed with professional support from a consultant of the Hong Kong Polytechnic University would be used to assess applicants’ proficiency in English and/or Chinese and in their native languages.  Each applicant would be examined by guest examiners who were proficient in respective ethnic minority languages, including experts in the interpretation field. 
(j) Language programme:  Some members asked if CMAB would assist in course development and standards setting of the language programmes under the centres so that the students could attain qualifications that would be recognised.  The Chairman explained that the language programmes aimed to improve the language proficiency of ethnic minorities to facilitate their integration into society.  Flexibility should be given to the centres to develop and deliver their language programme, taking account of the special needs and circumstances of their respective target groups.  This would also allow more choices for service users to select language programmes that suit their needs. 
2. Administrative guidelines on promotion of racial equality (Paper No. 1/2009) 
2.1 At the invitation of the Chairman, Mr Hubert Law briefed the Forum on the administrative guidelines on promotion of racial equality (see paper no. 1/2009).  The Chairman said that the paper had been issued to the Legislative Council Panel on Constitutional Affairs on 6 July 2009.  The draft Guidelines and the sample checklist on education had been translated into a number of ethnic minority languages and had been distributed to members on 17 July 2009 to facilitate discussions by ethnic minority members of the community.
2.2 Issues raised by members and the discussion were set out below:

(a) 
Implementation schedule: A member asked about the implementation schedule of the Guidelines.  The Chairman said that CMAB would invite relevant bureaux and departments to draw up checklists in accordance with the Guidelines.  CMAB would then consult the Legislative Council Panel on Constitutional Affairs, relevant ethnic minority groups and organisations on the draft checklists.  The Administration aimed to finalise the Guidelines after considering the views from the community.

(b)
Scope of the guidelines: A few members suggested that the Guidelines should cover the activities undertaken by law enforcement agencies.  The Chairman explained that the Guidelines aimed to provide general guidance to concerned bureaux and departments and other relevant authorities to promote racial equality and ensure equal access to public services in key areas concerned.  The key public services in this context were medical, education, vocational training, employment and major community services. CMAB would keep an overview of the implementation of the Guidelines, and would liaise with relevant bureaux/departments should there be a need to extend the Guidelines to other areas.
(c)
Overall approach: A member expressed the view that the voluntary approach adopted in the Guidelines, such as the use of the words “encouraged” and “advised”, would undermine the effectiveness of the provisions.  Some members also mentioned that the Guidelines did not provide for any legal obligations to comply, and failure in compliance would not lead to any penalties.  The Chairman said that, as the Administration had briefed the Bills Committee of the Race Discrimination Bill, the Guidelines aimed to encourage bureaux, departments and public authorities concerned to consider racial equality as an integral dimension of the formulation and implementation of relevant polices and measures.  He said that experiences of the Race Equality Scheme adopted in the United Kingdom (UK) showed that the overall compliance with the statutory scheme had not been satisfactory and some of the biggest spending government departments were failing to achieve even basic requirements.  The Administration therefore considered it important to adopt a progressive approach on the initiative.
(d)
Coordination: A member proposed that a designated officer of a higher rank should be arranged to coordinate the implementation of the Guidelines and monitor the compliance by the public authorities.  The Chairman said that CMAB would take an overview on the implementation of the Guidelines in the Administration as a whole.  CMAB would coordinate arrangements for keeping relevant stakeholders of the implementation progress as appropriate.

(e)
Positive measures: A member opined that to avoid departments using the notion of “equality” as an excuse not to provide special assistance to ethnic minorities to suit their needs, attention should be drawn to the “special measures” provisions.  The Chairman agreed to consider the suggestion to incorporate references to special measures (such as provision of interpretation support) in the Guidelines.  

(f)
Consultation on the checklists: Some members asked if views from the public would be sought on the draft checklists of bureaux, departments and public authorities, and if the EOC would be involved.  The Chairman said that relevant bureaux, departments and public authorities would be invited to draw up checklists in accordance with the Guidelines. We would then consult stakeholders on the checklists through established channels, such as the Committee on the Promotion of Racial Harmony and the Ethnic Minorities Forum, as well as other relevant parties such as the EOC.
3. Any other business 

3.1
Civil Service Recruitment: A member said that since August 2007, the Government had allowed an applicant of civil service posts to use the results of the Chinese Language in the IGCSE/GCSE/GCE ‘O’ Level examinations as an alternative to HKCEE results.  She requested the Government to carry out a wider promotion of the change to ethnic minorities to ensure that they were aware of it.  The Chariman said that CMAB would refer the suggestion to the Civil Service Bureau.
3.2
Equal Opportunities Commission: A member suggested that the Government should involve NGOs, representatives from underprivileged groups and service users to formulate qualifications and requirements for the post of the EOC Chairperson.  The Chairman said that the new EOC Chairperson would be recruited through an open recruitment exercise.  A Selection Board was established and its members had extensive experience and knowledge respectively in the medical, education, social services and other fields.  The Secretary for Constitutional and Mainland Affairs and the Secretary for Labour and Welfare, being the principal officials responsible for policies related to the anti-discrimination ordinances and relevant areas, would also join the Board as members. The Board would recommend the most suitable candidate to the Chief Executive for appointment.
3.3
Community Support Teams: A member asked about the latest developments of the two community support teams funded by the CMAB.  Ms Shirley Chan said that CMAB had renewed the service agreements with the Hong Kong Integrated Nepalese Society and the Pakistan Islamic Welfare Union Incorporation Hong Kong Ltd. respectively to continue the operation of the two community support teams for 12 months starting from April 2009.  The two teams provided enquiry service, on-site interpretation, community orientation and integration programmes to the Nepalese and Pakistani communities respectively.  
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