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A law, on its own, cannot wipe out racism
Ask Hong Kong people whether they think racial discrimination is a problem in this city, and most will probably say "no". The chances are that they have never experienced such discrimination, so they assume that the 5.1 per cent of the community who are not Chinese don't, either.
Talk to members of some of Hong Kong's ethnic minorities, however, and you get a very different story. These people, typically of South Asian origin, complain about finding it harder to get jobs, or being paid less or made to work longer hours than Chinese. They report hostility from landlords, the police and even members of the public in workplaces or on public transport. In particular, they complain about their treatment in the health care and education systems.
Hospitals come in for criticism because of the lack of facilities to help patients who don't speak Chinese or English. This highlights the basic problem many minorities face: a language barrier. The single most important way for the community to improve things for minorities in the long term would probably be to provide better opportunities for the young to learn Chinese.
Some ethnic minorities may learn Chinese early enough to go through the normal local schools, but many do not, and their communities report that some of the publicly funded schools they attend do not teach Chinese well enough. The result is that these children are disadvantaged in later life. Few of them, for example, are likely to get into university or obtain jobs requiring written Chinese skills.
We are hearing much more about these issues as the Race Discrimination Bill continues its course through the Legislative Council. It is proving to be a controversial piece of legislation. Although it will outlaw many types of discrimination, there are still concerns that it will not go far enough. Critics in particular complain that the government is excluding itself from being fully covered by the draft bill.
Hong Kong is required to pass legislation against race discrimination under an international convention incorporated in the Basic Law. Failure to comply could result in censure by the UN Human Rights Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination. For that reason, I am confident our officials will address the critics' concerns.
There is, however, a limit to what a bill can achieve. Hopefully, the law will help to educate people that racism is unacceptable. If legal action is taken against a company with a racist hiring policy, for example, word should get around, and people will get the message that discrimination is wrong. This may be one of the bill's main benefits: changing attitudes in a place where many people do not see racism as wrong. However, a law cannot instantly make life fair.
For example, some government communication takes place in languages other than Chinese or English. The public consultation material on the Race Discrimination Bill was available in Urdu, Nepali, Bahasa Indonesian and Thai. But is it realistic to expect every government department to be multilingual?

Can a law on its own solve the fundamental problem of language skills, and thus educational and career opportunities, for ethnic minority children? One key issue is the lack of a basic curriculum to ensure these children learn Chinese. Another is funding, which is a problem because many of the families concerned have low incomes.
It is worth devoting resources to this area: leaving these young people unable to find good jobs almost guarantees future problems, including crime, which will be a burden on the whole community. But non-governmental bodies and educators, as well as officials, need to play major roles in tackling a large-scale challenge like providing thousands of children with Chinese classes. It is clear there will be much to do even when we have an anti-discrimination law.

