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Because of language barriers, South Asian workers of ethnic 

minorities in Hong Kong seldom approach their foremen or 

supervisors even when they come across OHS issues at work. On the 

other hand, most ethnic minority workers have received little to no 

pre-employment training. They mostly rely on their own experience or 

take reference from more experienced co-workers. At present, many 

Pakistani and Nepalese workers are engaged in the construction 

industry, which is a relatively more risky industry. A lack in the 

relevant safety awareness in OHS can result in serious accidents and 

injuries. From the survey findings and the case interviews, it could be 

seen that most project contractors are seriously inadequate in their 

internal training, putting the health and safety of workers in jeopardy. 

Even though some companies do provide training, the training is not 

at all suited for workers. For example, training is conducted only in 

Cantonese but most ethnic minority workers do not understand the 

language. Without understanding any of the training’s contents, the 

training concerned only exists in name and fails to help workers. On 

the other hand, from the case interviews, we understand that some 

safety officers and project managers were limited by their English 

communication ability. Therefore, OHS information is mainly 

disseminated to workers of ethnic minorities in Cantonese, resulting 

in very limited OHS information relayed from Safety Officers to 

workers of ethnic minorities. Furthermore, in order to save on their 

resources, some construction project companies do not provide 

formal mechanical safety training, even when their staff needs to 

operate large machines. For example, a two-days training would be 

shortened to two hours. Clear labels that indicate on/off positions are 

not found on the machines either. Improper operation of machines 

does not only put the safety of operators at risk, but also create 

hazards to workers in the vicinity. Employers are obviously neglecting 

the safety and health of their staff for their business gains. The 

government authorities concerned should strengthen patrolling and 

monitoring of the situation to ensure that workers are properly trained 

before they operate large machines. 

In addition to not receiving formal safety training, most workers 

of ethnic minorities have not enjoyed proper safety working 
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guidelines as provided by their companies. Personal protective 

equipment needed at work is also mostly purchased by the workers 

themselves. As there is a lack of OHS training and there is no safety 

working guideline to follow, workers have very little awareness on 

OHS. Some workers of ethnic minorities frequently injured 

themselves at work because of the above stated reason. 

Most employers only provide the Chinese version of OHS 

information. At most, English information is provided to a limited 

degree. The Labour Department and the Occupational Safety and 

Health Council (OSHC) do publish OHS pamphlets for free distribution 

in different language versions, including Pakistani, Nepalese, Indian 

dialects, Tagalog, Bahasa Indonesia and Thai, etc. However, survey 

findings have revealed that most responding workers of ethnic 

minorities have never read relevant occupational safety and health 

publications of the Labour Department. They only know that the 

Labour Department can help them in job hunting, even though it has 

never succeeded in doing so. The Labour Department as a source for 

OHS information was unheard of for our respondents.From the case 

interviews with the five fellow South Asian workers, we also 

understand that they have never received relevant information. 

Promotion on OHS relies heavily on the various media, including TV, 

radio broadcast and newspapers. For South Asian workers who do not 

know any Chinese, most of them would not get in contact with the 

Chinese based media, not to mention reading newspapers and 

magazines published in Chinese.Paid TV that features satellite 

channels from their own countries are what they usually watch. On 

the other hand, although the internet is a rich source of information 

and both the Labour Department and OSHC have uploaded OHS 

information in different languages for the viewing of ethnic minority 

workers, case interviews have told us computers do not exist in some 

homes.Therefore, internet surfing is not something they do often. As 

workers struggle every day to make ends meet, there is not much 

time left for after work entertainment, making the Chinese media and 

web surfing something that they seldom come into contact with. We 

can see that it is not effective for the government to promote OHS 

through these media, as these channels fail to deliver relevant OHS 

information to workers of ethnic minorities. Therefore, as relevant 

government departments or organizations plan to promote and 
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educate ethnic minority workers with OHS information, they should 

first understand their lifestyle and culture, so that more effective 

promotional channels can be used to disseminate OHS information. 

This is the only way to make the information truly useful, preventing 

social resources from being wasted. 

