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Dear Sir/Madam,

Public Engagement Exercise on Population Policy

Attached please find my submittion on population policy, focusing on women’s

labour force participation.

Should you have any enquiries, please feel free to contact me.

Thank you very much for your consideration.
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“Promoting Women’s Labour Force Participation”
Submission to Steering Committee on Population Policy

by Dr. Maggie Koong

Introduction

In its population policy consultation paper released in October, the Government points
out that the ageing population and the shrinking labour force will pose various
challenges to Hong Kong, and suggests to draw female homemakers into the labour
force as one of the ways to solve the problems. According to a survey, the potential of
this population can be readily unleashed if we could provide appropriate child care or

after-school care services.

Today the domestic division of labour in Hong Kong continues to be largely gendered
and women still shoulder a bulk of child care. Also, despite the lack of financial
support, single mothers and new arrival women often need to give up their full-time
employment or work part-time in order to take care of their children. As a result, they
become the working poor and may encounter various poverty-related problems. If we
want to encourage female homemakers to work or re-join the labour force, we must
have effective measures to help them combine work and family. Focusing on the

female carers of young children aged 0-6, I hereby propose the following measures:

1. Increase early childhood “educare” services and subsidies

Present situation:

At a Legislative Council meeting in April 2012, the Secretary for Labour and Welfare
noted that the populations below age 3 were around 132,000 (2009), 136,000 (2010),
and 142,000 (2011). However, according to the Social Welfare Department’s 2013
data, there were only a total of 1003 subvented day care places for infants between 0
and 2 years', and the fees vary from about $3000 to over $5000.There were as well
29,527 subvented full-day places for children aged between 2 and 6 in
kindergarten-cum-child care centres’, which normally charge about $2000 to over
$5000.



Because of their work constraints, women of dual-income families and single mothers,
in particular, highly demand full-day early childhood educational and care services.
There needs to be appropriates measures to target the special needs of these

disadvantaged groups.

Besides, the high fees of full-day early childhood educational and care services have
put many families, even dual-income families, off from enrolling their children.
Although children between 3 and 6 years are eligible for the Pre-primary Education
Voucher Scheme, since the voucher subsidy is not enough to cover full-day
programme fees, needy families still need to apply for the Kindergarten and Child
Care Centre Fee Remission Scheme and pass the means test in order to obtain
additional subsidies to pay the difference. If families of infants aged between 0 and 2
years and of toddlers between the age of 2 and 3 years want to receive subsidies for
full-day child care services, they must pass both the “social needs” test and the means
test. To pass the “social needs” test, both parents must be working, and one of them
needs to work at least 120 hours a month, while the other needs to work at least 104
hours a month. Single-parents also need to work at least a certain hours a month to
pass the test. In contrast, families’ eligibility for and level of assistance are assessed
using the Adjusted Family Income (AFI) mechanism (AFI = gross annual income of
the family/ number of family members + 1). The current AFI threshold for full level
of assistance is $32,534.

Recommendations:

a) When planning for our population policy, the Government should refer to the latest
population figures and statistics. It should re-examine and rearrange full-day infant
and child care service quota and operating hours according to the demographics,
family income, and demand and supply of services of each district. Support should
especially be provided for children of working poor families (Appendix 2) to

facilitate the employment of their mothers.

b) As recommended in the Research Report on the “Child Carer Support Project” by
the City University of Hong Kong’, which studied supportive measures for
children and child carers in different countries and regions, the Government should
provide a universal child care allowance and an allowance for carers of children

with special needs.

¢) The Government may adopt the principle of “proportionate universalism” and



increase its support for needy families with a scale and intensity that is
proportionate to the level of disadvantage. At the same time, it may relax the
thresholds of both the “social needs” test and the means test to assist more

low-income or working poor families.

2. Actively promote family-friendly policies

Present situation:

Women of dual-income families and single mothers have a high demand for full-day
child care services due to their work constraints. Besides full-day early childhood
educational and care services, the Social Welfare Department also provides various
child care support services, including the Neighbourhood Support Child Care Project,
Home-based Childcare, Occasional and Extended Hours Services. Nevertheless, many
families are still unable to obtain the services they need as there appears to be a
mismatch of resources — in some districts the demand well exceeds supply, while in
other districts services are underutilised. Many parents also worry about the quality of
community carers in the neighbourhood- and home-based programmes as many of

them are untrained.

In addition, the operating modes and hours of the services cannot fulfil the needs of
some of the dual-income and disadvantaged families. Women of these families often
need to work on weekends and public holidays. However, right now only the
Neighbourhood Support Child Care Project provides services during public holidays.
Other services are unable to support these mothers as they only operate from Monday
to Saturday afternoon.

At the Legislative Council meeting on 6 June 2013, councillors debated a motion on
“actively promoting family-friendly policies” and urged the Government to develop
targeted policies and supportive measures for working parents, such as increasing the

places for child care services and extend the operating hours.
Recommendations:

a) In many dual-income or single-parent families, the caring of infants and young
children has long relied on the support of the family network (non-working family
members), and grandparents have especially been an important'supportive resource
for many families. Nonetheless, the support children receive from the family



network 1s declining, as their grandparents may not live nearby or the grandparents
may need to work themselves. Therefore, there is a great need to review the
effectiveness of current child care service provision and examine the demand and
supply in different districts in order to determine the number of child care places

and operating hours needed to support women’s labour force participation.

b) Since 2002, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
has urged its member countries to facilitate parents to strike a balance between
work and family life. In its Family-Friendly Workplace Practices, the OECD
advocates workplace measures that complement family-supportive resources and
child development to allow parents more choices in taking care of their work and
family, hence to improve gender equality in employment opportunities. These
family-friendly workplace measures include: child care, tax/benefits and paid
parental leave which comprises maternity leave, paternity leave and child care

leave.

