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Abstract 

 
This study examines the discursive representations of foreign domestic workers (FDWs) in 

South China Morning Post (SCMP) during the COVID-19 pandemic in Hong Kong. While 

existing studies relating to domestic workers mostly focused on analyzing interviews or 

personal narratives of the workers’ own experience, the current study focuses on how they 

are portrayed in the news reports produced by SCMP, an established English newspaper in 

Hong Kong. Using broadly critical discourse analysis, corpus analysis and the theoretical 

framework of Fairclough’s three-dimensional model (1989), this study identified the 

linguistic features and strategies employed to present FDWs in 92 news articles from January 

2020 to April 2022. The findings reveal that the Hong Kong government is often represented 

in a positive way, while the domestic workers are often described negatively. In these 

negatively connotated representations, domestic workers are constructed as potential virus 

carriers and the great arrival number of workers is seen as a threat to Hong Kong. Besides, 

the deep-rooted ideology that expects domestic workers to be docile and submissive, there is 

also the long-standing invisibility of ethnic minority in Hong Kong which is believed to be 

responsible for the inferiority of domestic workers in the pandemic time. This study provides 

insights to better understand this vulnerable group and calls for more attention to them.   

  

Keywords: Critical discourse analysis, foreign domestic workers, news reports, Covid-19, 

corpus 
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Chapter One Introduction 

 
The outbreak of novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) has been a global pandemic that 

poses challenges to people’s lives and health. The virus was first identified in Wuhan, China, 

in December 2019 and Hong Kong reported its first confirmed case on 23 January 2020. 

Subsequently, COVID-19 was declared as a global pandemic by World Health Organization 

(WHO) on 11 March 2020. According to the statistics from the Hong Kong Government 

News (2022), Hong Kong has reported 1,191,579 cases and 9,095 deaths as of 30 April 2022. 

Due to its rapid contagious nature and severity, the Hong Kong government has taken various 

severe measures to contain its spread, which consequently has a huge impact on people from 

different sectors of the society, including foreign domestic workers (FDWs). During the 

pandemic time, they were put into different vulnerable situations such as insufficient 

protective equipment, contract termination after getting infected, restrictions imposed on 

their movement on the day off and being stranded in their home countries due to flight bans, 

among others, which lead to anxiety and depression. Their situations were reported by South 

China Morning Post (SCMP), an established English newspaper based in Hong Kong and 

thus have drawn public attention to review their circumstances. This first chapter will present 

a brief introduction to research background, significance, research questions, and the 

structure of this thesis. 
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1.1 Research Background 

As Asia’s World City with numerous working opportunities, Hong Kong is home to a large 

number of expat residents, approximately 10% of the local population (Arcibal, 2021). In the 

expat community, FDWs constitute the majority. Online statistics from Hong Kong 

Immigration Department (2022) shows that there were 339,451 FDWs in Hong Kong by the 

end of 2021. In other words, FDWs in Hong Kong are a large ethnic minority group, making 

up approximately a tenth of the Hong Kong working-age population (Cheung, 2017). Most 

domestic workers come from the Philippines and Indonesia. In the 1970s, the economic boom 

of Hong Kong demanded a huge labor force and from then local women started to take up 

professional positions. At the same time, the implementation of the Labor Code of the 

Philippines in 1974 had been very timely and had encouraged women to work abroad as 

domestic workers. Later in the 1990s, the Indonesian government also began to send labor 

force to Asian and Middle Eastern countries to boost its shaky economy (Zelman et al., 2019). 

All these policies have undoubtedly paved the way for the entry of FDWs into Hong Kong. 

Consequently, Hong Kong becomes a popular and desirable destination for them to work for 

local middle- and upper-class families. Filipino and Indonesian domestic workers are 

continuously introduced to Hong Kong to do domestic work, such as looking after children 

or the elderly, cleaning house, cooking, ironing, housekeeping, and grocery shopping, which 

enable local women to work full-time and to contribute additional income to their households. 

It is reported that domestic workers enable more than 110,000 mothers return to work 

(Carvalho, 2019) and forty percent of mothers in Hong Kong depend on domestic workers 

to care for families when they are working full time (Constable, 2007). In addition, it is worth 
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noting that FDWs have made great contribution to local economy. According to a report 

released by Enrich (2019), a local non-governmental organization, domestic workers in Hong 

Kong contributed US$12.6 million to the city’s economy in 2018, which is the 3.6% of the 

gross domestic product.  

 

However, the outbreak of COVID-19 threw FDWs in Hong Kong into vulnerable situations. 

The rapid spread of COVID-19 leads to governments across the globe to take strict measures 

to control it, including social distancing, border closure, flight bans, quarantine and isolation, 

compulsory testing, vaccination, and so on. These inconveniences have affected all the 

people in the world, with more unfavorable impact on FDWs. In response to the health 

emergency, Hong Kong closed its border to all incoming non-resident travelers on 25 March 

2020, which means that domestic workers, both new and serving, are not allowed to enter or 

return to Hong Kong. Due to the development of the pandemic and the changing policies in 

Hong Kong, the FDWs faced a range of difficulties. For example, those newcomers are given 

limited food when undergoing mandatory quarantine in hotels (Carvalho, 2020) and those 

who are already in Hong Kong suffer from psychological anxiety of insufficient protective 

equipment or fear of their employment contracts being terminated if get infected (Yeung et 

al., 2020, 2021). Even worse during the fifth wave of outbreak from early January 2022 to 

April 2022, a few of them are left homeless on the street after tested positive (Carvalho, 

2022). It can be seen that their sufferings during the pandemic period are in stark contrast to 

their contributions.  
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So far, there have been five rounds of outbreaks in Hong Kong. During the pandemic, the 

FDWs’ vulnerable situations and unfair encounters have attracted the attention of the media 

and their stories are reported by SCMP. There are 92 news reports published between January 

2020 and April 2022, which coincides with the beginning of COVID-19 in Hong Kong and 

the relaxation of social distancing measures after the outbreak of the fifth wave. My current 

study adopts Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) to look at how FDWs in Hong Kong are 

represented in SCMP during the pandemic time and to explore the socio-cultural factors that 

may play a significant role in this representation. More specifically, this study will address 

the following three questions: (1) What linguistic features and strategies are employed in the 

news reports to represent FDWs during the pandemic? (2) What images of FDWs are 

portrayed by SCMP during the pandemic? (3) What socio-cultural factors can be accounted 

for the representations of FDWs? 

 

1.2 Research Significance 

The theoretical framework adopted in this study is Fairclough’s three-dimensional model that 

views discourse as social practice and takes socio-cultural factors into consideration when 

doing discourse analysis. This study is of significance in examining the applicability of the 

three-dimensional model in news discourse analysis on domestic workers in Hong Kong 

during the pandemic time. Firstly, based on observation of the portrayal of domestic workers 

in SCMP, this study presents a multilevel analysis of linguistic features and social-cultural 

context. At the lexical level, this study explores collocation, concordance and modality in the 

selected texts and reveals that domestic workers during the COVID-19 time are portrayed as 
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potential virus carriers. At the syntactic level, it explores the news source and reported speech. 

By analyzing discourses from different parties, especially discourse from government 

officials, the marginalization and invisibility of domestic workers are further legitimized. At 

the socio-cultural level, it explores that how FDWs are seen as inferior outgroups during the 

pandemic. This ideological ambivalence is also evident in news reports that they are subject 

to different forms of pandemic policies such as quarantine, vaccination and testing.  

 

Secondly, this study focuses on the ethnic minority group of domestic workers during the 

pandemic period, which reveals the unfairness that they have been encountering. It will 

enable readers to gain a greater understanding of this group and of power and ideology hidden 

in news reports. Additionally, it calls for social equality and justice for those who are 

disadvantaged in society.  

 

1.3 Thesis Structure 

The thesis contains five chapters to shed light on the representation of FDWs in Hong Kong 

during the pandemic. Following an introduction to COVID-19 in Hong Kong, the first 

chapter provides background information on domestic workers and their situation during the 

pandemic time, followed by research questions and significance of this study. Since this study 

adopts CDA, the second chapter reviews the historical development and key concepts of 

CDA that are particularly relevant to the current study. Specifically, it gives a detailed 

introduction to Fairclough’s three-dimensional model (1989) and explains why this 

theoretical framework is suitable for the study of domestic workers during the pandemic time 
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in Hong Kong. Apart from it, reviews of news discourse and previous studies of domestic 

workers in Hong Kong are also presented in the chapter. The third chapter is devoted to data 

and methodology, the way to analyze data, the analytical tools used, as well as the research 

procedures, are presented. The fourth chapter presents both quantitative and qualitative 

analysis of the collected texts, including textual analysis, intertextuality analysis, and social-

cultural analysis. The fifth chapter summarizes the major findings and states the implications 

of this study. 
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Chapter Two Literature Review 

 

This chapter first gives an introduction to Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), including its 

history and development, definition, three key concepts (discourse, power, and ideology) and 

Fairclough’s three-dimensional model (1989). Secondly, it reviews what is news, the features 

of news and how news discourse can be further studied to understand power and ideology. 

Lastly, it reviews previous critical discourse studies about FDWs in Hong Kong.   

 

2.1 Introduction to Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 

As an established paradigm in linguistics, CDA has evolved significantly since its 

introduction to the field of Discourse Analysis (DA). The basis of CDA lies in Critical 

Linguistics (CL), which was introduced by Roger Fowler, Bob Hodge, Gunther Kress and 

Tony Trew in their work Language Control in 1979. The study of CL focuses on how 

language expresses and regulates social interactions within a social context. Later in 1989, 

Norman Fairclough proposed the term “critical discourse analysis” in his book Language and 

Power, describing CDA as an interdisciplinary school. The symposium that took place in 

Amsterdam in January 1991 marked the official beginning of CDA. At this symposium, 

famous linguistic scholars such as Norman Fairclough, Ruth Wodak, Theo van Leeuwen and 

Teun van Dijk discussed theories and methods of CDA and finally came to an agreement that 

CDA is “problem-oriented, interdisciplinary and eclectic” (Wodak & Meyer, 2009, p. 3) and 

focuses on “discourse, power and ideology with regard to social issues” (Catalano & Waugh, 

2020, p. 74). Since then, CDA has developed considerably over the years with many 
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academic works published such as Media Discourse and Critical Discourse Analysis: The 

Critical Study of Language by Norman Fairclough in 1995, The Discourse of Politics in 

Action: Politics as Usual by Ruth Wodak in 2009 and Methods of Critical Discourse Analysis 

edited by Ruth Wodak and Michael Meyer in 2001, together with some academic journals 

established such as Critical Discourse Analysis, Discourse and Communication and The 

Journal of Language and Politics, among many others.  

 

CDA is a type of discourse analytical research that studies power and ideology in discourse 

in a social context (van Dijk, 2008, p. 85). According to van Dijk (2009), he prefers to use a 

more general term “Critical Discourse Studies” because it indicates that it is a critical analysis, 

theory, and application (p. 63). The aim of CDA is to address the social issues, demystify 

ideologies and power, and fight against injustice (Fairclough, 2009; van Dijk, 2009). CDA 

has two distinctive characteristics. First, it is a problem-oriented discipline which examines 

the relationship among discourse, power, and ideology. Therefore, CDA is usually employed 

to study social issues such as racism (Baker et al., 2008; Teo, 2000), sexism (Peng et al., 

2022), and political issues (Chen & Flowerdew, 2019). Secondly, it is also interdisciplinary, 

which uses more than one single theory and model to examine different types of discourse 

(Weiss & Wodak, 2003). Consequently, different approaches have been proposed to promote 

the development of CDA. For example, there are three representative approaches in CDA. 

The first one is Fairclough’s dialectical-relational approach (2003) that adopts Halliday’s 

Systematic Functional Grammar for text analysis. The second one is Wodak’s discourse-

historical approach (DHA) (2015) that explores discourse in a historical context. The last one 

is sociocognitive approach proposed by van Dijk (2009), which examines the triangle of 
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discourse, cognition and society and focuses on the mental representation and the processes 

of language users in producing discourse.   

 

2.1.1 Key Concepts of CDA 

Despite different approaches to CDA, there is one thing in common, that is, CDA focuses on 

discourse, power, and ideology, which are believed to be the three key concepts in CDA. The 

first concept is discourse, which is originated from linguistics but now used in many other 

fields such as sociology, literary studies, anthropology and so on. According to the definition 

of Cambridge Dictionary, discourse is defined as “communication in speech or writing”, 

which narrows it down to spoken or written texts. However, Gee (2011, 2014) distinguished 

between “discourse” with a little “d” and “Discourse” with a capital “D”. The former refers 

to “language actually used in specific context” (2014, p. 19) or “stretches of language” (2011, 

p. 34) whereas the latter is language plus other stuff, that is, the integration and combination 

of language, action, tools, values, objects, beliefs and so on that others can recognize your 

identity in a social context (2011, pp. 34-35). Within the field of CDA, according to 

Fairclough and Wodak (1997), discourse is a form of social practice, which means that it is 

“socially constitutive as well as socially shaped” (p. 258). Similarly, Reisigl and Wodak 

(2009) considered discourse as “a cluster of context-dependent semiotic practices” (p. 89). 

However, van Dijk (2009) regarded discourse as a multidimensional social phenomenon, 

implying that it can be a grammatical word or sentence, an action, a social practice, or even 

a commodity that is bought or sold (p. 67). Besides, van Leeuwen (2009) viewed discourse 

as context-specific frameworks for knowing social practices. Although there are slight 

differences in the definition of discourse among different scholars, the common feature is 
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that discourse in CDA is socially situated, which shapes and is shaped by society. Since the 

present study uses news reports about FDWs from SCMP as research materials, discourse in 

this study will be understood as written texts with grammatical structures and is socially 

situated. Therefore, this study not only investigates the discourse at a grammatical level but 

also explores how socio-cultural factors impact the production of discourse regarding FDWs. 

 

Power is the second key concept in CDA, which is a concept originated in politics and 

sociology. It generally means the ability or capability to have influence on somebody or 

something. Similarly, Reisigl and Wodak (2009) regarded power as “an asymmetric 

relationship” (p. 88) that one can exert his or her own will against the will of others. However, 

van Dijk (2008) defined power, more specifically social power, in terms of control. He argued 

that social groups with more power can control the acts and minds of other groups with less 

power. The form of power may be exercised in a taken-for-granted way in everyday life such 

as sexism and racism rather than presented in an abusive way. Fairclough (1995) understood 

powers in the same way as Reisigl and Wodak (2009) and van Dijk (2008): asymmetries 

between participants and the unequal capacity to control the production and distribution of 

texts (p. 1). Later, he gave more detailed explanation about power and made a distinction 

between “power in discourse” and “power behind discourse” (2015). The former one is also 

called “unequal encounters” (p. 27), which refers to “discourse as a place where relations of 

power are exercised and enacted” (p. 73). There are many examples of power in discourse, 

such as job interviews and doctor-patient consultations, in which there is an asymmetrical 

relationship between the two parties. The more powerful party can control and constrain the 

other less powerful party in terms of the contents, relations and subjects in the process of 
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interactions (p. 76). However, the latter one is concerned with how orders of discourse are 

shaped and constituted by relations of power (p. 73). For instance, the process of language 

standardization is power behind discourse. He believed that both of them are hidden power 

that is implicit and not apparent. He pointed out that media discourse is the typical example 

of hidden power. In the media discourse, producers as power holders and institutional 

collective can exercise their power to decide what contents can be reported or not reported 

and how an event is presented (Fairclough, 2015, p. 79). In addition, he emphasized that the 

effect of media power is cumulative and can be accumulated through repeated handling of 

causality, agency and positioning of the reader (p. 82). Thus, media power relations can be 

viewed as mediated relations between powerful parties and the general public, which are used 

to express the power of dominant groups and have a strong and pervasive influence on social 

reproduction. In this study, it can be understood that the powerful news institution SCMP can 

shape opinions and attitudes in the news reports about FDWs during the pandemic period. 

 

The third key concept is ideology. It is also characterized by a wide range of meanings and 

has been used in a variety of fields. Reisigl and Wodak (2009) considered ideology as a 

perspective or worldview, which contains a set of mental representations, convictions, 

opinions, attitudes and evaluations, and is shared by members in a social group. They also 

highlighted the function of ideology that is to establish and maintain unequal power relations 

and transform power relations in a more or less radical manner (p. 88). From a socio-

cognitive approach, van Dijk (1993) conceived ideology as “the worldviews that constitute 

social cognition” (p. 258). He also proposed that the general structure of ideology includes 

membership devices, typical acts, aims, relations with other groups and resources such as 
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access to public discourse (2009, p. 79). However, Fairclough (2003) defined ideology in a 

more Marxist way and focused on the effect of ideology. He viewed ideologies as 

“representation of aspects of the world which contributes to establishing and maintaining 

relations of power, domination and exploitation” (p. 218). Considering that language is 

pervasively influenced by ideology, he believed that language is ideological. Regarding the 

relationship of discourse and ideology, it is argued that ideology is reproduced and spread 

through discourse.  

 

These three key concepts are intimately associated with one another. Therefore, doing critical 

discourse analysis does not only mean to do a simple description of the discourse, but also to 

reveal how discourse is constructed by power and ideology as well as to fight against social 

injustice and inequalities.  

 

2.1.2 Three-dimensional Model  

Fairclough’s three-dimensional model (1989, 1992, 1995) is adopted as a major theoretical 

framework for this study. Fairclough viewed language as a form of social practice and there 

is an internal and dialectical relationship between language and society (2015, pp. 55-56). 

The viewpoint “language is a form of social practice” means that language is not only a part 

of society but also a social process that is conditioned by other social parts (2001, pp. 18-19). 

“Language is a part of society” refers to the relationship between language and society, that 

is, linguistic phenomena are social that is determined socially and have social effects, and 

social phenomena are linguistic (2001, p. 19). As for “language is a social process”, 

Fairclough (2001, p. 19) believed that text is not the same as discourse, which text is part of 
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discourse. Text, either the written or the spoken one, is the product of the process of text 

production. However, discourse is the whole process of social interaction, and the process 

involves the process of production and interpretation  

 

Fairclough (1989) first proposed the three-dimensional model (see Figure 1) in his book 

Language and Power, in which he explored the relationship between texts, interactions and 

contexts. The first version of this model is displayed in Figure 1. It can be seen that interaction 

includes the process of production and the process of interpretation, and contexts include 

social conditions of production and interpretation (p. 25). This very first version goes beyond 

the textual analysis and takes context into consideration, which is a great improvement in 

discourse analysis. 

 

 

Figure 1 Discourse as text, interaction, and context (Fairclough, 1989, p. 25) 

 



 
14 

Later, Fairclough (1992) further developed this model in his book Discourse and Social 

Change into a second version (see Figure 2). This second version combines three analytical 

traditions (linguistic analysis, macrosociological analysis, and microsociological analysis) 

together to present the three dimensions of discourse as text, discursive practice, and social 

practice (p. 73). The difference from the first version is that it specifies discursive practice 

into three processes as production, distribution, and consumption. Discourse is regarded as a 

discursive practice when they are produced, distributed, and consumed. Meanwhile, as 

mentioned above, since discourse is socially situated and has social effects, it is also a social 

practice.  

 

 

Figure 2 Discourse as text, discursive practice, and social practice (Fairclough, 1992, p. 73) 

 

In 1995, Fairclough refined the model again and proposed the third version (see Figure 3) in 

his book Critical Discourse Analysis: The Critical Study of Language. Fairclough (1995, p. 

133) argued that each discursive event has three facets: (1) it is text including both spoken 
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and written texts; (2) it is discourse practice including the production and interpretation of 

text; and (3) it is sociocultural practice. In terms of the relationship among the three facets, it 

is believed that discourse practice mediates the connection between text and sociocultural 

practice. Discourse practice, specifically the process of production and interpretation, is 

shaped by sociocultural practice. Conversely, the process of production also shapes texts 

because it “leaves traces” (p. 133) in it whereas the process of interpretation “operates upon 

cues” (p. 133) in it. As for the dimensions of discourse analysis, it is a bit different from the 

first version, which identifies the three stages as description for text analysis, interpretation 

for processing analysis and explanation for social analysis.   

 

 

Figure 3 Discourse as text, discourse practice, and sociocultural practice (Fairclough, 1995, p. 98) 

 

According to the three dimensions of discourse, Fairclough correspondingly proposed three 

stages to do critical discourse analysis: description, interpretation, and explanation. The 

description stage concerns with textual analysis, which can be conducted from four different 
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perspectives: vocabulary, grammar, cohesion, and text structure (Fairclough, 1992, p. 75). At 

the second stage of interpretation, the analysis can be studied from the perspectives of 

intertextuality for the text production, intertextual chains for the text distribution, and 

coherence for text consumption (Fairclough, 1992, p. 232). In particular, intertextuality is 

extensively discussed by Fairclough and van Dijk. According to Fairclough (1992), 

intertextuality is a property of texts that are “full of snatches of other texts” (p. 84). For 

example, news reports are based on other texts such as interviews, academic studies, 

conferences, political speeches, parliament debates, and so on. Therefore, the form of the 

intertextuality of news texts is presented as citations or quotations from other discourses (van 

Dijk, 2008, p. 114). At the third stage of explanation, the analysis turns to a much broader 

social context. Fairclough (1995) discussed three aspects: economic, political, and cultural. 

Political aspect is about the issues of powers and ideology while cultural aspect is concerned 

with the issues of identity and values (p. 62).  

 

In this study, news discourse, specifically news reports about FDWs during the pandemic 

period, is understood as both a linguistic phenomenon and a social phenomenon. Therefore, 

three-dimensional model provides a theoretical framework for textual analysis, text 

production analysis, as well as for social and cultural analysis. This model can help us gain 

a deeper understanding of the social characteristics of news discourse through the analysis of 

its linguistic features. 
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2.2 News Discourse  

Because news discourse is the research material of this study, it is necessary to explain what 

news discourse is and how news as discourse can be used to convey ideology to the public. 

According to the dictionary meaning of news in Cambridge Dictionary, there are two 

meanings: (1) information or reports about recent event; (2) a television or radio program 

consisting of reports about recent events. These two definitions above focus on its 

communicative function, implying that news can convey some information to audience about 

latest events. However, these understandings are still far too simple to help us understand 

how news can be used as discourse and how it can convey ideologies to the general public. 

Therefore, to better understand the concept of news, we should take its ideological function 

into consideration. 

 

According to Flower (1991) and van Dijk (2008), there are two characteristics, 

newsworthiness criteria and intertextuality, in the process of news production; they are 

worthy of more discussion so that we can better explain how news reports as discourse can 

shape ideology. First, according to Flower (1991), the language used in news reports can 

serve as a reflection of the dominant beliefs and ideologies of the mainstream. He further 

explained that what is said or written in the news reports is socially, economically and 

politically situated, which means that it is formed from an ideological perspective (p. 10). In 

addition, the news production is a process of selection and transformation, which is based on 

“a complex set of criteria of newsworthiness’ (p. 13). Generally, news events are reported 

not only because they occurred, but also because they have news value. The more this 
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criterion is met, the higher the tendency that this event will be reported. In general, negative 

social events are more likely to receive media attention, such as the assassination of a political 

leader, a terrorist attack, a protest against racism, and so on. van Dijk (1988) discussed that 

news reporters possess a general understanding of linguistic style, news format, and news 

topics, which are utilized in the production of news and, as a result, news reports contain 

“attitudes and beliefs about what constitutes newsworthiness” (p. 27). News production thus 

is viewed as “a socially and ideologically controlled set of constructive strategies” (p. 28).  

 

Besides, news reports are produced by citing and quoting other sources, which is the 

intertextual dimension of news reports. Flower (1991) pointed out that intertextuality of news 

reports is depending on other texts from official sources. In a similar vein, van Dijk (2008) 

concluded that news reports about racism and discrimination typically cite or quote elite 

source texts such as the government, scholars or the police to enhance the credibility of news. 

A further point he made was that ethnic minority groups have fewer opportunities to access 

the media so that their discourse is less cited in the news reports. Even though their discourses 

are quoted, they always appear with discourses from credible majority groups and are 

displayed as “unwarranted or ridiculous accusations” (p. 136). Therefore, the discourse from 

powerful figures, organizations or institutions already encodes attitudes and ideologies. 

Fairclough (1992) held the view that intertextuality is related to understand how texts can 

transform prior texts and restructure existing conventions to generate new ones (p. 102). 

Because in the process of news production, it is inevitably selective. In other words, when 

something is included in the news reports, there must something be excluded and omitted. 

Despite the fact that different sources from different parties are cited in the current news 
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report, the information presented is imbalanced. There may be some information presented 

implicitly or even omitted. Thus, intertextuality is concerned with understanding how texts 

are produced in relation to one another. As a feature of news reports, more analysis about 

intertextuality in this study will be discussed in Chapter Four.  

 

To sum up, in the field of CDA, language is often used by power holders to exercise power, 

spread ideology, legitimize and justify the social injustice and inequality. Therefore, news 

discourse, as the linguistic form of power exertion, is at its best position to explain embedded 

ideology. 

 

2.3 Critical Discourse Analysis and Foreign Domestic Workers in Hong Kong 

Many studies have been conducted on FDWs from the perspectives of linguistics, sociology, 

gender studies, psychology, and so on. Before the COVID-19 outbreak, previous studies on 

domestic workers in linguistics are conducted either from the perspective of domestic 

workers’ personal narratives about their sufferings or from the aspect of employers’ online 

discourse about domestic workers. Both two perspectives mainly focus on the issues of 

mistreatment, exploitation, and identity construction. 

 

Firstly, it has been revealed that domestic workers have endured various ways of 

mistreatment and repression such as underpayment, verbal abuse, physical, and sexual assault 

(Ladegaard, 2013, 2015; Constable, 2007). For example, Ladegaard (2013) employed the 

CDA approach to compare the news reports regarding FDWs and their own narratives and 
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found that the Hong Kong press engaged in “positive us-presentation and negative them-

presentation” (p. 131). Besides, he also pointed out that domestic workers in the press are 

constructed as “aliens” and “non-entities”, which legitimizes the exploitation on them.  

 

Secondly, other studies have explored the identity construction of domestic workers. For 

example, Constable (2007, p. 22) argued that domestic workers are viewed as “commodities” 

in their home countries because their migration is a process of selling or trading to save the 

economics of their home countries and are regarded as “resources” in Hong Kong to ease the 

labor shortage for economic development. Ladegaard (2017) pointed out that FDWs identify 

themselves as “helper” that is a term with positive meaning because domestic workers regard 

themselves as helpers to help Hong Kong families and they are proud of this identity.  

 

The third perspective is online discourse representations of domestic workers (Ladegaard, 

2022; Ho, 2020, 2022) from their employers. Ho (2020) investigated the online discourse on 

domestic workers and revealed that they are both positively and negatively presented by their 

employers in an online Facebook forum. It was discovered that they were portrayed as good 

chefs and motherly figures in the positive discourse because of their excellent cooking skills 

or their care for children or the elderly, whereas the negative discourse centered on their 

negligence of childcare and their bad manners. Ho (2022) further studied the positive online 

discourse and argued that employers portray themselves as superior benefactors through 

complimenting their FDWs and present domestic helpers as inferior and humble servants. 

However, Ladegaard (2022) argued that the strict dichotomy of describing the forum posts 

on FDWs as positive or negative is perhaps itself problematic. For instance, some employers 
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comment under some posts to defend domestic workers although the posts are complaining 

domestic workers. In his study, he also explored forum posts by adopting CDA and came to 

a similar conclusion that employers engage in othering and shaming FDWs online by using 

racist derogatory comments to warn other employers not to hire them.  

 

After the outbreak of COVID-19, some studies about FDWs are mainly in the field of public 

health and psychology, which aim to investigate the pandemic impact on domestic workers 

(Lui et al., 2021) and the correlation between pandemic and their psychological health 

(Yeung et al., 2020, 2021) with a quantitative method. Lui et al. (2021) investigated the 

impact of COVID-19 on the health and economic wellbeing of domestic workers in Hong 

Kong. This study interviewed 15 domestic workers and 3 key informants and revealed “the 

pandemic has exacerbated inequalities and discrimination against FDWs” (p. 5). During the 

outbreak, domestic workers experience the pandemic across two countries, which means that 

they are not only worried about the virus transmission in Hong Kong but also concerned 

about their family members in home countries. Besides, the change of working situation 

makes them subject to riskier working conditions, such as more work pressure and restriction 

of movement, which amplifies their vulnerable status. In addition, the study also indicated 

that proper considerations of policies about FDWs in the Hong Kong are lacking. During the 

pandemic, domestic workers lack protection and support from the government and suffer 

from prejudice from the society, being regarded as potential virus carriers. Yeung et al. (2020) 

recruited 295 domestic workers in Hong Kong to complete a sectional survey and examined 

the psychological correlates of probable anxiety among domestic workers in Hong Kong 

during the pandemic. The results showed that the insufficient protective equipment, increased 
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workload, and worries about being fired if getting infected, are significantly associated with 

probable anxiety. However, Yeung et al. (2021) found that some FDWs did reported positive 

change during the pandemic period because they have higher levels of resilience and 

emotional support from fellows and friends. 

 

As indicated by previous studies reviewed above, it can be concluded that FDWs have always 

been a vulnerable and disadvantaged group either before or during the pandemic. In fact, 

issues relating to domestic workers have always been the concern in the society. As discussed 

in Chapter One, they are reported to have undergone unfair treatment and been exposed to 

injustice during the outbreak of COVID-19. In light of this, it is very appropriate and useful 

to employ CDA to analyze the representations of FDWs during the pandemic time. By 

analyzing the news articles from SCMP regarding domestic workers in Hong Kong, this 

study can provide a significant perspective of mainstream news discourse about this group 

of people, which contributes to closing the research gap of previous studies that mainly focus 

on personal discourse such as interviews and online discourse. Besides, the social 

background of COVID-19 can help us to better understand the situation of domestic workers 

in Hong Kong and the social tensions between domestic workers and the Hong Kong 

government, so as to provide insights for future improvements in related government policies. 
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Chapter Three Methodology 

 

This chapter introduces data collection and research procedures. The study adopts three-

dimensional model as theoretical frameworks and divides analysis into three stages of 

description, interpretation and explanation. Under this framework, the study combines 

quantitative and qualitative analysis together. As for quantitative analysis, corpus is used for 

the collocation, concordance and modality analysis at the first stage. The qualitative analysis 

is performed for the analysis of intertextuality and socio-cultural analysis. The specific details 

of how data is collected and how corpus is used are presented below.  

 

3.1 Data Collection 

Regarding the data collection, news reports relating to FDWs during the pandemic time in 

South China Morning Post were collected as research materials. The reason for choosing 

news reports from SCMP as data source is based on the following two considerations. Firstly, 

as an influential and credible English newspaper founded in Hong Kong in 1903, SCMP has 

evolved into a multi-media news platform with its website, mobile app, Facebook, Instagram, 

and Twitter account available to as many as 31 million readers per month. Therefore, the 

views and standpoints of SCMP towards domestic workers can be considered very 

representative among the mainstream media. Secondly, SCMP is highly concerned about 

FDWs. On its website, there is a special topic named “Foreign domestic workers in Hong 

Kong”, which includes news reports, editorials, letters, opinions about FDWs. This 

demonstrates that SCMP is very concerned about the situation of FDWs in Hong Kong and 
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the stories around them. During the pandemic time, SCMP continuously reports COVID-19 

policies, quarantine rules, flight bans and vaccination information about domestic workers. 

Data for this study are the news reports from the South China Morning Post Database that 

can be accessed through Hong Kong Baptist University Library. The database provides text-

only news reports since 1993 and allows multiple options for searching and filtering news 

reports. Four keywords (domestic helper, domestic worker, foreign domestic helper and 

foreign domestic worker) are used to search related news reports from January 2020 to April 

2022. The starting time (i.e. January 2022) here was exactly the beginning time of COVID-

19 in Hong Kong and the ending time (i.e. April 2022) was the time when the Hong Kong 

government announced to ease social distancing rule from 21 April 2022 after the outbreak 

of the fifth wave. Following reading of news headlines and full texts, irrelevant texts were 

removed. For example, some news reports only mentioned the searching word domestic 

worker or domestic helper and thus have nothing to do with domestic workers. Therefore, 

these news reports are excluded. In the end, 92 news reports have been identified within the 

time span. Then, all the texts were saved as text files with UTF-8 and were annotated with 

the title and published date. Finally, the texts were imported into AntConc (4.1.2) and named 

as FDW Corpus with the size of 5,017 types and 64,325 tokens.  

 

3.2 Research Procedures 

This study examines the representations of FDWs in SCMP during the pandemic time in 

Hong Kong. Based on the theoretical framework of Fairclough’s three-dimensional model, 

the analysis of news reports will be accordingly divided into three stages as description, 
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interpretation and explanation. At the description stage, the analysis focuses on the textual 

analysis that is conducted with the analytical tool AntConc (4.1.2) via analysis of collocation, 

concordance and modality. AntConc is a free corpus analysis tool developed by Laurence 

Anthony and hosts powerful functions for textual analysis. For example, the Word List Tool 

can generate all the words occurring in a text and the words can be ranked by their frequencies 

(Anthony, 2013). With the above preparation, American English 2006 (AmE06), the pre-

built corpus in AntConc, was used as a reference corpus to generate a keyword list. AmE06, 

as an extension of Brown family of British and American corpora, is a written American 

English corpus with the size of 1,017,878 tokens and 52,456 types (Potts & Baker, 2012). By 

comparing FDW Corpus to AmE06, a keyword list is statically generated according to the 

log-likelihood. Then, the KWIC (Key Word in Context) Tool is used to investigate how a 

searched word is used in a context and its collocation. At the interpretation stage, statistical 

data of news source and reported speech were explored. At the explanation stage, through 

explaining socio-cultural context, this study tries to reveal the ideology towards domestic 

workers behind news reports and how the ideology is embedded in the news reports from 

historical and multicultural perspectives. 
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Chapter Four Discussion 

 

Chapter Four presents the results and analysis of the investigation of news reports based on 

the three-dimensional model. The analysis of the description stage focuses on the textual 

analysis of collocation, concordance, and modality. At the interpretation stage, the analysis 

is centered on intertextuality for news source and reported speech. The explanation stage 

discusses the historical and multicultural factors that account for the sufferings of FWDs in 

Hong Kong during the pandemic time.  

 

4.1 Description 

According to Fairclough (2001), the stage of description deals with “the formal properties of 

texts” (p. 21). At the description stage, Fairclough (2001, 2015) identified three aspects 

(vocabulary, grammar and textual structure) for textual analysis. Based on these three aspects, 

this study explores linguistic features of the selected news articles from the perspectives of 

collocation, concordance and modality, which aims to reveal how FDWs in Hong Kong are 

represented during the pandemic time.   

 

4.1.1 Collocation 

The first thing to investigate is the collocation of content words with high frequency. Content 

words are nouns, verbs, adjectives or adverbs and can be used to convey certain information 

from the media’s perspective. Table 1 below presents the top 30 content words in the FDW 

Corpus, and these keywords are ranked according to its keyness. According to Baker et al. 
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(2008), keyness is the “statistically significantly higher frequency of particular words in 

comparison with another corpus” (p. 278). Besides, Scott (1999) argued that keyness 

indicates the “aboutness” of a corpus which conveys the topic and central content. It can be 

seen that the 30 keywords in Table 1 present an overview of domestic workers during the 

pandemic time in Hong Kong. The story is that domestic workers mainly suffer from testing, 

quarantine, and vaccination during the pandemic time. Besides, it is worth noting that three 

words (i.e. helper(s), government and employers) in Table 1 respectively indicate three 

parties that hold different views in the news reports. To further understand the views of the 

three parties, it is necessary to examine the collocation of the three words. 

 

Table 1 Keyword list of FDW Corpus 

Rank Type Frequency Keyness (Likelihood) 

1 helpers 636 3560.934 

2 domestic 603 2867.934 

3 workers 450 1836.344 

4 quarantine 292 1620.232 

5 employers 278 1281.351 

6 Philippines 224 1221.311 

7 Covid 215 1202.486 

8 city 368 1020.482 

9 said 734 934.250 

10 government 307 843.317 
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11 vaccinated 137 766.084 

12 vaccination 129 721.334 

13 helper 122 682.180 

14 pandemic 121 641.684 

15 Indonesia 129 640.746 

16 Labour 110 615.062 

17 coronavirus 109 609.469 

18 yesterday 132 568.068 

19 cases 176 518.431 

20 testing 113 479.942 

21 hotel 138 477.113 

22 employment 114 473.936 

23 infections 107 460.981 

24 Chan 83 445.362 

25 rooms 107 416.982 

26 confirmed 96 410.695 

27 foreign 140 391.873 

28 authorities 108 383.033 

29 countries 121 344.132 

30 hotels 75 333.408 
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The first two words to be investigated in this FDW Corpus are helpers (rank 1) and workers 

(rank 3). Undoubtedly, the word forms helper(s) and worker(s) both stand for domestic 

workers/helpers in this context and appear extremely frequently in the selected texts. These 

two words appear 1,208 times in total. When searching the word form helper and see how 

this form collocates with other words on its left or right, it is found that these forms co-occur 

frequently with helper: vaccinated (27 hits), arriving (20 hits), overseas (21 hits), waiting 

(10 hits) and allowing (11 hits), which together serve to present the situation of domestic 

workers in Hong Kong during the COVID-19. Examples 1, 2 and 3 illustrate these collocates 

in context, in which domestic workers are stranded in their home countries due to the virus 

and only fully vaccinated workers are allowed to enter Hong Kong.  

 

(1) …Hong Kong began allowing fully vaccinated helpers from the Philippines and Indonesia 

to return to the city from August 30… (SCMP, 06 September 2021) 

 

In (1) here, the word allowing means “to give permission for someone to do something, or to 

not prevent something from happening” according to Cambridge Dictionary. The definition 

itself shows an unequal power relation between two parties. In this example, the subject Hong 

Kong, more specifically the Hong Kong government, is the powerful party and has the right 

to approve or reject the entry of domestic workers. Domestic workers, as the less powerful 

party, have no choice but have to obey the policy with full vaccination to enter the city. There 

is no doubt showing that their arrival is based on a condition of full vaccination. The policy 

of denial entrance if not fully vaccinated presupposes that all of them are virus carriers and 
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imply that they are dangerous and will pose a threat to this city. Examples 2 and 3 show 

another aspect of this stranding situation, by making a vivid contrast in terms of the number.  

 

(2) …there were still 6,500 foreign domestic helpers waiting to get into the city… (SCMP, 

29 September 2021) 

(3) Hong Kong will provide 150 more hotel rooms for arriving domestic helpers to serve out 

their quarantine starting next month … (SCMP, 11 January 2022) 

 

As observed here, (2) shows that there are lots of domestic workers waiting to get into the 

city. However, the fact is that there is a shortage of quarantine hotel rooms for them to stay 

in Hong Kong. In (3), by using the number 150, the article is trying to convince the readers 

that the Hong Kong government has tried their best to provide more rooms for workers 

(though 150 rooms are obviously insufficient). From here there is a general implication, that 

SCMP is positively presenting Hong Kong government as a responsible, considerate and 

serving image to the public.  

 

Besides, attention should also be paid to the naming of FDWs. By looking at the keyword 

list, there are two names that refer to FDWs, namely helper(s) and worker(s). According to 

Ladegaard (2017), the name helper is preferred by domestic workers themselves because 

they regard themselves as people coming here to help Hong Kong families. In another study, 

Tam (2019) argued that the term helper gives an impression of “informal work, a helping 

hand to assist in handling menial job” while the word worker is a more neutral word, which 

domestic workers are recognized as waged laborers and their work is regarded as a formal 
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occupation (p. 999). In the FDW Corpus, the term helper(s) (758 times) appears more often 

than the term worker(s) (514 times), which possibly demonstrates that domestic workers are 

publicly presented as inferior in SCMP. In addition, there is another word maid(s) occurring 

22 times in the corpus that also refers to domestic workers. This word is considered 

derogatory and carries more negative meaning than the word helper(s), which further 

indicates domestic workers’ inferiority and low position. In my current study, I use the more 

neutral term foreign domestic workers (FDWs) to emphasize their identity as workers. Based 

on the analysis above, it can draw a conclusion that the newspaper tends to present the 

government positively but portrays the domestic workers negatively.  

 

Another word that we should pay attention to in the FDW Corpus is employers (rank 5). 

When searching the word form employer, it is found that the word employer(s) frequently 

collocates with the word home (23 hits). For instance, (4) and (5) below illustrate how the 

idea of home always comes close with the word form employer. 

 

(4) Filipino helper Shiella Estrada, 60, has not gone to Admiralty on Sundays since last 

August, spending most of her rest days at her employer’s home in Tseung Kwan O. (SCMP, 

23 January 2021) 

(5) Eni Lestari … says many of her peers face longer hours and more work during the 

pandemic, especially when employers work at home and their children stay in. (SCMP, 02 

January 2021)  
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Due to the outbreak of pandemic, domestic workers are required to stay at home by their 

employers in order to decrease the risk of virus contraction. Domestic workers usually have 

one day off per week on Sunday and normally congregate in parks or under footbridges with 

their friends. This day is very important because it is the opportunity for them to share 

emotions, get support from friends and strengthen solidarity among their group. By further 

searching the word home in the context, it is found that they are required to stay at home. In 

this case, domestic workers are supposed to be docile and submissive and not to cause any 

trouble in the pandemic situation. If they go out on the day off, they are potentially regarded 

as increasing the risk of virus spreading and taking virus to their employer’s home. (5) is 

another example showing the impact of coronavirus on the domestic workers. Due to the 

live-in rule, domestic workers have nowhere to go but stay at their employer’s home on the 

day off. At the same time, they are subject to much longer working hours and more workload. 

Therefore, the pandemic and the expectation on them to be submissive exacerbate the 

exploitation on them. 

 

The next focus is government (rank 10). This word is observed to have collocated with three 

words said (35 hits), urge (12 hits), and announce (12 hits). The following two examples 

show us how the government as power holders exercise its power on domestic workers.  

 

(6) The government urged helpers to stay home on their rest days and said law enforcers 

would step up patrols and police social-distancing rules. (SCMP, 07 August 2020) 
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(7) Employers of foreign domestic workers are unhappy with the prices they have to pay for 

hotel rooms, after the government announced a scheme requiring helpers to spend 14 nights 

in quarantine when they arrive in Hong Kong. (SCMP, 20 December 2020) 

 

 (6) above is another example about demanding domestic workers to stay at home on the day 

off. During the pandemic, domestic workers are not only required by their employers’ order 

but also from the requirement of the Hong Kong government. However, the requirement from 

the government is much stricter. Because public gathering is regarded as breaching the policy, 

the fines can be as much as HK$ 10,000, more than a double of the minimum wage 

(HK$ 4,630) of domestic workers. The word urge indicates a strong wish from the 

government that demands domestic workers not to go out for gathering. Domestic workers, 

as a powerless group, do not seem to have any choice. If they do not obey, they will have to 

pay price for it. Example 7 shows another perspective of the same situation. Because of the 

quarantine rule, employers have to pay the quarantine fee for domestic workers if they want 

to hire a worker. The shortage of hotel rooms and the high prices have made employers very 

unhappy. This example also shows the power struggling between employers and government.  

 

The analysis above has looked at the presentation of domestic workers from the perspectives 

of domestic workers themselves, employers and the government in the use of words. In the 

news reports, domestic workers are negatively presented as virus carriers and threat to the 

Hong Kong city and are expected to behave submissively. However, the government is 

always positively portrayed as a responsible government with absolute power holders.  
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4.1.2 Concordance 

After the analysis of collocation, it is also necessary to study concordance. Since the focus 

of this study is domestic workers, we first look at the concordance of helper(s), worker(s), 

and maid(s). It can be observed that they occur frequently with numbers of 55 hits in total. 

Below are some examples taken from the FDW Corpus: 

 

(8) …more than 4,000 foreign domestic helpers were waiting to work in the city… (SCMP, 

03 January 2022) 

(9) With thousands of foreign domestic helpers from the Philippines allowed to travel to the 

city… (SCMP, 03 April 2022) 

(10) …an increasing number of domestic workers have also come to care for … (SCMP, 07 

February 2022) 

(11) About 5,000 to 6,000 domestic workers have been waiting to come to Hong Kong… 

(SCMP, 03 April 2022) 

(12) There will be a lot of foreign maids coming… (SCMP, 16 June 2020)  

 

These five examples demonstrate the large number of domestic workers awaiting to come to 

Hong Kong. With these numbers appearing in the news reports, the domestic workers are 

described as a collective group that has to wait for the formal approval to enter Hong Kong. 

