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International Conventions: Tools Long Missed!

Perhaps no member would disagree that more efforts should be made to ensure full-fledge implementation of welfare-related International Conventions that the HKSAR government has signed or ratified.  
Perhaps no more than a few members are fully informed of how the implementation of these International Conventions can be monitored.

Perhaps many members would have real difficulties in relating these Conventions to their missions and their service deliveries.
Perhaps more should be done by our Council to let our members know that International Conventions are important tools having far-reaching policy and programme implications, something we have long missed!

Coming Foci: Economic, Social and Cultural (ESC) Rights and Women’s Rights

The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and the Convention of the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) will pick up their momentum.  The Hong Kong SAR government is now preparing to submit a report on the implementation of each of the two conventions, forward to the Central People’s Government for incorporation in the national report.  The national reports on the two conventions will be submitted to the United Nations in mid-2003.

Upon receiving the national reports, the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women under the Office of the High Commissioner of Human Rights of the United Nations (at Geneva) will schedule for review of the reports in one of their regular sessions.  The dates of review have not been confirmed at time when this issue is published.  Resulting from the review, a set of “Concluding Observations” will be drawn by the Committee, both highlighting the achievements made by the government and pointing out the shortcomings of the existing government’s policies.  These “Concluding Observations” should constitute the focal areas at which local policy advocacy should target.
Look! International Conventions Are Relevant to Your Services to Clients

While these international legal instruments have not received much attention locally in the past, they should become tools for fostering development of social services in the new complex socio-political era.  The following excerpts from the “Concluding Observations” made by the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights illustrate the relevance of similar conventions to service development in Hong Kong.  They should also give the local stakeholders an impression of how Hong Kong is looked at by the international community.  

Social Policy In General

· the failure of HKSAR to establish a national human rights institution with a broad mandate and its failure to establish adequate alternative arrangements for the promotion of economic, social and cultural rights 

· the Committee is concerned that the Public Order Ordinance may be used to restrict trade union activities, such as peaceful campaigns to promote labour rights, which are protected by article 8 (c) of the Covenant

· the Committee remains deeply concerned that the right to housing of many people in Hong Kong remains unfulfilled. In the Committee's view, bed-space apartments, or cage homes, are an affront to human dignity and roof-top structures constitute a grave risk to the life and health of their inhabitants
Labour and Employment Protection

· the absence of protection against unfair dismissal and the lack of adequate regulations on statutory minimum wage, working hours, paid weekly rest, rest breaks and compulsory overtime pay
· the denial of the right of foreign domestic helpers upon expiration of their contract to freely seek employment and to protection from discrimination, owing to the two-week rule 
· the Committee is concerned that many individuals, including women who are homemakers, persons with disabilities and older persons, are excluded from the Mandatory Provident Fund Scheme. (CB4)
Children and Youth

· the lack of a comprehensive policy for the protection of children from all forms of abuse. 
· the Committee expresses its concern about the reported increase in the incidence of child abuse and suicide among the youth. 
· the Committee is concerned that the age of criminal responsibility is set at the young age of seven years.
Women

· the Women's Commission may not have appropriate resources and powers to ensure that a gender perspective is integrated into the formulation of policy

Poverty

· the Committee is gravely concerned about the widespread and unacceptable incidence of poverty in HKSAR. It is especially concerned that a large number of older persons continue to live in poverty without effective access to social services
· HKSAR lacks adequate institutional arrangements to ensure the formulation and implementation of comprehensive, integrated, consistent and effective anti-poverty strategies

Rehabilitation

· the Committee expresses its regret that in relation to the care of persons with mental illness, HKSAR is reluctant to authorize the prescribing of new drugs that are more costly but more effective and have been shown to produce fewer side effects for the mentally ill. In addition, the Committee notes with concern the apparent lack of initiative on the part of HKSAR to undertake public education to combat discrimination against those with mental disabilities.
Family

· the Committee is deeply concerned about the hardship arising from HKSAR policies on permanent residence and split families
Corresponding to the above concerns by the Committee was a set of suggestions and recommendations which the HKSAR government should try to adopt and implement.  These suggestions and recommendations will be used in the next review by the Committee to assess the progress made by the HKSAR government in implementing these conventions.

