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Committee on the Promotion of Racial Harmony

Notes of the meeting on 14 May 2008
Attendance

Chairman: 
Mr Arthur Ho, Deputy Secretary for Constitutional and Mainland Affairs (1)


Member:
Ms Raees Begum Baig 


Mr Manohar Chugh


Mr James Arthur Elms



Ms Aruna Gurung



Mr Amarjeet Singh Khosa



Ms Annie Lin



Mr Khan Muhammad Malik


Ms Devi Novianti



Ms Adrielle Panares, MH 


Ms Vandana Rajwani



Mr Muhammed Javed Shahab



Mr Buddhi Bahadur Thapa



Ms Wong Wai-fun, Fermi


Ms Esther Chan (Labour Department)


Mr Ching Wai Hung (Education Bureau)



Mr Kenneth So (Home Affairs Department)



Mrs Angela Wong (Information Services Department)


Mr Victor Ng (Constitutional and Mainland Affairs Bureau)



Mr Stanley Ng, (Constitutional and Mainland Affairs Bureau)



Ms Shirley Chan (Constitutional and Mainland Affairs Bureau)
In Attendance:


Mr Raymond Tang (Chairperson, Equal Opportunities Commission)


Ms Ade Lam, Chief Inspector of Police, Yau Tim District
Absence with apologies:



Mr Sem Lim Njauw 


Mr Saeed-Uddin, MH



Dr Yung Pui-yip, Paul
1.
Introduction

1.1
The Chairman welcomed Members to the meeting and thanked all non-official Members for continuing to serve the Committee on their re-appointment with effect from 1 June 2008.

2.
Confirmation of the notes of discussion on 16 November 2007
2.1
The notes of meeting on 16 November 2007 were confirmed.
3.
Matters arising from the meeting on 16 November 2007
3.1
Regional support service centres: 
(a)
the Chairman said that the Administration was drawing up the plans for establishing the regional support service centres.  These centres would provide interpretation services for ethnic minorities using public services such as health care services, job centres and social welfare facilities.  Chinese and English language training course and other integration programmes would be offered to help ethnic minorities integrate into the community.  Non-governmental organisations would be invited to bid for the project.
(b)
Members offered the following initial views and suggestions –
(i) a monitoring mechanism should be in place to review and evaluate the operation of the service centres;
(ii)
centralised telephone interpretation services would be an effective alternative compared to provision of the service on a regional basis;

(iii)
quality assurance on the standard of interpretation was critical;

(iv) training relevant to language competency, cultural sensitivity, ethnics and impartiality should be offered to interpreters;

(v) whilst interpretation on a broad spectrum of languages would be desirable to meet the needs of clients, it would be necessary to focus on a number of key languages having regard to the special circumstances of the ethnic minorities concerned and the constraints in interpretation resources;

(vi)
the interpretation services should be extended to various public services rather than focusing on the usage at hospitals;

(vii)
overseas experiences should be taken into account; 
(viii) foreign domestic helpers should not be excluded from gaining access to the services; and
(ix)
division of responsibility and interface with the existing service network should be considered.
(c)
The Chairman thanked members for their views and said that they would be kept informed when more detailed implementation plans had been drawn up and their further views would be welcome.  The Chairman also noted that the Hospital Authority was exploring the possibility of providing telephone interpretation support services through the use of speaker phones at its hospitals/clinics.  CMAB would liaise with the relevant Bureau and the Hospital Authority to share the experience.
3.2
Race Discrimination Bill: 
(a)  
The Chairman said that the Administration had been working closely with the Legislative Council Bills Committee on Race Discrimination Bill (RDB) with a view to resuming Second Reading of the Bill in this legislative session.  In light of the concerns raised by Members of the Bills Committee, the Administration would propose a number of Committee Stage Amendments to clarify the application of the Ordinance to Government and to address the other concerns.

(b)
Some members expressed the opinion that the proposed amendment on application to Government was inadequate to cover all Government functions and activities.  They suggested that further amendments along the lines of the three anti-discrimination ordinances should be considered.  The Chairman explained that the Bill was prepared and subsequently introduced into the Legislative Council, 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 actions.  He also cited the experience in the United Kingdom that a number of amendments to the UK Race Relations Act were made progressively against the background of racial problems in the country, which was very different from the racial situation in Hong Kong.  Hence, it would not be prudent to adopt similar amendments in the present Bill without the benefits of experience with the implementation of the ordinance.

(c)
A member expressed reservations on the feasibility of introducing any amendments after the enactment of the Bill taking into account that the Government had not proceeded with the amendments to the existing anti-discrimination ordinances in spite of recommendations by the Equal Opportunities Commission (EOC).  The Chairman said that the Government had incorporated the proposed amendment to the Sex Discrimination Ordinance regarding hostile or intimidating environment in the Race Discrimination Bill.  As regards the other proposed amendments, the Government would further consider the best way to take them forward after the RDB came into effect.
(d)
A member said that language discrimination should also be prohibited under the Bill.  The Chairman responded that “language” was not a ground of “race” under the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD).  The relevant provision, which aimed at clarity of the law, would not detract from the Government’s obligations under the ICERD.  He added that an unjustifiable language proficiency requirement for employment, for example, would constitute indirect discrimination which was unlawful under the Bill.
(e)
A member mentioned an example where the absence of bilingual public notice would raise safety issues.  The Chairman said that pursuant to the Official Language Ordinance, the English and Chinese languages were the official languages of Hong Kong for the purpose of communication between the Government and members of the public.  He asked the Member to provide details of specific cases to the Secretariat for taking up with the departments concerned.
(f)
A member raised question on the narrow definition of indirect discrimination in the Bill.  The Chairman said the Administration was aware of the anxieties which Member had reflected and would consider carefully whether there was scope for this clause to be refined.

(g)
Mr Tang mentioned that the EOC was prepared to fulfil its statutory duty of having due regard to the elimination of racial discrimination and to promote racial equality through funding programmes and training activities.  In addition, the EOC had planned to conduct a survey on how local population perceive ethnic minorities.

(h)
The Chairman concluded that the Government would continue to consider LegCo’s and public views in taking forward the Bill.  In parallel, suitable support services would be provided to cater for the needs of ethnic minorities and to facilitate their integration into the community.
4.
Engaging Non-ethnic Chinese Community: 
4.1
At the invitation of the Chairman, Ms Lam briefed members on the various enhanced services developed by the Yau Tsim Police District for non-ethnic Chinese.  Issues raised by member and Ms Lam’s responses were set out below:
(a)
Some members considered that the publications in minority languages tabled might not be appropriately translated.  They said that they would be delighted to offer assistance to ensure the quality of translation.  Ms Lam explained that the police force, as a general practice, commissioned the translation tasks to registered government interpreter and asked respective consulates for proofreading.  For simple translations, they would seek help from the minority staff of NGOs.  She welcomed members’ assistance in this regard.
(b)
A member said that racist remarks by some police officers undermined police efforts to engage the ethnic minority community.  Ms Lam stated that the police was committed to promoting cooperation with other departments or community organisations to strengthen the cultural sensitivity training for front-line staff.
(c)
Some members suggested that training should be provided not only to officers in the lower ranks but also to senior police officers with a view to cultivating the overall awareness of sensitivities of officers. Ms Lam noted the suggestion.
(d)
Some members complimented the good work of the Yau Tsim Police District and suggested Ms Lam to share initiatives developed with other districts.  Ms Lam replied that she had been promoting good practices with other districts which were also working on similar initiatives that suited the districts most.
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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