Having been stranded in their home countries, they have no choice but to wait, again 

suggesting that they are in a passive and helpless position.  
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While helper(s) and worker(s) often appear with a high number, an interesting phenomenon 

observed is that the two lemmas HOTEL and ROOM are often collocated with a small 

quantity but high price. Below are five examples taken from the FDW Corpus:  

 

(13) Another concern was the lack of hotel rooms for helpers to complete a 21-day isolation 

period. (SCMP, 03 August 2021) 

(14) …as an extra 150 hotel rooms can’t ease the backlog of applications… (SCMP, 11 

January 2022) 

(15) Other than concerns over insufficient quarantine hotels, Sringatin said employers might 

still refuse to pay for bookings. (SCMP, 23 March 2022) 

(16) Only seven have rooms below HK$500 a night. (SCMP, 20 December 2020) 

(17) Employers unhappy with peak prices at hotels where arriving domestic workers have to 

quarantine. (SCMP, 20 December 2020) 

 

It can be found that phrases or adjectives like lack of and insufficient always appear before 

HOTEL and ROOM, which makes a contrast with the large numeral that always co-occurs 

with domestic workers. It suggests that the large number of incoming domestic workers are 

beyond the capacity of quarantine hotel rooms. Consequently, this situation leads to the 

demand for domestic workers outstrips the supplying. Employers and employers’ 

associations urge the government to increase the number of isolation hotel rooms. In (18), 

the direct quotation from the minister is the official response to the demands from employers 

and employers’ associations.  

 



 
36 

(18) “Under this premise, we can slightly increase the designated quarantine facilities to 

relieve the pressure faced by Hong Kong families in hiring domestic helpers,” the minister 

said. Official figures showed that of the 424 helpers who arrived in Hong Kong in the first 

half of September, 3.3 per cent were diagnosed with Covid-19 on arrival. (SCMP, 24 October 

2021) 

 

SCMP first cites the direct quotation from Labour Chief Law Chi-kwong to show what the 

government has done to solve the issue of insufficient workforce of domestic workers. 

Especially the word slightly can be interpreted that the government actually is not willing to 

increase the number of hotel rooms but has to do it because of the demands from employers 

and employers’ associations, trying to create an image of the government that serves the 

people. Then, the specific number of infected domestic workers is given, which tries to imply 

that domestic workers are virus carriers. The news writing strategy here implies that the 

arrival of domestic workers may not only be a burden to the government but also impose 

threat to Hong Kong.  

 

In addition, it is found that helper(s) in the corpus co-occurs with words or phrases such as 

quarantine, vaccination, get tested and staying at home frequently. Here are some examples 

selected from the corpus that illustrate the strict rule applicable to both incoming domestic 

workers and workers in Hong Kong. 

 

(19) … allowing helpers to be quarantined in other hotels … (SCMP, 31 January 2022)  
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(20) … policy of sending helpers to be quarantined at designated hotels … (SCMP, 20 

December 2020) 

(21) … requiring foreign domestic helpers to be vaccinated … (SCMP, 02 May 2021) 

(22) … forced all foreign domestic helpers to be vaccinated against the coronavirus … 

(SCMP, 05 May 2021) 

(23) The government has … ordered all helpers to get tested before next Sunday … (SCMP, 

03 May 2021) 

(24) … urge employers to remind their helpers to get tested … (SCMP, 16 December 2020) 

(25) Some want … 398,000 domestic helpers to stay at home on their days off. (SCMP, 23 

January 2021) 

 

In (21), (22), (23) and (24), the use of verbs such as require, force, order, and urge are strong 

words that indicate that the authority wishes to exert control over them since they are 

considered as potential virus carriers. The domestic workers have to be vaccinated, tested 

and quarantined. They have no choice when the strict rules are imposed on them and only 

passively endure all this in silence. For example, the verb order in (23) implies an imbalanced 

power relationship between domestic workers and the authority. 

 

4.1.3 Modality 

Modality is understood as the expression of different “degree of commitment to, or belief in, 

a proposition” (Saeed, 2016, p. 134), which can convey speaker or writer’s opinion and 

attitude. It can be realized in various ways such as modal verbs, modal adjectives or tense, 

among which the category of modal verbs is the most fundamental and basic way. Saeed 
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(2016, pp. 134-135) classified modal verbs into epistemic modals and deontic modals, with 

the former one conveying speaker’s knowledge about something and the latter one indicating 

speaker’s attitude to social factors of obligation, responsibility and permission. Deontic 

modality is further divided into two types: obligation and permission. The use of deontic 

modality is associated with speaker’s judgement about morality and legality and his or her 

estimations of power and authority. Fairclough (2001) also made similar classifications. He 

argued that modality is concerned with speaker or writer authority and identified two 

dimensions of modality, namely relational modality and expressive modality. Relational 

modality is about the authority of one participant in relation to other while expressive 

modality is concerned with the speaker or writer’s evaluation of truth (p. 105). Differently, 

Halliday (1994) divided modal verbs into three values: high value, median value and low 

value. High value modals such as must and can’t, indicate a high degree of certainty or 

obligation about a proposition, while low value modals such as could and may express 

speaker’s tentative feeling about a proposition or obligation. In news reports, the use of modal 

verbs often express journalists’ or newspapers’ attitudes or standpoints towards some events. 

Therefore, the analysis of modal verbs of this study is classified according to Halliday’s 

classification and the result is presented in Table 2 below.  

 

Table 2 Distribution and percentage of the values of modal verbs 

Value Frequency Percentage 

Low can 86 25.4% 

may 29 
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could 118 

might 31 

Median will 223 63.2% 

would 274 

should 138 

won’t 7 

shouldn’t 15 

High must 46 11.4% 

need 2 

have to 31 

can’t 27 

couldn’t 13 

Total 1041 100% 

 

According to Table 2, median value modals are the most commonly used with a percentage 

of 63.2%, among which will and would are the most frequently adopted ones with a total of 

497 instances. There is a slight difference in the percentage of low value modals and high 

value modals, with the percentage of low value modals being slightly higher. Low value 

modals tend to use can and could most frequently, while must and have to are most used in 

high value modals.  
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It is not surprising for median value modals to be most frequently used because median value 

modals tend to be less inclusive. For example, by further investigating the use of will, 

examples are concerned with the difficult situation of FDWs on entering or returning Hong 

Kong. Examples (26) and (27) below are the two selected examples of the use of will. 

 

(26) Indonesia has joined the Philippines in declaring August 30 as the expected date from 

when its domestic helpers will be allowed into Hong Kong, saying yesterday that negotiations 

over the recognition of Covid-19 vaccination records were progressing well. (SCMP, 24 

August 2021) 

(27) Fewer than 20 domestic workers a day will be able to land in Hong Kong when a new 

scheme allowing entry to helpers vaccinated in the Philippines and Indonesia starts next week. 

(SCMP, 27 August 2021) 

 

(26) and (27) present domestic workers’ difficulty in coming to Hong Kong due to the border 

control and coronavirus containment measures during the pandemic time. Although (26) and 

(27) only use the median value modal verb will, the degree of these two sentences is strong 

because of the passive structure with the verb phrase of be allowed into in (26) and the word 

allowing used in (27). As discussed in Section 4.1.1, the word allow itself implies the 

imbalance power between domestic workers and the government. Under the coronavirus 

condition, domestic workers do not have any right but are only permitted to fly to Hong Kong. 

In addition, domestic helpers in (26) is labeled as theme and Hong Kong as goal in terms of 

thematic relation, which means domestic workers are the entities that undergo the action. 
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However, the agent, also the initiator of an action, is omitted due to the passive structure. It 

is reasonable to assume that the agent here may refer to the Hong Kong government.  

 

Apart from the analysis of median value modals, it is necessary to examine the use of high 

value modals. (28) below is an example of using the high value modal must. 

 

(28) Inbound domestic workers must present a vaccination certificate issued by the 

Indonesian or Philippine authorities when boarding a flight to the city. (SCMP, 27 August 

2021) 

 

As indicated in (28), must is a deontic modal, implying that it is the domestic workers’ 

obligation to present the vaccination certificate. High value modal verbs often indicate 

speaker or writer’s determination and a coercive attitude. In this example, must also conveys 

a high degree of necessity. Only with the vaccination record can they come to Hong Kong 

otherwise they are barred from boarding. In addition, according to Palmer (2003), the 

difference of deontic modality from epistemic modality is a matter of “control”. The control 

in (28) is originated from the government or the authority who make the entering policy 

instead of the subject of this sentence inbound domestic helpers although the government is 

not presented explicitly. In the news reports, the Hong Kong government is presented as the 

power holder that exert its power in an invisible way over domestic workers through 

imposing some restrictions such as the vaccination record or quarantine or testing to control 

the number of entries. The three examples (26), (27) and (28) present the asymmetrical power 

relations between the powerful Hong Kong government and powerless domestic workers.  
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Besides, in terms of domestic workers’ difficulty of entering Hong Kong, it is worth thinking 

about what role the border is playing to exclude domestic workers’ arrival. It is obvious that 

the border control, flight ban, and other virus containment policies have exacerbated the 

vulnerability of domestic workers during the pandemic time. Weber (2020) regarded border 

as “non-geographic, relational and performative” (p. 72) and mentioned that there are three 

types of borders: territorial border, organizational border, and conceptual border. Territorial 

border is the geographical or the physical border that we are most familiar with while 

organizational border is where bureaucratic means are employed to limit access to services. 

The two borders can be used to control the entering of non-citizens. The third one, conceptual 

border is a mental one that is the perception about membership of a group or a society. As 

illustrated in the examples above, the pandemic has clearly reinforced the organizational and 

conceptual borders. The borders and boundaries play a role of inclusion and exclusion in the 

process of domestic workers’ migration. Because of the flight ban and insufficient quarantine 

rooms, the Hong Kong government limits the number of entries, which domestic workers are 

restricted to have access to working. The use of different modal verbs at the linguistic level, 

together with the coronavirus protection policies, have demonstrated that domestic workers 

are marginalized as out-group members and thus their otherness is foregrounded in the 

pandemic time.  
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4.2 Interpretation 

The second stage interpretation is concerned with “the relationship between text and 

interaction” (Fairclough, 2001, p. 21). In the second version of this model that Fairclough 

proposed, discourse is viewed as discursive practice which is involved with production, 

distribution and consumption. Correspondingly, Fairclough (1992) identified three ways to 

study discursive practice: (1) what speech acts are used; (2) text coherence; and (3) text 

intertextuality. This study focuses on the intertextuality analysis of SCMP news reports about 

domestic workers. As discussed in Chapter Two, the feature of intertextuality is combining 

other texts into current news texts. The selecting of other texts is based on certain 

newsworthiness criteria. In news reports, some sources are specific while others may semi-

specific or even unidentified. Some reported speeches are directly quoted from a person while 

others are indirectly quoted. Thus, investigating what is presented in the current news 

discourse is helpful to understand the hidden attitude or values of news reporters or the 

newspaper. In the following two sections, it analyzes news source and reported speech.  

 

4.2.1 News Source  

In news reports, there are some ways to inform readers of news source. For example, it can 

be identified which person or organization releases this information by revealing his or her 

name or identity. To make news reports more convincing, journalists always explicitly 

indicate an exact person from whom the news was derived. In linguistics, it is also called 

evidentiality, which can “allow a speaker to communicate her attitude to the source of her 

information” (Saeed, 2016, pp. 140-141). This can be used to inform readers whether the 
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information is derived from a specific source or comes from a second-hand source. 

According to Zhang (2004), there are three types of news sources: specific news source, 

semi-specific news source and unidentified news source. Specific source refers to the specific 

name and identity of a person or an organization that are presented to readers. Semi-specific 

sources often use expressions such as local officials said ... without naming names or 

identities specifically. In the last type of unidentified sources, no information regarding the 

source is provided, but only a statement such as It has been reported that ... is presented, 

which is a rare occurrence in news reports.  

 

Table 3 Distribution and percentage of the types of news source  

Types of news source Frequency Percentage 

Specific news source 292 77.25% 

Semi-specific news source 76 20.11% 

Unidentified news source 10 2.64% 

Total 378 100% 

 

Table 3 shows the result of the distribution and percentage of news source of this study. As 

can be seen from the results, the percentage of specific news source (77.25%) is the largest, 

while the percentage of semi-specific news source (20.11%) is considerably smaller than that 

of specific one. Providing readers with detailed information increases the chances that news 

agencies are perceived as objective and credible, thus making their news articles more 

persuasive. As specific news is most frequently cited, it is necessary to examine the extent to 

which specific sources are present in the texts. It is found that SCMP not only uses specific 
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news source to make news more convincing but also cites discourses from different 

individuals or parties.  

 

Table 4 Distribution and percentage of specific news source 

Parties Number Percentage 

Hong Kong government officials 73 25% 

NGO groups 57 19.52% 

Employment agencies 54 18.49% 

Coronavirus experts 34 11.64% 

Foreign domestic workers 30 10.27% 

Pilipino and Indonesian officials 19 6.51% 

Employers and employers’ associations 18 6.16% 

Others 7 2.40% 

Total 292 100% 

 

According to Table 4, there are eight parties involved: foreign domestic workers, government 

officials, coronavirus experts, employment agencies, non-governmental organization (NGO) 

groups, Pilipino and Indonesian officials, employers and employers’ associations and others. 

Firstly, the result shows that most specific news source comes from Hong Kong government 

officials with the percentage of 25% and its supporter coronavirus experts with the percentage 

of 18%. It is an effective way for SCMP to cite most authoritative source to express its 

supportive standpoint for the government’s decisions on domestic workers. Secondly, it is 

also found that both government officials and coronavirus experts hold the same viewpoint 
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that Hong Kong should be cautious about imported cases and enact policies to urge domestic 

workers to get tested or vaccinated. The amount of news sources of government officials and 

experts are much more than those of NGOs and domestic workers. (29) below is an example 

about the news source from the government.   

 

(29) Executive Council member Dr Lam Ching-choi said it would be better for helpers to 

take a virus test before leaving their home country, in addition to the mandatory test they 

would receive when arriving in Hong Kong…. As of yesterday, only 1,148 units were 

available in three centres that have an overall capacity of 2,089. Chinese University 

respiratory disease expert Professor David Hui Shu-cheong agreed on the need to screen 

helpers before they left their home country and said if employers could not afford separate 

accommodation for them, they should observe strict personal hygiene. (SCMP, 16 June 2020)  

 

In (29), the government official is referred to by his name and identity, and he advocates that 

domestic workers should take tests upon their arrival in Hong Kong from their countries of 

origin. After providing specific numbers of hotel rooms, the word only indicates that Hong 

Kong cannot accommodate the influx of domestic workers. Then, the discourse of the 

government official is supported by the discourse of an expert. The expert’s quotation, which 

is considered scientific and authoritative, justifies the hidden discrimination against domestic 

workers. It is a common way to cite speech from authority or experts to strengthen the 

credibility and objectiveness of news reports. Besides, the production process of news reports 

is also regarded as naturally integrating newspapers’ standpoint and ideology into the public. 
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Using this narrative technique, it conveys to the public that domestic workers may not be 

safe, and their arrival may pose a potential threat to Hong Kong.  

 

In contrast, the percentage of specific news sources of NGO groups and FDWs is much less 

with only 19.52% of the former party and 10.27% of the latter one. It is found that NGOs and 

FDWs are on the opposite side of the government and coronavirus experts. NGO groups in 

the news texts are presented as calling for fair treatment for domestic workers. Domestic 

workers in the news reports often express their difficulties during the pandemic time. Their 

discourses are often displayed in a challenging way with a rhetorical question, as seen in (30) 

and (31).  

 

(30) “We demand the Hong Kong government answer why we are being singled out. Why 

do the policies only apply to migrant workers?” said Dolores Balladares, chairwoman of 

United Filipinos in Hong Kong. (SCMP, 02 May 2021) 

(31) “I need to work, I don’t have money,” said the 40-year-old, adding that her employer 

said they would wait for her but still, the ban seemed unfair. “I’m not infected with the virus. 

Why are we punished for it?” (SCMP, 04 February 2020) 

 

The background of (30) is that domestic workers are required to take vaccine because of the 

fear of invisible transmission. The word demand expresses strong emotion of anger toward 

the unfair treatment of domestic workers. The rhetoric question also shows a conflicting 

opinion and can trigger strong emotions because readers can relate to the experience of 

domestic workers. However, the tone of (31) is different although a rhetoric question is used. 
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The domestic worker in this example expresses her difficulty first. Then, the tone of 

challenging is weakened by her powerless and vulnerable narrative.   

 

The analysis and the result of Table 4 above have shown that the number of specific sources 

from FDWs is much less than that of the government discourse, presenting that discourse 

power is unequally distributed among different parties. The result also coincides the opinion 

of van Dijk (2008) that more elite discourses are presented in the news reports. The 

distribution of news source, also the distribution among different power groups, is an 

essential part in the news discourse on domestic workers and also becomes a way of 

spreading ideology by the newspaper.   

 

4.2.2 Reported Speech 

Reported speech, also called discourse representation by Fairclough, is a distinct and 

indispensable feature of news reports and is a part of intertextuality. Such reported speeches 

often explicitly cite other specific texts such as interview, debate, or speech of a certain 

person and form into a new text with quotation marks or reporting clause. Fairclough (1992, 

p. 107) discussed two types of reported speech: direct discourse (DD) and indirect discourse 

(ID). DD is the actual words used by others with a quotation mark (Fairclough, 1992, 2003). 

ID, in contrast, is the summary of the content what is said and written (Fairclough, 2003, p. 

49). Fairclough (1995, 2003) identified five features of ID: (1) no quotation marks; (2) using 

the that- clause; (3) changing the first person into third person; (4) shift in deixis; and (5) 

shift in tense. Later, Fairclough (1995, p. 55) identified slipping as the third type of reported 

speech, which is a sub-type of DD and coded as DDS. DDS is displayed as a partial quotation 
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in form. Since quotation is designed to transform a speech to serve newspaper’s own values 

and standpoints, reported speech can have a profound influence on the current meaning. 

Fairclough (1995) concluded that DD and DDS can better present the voice of the reporter 

or the newspaper than ID. Based on Fairclough’s classification, this part investigates the 

distribution of DD, ID and DDS in the pandemic news discourse about domestic workers.  

 

Table 5 Distribution and percentage of reported speech 

Types of Reported Speech Number Percentage 

Direct Discourse (DD) 328 52.48% 

Indirect Discourse (ID) 272 43.52% 

Slipping (DDS) 25 4% 

Total 625 100% 

 

Table 5 presents the result of the distribution and percentage of the three types of reported 

speech that appear in the FDW corpus. DD is mostly used in the news reports, accounting 

for 52.48%, followed by the use of ID. DDS is least used in the reports. The observations are 

also resulted from distribution of reported speech: (1) the balanced use of DD and ID; and 

(2) the imbalanced use of DD and DDS. Harry (2014) argued that DD is used to “mimic, 

reproduce, or resemble what others say” (p. 1041). It is reasonable because DD is the 

complete quotation of what a person says and thus DD is more faithful to the original text. 

Therefore, journalists tend to use more DD to make the news report more convincible and to 

faithfully revoice previous speech.  
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In order to figure out more details about how the reported speech is exactly used in context, 

this study further examines the detailed distribution of DD and ID in different parties. Table 

6 below shows the ranking of reported speech of different parties according to the total 

numbers. 

 

Table 6 Distribution of DD and ID used in different parties 

Parties DD ID Total 

Hong Kong government officials 85 87 172 

NGO groups 73 50 123 

Employment agencies 38 42 80 

Coronavirus experts 36 33 69 

Foreign domestic workers 49 18 67 

Employers and employers’ associations 24 19 43 

Pilipino and Indonesian officials 19 12 31 

Others 4 11 15 

 

Firstly, the ranking is basically the same as the ranking of percentage of news source. 

Secondly, it is observed that the distributions of DD and ID are equal for each group, with 

the exception of FDWs with 49 DDs and 18 IDs. Thirdly, there is an unequal distribution of 

reported speech among the eight parties mentioned in the table. The total number of reported 

speeches from Hong Kong government officials ranks first with 172, followed by FDWs with 

67 at the fifth place. (32) and (33) are instances illustrating direct quotes from government 

officials. 
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(32) “We hope they will submit those specimen bottles as soon as possible so we can know 

the infection situation,” Lam said. (SCMP, 19 August 2020)  

(33) “As there have been more infections involving domestic workers, to reduce the risks of 

transmission in the community, the government will provide one-off free virus testing for all 

of them,” said Dr Chuang Shuk-kwan, head of the communicable disease branch of the 

Centre for Health Protection. (SCMP, 17 December 2020) 

 

Hong Kong government speeches use DD and ID almost equally, with 85 DDs and 87 IDs. 

The focus of government discourse is presenting the seriousness of COVID-19 and urgency 

for domestic workers to do testing and get vaccine. (32) and (33) are two DDs that about the 

coronavirus testing for domestic workers. (32) is the direct quotation from the Chief 

Executive of Hong Kong Carrie Lam who expresses her desire of calling for domestic worker 

to submit specimen bottles. (33) is the direct quotation of an official from the Center for 

Health Protection. The two examples both use the media value modal verb will, indicating 

the testing is not an obligation. However, there is extra information in (33), by giving a reason 

of more infections of domestic workers and followed by the phrase to reduce the risks of 

transmission in the community. It indicates that domestic workers are virus carriers and are 

more easily to cause the virus outbreak in the community. The two direct quotations also 

express that the testing action is good for the mass public, trying to build a positive 

government image serving for Hong Kong citizens.  
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Besides, indirect quotes also play an important role in news reports writing. (34) and (35) 

below are two examples of indirect quotes from the government.  

 

(34) The government urged helpers to stay home on their rest days and said law enforcers 

would step up patrols and police social-distancing rules. (SCMP, 07 August 2020)  

(35) Secretary for Labour and Welfare Dr Law Chi-kwong said on Wednesday that the 

Labour Department had conducted mobile broadcasts in Chinese, English and major 

languages spoken by helpers in popular gathering places and distributed leaflets on weekends 

urging them to observe social-distancing rules. (SCMP, 23 January 2021)  

 

(34) and (35) are examples of indirect discourse, expressing strict policy on domestic workers. 

The two examples both use the word urge to express a strong desire to keep domestic workers 

staying at home. Besides, it also mentions the police patrols to urge them to observe social 

distancing rules. Harry argued (2014) that ID is “paraphrasing and summary of an original 

quota” (p. 1044). It is an interpretative process and journalists can express his or her own 

voice through rewording or use of other linguistic devices. These two examples demonstrate 

that domestic workers are expected to be disciplined and docile and not to cause any trouble 

for society.  

 

In addition, as mentioned above, the number of DD is more than that of ID in the FDW group. 

The interesting finding is that the direct quotations from domestic workers include some 

positive discourse. In other words, direct quotations about their willingness to take vaccine 
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or staying at home on the day off are cited by journalists in the news reports. (36), (37) and 

(38) are three direct quotes and (39) is an indirect quote.  

 

(36) “I need to do more cleaning after the virus outbreak, and I am fine doing that,” she said, 

adding she only came out to meet her friends in Central for around half a day after cleaning 

the house. (SCMP, 30 March, 2020)  

(37) “In the coming few weeks, my employer said I can work to get extra money on my off 

days if there is no important errands. I will probably choose to stay in my room and rest,” 

she said. (SCMP, 30 March 2020)  

(38) “I want to protect myself and the people I am around with. We’re lucky to get vaccinated 

in Hong Kong,” she said. (SCMP, 17 May 2021) 

(39) She welcomed the extra time to comply with the latest order and said she had booked 

her second vaccine dose for June 1. (SCMP, 17 May 2021)  

 

(36) is about the workload of domestic workers during the pandemic. Lui et al. (2021) pointed 

that the increasing workloads of domestic workers during the pandemic time have caused 

their stress and exhaustion. However, this case shows this domestic worker is willing to do 

more work even if she can only meet her friends for half a day. (37) shows that the domestic 

worker would like to stay at home on the day off. Examples (38) and (39) are about their 

willingness to take vaccine. During the pandemic time, the Hong Kong government calls 

domestic workers for taking vaccine to reduce the possibility of contraction and death. 

However, many domestic workers were reluctant to take vaccine because of worrying about 

side effects. The two quotations from domestic workers who have been vaccinated imply that 



 
54 

the journalist’s or the newspaper’s stance is pro-vaccine and pro-government and also tends 

to convey the information that domestic workers should take vaccine.  

 

The unequal distribution of reported speech between government discourse and FDW 

discourse and the positive reported speeches from domestic workers present the unequal 

power relations between the government and domestic workers and the pro-government 

stance of SCMP. In other words, the side that is supported by SCMP is usually given more 

exposure with more authoritative discourses to strengthen its factuality and discourse power. 

However, the powerless side is given much less discourse exposure and even positive 

discourses are cited to make the public to support the governmental policies or decisions. 

 

4.3 Explanation 

The last stage explanation is concerned with “the relationship between interaction and social 

context” (Fairclough, 2001, p. 22), which aims to explain texts in a social and cultural context. 

This section provides further explanation based on the previous two stages description and 

interpretation. This last stage attempts to reveal the relationship between ideology and power 

behind the news reports about domestic workers in Hong Kong during the pandemic time 

from historical and multicultural perspectives.  

 

4.3.1 Historical Context 

Tracing the history of employing FDWs in Hong Kong, it is necessary to mention the 

tradition of hiring amahs in Hong Kong’s middle- and upper-class households since the 1940s. 
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Amah refers to any female domestic servant whose duties are not limited to taking care of 

children (Chan & Kwok, 1990). According to Constable (2007), there are several types of 

amahs, such as cook amah, cleanup amah, wash amah and baby amah, who are respectively 

responsible for cooking, cleaning up, washing, ironing and taking care children in a wealthy 

family. At that time of Hong Kong, live-in amahs are inferior servants who “know their place” 

(Constable, 2007, p. 61). In other words, they behave in a docile and submissive way and act 

according to the orders from their masters. In the 1980s and 1990s, amahs started to seek 

better-paid jobs outside the domestic sphere, and this paved the way for the influx of FWDs 

to Hong Kong (Ladegaard, 2013). Naturally, FDWs are regarded as substitutes for amahs for 

taking care of domestic chores. As Constable (2007) argued, amah is an idealized symbol 

that the power and status of the middle- and upper class are unquestionable. Every employer 

wishes their servants to be humble and loyal. Therefore, the long-held bias paves ways for 

an expectation on domestic workers to behave disciplined and obedient as amahs and 

becomes a means for Hong Kong people, not only employers but also the Hong Kong 

government, to control domestic workers and put them in a proper place.  

 

The outbreak of coronavirus amplifies the inferiority and powerlessness of domestic workers 

in Hong Kong. As mentioned above, all the restrictions imposed on domestic workers, such 

as flight bans, providing vaccination record before boarding, the government’s orders of 

testing, taking vaccine and staying at home during the pandemic, have all become a tool to 

control and subdue domestic workers. Although many efforts have been made by NGO 

groups to fight for equality, justice and fair treatment on FDWs, FDWs in Hong Kong during 

the pandemic time are still negatively presented as an inferior group. Meanwhile, the reports 
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by SCMP also are trying to convey a message to the public that domestic workers should be 

submissive and should cooperate with the coronavirus policy in Hong Kong.   

 

4.3.2 Multicultural Context 

The multicultural context in Hong Kong also accounts for the biased views towards the 

FDWs during the pandemic time. Hong Kong is a metropolitan and culturally diverse city 

with people from different countries, especially varieties of ethnic minorities in Hong Kong 

from middle eastern and southeastern countries. However, according to Gube and Burkholder 

(2019), Hong Kong is merely a city where diverse cultures coexist with ethnic minorities 

rather than a city where cultures are in real contact. Ethnic minorities are nearly invisible in 

public discourse and educational discourse, which thus leads to their marginalization in the 

Hong Kong society.   

 

The same is also true for domestic workers, the largest group in the ethnic minority who are 

actually physically visible in public parks or in streets. As analyzed in the stage of 

interpretation, the number of news sources and reported speeches from domestic workers are 

significantly less than these from the government. Undoubtedly this reflects the ideology that 

domestic workers are regarded as outgroups. According to Tajfel and Turner (1986), 

outgroups are often associated with undesirable characteristics. The coronavirus thus 

becomes a way of stigmatization on domestic workers during the pandemic time. They are 

negatively regarded as potential coronavirus carriers, are barred from entering Hong Kong 

and are requested to do testing and get vaccinated. However, ingroups are often positively 

presented in the selected news reports. van Dijk (2008, p. 138) argued that journalists usually 
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believe their country and their group is tolerate with minorities and thus the positive self-

presentation in the news discourse becomes an important way to marginalize outgroups. For 

instance, the analysis of concordance shows that the Hong Kong government is portrayed as 

a responsible and considerate government that thinks about the safety and health of its 

citizens.  

 

Placed the news discourse about FDWs in Hong Kong during the pandemic time in the 

historical context and multicultural context, it can help us better understand news discourse 

is the product of social practice. In this study, the news discourse about domestic workers 

reflects the imbalanced power relationship between domestic workers and the authority, as 

well as the bias ideology behind language generated on the basis of historical and 

multicultural reasons.  
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Chapter Five Conclusion 

 
This study gives a critical discourse analysis on the news reports from SCMP about FDWs 

during the pandemic time. Using the three-dimensional model as theoretical framework, this 

study combines corpus-assisted and qualitative methods to analyze news discourse as text, 

discursive practice and social practice. This chapter is the final chapter, which aims to present 

the major findings, limitations, and implications of this study.  

 

5.1 Major Findings and Limitations 

The major findings of this study are presented in four perspectives. The above analysis in 

Chapter Four has shown that various linguistic strategies are adopted by SCMP to portray 

domestic workers in a negative way and to present the Hong Kong government in a positive 

way. This study also has presented that there is a dialectic relationship between news 

discourse and social reality. 

 

Firstly, the corpus-assisted analysis of collocation and concordance has showed that many 

linguistic features in the news reports serve to justify the inferiority of domestic workers and 

the stigmatization of being regarded as potential coronavirus carriers during the pandemic 

time. SCMP uses the comparatively demeaning term helper to refer to FDWs rather than the 

more neutral term worker. This conveys the idea that domestic works are inconsequential, 

and they thus are in an inferior and lower position. In addition, the collocation of the word 

helper or worker with large numerals has presented domestic workers’ difficulty of coming 

to Hong Kong for work. Their vulnerability during the pandemic time is thus presented to 



 
59 

the public. The collocation with words or phrases such as vaccination, testing, or staying at 

home leads to the legitimization of viewing them as coronavirus carriers. Meanwhile, it also 

conveys that domestic workers are expected to be submissive and docile during the pandemic 

time. 

 

Secondly, the qualitative analysis of modality shows that there is an asymmetrical power 

relationship between the powerless domestic workers and the powerful government. 

Although SCMP uses more median value modals than high value modals in the news reports, 

the use of passive structure and the word allow indicates that domestic workers, as a 

powerless group, do not have any choice when they are subjected to the vulnerable situation. 

The passive structure also shows that the government, as the power holder, becomes invisible 

in the news reports when it exerts its power on domestic workers. Besides, the difficulty of 

entering Hong Kong for domestic worker also shows that the pandemic exacerbates the 

inequality. The flight bans and the border control metaphorically play a role of excluding 

domestic workers from the mainstream society.  

 

Thirdly, the analysis of intertextuality, specifically the analysis of news source and reported 

speech, suggests that SCMP is engaged in positive self-presentation for the government. By 

selectively adopting more news sources and quotations from the government and the 

coronavirus experts, the news reports strategies convey that domestic workers transmit the 

virus more easily. The coronavirus restrictions imposing on domestic workers are a means to 

protect Hong Kong and its people. Apart from that, the selected positive quotations from 

domestic workers who express their willingness to stay at home and to take vaccine are not 
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only making a stance for SCMP to support the government’s policy but also are used as a 

way to call for more domestic workers to cooperate with the government’s policy. 

 

Finally, the explanation from the historical and multicultural perspectives suggests that 

discourse is socially situated. As Fairclough (1989) discussed, discourse is a social practice. 

The history of employing amah in wealthy Hong Kong families accounts for the ideology 

that live-in domestic workers should behave docile. The multicultural context in Hong Kong 

explains the reason that domestic workers have long been viewed as outgroups. The outbreak 

of pandemic not only throws domestic workers in a vulnerable situation but also exacerbates 

their inequality.  

 

Apart from the findings of this study, admittedly there are some limitations for this study. 

Firstly, little attention is given to the analysis of other parties that appear in the news reports, 

such as employers and NGO groups. At the stage of interpretation, the focus is more on the 

imbalanced power between the government and the domestic workers. Therefore, this study 

might not be able to present a full picture of the attitudes of all the parties towards domestic 

workers during the pandemic time. Secondly, the study is limited in examining news 

discourse about domestic workers only from SCMP. As a result, this study only presents the 

image of domestic workers presented in SCMP. More news discourses from other 

newspapers can present more thorough analysis on how domestic workers are represented 

and whether or not different newspapers hold different attitudes towards them.  
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5.2 Implications   

Adopting a broadly corpus and critical discourse analytic approach with Fairclough’s three-

dimensional model as the framework, the current study looks at the representation of 

domestic workers in SCMP during the pandemic time. Results from this study has two major 

implications: a theoretical implication and a social implication. First, in terms of data, the 

study has involved media data. Although domestic workers have already been investigated 

in previous studies in the context of online discourse and personal narratives about their 

experiences, this study provides a mainstream media perspective of domestic workers during 

the COVID-19 time. Based on previous studies that focus on the power relationship between 

domestic workers and their employers, this study has also presented the imbalanced power 

relations between domestic workers and the Hong Kong government. During the pandemic 

time, the difficulties that domestic workers have encountered, especially those resulting from 

the coronavirus policies and restrictions imposed on their mobility, can be easily seen in the 

SCMP articles. These policies or rules have become a way for the government to exert power, 

which leads to the inferiority and marginalization of domestic workers. The media data has 

also reflected linguistic features and strategies that can demonstrate that SCMP presents the 

Hong Kong government in a positive way but portrays the domestic workers in a negative 

way. It becomes clear that SCMP’s attitudes towards the domestic workers are on the side of 

the government. Therefore, this study can help us better understand the representations of 

domestic workers in the media and what the mainstream media’s attitudes are toward this 

group.  
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Second, findings from the current study might also have an impact on society, leading people 

paying more attention to domestic workers and their situations in Hong Kong. This study has 

revealed the undesirable encounters of domestic workers during the COVID-19 time. The 

asymmetric power relations between the domestic workers and the government have shown 

their inferiority and injustice during the pandemic time.  Despite the reality that domestic 

workers do have a lot of difficulties during the pandemic time, they are less prominently 

presented in the media than the government’s presentation, as discussed in Chapter Four. 

CDA is a discipline that aims to reveal social injustice and stand with the disadvantaged 

people. In reality, non-governmental groups and domestic workers’ associations have done 

a lot to fight for equality and fairer treatment on them. Academically, it is also necessary to 

call for more attention to domestic workers and their daily situations and more improvements 

of policy and support from the government.   
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Appendix 

 
1. Coronavirus: hundreds of domestic helpers unable to fly to Hong Kong after travel 
ban by Philippines, agencies say 
04 Feb 2020 
 
Hundreds of Filipino domestic workers have been barred from flying to Hong Kong, 
according to an employers’ group and recruitment agencies, after Manila issued a sweeping 
travel ban to prevent the spread of the new coronavirus. 
 
Betty Yung Ma Shan-yee, chairwoman of the Hong Kong Employers of Overseas Domestic 
Helpers’ Association, said she had received dozens of calls seeking help yesterday, a day 
after the Philippine government issued the temporary two-way ban. 
 
Visitors arriving from China, including Hong Kong and Macau, will not be allowed to enter 
the Philippines, while Filipinos returning home will be quarantined for 14 days. Filipinos are 
also banned from travelling to China. 
 
“Around 200 to 300 domestic workers are estimated to be stuck at the airport, because as you 
know a few flights to Hong Kong have been cancelled,” Yung said. 
 
“An employer told me her worker, who went home for a holiday, had her flight cancelled on 
Sunday night. She thought it was an issue with the airlines, but it turned out it was because 
of the ban.” 
 
Yung said the employer was trying to arrange for her helper to return by transiting through a 
third country, but it was uncertain whether that would work. 
 
“What we are worried about is Indonesia could be the next one to issue a similar ban,” she 
said. “The Hong Kong government has to roll out more measures to assure foreign 
governments that it is a safe place.” 
 
Teresa Liu Tsui-lan, managing director of helper recruitment agency Technic Employment 
Service Centre, said the ban would affect the arrival of new workers in Hong Kong. For her 
company, about 100 newcomers had been expected this month, but the agency could only 
notify employers about the postponement of their arrival, she said. 
 
Among the employers affected was Hely Shu, mother of a two-month-old baby. 
 
“As my husband and I both need to work, we hired a maid to take care of the baby,” Shu said. 
“She was expected to arrive on Wednesday but now all of a sudden my plans are in tatters.” 
 
Liu estimated that about 1,000 new Filipino workers arrived in Hong Kong each month, 
adding that the authorities had told agencies the temporary ban would last until February 29. 
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Chief Executive Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor yesterday said the government had liaised 
with the Philippine consulate and she had also asked the labour and immigration departments 
to handle with discretion cases where work visas might expire because of the ban. 
 
United Filipinos in Hong Kong, an alliance of migrant workers’ groups, denounced the ban, 
calling it “an exaggerated response” to include Hong Kong and Macau. “We demand 
Filipinos be allowed to return to Hong Kong for work, study and residency purposes,” it said. 
 
Mimi Ysulat, a domestic helper in Hong Kong since 2011, was supposed to return to the city 
in mid-February but said her employer had told her to stay in the Philippines because of the 
ban. 
 
“I need to work, I don’t have money,” said the 40-year-old, adding that her employer said 
they would wait for her but still, the ban seemed unfair. "I'm not infected with the virus. Why 
are we punished for it?" 
 
The Post has contacted Hong Kong’s Labour and Welfare Bureau and the Philippine 
consulate for comment. 
 
2. Alcohol baths, reused masks, and lonely Sundays: Hong Kong domestic helpers feel 
‘singled out’ amid coronavirus outbreak 
06 Feb 2020  
 
Urged to spend their only day off at their employers’ homes, with some facing termination if 
they refused, the city’s foreign domestic workers and rights advocates say the group is being 
singled out with “unfair and discriminatory” measures from the government and employers 
alike. 
 
An appeal from the city’s Labour Department last week asking foreign domestic workers “to 
stay home” on Sundays - the weekly rest day for most - triggered strong backlash among 
leaders of civil society groups. 
 
“Domestic workers have been singled out, as if we’re the ones potentially carrying the 
coronavirus,” Eni Lestari, an activist and domestic worker from Indonesia, said yesterday. 
 
“We are the people who make sure everyone eats healthy and stays healthy,” Lestari, 
chairwoman of the International Migrants Alliance, said. 
 
As the price of face masks and disinfectant surges amid the widespread shortage, one 
Philippine domestic helper said her employer gave her only one to two masks a week to be 
reused when going to the market. 
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The 32-year-old from Cebu, who asked to remain anonymous for fear of retaliation from her 
employer, added that she had been looking forward to her rest day last Sunday, only to be 
forbidden from leaving home. 
 
It was the only time of the week when she was free to go to church and call her parents, she 
said, but by then, the Labour Department had issued the appeal for workers to stay home. 
 
“I could see other domestic workers from the window with their masks, and I also wanted to 
go out,” she said. The employer showed her the advisory, and threatened to fire her if she left 
home, she said. 
 
“I told her I have my mask, but she said if I insisted, I could take my bag with me and my 
contract [would] be terminated,” she said. 
 
Eman Villanueva, a spokesperson for the Asian Migrants’ Coordinating Body, an NGO that 
advocates for migrant workers’ rights, estimated that more than half of the city’s domestic 
workers did not leave their homes this past Sunday. 
 
His estimate came after seeing parts of Central district and Victoria Park - two popular 
gathering places for workers to gather and eat food - deserted. 
 
“Such [an] advisory is actually quite reckless and it is unnecessary,” Villanueva said, 
referring to the appeal from the Labour Department to stay indoors. “It will be misinterpreted 
as a direct order.” 
 
Advocates said some workers who had been allowed to go out complained their employers 
had asked them to hand-wash their clothes and rub alcohol all over their bodies after returning 
home. 
 
Two domestic helpers have been put in quarantine to date, the latest being one who worked 
for the family of the man who this week became the city’s first coronavirus fatality. 
 
Villanueva believes that many who stayed home, like the 32-year-old helper, were forced to 
do so by their employers, including with the threat of termination. 
 
Others who decided to stay home tended to do so if they had their own rooms, he added. 
 
3. Coronavirus: Philippines lifts travel ban for domestic workers as one in Hong Kong 
tests positive for virus, taking total number of confirmed cases in city to 61: Manila lifts 
ban on travel to Hong Kong even as Filipino maid is confirmed to be infected with 
coronavirus and number of cases rises to 62 
19 Feb 2020 
 
Hong Kong households are waiting for thousands of domestic helpers stranded in the 
Philippines to return to work after Manila yesterday lifted a travel ban prompted by the 
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coronavirus crisis, even as a Filipino maid was confirmed to be infected with Covid-19 in the 
city for the first time. 
 
There was also confusion over the terms and conditions as well as precautionary 
arrangements for their return, with workers’ unions objecting to the Philippine government’s 
requirement that they sign written declarations about coming back to Hong Kong at their own 
risk. 
 
As the number of confirmed infections in the city rose to 62 yesterday, health authorities 
announced they would expand an ongoing surveillance programme and would hand out 
home-testing kits to people turning up at public hospitals and outpatient clinics with minor 
flu-like symptoms so that cases could be identified earlier. 
 
The 61st confirmed case was a 32-year-old Filipino woman who initially tested negative for 
Covid-19 but returned a positive result three days later. Her employer, a 67-year-old woman 
living in Quarry Bay, was confirmed to have the virus on February 13. 
 
Health authorities revealed that the infected helper, now isolated at Pamela Youde Nethersole 
Eastern Hospital in Chai Wan, had taken part in a gathering with 10 friends outside City Hall 
in Central on February 9. 
 
She developed a fever and started coughing on February 2, but did not seek medical help 
until she was approached by health officials following up on her employer's hospitalisation. 
 
“She took some medicine and did not visit a doctor, thinking she had recovered,” Dr Chuang 
Shuk-kwan of the Centre for Health Protection said. 
 
The maid’s employer was infected with the virus after having a meal with 28 other people 
last month in a North Point restaurant. The helper was not at that gathering and probably 
contracted the coronavirus at home, Chuang said. 
 
The initial negative test result could have been due to the time lapse between the onset of 
symptoms and the collection of samples for testing, Chuang explained. Another reason could 
be that the initial samples did not contain a detectable specimen of the virus. 
 
Philippine consulgeneral Raly Tejada said a team had been sent to the hospital to check on 
the helper’s condition. 
 
The city’s 62nd confirmed case was identified as a 58-year-old man receiving treatment at 
United Christian Hospital. He lived alone in Kwun Tong and had travelled to Zhongshan and 
Macau during his incubation period. 
 
Hours before the new cases were confirmed, undersecretary Dodo Dulay at Manila’s 
Department of Foreign Affairs said in a tweet: “[Overseas Filipino workers] returning for 
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work in Hong Kong and Macau have been exempted from the outbound travel ban ... subject 
to certain procedural formalities.” 
 
He gave no details, but presidential spokesman Salvador Panelo sparked concern by saying 
those returning to Hong Kong and Macau would be required to make a “written declaration 
that they know the risks of going back”. 
 
Among those stranded in the Philippines was Marivic Domasig, 50, who could not return to 
Hong Kong as planned on February 5. Her employer had assured her the job would still be 
waiting for her when she was allowed back. 
 
“I am absolutely happy about this now,” she said upon learning that the travel ban had been 
lifted. 
 
Shiella Estrada of the Progressive Labour Union of Domestic Workers in Hong Kong was 
seeking more details. 
 
“It seems that it only applies to those who already have contracts … And we don’t know if 
we are going to be quarantined or not when we arrive,” she said, also noting that it could be 
tough to get flights because of airlines suspending flights to Hong Kong. 
 
She cited estimates by various unions and rights groups that about 10,000 domestic helpers, 
residents and students were waiting to return to Hong Kong from the Philippines. Filipinos 
and Indonesians make up the bulk of the city’s 380,000 domestic workers. 
 
Another rights group, Migrante International, called for “an official statement clarifying what 
it meant by 'certain procedural formalities’ to avoid confusion”. 
 
Voicing concerns that workers could be pushed to surrender their right to receive government 
assistance, a spokeswoman said: “Migrants should never be required to sign waivers nor 
provide medical certificates or undergo any other additional process that will prolong their 
stay just to comply with these so-called ‘certain procedural formalities’.” 
 
Last month, the domestic worker community complained about discrimination when the 
Labour Department encouraged them to stay home on their rest days as much as possible. 
 
Dolores Balladares-Pelaez, chairwoman of the Filipino Migrant Workers’ Union, said she 
hoped the newest case would not fuel further discrimination. 
 
“There are domestic workers complaining they are not being given masks or hand sanitisers 
while at home [doing their jobs]. This must be provided by employers,” she said. “Otherwise, 
we are forced to buy expensive masks. That is a problem for us because our wages are very 
low and it may cost us HK$300 to HK$400 a box.” 
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Betty Yung Ma Shan-yee, chairwoman of the Hong Kong Employers of Overseas Domestic 
Helpers Association, countered that many employers provided workers with masks and 
sanitisers, while also telling them to minimise trips outdoors and making them stock up on 
groceries to last a week during each excursion. 
 
“Employers are concerned about the health of their workers because they live in the same 
house and have close contact,” she said. 
 
