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Face up to the realities of non-Chinese in Hong Kong
Some commentators say the recent scare about hundreds of thousands of Filipinos possibly being granted right of abode in Hong Kong displayed underlying racism in our society. Others say it came down to local fear of competition for scarce resources like housing and health services. It certainly seems to show that many people in Hong Kong, even top policymakers, have doubts about the place of non-Chinese in this community – especially the poorer and darker-skinned.
We see this especially clearly in the area of education, where the government seems unable to decide exactly what it wants.
Ethnic minorities like Pakistanis and Nepalese are at a big disadvantage when it comes to schooling. While Chinese children start learning how to read and write characters by the age of four or five – with support from kindergartens and parents – ethnic minority children have far fewer such opportunities. So they go to “designated” primary schools that teach non-Chinese speakers. Ironically, although their English may be alright, they are usually barred from top local English medium high schools and local universities because of poor Chinese results. For many, the only option is a few years in a low-achieving secondary school before dropping out.
It would be unfair to say the system has been designed to fail ethnic minority youngsters, but the outcome might make you think it has. These young people’s chances of getting into university are just one-seventh that of local Chinese children. If you think the young Nepalese woman serving you in a coffee shop is too smart to be doing such work, you may be right.

A recent report by the Equal Opportunities Commission called the system segregation and suggested integrating students and giving ethnic minorities better Chinese-language support. It also noted something disturbing: as ethnic minority students start to cluster in particular schools, Chinese parents stop sending their children to them. A survey by the Hong Kong Council of Social Service found that ethnic minority parents considered lack of contact with local Chinese counterparts a major handicap in getting information about schools.

Officially, the government says it aims to provide the best possible schooling for all children, regardless of ethnic group. And, in all fairness, it is putting resources into upgrading minorities’ Chinese skills later in school life, though some critics disagree on the policy details. But the system as a whole disadvantages ethnic minorities, and the government does not seem in any hurry to fix the basic problem.
Does the government really care? If we look at other areas, like employment of ethnic minorities in the police and other government positions – which require written Chinese – or the immigration policy, we see a similar situation. The government and the community do not seem to know what they want.

Do we want a mixed police force to reflect the community, or an all- Chinese one? Do we want more ethnic minority children to go to college and on to high-flying careers, or do we want to restrict most of them to menial jobs? Do we want Hong Kong to be a multiracial city, or a Chinese one that happens to host a few groups of outsiders?

Most of us will give nice-sounding “correct” answers to such questions and maybe point to our laws against race discrimination as proof. But the mainstream Chinese community seems to have little sympathy. It is as if the ethnic minorities shouldn’t really be here in the first place and can just be swept under the carpet. If so, this is a terrible mistake, because the ethnic minorities are not going to go away.

At the very least, the government should resolve to address the issue of better Chinese-language provision for ethnic minority preschoolers. Even if the concept of racial equality is too sensitive, it is a social and economic problem in the making. After all, it does no good to Hong Kong to leave particular groups of children under skilled and less able to contribute to their families and society.