With a lack of awareness in OHS and inadequate understanding 

on their entitled rights, most ethnic minority workers would resort to 

bearing unreasonable treatment from their employers, even when an 

employer fails to provide the required personal protective items. For 

example, workers of ethnic minorities in dusty construction sites 

would buy dust masks themselves when their employer does not 

provide so. Not knowing about Hong Kong’s current legislations, such 

as the Occupational Health and Safety Ordinance and the Employee’s 

Compensation Ordinance that ensure the employee’s right, workers of 

ethnic minorities may not be able to enjoy paid sick leaves and their 

entitled compensation on work injuries when they run into 

unfortunate work injuries or accidents. As workers of ethnic minorities 

have unstable jobs, some injured workers would reluctantly insist on 

working even when the doctor considers them not yet fit for work 

because they cannot risk losing the income. At times, some 

employers would dismiss an injured employee with an excuse that 

there is no job on offer, as employers do not wish to risk any trouble 

with an injured worker on site. Bearing unfair treatment quietly is 

what most workers of ethnic minorities would do. They would not seek 

help from the Labour Department because they do not know of the 

existence or the scope of the relevant supporting services. They do 

not think the Labour Department can help them much either. The 

relatively complicated procedures are also preventing workers from 

standing up for their entitled rights. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Discussion and Recommendations 

To improve and to ensure the occupational health of workers of 

ethnic minorities, we recommend that: 

1. The employer must assume and execute the fundamental 

responsibilities to ensure the occupational health and 

safety of its staff 

The employer should create safety documents in the languages 

understandable by their ethnic minority employees, including the 

safety policy, the safety code and safety measures for contingencies, 

etc. Safety signs should be placed in prominent places in the 

workplace, which should include the language versions of the ethnic 

groups, so as to ensure that employees of different ethnicity can 

understand the contents of these signs. At the same time, we also 

suggest the use of symbols to convey messages about hazards. The 

symbols can be supplemented by simple wordings in the relevant 

ethnic languages. When the employer recruits workers of ethnic 

minorities, a briefing on the entire workplace, the process and the 

points to note should be conducted in a language that the workers 

are familiar with. The work process and the relevant safety work 

instructions should be translated into language versions 

understandable byemployees of ethnic minorities, such that they 

become familiar about the work processes and the relevant safety 

information before they begin their work. When more than one 

employee of an ethnic minority is employed, the briefing can be done 

in groups, so that the employee whose Chinese is better can help 

those who do not understand the dialect. This can allow employees 

to help each other out and to record points to note. The company’s 

internal training on OHS should be conducted in the language 

understandable by the majority of the employees of ethnic 

minorities, and colleagues who are familiar with the training’s 

contents can be encouraged to help other co-workers who require 

assistance. 

At the same time, the employer should also provide channels for 

workers to reflect on the OHS issues and hazards they are facing. 

The employer should take an active role to care about the health and 

safety of their employees of ethnic minorities, so as to enhance the 

sense of belonging and to encourage recommendations to improve 
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the general OHS situation in the company. If there is quite a number 

of staff of different ethnicities, the employer is recommended to 

invite those who understand Chinese or English as staff 

representatives to help other employees who do not speak English or 

Chinese to voice out to management their difficulties they face in 

OHS. The management can also disseminate to other ethnic 

minority employees the correct information on OHS through these 

representatives, who could act as a communication link between 

management and other employees of ethnic minorities to facilitate 

the effective flow of OHS information. 

On the other hand, the employer must provide staff with the 

necessary personal protective equipment, and ensure that the 

protective equipment is of good quality, of adequate quantity and of 

the right sizes. Otherwise the effectiveness of these personal 

protective equipments is practically non-functional. However, it 

should be noted that personal protective equipment is the last line of 

defense to the hazards faced by workers. Therefore, the employer 

should first control the source of hazards by providing the staff with 

standardized safety work instructions, continuous effective training 

and adequate and appropriate OHS information. The issues that 

come from language barriers should also be resolved when OHS 

information is provided, so as to ensure genuine understanding, 

which in turn become effective in ensuring the health and safety of 

workers. 