4. Helpers in need of better safeguards 
20 Feb 2020 
 
Domestic helpers stranded in the Philippines are gradually returning to work. This came after 
the ban on travelling to Hong Kong and Macau in the wake of the coronavirus outbreak was 
finally eased by Manila. Coincidentally, a maid working in Quarry Bay came down with 
coronavirus, apparently through her employer who was diagnosed with the disease earlier. 
Better safeguards are needed to protect the rights and health of foreign domestic helpers. 
 
Despite their contribution to the city's economy and well-being of many families, such 
domestic helpers do not always get the recognition they deserve. With thousands being 
unable to return to work over the past few weeks, their importance was immediately felt, 
especially by families with elderly and children in need of care. Many employers will finally 
heave a sigh of relief as their helpers return. 
 
There are still issues to address, though. Some new recruits caught up by the ban are worried 
that they may lose their contracts. Others are concerned about possible wage deductions. 
Given the circumstances, employers and immigration officials should be more 
accommodating and flexible with such contractual arrangements. The inconvenience caused 
is, after all, beyond one's control. 
 
The suggestion that those leaving the Philippines may be required to sign declarations 
acknowledging awareness of travel risks has raised questions whether workers are being put 
in a disadvantaged position. Whether that will put many off from returning to work is a matter 
of concern for those who have been anxiously awaiting their helpers. Further clarification is 
required. 
 
With community infections still on the rise, the case of a 32-year-old Filipino helper, believed 
to have contracted the disease through her employer, underlines the vulnerability of the 
380,000 foreigners working in residential premises. She was earlier tested negative and 
gathered with friends in Central as usual. 
 
Given the disease may not be easily detected, it is wise for everyone to reduce social contact 
for the time being, especially for those living under one roof. Employers of domestic helpers 
have an added responsibility and, like other bosses, they need to provide workers with masks 
and other suitable protection. 
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5. Budget 2020: anger as Hongkongers abroad to get cash handout, while recent 
immigrants miss out: Financial secretary forced to defend eligibility rules for 
HK$10,000 giveaway announced in budget 
28 Feb 2020 
 
The financial secretary has defended eligibility rules for a HK$10,000 cash handout he 
announced on Wednesday while presenting the 2020-21 budget, after residents criticised the 
exclusion of new immigrants while Hongkongers who have left the city stand to benefit. 
 
Under the measure, which is part of Paul Chan Mo-po’s HK$120 billion relief package for 
the city, each adult permanent resident will be given HK$10,000. Chan called the giveaway 
with a total cost of HK$71.1 billion - an “exceptional measure taken in the light of the current 
unique circumstances”. 
 
Although parties across the political spectrum had previously called for the measure, some 
residents were unhappy about the eligibility rules. Yesterday, a few of them called a radio 
show Chan had appeared on, to air their complaints and grievances. 
 
“I wake up at 5am every day and come back home at 7pm. I work very hard serving Hong 
Kong,” one female caller, a recent immigrant, said. “Why do we get no benefits at all? I want 
to ask the minister: does the government discriminate against new immigrants?” 
 
Chan replied that if the government had included everyone living in Hong Kong, then 
domestic helpers, foreign students and short-term workers would be “inappropriately” 
included. And if permanent residents were included along with specified -other groups, the 
government might face legal challenges, he said. 
 
“I have asked the Community Fund to consider rolling out measures assisting new 
immigrants,” Chan said, adding that the government cared about everyone in society. 
 
Two other callers believed Hong Kong residents who have emigrated should be excluded 
from the handout to save money. “The handout is unfair. Why don’t you set criteria and only 
those who lived in Hong Kong for more than eight months of last year are entitled to the 
HK$10,000?” one of the two callers said. 
 
Chan said officials wanted to speed up distribution. 
 
“According to the Immi-gration Department, there are about 6.9 million permanent residents. 
They know who has left the city but don’t know their purpose [of travel],” Chan said, adding 
that some had left for study, work, holiday or to settle abroad. “We can get it done by setting 
some conditions … but the whole process would be longer and more complicated,” Chan 
said. “The longer administration process would prolong the time for money to reach the hands 
of the public, which would affect our goal of stimulating the economy.” 
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Under the scheme, Chan said, overseas Hong Kong residents may apply for the handout 
online, and are not required to come back to the city to get the money. 
 
That is unlike a similar scheme in 2011, which gave each resident HK$6,000 each, when e-
applications were unavailable. 
 
Chan said applicants were expected to receive the money from August onwards. 
 
Dolores Balladares-Pelaez, a foreign domestic helper and chairwoman of the Filipino 
Migrant Workers’ Union, said the cash handout was unfair and urged the government to also 
make domestic helpers eligible. 
 
6. Coronavirus: Hong Kong employers called ‘irresponsible’ as survey reveals 50,000 
domestic helpers not given masks, sanitiser: Employers criticised after survey finds 
about 50,000 workers left to fend for themselves 
17 Mar 2020 
 
Tens of thousands of domestic workers have not been given any surgical masks or hand 
sanitiser during the coronavirus crisis, according to a survey, raising fears employers are 
leaving them vulnerable to infection. 
 
But an employers’ association yesterday rejected the findings of the online poll, insisting its 
members were well aware of the need to protect their helpers to avoid cross-infection. 
 
The survey of 1,127 domestic workers, conducted by the Asian Migrants Coordinating Body 
earlier this month, revealed 14 per cent had never received any masks or sanitiser from their 
bosses. 
 
“It’s dangerous and irresponsible,” said Eman Villanueva, the non-governmental 
organisation’s spokesman. 
 
“No one should be left behind. All of society should foster a sense of solidarity. If we leave 
one sector behind, we are opening up the whole of society to the outbreak.” 
 
With about 380,000 domestic workers in the city, mostly from the Philippines and Indonesia, 
the NGO estimated more than 50,000 had not been issued with the protective items. 
 
For those given masks, 20 per cent said they had received fewer than one a day on average. 
The rest were handed at least one daily. 
 
The survey also found that, of all respondents, a third had bought their own masks because 
they either received none, or not enough. 
 
Boxes of masks are priced at HK$200 in many shops, leaving domestic workers barely able 
to afford them. 
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“The HK$200 box of masks is probably not that much for those who make a six-digit figure 
in income per month. But for those making less, HK$200 for a box of masks that will 
probably last for a month or so is too much to bear,” Villanueva said. 
 
The monthly statutory minimum wage for a domestic worker in the city is HK$4,630. More 
than half of respondents said their workload had increased in the past month, as employers 
required them to do more cleaning and children stayed home because of the school closures. 
Some said they were not given gloves or masks when using cleaning agents that were 
potentially harmful. One in every five helpers were not given a single rest day in the past 
month, the survey found. Under the city’s laws, they should get one day off every week. 
 
For those who had their weekly day off and were allowed to leave the house, some were 
asked by their employers to return home earlier than usual. 
 
Betty Yung Ma Shan-yee, chairwoman of the Hong Kong Employers of Overseas Domestic 
Helpers Association, rejected the findings. “It’s impossible. The domestic workers live with 
their employers and the employers do not want them to be infected,” she said. 
 
Employers had not banned their workers from going out, she said, although some were 
worried they could be infected if they went out too often. 
 
Following the lockdown of Manila over the weekend, Yung urged the government to send 
all Filipino domestic workers arriving in the city from anywhere in the Philippines to 
quarantine centres because of the severity of the Covid-19 situation there. 
 
Teresa Liu Tsui-lan, managing director of the Technic Employment Service Centre, also said 
that employers had given their helpers masks. 
 
She said even though Manila was in lockdown, Filipino domestic workers there who had 
completed their training and received immigration clearance to come to Hong Kong, could 
still do so. 
 
Of the more than 150 confirmed coronavirus cases in Hong Kong, five were helpers, three of 
whom had already been discharged as of last night. 
 
7. Coronavirus: ‘live-in’ rule carries real risk for domestic workers sharing flats with 
quarantined employers, workers group says 
23 Mar 2020 
 
Domestic helpers required by the city’s so-called live-in rule to stay in the same home as 
their employers undergoing quarantine are urging the government to lift the regulation and 
provide clear guidelines on how they should protect themselves during the coronavirus 
epidemic. 
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Chief Executive Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor on Tuesday announced new travel restrictions 
requiring all arrivals from overseas to undergo a mandatory 14-day home quarantine and 
submit to another two weeks of medical surveillance. 
 
The announcement and a spike in confirmed cases overseas have seen more arrivals in the 
city over the past few days, including domestic helpers and their employers. The Hong Kong 
Federation of Asian Domestic Workers Unions (FADWU), representing both local and 
foreign domestic helpers, hit out at the government yesterday over its lack of clear quarantine 
guidelines for household staff. 
 
FADWU secretary Shiella Estrada said while the measures apparently targeted employers, 
the city’s nearly 400,000 domestic helpers - mostly from the Philippines and Indonesia were 
bearing the consequences. 
 
“We are frustrated,” she said. “We need more support, as we are also workers here.” 
 
Secretary for Labour and Welfare Law Chi-kwong on Saturday said employers should 
provide quarantine locations either inside or outside their homes for domestic helpers but 
would need permission from the Department of Health should they choose to get them a hotel 
room. But Estrada, a 59-year-old Filipino domestic worker, criticised the government for 
failing to specify arrangements for them, including for food and salary during the quarantine 
period. 
 
She also questioned the lack of compensation mechanisms for workers whose employers 
failed to provide proper quarantine locations or attempt to illegally dismiss them. 
 
Estrada said she had received inquiries from other domestic helpers about living with their 
employers as they underwent home quarantine. She also said the government had not 
provided clear guidelines on how domestic helpers could protect themselves under such 
circumstances. 
 
“How can we protect ourselves as domestic helpers when our employers are under home 
quarantine for 14 days?” she said. “I think it is time for the government to rethink the live-in 
policy. It is easy for us to get infected from outside sources.” 
 
FADWU chairwoman Phobsuk Gasing, 61, who is from Thailand and works as a domestic 
helper, said many of her fellow workers did not have proper accommodation and shared 
rooms with members of the households they worked for. 
 
Since 2003, all foreign domestic workers have been required to live at their employers’ 
premises. 
 
Estrada urged the government to lift the policy - which is being contested in court - not just 
during the ongoing health crisis, but permanently. “We have had this issue for years. It makes 



 
80 

us vulnerable not only to this pandemic, but also to other problems like sexual harassment 
and physical injuries,” she said. 
 
In a reply to the Post yesterday, the Labour Department did not address the issue of shelter 
for workers whose bosses were undergoing quarantine, but pointed to a March 18 statement 
reminding employers “to comply with their obligations under the Standard Employment 
Contract, including bearing the accommodation expenses and providing food allowance to 
domestic helpers.” 
 
The federation also said many domestic helpers now faced dismissal because of their 
employers’ financial struggles amid the crisis, or for ignoring demands they stay at home 
during their one weekly day off. 
 
Gasing also said some employers were asking domestic helpers to do even more cleaning 
and disinfecting than normal during the epidemic, without providing them protective gear. 
 
8. Don’t forget us: Hong Kong’s hard-hit domestic helpers urge city to recognise their 
role in battling coronavirus crisis: Envoys in HK say dozens have lost jobs and warn 
unscrupulous employers not to take advantage 
29 Mar 2020 
 
Hong Kong’s domestic workers have been hit hard by the pandemic, with the Philippine 
consul general revealing dozens had lost their jobs and his Indonesian counterpart warning 
of sanctions against unscrupulous employers and recruitment agencies. 
  
Philippine envoy Raly Tejada told the Post the consulate had assisted 70 displaced workers 
between February 9 and March 25, mostly due to the relocation of their employers. 
  
Tejada said the consulate had helped “in settling outstanding money claims and securing air 
tickets from employers for those intending to return home. Around 32 have found new 
employers, while 38 have returned to the Philippines.” 
  
There are nearly 400,000 foreign domestic workers in Hong Kong - mostly from the 
Philippines and Indonesia. 
  
Indonesian Consul General Ricky Suhendar said helpers should take notice of the Labour 
Department’s advice to refrain from gathering in public places and stay home on rest 
days,while also maintaining social distancing where possible. 
  
“We also communicate closely with agencies and employers to stress the importance of 
supporting domestic helpers and maintaining their good health and welfare,” Suhendar said. 
  
“If they do not obey the regulations of Hong Kong and do not maintain communication 
between the consulate, agencies and employers, we will impose some sanctions. This is very 
serious advice from us.” 
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The heaviest sanction includes revoking accreditation. Agencies in Hong Kong cannot recruit 
Indonesian helpers without accreditation from the consulate. 
  
Tejada urged Filipinos to stay home “whenever possible in the next two weeks”, as the city 
battled a new wave of Covid-19 cases. He also called on employers to respect the rest days 
of helpers if they chose to stay home. 
  
In a recent online survey of 1,127 helpers, over half claimed they had worked more in the 
past month than at any other time, with 40 per cent not leaving their residence at all over that 
period. 
  
The poll was conducted between March 8 and 10 by the Asian Migrants Coordinating Body 
with the support of the Mission for Migrant Workers and the Asia-Pacific Mission for 
Migrants. 
  
Shiela Tebia-Bonifacio, the chairwoman of Gabriela Hong Kong, an organisation that 
supports Filipinos in Hong Kong, has raised concerns about domestic helpers not having 
proper accommodation. 
  
“Proper space to rest is a basic need, but many migrant domestic helpers sleep in the living 
room or kitchen. How can you perform your duty if you cannot have proper rest?” she said. 
  
Tejada called on helpers to report violations by employers. 
  
“The consulate considers the suitability of accommodation as an integral part of an 
employment contract that all employers have the responsibility to uphold.” 
  
Three more Filipinos in Hong Kong recently tested positive for Covid-19, bringing the total 
to 16. All are being treated in hospitals. 
  
The Philippine consulate said it was in close contact with them. 
  
“The Philippine government stands ready to provide some financial help, about US$200 to 
cover their needs after recovering from the disease,” Tejada said. 
  
The Hong Kong government on Friday imposed social distancing measures, limiting public 
gatherings to four people, to combat the spread of the virus. 
  
Tebia-Bonifacio said migrant workers’ organisations regularly conducted public health and 
hygiene education workshops. “We will observe social distancing among ourselves,” she said. 
  
Suhendar admitted the social distancing order would not be popular among domestic helpers, 
who mostly spent their rest days outdoors. “I know this will impact domestic helpers 
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significantly. But we need to sacrifice for some time, so all Hongkongers can get out of this 
crisis,” he said. 
  
The Indonesian consulate gave 223,320 masks to its citizens in the city, and the Philippine 
consulate made a similar move. 
  
Dolores Balladares-Pelaez, chairwoman of the UnitedFilipinos in Hong Kong, said several 
helpers who were in quarantine in their employers' houses were still being asked to work. 
  
Lucinda Pike, executive director of Hong Kong-based charity Enrich, said if helpers were 
unable to go out on their rest days, they could not send money home. 
  
Foreign domestic helpers last year contributed an estimated HK$97.7 billion to Hong Kong’s 
economy, 3.6 per cent of the city’s gross domestic product. 
  
Pike said they provided a vital service while facing high risks. 
  
“We know there are doctors and nurses in hospitals, but there are also 400,000 migrant 
domestic helpers here who are fulfilling care duties … If there are elderlypeople who cannot 
leave their homes because they are serving quarantine orders, the domestic helpers are with 
them, providing necessary care. What happens if they cannot provide that?” 
 
9. Coronavirus: Hong Kong’s domestic helpers getting used to new normal as social 
distancing keeps them apart on only day off 
30 Mar 2020 
 
Domestic helpers in Hong Kong are making do with limited freedom during their precious 
weekly day off, after the government banned gatherings of more than four people to curb the 
coronavirus epidemic. 
 
More than a dozen domestic helpers in the city told the Post that they preferred to enjoy their 
time off outdoors even with social distancing, despite concerns they might get infected and 
offers from their employers for them to stay at home or work for extra pay. 
 
Yesterday, more than 100 domestic helpers gathered at Victoria Park in Causeway Bay, 
mingling in groups of two to four people, most wearing masks. In Central, dozens of domestic 
helpers ran errands at a shopping centre. 
 
Hong Kong recorded 59 new cases of coronavirus infection yesterday, bringing the total 
number in the city to 641. 
 
The Labour Department earlier advised the city’s 400,000 or so domestic helpers, who mostly 
come from the Philippines and Indonesia, to refrain from gathering in public places and to 
stay at home on rest days, while also maintaining social distancing where possible. 
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At the park, Indonesian domestic helper Indri Wahyuni, 32, held a selfie stick so she could 
watch a Christian sermon on YouTube on her phone with two fellow helpers, also from 
Indonesia. 
 
“The church is closed, so we just watch online,” she said. “We could work on Sunday with 
salary if we want, but we already work for six days a week and rarely go out. So we want to 
go out on Sunday to relax. We just have to be more careful with social distancing.” 
 
Wahyuni’s friend said her employer gave her two masks to use for a full day out. 
 
Susantei, another Indonesian domestic helper in her 30s, was packing clothes to send to her 
family at home. 
 
“My employer asked me to observe social distancing, but didn’t ask me to go home early. I 
always take a bath and wash my clothes when I get home,” she said. 
 
Susantei added that she knew some employers were allowing their helpers to rest on a day 
other than Sunday so they could avoid being in crowds. 
 
At World-Wide House in Central, dozens of helpers ran a variety of errands from buying 
groceries and clothes to banking. Some banks had long queues, but shop owners said there 
were fewer people around than before. 
 
For Jas, a helper from the Philippines who has worked in the city for 18 years, coping with 
the coronavirus is tougher than anything she has experienced. 
 
“I need to do more cleaning after the virus outbreak, and I am fine doing that,” she said, 
adding she only came out to meet her friends in Central for around half a day after cleaning 
the house. 
 
She said she missed her husband, her son and her daughter, who are in lockdown in the 
Philippines. 
 
“I worry about them. I ask them not to go out,” she said. “We talk on the phone every day. 
I’m thinking about leaving Hong Kong for good to reunite with my family if the situation 
does not improve.” 
 
Filipino helper Mary Villejas, 41, who has worked in Hong Kong for five years, went to 
Exchange Square in Central to meet her friends and run some errands. 
 
“The Covid-19 outbreak is risky and scary, but I think we can manage if we take extra 
precautionary measures,” she said. 
 
“In the coming few weeks, my employer said I can work to get extra money on my off days 
if there is no important errands. I will probably choose to stay in my room and rest,” she said. 
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10. Helpers may be quarantined in hotels: Authorities could opt for modestly priced 
rooms as government centres ruled out for housing thousands of arrivals 
16 June 2020 
  
Hotels in Hong Kong have been asked to consider offering cheaper rooms to quarantine an 
expected influx of domestic helpers, while the use of government facilities has been ruled 
out, a health official has revealed. 
  
Infectious diseases experts said the foreign workers should have negative test results for 
Covid-19 before coming to the city, and suggested they wear masks and use a separate 
bathroom in their employer’s home to minimise the risk of cross-infection. 
  
The Philippines, a major exporter of migrant workers, imposed a ban on travel to Hong Kong 
and the mainland in early February in response to the coronavirus pandemic. 
  
It lifted the restrictions later that month, but imposed several social distancing measures and 
limited government operations, approving just a few travel permits for its citizens. 
  
On Sunday, the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies estimated that up to 10,000 
helpers were expected to arrive in the city over the summer as governments in the Philippines 
and Indonesia gradually resumed normal operations and started to issue more travel permits. 
  
The union called for newly hired helpers to be isolated in government centres as it said most 
local families did not want to take health risks and house the workers over the compulsory 
14-day quarantine period. 
  
Under current rules, domestic helpers have to live in their workplace, which is their 
employer’s home. 
  
Dr Leung Yiu-hong, chief port health officer of the Centre for Health Protection, revealed at 
a Legislative Council committee meeting yesterday that the government was in talks with the 
hospitality industry on finding cheaper accommodation options for the workers. 
  
“There will be a lot of foreign maids coming, and they will undergo compulsory quarantine 
either at home or in hotels. Employers have a responsibility to provide accommodation to 
their foreign workers,” he said. 
  
“The government has heard citizens’ voices, about whether it will be quite costly … and is 
looking at the sort of assistance with the hospitality industry and relevant departments, to see 
which cheaper hotels are available.” 
  
Under current rules, inbound travellers from countries deemed to pose a high risk to public 
health, such as India, Pakistan and Bangladesh, are sent to a quarantine centre for 14 days. 
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Other residents will complete self-isolation periods at home or other accommodation. Non-
residents without work or student visas continue to be barred from flying into the city. 
  
Executive Council member Dr Lam Ching-choi said it would be better for helpers to take a 
virus test before leaving their home country, in addition to the mandatory test they would 
receive when arriving in Hong Kong. 
  
“If tests are done on both sides, I think it will be pretty safe,” Lam said, adding that 
government centres did not have the capacity to house all arriving helpers. 
  
As of yesterday, only 1,148 units were available in three centres that have an overall capacity 
of 2,089. Chinese University respiratory disease expert Professor David Hui Shu-cheong 
agreed on the need to screen helpers before they left their home country, and said if employers 
could not afford separate accommodation for them, they should observe strict personal 
hygiene. 
  
“The domestic helpers should wear a mask when in the same room with their employer’s 
family, and avoid using the same bathroom ... if possible.” 
  
University of Hong Kong microbiologist Professor Yuen Kwok-yung said employers needed 
to consider whether they had enough space to allow maids to quarantine at home. 
  
Yuen said there were too many hazardous and critical control points in a household, which 
is a measure of the health risk factors in an environment, as the helpers “live together [with 
their employers] and do housework.” 
  
Michael Li Hon-shing, executive director of the Federation of Hong Kong Hotel Owners, 
said the government had not discussed the issue of quarantining helpers with his group yet. 
  
He said he would not rule out the possibility that some hotels, priced in the mid range, would 
be willing to offer rooms. 
 
 
11. ‘Limited food, no wages’: domestic workers struggle amid quarantine in Hong Kong: 
Workers are going unpaid and hungry during isolation, according to rights groups, who 
urge city to set up a dedicated complaints channel 
22 June 2020 
  
When Gloria - not her real name - returned to Hong Kong from the Philippines late last month, 
she had to undergo a mandatory quarantine imposed by the government to combat the -
coronavirus pandemic. While her employer put her in a hotel, those 14 days were all but easy. 
  
“When my boss told me about doing the quarantine in a hotel, I asked her who would pay 
the expenses. She said she would. But then she told me to bring some biscuits and noodles,” 
said Gloria, who was under lockdown in the Philippines for about two months. 
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“Of course, I could not bring enough food for 14 days. After a few days, she gave me one 
lunch and nothing else,” the domestic helper said. 
  
Gloria has worked for the same employer for more than four years, but she ended up having 
to turn to a support group that provided her with meals. “Luckily, there are many people here 
who are willing to help,” she said. 
  
Other than having limited access to food, Gloria, who is in her 30s, also did not receive her 
salary during those two weeks. Yet, she decided not to complain to her consulate or the 
Labour Department out of fear of getting fired. 
  
“I have three children and my husband doesn’t have a job now because of the coronavirus 
[crisis], so my salary is very important,” Gloria said. 
  
She is among dozens of domestic helpers who have recently returned from their home 
countries - mostly the Philippines and Indonesia - to Hong Kong as travel restrictions are 
slowly lifted. 
  
With thousands of other helpers expected to land in the city in the coming months, rights 
groups are urging the government to make sure domestic workers are given proper 
accommodation and food during quarantine, while instructions upon arrival should be 
provided in multiple languages. They also call on authorities to set up a special complaints 
mechanism to deal only with queries related to Covid-19. 
  
Sringatin, chairwoman of Indonesian Migrant Workers Union, said at least 10 of her 
compatriots had complained about poor conditions during quarantine, but total numbers were 
yet to be compiled. 
  
The union leader said she was aware of cases of domestic helpers who were fired after they 
experienced some symptoms similar to those of Covid-19, although they had not tested 
positive. She had also come across workers whose salaries were not paid during quarantine. 
  
“Domestic workers are being placed in a vulnerable situation - put under quarantine and not 
paid. Many don’t want to complain because they don’t want to be terminated and some are 
not aware of their rights,” she said. 
  
Others have to deal with technological and language barriers that prevent them from 
understanding the instructions given by authorities. 
  
Food that did not meet religious requirements had also been an issue, she said. “We know of 
this domestic worker who was sent to a government quarantine centre where she was not 
given suitable food. She is Muslim, so she can’t eat pork,” she said. 
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Sringatin said she was particularly worried about newcomers who were unfamiliar with the 
city. Thousands are expected to arrive in the coming months. 
  
“The government needs to provide clear information and instructions in multiple languages 
on how they can ensure their rights,” she said. 
  
Sringatin said the Labour Department should introduce a complaints system to deal with 
coronavirus-related queries, instead of having workers use the general support line. 
  
The union leader also called for a subsidy to help employers with the costs of the mandatory 
quarantine. “We know employers are also facing some financial difficulties. So if workers 
don’t go to quarantine centres that meet the standards, the government could help employers 
to cover the cost of a hotel where workers can do the quarantine,” she said. 
  
In Hong Kong, those who hire domestic workers are required to provide suitable 
accommodation in their homes as well as food or an allowance. 
  
Earlier this month, a group of employment agencies called for newly hired domestic workers 
to be quarantined in government centres on arrival in Hong Kong, as most local families did 
not want to house them over the quarantine period and take health risks. 
  
Dr Leung Yiu-hong, chief port health officer of the Centre for Health Protection, said at a 
Legislative Council committee meeting last week that the government was in talks with the 
hospitality industry on finding cheap hotels where workers could spend the compulsory 14 
days of isolation. 
  
Cynthia Abdon-Tellez, head of the Mission for Migrant Workers, said her group had received 
multiple quarantine-related queries, mostly from Filipino domestic workers. 
  
“Food has been a major issue. We encountered one case where she was made to eat only 
noodles for several days,” she said. 
  
Abdon-Tellez said that from March to May, her group received 135 queries from domestic 
workers who had raised mostly coronavirus-related issues. The lack of a day off has remained 
a problem since the beginning of the pandemic, with some workers being prevented from 
leaving the house of their employers for months. “We talked to this worker who told us that 
she hasn’t had a day off since January. She is not allowed to go out, although the members 
of the family go in and out the house. She is under a lot of stress, but she does not want to be 
fired,” the activist said. 
  
Filipino consul general Raly Tejada said his office had received some complaints, such as 
“workers not getting enough food or crowding in facilities used as quarantine centres”. 
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Tejada estimated that about 12,000 Filipino helpers were expected to arrive in Hong Kong in 
the next few months, including about 7,000 newly hired workers and another 4,700 who had 
been previously fired and had found new employers. 
  
“We are working with the Hong Kong government to ensure that agencies and their 
employers comply with their obligations pertaining to the two-week quarantine rule for 
arriving workers in Hong Kong,” he said. 
  
The Indonesian consulate did not respond to queries. 
  
A spokesman for the Labour Department said that unless domestic workers came from 
countries or places where after risk assessment returnees were required to stay at quarantine 
centres, their employers should make “prior arrangements” so the workers could undergo the 
compulsory quarantine. 
  
“Employers are also reminded to comply with their obligations under the standard 
employment contract, including bearing the accommodation expenses, providing food 
allowance … and not to compel their foreign domestic helpers to work outside of their 
residence,” the spokesman said. 
 
 
12. Coronavirus: Hong Kong mulls ban on home quarantine for domestic helpers as 
influx expected in coming weeks: Labour minister reveals plan to change rules amid 
expected influx of workers over summer 
28 June 2020 
 
Quarantine rules for domestic helpers may be revised to ban employers from isolating at 
home 10,000 workers expected to fly into Hong Kong from the Philippines in the coming 
weeks, the city’s labour minister has revealed, as he warned the influx could bring in an 
estimated 65 imported Covid-19 cases. 
 
Secretary for Welfare and Labour Law Chi-kwong’s remarks came as Hong Kong yesterday 
reached two weeks without any locally transmitted cases of Covid-19. One imported case 
involving a 39-year-old woman arriving from the Philippines was reported, taking the city’s 
infection tally to 1,197. 
 
The city has been hit by a surge of imported cases recently, recording 69 infections from 
residents returning from abroad this week, mostly from Pakistan. Nine cases were from the 
Philippines. Law ruled out subsidising employers to find other accommodation for their 
helpers or providing government facilities, saying such moves would go against the city’s 
efforts to contain the virus. 
“We really want to help, but any way which will directly or indirectly encourage the 
movement of domestic helpers from Hong Kong to their homeland or from their homeland 
back to Hong Kong is not consistent with our policy to restrict such movement to reduce the 
risk of spread of the virus,” he said. 
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Hong Kong has an overall capacity of 2,323 units in three official quarantine centres, but on 
Friday, the government announced the largest, the public housing Chun Yeung Estate in Fo 
Tan which provides 1,739 places, would cease operations in late July and take in tenants in 
August. 
 
In view of the situation, Law said, his bureau was in talks with the Department of Health to 
add a condition in the quarantine orders for domestic helpers to stipulate they were not 
suitable for home quarantine. 
  
“Because we have seen in the last month, Hongkongers coming back from the Philippines 
have a 0.65 per cent infection rate,” he said. 
 
Citing an estimate that there might be as many as 10,000 workers arriving from the country 
in the short term, he said that would mean a possible 65 patients. 
 
“If they are to be quarantined at home, then there will be a pretty high chance of them 
spreading the virus in the community. We think that will be suboptimal.” 
 
The Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies predicted 10,000 domestic helpers would 
arrive over the summer as governments in the Philippines and Indonesia started to issue more 
travel permits. 
 
Law pointed out the official quarantine spaces were insufficient to house all arrivals, but he 
said the Labour Department would provide information on cheap hotels to employers. 
 
Meanwhile, a pilot study by Chinese University on the stool samples of 30 Covid-19 patients 
discovered “significant alterations” in faecal components when compared with those of nine 
pneumonia sufferers and 30 healthy individuals. 
 
The research, published in the medical journal Gastroenterology yesterday, found increased 
proportions of two categories of pathogens, Candida and Aspergillus, in samples collected 
from Covid-19 patients. Two respiratory illness-related pathogens - Aspergillus flavus and 
Aspergillus niger - could be detected up to 12 days after the patients’ nasal samples were 
cleared of the virus. 
The researchers said further studies of how those microbiotic changes came about could hold 
the key to “long-term monitoring” of Covid-19 patients. 
 
 
13. Coronavirus: dozens of domestic workers in Hong Kong fired by bosses who assume 
they have Covid-19, unions say: Unions say majority of those surveyed face more 
discrimination during the pandemic, while not knowing they could lodge complaints 
with watchdog 
29 June 2020 
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Dozens of domestic workers have been fired after falling ill while more than four in five 
helpers experienced increased discrimination during the Covid-19 pandemic, according to 
unions. 
 
However, members of the Hong Kong Federation of Asian Domestic Workers Unions said 
up to 80 per cent of the 427 helpers it surveyed did not know they could lodge complaints 
with the Equal Opportunities Commission (EOC), while those who had approached the 
federation for help were often scared of hurting their future job prospects if they filed 
complaints. 
 
“This survey found out most migrant workers did not know they could file cases about 
discrimination,” said Shiella Estrada, secretary of the federation, which represents both local 
and foreign domestic workers. “This is why we are calling on the EOC to reach out to more 
migrant workers to let them know about programmes and protections.” 
 
Hong Kong has nearly 400,000 domestic workers mostly from the Philippines and Indonesia. 
Unions had previously criticised the government for not providing enough protection to those 
quarantined with employers during the coronavirus pandemic. 
 
Now, union representatives are sounding the alarm again as workers face having their 
contracts unlawfully terminated by employers who assume they may have caught the 
coronavirus. “If the government cannot protect those already here, how will other workers 
feel safe enough to come in the future?” asked Rowena Borja, chairwoman of the Overseas 
Domestic Workers Union. 
 
Under the Disability Discrimination Ordinance, it is unlawful for employers to terminate 
contracts with their employees on the grounds of any disability, including infectious diseases. 
 
But unions said they had received dozens of complaints from workers who had been fired 
after falling ill. 
 
Among them was Indonesian Susanti, who fell ill with stomach problems soon after starting 
work in March, said Lilik of the Union of United Domestic Workers. 
 
Susanti’s employer took her to hospital, where she was tested for the coronavirus. She tested 
negative but her employer insisted she be quarantined for two weeks with no pay, then 
terminated her contract three days later. 
 
Lilik said the employer brought Susanti back to the employment agency, where she loudly 
insulted her and called her a pig. Susanti flew back to Indonesia on March 25, with only 
HK$600 in cash. 
 
Helpers surveyed by the federation also said they were not being paid while they underwent 
compulsory quarantine after arriving in the city. Their workload had also risen to more than 
15 hours a day, while some did not receive protective gear such as masks. 
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Others, such as those from Thailand struggled to understand quarantine guidelines at the 
airport, which were only in Chinese and English. 
  
“They did not know how to fill out the forms or give the saliva samples, and ended up staying 
in the airport from 10pm to 4am,” said Parichat Jaroennon of the Thai Migrant Workers 
Union. 
 
While the federation had helped some of the workers file complaints, Estrada said many were 
hesitant or would end up settling with their employers. She said: “We mainly file unlawful 
termination complaints as employers terminate contracts during the ... pandemic only on the 
assumption a worker is infected.” 
 
The union called on the EOC to set up a task force to proactively tackle discrimination, as 
well as to work with other government bodies including the Centre for Health Protection to 
put out proper guidelines, monitor discriminatory actions and issue public statements. 
 
But Hong Kong Employers of Domestic Helpers Association chairwoman Betty Yung Ma 
Shan-yee said bosses were very aware it was unlawful to terminate contracts if the workers 
were sick. “They know the situation would be very disadvantageous to them if the workers 
were to take the case to the Labour Tribunal,” she said. 
 
But both Yung and the union representatives agreed the government needed to keep up 
coronavirus testing at the airport, as an estimated 10,000 Filipino migrants, including 
domestic workers, were expected to return. 
 
 
14. Hong Kong third wave: Covid-19 death toll rises as city confirms 85 new infections 
and contagion fears raised over group of domestic helpers: Officials rush to find at-risk 
households after job-seeking domestic worker who recently shared accommodation 
with 32 others tests positive for virus 
06 Aug 2020 
 
Health officials are scrambling to locate at-risk households after a job-seeking domestic 
worker confirmed as infected with Covid-19 shared accommodation within the last fortnight 
with 32 other foreign helpers. 
 
The track-and-trace operation was revealed yesterday as an 86-year-old resident of the 
Cornwall Elderly’s Home in Tuen Mun became the latest Covid-19 fatality and the city 
marked its third straight day of fewer than 100 infections, with 85 new cases. 
 
Concerned that more infections linked to the Indonesian helper could follow, Dr Chuang 
Shuk-kwan, from the Centre for Health Protection, said: “We are a bit worried because we 
have not found the source [of infection] for this case yet.” 
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Eni Lestari, a spokeswoman for the Asian Migrants Coordinating Body, appealed to 
Hongkongers not to use this episode to discriminate against the city’s 400,000 helpers. 
 
The new infections in the city’s third wave of Covid-19 have pushed the confirmed tally to 
3,754, with 43 deaths. An 81-year-old man who returned a preliminarily positive reading for 
the coronavirus also died in hospital. 
 
Of yesterday’s case count, 82 were locally transmitted, and among those, 33 had so far not 
been traced. Three were imported cases. 
 
The 37-year-old helper, who was confirmed as infected on Tuesday, had finished her contract 
with her employer, leaving on July 20 to look for a new job. 
 
From July 22 to 23, she stayed at accommodation arranged by the KL Home Care agency at 
the Fook Gay Mansion in Wan Chai with 28 other helpers, who have all since left to work 
for new employers. 
 
Health authorities were still trying to track down the migrant workers and their employers so 
they could be tested for Covid-19. 
 
For the last two days of July, the Indonesian national lived in accommodation with four other 
maids at the Causeway Bay Commercial Building, arranged by the Perfect Maid Centre 
agency. Health officers have already located all four of them. The whereabouts of the infected 
helper between July 24 and 29 -remain unclear. Chuang said her team had not been able to 
get detailed answers from the maid due to language barriers, and that police were helping 
them. 
 
Lestari also urged the government to provide accommodation for domestic workers who were 
between jobs during the pandemic, saying the flats offered by the agencies were overcrowded. 
 
She said normally each flat only had two rooms, equipped with bunk beds. In some instances, 
there were three people to each bed while others slept on the floor. “They are overcrowded 
and sometimes lack proper hygiene,” she said. 
 
Each worker usually had to pay HK$70 per day in rent and many racked up large bills because 
the processing of new employment contracts and visas could take weeks, she added. 
 
A manager of the Perfect Maid Centre denied the premises were a boarding house. Referring 
to the infected helper, the manager added: “We tried to persuade her to tell us where she had 
gone in the period of about 10 days before coming to us, but she would not tell us. That’s a 
bit worrying.” 
 
In June, the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies estimated that up to 10,000 foreign 
domestic workers were expected to arrive in the city this summer. 
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Among yesterday’s new cases was a person with links to the Hung Hom wet market, where 
other infections were found earlier. 
 
A cluster at Star Global, an online retailer, logged six more infections. A total of 52 people 
with links to the company have been infected. 
 
Among the 70 or so people who have preliminarily tested positive were two members of 
support staff at Queen Elizabeth Hospital in Yau Ma Tei. 
 
Meanwhile, Jiao Yahui, a senior official with the National Health Commission, pledged that 
the central government would offer support to Hong Kong as the city requested, ranging from 
expert advice to resources, and including help with building a mobile cabin treatment facility. 
 
A team of experts arrived in Hong Kong over the weekend to help the city fight Covid-19. 
 
But five lay members and assessors of the local Medical Council, including patients’ rights 
advocate Alex Lam Chi-yau, said that any doctors, nurses or medical laboratory technologists, 
should register according to existing procedures when visiting Hong Kong for work. 
 
In response, a government spokesman said the technicians were invited to Hong Kong to 
support the anti-epidemic effort, adding they were exempt from mandatory quarantine and 
their duties fell under the banner of government operations. 
 
 
15. Hong Kong third wave: Dozens of domestic workers exposed to infected pair, 
officials say, as city confirms 95 new Covid-19 cases: Testing to be expanded as concerns 
grow of outbreak among migrant workers similar to Singapore 
07 Aug 2020 
 
 
As many as 51 foreign domestic helpers have come into contact with two maids whose 
infections sparked fears of a wider outbreak in their employers’ households and the migrant 
worker community, health authorities revealed yesterday, as they confirmed 95 new Covid-
19 infections. 
 
The new cases, raising the city’s total to 3,849, marked the fourth straight day with fewer 
than 100 but still significantly higher than during March's second wave, which peaked at 65. 
 
More than 60 residents also tested preliminary positive yesterday and were awaiting further 
test results, while three more deaths took the total to 46. 
 
A day earlier, officials mounted a track and trace operation after it emerged that an infected 
Indonesian maid had shared often crowded accommodation with other workers, some of 
whom had since moved into their employers’ homes. 
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Dr Chuang Shuk-kwan, head of the Centre for Health Protection’s communicable disease 
branch, yesterday said that authorities had identified another 13 domestic workers who had 
stayed with the Indonesian national in a North Point dormitory managed by Sunlight 
Employment Agency on July 20 and 21. 
 
The patient, who left her employer on July 20 to look for a new job, went on to stay at 
accommodation arranged by the KL Home Care agency at Fook Gay Mansion in Wan Chai 
from July 21 to 25, with 28 other domestic workers. 
 
From July 29 to August 1, she lived with four other maids at the Causeway Bay Commercial 
Building, as arranged by the Perfect Maid Centre agency. Five women who used the toilet 
on the same floor have also been identified as close contacts. 
 
Chuang corrected her Wednesday statement, clarifying that only one of the 28 maids from 
Fook Gay Mansion had gone to work for new employers, adding that testing had been 
arranged for all the helpers involved. 
 
The authorities are still investigating where the patient was living between July 26 and 28. 
 
Chuang also revealed that another Indonesian helper, who had lived with four to six maids 
between July 1 and 31 in a flat managed by the APIK Employment Agency in Kin On 
commercial building, Sheung Wan, was among the new preliminary positive cases. She went 
to work for her new employer on August 1. 
 
The patient developed a fever on August 4 and was accompanied to the accident and 
emergency department by her employers. She was waiting for her test result at the Holiday 
Inn Express Hong Kong Kowloon East Hotel in Tseung Kwan O. 
 
“We are worried there’s a possible outbreak in these hostel settings, because Singapore had 
a similar experience. These hostel settings are usually crowded, with shared facilities where 
it is easy to transmit Covid-19,” Chuang said. 
 
In April, a second wave in Singapore was largely driven by an outbreak among migrant 
workers living in crowded accommodation. By August, nearly 50,000 of the city's 330,000 
migrant workers had contracted the virus. 
 
University of Hong Kong microbiologist Dr Ho Pak-leung said large-scale testing for all 
helpers living in agents’ boarding houses was required. Ho estimated there were about 7,000 
helpers in such accommodation. 
 
Late last night the government said it would expand testing to cover foreign domestic helpers 
in agents’ accommodation. It would also provide masks to those helpers via agencies. The 
government urged helpers to stay home on their rest days and said law enforcers would step 
up patrols and police social-distancing rules. 
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All but four of yesterday’s new cases were locally transmitted, while 52 were linked to 
previous cases. Officials were still tracking the source of 39 infections. 
 
Among confirmed cases were two residents of King Fok Limited, a home for the elderly in 
Sham Shui Po; one at Jockey Club Harmony Villa in Wong Chuk Hang; and another at 
Cornwall Elderly's Home (Golden Branch) in Tuen Mun. A resident at the Hong Kong 
Society for the Aged Kai Yip Home for the Elderly in Kowloon Bay tested preliminary 
positive. 
 
An 85-year-old being treated for a chronic illness at Tuen Mun Hospital became the city’s 
44th death related to the virus. The patient was the sixth resident of Cornwall Elderly’s Home 
(Golden Branch) to die, a cluster that has seen 40 infections to date. 
 
An 86-year-old man who died in Princess Margaret Hospital in Kwai Chung on Tuesday was 
identified as the 45th fatality. The 46th was an 87-year-old at Siu Sin Elderly Centre in Sham 
Shui Po. 
 
The figures came as the government said civil servants, apart from emergency and essential 
workers, would continue to work from home for at least another week, until August 16. 
 
Meanwhile, authorities will extend a free testing scheme to an additional 46 buildings and 
about 86,000 residents in Wong Tai Sin, Kwun Tong, Tuen Mun and Yau Tsim Mong 
districts. Last month, authorities launched community testing in virus hotspot Tsz Wan Shan, 
which covered 22 buildings. 
 
16. Vulnerable helpers now need our help in latest outbreak 
08 Aug 2020 
 
With millions of people moving around the city daily amid the latest Covid-19 outbreak, the 
relatively low number of infections among domestic helpers may seem phenomenal. As with 
most locals, the majority of helpers have taken health precautions seriously. That said, the 
circumstances of their work do give cause for concern of a wider outbreak. 
 
The latest cases involving at least two Indonesian helpers who lived in different dormitories 
have raised fears of large-scale infections similar to those that arose among migrant workers 
in Singapore. Although Hong Kong hostels are much smaller, the health risk arising from 
hundreds of such crowded premises across the city still compound the increasingly 
challenging battle against a new wave of infections. The authorities now face a difficult task 
tracking, testing and quarantining dozens of helpers and employers. The increased burden on 
manpower and resources is evident. 
 
Recent requirements for helpers coming to Hong Kong to return a negative test result before 
flying and be quarantined in hotels for 14 days at the expense of employers are positive steps 
to curb imported infections. But they do little to stamp out transmission among those already 
here. Those who have finished their contracts or been sacked usually stay in shared facilities 
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provided by employment agencies while looking for new jobs. As a result of the epidemic, 
many often have to wait longer for work visas. One helper stayed in at least three different 
places before she came down with the virus at the home of her new employer. 
 
Such infections have exposed the threat arising from the work conditions of domestic helpers. 
Several thousand are estimated to be staying in hostels at present, making targeted testing a 
matter of priority. The authorities have promised to do so and will try to speed up visa 
approvals. To help identify asymptomatic cases in society, a voluntary universal testing 
scheme will later be launched with the help of mainland medical experts. 
 
It must be emphasised there is no evidence that domestic helpers pose a greater health threat 
than those from other occupations. But the circumstances of their work, such as staying in 
transitory hostels and the live-in rule with employers, makes them more vulnerable. Adding 
to concerns are their outdoor gatherings at weekends. As with a minority of locals, some 
neither observe the mask-wearing law nor restrictions on public gatherings. This is not helped 
by half-hearted enforcement by the authorities. 
 
There is no distinction between local and foreign workers when it comes to infections. The 
community must stay united if it is to curb the latest wave of the outbreak. 
 
17. Hong Kong reports 36 new Covid-19 cases, as one more patient dies and expert 
urges targeted measures at venues where people take off masks: Government adviser 
urges mandatory checks for dock workers and domestic helpers staying in boarding 
facilities, as city sees 2 more deaths 
19 Aug 2020 
 
Medical experts have called for a review of coronavirus testing strategies for dock workers 
and domestic helpers, as 36 new cases were confirmed for Hong Kong yesterday. 
 
