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Dear Mr. Chairman, Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is my great honor to be here to share with you, important experts from all over the world, the Hong Kong story of child protection.   

Every society is unique with our own culture, our own stages of development, our strengths and limitations.  Every child is unique with its own personality, its inner working, its strengths and limitations.  Nevertheless, we do share common concerns particularly in upholding a child’s rights to survival, development, protection and participation in matters impacting their growth and development.  

Hong Kong, Special Administrative Region, China

Geography

Hong Kong, is one of the 2 Special Administration regions of the People’s Republic of China, the other being Macau.  The territory lies on the eastern side of the Pearl River Delta, bordering Guangdong province in the north and facing the South China Sea in the east, west and south.  

Population

With over 6.9million population including 1.3 million under 18, on an area of 1104 square kilometers ( 426 sq. miles), it is one of the most densely populated cities in the world with 6,200 people living peacefully on per kilometers of land.  The life expectancy is 81.6 as at 2006 being the 2nd highest in the world.  The fertility rate being 0.95 children per woman is far below the 2.1 per woman required to sustain the current population.  Nevertheless the population continued to grow due to influx of immigrants from China, around 45,000 per year. 

Air Pollution

Less than 25% of the land is developed.  The remaining remarkably green with about 40%of the landmass reserved as country parks and nature reserves.  Environmental awareness is growing as Hong Kong’s air ranks as one of the most polluted.  Approximately 80%of the city’s smog originates from other parts of the Pearl River Delta.

Hong Kong Pearl of the Orient

Hong Kong in the past decades gained its title Pearl of the Orient. The Victoria Harbor, the harbor that we take pride in, is one of the deepest natural maritime ports in the world.  

Often described as a place where East meets west, reflected in its economic infrastructure, education and street culture.  Western culture deeply ingrained in Hong Kong and coexists seamlessly with traditional philosophy and practices of the orient.  

Hong Kong with its economy undergoing extremely rapid development, thus forming six pillars of industries: trade, finance, manufacture, shipping, real estate and tourism.  

Hong Kong: One Country Two Systems

Once considered a borrowed place and a barren rock with no natural resources, Hong Kong’s productivity and creativity lies in the hardworking, adaptable workforce of about 3.5 million.  It was reverted to the embrace of its motherland Mainland China on 1 July 1997 from the British Government.  Under the Basic Law, the Constitutional Document, Hong Kong enjoys the notion of one country two systems, a high degree of autonomy and at least 50 years unchanged economic, legal and social system.  The Central People’s Government is responsible for the territory’s defense and foreign affairs, while Hong Kong maintains its own legal system, police force, monetary system, customs policy, immigration policy and delegates to international organizations and events.

Tenth Anniversary after Handover

The city celebrated its 10th Anniversary of the Handover in July 2007.  This pair of lively pandas, Ying Ying and Lok Lok, has been given to Hong Kong as a passionate souvenir from China on this important occasion.  A great deal of efforts and a lot of money and resources have been devoted to understand they, letting them take the lead making us appreciate how to ensure their well being in a safe and panda friendly environment.  

How are Children Thriving?
How about our Children?  How well are they thriving?  Have we been allocating adequate attention and resources to allow them to grow in a safe and secure environment?

Some children in Hong Kong have been receiving attention and support and their potential is allowed to grow.  We have a gifted 9 year old March Tian accepted at the Mathematics Department of the HK Baptist University for the 2007/08 academia, 14 year old Ho Hoi Lam accepted at the faculty of Medicine, Chinese University of Hong Kong for the 2007/08 academia, we have 10 year old talented pianist Sham Ching Tao proudly winning the first prize in Category A of the Ettlingen International Piano Competition for Young Pianist in Germany in 2006, we even have a young 14 year old inventor Chan Yik Hei who has a star “Chan Yik Hei star” named after him in 2005 by the International Astronomical Union for his contribution to science and technology.  

