Hong Kong Council of Social Service

Welfare Priorities for 2007 and Beyond
Issues of Concern (Children and Youth)

1. Policy Level
1.1 Directional welfare planning and development

In the past twenty years, the planning and development of welfare service was under the framework with certain policy directions. Service planning could base on the forecast of service need and related social issues. Paper like “White paper on social welfare development” and “Five Year Plan for Social Welfare Development in Hong Kong” were cases in point. Existing annual consultation of HWFB on welfare priorities serves only on meeting the short-term welfare needs of the society and tends to be problem oriented. 

1.2 Better Interfacing among various bureaux and departments 
Better interface among various policy bureaux and departments is essential to improve the social well-being of the community. Youth work is the case in point. Both HWFB, EMB, LD, HAB and Police, etc involves in providing services for the youth 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. 

1.3 Capacity building for young people to meet with future challenges 

Diminishing of youth population and increasing the elderly population indicates the aging trend of Hong Kong Society. The dependency ratio will increase from 376 in 2016, 424 in 2021, 493 in 2026 and 562 in 2031. The younger generation has to well equip themselves such that they can support themselves as well as their future young generation and older family members.  

1.4 Recommendation

In facing the long term changing of population, as a responsible, foresighted and committed authority, comprehensive mechanism for short-team and long-term welfare planning and development should be adopted. Such mechanism should involve different bureaux and departments, different professionals, as well as different stakeholders.

Although regular platform to collect the sector’s views on service planning had been formalized in these two years, more discussion should be made before the launching of any concerned policies or programmes, especially, the recent direction for 2-3 years such that the deliverables could better suit the need of clients and were practical from the sector’s point of view. 

NGOs could play an important role in enhancing capacity of children and youth to meet the changing needs of the society. However, overall strategies and planning should be discussed in detail through extensive consultation.  

2 Service Level 
2.1 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 severe 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.  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.  

2.1.1 Sector’s concern

Youth workers in ICYSCs, other community-based services as well as school social workers are playing an important role in early identification and providing community rehabilitation programmes for children and youth with mental health problem. However, they are facing quite a lot of difficulties in handling the increasing needs of the youth. Those are as follows:

(1) Not enough professional knowledge to judge whether the behaviours are early symptoms of mental health problems. 
(2) Collaboration and close communication between community services and medical sector is needed. 
(3) Young people having mental health problems and their parents are reluctant to get help. 
(4) Most of them (apart from those suffered from early psychosis) have to wait long time for first assessment. 
(5) Labeling effect of getting treatment
(6) Students are experiencing great difficulties in staying in schools under the existing inflexible system.
2.1.2 Recommendations


In response to the above concerns, the sector has the following recommendations to both Community Support Project for Child and Adolescent Mental Health and current mental health system for better response to the needs of children and youth with mental health problems:

Community Support Project for Child and Adolescent Mental Health

1) The 10 well-trained MSWs of this Project should provide telephone consultation aiming to help social workers of community services for early identification of young people’s symptoms of mental health problems. 

2) Medical system of psychiatric service may be complicated for general social workers to understand, and the system and practice in different clusters could be quite different.  The projects teams should provide information to the workers so as to help bridging the young people with mental health problems to the suitable psychiatric services offered by different settings.  

3) Outreaching service of both assessment and treatment in nature settings such as schools and ICYSCs are most welcome by patients and their parents for avoiding stigma.  Therefore, the MSWs should liaise with Hospital Authority and arrange psychiatric nurses to conduct initial assessment as necessary. 

4) Connection between the service teams and Hospital Authority is the prime asset, it is expected the project teams can help urgent cases to obtain priority service after preliminary professional screening.

5) Instead of community talks that are currently widely provided by other parties, case conference is suggested as educational means for explaining the case details and needs of patients or suspected cases to school personnel.  Such professional explanation will facilitate schools and social workers to make appropriate work plans for the students concerned. 

6) Evaluation research should be conducted so as to understand the effectiveness and efficiency for the service as well as make continuous improvement for the project. 

District based specialized service team for youth with mental health needs

7) With reference to the experience of special service provided before, the labour-intensive with de-labeling nature of service suggests a special work team setting up within existing children and youth units to provide professional and all-rounded support to this target group, especially the adjustment issues. One of the best choice is under ICYSCs. 

