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Executive Summary

The aging population is increasing in Hong Kong. The proportion of people who
aged 45 or above will increase to 30% of the total population in Hong Kong.
Although the rate of aging in Hong Kong is not growing as fast as Japan or other
European countries, the recent number of unemployed middle and old aged personsis
increasing dramatically, hence their employment situation is a concern. By
conducting in-depth interviews, telephone interviews and scrutinizing related
documentaries, this research aimed at understanding more about employment
situation, difficulties, the impact of socio-structural factor on employment and
solutions for tackling unemployment of the middlie and old aged persons.

This research revealed that 30% of the respondents had been unemployed last year.
45% of those who had primary educational attainment or below was unemployed, and
more than 50% of the interviewees who had been unemployed for a whole year.
Besides, the unemployment rate of those aged between 55 and 59 was the highest
among all interviewees.

The social policy in Hong Kong neither discourage the middle and old aged persons
to work, nor encourage older persons to retire early. However, behind such
non-interventionist policy, there was no sufficient protection for the middle and old
aged persons. Mandatory Provident Fund will be implemented in late 2000 in Hong
Kong but only few companies provide retirement protection for their employees, also,
the Long Service Payment and Social Security Allowance could not provide sufficient
protection for older persons after retirement before the implementation. Moreover,
the benefit from Mandatory Provident Fund would only be effective till the next
decade. Ultimately, the Hong Kong Government is lacking of a clear employment
policy. The existing measures tackling unemployment also merely focused on
young persons.

This research discovered that since the practical guide on preventing age
discrimination was published, the opportunities for job interviews for middle and old
aged persons were increased superficially, while the middle and old aged persons
were not protected effectively from discrimination. From the telephone interviews,
30% of the respondents had experience of discrimination in their workplace, and 40%
were being unemployed because of their old age. Besides, the in-depth interviews
revealed that age discrimination occurred among social welfare agencies as well.
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Other than the factor of age, the educational attainment was lower among middle and
old aged persons, the health condition was unstable, the job skills and experience
were outdated, and the understanding of the current labour market was insufficient.
All of the above reasons negatively influence the employment opportunity of the
middle and old age persons. Besides, middle and old aged female were aso
bounded by their role of carer in the family.

Although being affected by the above unfavourable situations, the middle and old
aged persons desired to have a job because of various reasons. From the telephone
interviews, it was revealed that 30% of respondents were the breadwinner of the
family. Some of older persons needed to work for living, maintaining self-identity,
earning some allowance and gaining psychological achievements.

Besides, the findings in telephone interviews stated that only 13% of the interviewees
participated in the employee-retraining-programme (ERP). Only 7% of those with
primary educational attainment or below had joined the ERP. In fact, some of the
middle and old aged person who had lower educational attainment are not eligible for
studying ERP due to the minimum academic requirement.

This research also revealed that the content and format of ERP need to have further
improvement.  Although the duration of some courses of ERP lasted for eight weeks,
the job skills was only taught in formal lessons without practice training in the work
place. Moreover, most of the ERP courses only focus on skills training in the
fundamental clerical work and service industry, no training was provided for the
information technology and financial fields. Furthermore, insufficient facilities and
subvention guidelines restricted the development of retraining centre.  Therefore, the
course design could not meet the needs of current labour market.

The result of this research showed that some of the retrainees joined ERP not because
they wanted to improve themselves by learning new job skills but needed the job
referral service or an opportunity to gain new knowledge. On the other hand, some
of the retrainees are lacked of confidence to learn new knowledge or want to get ajob
earlier without any deferral, so they did not join ERP.

Services of labour department also had rooms for improvement. Most of the

respondents perceived that the effectiveness of employment service of labour
department was low. Because the labour department only serve as a middieman, it
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only refers suitable applicants to employers, while the decision of hiring will be made
by employers. On the other hand, the nature of job vacancies in the job centre are
usually low income and low status; meanwhile, these jobs do not fit the interest and
skill of most of the older workers. Furthermore, the employment service merely
provided job matching, which was unable to provide total care to the job seekers,
especially their psychological needs. Besides, respondents stated that the
information of job vacanciesin the job centre was usually out-dated.