E-BRIDGE: More Than Just Another Bulletin!!

In the eyes many, the unique position of Hong Kong is its long-established network with the international community and its role as a bridge between the international community and the region (in particular, the Mainland in the recent historical context). This applies equally to the field of social services: international horizon coupled with the hard-fought efforts of local fellow social work professionals, have brought continuous improvement to the field.

While embedded in local happenings, e.g. the recent local welfare reform, we must not forget that many global trends are triggering off many of our local problems and challenges.  Local welfare sector cannot afford to miss this international part of the whole jigsaw puzzle.  This eBulletin, which will be published quarterly for one year as a pilot scheme, aims at furnishing this international part.  At this stage, it humbly serves two purposes:

· Keep our members and other interested parties in Hong Kong informed of the Council’s major international and regional activities

· Feature hot international and regional issues which are of special concern to the welfare sector or the overall social development of Hong Kong

If the Bulletin is well received and appreciated by the readers, it may go one step forward to analyze international and regional (particularly Mainland) situations so as to elucidate Council’s strategic direction in international and regional affairs.

YOUR COMMENTS AND SUGGESTIONS ARE MOST WELCOME!

Major International News
Global Agenda: World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS)

Global attention has now been directed to the World Summit on the Information Society! Under the patronage of the Secretary-General of the United Nations, the WSIS will be convened during the period of Dec 10-12, 2003 in Geneva, Switzerland.  This will be the first phase of the Summit, aiming at some global consensus on ways of preparing for and building an Information Society, in which highly-developed Information Communication Technology (ICT) networks, equitable and ubiquitous access to information, appropriate content in accessible formats and effective communication can help people to achieve their potential, promote sustainable economic and social development, improve quality of life for all, alleviate poverty and hunger, and facilitate participatory decision-making processes..  The second phase of the Summit will be held in the year of 2005 at Tunisia, aiming to review the achievements, if any, made after the first phase of the Summit. 

Tokyo Conference – Regional Initiative of the Asian Region

Member States of the United Nations in the Asia region met during the period of 13-15 January at Tokyo, Japan.  It was a regional initiative that aimed to furnish the WSIS views and suggestions from the Asian perspective.  Representatives of the governments from 47 countries, including China, 22 international organizations, 54 private sector entities and 116 non-governmental organizations (NGOs) took part in the conference. The “Tokyo Declaration – the Asia-Pacific Perspective to the WSIS” was adopted at the conclusion of the Conference.  The Declaration will be submitted to the WSIS process as the Asia-Pacific region's input. The Declaration can be downloaded at:
http://www.wsis-japan.jp/documents/tokyo_declaration.html.

A series of pre-conference side events had gathered NGOs practitioners and civil society activists to discuss and examine the critical challenges in the development of information society in the region. The conclusion of 6 side events were subsequently shared at a Panel Discussion during the Conference and a report was presented at the “report session” on the last day of the Conference.  All papers of NGO Plenary Session and the Summary of the NGO/Civil Society Panel can be downloaded from at the following website:

http://www.wsis-japan.jp/documents/materials_distributed.html.

The World Summit – The Global Preparatory Process and The Council’s Participation

Before the first phase of the Summit in this December, there will be two more Preparatory Committee Meetings in February and September. As the WSIS is the focal global concern, the Council has been involved in giving views and suggestions at different occasions of the United Nations process and we shall up-date members of its progress. Besides sending a delegation to participate in the WSIS, the Council will also be organizing the 7th International Conference of Human Services Information Technology Applications (HUSITA 7) in Hong Kong in August. (Please refer to para 3 below).  
Revitalization of the UNESCAP

The Social Development Division has been transformed into the Emerging Social Issues Division, with effect from August 2002, with the Human Resources Development Section changing its name to Health and Development Section; the Women in Development to Gender and Development Section; the Social Policy and Integration of Disadvantaged Groups to Population and Social Integration Section.  These changes echo the Millennium Development Goals set by the United Nations Millennium Summit in September 2000 and signify UNESCAP’s new priority and perspectives.