8) The teams should consist of social workers with training on mental health.  This one-stop resource centers on children and youth mental health related issues can provide a wide range of services include:

· Case management

· Adjustment programmes 

· Day adjustment programmes
· Case consultation

· Parents support programmes

· Peer support programmes in schools

· Training to teachers

Training for workers and school personnel
9) Mental disorder is more than general emotional disturbance and requires specific training for equipping necessary knowledge and skills.  CY services and schools are major settings for primary prevention as well as early identification of mental health problems or mental disorders in children and adolescents. They also play important role in integrating them in mainstream services.
10) Training helps to increase the sensitivity and strengthen the awareness towards the issue such that children and youth in need could be identified as earliest stage.  It may also enable the social workers and teachers to offer assistance to those children and youth for better adjustment.  
11) At the same time, handy information on symptoms for early detection and further assistance should be made available for workers and teachers.
2.2  Intensive support to vulnerable groups for their employment


Although more job vacancies are available for the youth now after the economic boost of recent years, the youth unemployment rate (for age 15-19) still remain at the level of around 20% for more than six months, especially much worse for the group of male. It reflects that the youth unemployment problem is not only rooted from the availability of current jobs but also the issue of matching for those job vacancies and young people. 
For those persistent unemployed youth, most of them with the characteristics of male, low motivation, under-achieved, lacking of working experiences, learning difficult, ethnic minorities, physical disabled and “HIKIKOMORI” or social withdrawal. Existing programs can strictly help single or certain groups but not all the vulnerable groups can benefit from such kind of program. Thus, specialized and intensive manpower should be placed in enhancing the capability of such vulnerable groups. As mentioned by David A. Long (2000), there are four successful factors that can be considered in the service or program planning. They are as follows:

2.2.1 Sustained Adult Contact and Support


Adult contact should be maintained over an extended period and that monitoring of youths' actions, in addition to support, is a key element in contact that is effective. Adults in successful programs have tried to give youths the structure and motivation to do well.
2.2.2 Financial Incentives

Many of the successful programs to be discussed have given youths financial incentives to succeed, rewarding good effort and penalizing poor performance. It appears that financial incentives have worked better for in-school youths than dropouts, particularly the dropouts who have been out of school for some time. 

2.2.3 Support for Achievement
Many young people need to experience achievement quickly and often, reducing their worries about failure as well as their impatience to reach their goals. Successful programs support achievement both by providing high-quality services and by developing a strong achievement 'message.' A program can also facilitate achievement by minimizing the number of program 'hoops' and accelerating youths' movement through them. One noteworthy way of doing this is offering education and vocational training concurrently rather than requiring that the education component be completed before vocational training begins. In this way, too, youths feel they are advancing toward their goal of getting a good job from the outset. 

2.2.4 Early intervention

Evaluation studies have consistently indicated that programs are more effective for younger youths and, among those who have had trouble (e.g., youths who have dropped out of school, got pregnant, or had a brush with the law), have done more for youths who were reached quickly than for youths reached after some delay.
For in-school youths, early program interventions occur before students have fallen substantially behind their age-for-grade level. Programs typically have had much more difficulty working with school dropouts. However, when programs target dropouts, it helps for program participation to commence as soon as possible after a young people have left school and before they have fallen far behind their peers
2.2.5 Recommendation

1) Collection of data on vulnerable groups is essential for service planning, however, the existing source of data is not available or segmented in different department. Thus, research on vulnerable groups should be conducted in the near future in order to pinpoint their needs and formulate relevant solutions.

2) For those under-achievers, we need to assist them 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.
3) For those low motivated and social withdrawal youth, early intervention, sense of achievement, sustainable monitoring and support are important for their sustainable re-integration to the society. Additional resource should be given to existing YOTs and ICYSCs to support such vulnerable groups since the workload is comparatively heavy.

4) For those youth with learning difficulties or personality problems, intensive follow-up is needed. Mentorship scheme with sandwich-based employment and training can facilitate better integration on training contents and their job with strong monitoring and support for their achievement.

5) For those ethnic minorities, the language and racial discrimination is the key issue for their employment. Thus, development of social enterprise can be one of the role model for commercial firm to reduce the existing discrimination behind. 

6) 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.
2.3 Holistic Care for Child Development

Children are the future of our society.  The more effort we put to care and nurture our child, the more human and social capital we can build up to make our society to become energetic and prosperous.  However, our society is lack of a comprehensive policy in response to the developmental and education need of children.  At the same time, Hong Kong is facing the challenge of low fertility rate, child-bearing age postponement, working parents and lack of family support due to changing family structure.  Therefore, parents nowadays are in great need of child care support.  Concerning the existing service gap, rising need and expectation, we would like to make the following recommendations:

Government Policy, Resources Allocation and Service Mode

1) To establish a comprehensive child policy which encourage all people’s concern and advocate for a new family planning concept regarding the best interest of child 

2) To include pre-school education in EMB’s free education system

3) To establish a comprehensive tool for family planning and assessment in response to the need of child and parents in different stage. Early intervention and support can also be provided to those child with special need or being neglected in caring.