We also have groups of children actively participated under the leadership of three agencies, mine the Against Child Abuse, the UNICEF (HK) and the Hong Kong Committee on Children’s Rights.  These children vigorous met, researched and debated in the legislative council in the presence of legislators and policy makers both in Hong Kong and at the UN Committee meetings to ensure voices of children heard.  This group of children has written their own report to the UN responding on how the Hong Kong government had been implementation the UNCRC since 1994.  This group of children has also joined the child commission alliance urging the legislature to pass the move urging the government to set up a child commission.  This motion was passed on 8 June, 2007!

We are happy and proud to witness support and opportunities being granted to these children for their optimal growth and development.  

Risks and Concerns Impacting Children

Nevertheless we must face squarely risks and concerns impacting children in general in the Hong Kong atmosphere and urge for every child, the gifted, the vulnerable and those in between, to receive the kind of care and attention and a high power platform in the community established to ensure such done promptly and properly..

Far too many children did not have the opportunities to live in a safe and caring home and community environment.  Many of them were harmed on a daily basis.  

Weakening of Family Ties

Family as a primary group is the source of hope and support to our children and the place where they acquire social skills to survive, interact with others and find their value and identity.  However this primary group is encountering tremendous stresses and challenges and many of the families are either empty leaving our youngsters to fend on their own or filled with struggles, violence and break ups.

Couples were caught in the fight or flight dilemma and to our dismay children were exposed to witnessing such fights and flights.  Increase in divorce cases, in extra marital affairs, in single parent families and in unwed young mothers all caused grave concern.

a. Decrease in newly wed

b. Increase in divorce cases

c. Increase in extra marital affairs

d. Increase in single parent families

e. Increase in unwed mothers

Large number of split families across the border

The problem is intensified by the large number of new immigrants (45,000 per annum), split families, women coming to give birth in Hong Kong (there were 56,000 child births in 2006 but almost 40% were from women in China or both parents in China), and children now up to 6,000 traveling alone to school in Hong Kong from China.  Cross Border concerns required cross border efforts and mechanisms to resolve.  Such cases will increase with the attraction of the new 12 years free education, the child care coupons system and the child development funds to be implemented next year.

a. New Arrivals

b. Children in Split Families

c. Child Births by Mainland Parent(s)

d. Children traveling alone to school from China

Poverty and Broadening of Gaps between the Rich and the Poor

There is a myriad of subsidies offered from housing to social security that mitigates the potentially devastating effects of poverty which by itself is often not enough to undermine a child’s future.  Nevertheless when it is coupled with a lack of family support or a family full of other problems, it is capable of causing long lasting damage.  Therefore any efforts to reduce poverty stricken children should not be considered charity or mercy but necessity.

The call for action does not lie only in throwing money at the problem but to increase the coordination, efficiency and availability of programs in a more holistic view to target the specific problems.   

The latest statistics from the Hong Kong Council of Social Service indicated that there are 1.3 million citizens living in low-income households.  There are 111,000 children under the age of 14 who received comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA). Though the unemployment rate is at a record low of 4.1 per cent, the wages of low-income families have not raised.  Nearly 80% of these children lacked support from their families or the emotional or social means to develop.

There is evidence indicating that children under poverty are adversely affected in many different ways:

-
their diets are less balanced with more overweight obese or underweight malnourished children,

-
their dental health not up to standard,

-
performed poorly in English 

-
have fewer opportunities to take part in extracurricular sport, music and arts lessons,
 

-
their ability to focus and ask questions is lower

-
their self esteem and social skills are also worse than their peers

It was estimated that around 10,000 children in Hong Kong were severely deprived in all of the nine areas listed in the survey of the Boy’s and Girl’s Club Association in 2007.

Therefore there is a call for all-encompassing approach to help poverty-stricken children in addition to the HK$300 million Child Development fund aimed to encourage children from disadvantage background to plan for the future and cultivate positive attitudes and the small class teaching and the provision of free senior secondary education for all students in public schools from the next school year.

a.
Proportion of people living in low-income households
b.
Distribution of Monthly household income by decile groups of households

Prevalence in Violence

In the recent years, the domestic violence statistics of all types including spouse abuse, elderly abuse and child abuse have increased, spouse abuse four times as compared with 1998 and child abuse 100%.  However this is still tip of the ice burge as a recent household study by the University of Hong Kong, commissioned by the Hong Kong Government, Social Welfare Department, indicated that for every 1 reported case, it was estimated that there were 99 unreported. It was generally believed that under reporting is due to failure to report known situations for various reasons and failure to recognize incidents as maltreatment.   We cannot prevent what we do not acknowledge.