IRN (International & Regional Networking) CB5 (Core Business 5)

News and Activities
1. Hong Kong is a member of the global village. The search for how best to position the Council in the interactive arena of the global, regional, and local settings is the key drivers for us to formulate of our 2 IRN Strategies, international and Mainland, which were endorsed by the Council’s Executive Committee. We have found our initial bearings for Council’s future participation in the international community and the forging of networks with both long-established and newly identified partners at the international and regional levels, including the Mainland.  (The full versions of the Papers can be found in the webpage of CB5 of the Council’s Website soon.  If you want to have it now, please send a message to anthony.wong@hkcss.org.hk).
2. In accordance with the Strategic Paper on Mainland Work, the Standing Committee on IRN has made a short, albeit insightful, visit to the Guangzhou for the planning of networking activities in the Pearl River Delta in the coming year.  The delegation found that capacity building and international networking are the most urgent needs of the social welfare organizations in the region, which are also shared by the City and Provincial governments.  IRN will write a proposal and solicit funding to embark on such training and exchange activities in the region.
3. 7th International Conference of Human Services Information Technology Applications (HUSITA 7):  With generous financial support from the Hong Kong Jockey Club Charity Trust and the Social Welfare Department, the first HUSITA Conference arriving in Asia will be held in the coming August.  Under the leadership of the Organizing Committee, chaired by Dr C.K. Law, the Conference Secretariat under CB5 has been working on organizing the Conference in Hong Kong.  First Announcement and Call for Papers has been issued.  Contact the Conference Secretariat to find ways to participate in this important Conference.
4. International and regional events for members: Council’s recent and forthcoming delegations from Feb to May are listed below.  

a)
World Federation for Mental Health Biennial Congress 2003 cum Post-event Study Visit  (Conference: Feb 21 - 26, 2003; Study Visit: Feb 27 - 28, 2003;  Melbourne, Australia)*
b)
11th International Mobility Conference  (March 30 - April 4, 2003;  Stellenbosch, South Africa)*
c)
International Research Conference on Social Security  (May 5 - 7, 2003;  Brussels, Belgium)
d)
4th International Workshop on Resource Mobilisation  (May 5 - 8, 2003;  Bangkok, Thailand)
e)
The 12th International Conference on Management of Technology (IAMOT 2003)  (May 13 - 15, 2003;  Nancy, France)
f)
Study Visit on Judiciary and Other Alternate Systems for Young Offenders  (Study Visit: May 2003 (5 days);  New Zealand

(Note: Delegations have already been formed for those events marked with “*”)

5. ICSW Participation: 29th Asia-Pacific Regional Conference of the International Council on Social Welfare will be held in September this year at Taipei.  The tentative theme of the Conference is “Globalization, Employment and Social Welfare,” which is of concern to many NGOs and governments in this particular region.  The Standing Committee on International and Regional Networking has decided to participate in and, more importantly, contribute to the Conference.  CB5 is now making contacts with the Conference Secretariat to arrange for a Workshop Session for the Council’s delegates to share prominent local experiences with fellow colleagues in the region.  For those who are interested to participate in the Council’s delegation and share your experiences, please contact Mr Anthony WONG, Chief Officer, International and Regional Networking (email: anthony.wong@hkcss.org.hk). 
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Your suggestions and comments are most welcome.  You can contact the following staff of the Core Business on International and Regional Networking:

Ms Kay KU

Business Director

Tel: 2864 2902

Fax: 2865 4916

Email: kay.ku@hkcss.org.hk
Mr Anthony WONG

Chief Officer

Tel: 2864 2993

Fax: 2528 4230

Email: anthony.wong@hkcss.org.hk
Ms Teresa FUNG

Officer

Tel: 2864 2995

Fax: 2528 4230

Email: teresa.fung@hkcss.org.hk
The Hong Kong Council of Social Service

Address: 13/F Duke of Windsor Social Service Building, 15 Hennessy Road, Wanchai, Hong Kong

Tel: (852) 2864 2929
Fax: (852) 2865 4916

Email: council@hkcss.org.hk
Home Page: http://www.hkcss.org.hk
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