Covid-19 also killed two more patients as the city marked its 16th straight day with fewer 
than 100 daily infections. The latest fatalities brought the death toll to 71, while the overall 
case tally stood at 4,560. 
 
The ongoing health crisis has also forced the government to prolong the use of three housing 
blocks in Chun Yeung Estate in Fo Tan as a quarantine facility until the end of the year. 
 
Authorities were racing to contain clusters of Covid-19 cases among workers at Kwai Tsing 
Container Terminals, the city’s biggest port facility, and among domestic helpers staying in 
boarding facilities. 
 
But Chief Executive Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor said yesterday that the testing work was 
insufficient. 
 
Health officials had handed out specimen bottles to 8,000 dock workers, and tested about 
2,600 as of Monday night. 



 
97 

 
For helpers, only about 900 specimen bottles had been collected since the measure was 
announced on August 6, but Lam said there would be around 6,000 workers in the process 
of switching employers and staying in boarding facilities. 
 
“We hope they will submit those specimen bottles as soon as possible so we can know the 
infection situation,” Lam said. 
 
Professor David Hui Shu-cheong, a government adviser on the pandemic response, said the 
authorities should make virus testing mandatory for both groups. 
 
“The response rate is too low, and this could hamper epidemic prevention work,” Hui said. 
 
He said the Department of Health could use its powers to make higher-risk groups undergo 
testing on public health grounds. 
 
“If you let them get specimen bottles but they are not required to return them, then this may 
pose a major obstacle to epidemic control,” he said. 
 
Respiratory medicine expert Dr Leung Chi-chiu said the strategy of testing domestic workers 
at boarding facilities should be changed. 
 
“Many dorms are not officially registered, and their operations might be illegal. They might 
not be cooperative or helpful in tracing [workers who had stayed there],” Leung said. 
 
Instead, the government should approach employers who had recently hired a helper to locate 
them for testing. 
 
All but one of the latest cases were locally transmitted. Among them was a dock worker 
employed by Wang Kee Port Operation Services, which has now been linked to 41 infections. 
 
A security guard working at terminal No 2 also tested preliminarily positive. Between 10 and 
20 of his colleagues who had shared facilities such as rest areas would undergo quarantine. 
 
More than 20 others tested preliminarily positive, including a 64-year-old patient at Yan Chai 
Hospital. 
 
Dr Chuang Shuk-kwan, head of the communicable diseases branch at the Centre for Health 
Protection, said it was not clear where the guard contracted the virus. 
 
The port cluster has become the largest of the current wave of infections, with 65 cases across 
11 companies to date. 
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The two Covid-19 patients who died yesterday suffered from long-term illnesses. One was a 
95-year-old male resident of King Fok nursing home, the third Covid-19 death from the care 
home in Sham Shui Po. The other was a -64-year-old woman. 
 
The government extended the ban on eating in restaurants at night, along with other social-
distancing rules, for a week until next Tuesday. Fourteen types of premises will remain closed. 
 
18. Coronavirus hasn’t been all bad. It has exposed Hong Kong’s shameful approach to 
its domestic helpers: Their poor living conditions should not be tolerated given HK’s 
status as a modern city 
22 Aug 2020 
 
The coronavirus pandemic has caused havoc around the world, but an unintended, or perhaps 
beneficial, outcome is that a plethora of previously ignored social justice issues are finally 
coming to light. 
 
In early August when infection cases first emerged among foreign domestic helpers living in 
local dormitories, it exposed the cramped conditions of these boarding houses. 
 
The fact many helpers live in crowded dormitories provided by recruitment agencies in the 
city is no secret. But most Hongkongers would not have batted an eyelid in the past, because 
the problem did not spill over to affect the city or local residents, until now. Whichever way 
we look at it, this is wrong and utterly shameful, and is not something we should have ever 
allowed to happen in a modern and international city. 
 
Many domestic workers stay in these places waiting for their visas to be approved, a process 
that typically take four to six weeks, although some may take as long as a few months. 
 
They have to shoulder the cost of lodging in these often-overcrowded dormitories, run by 
employment agencies only interested in profit rather than the workers’ well-being. 
 
With or without the pandemic, such living conditions shouldn't be tolerated. And needless to 
say, it's deplorable to allow these people to be exploited. Now with Covid-19, they are being 
put at serious risk of contracting the virus and spreading it further. 
 
The agencies that put them in such substandard living quarters are certainly culpable, but so 
is the Hong Kong government, which has shirked its responsibility to ensure these workers 
have decent accommodation, as well as being sufficiently protected from exploitation. 
 
Unfortunately, the problem is not unique to Hong Kong. In Singapore, when the number of 
coronavirus cases suddenly surged among its 323,000-strong migrant worker population in 
April, people promptly realised or were made to realise, the cramped conditions in their 
dormitories. 
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Before that, the island nation was successful in containing the virus and received praise for 
its public health strategy. Now, it faces an international backlash for neglecting the welfare 
of its migrant workforce while benefiting from their cheap labour. 
 
When the news and images of these dormitories emerged, many could not help but wonder 
how the Singaporean government could treat these people so badly, when they were 
effectively keeping its economy thriving and competitive. 
 
In the same way, the pandemic has exposed the ugly underbelly of the Hong Kong situation, 
and it is imperative we push our government to work decisively towards enhancing the 
working and living conditions for those involved. The apparent deplorable state of hygiene 
and overcrowding in these dormitories should serve to shock not only those in power, but 
also the public into taking on the responsibility to speak up for those who cannot speak for 
themselves. 
 
There is also the broader question for us Hongkongers to address: what kind of society do 
we want to live in? 
 
We need to answer this based on an honest reflection and bear in mind the principle of “we 
reap what we sow”. 
 
A failure to do so might result in us merely tackling the symptoms and not dealing with the 
causes that are the fundamental reasons of our societal ills. 
 
Sure, the government does not operate these dormitories or employ the workers, but it has 
enacted the relevant laws to import the workers and set the necessary labour legislation. For 
that, it certainly can't wash its hands of the issue, and it is just as culpable for allowing this 
to happen. 
 
We know full well that even if these workers have any grievances or complaints there are not 
many effective channels for them to turn to. And if they do, they will probably be branded 
troublemakers and lose their jobs. 
 
Hong Kong is indebted to its domestic workers who have increased the number of dual-
income households by freeing up many local women to join or rejoin the workforce. They 
are playing their part in helping the city’s economy, but are receiving no reward for their 
contributions. 
 
According to a 2019 report, commissioned by Experian, a global information services 
company, migrant domestic workers contributed an estimated HK$98 billion to our economy 
or 3.6 per cent of GDP. 
 
We have to take the government to task to address some uncomfortable questions. Why are 
these people being excluded from our society in so many ways? And why hasn’t the 
government ever addressed this? 
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And please don’t tell me it is a fair deal, that they are here to make money so they can return 
to their countries to lead a more comfortable life with their hard-earned savings. We all know 
they earn meagre wages compared to the minimum wages set for locals. The undeniable 
reality is they are underpaid and generally marginalised in a city they have effectively helped, 
and continue to help, develop. 
 
19. Salaries of Hong Kong domestic workers top HK$5,000 for first time, but Covid-19 
piles on pressure from families back home: Employment portal studied more than 
10,000 job postings over past year 
19 Oct 2020 
 
The average salary for domestic workers has exceeded HK$5,000 per month for the first time, 
but many are facing financial pressures amid the Covid-19 pandemic and economic downturn. 
 
Salaries for helpers have reached HK$5,012 per month on average, about 8 per cent higher 
than the statutory minimum of HK$4,630, according to HelperChoice, which studied the data 
of more than 10,000 job postings on its online platform over the past 12 months. 
 
Mahee Leclerc, managing director of HelperChoice, said some helpers asked for more pay, 
knowing pandemic travel restrictions made it hard for employers to hire first-time domestic 
workers from the Philippines and Indonesia. 
 
However, Covid-19 had also worsened the financial burden on helpers, who were often the 
breadwinners for families now even more dependent on them, as the health crisis hit 
economies around the globe, she said. 
 
“Domestic helpers really have had a hard time during Covid-19,” Leclerc said. “We’ve seen 
a lot of contracts getting terminated.” 
 
The free online platform saw a 6 per cent increase to 515 in domestic workers looking for 
new jobs during the pandemic. 
 
Last month, the government announced that the city’s 370,000 helpers would not receive a 
pay rise in the coming year, partly because of the economic slump caused by the pandemic. 
 
As such, their minimum wage remained at HK$4,630 a month, plus a monthly allowance of 
HK$1,121 for those whose employers do not provide them with food. 
 
The government reviews the pay of domestic workers annually. Last year, they received a 
2.4 per cent pay rise, and in 2018, a 2.5 per cent increase. 
 
Cynthia Abdon-Tellez, of Mission for Migrant Workers, said the increase in wages did not 
keep up with rising living costs. 
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“There’s also increased pressure on domestic workers to send money home, because lots of 
people have lost their jobs due to the lockdowns in the Philippines and Indonesia,” she said. 
 
Betty Yung Ma Shan-yee, chairwoman of the Hong Kong Employers of Overseas Domestic 
Helpers Association, which represents more than 1,000 employers, said her members were 
facing difficulty, too. 
 
At least half her members had to go on extended furloughs during the pandemic and could 
no longer afford to hire domestic workers. Some were considering reducing their helpers' pay 
by 10 per cent. 
 
“Not all employers of domestic workers are wealthy,” she said. “Some hire helpers to take 
care of elderly parents or people with disabilities, which means the families have added 
medical expenses, too,” she said. 
 
Although she agreed that employers must pay the minimum wage set by the government, she 
felt the rate of increase might slow down as the economy continued to suffer. 
 
20. Hong Kong fourth wave: quarantine, mandatory testing orders issued as public 
housing block cluster grows, city registers 82 new coronavirus cases including 37 of 
unknown origin: Officials also identify possible outbreak among domestic workers as 
city records another 82 cases 
15 Dec 2020 
 
A growing Covid-19 cluster in a public housing block prompted the government to evacuate 
some residents for quarantine and place everyone linked to that building under a mandatory 
testing order yesterday, as the city registered 82 new coronavirus infections. 
 
Thirty-seven of the new cases were untraceable, accounting for almost half of the 77 local 
infections, and health officials identified a possible outbreak in a boarding house for domestic 
helpers in Tai Po. 
 
Experts believe an outbreak occurred between three flats - all unit 15 - in Kwai Tung House, 
in Tung Tau Estate. Infections from three other flats in the Wong Tai Sin block were believed 
to be linked to other transmissions in the community. So far nine residents from six flats have 
been infected. 
 
Professor Yuen Kwok-yung, an infectious diseases expert from the University of Hong Kong, 
who advises the government on its Covid-19 response, said the virus was likely spread from 
unit 15 on the 23rd floor to the unit facing the same direction on the floor above. 
 
“There were four patients in Flat 2315. The viral load in the air of that flat was very high.” 
Yuen said after an inspection of the block with health and environment officers yesterday. 
“When they turned on the exhaust fan in the bathroom, the air [with virus] would rise as it 
was warm.” 
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He said the kitchen window of the flat above, near the bathroom window of the flat below, 
was opened during cooking. The kitchen’s exhaust hood was also turned on. “When the 
exhaust hood was on, there would be a negative pressure in the kitchen … air particles with 
the virus would then be drawn into the flat,” he said. “The resident of flat 2415 was then 
infected.” 
 
Yuen said the infection at unit 15 on the 29th floor was probably spread from the 23rd floor 
flat, too, via a phenomenon named “wake effect”. 
 
He said viral particles could have travelled through the vent pipe all the way up to the top of 
the building and blown into flat 2915. 
 
All residents living in flats numbered 15 above the 23rd floor were to be evacuated yesterday 
and sent into quarantine. There are 576 households in the building, but it remained unclear 
how many residents in total lived there. 
 
“After the Environmental Protection Department and Housing Department have done a 
thorough assessment on all drainage pipes and made sure everything was fine, the residents 
will then be allowed to move back,” Yuen said. 
 
Residents living below the 23rd floor were to be tested to ascertain if there were more 
infections, though Yuen said the transmission was unlikely to involve lower floors. 
 
A mandatory testing order was also issued to all people who had visited the housing block. 
They must be tested on or before Saturday. 
 
Similar transmission also occurred in Heng Tai House at Fu Heng Estate in Tai Po in March. 
 
Public hospital officials, meanwhile, warned it was not just the older members of society who 
were susceptible to serious complications from the virus, with around half of the Covid-19 
patients admitted to intensive care units in the past 11 months under 70 years old. “Don’t 
think you will have mild symptoms if you are young. If you have a fever, sore throat or 
shortness of breath, please go to see a doctor early. The earlier the treatment, the better the 
result,” said Dr Wu Tak-chiu, a member of the Hospital Authority's task force on clinical 
management of infection. 
 
Yesterday also marked the death of three more chronically ill Covid-19 patients; a 49-year-
old man, a 69-year-old man linked to the elderly care facility Ho Yuk Ching Willow Lodge, 
and a 73-year-old man. 
 
The total number of confirmed cases in the city stands at 7,623, with 120 related deaths. 
 
Among the clusters that registered an increase in infections yesterday were the dance club 
cluster, and a major department store. Two more care homes also registered infections among 
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staff or residents. Elsewhere, a worker at the Conrad Care Home in San Po Kong was infected, 
while a resident at an care home for the elderly in Prince Edward West also tested positive. 
 
There were fears a new cluster was forming among domestic workers, after two were 
confirmed as being infected yesterday. They had visited a dormitory in Fung Nin Building 
in Tai Po, and several people who also visited tested preliminary positive for the virus. 
 
“We are worried that there may be an outbreak there among the domestic helpers,” said Dr 
Chuang Shuk-kwan, head of the communicable disease branch of the Centre for Health 
Protection. “We are tracing the other possible contacts and will put them under quarantine.” 
 
21. Hong Kong fourth wave: mandatory Covid-19 tests ordered for two housing blocks 
and domestic helper boarding house, as 98 new cases confirmed: One cluster in Tai Po 
flat used by helpers grows from two to 12, including employer and relatives 
16 Dec 2020 
 
Fears that clusters of Covid-19 could be spreading across Hong Kong are mounting after an 
outbreak at a domestic helpers’ boarding house, while mandatory testing was ordered at two 
housing blocks as 98 new infections and three more deaths were reported yesterday. 
 
The latest fatalities came after three deaths were also reported on Monday, taking the toll this 
week to six and 123 in total. The most deaths in a single day were five, recorded on August 
1. 
 
Among the latest infections, 30 were untraceable and nine imported. The city’s overall tally 
now stands at 7,721. The number of untraceable infections dipped from the 41 reported on 
Sunday, the highest in the fourth wave. 
 
A cluster at a Tai Po boarding house, where a number of domestic helpers lived and visited, 
grew from two to 12, bringing worrying comparisons with the third wave, when dormitories 
or temporary accommodation for job-seeking maids became virus hotspots. 
 
Six of the new patients in the cluster were helpers. The others were relatives of a family that 
employed a maid confirmed as infected on Monday. The youngest was six months old. 
 
“We are worried the outbreak of … the boarding house in Tai Po may affect more families 
throughout the city. That’s why we are issuing [a] compulsory testing notice,” said Dr 
Chuang Shuk-kwan, head of the Centre for Health Protection’s communicable disease branch. 
 
“Each domestic helper may be linked to a family with elderly people and babies … if people 
don’t observe the order, we will take legal action.” 
 
The mandatory screening applies to anyone who had been to flat 1C of Fung Lin House in 
Tai Po for two hours or more on or after November 15. 
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Thirty-three people including helpers and their employers were identified as close contacts 
and would be sent to quarantine, but Chuang admitted it was difficult to trace everyone, as 
some only visited the boarding house for a short while during weekends, and others brought 
friends there. 
 
Some helpers stayed in separate rooms in the flat and did not know each other, but a possible 
route of transmission was thought to be common facilities such as the toilet. 
 
Chuang urged employers to remind their helpers to get tested if they had been to the location, 
adding that authorities had asked the relevant consulates for help in getting the message out. 
 
Two more mandatory testing orders were also issued for anyone who had been to Po Tat 
Estate’s Tat Yi House in Kwun Tong or Choi Wan Estate’s Ming Lai House in Wong Tai 
Sin on or after November 20, following the expansion of clusters. 
 
One preliminary-positive case was detected in the Kwun Tong block, which now has seven 
infections in four flats. That patient is a relative of a newly confirmed case in the Wong Tai 
Sin building, which has six patients in four flats. 
 
The two buildings became the fourth and fifth virus-hit residential blocks in a public estate 
to be issued with such an order, after Kwai Shing West Estate, Richland Gardens and Tung 
Tau Estate. 
 
A cluster of seven infections at the airport police station has resulted in around 100 officers 
being quarantined. A police dog from the station also tested positive and was quarantined. 
 
Covid-19 surfaced in packed helper dormitories at the peak of the third wave in August, with 
more than a dozen maids infected. Cramped and overcrowded conditions and poor hygiene 
in such facilities, usually run by employment agencies, were blamed for the virus spreading. 
 
The government responded by offering free testing for maids whose contracts had ended and 
were looking for new jobs. 
 
Professor Gabriel Leung, dean of the University of Hong Kong's faculty of medicine who 
advises the government on the pandemic, said the rise in infections among helpers was a 
“very big alarm bell”. “Many domestic helpers have to take care of the elderly and kids in 
their employers’ home, and Covid-19 poses a high risk to the elderly, so something needs to 
be done urgently.” 
 
One agency boss called for more government oversight of boarding houses. 
 
“These agencies that run the boarding houses really need to realise that if there’s one case, 
then it can spread to many, and long term it can hurt the industry,” Mike Cheung, of the 
Overseas Employment Centre, said. 
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Kitman Cheung, chairman of the Hong Kong Employment Agencies Association, maintained 
the Tai Po cluster had nothing to do with hygiene, saying that the likely cause was an influx 
of people in and out. 
 
Dolores Balladares, chairwoman of United Filipinos in Hong Kong, said conditions at 
boarding houses were suboptimal. “It’s very difficult for migrant workers who are 
unemployed or waiting for visa approval because they have nowhere else to go, there’s no 
support from either the Philippine government or Hong Kong government,” she said. 
 
Among the latest victims, a 79-year-old man died on Monday a few hours after being 
admitted to Queen Elizabeth Hospital. A woman, 64, with no pre-existing illnesses died in 
Pamela Youde Nethersole Eastern Hospital. 
 
22. Outbreak at boarding house for helpers the latest sign of failure 
17 Dec 2020 
 
The word “loophole” is being voiced again in Hong Kong as another cluster of Covid-19 
infections causes concern, this time involving foreign domestic helpers and their employers. 
So serious is the incident that the government has decided to provide free testing for the city's 
more than 400,000 maids from tomorrow until the end of January. It is not the first incident 
of its kind since the pandemic began, but such places would seem to have been given 
insufficient attention by authorities trying to curb the spread of the disease. Dance clubs and 
halls, homes for the aged and those with special needs, construction sites and people arriving 
from overseas have been behind outbreaks, seemingly preventable had the government 
realised the risks and taken proactive measures. 
 
More than a dozen cases have been linked to a boarding house in Tai Po where helpers lived 
or visited friends. But authorities should have been alert after a similar number in dormitories 
operated by employment agencies were infected in August at the height of the third wave of 
Covid-19. It is unclear whether all such places were identified and inspected to ensure social 
distancing and hygiene requirements were being followed. Also worrying is that unknown 
numbers of helpers live illegally in boarding houses, despite the government mandating they 
stay in employers' homes. 
 
The latest outbreak has been followed by a now familiar pattern of action; identifying those 
who came into contact with those infected, locating them for testing and quarantining. An 
order has been made for all who visited the boarding house for two hours or more from 
November 15 to December 15 to have a compulsory test or face punishment. 
 
The problem is that no comprehensive list of names exists and there are bound to be those 
unwilling to come forward for fear of inconveniencing employers or losing their jobs. 
 
No single person or part of the government can be blamed for perceived failings; it is a matter 
of collective responsibility for compliance, inspection and enforcement in all matters relating 
to Covid-19. Duties are split between a number of departments. There has to be a high level 
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of cooperation and coordination to ensure preventive measures are effective and properly 
enforced. If the Tai Po outbreak is the result of a failure, the consequences could be serious 
as the domestic duties of helpers often include caring for the elderly, sick and young, all at-
risk groups for the disease. 
 
The mass-testing decision is a welcome and necessary gesture, for helpers, employers and 
their families alike. But the Tai Po cluster and others behind the fourth wave of the 
coronavirus once more highlight the government's failure to implement a comprehensive 
strategy to prevent outbreaks. 
 
23. Hong Kong fourth wave: free Covid-19 tests for domestic helpers as 82 new cases 
confirmed: Move comes as cluster at a boarding house in Tai Po rings alarm bell, with 
officials fearing for the city's 390,000 maids and their employers 
17 Dec 2020 
 
Free Covid-19 tests will be offered to Hong Kong’s 390,000 foreign domestic helpers in a 
bid to contain an emerging outbreak among migrant workers that could complicate pandemic 
control. 
 
Public health experts urged the government to regulate boarding houses for migrant workers, 
as the city confirmed another 82 infections yesterday, and residents of more public housing 
estates were placed under mandatory testing and quarantine orders. 
 
A partial evacuation was also ordered for a housing block in Wong Tai Sin after an evening 
inspection by officials and health experts failed to conclude structural reasons were to blame 
for the virus spreading there. 
 
Pro-government activist Leticia Lee See-yin, who died yesterday, was believed to be among 
the latest Covid-19 victims. Sources said Lee, 56, tested preliminary positive after being 
certified dead on arrival in hospital. 
 
Coronavirus tests for domestic workers would be available for booking at the city’s 18 
community testing centres from today, with the service to start tomorrow until late January. 
“As there have been more infections involving domestic workers, to reduce the risks of 
transmission in the community, the government will provide one-off free virus testing for all 
of them,” said Dr Chuang Shuk-kwan, head of the communicable disease branch of the 
Centre for Health Protection. 
 
Tests at the centres cost HK$240 for people not among specific groups targeted by the 
government. 
 
Domestic helpers currently have access to free Covid-19 tests by collecting deep-throat saliva 
specimen bottles from government clinics, post offices and major MTR stations. 
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The latest move followed the emergence of a cluster involving helpers at a Tai Po boarding 
house. Twelve cases are linked to the outbreak, among them an employer and her family 
members, including a six-month-old baby. 
 
Thirty-three people, including helpers and their employers, were identified as close contacts 
and sent to quarantine. 
 
Of yesterday’s 82 confirmed cases, 79 were locally transmitted, including 35 that were not 
traceable, a small rise from 30 recorded a day earlier. Three infections were imported. About 
80 preliminary-positive cases were also logged. 
 
The official tally now stands at 7,803 confirmed cases, with 123 related deaths. 
 
All residents of Lung San House at Lung Poon Court, a housing estate in Diamond Hill, 
would have to undergo mandatory testing as one more infection was reported. So far four 
residents from four flats have been infected. 
 
Some residents living on the 32nd floor of Ming Yan Lau at Jat Min Chuen, an estate in Sha 
Tin, would be sent to quarantine as health officials suspected there was transmission after 
infections were reported in four flats. 
 
“There were three cases living on the same side of the lift lobby. We believe residents living 
in flats on that side might have been exposed to some previous environmental contamination 
or a super-spreader,” Chuang said. 
 
Signs of vertical transmission were also identified in Ming Lai House at Choi Wan Estate in 
Wong Tai Sin, where a mandatory testing order for residents had already been issued. 
 
“There is a tendency of vertical [transmission] but we are not very certain,” Chuang said. 
 
Professor Yuen Kwok-yung, an infectious disease expert from the University of Hong Kong, 
said residents in 42 flats numbered 33 and 34 on all floors at Ming Lai House would have to 
be moved to a quarantine site. 
 
He said those flats shared sewage and venting pipes in the 42-year-old block. An inability to 
pinpoint a leak in the pipes, and the fact that three different residents told them their toilets 
would start to smell when taps were turned on upstairs added to the experts’ worries. 
 
In the past week, drainage design or other construction issues were linked to transmission at 
two virus-hit residential blocks,at Richland Gardens in Kowloon Bay and Kwai Tung House 
at Tung Tau Estate in Wong Tai Sin. 
 
Infectious disease expert Dr Leung Chi-chiu said the latest test arrangements could help 
prevent the virus spreading among helpers, but failed to specifically target those in boarding 
houses. 
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An estimated 1,500 licensed and unlicensed helper boarding houses operate across the city, 
according to Cheung Kit-man, chairman of the Hong Kong Employment Agencies 
Association. 
 
The Philippine and Indonesian consulates issue licences to employment agencies to provide 
free accommodation for helpers seeking jobs. About 400 or so of these premises typically 
provide free housing for two weeks for maids who are in between jobs. 
 
However, the Labour Department clarified that the Employment Ordinance does not have 
any provisions requiring employment agencies to apply for a licence to operate a boarding 
facility. 
 
24. New Covid-19 quarantine rules for domestic helpers leave Hong Kong employers 
scrambling to find cheaper hotel rooms: Employers unhappy with peak prices at hotels 
where arriving domestic workers have to quarantine 
20 Dec 2020 
 
Employers of foreign domestic workers are unhappy with the prices they have to pay for 
hotel rooms, after the government announced a scheme requiring helpers to spend 14 nights 
in quarantine when they arrive in Hong Kong. 
 
With thousands expected to come into the city this month and next, employers and agents 
said low-priced rooms were scarce among the designated hotels, urging the government to 
include more with “affordable rates”. 
 
Rooms in the 36 hotels designated as quarantine facilities start at about HK$400 a night, with 
average prices between HK$500 and HK$1,000. Only seven have rooms below HK$500 a 
night. 
 
Of the 12,132 regular rooms and suites available for quarantine, only 1,553 are going for less 
than HK$500 a night. 
 
Under the scheme, which was announced last week and starts officially on December 22, 
employers will pay for their helpers’ 14-day quarantine, during which the new arrivals 
undergo two Covid-19 tests. 
 
Those who test negative can move into their employers’ homes, but must undergo a third test 
after five days on the 19th day of their arrival in the city and wait for the result. 
 
Some employers unwilling to pay current hotel rates have delayed bringing in their workers. 
Others are uncomfortable at having the helpers live with their families before the outcome of 
the third Covid-19 test is known. 
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Thomas Chan, chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, said between 
5,000 and 6,000 helpers were expected to have their arrivals delayed over the next two 
months. 
 
They included new helpers as well as those returning after spending time at home, he said, 
adding some would have their arrivals delayed to at least mid-January, as employers waited 
for hotel rates to come down. 
 
“According to the agencies and clients I spoke to, 90 per cent prefer room rates below 
HK$400 a night,” Chan said. 
 
Finance industry employee Fung, in his 40s, said he did not mind paying more to bring in his 
new helper as quickly as possible. 
 
The father of two said his family had been desperate since their last helper left in April. Their 
new Filipino helper was supposed to arrive last month, but his agent told him her 
arrangements were delayed by pandemic restrictions in the Philippines. 
 
She is now expected on December 22, and Fung has booked her a room at HK$600 a night 
at a hotel in Central and Western district. “We can’t delay any more due to the stress on 
family resources,” he said. 
 
Like Fung, May Chan, 36, a clerk, has already booked a room for her Filipino helper, who 
was due yesterday. She said she paid about HK$8,400 or HK$600 a night for a booking at 
the Wan Chai Dorsett Hotel. 
 
“Of course it’s expensive,” she said. “It is also more expensive as it’s peak season.” 
 
She is among those worried about the risk of taking their helpers home before their third test. 
 
“If the government thinks it's not safe, why do the helpers have to stay in our homes [before 
clearing their final test]?” she asked. 
 
Checks showed at least four of the hotels with lower-priced rooms were fully booked this 
month, though the Best Western Hotel at Causeway Bay still has rooms from December 23 
for about HK$480 a night. 
 
The Asian Migrants’ Coordinating Body, which supports foreign workers in the city, backed 
calls to have more affordably priced hotel rooms for domestic workers. 
 
But Eman Villanueva, its spokesman, also called for guidelines to protect the rights and 
welfare of migrant workers during this time. “In stressful situations like this, some employers 
will vent their frustration and stress on domestic workers,” he said. 
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Guidelines were also necessary to prevent violations, as some employers might illegally 
deduct the quarantine costs from workers’ salaries, he added. 
 
Aside from the Philippines, a large number of domestic workers in Hong Kong are 
Indonesian. Noting that it was mandatory for employers to bear their workers’ quarantine 
costs, the Indonesian consulate said it supported the Hong Kong government’s policy of 
sending helpers to be quarantined at designated hotels. 
 
 
25. Coronavirus pandemic woes for Hong Kong domestic helpers and employers, as 
infection fears, quarantine costs derail plans: For some it has resulted in better pay and 
conditions as the labour pool dries up ... but for others, it has brought despair, more 
work, longer hours and the fear of losing a job 
02 Jan 2021 
 
Chloe Ma is five months pregnant and looking for a domestic worker to help with the 
housework when her first child is born. 
 
The 34-year-old marketing professional started contacting employment agencies last month, 
hoping to hire a worker for her home in Wan Chai by March. But she was surprised to find 
that choices were limited, as Covid-19 travel restrictions hindered arrivals from overseas. 
 
“I’m expecting my baby in May so I set aside a few months to find a suitable domestic helper. 
But there are fewer available now,” she says. 
 
At Christmas, the government extended hotel quarantine for all arrivals - except those from 
the mainland, Macau and Taiwan - from 14 days to 21. 
 
Employers of domestic helpers who had gone home to see their families before the extension 
found they now had to fork out an extra week of hotel fees for their returning workers, while 
new helpers seeking to start work in the city also had to contend with the lengthened 
quarantine. 
 
The hurdles have led Ma and her husband, 36, a banker, to turn to helpers already in the city 
and available for work. 
 
According to Ma, many experienced domestic helpers now demand monthly pay of more 
than HK$5,000, about 8 per cent above the statutory minimum of HK$4,630, and some also 
seek better living conditions. 
 
Ma says they have met six candidates so far, but have yet to make a decision: “We want to 
find the most suitable one as she will become part of the family and take care of our baby.” 
 
Hong Kong has more than 398,000 foreign domestic helpers, mostly from the Philippines 
and Indonesia. 
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The Covid-19 pandemic has disturbed market dynamics of the sector in Hong Kong. Some 
workers have shunned the city while others have had their visa and employment applications 
delayed. The plunging supply has made it harder than before for employers to find suitable 
helpers. 
 
Employers say they are left with fewer choices, face greater financial pressure, and struggle 
to deal with job-hopping helpers on the hunt for higher wages and better contract terms. 
 
Helpers complain that they are burdened with longer hours and heavier workloads, while 
some fear losing their jobs amid the grim economic outlook. 
 
Mike Cheung, president of the Overseas Employment Centre, says overall there has been a 
decrease in demand for domestic helpers during the pandemic, as families do not want to deal 
with financial pressures, while work-from-home arrangements enable them to care for their 
loved ones. 
 
He says the number of clients has dropped 50 per cent monthly on average. Despite the 
smaller market, as the flow of domestic helpers from overseas has dried up, demand still 
outstrips supply, he says. 
 
“The greater problem now is less supply, so we are unable to meet existing demand.” 
 
Cheung says the process of bringing in new helpers from overseas, mainly the Philippines 
and Indonesia, including applying for passports and visas, has been delayed because of the 
pandemic. The number of helpers his agency recruits from the two countries has halved to 
between 400 and 500 a month. 
 
Jen, a 36-year-old domestic helper from Indonesia, has been waiting for a year for an offer 
to return to Hong Kong for work. 
 
Single and asking to be identified only by her given name, Jen, who worked for two families 
in Hong Kong from 2002 to 2013 before returning to Indonesia to take care of her sick mother, 
says she has stayed home ever since, helping at her sister’s snack store. 
 
Because of low wages and few job opportunities at home, coupled with a sluggish economy 
during the pandemic, she wants to return to Hong Kong to better support her family and 
herself. 
 
But as the health crisis dragged on, many employment agencies in Indonesia stayed closed 
for most of last year, and she has switched between four firms. 
 
“The pandemic has made it more difficult for domestic helpers to apply for work in Hong 
Kong,” says Jen, an advocate with the Association of Indonesian Migrant Workers’ Families. 
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She says some helpers have seen their applications delayed, flights cancelled, and offers 
withdrawn as employers are put off by extra expenses such as hotel quarantine costs. 
 
The lack of domestic helpers coming from overseas has made those already in Hong Kong 
more prized, and employers are willing to offer better contract terms. 
 
HelperChoice, formed in 2012 to connect helpers with employers in Asia, has seen a 
preference among households for workers who are already in Hong Kong with a completed 
or terminated contract, according to Mahee Leclerc, head of business development. 
 
Leclerc says there are more employers willing to offer private rooms - a sought-after perk - 
for helpers, accounting for 72 per cent of all the adverts posted on the platform last year, 
compared with 69 per cent in 2019. 
 
Many domestic helpers share rooms with employers’ children or the elderly. 
 
Employers are also offering higher pay. According to HelperChoice data, such workers 
earned on average HK$5,012 a month last year, the first time the amount exceeded HK$5,000. 
That was up 1.35 per cent from 2019, and an increase of 14 per cent from 2016. 
 
But that falls below expectations now, with helpers asking for HK$5,259 on average. 
 
“They have more choices in terms of offers. They are in a better position to negotiate,” 
Leclerc says, adding that apart from pay and accommodation, food and being able to choose 
what they can eat is another priority. 
 
In light of the difficulties in this field, the government has extended the contracts of all 
foreign domestic helpers during the -pandemic to help employers retain their current workers 
temporarily while waiting for the new ones to arrive. 
 
For helpers who are unable to return home after expiry or termination of their contracts, they 
can apply for an extension of the limit of stay for up to one month as visitors, to find new 
work. 
 
Some employers have complained of a rising trend of job-hopping among helpers, who have 
more time to seek better offers under the new arrangement. 
 
Betty Yung Ma Shan-yee, chairwoman of the Hong Kong Employers of Domestic Helpers 
Association, says job-hopping by helpers results in losses for employers, who have paid on 
average HK$12,000 in commission fees as well as additional costs of hotel quarantine and 
coronavirus tests, totalling more than HK$20,000, to bring the workers in. 
 
She urges better mutual understanding between the two sides, as both are facing challenges 
in these difficult times. 
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Despite being sought after, domestic helpers in Hong Kong have also faced challenges during 
the pandemic. 
 
The government announced last September there would be no pay rise for them in the coming 
year, partly due to the economic slump caused by the pandemic. Minimum pay will remain 
at HK$4,630 a month. 
 
HelperChoice surveyed 500 workers that month on the impact of the health crisis, and found 
nearly a third said their workload had increased, with a quarter lamenting longer hours. 
 
About one-fifth said they were in constant fear of termination of their contracts, which 
affected their mental well-being. 
 
Eni Lestari, an Indonesian domestic helper of 20 years and chairwoman of the International 
Migrants Alliance, says many of her peers face longer hours and more work during the 
pandemic, especially when employers work at home and their children stay in. 
 
Social-distancing rules have also prevented helpers from enjoying their weekly days off in 
public areas such as parks, as fear of infection has led to some employers disapproving the 
routine. Some workers are denied rest days for months, Lestari claims. 
 
She says helpers are discriminated against in public, with some being yelled at or having their 
photos taken. Lestari cites cases of employers who force their helpers to wear masks and 
gloves at home, while family members do not do so. 
 
“They see us as low-class people, poor and full of diseases.” 
 
Lestari went back to Indonesia in October because her mother was sick, returning to Hong 
Kong in late November. She went through two weeks of quarantine on both sides, in 
Indonesia and at a hotel in Hong Kong, which cost her employer about HK$6,000. 
 
She says not all workers have bosses who are as supportive as hers, and many have been 
discouraged or prevented from going home during the pandemic because of infection fears 
and concerns about quarantine costs. 
 
Shiela Tebia-Bonifacio, a 37-year-old Filipino helper who has worked in Hong Kong for 13 
years, says many of her peers feel anxious and depressed from the physical and mental stress. 
 
“I hear them crying every Sunday,” she says. “Many domestic helpers are not only physically 
exhausted, but also emotionally burdened.” 
 
Tebia-Bonifacio, chairwoman of Gabriela Hong Kong, an organisation that supports 
Filipinos in the city, wants the government and public to treat helpers more fairly, including 
offering financial assistance and necessary protective items. 
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“No one should be left behind in this difficult time. We hope our long-term contributions to 
Hong Kong society will be acknowledged,” she says. 
 
26. Hong Kong fourth wave: 59 coronavirus cases confirmed, more affordable hotels to 
be added to quarantine list: More affordable hotels will be added to the list of 
quarantine facilities, a senior official says 
10 Jan 2021 
 
Hong Kong confirmed 59 Covid-19 cases yesterday, a new high for the year, as a senior 
official said more affordable hotels would be added to the government’s list of quarantine 
facilities. 
 
Fifty-three of the fresh infections were locally transmitted, including 20 not linked to 
previous cases. The latest figures took the city’s overall tally to 9,211 cases. More than 20 
people tested preliminary-positive for the virus pending confirmation. The city also reported 
two more Covid-19 deaths yesterday, bringing the number of linked fatalities to 158. 
 
Since the start of the month, the daily caseload had hovered between 25 and 53. On Friday, 
45 infections were recorded, of which 42 were locally acquired. 
 
Dr Chuang Shuk-kwan, head of the Centre for Health Protection’s communicable disease 
branch, said authorities would look at the count over the next few days to see if there was a 
rebound but noted the surge in cases could be linked to the holidays over the past two weeks. 
 
“Some of the unlinked cases had family gatherings, but not all of them. Many of them are 
retired and they only went to the market or stayed in the park for morning exercises,” she 
said. “I suspect there is still quite significant silent transmission in the community.” 
 
She warned wearing a mask and washing hands could not fully shield residents as they might 
still catch the virus when sharing facilities or staying in an enclosed space visited by infected 
people. 
 
Chuang revealed an outbreak had occurred at a construction site at the central tunnel of the 
Central Kowloon Route, a 4.7km dual three-lane trunk road connecting Yau Ma Tei with Kai 
Tak and Kowloon Bay. Six more employees tested preliminary-positive after a worker's 
infection was confirmed a day earlier. 
 
Chuang said 300 people worked at the site, which had been ordered to close and undergo 
disinfection, adding the authorities were investigating whether the infected workers shared 
common facilities such as changing rooms. Anyone who had been there for more than two 
hours between January 3 and yesterday will have to take a compulsory Covid-19 test. 
 
She also said two more buildings - Shan King Estate’s King Lok House in Tuen Mun and 
Block 3 of the Sun Yuen Long Centre 3 in Yuen Long - had met the threshold of two 
unrelated infections so residents would need to undergo mandatory testing. 
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One more resident in coronavirus-hit Fung Chak House in Choi Wan (II) Estate also tested 
preliminary-positive in a mandatory screening drive, after three infections were reported the 
previous day. Residents there had been ordered to undergo a second round of mandatory 
screening after sewage samples taken from the building’s pipes continued to test positive for 
the virus. 
 
Earlier, Secretary for Food and Health Professor Sophia Chan Siu-chee noted the crisis had 
in general eased slightly, but warned travel data showed the public’s mobility had not 
dropped to the level seen during the most severe stage of the third wave. 
 
Meanwhile, civil service chief Patrick Nip Tak-kuen revealed the expanded hotel quarantine 
plan on a radio programme, amid complaints that limited supply of affordable rooms had left 
hundreds of residents and domestic helpers stranded overseas. Nip said officials had invited 
hotels to join a second round of the designated hotel scheme from mid-February to mid-April. 
 
Thirty-six quarantine hotels are currently providing about 12,000 rooms until mid-February. 
They were among the more than 100 hotels which applied to join the scheme when it was 
launched, and Nip said all 36 had expressed interest in continuing the service. 
 
Nip revealed about 6,500 people had quarantined at the designated hotels from December 22 
to January 7. The average occupancy rate was more than 40 per cent, though Nip noted some 
hotels were more popular than others. 
 
Some Hongkongers stranded abroad and domestic helpers’ employers have complained the 
number of affordable hotels was far from enough, especially after the quarantine period for 
all overseas arrivals was extended to 21 days starting on Christmas Day. 
 
Of the 12,131 regular rooms and suites available for quarantine, fewer than a third go for 
between HK$400 and HK$700 a night. While 14 hotels offer rooms at this tier, a check by 
the Post yesterday found only two properties could offer accommodation on the same day, 
and four others later in January. The rest can provide accommodation in early or mid-
February. 
 
Nip said authorities would increase the proportion of rooms in the cheaper HK$500 to 
HK$1,000 nightly price range. But after reviewing arrival figures, he said there would only 
be 10,000 hotel rooms in the next round. 
 
“We looked at the figures and made the adjustment,” Nip said. “There needs to be a sufficient 
amount of rooms but we cannot have too many because there is a subsidy scheme for the 
hotels.” 
 
He was referring to the programme under which operators could be subsidised if the 
occupancy rate fell below 50 per cent. The amount will be 70 per cent of the room rate, 
capped at HK$600 per room. 
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Michael Li Hon-shing, executive director of the Federation of Hong Kong Hotel Owners, 
said he learned from the government that more than 70 properties had applied for the 
scheme’s second round. Noting officials were striving to get more rooms priced below 
HK$500 a night, Li questioned whether the low charges would be enough to allow businesses 
to provide sufficient services and three meals to guests. 
 
“The government doesn’t care about other factors. They just want it to be cheap. The meals 
provided by some affordable hotels are ridiculous,” he said. 
 
Thomas Chan, chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, said having 
more rooms that cost around HK$500 would help relieve the financial burden of employers 
of domestic helpers. 
 
27. Hong Kong maids need a break, but Covid-19 fears make it harder for them to 
gather on days off: Domestic helpers are struggling to maintain a social life, as many 
employers are asking them to stay indoors all week to avoid infection during the 
pandemic 
23 Jan 2021 
 
Every Sunday morning Indonesian domestic helper Eni Lestari gets dressed, puts on some 
light make-up and takes a bus from her employer’s home in Yau Ma Tei to Victoria Park, 
where she meets her friends. 
 
This has long been her routine for her only day off each week. Lestari, in her 40s and a helper 
for 20 years in Hong Kong, always looked forward to spending Sunday singing, dancing and 
sharing home-made Indonesian food with her friends. 
 
But a lot has changed because of the Covid-19 pandemic. With Hong Kong’s current fourth 
wave of infections, some want the city's more than 398,000 domestic helpers to stay at home 
on their days off. 
 
Much of Victoria Park is now closed, and only about 2,000 to 3,000 Indonesian women turn 
up on Sundays, compared to about 10,000 who used to throng the open space in Causeway 
Bay before the pandemic hit Hong Kong a year ago. 
 
Gone is the jovial atmosphere of the past, when the women sat close together in groups with 
music in the air. 
 
Tension and insecurity hang over the place now, says Lestari. They no longer sing, dance or 
bring food to share. Everyone is masked and friends sit away from each other, sometimes 
using small speakers to be heard. 
 
Security has been strengthened too, she says, with guards and police officers who sometimes 
warn the women or yell at them to observe the rules. 
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“It is our tradition to meet, to express ourselves, grieve and relieve stress there,” says Lestari, 
chairwoman of the International Migrants Alliance, which has 120 member organisations in 
32 countries representing immigrants, migrants and refugees, including domestic helpers. 
 
“Our employer’s home is where we work. The park seems more like our second home. But 
now we are being regarded as [disease-carriers], despite our contribution to Hong Kong. It 
hurts.” 
 
The city’s helpers, mainly from the Philippines and Indonesia, have one day off each week - 
mostly Sunday - and tend to congregate in public areas. Large crowds of Filipinos gather in 
Central, while Indonesians prefer Victoria Park - both areas with shopping centres, 
restaurants and banks that cater to them. 
 
Now their practice has become controversial, and even blamed by some for the spread of the 
coronavirus. 
 
The city has recorded more than 9,900 Covid-19 cases, with 168 related deaths. As of January 
17, there were 510 cases involving domestic helpers - 265 new arrivals and 245 already in 
Hong Kong. 
 
Aside from pandemic measures that apply to everyone, helpers have been encouraged to stay 
at home on their rest days. There have even been calls for the government to lock down the 
helpers on their rest days. 
 
Secretary for Labour and Welfare Dr Law Chi-kwong said on Wednesday that the Labour 
Department had conducted mobile broadcasts in Chinese, English and major languages 
spoken by helpers in popular gathering places and distributed leaflets on weekends urging 
them to observe social-distancing rules. Enforcement action was also being taken. 
 
As of January 10, helpers were handed 99 penalty notices for violating Covid-19 rules, with 
81 related to group gatherings and the rest concerning mask-wearing. The fine for such 
violations has been increased from HK$2,000 to HK$5,000 since last month. 
 
But helpers say it is discriminatory to single them out and make them stay at home. They say 
they need a break from their employers' homes, where many share a room with others in the 
household. 
 
Some helpers have also complained that they get no rest at all, because they are made to work 
when they stay at home on their day off. 
 