I was awakened by the mass media far too often in view of traumatic domestic violence cases.  Some children died traumatic deaths as a result of physical assault by parents and care givers; we have over 200,000 foreign domestic helpers in town.

Two weeks ago four clinical psychologists and a team of social workers went into one of the most impoverished district in Hong Kong, Tin Shui Wai, to counsel and support children and families after a horrific case with a mentally disturbed mother tying the hands and feet of her two children, aged 12 and nine, throwing them from their high-rise building before she also jumped to her death in her red costumes.  The family was known to different professionals for different reasons such as financial assistance, health problems and schooling concerns etc. etc.  Sadly those professionals were not aware of each other, nor did they see the need to coordinate and communicate.

Efforts to ensure hope and support, build resilience and solidarity should come early.  

Such enormous amount of resources if devoted in prevention and early identification to facilitate the lonely and hard to reach souls to come out from their isolated closet would be much more deserving.

Efforts to stop corporal punishment by means of legislation, education and services have increased by campaigning in the community and a statement is receiving more and more support.  We do strive to join the twenty countries pioneered by Sweden in 1979 in legislating against corporal punishment.  We feel encouraged to witness New Zealand taking the lead in the Australasian region in 2007.

a. Increase in Domestic Violence

b. Increase in Homicide Suicide Cases

c. Increase in Suicide

d.
Corporal Punishment and Violence

Ill Prepared Parenthood

Ill prepared parenthood, negligence and parenting approaches that were life threatening, humiliating, harmful and infringement of children’s rights had to be thoroughly and strategically tackled as these are still prevalent in societies including ours.

Children left unattended

From 1989 to 2006 there were some 171 children died left unattended and some of the recent traumatic cases proven our belief that leaving children unattended even for a short duration can be life threatening.  A young girl left alone for a few minutes climbed to look for her mother who went down seeking advice for her son’s schooling and fell to her death.  Another two young children locked in their small premised and fire took their life and the fire adversely also affected the neighbors.

Our advocacy for unattended children started in the mid eighties and our strategy would have to be reviewed in order to affect changes.  Our campaigning didn’t manage to impact legislation but the community introduced occasional child care since 1992/3 and improved publicity and public education.  Though much required to be improved as we still do not have emergency services nor services during holidays and odd hours.  Perhaps the most heart warming thing is to assist in the set up of the specialized NGO, the Hong Kong Committee on Children’s Right which in return helped to train active and dynamic children joining the advocacy scene.

Negative Website Exposure and Internet Crime

A new challenge in child protection is the internet and the cyber world and very often both the children and their parents have not been well prepared to encounter the risks and problems involved.  

Refer to the study by the Against Child Abuse, 2004 which indicated the estimated profile of concern and the need of resources and expertise in the matters prevention so that this advancement of information and technology will bring positive stimulation and blessing to our society instead of harm..

The Hong Kong Government should be proud and applauded for the progressive move, after years of debate and child advocates campaigning, in amending the Prevention of Child Pornography Ordinance in 2003 to include possession and virtual images of child pornography as a crime.  The active contribution of some commercial corporations such as Microsoft in sponsoring education programs for parents and children deserve recognition.

Children Adversely Impacted

A study by the Family Health Service, Department of Health on Health, Child Behavior and Emotion Study reflected worrying trends that 10-13% of 4 year old children displayed behavior diagnosis of potentially significant psychopathology.  10-15% of preschool children diagnosed with behavioral problems.  Our preschool population is around 149,141.

It is not surprising that such ill treatment has contributed to children’s psychopathological traits, aggressive behavior towards peers and family, substance abuse or self mutilating situations.  The situation of unwed and young mothers have also caused grave concerns as some of them have been killing their newborn and some even disposing their body in garbage stands.

Head Start Prevention and Home Visitation

The world is recognizing the significance of early childhood as a stage of important growth and development and tried to conduct and measure success of early start home visitation programs, the UNCRC is recognizing that more attention and resources has to be devoted to strengthen early start programs.