¢) The Government should approve the motion on “actively
promoting family-friendly policies” and formulate policies to provide allowances
and leaves. For instance, depending on their needs (post-C-section care or
breastfeeding), post-natal mothers may apply for a maximum of half-year unpaid
leave in addition to the 10-week statutory paid maternity leave. The Government
may refer to the statutory leave entitlements (especially the leave for sick children)
in OECD countries”.

3 Strengthen parent education and guidance

Present situation:

Although there are stationing school social work services in most primary and
secondary schools, very few early childhood institutes (see Appendix 3) have social
workers to provide parent education in Hong Kong. According to the data of the
“Preschool Children Development Research Project”, low-income families often have
difficulties in eliciting help from professionals on parenting problems. Therefore, it is
recommended to strengthen service provision by establishing stationing kindergarten
social work service instead of relying on referral social work services. In this way,
social workers can better utilise early childhood institutes as a platform to reach out to
and support families in need as well as to provide early identification and intervention.
Earlier this year, the Hong Kong Student Aid Society and the Social Work



Department of Hong Kong Baptist University held a press conference on the
“Research on the family needs of Tin Shui Wai””>, in which they also urged the
Government to provide stationing social work service in all Hong Kong kindergartens

in order to provide families of young children timely services and prevent tragedies.

While the “Comprehensive Child Development Service” piloted since 2005 has been
implemented in all districts of Hong Kong, it has not satisfactorily solved the
problems related to infant and child development, particularly the negative impacts of

poverty on infant and child development, in the Hong Kong society (see Appendix 4).
Recommendations:

a) I have proposed at the Family Council meeting earlier this year to provide fee-free
in-home guidance service for families with infants and children aged 0-3. Please
refer to the Shanghai 0-3-Year-Old Children Plan of Care and Education for a

similar service model.

b) In order to strengthen the provision of parent education and counselling services,
the Government may also refer to the example of the Seoul Early Childhood
Education and Development Institute®, which was established by the South Korean

Government to support parent education.

¢) The Government may establish stationing social work service in kindergartens,
especially in those located in disadvantaged areas, to better support working

mothers and provide timely intervention for needy children.
Summary

Although it is commonly agreed that “women hold up half the sky”, many of them still
face various problems daily, such as the lack of support for working mothers and the
absence of family-friendly policies. If we want women to play to their strengths and
increase the labour force participation rate, we must provide appropriate and timely
support for working women and potential female labour. Therefore, policymakers must
find ways to help women relieve their work and family pressures and to facilitate the
reconciliation of work and family life.

Dr. Maggie Koong
23 February 2014



Notes:

'Based on the numbers of government-subvented places for 0- to 2-year-olds shown
on the Social Welfare Department’s lists of child care centres (as at 6 September 2013)
and kindergarten-cum-child care centres (as at 31 August 2013).

% As 3- to 6-year-olds who study in non-profit-making kindergarten-cum-child care
centres are eligible to apply for voucher subsidies for educational services, the
number here represents only the number of full-day places for care services.

Leung, L. C., Hong Kong Federation of Women’s Centres, & Tin Shui Wai
Community Development Network (2013). Research report on the “Child Carer
Support Project”. Hong Kong: Hong Kong Federation of Women’s Centres & Tin
Shu1 Wai Community Development Network.

* OECD (2006). Starting strong I1: Early childhood education and care. On p.24 there
is a table of comparison that shows the statutory leave entitlements in various
member countries, as shown below:

Table 1.1. Provision of statutory leave entitlements in selected OECD countries

T i l -
‘ ! Totai ‘

Mawrnity (e | Paltern:ty Nl Fants tea | post-natal | Leave for sick children
in manths in months in months | 1
| leave |
Australia v Statutory but unpaid | = N 12 Foo| o120 | =
Austria NNV 35 x SR 22 Foo| 240247 ‘ R 05
Belgium Ny 35 NN 05 vy 6 | | 95(9.5) v 05
Canada' R 35 \ <05 | NV 85 F i 2(115 | v
Denmark VN 4 VY 05 VW 75 Foo| 105(105) | =
Finland RARY 1 Vv 1| VY 6 F | 36(36) |
France N 35 Vi 05 Ve 33 F 36 (36%)2 v <05
Germany SRR 35 x Ve 34 Foo| 3B | Vv 1
Hungary A 55 x Vi 3154 | 36(36) RTRNRYE
Irelang N 45 x | 85 | T Y:
italy Ny 45 x v 10¢ I | 125(125) V3
Netherlands XYY 35 YWY <05 | 6 || 85@S) | Y 05
Norway VY 2 v 05 AR 10 FA ‘ 115 (11.5) | v VY6
Partugal VWY 55 VYW 1 N 6 | [ 1865 | Vv v 15
Sweden iy 05 | vyv 16 /. ‘ Y7
United Kingdom W 12 WY 05 ¥ 565 IRERT V8 ?
United States B x [ox I 0 1 %

>Singtao Daily (January 8, 2013). Groups advocating to establish stationing
kindergarten social work services to prevent domestic violence.

® The Seoul Early Childhood Education and Development Institute was established by
the South Korean Government to support early childhood development. It is like a
theme park and a multi-purpose educational centre, which provides teacher training,
student and parent education services all at one place.
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