HelperChoice, a Hong Kong-based platform to connect helpers with employers, surveyed 
145 workers this week and more than a third said they stayed at home during the pandemic - 
half because their employers asked them, while the rest chose to do so on their own. 
 



 
118 

Filipino helper Shiella Estrada, 60, has not gone to Admiralty on Sundays since last August, 
spending most of her rest days at her employer's home in Tseung Kwan O. Sometimes she 
takes a walk by the sea. 
 
A helper of more than 30 years in Hong Kong, she misses spending Sundays with her friends 
in Admiralty, where she also used to buy Filipino goods and send money home. 
 
Because of the pandemic, her employer suggested last year that she avoid going out and she 
agreed, aware of the safety concerns. “It is a big sacrifice for us,” she says. “It is a human 
need to rest and socialise. It is really hard to stay at home all the time after working long 
hours. I feel stressed.” 
 
Estrada, who is chairwoman of the Progressive Labour Union of Domestic Workers Hong 
Kong which has nearly 1,000 Filipino members, says her employer leaves her free on her rest 
days, but many others are not as fortunate. 
 
The HelperChoice survey found that about 40 per cent of those polled were asked by their 
employers to work on their rest days. 
 
Indonesian helper Ria*, 35, says she has not had a single rest day since last March as her 
employer stopped her from going out on Sundays and asked her to work instead. Attending 
to her employer’s 85-year-old mother seven days a week has overwhelmed her physically 
and mentally, she says, even though her employer pays her an extra HK$600 a month on top 
of her monthly wage of HK$4,630 - the statutory minimum for helpers. 
 
“I’m so tired and stressed, but I’m afraid of being fired if I say no. I have to earn money to 
support my family,” says Ria, who has worked in Hong Kong for more than seven years and 
has been with her current employer for more than three years. 
 
Researchers at the University of Hong Kong (HKU) who examined the use of social space 
by domestic helpers found that the women needed a place to gather for their physical, mental 
and social well-being. 
 
“They need social space to connect with their community,” says Ho Hung-chak, a research 
assistant professor with HKU’s department of urban planning and design. He and 
undergraduate Mok King-him interviewed helpers and observed them in late 2018 and 
published their findings last November. 
 
Ho says Hong Kong lacks public areas for helpers. 
 
Of the three types of social space - public space like parks and pedestrian zones; privatised 
public space such as outdoor seating areas of shopping malls and cafes; and community 
venues such as community centres and churches - most helpers preferred to meet in public 
spaces like parks and pedestrian areas because they have the fewest rules and regulations. 
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Ho suggests opening community centres for helpers to gather on their rest days, especially 
during the pandemic, so they can access hygienic venues and gather in smaller numbers 
instead of congregating in large groups. 
 
Lestari says despite the tightened pandemic measures, she still tries to enjoy her rest days 
with her friends at Victoria Park, while making sure to observe social-distancing rules. 
 
She updates other helpers about the government’s latest anti-pandemic measures, and 
organises health training sessions so helpers can keep well during the pandemic. “We have 
our own community. When your family is far away, you create your own family here,” she 
says. 
 
28. Coronavirus: Filipino domestic worker in Hong Kong offers webinar booster for 
fellow migrants 
15 Feb 2021 
 
Rodelia Pedro Villar has seen so much of the struggles her fellow domestic workers in Hong 
Kong have faced during the coronavirus crisis that she decided to tackle the problem head on 
and launch a series of webinars specifically designed to help them cope in an environment 
where finding resources - let alone accessing them - can be difficult. 
 
“I want to meet some of the needs of domestic workers in Hong Kong, who because of Covid-
19 cannot leave their employers’ homes, see friends or seek help,” she said. 
 
The 43-year-old, who is from the Philippines and has worked as a domestic helper in Hong 
Kong for almost two decades, is bringing together a number of local non-profit groups for 
the venture, including the charities Enrich and Pathfinders, which in turn will lead discussions 
on such issues as labour rights, financial literacy, legal help and maternity protection. 
 
The webinars, available for free, would also provide information about services available to 
Hong Kong’s 380,000 migrant domestic workers, she said. 
 
The first webinar, which is expected to take place on Facebook at the end of this month, will 
focus on mental health. 
 
“My main goal for the project is to guide migrant workers and raise awareness,” Villar said. 
“Many of them don’t know who to go to when they have a problem, and they are also not 
able to access services face to face during the pandemic.” 
 
“Most of the time they come to me for help and I spend my free time making sure they get 
the right support, but there are so many who cannot access help.” 
 
Villar, a recipient of the Spirit of Hong Kong Lion Rock People’s Choice Award - 
recognising her as one of Hong Kong’s unsung heroes said that online webinars were “the 
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best way to make sure as many domestic workers as possible can receive important 
information, from the right sources”. 
 
Migrant domestic workers in Hong Kong have faced a host of challenges since the pandemic 
broke out early last year, including unemployment, increased discrimination because of 
perceptions that foreigners were responsible for bringing the coronavirus into the city, 
changes to visa and immigration policies, as well as increasing financial and mental health 
issues. 
 
In a survey conducted last year by local charity Uplifters along with Medecins Sans 
Frontieres, 72 per cent of foreign domestic workers interviewed in Hong Kong reported signs 
of depression during the pandemic. 
 
The study showed that being separated from their families and working away from their home 
country was the most common source of anxiety, reported by 47 per cent of respondents, 
followed by worries about their family’s health back home during the pandemic, at 39 per 
cent. 
 
Because of social-distancing rules, consulates in Hong Kong have also had difficulty in 
organising their usual orientation sessions for newly arrived domestic workers - a gap that 
Villar hopes her project will also be able to fill. 
 
The webinars will be streamed live via the Domestic Workers Corner Facebook page, which 
was set up by Villar in 2017, and on the Facebook pages of the participating charities. 
 
Advocates and support workers said Villar’s initiative would help bridge the efforts of social 
services organisations whose outreach efforts had been limited during the pandemic. 
 
“We believe Rodelia’s project is much needed and will be very beneficial,” said Tynna 
Mendoza, director of programmes at Enrich Hong Kong, which promotes the economic 
empowerment of migrant domestic workers. “We are particularly concerned about the rise in 
financial difficulties during the pandemic and we welcome this collaborative opportunity to 
support more workers who are facing this issue.” 
 
Manisha Wijesinghe, the executive director of HELP for Domestic Workers, said Villar’s 
project was unique as it was singularly developed by a migrant domestic worker with the aim 
of raising awareness of her fellow workers. 
 
“Through facilitating access to information and support services, the project helps migrant 
domestic workers to take the first step in protecting themselves and their rights,” she said. 
 
Camille Bethoux, head of programmes at Uplifters - an NGO focused on empowering 
migrant domestic workers through education - noted that the pandemic had worsened the 
already challenging situations of the workers and shrunk some of their only safety nets, such 
as religious activities and community gatherings. 
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“Only through this type of collaboration can we ensure these women access to the support 
they need,” she said. 
 
29. Domestic helpers reluctant to get shots amid concerns over efficacy and side effects 
18 Mar 2021 
 
Domestic helpers are reluctant to receive Covid-19 jabs because of worries about possible 
side effects and the efficacy of vaccines, according to concern groups and an employers’ 
association. 
 
The lukewarm response comes as authorities expand the city’s vaccination campaign by 
including the 370,000-strong helper community among priority groups in the free inoculation 
programme this week. 
 
Eman Villanueva, a spokesman for the Asian Migrants’ Coordinating Body, said hesitation 
on whether to get the shots was widespread among helpers. 
 
“We are glad that the Hong Kong government can include the helpers as a priority group in 
the vaccination programme. We are also encouraging them to take the shots. But most of 
them are adopting a wait-and-see approach,” he said. 
 
“There have been some debates and most remained undecided, according to our initial 
observation.” Some helpers were reluctant because of misinformation on social media, 
Villanueva said, referring to online theories by vaccine opponents that drug companies only 
wanted to sell their products, or the shots could make people sick. 
 
He added that a dengue vaccine scare in the Philippines four years ago also played a part in 
making some helpers reluctant. A drug maker reported in 2017 that its anti-dengue shots 
could worsen symptoms among vaccinated people who contracted the disease for the first 
time, prompting authorities in Manila to stop a nationwide dengue immunisation programme. 
 
Villanueva said his group planned to launch a campaign to spread awareness among helpers 
on the importance of taking the Covid-19 shots. 
 
Shiella Estrada, 60, a Filipino helper, said: “I do have some worries after reports that some 
people died after taking the shot. A friend of mine said her employer had suffered a headache 
after taking the shot. I work long hours and do not often get enough sleep. So I am not very 
sure if I am fit enough to take the vaccine. But we appreciate it that the Hong Kong 
government has included us in its free vaccine programme.” The government expanded its 
Covid-19 vaccination drive on Monday by lowering the age threshold of those eligible from 
60 to 30, while adding helpers as one of the 14 priority groups. The expanded scheme covers 
5.5 million people in total, or more than 80 per cent of the city’s population over the age of 
16. As of 8pm on Tuesday, about 229,300 people had received their first dose of the vaccine. 
Some 176,300 of them received Sinovac shots, and the remaining 53,000 got BioNTech jabs. 
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So far, there have been reports of at least seven deaths among people who had received the 
shots, though experts have ruled out any direct link between the two. 
 
Betty Yung Ma Shan-yee, chairwoman of the Hong Kong Employers of Overseas Domestic 
Helpers Association, said she had received letters from various consulates asking bosses to 
tell their workers the vaccination programme now included them. 
 
“We are of course very glad to relay the message to our members and ask them to encourage 
the helpers to take the jabs,” Yung said. “But from what we have heard from our members 
so far, the helpers are rather reluctant to take the shots. We can understand it. The Covid-19 
vaccine is a new jab.” She also said employers would not force helpers to get vaccinated. 
“Many local people are also hesitant to take the vaccines,” Yung said. 
 
About 200,000 helpers are from the Philippines, and 160,000 from Indonesia. Both countries 
are among the major recipients of Sinovac vaccines in the region. Indonesia has reportedly 
ordered at least 50 million doses of the Sinovac vaccine and 60 million doses of the 
Sinopharm vaccine. The Philippines has received 600,000 Sinovac shots and 500,000 
AstraZeneca ones. It expects to receive another 1.4 million doses from Sinovac and almost a 
million from AstraZeneca later this month. 
 
30. HK job agencies oppose ban on Philippines flights: Employment firms say targeting 
helpers unfair and could worsen shortage of workers in city 
08 Apr 2021 
 
Agencies dealing with the hiring of foreign domestic helpers in Hong Kong have rejected 
calls for flights from the Philippines to be banned, and said workers should be vaccinated 
against Covid-19 before entering the city. 
 
A debate over banning flights has heated up after the number of confirmed Covid-19 cases 
involving those arriving from the country grew over the past two weeks. 
 
Among the 56 imported infections recorded since last Thursday, 18 were from the Philippines. 
Hong Kong recorded eight new cases of coronavirus yesterday, six of them from overseas, 
including one who arrived from the Philippines last month. 
 
Professor Ho Pak-leung, a microbiologist from the University of Hong Kong, has suggested 
stopping flights, but he expressed reservations about making vaccination compulsory for 
domestic workers before they entered the city. 
 
He said making the jab a condition for entry would go against the voluntary nature of the 
city’s inoculation programme, and there was a lack of evidence that helpers were a higher 
infection risk than other occupations. 
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“We can discuss other occupations when talking about this … do they have to face a 
mandatory order to get vaccinated based on the same principle?” he said. “The views against 
making the inoculation compulsory is still the mainstream in Hong Kong.” 
 
Cheung Kit-man, chairman of the Hong Kong Employment Agencies Association, said 
banning flights from the Philippines would worsen the shortage of helpers in Hong Kong. 
About 150 domestic helpers enter Hong Kong daily. More than half come from the 
Philippines, he said. 
 
He suggested that Filipinos and Indonesians – the groups that make up most of the city’s 
domestic worker population of 400,000 – be given priority to get jabs before coming to Hong 
Kong. 
 
Those who have been inoculated should see their compulsory 21-day isolation in Hong Kong 
hotels shortened to 14 days, he suggested. For those who do not get vaccinated, Cheung said 
they should still be allowed to come to Hong Kong, but they be quarantined for three weeks. 
 
According to Cheung, a problem with banning flights was that domestic workers already in 
the city could switch to new employers who were willing to pay more. But before the workers 
moved, they would have to stay in agency boarding houses with possibly dozens of others, 
potentially leading to another outbreak, he added. 
 
Teresa Liu Tsui-lan, managing director of the Technic Employment Service Centre, backed 
the idea of domestic workers getting priority vaccinations in their home countries, and said 
once inoculated, workers should only be required to spend seven or 14 days in quarantine 
after arriving in Hong Kong. Employers paid for the helpers’ hotel quarantine fees and that 
could cost about HK$20,000, she added. 
 
Eman Villanueva, spokesman for the Asian Migrants Coordinating Body, urged the Hong 
Kong government not to ban flights from the Philippines. 
 
“Those who are preparing to come to Hong Kong have already done their training and paid 
for the agency fees. If the government suddenly suspends the flights, they will be left with 
nothing,” said Villanueva, himself a domestic worker in the city. 
 
He added that if Filipinos had to be vaccinated before they were allowed to work in Hong 
Kong, it would be unfair and discriminatory, unless it also applied to people coming from 
other countries. 
 
Villanueva was also not confident that migrant workers could get vaccination priority in the 
Philippines, as the nation’s jab plan only began about a month ago and had progressed slowly. 
 
Dr Chuang Shuk-kwan, head of the Centre for Health Protection’s communicable disease 
branch, said the government should review the situation and “could do more” to tighten 
arrival requirements for travellers from the Philippines. 
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Yesterday’s figure took the total number of confirmed cases in the city to 11,539, with 205 
related deaths. Chuang said there were 10 preliminary-positive cases, mostly imported. 
 
31. Flight ban may see pay jump for locally hired helpers: Filipino domestic workers 
face greatest risk of travel shutout triggered by import of virus variant 
15 Apr 2021 
 
Salaries for locally hired foreign domestic helpers could be pushed up by as much as 30 per 
cent amid keen demand if a new flight ban mechanism aimed at keeping an emerging 
coronavirus variant out of Hong Kong makes it harder for workers to reach the city, 
employment agency bosses have warned. 
 
The new regulations came into effect yesterday, two days after health minister Professor 
Sophia Chan Siu-chee revealed that all airlines would be banned from operating routes from 
a given country to Hong Kong for two weeks should any of them bring in people testing 
positive for the N501Y virus mutation over a seven-day period. 
 
The government later clarified the ban would be triggered by the discovery of at least five 
passengers with the mutation. 
 
Hong Kong yesterday confirmed five new Covid-19 cases. The sole local infection involved 
a 70-year-old man who tested positive after his death. He lived at Oi Fai House in Tuen Mun, 
and was linked to earlier cases. Two of the imported cases - arrivals from Pakistan - carried 
the N501Y variant. 
 
Hong Kong’s infection tally stood at 11,612, with 209 related deaths. 
 
Flights from the Philippines, where many of the city’s domestic workers come from, are 
among those that face the greatest risk of a temporary ban, according to data reviewed by the 
Post. 
 
The government on Monday identified N501Y, which has been seen in virus variants first 
identified in Britain, Brazil and South Africa, as the mutation that would trigger a halt to all 
inbound flights from the country where the cases originated. 
 
According to data from the Centre for Health Protection, for the seven-day period ending on 
Tuesday, 16 people arriving from the Philippines tested positive, accounting for about a 
quarter of the 61 imported cases. Another 10 came from Indonesia. India had the most, with 
17, while 12 came from Pakistan. 
 
All the cases from the Philippines carried the N501Y mutation. The variant was also found 
in 10 cases from Pakistan, four from India and one from Indonesia. The centre said of the 
210 cases found with the new mutation as of Tuesday, 42 per cent were imported from the 
Philippines, 22 per cent from Pakistan and 9 per cent from India. 
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Given that arrivals of domestic workers from the Philippines and Indonesia could be 
temporarily halted under the new regulations, Mike Cheung, president of the Overseas 
Employment Centre, warned employers might need to pay more to hire helpers already in 
the city due to higher demand. 
 
“It could be a 20 to 30 per cent increase. But it’s not going to jump from HK$5,000 to 
HK$8,000,” Cheung said. 
 
The minimum monthly salary for foreign domestic helpers is HK$4,630, though Cheung said 
those with previous work experience in the city were already being paid more than HK$5,000. 
He said locally sourced helpers accounted for about 75 per cent of those his agency 
represented, up from 50 per cent in pre-pandemic times, with the ratio of those hired from 
overseas halved to 25 per cent amid travel disruptions. 
 
The supply of overseas domestic workers could be further affected if a two-week flight ban 
kicked in, he said. Taking the Philippines as an example, Cheung said agencies there could 
choose to send prospective helpers to the Middle East or Singapore instead. 
 
“There is a knock-on effect … If Singapore doesn’t stop [the flights] but Hong Kong does, 
the agencies might use it as an excuse and say those people can’t come any more,” he said. 
 
Kitman Cheung, chairman of the Hong Kong Employment Agencies Association, said there 
were about 150 to 200 workers arriving in the city from the Philippines and Indonesia daily. 
 
While locally available workers might be able to earn more, those who have been hired but 
not yet left their home countries could now face a bigger hurdle in securing employment, 
according to Johannie Tong Hiu-yan from the Mission for Migrant Workers. 
 
“If some helpers cannot report on time in Hong Kong, employers could give up on employing 
them eventually,” Tong said. 
 
Infectious disease specialist Dr Joseph Tsang Kay-yan said the latest mechanism would be 
effective in slowing the import of coronavirus variants to the city. 
 
“If flights are suspended for 14 days, the spread of the virus from one country to another 
could be slowed down,” he said. 
 
But as the N501Y strain was set to become increasingly prevalent worldwide given its higher 
transmissibility, he said current measures such as requiring multiple tests on arrival and a 21-
day mandatory quarantine would remain key to stopping imported cases from penetrating the 
community. 
 
32. Let vaccinated helpers come to HK, agencies urge: Head of industry body says at 
least 70 domestic helpers arrive from the Philippines daily, meaning about 1,000 of them 
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will be affected by the ban Indian and Pakistani communities caught unawares by the 
sudden measure also flag money, job and health concerns for those who could find 
themselves stranded thousands of miles away from home for lengthy period 
20 Apr 2021 
 
Hong Kong employment agencies have called for alternatives to a two-week coronavirus-
related ban on arrivals from the Philippines, India and Pakistan including allowing vaccinated 
domestic workers entry to the city, saying more than 1,000 families will struggle to find 
helpers. 
 
Indian and Pakistani communities caught unawares by the sudden measure also flagged 
money, job and health concerns for those who could find themselves stranded thousands of 
miles away from home for a prolonged period of time, if the fortnight-long ban was extended. 
 
Hong Kong announced the travel ban on people coming to the city from India, Pakistan, and 
the Philippines, hours after officials on Sunday confirmed a second local Covid-19 case 
involving a mutated strain of the virus. 
 
The case involved a friend of the first local patient found to be infected with the N501Y 
variant despite testing negative before travelling from Dubai and quarantining in a hotel upon 
arrival for 21 days. 
 
All flights and people travelling from the three countries, now classified as areas of 
“extremely high risk”, will be banned from today. Anyone who has spent more than two 
hours in any of the three is also banned while those already in quarantine will be ordered to 
take a further test on the 26th day after arriving in the city. 
 
This marked the first time the government invoked a new regulation that allowed it to ban all 
airlines from operating routes from a given country to Hong Kong for two weeks should any 
carrier bring in five cases of the N501Y mutation over a seven-day period. 
 
The fear for many affected by the measure was that the ban could last even longer, according 
to Kitman Cheung, chairman of the Hong Kong Employment Agencies Association. 
 
Cheung said about 70 to 100-plus domestic helpers arrived from the Philippines daily, 
meaning about 1,000 of them would be affected by the ban. 
 
“Their employers, many of them with urgent needs to find help to take care of their elderly 
and young children, have been left desperate by the measure,” he added. 
 
The agency boss said the government, rather than imposing a blanket ban, should be more 
flexible and consider allowing those who had received Covid-19 vaccinations to travel to the 
city. 
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“The Philippines also vaccinates its citizens using Sinovac jabs, the same as Hong Kong. 
Surely the Hong Kong government could talk to its counterparts in the Philippines to get 
them to extend the inoculation, currently reserved to government and frontline workers, to 
domestic helpers,” Cheung said. 
 
If the ban persisted, it could increase demand for locally sourced helpers or those who had 
just finished their contracts and had been looking for alternative employment. “Their wages 
could go up by 20 per cent, to about HK$6,000 a month,” Cheung said. 
 
Mike Cheung, president of the Overseas Employment Centre, believed “desperate” 
employers could be forced to turn to other countries for the workforce, such as Indonesia and 
Thailand, which were also besieged by Covid-19 infections. 
 
He suggested Hong Kong take a leaf out of neighbour Macau’s book, after it announced a 
28-day mandatory hotel quarantine for arrivals for those three countries on Sunday. “That 
would be a bit less bad than a complete ban, although many employers would be wary of 
paying such a large sum of money,” Cheung said. 
 
Hong Kong’s ethnic minority communities also reacted strongly to the ban. Jimmy Singh 
Baljinder, co-founder of the NGO Racial Integration Education and Welfare Association, 
said he knew of more than 10 friends and acquaintances who had been left stranded in India. 
 
“Some have gone back to visit family or to attend weddings. Now their flights have been 
cancelled and they have no idea how and when they can make bookings again,” he said. 
 
 They were very anxious about a prolonged stay there, which could mean running out of 
money, getting sacked from their jobs and not being able to take care of their families back 
home, Baljinder said. 
 
“Many of them have actually tested negative for the virus and were ready to fly. Now it may 
be hard for them to book another one due to demand, and it may increase their chance of 
them getting infected in India.” 
 
 Rizwan Ullah, a community leader and former joint secretary of the Pakistan Association of 
Hong Kong, said the government should improve communication of such policies to ethnic 
minority residents. He said some in the community had difficulty in understanding 
information distributed in Chinese. 
 
33. Third HK case of more infectious strain: Helper recently arrived from Philippines 
confirmed with N501Y mutation 
24 Apr 2021 
 
A domestic worker who recently arrived in Hong Kong from the Philippines has been 
confirmed as carrying a mutation of the coronavirus, making her the third local case involving 
the more infectious strain. 
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The woman was screened after she completed quarantine at a hotel in Sai Ying Pun where 
two people staying in an adjacent room were confirmed as carrying the N501Y mutation, 
raising fears the virus had spread on the floor, health authorities said yesterday. 
 
Last night, officials announced everyone in the Mid-Levels building where the woman’s 
employer lived needed to be evacuated and sent to quarantine. 
 
“We can’t let down our guard on N501Y,” said Dr Chuang Shuk-kwan, head of the Centre 
for Health Protection’s communicable disease branch. “Not every single case will cause a 
big community outbreak, but one case can still lead to that. We know N501Y is highly 
transmissive. Will a small amount of viral load cause a spread? I also don’t know.” 
 
Authorities also revealed they had suspended the right of Chinese testing firm BGI to run 
mobile screening stations after it was found to have wrongly labelled at least 27 people as 
preliminary-positive this week. 
 
Officials confirmed another nine Covid-19 cases yesterday, all but one of which were 
imported from the Philippines, India, Indonesia and the Netherlands. The sole local case, 
which was untraceable, involved a 23-year-old woman living in Block 10 at South Horizons 
Phase 2 in Ap Lei Chau, triggering what was expected to be an overnight lockdown while 
testing is carried out. 
 
The N501Y mutation has health officials especially worried as it has been linked to more 
transmissive variants, including those first identified in Britain, South Africa and Brazil. The 
city has recorded more than 230 cases involving the mutant strain, but almost all of them 
were imported. 
 
The domestic worker was isolated at the Ramada Hong Kong Harbour View from March 27 
to April 16, according to Chuang. For four of those days, a family of three stayed in the room 
next to her, two of whom were later found to be infected with the virus carrying the N501Y 
mutation. Anyone who stayed on the same floor during the four days would be tracked and 
sent into quarantine. 
 
“At the moment we cannot prove whether the transmission was from the room next door, and 
could only know that if we did a genetic analysis,” she said. “We will consult experts to see 
whether we need to do a more detailed inspection.” 
 
Inspecting the hotel at night, University of Hong Kong microbiologist Professor Yuen Kwok-
yung suspected the air from the contaminated room could enter the corridor when opening 
the door while the windows stayed open. 
 
“When the adjacent room’s door is opened, the air infused with the virus can therefore enter 
the room,” he said. 
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The woman moved to her employer’s residence on No 8 Kennedy Road in Mid-Levels after 
completing her isolation, and had visited Melbourne Plaza in Central, the eighth floor of the 
Immigration Department building in Wan Chai and an employment agency in the Kam On 
Building on Queen’s Road Central, according to Chuang. 
 
The worker, who was asymptomatic, was screened again at a testing centre in Wan Chai on 
Thursday and the result came back as preliminary-positive before her case was confirmed 
late last night. 
 
She is the third locally detected case of the N501Y strain. The first one, confirmed last 
Saturday, involved a 29-year-old engineer arriving from Dubai, while the second concerned 
his friend, a 31-year-old woman who did not have any recent travel history. 
 
Experts yesterday had also almost completed retesting an “unusual” batch of preliminary-
positive results returned by the Chinese testing firm BGI two days prior. Officials said the 
suspension covering the mobile testing stations would remain in effect until an investigative 
report on the mistakes was submitted to the government. 
 
Anthony Wu Ting-yuk, a director of Sunrise Diagnostic Centre, a joint venture company of 
BGI in Hong Kong, apologised for the incident, saying the firm had stepped up its monitoring 
and training for staff. 
 
The city’s tally of confirmed infections stood at 11,727 with 209 related deaths. 
 
34. Labour minister defends flight ban from Philippines: Senior official says concerns 
raised by domestic worker employment agencies are overblown 
26 Apr 2021 
 
Hong Kong’s labour minister has defended a 14-day flight ban imposed on the Philippines 
amid a rise in imported Covid-19 cases, saying fewer than 1,000 domestic workers have been 
affected. 
 
The blog post from Secretary for Labour and Welfare Law Chi-kwong came as the city 
confirmed six new coronavirus cases yesterday. Four of the new cases – patients aged 30 to 
41 – were imported, with three from Indonesia and one from the Philippines. 
 
The two local infections were detected in quarantine and were family members of a patient 
living in Tseung Kwan O. 
 
The imported case from the Philippines involved a 39-year-old domestic helper who was 
confirmed with the N501Y variant. The woman was asymptomatic and her test sample was 
taken on the 12th day of her quarantine period at the Dorsett Mongkok hotel. 
 
The city’s total infection tally stands at 11,736, with 209 related deaths. Fewer than 10 
preliminary-positive cases were also recorded. 
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As of April 20, Hong Kong imposed 14-day bans on flights from the Philippines, India and 
Pakistan over worsening Covid-19 outbreaks in those countries, but medical experts have 
suggested the time frame should be extended if the situation shows no signs of improvement. 
 
The ban has prevented Filipino domestic workers from travelling to the city, with agencies 
estimating around 1,800 had seen their plans disrupted. 
 
Law said the government understood the trouble the move had caused, but insisted there were 
far fewer helpers affected by the ban than industry representatives made out. 
 
He said that since lockdowns went into effect in Manila and other cities on March 29, the 
average number of domestic helpers arriving in the city had dropped from 60 a day to just 
39. 
 
Even using pre-lockdown figures, he continued, estimates suggested that a maximum of just 
840 domestic helpers were affected by the flight ban, about 1,000 fewer than the industry 
claimed. 
 
The overall number of domestic workers in Hong Kong had also decreased from 400,000 to 
around 370,000 during the pandemic, Law added. 
 
“The decrease in the supply of newly arrived foreign domestic helpers will definitely cause 
great trouble to Hong Kong employers and families, especially families that hired Filipino 
workers to help take care of young children and the elderly,” he conceded. 
 
“[But] controlling the epidemic is the most important consideration now. As the 
inter-national pandemic situation has worsened and variant viruses are rampant, we must be 
more cautious with our border measures,” Law wrote, adding that the policy towards 
domestic workers was no exception. 
 
Law said the government had extended the validity period of visas for newly hired domestic 
workers, while allowing employers to extend their current helpers’ contracts for three months. 
Employers could also negotiate refunds with quarantine hotels if their bookings for arriving 
helpers were affected. 
 
Over the past two weeks, the Philippines has been recording about 10,000 new Covid-19 
infections a day. Its vaccination programme began in March, but so far only about 1.3 per 
cent of the population of 108 million have had at least one dose of vaccine. 
 
Hong Kong’s vaccination drive has also had a slow start, with only about 11 per cent of the 
population receiving at least one dose since it began in late February. 
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The relatively low take-up prompted Financial Secretary Paul Chan Mo-po to warn in a blog 
post yesterday that a low vaccination rate would hinder personnel exchanges and hobble the 
city’s economic recovery when the Covid-19 situation improved in many other places. 
 
Still, Chan said the city’s gross domestic product in the first quarter should see a “significant 
improvement” after the economic pain of the past six months. Export figures for March, 
expected to be announced tomorrow, should see improvement as well, he added. 
 
But Chan warned the unemployment rate in Hong Kong, especially in consumer and tourism 
related industries, remained high. 
 
The most recent figures put the unemployment rate at 6.8 per cent, down only slightly from 
the last reporting period. 
 
“We must bring the local epidemic situation under full control as soon as possible before we 
can resume business and tourist travel with the mainland and internationally, otherwise the 
job market will be difficult to improve in an all-round way,” Chan said. 
 
35. Coronavirus: quarantine for hundreds after Hong Kong records first untraceable 
local case involving Covid-19 strain 
30 Apr 2021 
 
Hundreds of occupants of a 52-storey residential block in Tung Chung have been ordered 
into quarantine in Hong Kong’s biggest such operation after one of them was confirmed to 
have contracted a mutated strain of Covid-19 from an unknown source locally for the first 
time in the city. 
 
Authorities cordoned off Tower 11 of Carmel Cove at the Caribbean Coast housing estate at 
7pm on Thursday for a lockdown exercise expected to end at around 7am on Friday after 
testing of all residents was completed. Occupants will have to undergo three weeks of 
quarantine in government centres. 
 
Health officials said the patient was a 39-year-old domestic helper from the Philippines, and 
her infection carried the N501Y and E484K mutations. Both types were found in more 
infectious strains first identified in South Africa and Brazil, and further sequencing would be 
needed to determine the variant. The woman had not travelled outside the city since arriving 
in 2019, Dr Ronald Lam Man-kin, controller of the Centre for Health Protection, said, raising 
fears of the strain already spreading in the community. 
 
Her employer’s 10-month-old daughter had also tested positive and genetic analysis was 
being carried out to see which strain she had. 
 
“For this case, we have not been able to trace the source…As it is the first locally contracted 
case involving a variant and one of the family members was also infected, we think the 
situation is very grim,” Lam said. 
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“Including the latest case, there have been four cases involving a coronavirus variant detected 
in the community. She developed symptoms on April 23. During the 14-day incubation 
period, she had been in Hong Kong. 
 
“There is reason to believe this is the first local infection with no traceable source. So we 
take it very serious and will handle it very carefully.” 
 
More clues were available in the three previous cases involving variants because two of the 
patients had a recent history of travel and the other was a close contact. 
 
“There is no sign the [four] cases had epidemiological links. But it still remains to be seen if 
more clues will emerge with our further investigation, including tracing and testing. In the 
meantime, it is still an untraceable local case,” Lam said. 
 
The helper had visited five places during the incubation period, including St Thomas the 
Apostle Church in Tsing Yi on April 11 and 18, Fu Tung Plaza in Tung Chung between April 
9 and 29 and the nearby Citygate Outlets on April 25. She was in Man Tung Road Park near 
her home on April 11, 18 and 25, and at a Fusion supermarket in Caribbean Coast on April 
12 and 16. 
 
Lam said those who visited the same places on the same dates would be subject to mandatory 
testing. More than 10 fellow choir members of her church had already been tracked down, 
he said. 
 
The first batch of residents from the block’s 400-plus flats were sent to quarantine centres 
shortly before midnight on Thursday. The government has 2,951 units available for 
immediate use for asymptomatic close contacts of confirmed patients. Some units can house 
more than one person. 
 
Dr Albert Au, principal medical and health officer, said those issued with mandatory testing 
orders would also have to get screened on the first, seventh, 14th, and 21st day of isolation. 
 
Earlier in the day, a researcher revealed to the Post that the third local variant case, also a 
domestic helper, did not contract the virus from neighbouring guests in her quarantine hotel 
as initially suspected. 
 
Genome sequencing conducted by Polytechnic University found that the 38-year-old Filipino, 
who was confirmed to be carrying the N501Y mutation last Friday, had a different variant 
than the family in the opposite room at the Ramada Hong Kong Harbour View hotel in Sai 
Ying Pun The helper, who stayed at the hotel earlier this month, was found to be carrying the 
South African variant known as B. 1.351. But of the three infected family members across 
the hall, two are known to have been infected with the variant first identified in Britain: 
B.1.1.7. The viral load of the third person was too low to determine which variant they carried. 
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“Based on the whole genome-sequencing result, the family could not be the source of the 
[domestic worker’s infection],” said Dr Gilman Siu Kit-hang, an associate professor from 
PolyU’s health, technology and informatics department who led the research. 
 
“We are sorting out other cases who stayed in the same hotel over the same period.” 
 
He said other possibilities could explain the helper’s infection. 
 
“Perhaps she already got the virus before arriving in Hong Kong but her infection was not 
detected [during quarantine] due to sampling issues,” Siu said. “She could also get infected 
by other cases in the hotel.” 
 
He said the latest findings suggested the helper was not infected by her neighbours through 
airborne transmission, as experts had believed. “The transmission might have happened when 
she used the lift or through other items,” Siu said. 
 
Hong Kong recorded 15 new Covid-19 cases on Thursday, all of which were imported. 
Thirteen of those cases were arrivals from Nepal, and the remaining two from Indonesia and 
India. Two of the infections from Nepal were found to carry the N501Y mutation. 
 
Hong Kong’s tally of confirmed infections now stands at 11,770, with 209 related deaths. 
 
Meanwhile, the government announced a ban on all passenger flights from Nepal from 
Saturday, and extended existing ones on India, Pakistan and the Philippines. People who have 
been in these countries for more than two hours will also be barred from entering Hong Kong. 
 
The bans were imposed through a mechanism under which flights will be suspended for 14 
days if five or more cases involving the N501Y mutation are detected among passengers 
from the same country in a seven-day period. 
 
The government also tightened the rule on Thursday, saying all other relevant mutations that 
could potentially pose similar risks to Hong Kong’s public health would also be considered. 
 
The new rules will also see the triggering of the suspension mechanism if seven or more 
N501Y or related mutant strain cases are detected among passengers when they arrive or 
during their quarantine in a 10-day period. 
 
A review would then be conducted every two weeks to see if any bans imposed should be 
lifted. 
 
Nepal has experienced a surge in daily Covid-19 infections, from around 500 cases two 
weeks ago to more than 4,500 on Wednesday. 
 
University of Hong Kong infectious disease expert Dr Ho Pak-leung said the government 
should consider designating Nepal an “extremely high-risk” country. 
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In Hong Kong, Thursday also marked the resumption of business at some bars, party rooms, 
saunas, karaoke lounges, mahjong and Tin Kau parlours as well as a loosening of social-
distancing measures governing restaurants and gatherings such as weddings and religious 
events. 
 
The new multi-tiered “vaccine bubble” represents an attempt to boost the city’s sluggish 
inoculation campaign as well as a potential boon for the bars and restaurants, though 
numerous voices in the sector have complained about the complexity of the new measures. 
 
As of Thursday, 897,120 people – or 12 per cent of residents – had taken their first vaccine 
jab in Hong Kong, while 480,523 had received both doses. 
 
36. Anxiety for helpers stranded in Philippines: Some 1,000 stuck after 14-day ban on 
travel to HK amid dramatic surge in Covid-19 cases 
25 April 2021 
 
Aprilyn Racca’s world was turned upside down after a news alert popped up on her phone 
during the eight-hour bus ride to Manila from her hometown in Illocos Sur, in the northern 
Philippines. 
 
The 34-year-old Filipino boarded the bus at 10.30pm on April 18 and was due to get her final 
medical tests done before flying to Hong Kong to start work as a domestic worker. 
 
Her excitement turned into desperation when she read the breaking news that Hong Kong 
had slapped a 14-day ban on flights from the Philippines, India and Pakistan from April 20, 
amid worsening Covid-19 outbreaks in those countries. 
 
“I felt very helpless,” Racca said. “I was just one step from going to Hong Kong.” 
 
After her bus arrived in Manila, she went to a church to pray, overwhelmed and shaking with 
hopelessness. She is among an estimated 1,000 Filipino migrant workers unable to travel to 
Hong Kong because of the flight ban. Medical experts have suggested extending the duration 
of the ban if the outbreaks in the three countries show no signs of easing. 
 
Over the past two weeks, the Philippines has been recording about 10,000 new Covid-19 
infections each day. 
 
The country’s top diplomat in Hong Kong, Consul General Raly Tejada, told the Post the ban 
affected both the city and the Philippines. “As the largest labour-supplying country to Hong 
Kong, the situation creates a negative impact on both sides. It is our hope that the ban will be 
lifted earlier or as soon as the 14-day period expires,” he said. 
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Racca, who left her farmer husband and eight-year-old son at home to work in Hong Kong, 
said this was the only way to make enough money for the family to live a more comfortable 
life. 
 
She used to earn 13,000 pesos (HK$2,000) a month working in a shop selling electronic 
appliances. “My salary was not enough because my child is getting bigger. I needed to find 
another job.” 
 
In the city, the monthly minimum wage for domestic workers is HK$4,630, with some 
employers willing to pay more because of the current shortage of helpers. 
 
Racca decided to stay in Manila with a relative. “I am really hoping the ban will not be 
extended,” she said. 
 
Weighing heavily on her mind is the 60,000 pesos she borrowed from relatives and lending 
companies to pay for the training and other fees before leaving for Hong Kong. Delaying the 
trip will mean holding up repaying the debt. 
 
“I feel disappointed and unlucky,” she said. 
 
37. Virus measures have to be reviewed in the wake of variant cases: Latest infections 
point to weaknesses in the defence system of city, which has to remain united and even 
more vigilant with the easing of social-distancing restrictions 
01 May 2021 
 
The first untraceable Covid-19 variant case in the community has sounded alarm bells. It 
appears to have confirmed growing fears that more infectious strains are spreading through 
undetected transmission chains in a city that is easing curbs on social-distancing restrictions. 
The community must be put on full alert and work with the authorities in thwarting another 
potentially devastating wave of the disease. The severity of the matter is reflected in the 
immediate quarantine of all those living in a 52-storey tower block on outlying Lantau Island, 
along with compulsory tests for those at no fewer than five venues visited by an infected 
domestic helper, the biggest operation of its kind since the pandemic began. 
 
Domestic helpers who are not fully vaccinated are required to undergo tests by May 9. 
Having a vaccination will also become a condition for their contracts and work visas in future. 
Officials believe the nature of helpers’ work makes them more vulnerable, but questions have 
been raised as to whether the measures are discriminatory. 
 
With three variant cases of a known origin already identified, the latest case involving a 
Filipino with no recent travel history has made the outlook even more worrying. She was 
carrying the N501Y and E484K mutations and had met other helpers during the incubation 
period. Her employers both tested negative, but the couple’s 10-month old daughter was 
infected. 
 



 
136 

Concern has been further heightened by the discovery of at least 10 previously imported 
infections involving a variant suspected to be behind the current surge in India. Seven of 
them arrived on a flight from New Delhi on April 4. Even though there is no evidence yet of 
the strain having made its way into the community, such a possibility cannot be ruled out. 
The city’s first two variant cases found in the community came after an Indian man from 
Dubai finished his 21 days of quarantine in a hotel and infected his friend. They were both 
asymptomatic and tested positive. The third case involved a domestic helper from overseas, 
who may have been infected before arriving in Hong Kong or during quarantine at a local 
hotel. 
 
The authorities must go further to review current procedures, because the recurrence of 
infections with variants points to weaknesses in the city’s defence system. From flight bans 
and quarantine for arrivals to testing and contact tracing, there is a need to look again. The 
decision to step up compulsory testing is the correct response, as is the appeal for more people 
to get vaccinated. 
 
The inroads made by variants and the easing of restrictions on dining and entertainment have 
made vigilance all the more important. The city must stay united to win the battle. 
 
38. Genomes of new cases identical to first variant: Fears raised of chains of invisible 
transmission as Philippines’ top diplomat in city criticises the plan requiring domestic 
helpers to be vaccinated 
02 May 2021 
 
The genomes of the latest two mutated Covid-19 infections in Hong Kong are identical to 
the first variant case detected in the community, a study revealed yesterday, raising fears over 
the emergence of invisible transmission chains in the city. 
 
The news came as the government’s plan to contain the spread of the strains by requiring 
domestic helpers seeking work visas or contract renewals to get vaccinated drew fire from 
the Philippines’ top diplomat in the city, the employers and the workers. The city confirmed 
eight new infections yesterday, all imported. Fewer than five preliminary cases were also 
reported. 
 
A sequencing study by Polytechnic University researchers found a 39-year-old domestic 
helper - the city’s first untraceable local case involving a mutated strain - and the 10-month-
old baby she took care of had the same genome as the one in a 29-year-old man visiting from 
Dubai who was reported to be infected with a new variant two weeks ago. 
 
Gilman Siu Kit-hang, the university’s associate professor at the department of health 
technology and informatics, said the three infections carried the B.1.351 variant and their 
identical genomes suggested they probably had transmission links, though not necessarily a 
direct spread. 
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“If it’s not a direct spread, then it's more worrying that there are some cases in between. It 
will mean there are invisible carriers of this variant walking in the community,” he said, 
adding he could not conclude how many infected people might have been involved. 
 
The helper had not travelled outside the city since arriving in 2019 and lived in her 
employer’s flat in Tung Chung, while the man from Dubai had stayed in Jordan. 
 
Some scientists believe the B.1.351 variant, which was first discovered in South Africa in 
December, is about 50 per cent more transmissible than the original virus. It has been found 
in at least 68 countries so far. 
 
Siu said the genomes of the man, the helper and the baby were different from those found in 
another domestic worker confirmed to be carrying the mutated strain, who stayed with her 
employer in Mid-Levels. 
 
“The helper who lived on Kennedy Road was only spotted after she had entered the 
community, so we can’t rule out there is more than one transmission chain involving the 
South African variant,” he said. 
 
Professor David Hui Shu-cheong, a Chinese University respiratory medicine expert and 
government pandemic adviser, said it was likely that the man from Dubai had passed the 
virus to the helper through secondary transmission, as he noted the two had not been to the 
same places. 
 
“We are lucky that many people in the community are still cautious,” Hui said. “They wear 
masks and clean their hands frequently, so we still haven’t seen a big outbreak so far.” Hui 
said it would be difficult to find those who had already been infected because many recently 
infected cases were asymptomatic. He urged residents not to let their guard down. 
 
Professor Yuen Kwok-yung, the University of Hong Kong’s infectious disease expert, said 
the city had to trace how the variant had been imported. 
 
Yuen suggested authorities conduct antibody checks on those who had been quarantined at 
hotels - especially the Ramada Hong Kong Grand Hotel in Tsim Sha Tsui, where the 29-
year-old man was quarantined - but tested negative to see whether the earlier screenings had 
missed anyone. 
 
Follow-up tracing of where they had been would also be needed, he said. 
 
The city’s total number of confirmed cases stands at 11,782, while the death of a 70-year-old 
woman took related fatalities to 210. Of the new cases, four were from Indonesia, two from 
India, and one each from the Philippines and Cambodia. 
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The latest cases prompted the government to order mandatory vaccination for all foreign 
domestic workers seeking job renewal in the city and those planning to come, with the health 
minister insisting the rules were a “risk-based decision”. 
 
But the Philippines’ top diplomat in Hong Kong, Raly Tejada, told the Post that foreign 
domestic helpers should not be forced to get vaccinated. 
 
“My consulate has been supportive of Hong Kong’s free and voluntary vaccination 
programme and has actively campaigned for this. However, our nationals need not be forced 
to take the vaccine since I believe that they are capable of doing the right thing,” he said. 
 
“If vaccination becomes a provision to work in Hong Kong, then its application should be 
non-discriminatory and therefore must not only include [foreign domestic helpers] but other 
non-resident workers who are similarly situated so that there is no feeling of being singled 
out.” Domestic helpers’ groups warned that fewer helpers could be willing to work in the 
city, though agencies believed they would eventually get vaccinated to keep their jobs. 
 
“We demand the Hong Kong government answer why we are being singled out. Why do the 
policies only apply to migrant workers?” said Dolores Balladares, chairwoman of United 
Filipinos in Hong Kong. 
 
Employers also feared they could be held responsible if the helpers fell ill after getting the 
jabs. 
 
Health minister Professor Sophia Chan Siu-chee said the authorities did not intend to single 
out the 370,000 domestic helpers working in Hong Kong. 
 