Although both interviewed social workers and retraining programme trainers agreed
to set up worker’s cooperative, they questioned its effectiveness. The respondents
stated that the cooperative depended upon close cooperation among its members but
the member mobility and conflict will lead the cooperative difficult to sustain. On
the other hand, participants could only receive very low income earning because of
maintaining competitiveness of the cooperative in the market. In the sound of low
profit margin, a cooperative is no longer meaningful to the participant to make money
while the labour market could provide better prospects.

The research also found that a number of middle and old aged person wanted to start
their own business. However, only a small number of them could actually start due
to the objective factors such as lacking of capital. Moreover, they tended to carry
out activities in the informal economy such as street vending. Therefore, the
financia scheme implemented by the government did not help them, and even the
government severely restrain street vending.

The employment assistance which is aimed to encourage employer to employ middle
and old aged workers should be further improved. Hong Kong Government had
implemented an on-the-job training scheme but the respondents stated that the
employer was easily abusing this scheme. It was also found that some employers
stopped to employ the participants after the training period and continued to absorb
new participants. As a result, this scheme had been shelved due to this abuse
situation.

To sum up the findings of this research, Hong Kong lacks of a comprehensive
employment policy which can coincide with the economic policy for the middle and
old aged persons. The employment policy should include the suggestions as
follows:-
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1. In order to maintain the demand for different kinds of labour in the labour market,
Hong Kong should sustain the development of manufactory industry while
devel oping advance technological industries.

2. Hong Kong Government and Social Welfare Sector should employ middle and old
aged workers as aleading role.

3. To prevent employer declines to employ middle and old aged workers, an anti-age
discrimination ordinance should be implemented. Moreover, policies should be
set up to promote flexible retirement system and abolish mandatory retirement
system as way's to promote continue employment of the aged.

4. Hong Kong government should promote and encourage institutions to set up
aggressive employment policy for middle and old aged workers, by considering to
provide tax rebate and lump sum financial subsidy for those institutions which
employed middle and old aged workers. Meanwhile, public education can be
used to eliminate age discrimination.

5. To re-study whether there is a need to retrain the middle and old aged workers
because of the skill mismatch in the labour market in Hong Kong. Promoting
life- long training and retraining system, increasing continued educational
opportunities and protecting on-the-job training opportunities for workers to deal
with the speedy transition of the future economic environment in Hong Kong.

6. In order to improve the existing retraining system, a more flexible subvention
mode for the retraining body should be implemented. Government should also
study the demand for labour regularly. Findings of the study should be deliver to
all retraining institutions that allow them to set up more training programme which
are closed to the needs of the labour market. Besides, the retraining institutes
should provide more programmes for those who have lower educational attainment
and more programmes apart from foundational training.

7. 1n order to enhance the effectiveness of training courses, re-training institutions
should be encouraged to use activity-approach on teaching and increase the
opportunity of practice in the workplace for trainees. The Employees Retraining
Board (ERB) can consider coordinate with adult education to strengthen skills and
knowledge of lower educated workers.
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8.1n order to increase the mobility of labour market information, the Labour
Department should enhance job placement and referral services, search various
kinds of job vacancy more aggressively and update the information more rapidly

9. Socia Service Agencies should take up the coordinating role to assist middle and
old aged workers in setting up worker’s cooperative in order to temporarily solve
their living problems.

10. Hong Kong government should encourage the development of informal
economy and creates more jobs and opportunities to earn a living for the middle
and old aged workers.

11. Base on the objective to protect the living of middle and old aged workers, Hong
Kong government should implement related measures to assist those who would

not be benefit from the MPF to maintain their living.

12. Hong Kong government should study the impact of new technologies and future
economic development on middle and old aged workers.
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