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To whom it may concern

The Hong Kong Island Women's Association (HKIWA) was established in April 2005 and officially registered as a charity organization in August 2013. Its service areas cover four districts on Hong Kong Island, including Central and Western District, Wan Chai, Eastern District, and Southern District. The organization has more than 30,000 individual members and 51 group members. The mission of HKIWA is to unite women's organizations, unleash women's potential, advocate for women's rights, promote women's participation in social affairs, and enhance women's social status. The organization aims to provide a platform for nowadays women to learn, to communicate and to bond with each other, with the goal of improving women's quality of life and fighting for equality of rights.

HKIWA actively engages women from all walks of life in the local community, to advocate women's rights and to promote women's career development. By providing various training programs, the organization can facilitate their members’ professional skill at work and raise concerns on women's health and personal development. The organization often invite female guests from different backgrounds to moderate and participate in panel discussions. Throughout these activities, the members get to have in-depth discussion about topics such as family issues, productivities at work, personal and career development and more. HKIWA also organizes concerts and artistic events to bring an artistic vibe to the community. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, HKIWA raised more than 13.6 million worth of donations, which benefits over 100, 000 recipients in Hong Kong. The organization received donations through the local business communities, charitable organizations, and individuals. It also mobilized members in all local districts to help in collecting donated goods, identifying eligibility of aid recipients and redistributing materials to people in need. Throughout the course, HKIWA received anti-epidemic supplies, food, emergency kits, and cash, benefited recipients with diverse background, including elderly care homes, schools, taxi drivers, hawkers, cleaners, and grassroots. The organization also applied for government resources to provide emotional support for citizens during the pandemic. These resources are used for managing stress, and bringing professional lectures to the community, as well as setting up mental health support hotline.

Through our research, we found that the pandemic has had a significant impact on Hong Kong women, including increasing in caregiving effort, mental stress, family relationship stress, and employment pressure.

We are writing to comment on the impact of measures taken by HKSAR government in relation to the COVID-19 crisis on women’s rights and gender equality：During the 2019 coronavirus pandemic, the HKSAR government took a series of measures to improve the situation of women, including strengthening support for family caregivers, opposing violence against women, and providing employment and economic support. 

1. To relieve the burden of carers who are mostly women, kindergartens as well as, primary and secondary schools were requested to remain open to look after those students who lack carers to take care of them during the periods of suspension of face-to-face classes or half-day schooling, whilst the day care centres and home-based community care services for the elderly have also continued during the pandemic.  Keeping schools and childcare centers open during the pandemic also means the need for more teachers and caregivers, which can provide employment opportunities for women who are unemployed or seeking work.

This action acknowledges the burden faced by women and takes measures to promote gender equality, helping to create a more equitable society.

2. During the pandemic, the Refuge Centres for Women and the Family Crisis Support Centre provide residential places to individuals/ families facing domestic violence or in crisis. In addition, the Multi-purpose Crisis Intervention and Support Centre (i.e. CEASE Crisis Centre) provides crisis intervention and support services, and liaises with relevant social and medical service units for victims of sexual violence and domestic violence as well as individuals/ families who are in crisis or distress. In handling cases of sexual violence, the CEASE Crisis Centre follows the principle of providing “one-stop” service and adopts a comprehensive, multi-disciplinary service model, including 24-hour outreaching services/ immediate support, counselling services, assistance in arranging medical treatment and forensic examination and reporting to the Police, etc. When a referral of sexual violence case is received by the CEASE Crisis Centre, the designated social worker will provide appropriate services immediately, including attend to the victim at the place where the victim locates and accompany the victim to go through all the necessary procedures in a convenient, safe, confidential and supportive environment in order to minimise the need for the victim to repeat accounts of the unpleasant experience.
The services mentioned above, including 24 hour/ emergency services, have maintained normal operation. The public are also encouraged to report cases with violence risk through the 24-hour hotline.
These policies can help women get out of danger and ensure that victims of sexual violence receive the support and care they need in a timely manner. These effective mechanisms help protect the safety and well-being of women who are victims of domestic, sexual violence or crisis, and provide them with the support and care they need to begin to recover and rebuild their lives.

3. In addition, under the COVID-19 pandemic, the Hospital Authority maintained normal psychiatric in-patient and specialist out-patient clinic services and continued to provide services to suitable psychiatric patients through teleconsultation. The Government also initiated or continued various targeted measures to enhance the public's mental health amid the epidemic, including the 'Mental Health Initiatives Funding Scheme' launched in July 2021, the 'Shall We Talk' mental health promotion and public education initiative that continued to operate during the epidemic and the 'COVID-19 Grief Support Hotline' set up from March to April 2022 at the height of the fifth wave of the epidemic
These mental health initiatives and services provided during the COVID-19 epidemic allowed women who are experiencing mental health problems to receive the ongoing care and support they needed. By doing so, it can help reduce social discrimination against women due to mental health issues, safeguard women's mental health and well-being. This is especially important for women who may face additional barriers due to cultural or social norms.

4. At the same time, the Government launched the “Employment Support Scheme” in both 2020 and 2022 to provide time-limited financial support to employers to retain employees, regardless of gender, who may otherwise be made redundant. While these relief measures are not confined to women (as any applicant/ household meeting the eligibility criteria can apply), women stand to benefit substantially from these measures as women are usually the ones who take up the carer’s role of looking after the daily life of household members.

5. In view of the outbreak of COVID-19 pandemic, the HKSAR government rolled out large-scale Anti-epidemic Fund (AEF) in 2020 to, among other things, provide suitable relief to businesses and individuals hard-hit by the pandemic or more seriously by the anti-epidemic measures. The total commitment of all AEF measures is around HK$250 billion. At the same time, the government has implemented many relief measures, including the tax concessions, consumer vouchers, etc. The implementation of these measure also helps to protect the financial stability and well-being of women.

In summary, we believe that the HKSAR government has taken proactive measures to ensure equal opportunities for women during the epidemic, so that women in Hong Kong can live and grow in a friendly environment, despite the enormous challenges.
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