Parent Support

4) To allocate adequate resource for NGOs and Department of Health to set up hotline and website to provide comprehensive information, immediate consultation and emotional support for parents so as to strengthen parents’ skills and knowledge in pre and post-natal care, child health care, child growth and development, and parent-child communication.

5) To provide stationing social worker for child care centre and kindergarten so as to (1) support parents training (2) set up neighbourhood level parent support network (3) provide adequate support to deprived family with young or special need children.

Training for Child Care Workers

6) To provide direct training subsidies for child care worker to enhance teaching quality

7) To provide extra manpower resources for child care centre to release staff for training

8) To enhance the skills and awareness of child care workers in identifying special need students for early intervention through proper training

9) To facilitate overseas experience learning for child care worker

2.4 Hot youth issues

2.4.1  Web Addiction

Recently, problem web-use poses threat among family, school and workplace. Actually, it is not the only problem in children and youth but also in adult. However, the portion with problem web-use tends to be serious in population of children and youth and raises the concern of our youth workers. Prevention is better than cure. Some researches found that around 40% of respondents showed symptoms of addiction and provide information about the spectrum of the issue (HKLSS, 2006; CYMCA, 2004) (Table 1). Obviously, the survey result reveals that primary prevention program is difficult to deal with those children and youth with long history of web-use and certain addictive symptoms. 

    Table1: Brief survey result for recent studies by different NGOs

	Date
	Organization
	No. & nature of respondents
	Survey result

	5/2006
	HK Lutheran Social Service
	6000 P/S from 10 schools
	20% of respondents with web addiction, estimate 180,000 students with web addiction in HK

40% of respondents show symptoms of addiction

	4/2006
	HKCS
	1305 P4-6 
	5.4% computer use more than 4 hours

	4/2005
	HKCS
	1180 P/S

 
	5.4% of respondents show symptoms of addiction

	11/2004
	Chinese YMCA 
	976

P5-Post sec
	36.9% of respondents show symptoms of addiction


Recommendation

1) In order to understand the influence on web-use on the life of children and youth for service planning, comprehensive studies should be conducted in the near future.

2) Cooperation between ICYSCs and school should be encouraged for developing the new strategies on primary prevention program for students and their parents.

3) New resource for secondary prevention and treatment on web addiction should be increased to meet the current challenge. 

2.4.2 Youth Gambling

Form different research report, adolescence (Age 15-17) with gambling experience in the past 3 months and a year are ranged from 27.2% to 32% respectively (Breakthrough, 2005; Chinese YMCA of Hong Kong, 2004). Even through there are new series of TV docu-drama on gambling, prevention campaign launched by Hong Kong Education City and two counseling and treatment centres financed by the Ping Wo Fund, those measures focus on primary prevention and treatment. For the great amount of youth with gambling experience, primary prevention strategy cannot hit the nail on the head while waiting for treatment is too late. Thus, extra resource should be arranged for developing the new strategies of secondary prevention program for those youth with gambling experience to bridge the existing service gap.

2.4.3 Drug abuse in Youth Population

    According to the statistics of CRDA, newly/previously reported drug abusers by age 16-20 increase from 32.4% in 2002 to 40.6% in 2005 and by below age 16 increase from 7.9% in 2003 to 11.5% in the first quarter of 2006. Increase in percentage of drug abuse and decrease of drug trial age poses the threat for the war of substance abuse and it indicates that the effort of drug prevention should be strengthened in future few years, especially those secondary prevention since most of them had got the positive experience on psychotropic drug use. For the number of case and potential case on substance abuse submitted by YOTs at the end of April 2006, there are 1886 cases to be reported with such problem. Obviously, YOTs have handled much of the cases, which need to have intensive follow-up service on getting them in the medical treatment service and adjustment programs for the recovery process. Since those motivated cases are based on the working relationship with the responsible worker, the change is unique. All in all, those reflect that the need is great and acute, however very labour intensive. Thus, we have the following suggestions:

(1) The existing pilot collaborative model between substance abuse clinics and YOTs can be regarded as a good practice and is worth to be promoted in future service model.    

(2) Extra resource should be arranged to YOTs to support community based early identification, outreaching medical assessment, and adjustment program in filling the gaps and strengthening of existing service.   
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