“We will never label any specific groups,” Chan told a local radio programme. “Throughout 
our fight against Covid-19, confirmed cases were young and old and had different 
occupations. It was a risk-based decision.” The Labour and Welfare Bureau said the 
authorities would consider exempting those medically unfit for vaccination from this 
requirement. 
 
On potential medical bills, it said employers would have to provide free medical treatment 
during their workers’ stay in Hong Kong in accordance with the standard employment 
contract. 
 
It added it was studying vaccination details with the Immigration Department. 
 
On Friday, the government also ordered all helpers in the city to get tested by May 9. 
Yesterday, thousands of domestic workers queued for hours in 29 degrees Celsius heat for 
their mandatory Covid-19 test at Victoria Park. 
39.Vulnerable yet valuable sector becomes an easy target: Cliff Buddle says the 
reasoning behind the drastic move requiring foreign domestic helpers to be vaccinated 
before their contracts can be renewed is both flawed and discriminatory 
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02 May 2021 
 
Just as we thought it was safe to return to normal life in Hong Kong, the threat of a fresh 
wave of Covid-19 cases has emerged. The discovery of mutated forms of the virus in the city 
must be taken seriously. 
 
But the government’s requirement that foreign domestic helpers get vaccinated before being 
allowed to sign or renew their contracts is discriminatory, as is the order that all 370,000 of 
them be tested. 
 
This vulnerable yet valuable sector of our society is an easy target. The reasoning behind 
these drastic measures, the strictest yet to focus on a particular sector of the community, is 
flawed. 
 
The trigger for the new measures is the alarming discovery of variants of the virus in Hong 
Kong that are likely to spread quickly. 
 
Two domestic helpers from the Philippines have been found to be infected with mutated 
strains. One has recently arrived in the city from her home country. 
 
The other case, involving a 39-year-old, is more worrying. It is the first discovery of a 
mutated strain contracted locally. This has led to fears the variant is circulating in the 
community. 
 
The 39-year-old’s case prompted the quarantine of 950 residents of a housing block in Tung 
Chung. They have all tested negative. But it has also led to the introduction of broader 
measures covering all foreign domestic helpers. 
 
Labour minister Dr Law Chi-kwong described them as a “high risk group”. He said: “They 
mainly hang out with their friends during their holidays. If they are infected, that can likely 
lead to cross-family infections.” But that applies to everyone. We all like to meet friends on 
our day off. When we do so, there is a risk of cross-infection. 
 
Another justification cited by Law is that foreign domestic helpers often work with elderly 
people who are at high risk from the virus. But this does not apply to all of them. If that logic 
is followed, the requirement to get a vaccination should cover everyone who cares for elderly 
people, not just foreign domestic helpers. 
 
The only reason domestic helpers could reasonably be considered high risk is because they 
may have arrived from a country such as the Philippines, where new variants have recently 
emerged and the number of cases has surged. But the same concerns apply to anyone arriving 
from such places. If two bankers or lawyers had tested positive for variants would the 
government subject those professions to the same measures? 
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Law stressed the requirements were driven by public health concerns, not prejudice. But on 
foreign domestic helpers, he also said: “They can choose not to work in Hong Kong. They 
are not Hong Kong residents.” This, perhaps, is the crux of the matter. Foreign domestic 
helpers are not allowed to become permanent residents. But many have lived here years and 
some for decades. Hong Kong is their home. They contribute much to the community and 
the economy by providing the care that allows their employers to go out and work. 
 
Foreign domestic helpers are vulnerable even in normal times, often facing discrimination. 
They have suffered much during the pandemic. Their support networks, usually involving 
religious activities and community gatherings, have been curbed. They are isolated from their 
families overseas. The helpers are in need of support. 
 
The vaccines available in Hong Kong are effective against variants of the virus found in the 
city. The best way to emerge from the pandemic is for the whole community to get vaccinated. 
Foreign domestic helpers should certainly get the jab. But so should everyone else. Whether 
or not to have a vaccination is a matter of personal choice. I am getting my second jab 
tomorrow. But the take up rate in Hong Kong is low. The government must do more to ease 
concerns and persuade the whole community to get vaccinated. 
 
Requiring foreign domestic helpers to do so in circumstances where a refusal means giving 
up their job and leaving Hong Kong is not acceptable. It looks all too much like picking on 
the usual suspects. 
 
40. Philippines slams ‘discriminatory’ jabs for helpers: Foreign minister backs call to 
extend measures to all city’s foreign workers 
03 May 2021 
 
The Philippine foreign minister has slammed Hong Kong’s push for mandatory Covid-19 
vaccination for all domestic helpers as a move that “smacks of discrimination”, as long lines 
formed at screening centres in the city set up to serve those obeying compulsory testing orders. 
 
Foreign affairs secretary Teodoro Locsin Jnr made the comments on social media, echoing a 
call from the country's consulate in Hong Kong. 
 
Chief Secretary Matthew Cheung Kin-chung yesterday said the jab requirement for helpers 
was still being examined, andinsisted the inoculation drive remained vital for the city to 
recover from the pandemic. 
 
Cheung’s blog post came as the city confirmed two Covid-19 cases, both imported, taking 
the overall tally to 11,784, with 210 related deaths. 
 
No new cases have so far been detected among domestic helpers or Tung Chung residents 
who were issued with compulsory testing notices after targeted groups rushed to be screened 
over the weekend. Some 113,000 tests were done on Saturday, including 52,000 from 
domestic helpers. More than 54,000 tests were collected as of 6pm yesterday. 
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The Department of Health also announced it would banpassenger flights operated byTurkish 
Airlines from Istanbul from today until May 16 after it carried three infected passengers on 
April 27. 
 
Philippine Consul GeneralRaly Tejada on Saturday said Hong Kong should not force its 
370,000 helpers to get vaccinated, arguing that if the new rulesapplied to them, then all non-
resident foreign workers should be made to follow suit. 
 
“If vaccination becomes aprovision to work in Hong Kong, then its application should be 
non-discriminatory and therefore must not only include [foreign domestic helpers], but other 
non-resident workers who are similarly situated so that there is no feeling of being singled 
out,” Tejada said. 
 
Locsin then took to Twitter to throw his weight behind the remarks: “He’s got a point; it 
smacks of discrimination even though we’d all like to be treated that way in the Philippines 
where we lack vaccines.” On Friday, authorities announced plans to require all domestic 
helpers to be vaccinated before contract renewals. Those applying for work visas 
fromoverseas will also need to getvaccinated first, with details to be made public later. 
 
The government has also ordered all helpers to get tested before next Sunday, after two 
domestic helpers were found to be infected with mutated strains. 
 
Rights activists also blasted the vaccination drive for helpers,saying the government 
hadstigmatised the group and created a perception its members were carriers of the 
coronavirus. Eman Villanueva, a spokesman for the Asian Migrants Coordinating Body, 
agreed with the consulgeneral’s stance that the plan was discriminatory, and that vaccination 
should not be the basis for renewing work contracts. 
 
“On the issue of vaccination, we’re on the same page,” he said, adding his group welcomed 
the consul’s remarks. 
 
He also said the order for all domestic helpers to undergo mandatory testing by nextSunday 
was unnecessary and further scapegoated the community. 
 
The move insinuated a helper had carried the mutated strain into the city, Villanueva said, 
even though health officials had admitted they did not know exactly how the variant arrived. 
 
“The discrimination behind the [measure] was so obvious even locals see through it,” he 
added, noting some employers had also told him they felt theorder was unfair and represented 
a double standard. 
 
A genetic sequencing study by Polytechnic University found the 39-year-old domestic helper 
who was the city’s first untraceable local case involving a mutated strain, as well as the 10-
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month-old baby under her care, were both carrying versions of the virus with the same 
genome as the one found two weeks ago in a man who had returned from Dubai. 
 
The 29-year-old engineer was the city’s first local case involving a mutated strain. 
 
The helper’s infection prompted authorities to evacuate 1,027 residents from Block 11 of the 
Caribbean Coast housing estate in Tung Chung, where the worker lived with her employers. 
 
A government spokesman said there were huge challenges in arranging for residents to 
undergo 21 days of mandatory quarantine at government facilities. He said the evacuation 
was imperative as variants of concern were detected in the building. 
 
Cheung yesterday defended the mandatory screening order for domestic helpers, saying the 
measure would protect not only workers, but also theiremployers, families and friends. 
 
“Through testing, we canidentify the source of the variant infections as soon as possible and 
effectively breaks the transmission chain,” he said. 
 
“The mandatory testing arrangements are the same for other high-risk groups, such as care-
home workers, and do not involve any discrimination against aparticular race or identity.” 
Yesterday morning, long queues began forming hoursbefore dedicated testing stations for 
foreign domestic helpers opened. One Indonesian helper said she had to sacrifice her day off, 
as she could not spend hours away from her workplace during the week to wait in line. 
 
Secretary for Food and Health Professor Sophia Chan Siu-chee said yesterday that most of 
the latest tests were from people issued compulsory testing notices, including domestic 
helpers and Tung Chung residents. “We understand that the large number of foreign domestic 
helpers in Hong Kong will pose challenges to the city’s testing capabilities in the short term,” 
Chan said. 
 
41. Indonesia enters fray over helper rules: Compulsory vaccination must apply to all 
foreign workers, consulate says 
04 May 2021 
 
The row over Hong Kong’s proposed strict new Covid-19 vaccination rules for foreign 
domestic helpers deepened yesterday, with the Indonesian consulate also arguing that 
officials should apply the rules to other non-resident workers in the city if they must come 
into force. 
 
Indonesia joined the Philippines in appealing for fairerapplication of virus measures as Hong 
Kong’s domestic workers lodged a formal complaint with the Equal Opportunities 
Commission over proposed changes. 
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Officials last week introduced mandatory Covid-19 testing and announced plans for 
compulsory vaccination for any of the city’s 370,000 helpers seeking work visas or contract 
renewals, a move the watchdog's chief has already declared lawful. 
 
The filing of the complaint, which came as the city confirmed just two imported Covid-19 
cases from Russia and Indonesia, follows Philippine foreign affairs secretary Teodoro Locsin 
Jnr and the country’s consulate in Hong Kong suggesting the screening scheme “smacked of 
discrimination”. Both argued it should apply to other non-resident foreign workers as well. 
 
An Indonesian consulate spokesman said: “We believe that everyone in Hong Kong is having 
the same responsibility tohelp fight against the virus bymaintaining personal 
andenvironmental hygiene as well as participating in the Covid-19 test and vaccination 
programme.” 
 
“If vaccination becomes a necessity to work in [Hong Kong], it should be applied also to 
other non-resident workers as well.” The consulate echoed an earlier statement from 
thePhilippines which stated that the Hong Kong government did not consult them before 
unveilingthe new measures, noting thatdialogue would have been preferable given the change 
“involves the substantive rights of ournationals”. 
 
The new measures were announced by the government on Friday amid fears a more 
infectious variant of the virus was being silently transmitted within the community. 
 
Those fears were driven by the confirmation of a 39-year-old domestic helper as the first 
untraceable case of a mutated strain to be contracted locally, which prompted the quarantine 
of 1,027 people from a residential block in Tung Chung. All tested negative. 
 
Another domestic helper was also confirmed to be infectedwith a variant two weeks ago after 
having arrived recently from the Philippines and having completed her quarantine period. 
 
Under the new rules, all domestic helpers - most of whom come from the Philippines and 
Indonesia - are to be tested before May 9, while the government also plans to require all 
helpers to get vaccinated before renewing their contracts. 
 
The Labour and Welfare Bureau said on Sunday that the government had been liaising with 
the relevant consulates on Covid-19 issues, and would continue to do so on the future 
vaccination arrangements for foreign domestic workers applying for contract renewals in the 
city. 
 
Yesterday morning, four members of the Asian Migrant Coordinating Body lodgedtheir 
complaint with the office of the Equal OpportunitiesCommission in Wong Chuk Hang, 
saying the new measures were a human rights violation. 
 
The group’s representative urged the government to reverse its decision, as there was 
noscientific evidence indicatingdomestic workers posed a greater risk than other residents. 
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But commission chairman Ricky Chu Man-kin told a morning radio programme that equality 
regulations did not apply to the situation, as reasonable measures to protect public health 
were exempted. 
 
“Vaccination is part of the anti-pandemic measures …Practically, if one cannot 
[bevaccinated] due to health concerns, they should study if there is another alternative that 
could achieve the same anti-pandemic effect without violating a person’s rights,” Chu said. 
 
Long queues were seen outside Quarry Bay Community Hall yesterday as hundreds of 
domestic helpers braved the rain to wait their turn for screening. 
 
Evelyn Eslafor, 42, who is from the Philippines, said it was unfair that only helpers had to be 
tested. 
 
“It should be everybody, we are the same. Chinese peoplego out and so do we … I think there 
is a little bit of discrimination,” she said. 
 
42. Three infected helpers found in mass testing: One confirmed case involved variant, 
leading to residents of more than 200 flats in a Tsuen Wan block being evacuated and 
put into quarantine 
05 May 2021 
 
Mandatory mass testing ordered by Hong Kong authorities has uncovered at least three 
Covid-19 infections among domestic helpers, including a confirmed case with a coronavirus 
variant, prompting an expert to warn transmission was already occurring among such workers. 
 
Health officials also ordered the evacuation and quarantining of occupants of more than 200 
flats in Block R of Allway Gardens in Tsuen Wan as a result of the confirmed infection. The 
building was placed under overnight lockdown at 7.30pm yesterday to test residents for 
Covid-19. 
 
The infected 48-year-old -helper carried the N501Y mutation, which has been linked to more 
transmissive variants. 
 
The woman, who arrived in Hong Kong from the Philippines on March 31, completed her 
quarantine period at the Dorsett Wanchai hotel on April 21. She visited the eighth floor of 
the Immigration Department building in Wan Chai and a clinic in Causeway Bay for a body 
check on the day she left the hotel. She moved in with her employers the next day. 
 
“As she carried the N501Y mutation, and also had a travel history, and her antibodies also 
tested positive upon hospital admission, therefore we cannot rule out this could be an 
imported case,” said Dr Chuang Shuk-kwan, head of the communicable disease branch of 
the Centre for Health Protection. 
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Antibodies for the virus would suggest she was infected earlier. 
 
But Chuang said the helper could also have contracted the infection locally as she had spent 
some time in the community. 
 
“We will see later whether to classify her as a local case. At the moment we consider her as 
a possibly local case,” Chuang said. 
 
The helper was among four new cases confirmed yesterday. Also among the latest cases was 
a housewife who returned from -India about a month ago and whose infection with the 
N501Y mutation triggered the quarantining of all residents in her Tsim Sha Tsui block on 
Monday night. 
 
The Department of Health said the firm BGI, which has been embroiled in several 
performance controversies, was responsible for tests during the woman’s quarantine at the 
Regal Oriental Hotel. 
 
The department said it was highly concerned about the quality of specimen collection and 
testing of its contractors. 
 
The city’s tally of confirmed infections stood at 11,790, with 210 related deaths. Fewer than 
10 people tested preliminary-positive, including two other helpers whose infections were also 
discovered through the compulsory testing exercise covering the city’s 370,000 domestic 
workers. 
 
The two cases involved a helper in Kornhill Garden Block N and her friend in the Royalton 
at Pok Fu Lam. The pair visited a McDonald's outlet on Connaught Road in Central on April 
25, and a branch of the Saizeriya restaurant chain in the Dragon Centre shopping mall in 
Sham Shui Po on Sunday. They also visited a small park near Victoria Park on Saturday. 
 
The worker living in Kornhill Garden shopped at Quarry Bay market twice a week. Her friend 
visited a Fairwood restaurant and a market in Kennedy Town, but authorities were still 
tracing her movements. As the Kornhill Garden helper had been in the city since 2019, both 
were classed as local cases, Chuang said. 
 
Also among the preliminary-positive cases was the female employer of the helper in Tung 
Chung with the first untraceable locally transmitted infection of a variant. The woman’s 10-
month-old daughter had earlier been confirmed with the variant and Chuang said the mother 
tested positive for the mutated strain. 
 
She teaches in Tung Chung at Ling Liang Church Sau Tak Primary School, which has been 
ordered to stop classes as a precaution. All staff, pupils and visitors will have to undergo 
mandatory testing. 
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Infectious disease specialist Dr Joseph Tsang Kay-yan warned the recent cases among 
domestic workers suggested the virus had spread in their community. “It is pretty certain to 
say there is a silent transmission chain going on among foreign helpers,” he said. 
 
But respiratory medicine expert Dr Leung Chi-chiu said it would be more worrying if the 
two preliminary-positive helpers were also confirmed with variants. “If they are not infected 
with variants, it will just be local transmission,” Leung said. 
 
43. Lam halts helper vaccine plan in wake of backlash: Residents of more than 200 
Tsuen Wan flats quarantined after mass testing finds variant infection 
05 May 2021 
 
Chief Executive Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor has suspended a controversial policy that 
would have forced all foreign domestic helpers to be vaccinated against the coronavirus 
before theircontracts could be renewed,amid a diplomatic backlash andcomplaints of 
discrimination. 
 
Lam yesterday said the policy would be reviewed, while health authorities would also look 
into whether the 21-day mandatory quarantine for residents of any building where mutated 
strains of Covid-19 were discovered could be shortened if they had already received both 
vaccine doses. 
 
Mandatory mass testing ordered by the government for domestic helpers uncovered a third 
case of a variant infection yesterday. The discovery at Allway Gardens private housing estate 
in Tsuen Wan prompted authorities to issue quarantine orders for residents of more than 200 
flats in the affected Block R. 
 
In another development that could have a potential bearing on the latest plans for a travel 
bubble with the city, Singapore announced it would impose 21 days of quarantine on most 
inbound travellers after a recent flare-up of Covid-19 cases. 
 
Hong Kong is still among seven jurisdictions considered safe enough to be exempt from the 
extended quarantine, and officials on both sides said they would monitor developments. 
 
The chief executive said the government had not decided yet on pushing ahead with its plan 
announced last week to have Hong Kong’s 370,000 foreigndomestic helpers vaccinated. 
 
“We have never done [mandatory vaccination] before, so I have asked the secretary for labour 
to review the whole policy, such as the rationale and feasibility, and to consult advisers and 
consulates for the countries where domestic workers primarily come fromas to whether 
compulsoryvaccinations can be done, or if it will cause other problems if we proceed,” Lam 
said. 
 
Philippine Consul General Raly Tejada thanked Lam and her government for their 
“understanding and magnanimity” in putting the compulsoryinoculation plan on hold. 
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“We stand ready to work and engage with the Hong Kong government and other concerned 
consulates general in constructive dialogue on this important issue,” he said. 
 
“In the meantime, the Philippine consulate general in Hong Kong encourages all our 
nationals to avail themselves of Hong Kong’s free and voluntaryvaccination programme.” 
Lam said compulsory testing for the city's 370,000 domestic helpers would continue, as it 
was “risk-based and does not involve racial discrimination”. 
 
“[Domestic helpers] have the habit of gathering on Sundays and often have to take care of 
children or the elderly, so we had to take appropriate measures to prevent possible 
transmission,” she said. 
 
More than 100,000 domestic helpers were tested last weekend, while several thousand more 
had been vaccinated, Lam said. She was confident all would be tested by the May 9 deadline. 
 
Infectious disease specialist Dr Joseph Tsang Kay-yan said the cases among domestic helpers 
suggested the possibility of transmission within families they worked for. 
 
“An infection in a family could mean an outbreak there. If we cannot cut transmissions by 
Mother’s Day and Father’s Day when there are family gatherings … the fifth wave could 
break out at any moment,” Tsang said. 
 
The government sparked an outcry when it announced last Friday that all domestic helpers 
would have to be tested, with labour minister Law Chi-kwong saying it was not too much to 
ask as those affected could “choose not to work in Hong Kong”. 
 
In response, Tejada argued that if domestic helpers from his country were forced to accept 
the new policy, it should apply to all non-resident foreign workers for the sake of fairness. 
Philippine foreign affairs secretary Teodoro Locsin Jnr said the move “smacked of 
discrimination”. 
 
Indonesia joined the Philippines on Monday in appealingfor a fairer application of anti-
pandemic measures, while a group representing domestic workers lodged a formal complaint 
with the Equal Opportunities Commission over the plan. 
 
While the city’s vaccination programme has been conducted on a voluntary basis, Lam said 
the overall rate of inoculation was improving, but still not satisfactory. 
 
“We will try our very best toencourage the public to getvaccinated … so we can meet the 
biggest demand of the public, which is to get out of the pandemic that has lasted more than 
15 months,” she said. 
 



 
148 

Hong Kong has recorded eight local cases of mutated strains since April 17, three of 
whichinvolve domestic helpers. Health authorities found the missing link between three of 
those cases on Monday - all three had visited a Tung Chung shopping centre. 
 
The latest two cases with the N501Y mutation involved a housewife who returned fromIndia 
about a month ago and adomestic helper who arrived from the Philippines in late March. 
 
44. A shot at normality or outright discrimination?: Experts warn that ‘vaccine 
hesitancy’ will prevent the city from achieving the goal of herd immunity, but critics 
argue it is not fair for employers to insist workers get jabs 
08 May 2021 
 
After eight years in Hong Kong, Indonesian domestic helper Puspitasari is worried that she 
is about to lose her job becauseshe is not vaccinated against Covid-19. 
 
The 29-year-old, who asked to be identified by her surname, says that despite the hard work, 
she has had employers who appreciated her efforts and treated her well. But things changed 
last month, when her current employer began nagging her to get vaccinated. 
 
She has worked for the Hongkonger in his 60s for two years. She says he is sometimes 
grumpy and intimidating when he tells her to get vaccinated, and cannot understand her 
concerns about the safety of the vaccines and their possible side effects. 
 
Now she is worried that if she does not do as he says, he will terminate her contract, which 
ends in October. “I’m not ready to lose my job and leave Hong Kong just because I’m not 
vaccinated,” she says. “It is discrimination.” Hong Kong’s roll-out of its voluntary 
vaccination programme in February has stirred ethical and legal debates about discrimination 
against those who do not get vaccinated. Adding to the controversy are recent moves to create 
a “vaccine bubble” allowing freer movement for those who have been vaccinated while 
restrictions remain for the rest. 
 
Two vaccines - the German-made BioNTech and the Chinese-produced Sinovac - are 
available free of charge to all Hong Kong residents, but people remain divided on whether to 
get their jabs. 
 
While some have been eager to get themselves and their family members vaccinated for 
protection and to be able to travel, or out of social responsibility, others question the vaccines’ 
safety or do not trust the government. 
 
Experts warn that “vaccine hesitancy” will keep Hong Kong from reaching the goal of 
vaccinating 70 per cent of the population to achieve herd immunity against the coronavirus. 
 
As of yesterday, 1,038,304 Hongkongers had received their first dose, and 623,775 people 
had got their second, accounting for roughly 8 per cent of the city's population of about 7.5 
million. 
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Now some who are not vaccinated have begun complaining about facing discrimination and 
unfair treatment at work, as well as at shops and restaurants. 
 
To encourage more people to get inoculated, the government launched the vaccine bubble 
plan on April 29, allowing food and drink businesses to ease social-distancing restrictions if 
staff and customers have been vaccinated. 
 
Restaurants are allowed to seat up to eight people per table and have dine-in services until 
2am if their customers have received at least one vaccine shot, and their staff have been fully 
vaccinated. If customers are not vaccinated but workers have received at least one dose, 
restaurants are allowed to seat up to six people per table and operate dine-in services until 
midnight. 
 
Restaurants can choose to continue with the previous rule of having up to four people per 
table, with dine-in services ending at 10pm, provided their staff are tested for the virus 
fortnightly and customers either use the “Leave Home Safe” contact-tracing app or provide 
their personal details. 
 
Those that do not want to be subject to the staff-testing and contact-tracing rules can continue 
serving up to two people per table and ending dine-in services at 6pm. 
 
Bars and nightclubs that have been closed for five months are allowed to reopen under the 
vaccine bubble scheme if their staff and customers have received at least one vaccine dose. 
 
Staff seeking exemption from vaccination on medical grounds must fill a declaration form 
stating their reason and provide a medical certificate. 
 
Ho Hung-hing, organising secretary of the Catering and Hotel Industries Employees General 
Union which has more than 700 members, says a few employees complained that their 
employers were forcing them to get vaccinated and told them not to return to work until they 
had their jabs. 
 
He says many workers in the sector are older, with medical conditions and not fit for 
vaccination. Although the vaccine bubble exempts those with medical reasons to avoid 
vaccination, he says it is not known whether these workers can obtain a valid certificate and 
who should pay for it. 
 
“The vaccine bubble, in a way, forces employers to compel their employees to get vaccinated,” 
he says. “Workers are experiencing vaccine discrimination or vaccine bullying.” This could 
lead to more employment disputes, and he is worried that being vaccinated may become a 
prerequisite for getting a job. 
 
On April 30, a day after a Filipino domestic worker was confirmed to be the first untraceable 
case of a mutated strain of Covid-19 contracted locally, the government said vaccination 
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would be made mandatory for more than 398,000 domestic workers before they renew their 
contracts as well as those who want to come to Hong Kong. 
 
This was met with cries of discrimination among domestic helpers, with both the Philippine 
and Indonesian consulates weighing in. Following the outcry, Chief Executive Carrie Lam 
Cheng Yuet-ngor said on Tuesday the new policy would be suspended and reviewed. 
 
Shiela Tebia-Bonifacio, 37, chairwoman of Gabriela Hong Kong, an organisation supporting 
Filipinos in the city, says about half its 100 members have received their jabs, and the rest 
have medical conditions or concerns about safety of the vaccines. 
 
Tebia-Bonifacio, a domestic helper who has worked in Hong Kong for 14 years, says she has 
had both jabs to protect herself, but those not yet vaccinated are worried about losing their 
jobs. 
 
“We are not against vaccination,” she says. “But it is discrimination and stigmatisation to 
make it mandatory only for domestic helpers and make it a requirement for work.” The Equal 
Opportunities Commission (EOC), the city’s anti-discrimination watchdog, had received one 
complaint and more than 30 inquiries related to vaccination as of Monday. It says once the 
vaccine bubble scheme is implemented, non-vaccinated people may face tighter pandemic 
prevention measures or arrangements, and if those are reasonable to protect public health, 
they may not be discriminatory. 
 
But if an employer requires all employees to be vaccinated or else be laid off, it may 
constitute indirect discrimination against those unsuitable for vaccination, such as people 
with serious illnesses or pregnant women. The employer will have to provide reasonable 
grounds to support insisting on vaccination, the watchdog says. 
 
Dr Calvin Ho Wai-loon, associate professor of law at the University of Hong Kong (HKU) 
who studies biomedical law and ethics, says the vaccine bubble scheme itself is reasonable, 
as it does not force staff or customers to get vaccinated if health conditions are an issue. But 
problems may arise when the policy is implemented by businesses, for example when some 
employers force their staff to get vaccinated. 
 
“The policy itself is ethically justified and reasonable, but there still may be gaps which we 
need to be mindful of, and have adequate safeguards [to protect] individuals, particularly 
vulnerable employees,” he says. 
 
He says the government should help those affected, including establishing an avenue to 
complain about problems they encounter. 
 
Duncan Abate, a Hong Kong-based partner of global law firm Mayer Brown, who specialises 
in employment-related laws, says whether it is legal for employers to require employees to 
get vaccinated depends on the businesses and their reasons. 
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Under the vaccine bubble scheme, he says, it is reasonable for catering sector businesses to 
make such a request, as having vaccinated staff is key to improving business by operating 
longer dine-in services and having more patrons on the premises. 
 
But he adds that for most other sectors not included in the vaccine bubble, it is generally 
unreasonable for employers to require staff to get vaccinated, and employees can complain 
to the EOC for disability discrimination or the Labour Department for breach of contract. 
 
Outside Hong Kong, political and ethical debates on vaccine discrimination and inequality 
are gaining momentum as countries roll out inoculation drives. 
 
In Israel, where more than 50 per cent of people have been fully vaccinated, only those who 
are fully vaccinated are allowed to attend concerts, dine out, go to gyms and travel. 
 
It has made vaccination mandatory for all employees in the health care system, and those 
who are not vaccinated will be transferred to jobs that do not involve contact with high-risk 
patients. 
 
Belgium’s equality centre Unia warned that making access to goods or services conditional 
on vaccination could have the same result as compulsory vaccination, and refusing access to 
non-vaccinated people could count as discriminatory. 
 
Meanwhile, unequal access to vaccines in some countries is proving detrimental to the poor. 
India, struggling with soaring Covid-19 infections, also has a shortage of vaccine supplies. 
 
HKU’s Ho, who is co-director of the university’s Centre for Medical Ethics and Law, says 
when authorities make health-related policies, a number of principles should be addressed, 
including protecting and promoting human well-being, equal respect, equity, reciprocity and 
legitimacy. 
 
“It is a question of balancing public good with individual liberties in a way that we meet the 
objectives of public good but least infringe on the person,” he says. 
 
Hong Kong has so far done well in this area, he says, but the authorities can do better in 
explaining its policies, understanding people’s concerns and engaging those affected. 
 
Despite concerns over vaccine discrimination, some employers are mindful of the effect on 
their workers. Simon Wong Kit-lung, who runs 39 restaurants under the LH Group, says 
despite the vaccine bubble scheme, his outlets are still operating as before, including 
suspending dine-in services at 10pm and serving up to four diners per table. 
 
He has about 800 employees and only around 10 per cent have been vaccinated. Rather than 
force the rest to get their jabs, he has explained the benefits and offered a day off for those 
who go to get vaccinated. He says staying out of the vaccine bubble scheme will impact his 
business, but he prefers to let his employees decide whether to get their jabs. 
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“We respect everyone’s personal choices, and we don’t want them to feel pressured to get 
vaccinated, which is a big decision to make for individuals,” he says. 
 
45. Questions linger after U-turn on helper vaccination 
09 May 2021 
 
When Philippine foreign affairs secretary Teodoro Locsin Jnr praised Carrie Lam Cheng 
Yuet-ngor last Tuesday, calling her the best leader in Hong Kong since the opium war, others 
in the city’s administration heaved a sigh of relief. 
 
A potential diplomatic row had been averted. Only two days earlier, the outspoken Filipino 
top diplomat had slammed a new Hong Kong policymaking Covid-19 vaccination mandatory 
for all domestic helpers, saying it “smacked of discrimination”. 
 
His furious remarks, adding to protests from the city’s Philippine and Indonesian consulates 
as well as an outcry among concern groups complaining of discrimination, prompted Lam to 
make an embarrassing U-turn, saying she would ask the labour minister to review the plan. 
 
Her swift response drew praise from Locsin, but insiders and observers said the episode 
exposed, yet again, the government's political insensitivity. 
 
Lam’s cabinet advisers in the Executive Council questioned her flip-flopping, with some 
saying the administration needed a central coordination platform to weigh the political impact 
of new policies. 
 
Those in the know said the decision to test nearly 400,000 domestic workers for Covid-19 
and have them vaccinated before they renewed their contracts was made hastily and rushed 
into implementation. 
 
The saga began at the end of last month, when two helpers in the city were found to be carriers 
of more infectious Covid-19 variants. 
 
Insiders familiar with the situation said officials of the Food and Health Bureau and the 
Labour and Welfare Bureau then raced to come up with plans to prevent community 
transmissions. 
 
Without consulting the Exco or the government’s expert group of pandemic advisers, 
officials took barely a couple of days to announce on April 30 that tough measures were 
urgently needed to deal with Covid-19 variants. 
 
They included mandatory tests for all domestic helpers by May 9 and requiring them to be 
vaccinated before their contracts could be renewed. No timetable was given for the scheme. 
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“At that point, most discussions were made between the two bureaus,” a government source 
told the Post. “Honestly, the decisions were based on health perspectives, without any 
political considerations or assessment that they might be potentially discriminatory. Given 
that mandatory vaccinations would be adopted for travel bubble plans anyway, we thought 
there should be no problem applying the same to specific high-risk groups.” Speaking on 
condition of anonymity, a Labour and Welfare Bureau source said there could have been a 
more comprehensive review of the proposals if officials had a few more days to consult others. 
 
Explaining their haste, he said: “We were told that the top priority was to get domestic 
workers to use their days off over the weekend to get tested.” Given that tight time frame, 
they rushed out the measures on the afternoon of Friday, April 30. 
 
Most helpers in Hong Kong are Filipino and Indonesian, and that weekend saw tens of 
thousands standing in long queues at testing stations across the city. 
 
Government officials were unprepared for a backlash and were caught by surprise when 
Philippine and Indonesian diplomats reacted angrily to the new policy. 
 
Both consulates said it was unfair, and argued that if domestic helpers from their countries 
were being forced to undergo mandatory vaccination, the same should apply to all non-
resident foreign workers. Locsin then weighed in. 
 
Only then did Lam step in and ask labour minister Law Chi-kwong to consult the consulates 
and review the plan, according to a source. 
 
Some insiders said a potential diplomatic row might have triggered Beijing’s concerns as 
well. 
 
“I am not saying the Executive Council will be able to offer very smart advice, but not 
consulting people on possible political consequences does not sound very smart or sensitive 
either,” an Exco member said, speaking on condition of anonymity. 
 
“The government has now left the matter hanging in the balance, as if they do not have 
legitimate reasons to request mandatory vaccinations. It will definitely draw criticism when 
the policy is relaunched.” It is understood that the labour bureau has been in touch with the 
consulates and will continue to work on the plan. One possibility is that it will only require 
vaccinations for new helpers arriving from foreign countries, a source said. 
 
Lau Siu-kai, vice-president of Beijing’s semi-official think tank, the Chinese Association of 
Hong Kong and Macau Studies, said the episode showed the local government failed to 
consider the current international situation. 
 
He said China considered Southeast Asian countries to be important partners in its Belt and 
Road Initiative, especially at a time when its relations with the West were difficult. Matters 
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involving the Philippines were particularly sensitive, he pointed out, given Beijing’s recent 
war of words with Manila over disputes in the South China Sea. 
 
“Not considering the diplomatic impact is silly and may affect the central government's 
relationship with these -countries.” Ronny Tong Ka-wah, an executive council member, said 
the U-turn discredited the government a little, suggesting it was unprepared and had not 
thought through a policy thoroughly. “I think some officials simply lack diplomatic 
sensitivity, as they have been civil servants for so long,” Tong said. 
 
He suggested setting up a central coordination platform, which would involve politicians and 
experts to consider pandemic-related matters. 
 
Another Exco member, Dr Lam Ching-choi, said that at this stage of the pandemic, there 
might be a need to consider mandatory vaccinations to minimise imported infections, but 
officials had to work harder to explain. 
 
“This definitely requires more explanation and communication, especially when it involves 
other nationals,” Lam said. 
 
“I believe that every country understands the severity of the pandemic, and many are talking 
about vaccination passports, but when it comes to vaccination for workers, there might be a 
need for more discussion and education.” Vaccinations are voluntary in countries including 
the United States, Australia and Britain. But in some countries, vaccination policies have 
caused tension between individual rights and the moral duty of individuals to lower infection 
rates. 
 
Civic Passion lawmaker Cheng Chung-tai said any coercive measures to get individuals 
vaccinated on “public safety” grounds would be immoral, and this included making it 
mandatory for foreigners coming to work in Hong Kong. 
 
Instead of imposing mandatory measures, he suggested incentives to encourage all foreign 
workers to get tested and vaccinated. 
 
While many countries are developing “vaccine passports” to boost tourism, Cheng said 
vaccination should not be made a requirement as it could prevent vaccine-hesitant workers 
from pursuing overseas job opportunities. “It’s a type of blackmail that further divides the 
world into tiers,” he said. 
 
46. Contracts for helpers tied to jabs: Foreign domestic workers will need Covid-19 shot 
to keep working, and all must be tested by May 9 
01 May 2021 
 
All foreign domestic workers in Hong Kong will have to be vaccinated before their contracts 
can be renewed, the government announced yesterday as it ordered them to undergo 
mandatory Covid-19 testing by May 9. 
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The new policy in response to the worrying emergence of coronavirus variants in the city 
means domestic helpers applying for work visas from overseas will have to be vaccinated 
first, with details to be announced later by labour and immigration authorities. 
 
Two foreign domestic workers from the Philippines have been confirmed to be infected with 
mutated strains so far in Hong Kong, one of them contracted locally from an unknown source, 
while at least 10 imported infections previously recorded in the city have been found to carry 
a variant suspected to be behind the current surge devastating India. 
 
The compulsory testing and vaccination announcement sparked an uproar among the city’s 
370,000 domestic workers, with a union leader accusing the authorities of being 
“discriminatory” and “blackmailing” them into getting inoculated. 
 
Authorities imposed the rule a day after a 39-year-old domestic worker was confirmed to be 
the first untraceable case of a mutated strain contracted locally, prompting the quarantine of 
950 people from a residential block in Tung Chung. All tested negative. 
 
The other domestic worker was confirmed to be infected with a variant last Friday after 
having arrived recently from the Philippines. 
 
Hours before the announcement, Chinese University respiratory medicine expert Professor 
David Hui Shu-cheong warned of a potential fifth wave of infections and said the government 
might need to look into tightening social-distancing measures again if local cases rose rapidly. 
 
The next two weeks were crucial as more infectious variants were involved, Hui, a 
government adviser on the pandemic, said. 
 
“Confirmed cases could spike in a short period if a fifth wave is indeed occurring. Hopefully 
that will not happen,” Hui said. 
 
Labour minister Dr Law Chi-kwong described domestic workers as being in a “high-risk 
group”. 
 
“They mainly hang out with their friends during their holidays. If they are infected, that can 
likely lead to cross-family infections,” he told a press briefing. 
 
“In the long run, we need to think about how to get more domestic workers vaccinated. We 
will impose new requirements when they apply for work visas, including that they must get 
inoculated with recognised vaccines when they renew their contracts.” 
 
While Law was not clear on whether new helpers would need to get vaccinated before arrival, 
a government source later confirmed the requirement would be implemented. 
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Law admitted there would be challenges, not least because of a shortage of vaccines in the 
Philippines and Indonesia, the two main countries sending domestic workers to the city. 
 
Announcements would be made in the future, he said. “Considering how challenging it is for 
us to even arrange testing and vaccinations for outlying islands in Hong Kong, it will be 
almost impossible to arrange vaccinations … in different islands in the Philippines. It is 
practically not possible,” he said. 
 
About 500 domestic workers renew their contracts every day in Hong Kong. 
 
Requesting helpers to get vaccinated was not too much to ask, Law said. “They can choose 
not to work in Hong Kong. They are not Hong Kong residents,” Law said. 
 
Health minister Professor Sophia Chan Siu-chee called it a “prudent” measure. “The reason 
we are testing foreign domestic workers is, first of all, this is the second domestic worker we 
have identified that has the new variant in Hong Kong,” she said. 
 
“According to some contact-tracing information, there was some mingling of the different 
domestic workers together.” 
 
Those who had received two doses of a vaccine at least 14 days previously would be 
exempted from the arrangement, she said, along with those who were tested yesterday. 
 
Pressed on whether the government would tighten social-distancing measures, Chan said the 
recent easing under a “vaccine bubble” scheme only applied to those who had been 
inoculated. 
 
Eman Villanueva, spokesman for the Asian Migrants Coordinating Body, said he was 
shocked the government had made such “unfair” and “shameful” decisions regarding helpers. 
“The government knows migrant workers are from a vulnerable sector and it is blackmailing 
us,” said Villanueva, a domestic worker. 
 
“You get vaccinated or you don’t get your visa. This is blackmailing. Will the government 
do this to other people? Will the government do that to pilots and bankers? No. This is 
ridiculous.” 
 
The city confirmed four new infections yesterday, taking the tally to 11,774, with 209 deaths. 
 
Two were local, including the helper in Tung Chung and her employers’ 10-month-old baby 
girl. The two imported cases were from India and Nepal. Fewer than five tested preliminary-
positive. 
 
Dr Ronald Lam Man-kin of the Centre for Health Protection said 89 people who attended 
church with the helper had also been sent for quarantine. 
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Polytechnic University’s Dr Gilman Siu Kit-hang said he had obtained viral samples from 
the helper to conduct genomic sequencing in a bid to identify her infection source. 
 
47. Helpers face another round of testing, but no mandatory jabs: Carrie Lam also 
announces schools to resume face-to-face classes on May 24 
12 May 2021 
 
Chief Executive Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor has ordered another round of compulsory 
Covid-19 testing for Hong Kong’s 370,000 foreign domesticworkers, but has withdrawn a 
mandatory vaccination plan after discussions with consulates. 
 
The move came as Lam yesterday said the city’s corona-virus situation had stabilised after a 
fourth day of zero local infections. She announced schools would resume face-to-face classes 
on a half-day basis from May 24. 
 
Speaking ahead of her weekly Executive Council meeting, Lam also apologised for the 
chaotic arrangements experienced by residents forced into mandatory quarantine over the 
weekend. 
 
“The [helper vaccination] policy has aroused a lot of concerns, so after evaluation based on 
public health and taking into consideration the fact that other countries are still not asking for 
mandatory vaccinations … as well as the legal risks of such a plan, the government has 
decided not to request mandatory vaccination when helpers renew their contracts,” she said. 
 
Lam added that another round of mandatory testing would be required for all domestic 
helpers soon, though those who had been vaccinated would be -exempted. The new round of 
testing will start on Saturday with a screening deadline of May 30. 
 
“It’s like we’re working in the dark when determining appropriate public health measures,” 
she said. “We have to take precautions before any possible outbreaks, as we had found some 
infectious Covid-19 variants in the community. Having considered the -inconvenience 
caused to the helpers and the employers [by the previous deadline], we have decided to 
extend the testing period for the second round.” Lam said more than 340,000 helpers showed 
up for the recent screenings, which lasted just nine days and ended on Sunday, uncovering 
three infections. Most of the remaining workers had been vaccinated and did not require tests. 
 
The decision to retest all domestic workers prompted an angry response from the Philippines’ 
top diplomat in Hong Kong, Consul General Raly Tejada, who said it was “illogical” that 
employers did not have to be screened as well. 
 
Tejada said he was informed of the plan during a Monday meeting with labour minister Dr 
Law Chi-kwong. 
 
“I questioned the necessity of another mandatory test, citing the near-perfect compliance of 
domestic workers to the initial mandatory test,” Tejada said. 
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“I said that the initial mandatory test was already a success, having caught three cases that 
were linked to the previous initial case and therefore traceable. I also stated that I find it 
illogical to not include the employers who are in the same household.” But Law told him that 
screening employers as well would mean having to test about 1 million people, posing 
logistical challenges. 
 
Tejada said he believed the second mandatory round would “not go down well with the 
community”. 
 
In a statement, the Indonesian consulate called the second round of testing an “unfair policy”, 
noting helpers had already been screened earlier this month. 
 
Addressing the mandatory quarantine recently imposed on more than 2,000 residents, Lam 
apologised and thanked them for their patience, saying she understood they had faced 
unpleasant experiences. 
 
Lam also noted that no major outbreak had followed the discovery of more infectious Covid-
19 variants in the community in mid-April, pointing to a seven-day rolling average of just 
0.1 untraceable cases. Only one case, imported from Indonesia, was recorded yesterday. 
 
But she said the city’s current social-distancing rules would remain in place until May 28 as 
a precautionary measure, while schools would be allowed to resume face-to-face classes on 
a half-day basis on May 24, after the Diploma of Secondary Education exams. 
 
She added the announcement was intended to give schools more time to prepare. 
 
The withdrawal of the helper vaccination plan came a week after Lam announced that the 
government had decided to review the controversial proposal and conduct further discussions 
with stakeholders. 
 
Authorities sparked an outcry on April 30 when they announced all domestic helpers would 
have to be vaccinated when renewing their contracts or applying for a Hong Kong work visa. 
 
Separately yesterday, respiratory medicine specialist Dr Leung Chi-chiu said while no new 
mutated coronavirus variants had been recorded in the past few days, the city should remain 
on alert for the next two weeks given that the virus could still be incubating in the community. 
 
48. Helpers queue for tests again: Hong Kong’s 340,000 domestic workers submit 
themselves for a second round of compulsory coronavirus testing 
17 May 2021 
 
Domestic workers lined up outside coronavirus testing centres on one of the hottest days of 
the year so far in Hong Kong yesterday to comply with what many called a discriminatory 
government order that they be screened again. 
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A few of them were dressed in red after a migrant rights group last week urged workers to 
wear the colour as a sign of protest over the requirement that all 340,000 helpers undergo a 
second test, despite the first round at the start of the month uncovering just three cases. 
 
In ordering the second tests, the government pointed to the long incubation period of mutant 
strains circulating in Hong Kong, but workers questioned the logic. 
 
“It’s hurtful when the government says we need to get tested just because we go out to meet 
friends once a week,” said Sheila Tebia Bonifacio, 37, on Chater Road in Central. 
 
“If we get infected with Covid-19, we risk losing our jobs here in Hong Kong, many of us 
are breadwinners for our families back home.” Although Bonifacio had received her second 
vaccine dose on May 12, meaning she was exempt from the order, she took the test on Sunday 
morning because she was “afraid of the mutant strain”. Workers who fail to be tested a second 
time before May 30 face a HK$5,000 fine - more than their HK$4,630 minimum monthly 
salary. 
 