The Against Child Abuse piloted since 1997 Healthy Start Home Visitation Programs by training devoted women volunteers and paired them up with participating families with newborn.  Such project with a research team from the University found such support and efforts worthwhile.  A number of committed and articulate volunteers and service users came with us to meet with legislators and policy makers to reflect their gains and participation.  A most recent meeting was a group of three ladies: one being a new immigrant with her nine month old coming to join our advocacy session, the other two was mentors who assisted prior to the child being delivered.  Their real story and experience helped to convince funding body that their funds and efforts would not be wasted.

It was in July 2005 that the Hong Kong Government has started to recognize the important support to families with children aged 0-5.  A Comprehensive Child Development Service has been introduced to four districts in Hong Kong: Sham Shui Po (considered the most impoverished district), Tuen Mun, Tin Shui Wai and Tseng Kwan O.  The CCDS was a community based program aiming to ensure early identification of the various needs of children and families and timely referral to appropriate services for intervention.  Maternal and Child Health Centers which provided public health services to over 90% of newborn babies until 5, was used as a platform where services could be delivered through inter-sect oral partnership among government departments and relevant agencies.  The Evaluation Report of such CCDS came out this year 2007.  However advocates will continue urging the government to increase resources as well as to make such a home visitation program and not merely confining such efforts in the clinic and to large target groups to include all families of newborn and not only those at risk ones.

Important Milestones from 80’s to 2000 and beyond

a. Focus

b. Definition

c. Platform for the Child

Hong Kong has been joining the global movement of children’s rights and child protection since the Year of the Child. i.e. 1979.  The community has moved from a non intervention, leizze faire approach, with emphasis on family affair and parent’s responsibility and reacting when there were fatal or traumatic cases to early intervention, with multidisciplinary involvement responding to significant harm and various types of abuse.  Nevertheless, many efforts have been devoted to mobilize the community to take this a public health issue and from now onward as a collective responsibility base on a child rights approach. 

The Platform set up in the early eighties, i.e. in 1983 responding to the death of a girl who was also found a known cases of the government in the form of a Committee on Child Abuse together with other Commissions: Youth Commission formed in 1990, Equal Opportunity Commission in 1996, Elderly Commission 1997 and the Women Commission 2001 did not allow a clear Child Perspective and a specific platform for Children with child impact assessments and resources allocation for children.  

Much efforts and campaigning took place through decades of advocacy and particularly with the recent efforts inviting the first child commissioner Mr. Ian Hassal from New Zealand to meet with our legislators and policy makers and the child commission alliance formed with the participation of over 60 organizations.

However, in the most current Chief Executive Mr. Donald Tsang’s policy address, he introduced a Family Council to be formed under the jurisdiction of the Chief Secretary of Administration.  Efforts to make the child a central priority of society at local level and to ensure a child respected in daily life must be continue.
d. Intervention Model

e. Training

In the past decades, Hong Kong has moved from a generic to specialization and integration intervention model of child protection and all forms of family problems.  Specialized child protection teams and personnel have been appointed to include:


ACA in 1979


SWD in 1983


Hospital in 1996


Police in 1996 

Integrated Family Service has been introduced in 2005 with funding for specialized services reducing.

It is important that a partnership approach continued with special efforts from the child care and education institutions, the religious institutions, the courts and prosecutors be strengthened to acquire a child perspective and a child rights basis.

Comprehensive and structured training be made universal at various levels.

f. Legal Coverage

Hong Kong has started with legal protection since the 50’s with important businessmen petitioning the governor for orphans and child prostitutes.  Traumatic cases of child abuse and neglected impacted changes in the various ordinance through the nineties widening protective net and increasing maximum sentencing and raising the age of criminal responsibility of children from 7 to 10 in 2004.

The challenge for the future is a radical review of child related ordinance to ensure a genuine child perspective, a widening of sentencing options to include well supported rehabilitation and restorative programs and making practices that infringed upon children’s rights illegal.     

g. Data and Information/Research & Resource Consolidation Emphasis

The importance of a Central Data Bank worth support and resource back up and the important findings of the surveys and studies Hong Kong conducted in the past decades should be well analyzed and referenced while formulating strategic prevention plan.

h. Community Participation 

Significant funding and resources had been devoted in education and Family Life Education in the nineties and the community is more mature now then ever before and ready to join in with strategic mobilization and support.  

