Hong Kong Council of Social Service

Welfare Priorities for 2006 and Beyond
Issues of Concern (Children and Youth)

1. Service planning 

Regular platform to collect the sector’s views on service planning should be formalized.  More discussion should be made available before the launching of any concerned policies or programmes such that the deliverables could better suit the need of clients and are practical from the sector’s point of view.  

The annual consultation exercise can help HWFB in identifying the emerging needs and service demand of the coming year.  Yet, longer term planning is also vital.  A comprehensive planning mechanism to set out both short term and long term strategies should be adopted.   

2. Interfacing of different bureaux and departments 
Better interface among various policy bureaux and departments is essential to improve the social well-being of the community.  Taking young people as example, HWFB, EMB, LD, HAB and Police, etc are all involved to provide services in meeting the multi-dimensional need of young people.  There should be a body responsible for coordinating and liaising with different parties in setting out related youth policies and programmes so as to ensure that services are delivered in a coordinated manner.  It is worth drawing reference to the setting up of Commissioner for Rehabilitation under HWFB, which oversee all rehabilitation programmes including welfare, education and transport, etc. 

Besides, NGOs could play an important role in enhancing youth human capacity and climbing up the Quality Framework.  For example, young people upon attending the YPTP and other NGOs organized programmes should be accorded recognition and qualification which contribute to credits in the QF. 

3. Equipping young people for the future challenges 

The youth population is on the decrease while the elderly population is increasing rapidly.  It is estimated that one out of four of our population would be elderly in 2031.  The younger generation has to well equip themselves such that they can support themselves as well as their older family members in future.  

Yet, each year, there are about 1,200 students dropout from school before F.3 and about 10,000 candidates get 0 scores at HKCEC.  According to the 2001 Census, there were about 169,000 young people aged 15-24 with F.3 level or below, which is about 18% of the same age group. The situation is alarming and we need to strengthen our effort to improve it. On one hand, we need to help students successfully sustaining in education system and learning effectively.  On the other hand, we need to assist those under-achievers to get promoted by means of continue education.  A “career development” perspective should be adopted.  Instead of shopping around for services, there should be a district-based clearinghouse set up for young people.  These centers can provide specialized one-stop service on career development that facilitate young people’s school to work transition as well as help them in obtaining further training opportunity.  Some NGOs’ pilot projects are well received and the feedback is positive.  More designated, district-based centers should be made available to cater for the young people’s need. 

4. Intensive support to special target groups

Under resources constraint, the existing services are designed to cater for those universal needs of general youth.  For those with special need, intensive support should be given to help them get through the problem.

a) bottom 10% unemployed youth 

The youth unemployment rate (for age 15-19) has decreased from its highest 37.6% as at August 2003 to 17.8% (about 75,000 young people) as at March 2005.  Although more young people can enter the market nowadays, some youngsters are now still unable to find a proper job.  

These young people might already have been gone through different training programmes like YPTP, YWET, Action S4 and short-term post in NGOs.  Their work abilities, in terms of interpersonal skills and job skills are far from the entry requirement of the open market.  

Apart from placing them in the real work setting, new work approaches and more intensive coaching should be given.  

Besides, it is also worth exploring new job opportunities to absorb these young people. For example in many European countries, social enterprises are well developed.  They employ not only people with disabilities, but also other disadvantaged people like non-engaged youth, single parents, ethnic minority, etc.  The social enterprise can provide a range of jobs that are more suitable for these disadvantage people. 

b) Socially withdrawal Phenomena
Owing to various reasons, some young people have withdrawn from the society or even their families for a long period of time.  Their motivation to all matters is low and their parents are also living in stress.  An NGO with EMB’s funding is now providing service to these clients.  The demand is great and it is obvious that intensive support to individual young people and the family is required, e.g. home visit and home-based training.  This is not existing service can cater for in terms of resources and manpower.  

5. Youth Mental Health Issue
More and more workers reported that the mental health of our younger generation is getting worse.  It ranged from general emotional problems to serve psychiatric problems.  If the issue remains unattended, the impact to the society as well as the well being of the young people is enormous. Some of the potential targets have shown presenting symptoms when they are at younger age.  For example, they seldom speak up for themselves, they are lack of self-confident, and are being isolated by other classmates.  Yet, most of them do not have serious behavioural problems and they are usually not “trouble-makers” in class, such that teachers and social workers would easily overlook their need especially when they have to cater for those students who have more socially undesirable behaviours.  More resources and attention should be given to this issue and the sector also needs more training on early identification.  

6. Children and Youth in Poverty
The government in its 2005 Policy Address had introduced a number of measures to support children and youth in poverty including the DSWOs’ $15M. It is suggested that some of these resources should be allocated to meet the individual need of children and youth in poverty, e.g. for attending interest classes, buying reference books, etc. As the need of each children and youth is so unique, there should be unique development plan set out for them in order to strength their overall abilities, increase their life chances and achieve their goals.  

In some remote areas, like NT North and Tung Chung, there is a great demand of vocational training programmes for young people with low education attainment.  It is suggested that allowance should be granted to them for attending recognized courses either provide by VTC or NGOs.

7. Provision scope of CY services

The existing ICYSCs and CYCs are playing an important role in the informal education and holistic development of young people, especially in the provision of equal opportunities for development for those in disadvantaged circumstances.  In the past few years, they are sparing great effort in launching projects on behalf of the education sector and Labour Department on top of their regular programmes. Although these centers are subvented by SWD, they are actually providing services that benefit the whole well-being of young people. This role and function should be well recognized.  

8. Development of childcare alternatives and other family support programmes
With effective from September 2005, pre-school services will be harmonized.  The new subsidy scheme for parents is not favourable especially for those low income families.  It is expected that some families therefore cannot afford to use existing day crèches.  Other modes of accessible and affordable childcare services should be developed to provide support for families in need.  

9. Strengthening the Headstart Programmes 
This pilot programme is a very good initiative of the government.  Overseas experiences shown that proper delivery of the programmes would effectively improve the quality of the human capacity as well as solve the intergenerational poverty issue.  Clear outcome indicators have to be set out and views from the sector on how to deliver the programmes should be adopted.

On reviewing the provision in other countries, key programmes included the followings :

· screening and support for high risk pregnancy from antenatal stage

· special support team to provide a variety of family support programmes 

· home visit and outreaching programme at post-natal stage

· accessible resource center with drop-in function

· community health service

· quality childcare in different formats 

· programme to ensure school readiness

· programme for special need groups

· both formal and informal networking amongst parents

Apart from general children of age 0-6 and their families, special emphasis should be placed on potentially high-risk group, for example teenage mothers, parents with history of smoking, substance abuse, mental problem or domestic violence, ethnical minority, new arrivals and other from low social-economic backgrounds, etc.

On-going review is essential to examine to what extent the pilot programmes are meeting the objectives of tackling poverty, as well as providing early identification and early intervention, and to what extent existing services, such as IFSCs and other community services, can provide adequate support and meet the programme objectives.
10. Other concerned areas on service provision
a) Shortage of boys’ home

There were 376 boys’ home school on-site residential places and the utilization rate is over 90%.  At as April 2005, 158 are on the waiting list and it is estimated that the waiting time will be over 1 year.  Over the past few years, some places have been cut in the EPP exercise.  Government should review and address such issue and consider providing additional resources to re-open at some places in existing venue. 

b) Services for youth at risk

· Recreational spots and temporary shelter are not available in NT North for those night drifters. 

· Sub-team base for YOTs should be provided to facilitate them to work in the whole district.
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