Free testing services are available on the weekends at Chater Garden in Central, Victoria 
Park in Causeway Bay, Lai Chi Kok Park and Tsuen Wan Park. 
 
Helpers or their employers can also book a slot at a community testing centre or obtain kits 
for deep-throat saliva specimen collection from post offices, vending machines at MTR 
stations and general outpatient clinics. 
 
Domestic worker Mavelyn Calixto, 39, was among dozens lined up at 2pm to be tested in 
Central. 
 
“It was very chaotic on May 1 and 2 because a lot of people didn't know where to get tested 
for free,” she said. 
 
During the first round, domestic workers had nine days to comply with the order, while this 
time they had about two weeks. Some had also taken a second vaccine dose which meant 
queues were shorter, Calixto said, adding she would do so on June 2. 
 
“I want to protect myself and the people I am around with. We’re lucky to get vaccinated in 
Hong Kong,” she said. 
 
In Causeway Bay, about 100 people lined up at the testing centre in Victoria Park at around 
3pm. 
 
An Indonesian helper who goes by the single name Lesteriman, 42, said she queued for about 
20 minutes. 
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“Last time, on May 1 and 2, the line was very long, all the way around the park,” she said. 
She welcomed the extra time to comply with the latest order and said she had booked her 
second vaccine dose for June 1. 
 
But another Indonesian domestic said being forced to undergo a second round of testing was 
inconvenient. 
 
“There were very few cases found last time and [the government] didn’t really explain why 
we have to go do testing again,” said Leni, 22, who also uses just a single name. 
 
The Labour Department said it conducted spot checks on 3,539 domestic helpers over the 
weekend and most of them had complied with the compulsory testing notice, while there 
were 20 people whose vaccination records required further verification. 
 
49. Anxious helpers deserve day to remember MY TAKE 
21 May 2021 
 
Earlier this month, I received an email from a reader who was concerned about discrimination 
against domestic workers amid the coronavirus pandemic. As a member of an ethnic minority 
group herself, she noted that she too had “experienced racism in Hong Kong many times”. 
 
Over the years, I have conducted dozens of interviews with domestic workers and advocates, 
highlighting the mistreatment of the city’s migrant workers. But Covid-19 brought many 
extra burdens. 
 
Amid anxieties about their own families, who are mostly in the Philippines and Indonesia, 
some domestic workers have been prevented from taking their days off, faced heavier 
workloads and, at times, even abuse. Others were fired and ended up in shelters run by non-
profit organisations. 
 
On May 11, Chief Executive Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor said on the government would 
withdraw a mandatory vaccination plan for domestic workers that had sparked controversy. 
Still, she ordered another round of mandatory Covid-19 testing. 
 
Surely the government understands that singling out one group sends a message to the whole 
of society, and leads only to more distrust and discrimination. “To roll out a policy for 
370,000 domestic workers in the city requires a well coordinated, well thought-out and 
justified approach,” said Manisha Wijesinghe, executive director of the support group HELP 
for Domestic Workers. 
 
But this is only the tip of the iceberg. In a recent interview, Robert Godden, director of the 
communications consultancy Rights Exposure, echoed the opinion of many of those who 
have researched or provided support services to domestic workers. 
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The discrimination they face goes well beyond isolated cases and the coronavirus crisis. 
Instead, it runs deep in a city that is heavily reliant upon its “helpers”. “The elephant in the 
room is racism. And there’s economics in there as well. It’s this toxic mix,” he said. “Sexism, 
racism, and classism.” It’s time to acknowledge this. As a start, social enterprises including 
Migrasia and EmpowerU are launching a campaign that will culminate on May 30 with a 
Helper Appreciation Day - envisaged as an annual event. 
 
“Why not take a day to simply say ‘thank you’ to the domestic workers in Hong Kong who 
quietly allow this great city to not only function but thrive? We are all better off because they 
are here,” said David Bishop, an academic who is also co-founder of Migrasia and 
EmpowerU. 
 
The government should also consider setting up spaces where domestic workers can choose 
to gather on their days off, provide them with mental health resources as well as welfare 
support, and launch a campaign against discrimination and racism in the city. That too would 
benefit thousands of Hong Kong families. 
 
50. HK urged to ease travel curbs for more sectors: Business groups say exemption 
should not be limited to finance industry’s top brass 
03 June 2021 
 
A pair of leading Hong Kong business groups have called on the government to expand its 
exemption of compulsory quarantine beyond the financial sector’s top brass if it hopes to 
reopen the economy, while foreign domestic helpers have slammed the existing arrangement 
as discriminatory. 
 
The influential American Chamber of Commerce in Hong Kong (AmCham) yesterday told 
the Post that exempting vaccinated brokers, bankers, insurers and senior executives at larger 
listed firms from quarantine appeared “oddly inequitable” to other sectors that had made 
significant investments in the city and region. 
 
“The growth plans for Hong Kong cut across other key sectors such as law, health care, 
aviation, tech and the arts just to name a few,” its president, Tara Joseph, said. “They should 
be given the same travel opportunities in a collective goal of reopening [the] economy and 
interconnectivity.” The local economy has been devastated by a near-total lockdown in place 
since January last year, with all but three border checkpoints closed. 
 
The city’s largest business body, the 4,000-strong Hong Kong General Chamber of 
Commerce, joined AmCham yesterday in saying sectors beyond finance were just as 
important to the economy’s well-being. 
 
“It would be useful for people if the government could state under which circumstances other 
sectors will be able to travel,” chamber CEO George Leung Siu-kay said. “A clear road map 
will avoid any problems and misunderstanding, and we shouldn’t wait too long between each 
stage.” Both chambers advocated expanding the exemption to other sectors in stages. 
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The government last week said it would allow financial institutions to submit the names of 
four senior executives each month to be exempted from quarantine on arrival. The 
submissions are vetted by regulators such as the Hong Kong Monetary Authority and the 
local stock exchange. 
 
Rights groups representing the city’s domestic workers, meanwhile, have branded the 
measure as discriminatory, saying such exemptions should also apply to them. 
 
“This is a kind of discrimination, again and again they do it to marginalised communities,” 
said Eni Lestari, chairperson of the International Migrants Alliance. 
 
There are nearly 400,000 domestic helpers working in the city. 
 
Any policies aimed at preventing the spread of the coronavirus should be science-based, 
Lestari added, while policies to encourage more people to get vaccinated should include 
helpers, many of whom have already got the jabs. 
 
Lestari said many domestic workers had not been able to return to their native countries for 
over a year now because of travel curbs, adding that those who were already vaccinated 
should be allowed to travel more freely. 
 
51. Flight bans on domestic workers hit HK families: Residents look to hire locally after 
authorities disallow arrivals from Indonesia, Philippines 
25 June 2021 
 
About 1,000 families in Hong Kong are facing uncertainty over when domestic workers they 
have hired from the Philippines and Indonesia can take up their jobs in the city after 
authorities banned flights from the two countries over Covid-19 risks. 
 
Faced with difficulties in finding workers, some residents are turning to local cleaners, with 
one company providing the service reporting an increase in inquiries by as much as 20 per 
cent. 
 
Hong Kong will no longer allow flights arriving from Indonesia from today after the country 
was added to the list of places deemed “extremely high risk” of coronavirus due to the rise 
of imported infections from the country. Flights from the Philippines have been banned since 
April. 
 
According to Thomas Chan, chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, 
the arrival of between 800 and 1,000 domestic helpers from the two countries may be delayed 
every week, while up to 300 may have their contracts terminated. 
 
“The impact is really serious this time,” he said. “This is the second impact on the Hong 
Kong employment industry, first from the Philippines … and now from the Indonesian 
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market.” One woman Chan knew had specially hired an Indonesian to care for her father after 
he suffered a stroke. The worker was supposed to arrive next month but following the flight 
ban the woman was considering sending her father to a home for the elderly or hiring a carer 
locally instead, two options that would be more expensive, Chan said. 
 
Mike Cheung, president of the Overseas Employment Centre, estimated about 300 domestic 
helpers registered with his company had been forced to delay their arrival. 
 
He knew of a “handful” of employers who had severed contracts with helpers still waiting 
overseas tied to his agency and expected more to come if the situation continued. 
 
“There’s already an expectation that Covid-19 is bad there and they’re OK with [hiring them],” 
Cheung said. “The issue is whether they can make it to Hong Kong … Because of the ban, 
[they] don’t know how long it’s going to last and [they] really need help but [they] can’t 
wait.” Amid the shortage, local companies specialising in hourly cleaning services have 
reported a rise in inquiries. 
 
A representative from service provider Smart Home said it was getting up to 20 per cent more 
requests for information. 
 
“Some have preferred to hire locally due to health and safety reasons,” she said. 
 
52. Lifting of entry ban offers little hope for helpers: Thousands of stranded domestic 
workers will still not be able to return as their countries' jab records are not recognised 
in city, agencies say 
16 July 2021 
 
Hong Kong’s plan to lift entry bans for fully vaccinated residents and work visa holders from 
extremely high-risk areas will do little to help thousands of domestic helpers whose home 
countries’ inoculation records are unrecognised, employment agencies have said. 
 
The plan, to be announced and implemented next week, will also allow unvaccinated Hong 
Kong minors studying in Britain, one of eight countries deemed extremely high-risk for 
Covid-19 by the local government, to return home for the summer holiday. 
 
But a source familiar with the matter said only those with vaccination records from Hong 
Kong, the mainland or countries recognised by the World Health Organization (WHO) as 
having stringent regulatory authorities would be allowed to enter the city. 
 
Among the eight countries, only Britain is on the WHO list. Brazil, India, Indonesia, Nepal, 
Pakistan, the Philippines and South Africa are the seven other countries deemed extremely 
high risk. 
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The city banned direct flights from the Philippines on April 20, while planes from Indonesia 
were suspended from June 25 - the dates on which each were labelled extremely high risk. 
The two countries supply most of the 370,000 helpers in the city. 
 
Since the city’s vaccination drive was expanded to domestic workers on March 16, about 48 
per cent, or 177,000 of those living in the city, had received at least one dose as of early July 
- significantly higher than the rate for the general population. 
 
Thomas Chan Tung-fung, chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, 
predicted that even if the government allowed vaccinated domestic helpers to return to the 
city this month, fewer than 10 per cent of the estimated 5,000 stranded in the two countries 
would be able to do so in the first week. Many of the 5,000 were new hires, he added. 
 
Even if the recognition system for jabs was put in place soon, he expected they could only 
arrange for those currently stranded to fly to the city in mid-August. 
 
“They just started to give vaccinations to workers [in the Philippines]. Probably in the second 
week of June, they received the first dose. Even if they have received the second dose, they 
still have to wait 14 days for it to work,” he said. 
 
While the source said the government would work with the two countries on a mechanism 
for recognising their vaccination records, Chan said it remained unclear how this could be 
done as the Philippines and Indonesia did not have a centralised record system for the jabs. 
 
“In different provinces in the Philippines and Indonesia, they have different certificates to 
prove a person's vaccination. There is no centralised certificate or -central data bank for 
people to check their vaccination status,” he said. “If the Hong Kong government is really 
determined to have special arrangements for domestic helpers, they can discuss with the 
Philippine and Indonesian governments on how to coordinate, and how to unify the 
vaccination certificates.” The low vaccination rates in the two Southeast Asian countries are 
also a result of the lack of supply and distribution issues. 
 
About 9 per cent of the Philippines’ roughly 110 million people have received one vaccine 
shot, while those who have taken both jabs represent just 3.53 per cent of the population. 
 
Indonesia also lagged behind its vaccination goals, even as its Covid-19 cases surged. 
 
Meanwhile, the source said that unvaccinated minors stranded in Britain would be allowed 
to return on “compassionate grounds”. 
 
But the city’s constant flip-flopping over its flight suspension mechanism and track record 
of refusing entry to fully vaccinated travellers from Britain wanting to return to Hong Kong 
has left those potentially eligible for the plan doubting its feasibility. 
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“What’s the point of it? You’re still asking me to quarantine,” said university student Beth 
Chan, who has given up flying back from Edinburgh to see her family. 
 
Under the plan, those eligible to return would still be subject to a 21-day quarantine in a 
designated hotel, four tests during the isolation, and another seven days of self-monitoring, 
with a final test on the 26th day upon arrival. 
 
The 20-year-old, who expects to receive her first jab this week, said even if she were fully 
vaccinated and could get a flight back soon, she would not be out of quarantine until mid-
August, while many universities in Britain start classes in early September. 
 
“It would have been more helpful if the government announced this earlier in the summer,” 
she said. 
 
“At this point, you’re not helping anyone by announcing it now.” 
 
53. Experts back lifting of entry ban for vaccinated helpers: One epidemiologist 
suggests city use its own stock to inoculate workers on arrival at airport 
17 July 2021 
 
Two leading epidemiologists have backed Hong Kong’s plan to lift the entry ban on 
vaccinated domestic helpers from Indonesia and the Philippines, but one suggested allowing 
them to take the Covid-19 jabs on arrival to avoid diverting resources away from vulnerable 
groups in their home countries. 
 
Benjamin Cowling and Gabriel Leung, professors at the University of Hong Kong (HKU), 
were commenting on the government's plan to allow residents and work visa holders from 
extremely high-risk countries to return from next week if they have recognised vaccination 
records. 
 
Unvaccinated local minors studying in Britain, one of the countries on the list, can also fly 
back. 
 
While Cowling warned about potential ethical issues, Leung, who is a government 
coronavirus adviser and dean of HKU's faculty of medicine, said the policy needed a carefully 
calibrated “closed-loop” approach, including designated flights and hotels, point-to-point 
local transport, and a 21-day quarantine. 
 
A source familiar with the matter said that under the plan, only those with vaccination records 
from Hong Kong, the mainland or countries recognised by the World Health Organization 
(WHO) as having stringent regulatory authorities would be allowed to enter the city. 
 
Among the eight countries deemed extremely high risk, only Britain is on the WHO list. The 
other seven countries are Brazil, India, Indonesia, Nepal, Pakistan, the Philippines and South 
Africa. 
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But the source said the Hong Kong government was planning to work out with countries that 
supplied helpers a mechanism for recognising their jab records. 
 
Cowling, head of HKU’s division of epidemiology and biostatistics, said while he believed 
the tough 21-day quarantine could guard against any increased risks of importing Covid-19, 
the plan would nonetheless raise difficult ethical issues. 
 
“From a global health perspective, the elderly and other vulnerable people in those countries 
should remain their top priority for vaccination,” he said. “I am worried that by asking 
workers coming to Hong Kong to be vaccinated, it would divert the valuable vaccine 
resources away from the elderly and to this fit and young group.” Several cities in the 
Philippines, including Makati City, Paranaque, Caloocan and Valenzuela, have in recent days 
suspended first-dose vaccinations as the supply from the national government ran out. About 
3 per cent of its population has been fully vaccinated. 
 
Indonesia has inoculated about 14 per cent of its population, mainly with the Chinese-made 
Sinovac vaccine, although Covid-19 cases have surged in recent days. 
 
Cowling suggested Hong Kong could use its own stock to vaccinate inbound workers as they 
arrived at the city’s airport and began their first day of quarantine, and administer the second 
jab 21 days later. 
 
“We should trust our own quarantine system to pick up any infections,” he said, adding 
arrivals from extremely high-risk countries would still be subject to a pre-departure Covid-
19 test, 21 days of quarantine in a designated hotel, four tests during isolation, another week 
of self-monitoring and testing on the 26th day upon arrival. 
 
Leung said he believed that in addition to the existing requirements, the scheme should also 
be modelled on the city’s previous move to bring back stranded residents in Britain, a 
“closed-loop” arrangement that included designated flights and hotels to prevent mingling. 
 
But he added that city officials should prioritise repatriating unvaccinated students to allow 
family reunions during the summer holiday on compassionate grounds, which the Post has 
been told was being actively considered by the government. 
 
Thomas Chan Tung-fung, chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, 
estimated about 5,000 helpers, who were mostly new hires, were stuck in the Philippines and 
Indonesia. The two countries supply most of the 370,000 helpers in the city. 
 
On Thursday, Chan said the shortage of domestic workers caused by travel restrictions was 
so severe that on average, three to five employers were fighting for each local helper, and 
wages had risen to as much as HK$6,500 a month, well above the minimum. 
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54. City to revamp entry rules, streamline travel system: Move will allow more fully 
vaccinated residents to return, and open door to foreign domestic helpers 
03 Aug 2021 
 
Hong Kong will overhaul its anti-pandemic rules and streamline its categorisation of 
countries deemed Covid-19 risks to allow more fully vaccinated residents stranded overseas 
to return home along with foreign domestic helpers and businesspeople waiting to come in. 
 
Authorities are also pushing everyone on the government payroll not only civil servants but 
also employees of other public bodies to be vaccinated or undergo regular testing at their 
own expense. 
 
The existing five tiers under which countries were placed based on the risk they pose would 
be condensed into three starting from next Monday, a source told the Post. Those categorised 
as extremely or very high risk will be consolidated into a new top tier labelled as "high risk", 
from which only fully vaccinated Hongkongers will be allowed back in. This could bring 
about the lifting of flight bans on Britain, India, Brazil, Indonesia and the Philippines, among 
others. 
 
Announcing the new rules yesterday, Chief Executive Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor said 
strict enforcement would continue, but the adjustments would allow stranded Hong Kong 
residents, including students studying overseas and foreign domestic helpers, to return. 
 
“After 56 days now without any local [Covid-19] cases, we have basically achieved the goal 
of zero infections in the community,” she said, flanked by some of her top policy officials at 
a press conference. “The fourth wave has ended, but we can only relax [our policies] 
prudently based on vaccination.” The revamped strategy comes on the back of a sustained 
period of low daily infections brought in from overseas, but the city is still unable to take the 
economically crucial step of reopening its border with mainland China, which is dealing with 
a surge in cases of the more transmissible Delta variant. 
 
As part of the new categorisation, countries currently deemed high and medium-risk will be 
merged into a new medium-risk tier that will include most countries, including the United 
States, France, Germany and Japan. Non-residents from this category will be allowed to enter 
the city as long as they are fully vaccinated with officially recognised certification, and will 
have to undergo quarantine. 
 
Officials unveiled a three-tier quarantine regime for arrivals, with the toughest - 21 days in a 
designated hotel - to remain for those from high-risk countries, while unvaccinated travellers 
would have to isolate for seven days more than their vaccinated counterparts. 
 
They also introduced new rules for schools, which can resume full-day classes if 70 per cent 
of staff and pupils are vaccinated. 
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For high-risk countries, the city will only recognise travellers’ vaccinations if they have been 
jabbed in Hong Kong or the mainland, or got a shot from an institution recognised by the 
World Health Organization. Only Britain and Ireland fit the criteria. 
 
Vaccination certificates issued by local health authorities will however be accepted for 
medium- and low-risk countries. 
 
With Hong Kong being a well-connected international city, Lam said there was “simply no 
room for complacency” and not subjecting travellers to quarantine or restrictions would 
defeat the “efforts of many people over many months”. 
 
Under the new rules, all arrivals must show a negative virus test taken 72 hours before their 
flight. In the past, some vaccinated travellers were exempt. 
 
Antibody tests, previously seen as key to stopping the virus from entering the city, will be 
optional for people arriving from medium-risk level countries who want to halve their hotel 
quarantine and isolate for the remaining seven days at home. But some travellers must 
undergo screening for the virus as many as seven times while under isolation. 
 
Domestic helpers from Indonesia and the Philippines, previously barred from entering the 
city because both countries are listed in the highest-risk category, will be able to return if 
they have been vaccinated in Hong Kong. 
 
Those already in the city and between contracts will be able to travel home and return as long 
as they are first inoculated in Hong Kong. But all of them must be quarantined for 21 days 
on entry in one or two specified hotels. 
 
Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies chairman Thomas Chan Tung-fung said the 
focus appeared to be on helpers already working in Hong Kong, not those looking to come 
to the city. 
 
Labour chief Law Chi-kwong said talks were under way with authorities from both countries 
on how to validate their vaccination certificates. 
 
Lam declined to respond to questions on when travel with the mainland could resume. 
 
Meanwhile, airport staff, coach drivers to quarantine hotels and those hotel staff would have 
to get vaccinated or lose their jobs. 
 
Civil servants, care home workers, public hospital employees and staff at schools also need 
to get vaccinated or pay for Covid-19 tests out of their own pocket. 
 
The government will no longer provide free virus testing for these groups unless they were 
certified unfit for jabs by a doctor. 
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“It is not forcing people to be jabbed,” civil service chief Patrick Nip Tak-kuen said. 
 
55. New travel rules bring relief to stranded helpers 
03 Aug 2021 
 
Hong Kong’s revamped quarantine rules for inbound travellers will come as a relief to 
domestic workers stuck overseas, a representative says, but there are still hurdles to solving 
a local labour shortage, such as authorities’ reluctance to recognise foreign vaccination 
records. 
 
The government said yesterday it would consolidate its five-tier coronavirus risk assessment 
system into one with three levels, removing entry bans on Brazil, Britain, India, Indonesia 
and the Philippines. The measures would take effect next Monday, sources said. 
 
Foreign domestic workers from Indonesia and the Philippines - previously categorised under 
the highest level of risk - would be able to come to the city under the new rules as long as 
they were vaccinated here. 
 
Domestic workers between contracts who are still in the city would be able to travel home 
and return as long as they, too, were immunised in Hong Kong. All of them would be required 
to quarantine for 21 days upon arrival. 
 
Eman Villanueva, spokesman for the Asian Migrants Coordinating Body, said the latest 
move would be a relief for Filipino domestic helpers who had been stranded in Manila for 
months. 
 
“There is a risk of them potentially losing their jobs, [so] this is a really welcome 
development.” Employer groups have taken issue with the government’s reluctance to accept 
foreign domestic workers inoculated in their home countries, noting the prevailing flight ban 
had created a labour shortage in Hong Kong. 
 
Mike Cheung Chung-wai, president of the Overseas Employment Centre, said the new move 
not only offered hope to clients who had been trying to hire workers, it would be a financial 
boon to his agency. 
 
Still, Cheung said it was not helpful for the government to continue to reject vaccination 
records from countries like Indonesia and the Philippines over concerns they could be faked. 
 
“We’re hopeful that [the government] can accept antibody tests that they can administer at 
the airport,” he said, adding the checks would show whether a worker was really inoculated. 
 
Hong Kong residents stuck in Britain had mixed feelings about returning to the city given 
the lengthy quarantine requirement. 
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“For me and my wife, I can’t decide if we should sit it out here in England or try and return 
via a third country. If [the relaxations are] for sure, then we will wait here a bit longer,” said 
62-year-old Richard Langford, a Hong Kong permanent resident stranded in Britain since 
June. 
 
Returning via a third country could mean a shorter quarantine period, but there was an added 
Covid-19 risk if that country saw a spike in infections, he added. 
 
For Kelly Tse, a 22-year-old health care student living in Norwich, said she planned to return 
after completing her placement in mid-September. 
 
“I have already booked a hotel for the 21-day quarantine and I am very happy about being 
allowed to travel back,” she said. 
 
Separately, authorities said yesterday that full-day classes at local schools could resume as 
early as next month if 70 per cent of students and teachers were immunised. The group’s 
current rate stands at 47 per cent. 
 
Lin Chun-pong, chairman of the Hong Kong Association of the Heads of Secondary Schools, 
said priority should be given to Form Six students who had missed months of face-to-face 
sessions over the past year and would be sitting for university entrance exams in 2022. 
 
56. Vaccine card proposal for helpers: Philippines exploring the use of WHO-
recognised certificate for workers to enter HK, but city is yet to accept idea, 
employment agencies group says 
04 Aug 2021 
 
The Philippines has proposed using a Covid-19 vaccination certificate recognised by the 
World Health Organization for the Hong Kong government to allow foreign domestic helpers 
to work in the city, according to an employment agencies group. 
 
Thomas Chan Tung-fung, chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, said 
the Philippine consulate raised the proposal in a meeting last week. 
 
The local government had announced on Monday that domestic helpers from Indonesia and 
the Philippines, previously barred from entering the city because both countries were listed 
in the highest-risk category, would be able to return if they had been vaccinated in Hong 
Kong. But all of them must be quarantined for 21 days upon entry in specified hotels. 
 
City officials and the two consulates were also in talks about a system to recognise 
inoculation records of helpers vaccinated in these countries. 
 
Chan estimated flight bans on Indonesia and the Philippines - where most Hong Kong’s 
370,000 helpers are from - had created a supply shortage, with between 6,000 and 6,500 new 
hires or those with contracts in the city left stranded in their hometowns. The Philippine 
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government was examining the possibility of using an internationally recognised vaccination 
card for domestic helpers to come to the city, Chan said, but added he understood Hong Kong 
officials had yet to accept the idea. 
 
“The Philippine government agreed to issue what they call a yellow card,” he said. 
 
“According to them, the card will follow the standards of the World Health Organization … 
if this card is really recognised by the Hong Kong government, then recognition [of the 
vaccines] is no longer an issue.” Chan had also suggested allowing vaccinated Filipino 
workers to take antibody tests in their home country under government-accredited testing 
institutions before leaving for Hong Kong. The test results could be included in the yellow 
cards. 
 
“Once a worker comes to Hong Kong and presents this yellow card, the Hong Kong 
government can easily know their vaccination information and antibody levels, [so] it’s quite 
easy to identify which person they can allow in,” said Chan, adding “the ball is [now] in the 
hands of the Hong Kong government”. 
 
Chan hoped the government would accept vaccination records issued by Indonesian 
authorities, although it was understood their records were not WHO-certified. 
 
According to Chan, the supply shortage has resulted in an increase in the average market 
salary for domestic helpers in Hong Kong, from the minimum wage of HK$4,630 a month 
to between HK$6,000 and HK$6,500. Some employers were willing to offer salaries as high 
as HK$8,000 a month. 
 
In a reply to the Post, the Labour Department said the government would continue talks with 
the Philippines and Indonesia on the authenticity of their vaccination records so workers 
inoculated in their home countries could fly over to start or resume their employment. 
 
The Post has reached out to both consulates for comment. 
 
Although helpers in the city were able to return to their home countries if they were 
vaccinated in Hong Kong, Johannie Tong Hiu-yan from the Mission for Migrant Workers 
said these arrangements still had to be determined with employers. 
 
“Given the quarantine arrangement and costs for employers, that might increase conflict 
[between both parties].” 
 
57. HK poised to start recognising vaccination records for domestic helpers 
12 Aug 2021 
 
Hong Kong could start recognising Covid-19 vaccination certificates issued by the 
Philippines and Indonesia as early as this month, the Post has learned, allowing domestic 
helpers inoculated in their home countries into the city amid asevere shortage of the workers. 
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However, tensions continued to simmer yesterday with outspoken Philippines Foreign 
Affairs Secretary Teodoro Locsin Jnr revealing on social media he would “formally” ask 
Hong Kong Chief Executive Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor why her officials had been 
refusing to accept its vaccination records for entry. 
 
“Our vaccination cards are not accepted in Hong Kong because they are not connected to a 
single source,” Locsin tweeted earlier, without elaborating. 
 
Amid a potential diplomatic row, a Hong Kong government source told the Post that talks on 
recognition were ongoing andlocal officials were “hopeful” of a resolution by the end of this 
month. But the source said two issues remained concerninglanguage obstacles on certificates 
and authorisation processes. 
 
The source said a key issue was the reliability of the mechanisms in both countries for 
validating certificates and which authorities were verifying them, adding: “It’s about who is 
giving the chop.” Flights from the Philippines and Indonesia had been banned from April and 
June, respectively, hitting Hong Kong’s supply offoreign domestic workers and pushing up 
their monthly wage from about HK$5,000 to between HK$6,000 and HK$8,000. 
 
Last week, Lam announced an overhaul of entry rules that took effect on Monday, merging 
the existing five risk-based categories under which countries are placed into three, and lifting 
the travel bans covering the Philippines and Indonesia provided that arriving residents were 
vaccinated against the coronavirus. Strict rules on certification were also set, barring those 
who received their jabs in the two Southeast Asian countries from entry into the city. 
 
The government source yesterday said that officials had been “actively liaising” with their 
counterparts in the two countries on how to recognise the vaccination records they had 
produced. 
 
A Labour Department spokeswoman has said the relevant vaccination records must be issued 
by a health care institution or a relevant authority of the governments in Hong Kong or the 
mainland, or a country where its national regulatory authority is designated as stringent by 
the World Health Organization. 
 
The department yesterday added the government was discussing with the consulates of 
countries supplying large numbers of foreign domestic helpers, including the Philippines 
andIndonesia, how to verify authenticity of their vaccination records. 
 
Employers’ association leaders said the Philippines’ consulate had proposed issuing a yellow 
certification card that followed WHO standards. 
 
But the Hong Kong government source said it was important for the city to know for sure 
which local or national authorities in those countries would be responsible for the records. 
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Some certificates were not issued in English, but in the native languages of those countries, 
compounding difficulties in verifying records, the source added. 
 
There have also been media reports in the Philippines of government warnings about the sale 
of fake vaccination records. 
 
Thomas Chan Tung-fung, chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, said 
the local government wanted countries such as the Philippines to set up a central database of 
vaccination records to allow for the verification of certificates. 
 
Hong Kong confirmed one Covid-19 case yesterday, a27-year-old domestic helperarriving 
from Bangladesh. About five people tested preliminary-positive. The city’s tally ofconfirmed 
cases stands at 12,020, with 212 related deaths. 
 
58. Helper’s case prompts warning over antibody test samples from overseas 
16 Aug 2021 
 
Health authorities have urged local labs to refuse antibody test samples from overseas after 
a domestic helper carrying a more infectious variant of Covid-19 was found to have sent a 
specimen to a screening facility to shorten her quarantine period on arrival. 
 
The Food and Health Bureau also said it was considering “taking further action” after 
revealing the 38-year-old woman, who returned to Hong Kong from the United States, sent 
samples for antibody testing to a local lab. 
 
“The bureau has reminded all authorised private labs not to accept samples taken abroad. 
Residents can take antibody tests at authorised private labs before they leave Hong Kong, to 
be used as proof of antibody levels on their return,” it said, citing regulations announced in 
late June. 
 
The city confirmed one imported case yesterday involving a 34-year-old woman who arrived 
from Mexico on August 7 and tested positive for the L452R mutation, which has been linked 
to several variants, including the highly infectious Delta strain. 
 
The latest infection took the city’s overall tally to 12,033 cases, with 212 related deaths. 
 
The discovery of the helper’s case on Saturday could lead to another tightening of quarantine 
policies in the city, with experts set to review the existing measures today, according to 
government adviser Professor David Hui Shu-cheong. 
 
The government only recently revamped its anti-pandemic rules, and from last Monday 
started using a streamlined process for assessing the Covid-19 risk posed by various countries. 
The new rules allow more fully vaccinated residents stranded overseas to return, and let in 
certain foreign domestic workers and businesspeople seeking to travel to the city. 
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But Hui warned the helper’s case showed the existing seven-day isolation period for certain 
travellers was insufficient, suggesting quarantine stays for fully vaccinated travellers from 
medium-risk places be extended to two weeks, even if they had positive antibody test results. 
Since June 30, residents who test positive for antibodies have enjoyed shorter quarantine 
stays in designated hotels, but are still screened for the virus periodically after completing 
their isolation period. 
 
Because she had sent samples back to the city for antibody testing, the fully vaccinated helper 
was able to present a valid positive result on arrival, and was allowed to serve just a week of 
hotel quarantine. 
 
After completing quarantine, she travelled to several places in Wan Chai, Causeway Bay and 
Stanley before her infection was detected on Thursday by a compulsory test on her 12th day 
in the city. The woman was found to be carrying the L452R mutation. 
 
The helper was one of two new imported cases confirmed on Saturday, the other being a 56-
year-old man who also arrived from the US. Both had been fully vaccinated with the German-
made BioNTech vaccine. 
 
Experts have said that vaccination does not offer ironclad protection against infection, but 
the jabs substantially decrease the severity of the illness and lower the risk of death. 
 
Meanwhile, police have arrested two women and a man on suspicion of making counterfeit 
Covid-19 vaccination and antibody test records. The fake certificates were going for HK$600 
each, with police saying they believed the suspects were selling them to people who did not 
have identification documents so they could find work in the city. 
 
The counterfeits were seized during an operation on Friday at a photo printing studio in 
Kowloon Bay. In the raid, police found 11 false vaccination records, three fake doctor’s 
letters and 21 phoney antibody testing records. 
 
They also found 45 other fake documents stored on the shop’s computer, and later discovered 
two false Hong Kong ID cards in the home of the store manager. 
 
59. Time for action over helpers’ jab papers 
17 Aug 2021 
 
The coronavirus has highlighted vulnerable sectors of society. One that has come to light as 
restrictions take their toll is the less affluent middle class, for whom the employment of a 
domestic helper is a matter of necessity, not choice. Typical among them are a working 
couple who need to employ a helper to care for children or elders, and often budget to the 
last dollar. Bans on flights from the Philippines and Indonesia, the main sources of helpers, 
reduced supply, increased demand and often forced up monthly wages from the minimum of 
HK$4,630 to as much as HK$8,000 or more. 
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The bans may have just been lifted, but the thorny issue of agreement on foreign vaccination 
records that satisfy Hong Kong authorities remains. Thankfully, a government source says 
officials hope talks will resolve remaining issues, including the language used on certificates 
and who authorised them, before the end of the month. A Philippine official said certificates 
from his country were not accepted because they did not share a single source. 
 
Reluctance to recognise the vaccination credentials of other countries is part of a wider 
problem and not confined to Hong Kong. Apart from the inconvenience and even hardship 
they may cause to individual travellers, disputes can waste resources through the need for 
multiple vaccinations, which in itself raises possible health risks. 
 
The concerns of local officials with vaccination records from the Philippines and Indonesia 
are real. Both countries are struggling to bring the pandemic under control. The certification 
process is prone to corruption, and reliable verification of data is paramount. Hong Kong 
cannot leap in with its eyes closed. Governments have to make every effort to assure 
themselves that vaccines are safe and to allow people who have had them to come in. 
 
We trust that expectations of an early resolution to the certification issue are not over 
optimistic. The shortage of domestic helpers is severe and those middle-class strugglers are 
generally in no position to enter a bidding war with better-off potential employers. Their 
plight is urgent. More broadly, the authorities should be mindful that cheap domestic help is 
a factor in attracting talent and keeping it here, amid high property and education costs. 
 
60. Thousands of helpers set to arrive as deal nears on jabs: Officials expected to reveal 
system for recognising vaccination records from Philippines, Indonesia 
22 Aug 2021 
 
Hong Kong authorities are expected to reveal arrangements for recognising Covid-19 
vaccination records from the Philippines and Indonesia as early as this week, paving the way 
for thousands of domestic helpers to arrive from the high-risk countries. 
 
But an employment agency trade group warned of potential delays if the city did not prepare 
enough quarantine hotels to serve the influx. It estimated around 2,000 workers were ready 
to fly into Hong Kong. 
 
In a reply to the Post yesterday, the Labour Department said officials were making good 
progress in talks with the Philippine and Indonesian consulates on recognising vaccination 
records. 
 
“There is hope that the arrangements can be announced after a consensus is reached next 
week,” the department said. 
 
“The government plans to arrange for these helpers to stay in quarantine in one to two specific 
hotels and it is discussing the details. After finalising arrangements, the government will 
announce the details separately.” Earlier this month, officials announced that helpers from 
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both countries, which the government classified as being in the highest-risk category for 
Covid-19, would be able to return if they had been vaccinated in Hong Kong. But all must 
quarantine for 21 days upon entry in the specified hotels. 
 
Hong Kong officials and the consulates have been working together to set up a system to 
cover those inoculated in the two countries, which supply most of the city’s domestic workers. 
 
The city currently only recognises vaccination records issued by a health care institution or 
a relevant authority of the governments in Hong Kong or the mainland, or a country where 
its national regulatory authority is designated as stringent by the World Health Organization. 
 
Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies chairman Thomas Chan Tung-fung  this month 
said the Philippine government was looking into using an internationally recognised 
vaccination card for helpers to come to the city. 
 
Chan estimated yesterday that 6,000 to 7,000 helpers who had already secured visas were 
stuck in both countries, while about 2,000 could fly to Hong Kong with full vaccination 
records. 
 
He expressed concerns over the lack of designated hotel rooms because each worker had to 
be quarantined for three weeks. 
 
Chan said most employers were willing to pay between HK$300 and HK$500 a night for 
helpers’ rooms, but only a small fraction of the city’s 36 designated quarantine hotels for 
arrivals could offer such packages. 
 
“To match employers’ expectations, the government can only find hotels which charge 
medium to low prices. But most of these businesses tend to have a smaller number of rooms,” 
he said. “When the two hotels provided for helpers can only offer 400 rooms, then it will be 
a big problem. It will cause another kind of congestion.” He estimated at least 800 to 1,000 
rooms would be needed if the city allowed 3,000 to 4,000 workers to enter within three 
months. 
 
Flights from the Philippines and Indonesia had been banned from April and June, 
respectively, hitting Hong Kong’s supply of foreign domestic workers and pushing up their 
monthly wages from about HK$5,000 to between HK$6,000 and HK$8,000. 
 
The government overhauled the city’s entry rules this month, merging five risk-based 
categories for countries into three, and lifting travel bans on the Philippines and Indonesia 
provided that arriving residents were vaccinated against the coronavirus. Certification rules 
were also set, barring those who received their jabs in the two countries from entry. 
 
Tourism sector lawmaker Yiu Si-wing said it would be impossible to just rely on the 36 
quarantine hotels, adding that packages for workers would have to be affordable. 
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He urged the government to speak with some lower-end hotels about securing the whole 
property for quarantine, saying he believed businesses would be interested in offering such 
services. 
 
“The main problem is some hotels still receive guests and bookings … You can’t just casually 
ask customers to leave,” Yiu said, adding that some properties had stopped selling rooms 
because of the pandemic, so officials could approach them first. 
 
Eman Villanueva, spokesman for the Asian Migrants Coordinating Body, welcomed the 
development on vaccination records, saying many of the helpers had been waiting for the 
opportunity to work in Hong Kong for months. 
 
While Villanueva was unsure about the capacity of the planned quarantine hotels, he said the 
government should prepare for thousands of workers arriving. 
 
“I hope the airlines will arrange more frequent trips because there will be lots of them coming 
in,” he said. 
 
61. Philippine helpers could be able to fly in next week 
23 Aug 2021 
 
Domestic helpers vaccinated in the Philippines against Covid-19 could be able to fly to Hong 
Kong as soon as next week, as “fruitful” talks on recognising inoculation records from the 
country near completion, Manila’s top envoy in the city has revealed. 
 
Philippine Consul General Raly Tejada said yesterday that his country would be ready to 
enable people vaccinated there to travel to Hong Kong from August 30, probably through the 
use of a special “yellow card” verifying their inoculation records. 
 
In a text message, Tejada said: “[An] agreement is very close on having the Yellow Card 
being issued by the Philippine Government's Bureau of Quarantine as an acceptable 
document that would certify the holder’s Philippine Covid-19 vaccination record. We have 
been informed that August 30 is the target date.” The special card would contain the 
traveller’s coronavirus vaccination record, along with their name, date of birth and 
identification document details. 
 
Tejada said the information could be verified through an embedded QR code on the card. 
 
Philippine labour secretary Silvestre Bello III said about 3,000 workers awaiting deployment 
to Hong Kong could benefit. 
 
Hong Kong banned flights from the Philippines in April, and from Indonesia in June, citing 
a surge in coronavirus cases in both countries. The flight suspensions on the top sources of 
Hong Kong’s hundreds of thousands of foreign domestic workers subsequently led to a 
labour shortage in the city. 
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Earlier this month, officials announced that helpers in both countries who had been 
vaccinated in Hong Kong before their trips would be able to return, but would still have to 
quarantine for 21 days in a designated hotel upon arrival. 
 
The city currently only recognises vaccination records issued by a health care institution or 
a relevant authority of the governments of Hong Kong or the mainland, or countries whose 
national regulatory authorities have been deemed stringent by the World Health Organization. 
 
Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies chairman Thomas Chan Tung-fung stressed that 
details still had to be ironed out. 
 
“We’ve heard anecdotes from Filipino domestic workers in the Philippines that it takes a 
long time to get the yellow card. One told us that she was fully vaccinated in July but only 
managed to get a slot to apply for the yellow card in November,” Chan said. 
 
Another concern was the lack of hotel rooms for helpers to complete a 21-day isolation period. 
 
Chan estimated about 6,000 to 7,000 helpers who had already secured visas were stuck in 
both the Philippines and Indonesia, and about 2,000 of those were fully vaccinated. 
 
62. Indonesian helpers ‘back in HK from August 30’: Consulate upbeat after ‘positive 
progress’ in talks on vaccination papers 
24 Aug 2021 
 
Indonesia has joined the Philippines in declaring August 30 as the expected date from when 
its domestic helpers will be allowed into Hong Kong, saying yesterday that negotiations over 
the recognition of Covid-19 vaccination records were progressing well. 
 
Philippine Consul General Raly Tejada said a day earlier that his country was hopeful of 
using an internationally approved “yellow card” system of inoculation verification to enable 
its locally vaccinated residents to travel to Hong Kong as early as next week. 
 
With optimism growing, the Indonesian consulate said talks with Hong Kong officials on 
accepting its vaccination certificates had “progressed positively”. 
 
“We expect that foreign domestic helpers from Indonesia alongside those from the 
Philippines could be able to enter Hong Kong from August 30, 2021,” it said. “We believe 
that the progress is for the mutual benefit of both sides.” Under current rules, people holding 
Covid-19 vaccination records issued by the two countries are banned from entering Hong 
Kong from those destinations because the city does not recognise their documents. 
 
The expected return of stranded helpers came as the city confirmed five new imported 
infections, including a domestic worker from Indonesia. 
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The other cases involved people from Nigeria, Pakistan, Turkey and the United States. Four 
were also found with the L452R mutation, which is linked to several coronavirus variants. 
 
The total number of confirmed infections in the city rose to 12,062, with 212 related deaths. 
Fewer than 10 people tested preliminary-positive for the virus. 
 
In another development, the foreign domestic helpers’ section on the third floor of the 
Immigration Department will suspend services today after a previously infected worker was 
found to have visited the area. Anyone on the third floor from 8am to 11am on August 13 
has been urged to undergo compulsory testing. 
 
Joseph Tsang Kay-yan, co-chairman of the Medical Association’s communicable diseases 
committee, said earlier there was “limited” risk of domestic helpers bringing Covid-19 into 
Hong Kong under the expected changes to vaccination recognition because of inoculation, 
quarantine and testing measures in place. 
 
Rather, attention should shift to how to manage those people, Tsang said, to reduce the 
burden on the city’s designated quarantine hotels. 
 
“It should be done progressively rather than in one go … so as not to apply too much pressure 
on [quarantine] hotels,” he told a radio programme. 
 
Authorities should make sure testing was conducted properly and hotel staff should all be 
vaccinated, he added. 
 
Earlier this month, officials announced that helpers from Indonesia and the Philippines - both 
classified in the city’s highest-risk category - would be able to return if they had been 
vaccinated in Hong Kong, the mainland or countries deemed by the World Health 
Organization as having “stringent regulatory agencies”. But all must quarantine for 21 days 
on their return. 
 
A previous outright ban on flights in response to imported cases from the two countries has 
made it difficult for domestic workers to enter Hong Kong in the past year or so, sparking a 
shortage of helpers. 
 
In a reply to the Post on Saturday, the Labour Department said officials were making good 
progress in talks with the Philippine and Indonesian consulates on recognising vaccination 
records. 
 
Thomas Chan Tung-fung, chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, said 
yesterday he expected more than 4,000 workers to benefit from the government’s plan. But 
uncertainties lay ahead, Chan told a radio show, because vaccinated workers in the 
Philippines, for instance, faced delays in getting a vaccination certificate issued by the state 
government. 
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There might also be a shortage of quarantine facilities for workers if the government decided 
to limit them to one or two hotels. 
 
Tsang also welcomed the government’s earlier announcement requiring airport workers to 
be vaccinated. But Wilson Yap, from the Staff and Workers Union of Hong Kong Civil 
Airlines, said while the group supported the initiative, the government deadline for all 
workers to get at least one shot by the end of August would be difficult to meet. 
 
He also said there had been a lack of instruction from the Airport Authority on what would 
happen to those who were medically unfit to be jabbed. 
 
“We hope that for those who really are not suitable to get vaccinated, there could be clearer 
instructions as to what other pos-itions they could take up,” he said. 
 
Meanwhile, the Medical Association urged the government to take housing conditions into 
account when considering applications for quarantine exemption. 
 
“We need to see whether the residence is located in a crowded environment or a highly 
densely populated estate,” Tsang told a separate press conference. “Or else it will be very 
likely that the virus will leak into the community and lead to the outbreak of a fifth local 
wave of Covid-19.” 
 
63. Ban on Indonesian and Philippine helpers lifted 
27 Aug 2021 
 
Fewer than 20 domestic workers a day will be able to land in Hong Kong when a new scheme 
allowing entry to helpers vaccinated in the Philippines and Indonesia starts next week. 
 
Labour minister Law Chi-kwong yesterday said the city would tread carefully under the fresh 
approach to recognising the countries’ Covid-19 inoculation records to avoid compromising 
local efforts in containing the pandemic, while also relieving a shortage of helpers in the city. 
 