Community Participation Projects Impacting Values and Attitude Changes such as Head Start Home Visitation, Mentorship and Volunteering, Children Participation,

Corporate Social Responsibility and the important role of the Mass Media must continue to be recognized and supported and measured effectiveness.

i. Philosophy of the Child

It is only when our society is willing to honor our commitment to acquire A new Vision and the Best interest of the child notion with a comprehensive strategy put in place, that we will be able to make prevention a reality rather than lip service.

Sharing with Neighbors

With the some three decades of hard work and life stories of many of our children and families, we are sharing and networking with China, Macau, Taiwan, Singapore and partners such as International Society for Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect (ISPCA N) that ACA remains a National Partner since 1999 when we held the 5th ISPCAN Asian Congress and we will be holding the 17th ISPCAN Congress, 2008 in Hong Kong from 7-10 September 2008.  .Other overseas partners include Save the Children and Save the Children Sweden. ECPAT, CHI, Global March etc. etc. etc.

a. China

Sharing and networking in China took place in the form of China-Hong Kong Study Tours on Child Protection, Conference and Sharing Forums in China and in Hong Kong for awareness building and networking,  The systems built up in Hong Kong with the handling procedure and training manuals will continue to be shared and reprinted for training the trainer programs.

It is most encouraging that on 1 June, 2007, the vice premier Madam Wu Yi announced the amended Legislation for the Protection of Minors in China.  It was said that for the first time in the legal document in China to include the best interest of the child notion and stipulated that violation of the compulsory education ordinance would lead to adverse consequence.

Our understanding is that there are passionate professionals in various parts of China, Beijing, Xian, Shanghai, Guangzhou, FoShan etc. etc. etc.  

It is also very encouraging to find some 6000 lawyers in China already started vigorously since 2003 in training and networking for the effectively handling of cases with children abused and neglected and a handbook of the China Lawyer Association being published in 2007.

With more vigorous mobilization and participation of community and professionals the various risks and concerns such as street children, poverty, child labor, child trafficking, HIV, child abuse and domestic violence in the China community will receive more attention and resources for prevention and effective management.

b. Macau

In the year 2003, the Macau government representative has come to initiate collaboration and a child protection centre has been established under the supervision of the Against Child Abuse in Macau.  With joint planning and preparation, recruitment and training, community Liaison and networking, the newly formed and Macau funded team focused on awareness building and public education, family counseling and support as well as efforts in advocacy for changes of values, policies and practices.

With the emphasis and rapid development in tourism and the gambling business, the Macau community is facing enormous challenges in child protection and social concerns which the team will have to accommodate for an effective approach ensuring children receiving the priority and support.

Conclusion

Children are Treasure from heaven!  Children have to be not only seen but heard!  Their rights and their needs must be promptly and thoroughly addressed as childhood is a stage that you cannot wait!  Childhood has been recognized as the stage impacting or adversely suffocating the significant growth and development of a child for his future.

It is false economy not to invest in children.  As rightly pointed out by a famous Economist James Heckman, Nobel Laureate on Economy 2000:

“An important lesson to draw from the entire literature on successful early interventions is that it is the social skills and motivation of the child that are more easily altered – not IQ.  The social and emotional skills affect performances in school and in the workplace.  We too often have a bias toward believing that only cognitive skills are of fundamental importance to success in life.”
“Early learning begets later learning and early success breeds later success.”
“The later in life as attempt to repair early deficits, the costlier the remediation becomes.”
“The real question is how to use the available funds wisely.  The best evidence supports the policy prescription: Invest in the very young.”
James J. Heckman, PhD

Nobel Laureate in Economic Sciences 2000

Many things we need can wait.  The child cannot.  Now is the time his bones are being formed, his blood is being made, his mind is being developed.  To him we cannot say tomorrow, his name is today.

Gabriela Mistral

As an individual, a professional, a society, a nation and mankind, let’s not let our children down!

19 October, 2007