From the findings of our survey and the case interviews, we note 

that employers rarely translate OHS information for ethnic minority 

workers. A non-Chinese speaking employee might need such 

translation to understand certain essential information, for example 

OHS related information. While there is currently no law that 

requires the employer to translate OHS information into the 

language(s) native to the ethnic minorities, the employer should still 

establish effective communications channels and treat all employees 

equally for the sake of facilitating racial harmony, according to the 

information of the Equal Opportunities Council. We hope that the 

government can strengthen promotion in this area to encourage 

employers to translate essential information, such as those related 

to OHS for their ethnic minority employees, so that these workers 
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can equally receive the relevant OHS information, which would in 

turn ensure their occupational health, and at the same time allow 

Hong Kong to truly embrace the harmony of diversity and inclusion. 

2. The Labour Department should perform its regulatory role 

From our case interviews, we have noted that many employers of 

the responding workers have not properly performed their 

fundamental responsibilities on ensuring their staff’s safety and 

health in the workplace in accordance to the Occupational Health 

and Safety Ordinance. We would therefore ask the Labour 

Department to acknowledge the relevant situation and enforce their 

efforts in regulating the employers, so as to avoid continued 

negligence on the occupational health and safety of workers of 

ethnic minorities. In particular, workers involved in the operation of 

large machines in a construction site without receiving formal safety 

training could have very serious consequences. The Labour 

Department must strengthen their regulatory efforts to ensure that 

every operator has receive formal and proper training. 

3. The government should collaborate with the relevant 

groups and organizations to enhance the overall level of 

OHS amongst workers of ethnic minorities 

The Occupational Safety and Health Council (OSHC) is the 

statutory body for promoting education on safety and health at work 

and for exploring the direction for sustaining the valuable workforce 

of Hong Kong. Although safety information pamphlets for jobs taken 

up by more ethnic minority workers are produced and printed in the 

minority languages for the free reference of workers, our survey or 

case interviews tell us that resources invested by OSHC in this 

respect fail to deliver their intended objectives. The vast majority of 

ethnic minority workers said that they have never received any 

relevant information, and they do not know from where they could 

obtain OHS information. Many ethnic minority workers have not 

taken part in other supporting services provided by the OSHC, 

including safety training courses, seminars and work site safety 

campaigns, as workers are not aware of the availability of such, 

owing to a lack of promotion.We suggest that OHS themed carnivals 

can be organized in places domiciled by more ethnic minority 
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workers. The carnivals can incorporate games and talks on OHS to 

attract participation from ethnic minority groups, such that they can 

gain more information on OHS, and at the same time learn about 

where they can obtain these information and supporting services 

when they need them. On the other hand, as there are language 

barriers and differences in cultural backgrounds, people of different 

ethnicity do not mingle with groups beyond their own race, confining 

their social circle to their own ethnic group. Therefore, we suggest 

that the government and relevant organizations can work with some 

community groups of ethnic minorities to organize events to 

promote OHS to attract more people of different ethnic origins to 

take part in. These events would allow them to come into contact 

with the relevant OHS information. At the same time, the 

government can also work with NGOs that provide services to ethnic 

minority groups and ride on their experience and networks to attract 

more participation on the seminars and courses on OHS, enabling 

more effective penetration of OHS information to the ethnic groups. 

OSHC has an OHS Employees Participation Scheme (the 

Scheme) that funds workers’ association or NGOs to organize such 

OHS awareness raising programs in the community. However, the 

Scheme’s application eligibility requirement recently changed, which 

cancelled NGOs’ eligibility to apply this fund. One of the 

organizations in conducting this questionnaire~ Catholic Diocese of 

Hong Kong Diocesan Pastoral Centre for Workers (Kowloon) ~ has 

applied for the OSHC funding in organizing various kinds of OHS 

awareness raising community programs before. However, the 

organization’s application was unsuccessful in a recent application 

that targeted on the ethnic minority workers named “OHS without 

boundary~outreach for better health and spirit” (September 2010) 

because of the change in application policy that the OSHC has made, 

and there is no other funding scheme that would support NGO in 

promoting OHS. At the same time, there is hardly any ethnic 

minorities’ workers’ association who are eligible to apply to the 

scheme. Thus we hoped that the government and relevant groups 

and organizations should make good use of resources to explore on 

more effective channels for promoting OHS knowledge to ethnic 

minority workers and their employers, so as to fully enhance the 

awareness on ensuring personal or staff health and safety amongst 
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the employer and ethnic minority workers, and to continuously 

improve the OHS level of ethnic minority workers. 

 