The entry ban was lifted as Hong Kong confirmed three new Covid-19 cases yesterday, all 
imported and carrying the L452R mutation linked to the more infectious Delta variant and 
others. 
 
The infected travellers arrived from Nepal, Greece and Pakistan, with the cases pushing Hong 
Kong’s tally to 12,077, with 212 related deaths. About 20 people tested preliminary-positive 
for Covid-19 yesterday, all of whom are imported cases, accordingto a source. If those cases 
are confirmed, it will mark the highest daily infection tally since April 18, when the city 
recorded 30 new patients. 
 
Qatar Airways has also been banned from operating the Doha to Hong Kong route until 
September 9, after a passenger was confirmed with the virus on arrival and two travellers 
failed to comply with the city’s health rules. 
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Helpers who were fully vaccinated in the Philippines or Indonesia will be able to enterthe 
city from Monday, with authorities reserving a 409-room hotel for them to undergo 
mandatory quarantine. The Silka Tsuen Wan hotel is designated exclusively for inbound 
domestic helpers to undergo 21 days of hotel isolation, charged at a rate of HK$800 per night, 
or HK$16,800 for the three-week package. 
 
Law said the new strategy was based on helpers coming to the city in a “gradual and orderly 
manner”. 
 
“The whole issue is how to balance the need for families in Hong Kong to employ domestic 
helpers … and to ensure that we will not allow the virus to infiltrate our community,” Law 
said. 
 
The Labour Department confirmed that bilateral agreements to recognise inoculation 
certificates had been reached with the governments of both the Philippines and Indonesia, 
from where most of the city’s 370,000 helpers hail. 
 
Under the current rules, those holding Covid-19 vaccination records issued by the two 
countries are banned from entering Hong Kong from those destinations because the city does 
not recognise their certificates. 
 
The new approach would initially allow for the daily arrival of fewer than 20 helpers because 
of the limited space available, Law said. Before the pandemic, an average of about 500 
helpers arrived in the city every day. 
 
Authorities were looking into adding another designated hotel for workers and were 
exploring other options, Law added. 
 
An earlier outright ban on flights in response to imported cases from the two countries has 
made it difficult for domestic workers to get into Hong Kong over the past year or so, creating 
workforce shortages. 
 
The Philippines previously estimated that about 3,000 workers were awaiting deployment to 
Hong Kong and stood to benefit from the city’s new plan. 
 
Inbound domestic workers must present a vaccination certificate issued by the Indonesian or 
Philippine authorities when boarding a flight to the city. 
 
Arrivals must show a recognised certificate issued by the Indonesian government along with 
a confirmation letter from the country’s health ministry, or the internationally approved  
“yellow card” as issued by the Philippines’ quarantine bureau. 
 
Law reminded workers it was their responsibility rather than their employers’ to ensure they 
had all the necessary documents for entering the city. 



 
182 

 
Domestic helpers who were fully vaccinated in Hong Kong and certified by the Department 
of Health were previously given approval to return to the city from group A countries on 
August 9. 
 
Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies chairman Thomas Chan Tung-fung said the cost 
of the quarantine hotel was higher than expected, adding that prospective employers were 
generally hoping to pay between HK$8,000 and HK$12,000 per worker. 
 
The cheapest room on the quarantine hotel list for other travellers is HK$480 per night. 
 
64. Rush for quarantine rooms: More than 70 per cent of available accommodation 
taken on first day of scheme to allow helpers return to Hong Kong 
28 Aug 2021 
 
More than 70 per cent of rooms in Hong Kong’s only designated quarantine hotel for foreign 
domestic workers were booked in 24 hours, according to a hotel representative but some 
employers cancelled contracts due to high costs. 
 
Helpers returning from the Philippines and Indonesia under the government’s plan to allow 
fully vaccinated workers back into the city must stay at the four-star Silka Hotel Tsuen Wan, 
at a cost of HK$800 a night. That makes the cost of the 21-days they have to spend in isolation 
HK$16,800. 
 
Silka said the room rate at its Tsuen Wan hotel was set by the government. 
 
As of yesterday morning, around 100 of the hotel’s 409 rooms were still available, a Silka 
representative told a Post reporter posing as an employer. Many of the bookings made were 
still awaiting confirmation, he added. 
 
The hotel declined to officially comment on its room availability. 
 
Under the hotel’s booking system, employers have to send a request for a room via email, 
and the hotel then confirms dates and sends payment instructions. Room reservations must 
be paid for within 24 hours. 
 
Thomas Chan Tung-fung, the chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, 
called the process “ridiculous” and said it lacked transparency. “The staff reply to you about 
whether your request can be met or not,” he said. “Nobody knows how they choose to pick 
up these requests.” Other government-approved quarantine hotels accept online bookings 
that can be processed immediately, and of the city’s 36 designated facilities, 32 accept online 
bookings. Two, the Ramada Hotel Harbour View and Ramada Hotel Grande, have a calendar 
showing availability of rooms. 
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But one employment agency said they had no trouble making a reservation yesterday - the 
first day of the booking. 
 
“It was a bit confusing yesterday [Thursday] because we were not clear about the details and 
terms, such as whether there are any free cancellations if the helper is infected with 
coronavirus before her departure,” said Daniel Wong Wai-tung, managing director of My 
Sweet Home Employment Agency. 
 
“The employers were a bit hesitant to make their reservation yesterday, but as there is more 
information available now, I believe that more employers will make their confirmation soon.” 
The company has several hundred domestics helpers waiting for approval to come to Hong 
Kong and Wong said that some employers were waiting to see if cheaper hotels became 
available before bringing in workers. 
 
On Thursday, labour minister Law Chi-kwong said Hong Kong would tread carefully to 
avoid compromising efforts to contain the pandemic, even as it moved to relieve a shortage 
of helpers. 
 
But Betty Yung Ma Shan-yee, chairwoman of the Hong Kong Employers of Domestic 
Helpers Association, said the 409 rooms would not be enough, adding the high quarantine 
cost had prompted some employers to give up on the idea of hiring overseas helpers entirely. 
 
Yung pointed out that employers were not just paying for the hotel room, but also flights and 
agent fees, which was “not a small amount of money”. 
 
But she also said the government had taken a risk in allowing helpers to return because 
“according to our past experience, once there is a confirmed case in a building, all the 
residents have to be quarantined”. 
 
65. 15 cases on cargo ship, but ‘helpers a bigger hazard’: Health experts believe the 
cluster on vessel from Indonesia is a one-off and that imminent arrival of foreign 
domestic workers is of greater concern 
28 Aug 2021 
 
Hong Kong confirmed a double-digit number of Covid-19 cases for the first time in two 
months yesterday, all imported with most on a coronavirus-hit cargo ship that arrived from 
Indonesia. 
 
Health experts said they believed the ship cluster was a one-off incident but warned a bigger 
danger could lie ahead when a steady flow of fully vaccinated foreign domestic workers 
began arriving on Monday from the Philippines and Indonesia, countries listed as high-risk 
for Covid-19. 
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Their warnings were in sharp contrast to complaints from a domestic helper employers’ group, 
which criticised the daily arrivals quota of 20 workers, saying it was too low and insufficient 
to plug shortages in the city. 
 
The 17 cases yesterday, including arrivals from Azerbaijan and Lithuania, were the highest 
daily total since April 18, when 30 infections were recorded. It pushed the city's overall count 
to 12,094 cases, with 212 related deaths. 
 
Fifteen of the new infections came from the Thor Monadic cargo vessel, which arrived in 
Hong Kong waters on Tuesday from Indonesia with a crew of 23. 
 
They tested positive for Covid-19 after samples were taken on Wednesday and all carried the 
more transmissible L452R mutant strain. The patients will be isolated in hospital while the 
rest of the crew have to remain on the ship for two weeks. 
 
The ship’s operator was suspected to have provided false information to the Department of 
Health during the application for free pratique, or permission for the vessel to enter the port. 
 
Health authorities said they would consult the Department of Justice on whether to launch 
legal action against the operator. 
 
Respiratory medicine specialist Dr Leung Chi-chiu said a superspreading event was likely to 
occur on a ship if even one single infected crew member was on board, as all of the seafarers 
would be together for a long time. 
 
But the city’s response of isolating the crew members in hospital and on the ship should be 
enough to keep the virus at bay. 
 
Government coronavirus adviser Professor David Hui Shu-cheong said the steady stream of 
domestic helpers arriving from the Philippines and Indonesia could pose more risks in the 
long term than a one-off shipload of infected crew. 
 
Labour minister Law Chi-kwong on Thursday announced that the city would open its doors 
to fully vaccinated helpers from those two countries from Monday, though only 20 per day. 
 
Authorities reserved the 409-room Silka Tsuen Wan hotel for the helpers’ 21-day quarantine. 
Rooms cost HK$800 a night, or HK$16,800 for three weeks. 
 
Betty Yung Ma Shan-yee, chairwoman of the Hong Kong Employers of Domestic Helpers 
Association, said 409 rooms would not be enough for the numbers expected, although the 
high cost of quarantine had prompted some people to give up on the idea of hiring overseas 
workers. 
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Yung said the financial burden on employers included not only hotel costs but agency fees 
and flights, which was “not a small amount of money”. But she believed the government had 
shown sincerity in taking the first step towards allowing helpers into Hong Kong once more. 
 
“They are already taking a risk, because according to our past experience, once there is a 
confirmed case in a building, all the residents have to be quarantined,” Yung said. “I’m also 
grateful the hotel is willing to rent out the rooms.” Hui said the scheme must proceed with 
caution and the quota could only be reviewed two weeks after the launch at the earliest so 
experts could study how many arrivals turned out to be infected. 
 
“Even though they have been vaccinated, there could still be breakthrough infections as we 
have seen with other Delta cases,” he said. 
 
Separately, a new shipment of 924,000 doses of the BioNTech vaccine arrived in the city 
from Germany yesterday. So far, more than 4.5 million doses of the vaccine have been 
administered. Including Sinovac shots, Hong Kong has given out more than 7.3 million doses 
of vaccines. 
 
In a Facebook post, civil service minister Patrick Nip Tak-kuen, who is in charge of the jabs 
drive, applauded the vaccine boost and said 60 per cent of eligible residents had now taken a 
first shot. The milestone was reached after half a year of “uneasy effort”. 
 
Meanwhile, the government announced that the National Day fireworks display on October 
1 had been cancelled, citing the pandemic. 
 
66. Need for helpers beats a risk-averse approach 
29 Aug 2021 
 
Hong Kong households desperate for domestic help got news on Thursday they had been 
waiting to hear, but it will take a while yet to become reality for most. The government has 
finally sealed deals to admit helpers with Covid-19 vaccination certificates issued by the 
Philippines and Indonesia. But fewer than 20 domestic workers a day will be able to land in 
Hong Kong from tomorrow to begin 21 days’ quarantine in a specified hotel before joining 
their new employers. At that rate the 409-room hotel will be full by the time the first arrivals 
complete quarantine. 
 
 Labour minister Law Chi-kwong says Hong Kong is treading carefully in recognising the 
countries’ Covid-19 inoculation records to avoid compromising local efforts in containing 
the pandemic, while also relieving a shortage of helpers in the city. 
 
 The demands of domestic helper employers have prevailed over a risk-averse approach. The 
pandemic is raging in both the Philippines and Indonesia. They are hotbeds of corruption and 
fake documentation. Reliable verification of data is paramount. There must be the strictest 
vigilance and monitoring. It is a high-risk strategy for a place that still bans full-day, face-to-
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face teaching in government schools unless 70 per cent of students and teachers are fully 
vaccinated. 
 
That said, to many couples who both work, a domestic helper is a necessity, not a choice, to 
care for children or elders. They have suffered inconvenience and hardship as the pandemic 
has dragged on. Bans until recently on flights from the Philippines and Indonesia cut supply 
of new helpers, increased demand and often forced up monthly wages by thousands of dollars, 
leaving lower-middle-class employers in no position to enter a bidding war for scarce helpers. 
 
Before even boarding for Hong Kong the helpers must produce a vaccination record that is 
recognised in Hong Kong, a specific negative infection test and a confirmed hotel booking. 
 
The coronavirus has exposed Hong Kong’s dependence on affordable foreign domestic help. 
This remains a key factor in attracting talent and keeping it here, amid high property and 
education costs. But that should not be at the risk of public health. 
 
67. Sole quarantine hotel for helpers booked out in hours: Officials hope to ease 
situation with more accommodation by mid-September, labour minister says 
29 Aug 2021 
 
The sole hotel designated for quarantining foreign domestic workers is already completely 
booked, the Post has learned, a situation the city’s labour minister hopes to relieve with the 
addition of new accommodation by mid-September. 
 
Under the city’s revamped Covid-19 policy, fully vaccinated helpers with a recognised 
certificate from the Philippines or Indonesia can begin returning to the city from tomorrow 
on the condition they stay at the four-star Silka Tsuen Wan hotel, at a cost of HK$800 a night. 
 
Reservations opened on Friday, and by yesterday morning, the hotel’s 409 rooms had all 
been booked for next month, a Silka representative told a Post reporter posing as an employer. 
 
“The next available time slot will be on October 1. Reservations can only be made on a first-
come, first-served basis, depending on whether the employer or the helper can provide all the 
required information,” the staff member said. 
 
The hotel declined to officially comment on room availability. 
 
Under its booking system, employers must first request a room via email, providing a valid 
employment visa, vaccination record and copy of the helper’s passport. The hotel then 
confirms the dates and sends payment instructions. Reservations must be paid for within 24 
hours. 
 
The speed at which the Tsuen Wan hotel filled up came to light as Hong Kong confirmed six 
new Covid-19 cases yesterday, all imported. 
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The arrivals from Belgium, Myanmar, Azerbaijan, the United States, the Philippines and 
United Arab Emirates pushed the city’s infection count to 12,100, with 212 related deaths. 
Four of the new cases had been fully vaccinated. 
 
Addressing the quarantine issue yesterday, labour minister Law Chi-kwong said while he 
understood the current rooms supply was insufficient, the city had to tread carefully to avoid 
compromising local efforts to contain the pandemic. 
 
Law said more than 500 helpers arrived in the city every day before the health crisis, a figure 
that had dwindled to about 70 even before the Philippines was hit with a flight ban in April. 
Indonesian flights to the city were barred two months later. 
 
“We don’t have to debate whether there are enough rooms, as the answer will be ‘not enough’, 
but we must act in an orderly and gradual manner,” he told a radio programme, adding the 
government hoped to locate a second quarantine hotel for use by the middle of next month. 
 
Asked if there was enough transparency in the hotel’s booking process, Law said the lack of 
a “centralised system” meant it was up to employers or agencies to handle reservations, just 
as with the city’s 36 other quarantine hotels. 
 
Some employers and agencies had earlier described the booking process as “ridiculous”. 
 
In comparison with the Silka’s email method, most of the city’s designated quarantine hotels 
have online booking systems that can be processed immediately. Two, the Ramada Hotel 
Harbour View and Ramada Hotel Grande, have a calendar showing room availability. 
 
Thomas Chan Tung-fung, chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, said 
he believed all qualified domestic helpers were likely to flood into the city within the first 
few days despite previous predictions by the labour minister of just 20 per day based on hotel 
availability. 
 
“Each flight from the Philippines and Indonesia will at least carry dozens of passengers, thus 
we believe the hotel will be full within the first few days,” he said. “I am not sure how the 
government can avoid the health risks [created] by putting more than 400 helpers together in 
the same hotel.” Chan added that many of the agencies had already complained about their 
inability to book rooms for their clients. 
 
Meanwhile, a medical expert on vaccination encouraged the elderly to choose the BioNTech 
Covid-19 vaccine over Sinovac, as it has proven to have fewer side effects on those aged 70 
or above. 
 
Professor Ivan Hung Fan-ngai, co-convenor of the Expert Committee on Clinical Events 
Assessment Following Covid-19 Immunisation, said a review of the 7 million jabs taken in 
the city so far - 4.6 million BioNTech shots and 2.7 million Sinovac doses - found only 569 
serious incidents related to the vaccines. 



 
188 

 
The two vaccines each accounted for about half of the cases, though only 20 per cent of the 
BioNTech-related incidents involved those aged above 70. Half of the Sinovac cases 
involved the elderly. 
 
“This might show that BioNTech may be more suitable for elderly people,” he said. 
 
Currently, only 26 per cent of Hongkongers aged 70 to 79 and 7 per cent of those aged 80 
and above are fully vaccinated. Hung urged the elderly to get vaccinated against the new 
variants, as older people were at higher risk of developing complications if infected. 
 
Labour minister Law meanwhile said he would not rule out asking fully vaccinated care home 
staff to take regular tests if a fifth coronavirus wave hit the city, citing a shorter mean 
incubation period of just three to four days for the Delta version of the virus. 
 
Experts have stressed that vaccines could still reduce the need for hospital treatment and 
deaths, even if they did not prevent infections. 
 
68. Philippines flight ban hits helpers’ travel plans: Ruling on airline comes as scheme 
opens to allow workers jabbed overseas to enter city 
30 Aug 2021 
 
The plans of many domestic workers - and employers and agencies - were given an 
unexpected shake-up after the government yesterday banned Philippine Airlines from 
operating flights between Manila and Hong Kong, one day before a policy shift was to reopen 
the city’s doors to helpers vaccinated overseas. 
 
The two-week ban, set to end on September 11, was imposed after three of the seven imported 
coronavirus cases confirmed in Hong Kong yesterday were found to have come from Manila 
via the airline's flight PR300. 
 
Mike Cheung Chung-wai, president of the Overseas Employment Centre, said: “I’m just 
hearing about this, but we will be affected. It’s just going to be a big impact, not only for 
clients intending to bring helpers in … but also future clients who are open to hiring helpers 
overseas will now have second thoughts.” Thousands of would-be helpers in the Philippines 
and Indonesia with work lined up in the city had found themselves stuck in limbo for months 
due to Hong Kong authorities’ reluctance to accept Covid-19 vaccination records from their 
home countries. But, with local employer representatives warning of a serious labour 
shortage, the Hong Kong government finally struck deals with the two high-risk countries to 
allow helpers vaccinated there to begin flying into the city today. 
 
Employers had hoped thousands of foreign helpers would take advantage of the arrangement 
in the coming months, but the process - already hampered by a limited number of quarantine 
hotel rooms - is likely to be complicated early on by the Philippine Airlines ban. 
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Some employer unions, however, noted there were still two other choices available - Cathay 
Pacific Airways and Cebu Pacific Air - and were optimistic that affected parties could still 
change their plans, albeit with some inconvenience. 
 
Betty Yung Ma Shan-yee, chairwoman of the Hong Kong Employers of Domestic Helpers 
Association, said she was yet to receive any complaints from members regarding the flight 
ban. 
 
“Employers should still be able to switch airlines,” she said. 
 
69. Flights blow for Cebu Pacific: Manila to Hong Kong service suspended for two 
weeks after infections found, delaying the arrival of domestic helpers 
04 Sep 2021 
 
Cebu Pacific, the Philippines’ largest budget airline, has been banned from operating 
passenger flights from Manila to Hong Kong for two weeks from yesterday, in yet another 
blow to Filipino domestic helpers only recently granted the right to once again travel to the 
city for work. 
 
In an advisory issued on Tuesday night, the airline said the government had temporarily 
prohibited the entry of its passenger flights from Manila, after four travellers who departed 
the Philippine capital on September 1 tested positive for Covid-19 on arrival in Hong Kong. 
 
National carrier Philippine Airlines was hit with a similar 14-day ban only last week. 
 
Cebu Pacific has cancelled flight 5J272 from Manila to Hong Kong from September 3 to 16, 
while its return flight from the city to Manila, 5J 273, will proceed as scheduled. 
 
The airline said affected passengers had been informed and could select their preferred 
options for rescheduling through its website booking portal until 30 days from the date of 
departure. 
 
In recent months, thousands of would-be helpers in the Philippines and Indonesia lining up 
to work in the city found themselves stuck in limbo because of Hong Kong authorities’ 
reluctance to accept Covid-19 vaccination records from their home countries. 
 
With local employer representatives warning of a serious labour shortage, the government 
finally struck deals with the two countries - both labelled “high risk” under the city’s three-
tiered classification system - to allow helpers vaccinated there to begin flying into the city 
from Monday. 
 
The Cebu Pacific ban means Filipino helpers wanting to fly from Manila to Hong Kong 
during the affected period have been left with only one option - Cathay Pacific Airways - the 
most expensive of the three possible airlines. 
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Betty Yung Ma Shan-yee, chairwoman of the Hong Kong Employers of Domestic Helpers 
Association, said the plans of domestic workers heading to Hong Kong for work would 
inevitably be delayed. 
 
“Hong Kong needs to safeguard the health and safety of passengers and the public,” she said, 
calling on Philippine-based airlines to be more stringent about their Covid-19 surveillance 
and testing mechanisms. 
 
Earlier this week, Chief Executive Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor announced up to 800 places 
at the government’s Penny’s Bay quarantine facility would be made available by late 
September for domestic helpers arriving from the Philippines and Indonesia. 
 
Spots at the Penny’s Bay facility, which will be run by the government with the help of the 
Civil Aid Service, will be available for under HK$500 a night including meals considerably 
cheaper than the HK$800 charged at the four-star Silka Tsuen Wan Hotel, which was 
previously designated for the helpers’ 21-day quarantine. The 409-room Silka was fully 
booked in a single day after authorities last week announced the policy change reopening the 
city’s doors to workers vaccinated in the Philippines and Indonesia. 
 
Labour minister Law Chi-kwong previously said while he understood the initial supply of 
rooms was insufficient, the city had to tread carefully to avoid compromising local efforts to 
contain the pandemic. 
 
Law noted about 500 helpers arrived in the city daily before the health crisis, a figure that 
had dwindled to about 70 even before the Philippines was hit with a flight ban in April. 
Indonesian flights to the city were barred two months later. 
 
Mike Cheung Chung-wai of the Overseas Employment Centre, said employers would have 
to pay more for a Cathay flight for their helpers, if they wanted them to report for duty earlier. 
 
70. Hotel quarantine system ‘unfair to foreign helpers’: Single venue allotted to workers 
from Philippines and Indonesia, while there are 36 for everyone else 
06 Sep 2021 
 
Migrant workers’ groups and employment agencies have accused the Hong Kong 
government of discriminating against foreign domestic helpers by allowing them to use only 
one designated quarantine hotel when they arrive in the city. 
 
Thirty-six quarantine hotels are available for anyone else flying into Hong Kong as part of 
the government’s stringent border-control measures for tackling the coronavirus pandemic. 
 
The Asian Migrants Coordinating Body yesterday urged the government to change its hotel 
policy, saying there was no scientific basis for making domestic helpers quarantine separately 
from other travellers. 
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“We are appealing to the Hong Kong government to reconsider their decision to have limited 
hotels for helpers. We understand they are concerned about the impacts of the pandemic ... 
but some of the policies only for domestic workers are not appropriate,” Dolores Balladares, 
a spokeswoman for the group, told a press conference. 
 
Under recently revamped anti-pandemic measures, Hong Kong began allowing fully 
vaccinated helpers from the Philippines and Indonesia to return to the city from August 30, 
but they must hold a recognised inoculation certificate and quarantine for three weeks at the 
four-star Silka Tsuen Wan hotel, at a cost of HK$800 a night. 
 
However, the 409-room hotel was fully booked for the whole of September within a day of 
the authorities announcing the policy change. 
 
Chief Executive Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor earlier said that by late September up to 800 
places at the Penny’s Bay government quarantine facility would be available for helpers, for 
less than HK$500 a night. 
 
Hong Kong has managed to keep Covid-19 cases and deaths to a minimum but has been 
reluctant to reopen its borders, imposing 21 days of quarantine for inbound travellers from 
high-risk countries at 36 hotels. 
 
Indonesian Migrant Workers’ Union chairwoman Sringatin questioned why non-domestic 
workers from the two countries, both classed as high-risk for Covid-19, were allowed to use 
the other quarantine hotels, but not helpers. 
 
She said people could form misconceptions that domestic helpers were carriers of the virus. 
 
Employment agencies also questioned the government’s decision. 
 
“Other travellers are coming from the same flights and the same country, but only domestic 
helpers are constrained to one hotel. It doesn’t make any sense,” said Mike Cheung Chung-
wai, president of the Overseas Employment Centre. 
 
He said the flow of incoming helpers would always be constrained by the number of hotel 
rooms available, and called on the government to open up more rooms for them. 
 
Thomas Chan Tung-fung, chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, 
agreed there was no proof domestic workers were considered more contagious. He also hoped 
hotel prices would not rise as more employers tried to book the limited number of rooms 
available. “We want the government to make sure the prices are fixed,” he said. 
 
In a reply to the Post, the Labour Department said the resumption of domestic workers 
entering Hong Kong should be implemented in a gradual and orderly manner, as the global 
pandemic situation remained severe. 
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71. City sticks to current plan on quarantine for helpers: Minister rejects complaints 
about room availability, says no need at the moment to find extra places 
13 Sep 2021 
 
Hong Kong authorities have no plans to increase the number of coveted quarantine places for 
domestic helpers, or to lengthen their isolation periods despite a worsening pandemic in the 
Philippines, the city’s labour minister has said. 
 
Secretary for Labour and Welfare Law Chi-kwong’s defence of government policy followed 
criticisms from employment agency bosses that the daily supply of 65 rooms was far from 
enough to accommodate the local need for domestic helpers. 
 
Writing in his blog yesterday, Law acknowledged the pressures of caring for local families, 
especially amid the coronavirus pandemic. 
 
“The number of foreign domestic workers has fallen from the peak of over 400,000 two years 
ago, to fewer than 360,000 today … the shortage of foreign domestic workers puts an extra 
strain on many households with families to care for,” he said. 
 
“The government will, on the basis of risk management, resume the arrival of foreign 
domestic workers in Hong Kong in an orderly fashion.” Health officials, meanwhile, 
yesterday confirmed three imported Covid-19 cases, all involving people who were fully 
vaccinated. While experts have noted that vaccines do not offer ironclad protection against 
infection, they drastically reduce the severity of the illness and the likelihood of 
hospitalisation or death. 
 
The city’s total infection count now stands at 12,145, with 212 related deaths. 
 
The government last month reached a deal with authorities in the Philippines and Indonesia 
on vaccine record recognition, breaking a deadlock and allowing fully vaccinated helpers to 
work in the city after quarantining for 21 days. 
 
On August 31, Chief Executive Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor responded to public criticism 
over the number of quarantine rooms at the designated Silka Tsuen Wan hotel, by announcing 
the government’s official isolation facility at Penny’s Bay would begin taking in arriving 
helpers. 
 
But Cebu Pacific and Philippines Airlines, two of the most popular carriers in the country, 
were handed two-week bans after too many of their passengers arriving in the city tested 
positive for the virus, further slowing the supply of domestic workers. 
 
Law said the 800 units to be provided at Penny’s Bay from next Monday would mean an 
extra 50 places daily, though the facility was expected to be fully occupied after 16 days. 
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Together with the Silka Tsuen Wan, there will be 65 to 66 rooms available daily for foreign 
domestic helpers, similar to the number of arrivals in April before the flight bans on the two 
countries went into effect, he said. 
 
“There is no need at the moment to further increase quarantine places,” Law wrote. 
 
He also dismissed suggestions that the isolation period should be lengthened to 28 days to 
stop potential infections with abnormally long incubation periods. 
 
While admitting the pandemic in the Philippines was worsening, with a weekly average of 
20,221 infections, he said the overwhelming majority of cases involving helpers were 
detected upon arrival or within three days, showing there was no need to toughen the policy. 
 
The current infection rate for domestic helpers arrivals from the Philippines stands at 6 per 
cent, far higher than the 0.34 per cent among fully vaccinated arrivals from other countries. 
 
Overseas Employment Centre president Mike Cheung Chung-wai said he was disappointed 
that Law did not plan to increase the number of available quarantine places, noting there were 
300 helpers arriving in the city daily before the pandemic. 
 
“The demand is still high in the city,” he said. “The government should consider designating 
more hotels for domestic helpers to undergo quarantine.” 
 
72. New isolation rooms for helpers booked in minutes 
15 Sep 2021 
 
A Hong Kong quarantine facility offering 800 places for the swelling number of foreign 
domestic workers headed back to the city was fully booked within minutes of its online 
reservation system opening yesterday morning. 
 
Users were allowed to start waiting 45 minutes before the bookings opened for the spots 
dedicated to inbound workers - mainly arrivals from the Philippines and Indonesia - at the 
government’s Penny’s Bay facility. 
 
Hong Kong confirmed two new Covid-19 infections involving airline passengers from the 
Philippines and Qatar yesterday, pushing the city’s tally of cases to 12,148, with 213 related 
deaths. Fewer than five preliminary-positive cases were also reported. 
 
Separately, the “Come2HK” scheme, a quarantine-free travel arrangement for non-Hong 
Kong residents arriving from Guangdong and Macau, is slated to start today. The scheme’s 
designated online booking system, offering 2,000 slots a day, will open every Wednesday 
for the next 2½ weeks, with reservations offered on a first come, first served basis. 
 
Also from today, arrivals to the city holding Covid-19 vaccination records issued outside 
Hong Kong will be able to receive a QR code showing proof of inoculation for local use, 
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such as when entering certain bars and restaurants. Inbound air travellers will be issued the 
QR code along with their compulsory quarantine order, with the arrangement set to be 
extended to land arrivals from September 28. 
 
Authorities yesterday also announced most of the current social-distancing rules will be 
extended by another two weeks, until September 29. The only rule to be relaxed going 
forward is one concerning group classes in gyms. 
 
The rush on the Penny’s Bay booking system, which was offering reservations starting on 
September 20, began at 9am, with online queues forming even earlier. By 9.30am, a Post 
reporter was unable to access the system at all. 
 
“The centre only accepts bookings until October 19 and was fully booked within five 
minutes,” said Cheung Kit-man, chairman of Hong Kong Employment Agencies Association. 
 
He estimated about 300 employers were unable to book a slot and would have to try again 
when more became available. 
 
For those unable to secure accommodation in the latest round, bookings will open on Friday 
at 9am for reservations starting on October 20, according to a government update. 
 
New reservation opportunities would then launch daily, the statement said, adding: “For 
example, rooms for October 21 would be available for booking on September 18.” Thomas 
Chan Tung-fung, chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, said one 
family of six queued online before the system opened and snapped up a room for their 
domestic helper within minutes. 
 
“It’s first come, first served. The faster you move, the higher your chances of securing a 
room,” Chan said. “If you spent even just two minutes longer to double-check the passport 
details of the domestic helper, you would’ve been too late to book a slot.” Secretary for 
Labour and Welfare Law Chi-kwong on Saturday said about 50 quarantine rooms at the 
facility would be released on a daily basis, estimating that all slots would be filled within 16 
days. 
 
Even after a reservation has been submitted online, the application does not necessarily 
guarantee the room, according to a notice on the system. The Labour Department must then 
process the applications to verify the travel documents and vaccination record of the helper. 
 
The entire process can take up to three to four days, with a phone call from the department 
to confirm the reservation. A 21-day quarantine stay at the government-run facility, including 
three meals per day, costs HK$10,080. 
 
But as the facility does not have Wi-Fi, helpers have been told to bring their own mobile 
phone and charger, and a functioning SIM card, so they can communicate with health 
authorities. 
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The government on Friday announced the Lantau Island facility would begin operating as 
quarantine accommodation for fully vaccinated domestic workers following complaints the 
more expensive 409-room Silka Tsuen Wan Hotel had been fully booked. Before yesterday, 
it was the sole quarantine option for incoming workers after the government’s decision to 
begin recognising vaccination records from the Philippines and Indonesia. 
 
73. Helpers’ shortage sparks bidding war among employers: Desperate families offer 
as much as HK$6,500 a month in pay in bid to recruit domestic workers 
26 Sep 2021 
 
The severe shortage of foreign domestic workers in the Hong Kong has sparked a bidding 
war, with desperate employers offering to pay well above the minimum wage to secure a 
helper, recruitment agents say. 
 
There are six potential employers for every domestic worker in Hong Kong and some are 
offering as much as HK$5,500 to HK$6,500 a month without success, according to Anliza 
Hung, an agent at Well Harmony Employment Services. 
 
The supply dried up after city authorities suspended flights from the Philippines in April and 
Indonesia in June, as Covid-19 infections surged in the two countries. 
 
Although domestic helpers have been able to enter Hong Kong again since the authorities 
began recognising vaccination documents from the Philippines and Indonesia on August 30, 
agents have complained that it is almost impossible to book limited quarantine 
accommodation. 
 
The number of domestic workers fell to 370,000 last year compared with nearly 400,000 in 
2019, and Hong Kong families are anxious for help caring for children and the elderly. 
 
“There simply aren’t enough domestic helpers in Hong Kong,” Hung said. “They’re almost 
all employed already, leaving those households who want to hire a helper with no options 
but to offer higher wages or go throughthe complicated process ofhiring from the Philippines 
and Indonesia.” An employer can get the agency to hire a newcomer from the Philippines or 
Indonesia, but that will cost more at least HK$2,000 in airline tickets plus HK$10,080 for a 
21-day compulsory quarantine at the government-run facility. 
 
She said about 30 to 40 employers came to her company each month hoping to find helpers 
ready to start work, but there were very few or none now. 
 
Only about a dozen employers each month were willing to have the agency recruit from the 
Philippines or Indonesia because that would mean paying more for flights and quarantine. 
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A recent survey conducted by licensed online agency HelperChoice, found foreign domestic 
workers have been earning HK$5,144 per month on average, a 2.63 per cent increase from a 
poll last year. 
 
Mahee Leclerc, its managing director, said it was only fair for domestic helpers to expect 
higher wages as many had been facing financial hardship back home and tougher working 
conditions in the city during the pandemic. 
 
“Although I do understand it is also financially difficult for [employers], I wish there was a 
subsidy to help them hire at these higher prices,” Leclerc said. 
 
Recruitment agents said even when their clients were willing to pay more to bring in helpers, 
the process was stalled by a severe shortage of accommodation at the two designated 
quarantine facilities. 
 
At the government-run Penny’s Bay quarantine facility, 800 rooms were snapped up within 
minutes on September 14, and authorities have suspended reservations beyond October 19 to 
review the booking mechanism. 
 
At the other facility, Silka Tsuen Wan hotel, where a room costs HK$800 per night, all 409 
rooms that opened for booking on August 28 were gone by the end of the day. 
 
Hung said: “We were helping six top-priority employers book a quarantine room for 
incoming helpers but after 10 minutes we couldn’t even access the booking platform any 
more. It’s driving us crazy.” Hung said an elderly couple in urgent need of a helper had been 
unable to hire one for months. 
 
The Well Harmony agency placed the couple on its priority list because the man, in his 90s, 
had dementia and his wife, 87, had lower back pain and both had chronic illnesses. 
 
Meanwhile, a Filipino helper, who wished to remain anonymous, was among those who 
arrived in Hong Kong on Tuesday with the help of The Helper Employment Agency Limited. 
 
The 41-year-old waited four months to get to Hong Kong and is at the Penny’s Bay facility. 
 
“I’m happy to finally be here to work,” she told the Post, adding that she had five children, 
aged 14 to 21, depending on her and this was her first time working abroad. 
 
74. Release of 200 more rooms for helpers ‘not enough’ 
29 Sep 2021 
 
Hong Kong will release another 200 rooms at a quarantine centre for inbound foreign 
domestic helpers, but hiring agencies have slammed the move as woefully inadequate for 
easing the city’s shortage of the workers. 
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The new slots at the Penny’s Bay facility - available to book from Monday - still leave Hong 
Kong several months away from clearing the backlog of domestic workers waiting to enter 
the city, an employers’ union said. 
 
All 800 rooms at the government-run centre on Lantau Island were snapped up earlier this 
month within minutes of reservations opening under a scheme to allow helpers in the 
Philippines and Indonesia back into the city following coronavirus-related flight bans on 
those countries and issues with recognising vaccination records. 
 
Hong Kong authorities then suspended reservations beyond October 19 to allow for a review 
of the booking mechanism. The modified system is set to reopen at 9am on Monday for slots 
starting between October 22 and 28, but only 200 will be available. 
 
The extra rooms bring total capacity at Penny’s Bay to 1,000, with another 409 available at 
the Silka Tsuen Wan hotel. They are the only two quarantine facilities for domestic helpers 
in the city. 
 
Secretary for Labour and Welfare Law Chi-kwong said yesterday the government was 
focused on allowing foreign domestic helpers to enter the city in a “controlled and orderly 
manner to reduce the number of imported infections”. 
 
“We hope that making slots available each week will be more convenient and less stressful 
compared with opening up quotas on a daily basis,” Law said. 
 
Under the old booking system, those who were unable to secure accommodation in the first 
round on September 14 would have to try their luck again a few days later. But the daily 
allocations of 50 slots were also gone within minutes, with recruitment agencies critical of a 
system that made people repeatedly scramble for places. 
 
The daily limit of 50 foreign domestic workers arriving in the city would remain in place. 
Law said that was crucial to avoid a rush of imported cases from the Philippines and 
Indonesia that would trigger more flight suspensions. 
 
Thomas Chan Tung-fung, chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, 
estimated there were still 6,500 foreign domestic helpers waiting to get into the city, adding 
it would take another five months under current quarantine quotas to bring them all in. 
 
“Employers and recruitment agencies will have to vie for quarantine slots again on Monday 
morning,” Chan said. “Resuming the booking system with 200 slots per week is better than 
nothing at all, but the arrangement will do little to ease the shortage. 
 
“A lot of employers will still be left disappointed because they won’t be able to get a slot for 
their helper.” Domestic helpers in the Philippines and Indonesia were allowed into Hong 
Kong after the city began recognising their vaccination records in late August. They must 
undergo three weeks of quarantine at their employer’s expense. 
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Mike Cheung, president of the Overseas Employment Centre, said his company was only 
able to book seven quarantine slots at Penny’s Bay despite having 400 employers on their 
books desperate to get helpers into Hong Kong. 
 
“Not only are employers anxious but also the domestic helpers ... have been worried their 
visas may expire and they want to get to the city to work. The additional 200 rooms is not 
going to be enough, not even close,” he said. 
 
75. Domestic helpers’ pay frozen yet again: Government cites coronavirus-hit economy 
as a reason for keeping minimum salaries of 370,000 workers unchanged for a second 
straight year 
01 Oct 2021 
 
The minimum pay for Hong Kong’s 370,000 domestic helpers will remain unchanged for a 
second straight year, a government decision partly attributed to the economic slump caused 
by the Covid-19 pandemic. 
 
The monthly rate would stay at HK$4,630, but an allowance for workers who did not receive 
food from their employer would rise by HK$52 to HK$1,173, the government announced 
yesterday. 
 
The higher allowance will apply to contracts signed as of today. 
 
Domestic workers expressed disappointment over the decision, while employers said the pay 
freeze was expected. 
 
Mahee Leclerc, general manager of the HelperChoice online service platform which connects 
domestic workers to employers, said helpers faced their own increased financial pressure due 
to the pandemic. 
 
“Foreign domestic workers are also affected by the Covid-19 pandemic. They face greater 
expenses and pressure to send more remittances back to their families because the economic 
situation is far worse back home,” Leclerc said. 
 
Cheung Kit-man, chairman of the Hong Kong Employment Agencies Association, said the 
pay freeze was in line with expectations while the increase in food allowance was welcome. 
 
He estimated that about 10 per cent of employers chose to provide the allowance instead of 
food. 
 
“Let’s be honest, the previous level of HK$1,121 for food is not enough for one person to 
begin with,” Cheung said. 
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A government spokesman said the financial ability of households to afford a helper was the 
main reason for not changing the minimum salary. 
 
“We have carefully considered Hong Kong’s general economic and labour market conditions 
over the past year, as well as Hong Kong’s near-term economic outlook, including the impact 
of the Covid-19 pandemic in this year’s review,” the spokesman said. 
 
Hong Kong has experienced a shortage of domestic helpers since authorities suspended 
inbound flights from the Philippines and Indonesia earlier this year in response to imported 
Covid-19 cases from the two countries. 
 
The bans have been lifted but a number of entry restrictions remain. With fewer domestic 
workers available, the cost for families to hire a helper has increased while the labour pool 
fell from 400,000 in 2019 to 370,000. 
 
The shortage has led to a bidding war among employers, with many households struggling 
to find workers even after offering wages of between HK$5,000 and HK$6,500. 
 
A recent survey by HelperChoice found the average salary of domestic workers had reached 
HK$5,144 per month, which was mainly due to the labour shortage. 
 
“Some wealthier employers were able to pay higher wages during the pandemic, but that’s 
not the case for all,” Leclerc said. 
 
The government reviews the pay of helpers on an annual basis. They received a 2.4 per cent 
pay rise in 2019 and a 2.5 per cent increase the year before. 
 
The last time authorities froze domestic worker salaries for two consecutive years was 2009 
and 2010 in the aftermath of the global financial crisis. 
 
Meanwhile, Betty Yung Ma Shan-yee, chairwoman of the Hong Kong Employers of 
Domestic Helpers Association, said some employers were expecting a wage reduction for 
domestic helpers. 
 
Yung, who leads the 5,000-member association, said some employers had hoped for a 10 per 
cent cut in worker salaries, as many households also faced financial hardships amid the 
pandemic. 
 
“Families with slightly lower incomes, or who rely on a single income source, are feeling the 
pinch and won’t be able to afford hiring a helper to take care of their elderly family members 
or children,” she said. 
 
76. Extra quarantine rooms for helpers gone in minutes: New slots at the Penny's Bay 
centre are far from sufficient, employment agencies say 
05 Oct 2021 
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All 200 extra quarantine rooms made available for Hong Kong’s inbound domestic helpers 
were snapped up within minutes of bookings reopening yesterday, leaving many employers 
disappointed once again amid citywide shortages of the workers. 
 
Employer agencies said the new slots at the official Penny’s Bay quarantine centre on Lantau 
Island were far from sufficient to cater for the large numbers of helpers from the Philippines 
and Indonesia waiting to enter the city. 
 
But University of Hong Kong microbiologist Dr Ho Pak-leung said the current limit on 
incoming domestic helpers should be maintained, given the high rate of coronavirus 
infections among the arrivals. 
 
Hong Kong yesterday confirmed four imported Covid-19 cases - two arriving from the 
Philippines, one from Indonesia and the other from Egypt. 
 
Fully inoculated foreign domestic helpers with recognised Covid-19 vaccination records are 
now allowed into Hong Kong, but restrictions on quarantine capacity have curtailed their 
inward flow. 
 
Cheung Kit-man, chairman of the Hong Kong Employment Agencies Association, said the 
additional Penny’s Bay rooms were all gone within five minutes of reservations opening at 
9am. 
 
“My company had 25 people at the front desk, but we only managed to secure one room,” 
said Cheung, also the director of Overseas Employment Centre. 
 
A Post reporter accessed the booking system within three minutes of its relaunch, but was 
unable to get back in at 9.06am. 
 
Thomas Chan Tung-fung, chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, 
estimated there were still 6,000 helpers waiting to enter the city, adding it would take another 
five to six months under current quarantine quotas to bring them all in. 
 
“It’s the same situation as last time, most of [the employers] are disappointed with the result,” 
said Chan. “Once it is your turn to fill in the information, [there are] no more rooms.” Under 
existing rules, which require inbound foreign domestic helpers to quarantine for three weeks, 
Penny’s Bay can only receive up to 50 workers daily, he added. 
 
Chan suggested the booking system should prioritise based on a helper’s visa dates, or 
employers should be able to book rooms up to a year in advance. 
 
At last month’s launch of the Penny’s Bay scheme, all 800 rooms were fully booked within 
minutes of reservations opening. A 21-day quarantine stay at the facility, including three 
meals per day, costs HK$10,080, which the employer must pay. The scheme allows helpers 
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back into the city following coronavirus-related flight bans on the Philippines and Indonesia 
and issues with recognising vaccination records. 
 
Hong Kong authorities later suspended reservations beyond October 19 to allow for a review 
of the booking mechanism, during which they decided to make extra rooms available on a 
weekly rather than daily basis. 
 
The extra allocation brings total capacity at Penny’s Bay to 1,000, with another 409 rooms 
available at the Silka Tsuen Wan hotel. They are the only two quarantine facilities for 
domestic helpers in the city. Silka Tsuen Wan has stopped bookings for the time being while 
it is negotiating a new contract with the government, according to Chan. 
 
The Labour Department said reservations in the following weeks would open every Monday 
at 9am, and it would consider the need to increase the number of quarantine facilities while 
monitoring the pandemic situation. 
 
Secretary for Labour and Welfare Law Chi-kwong on Sunday described an infection rate of 
4.3 per cent among newly arrived domestic helpers as “very serious”, saying it proved the 
need to control their numbers. 
 
Infectious diseases expert Ho yesterday agreed with the government’s strategy, telling a radio 
show: “While we shouldn’t decrease the limit, we cannot increase it either.” Ho also said that 
a “cross-border code” app displaying traveller information was necessary to “strike a balance” 
between the Hong Kong and mainland authorities as they negotiated the reopening of the 
border. 
 
The app should hold data such as Covid-19 vaccination records, test results and prior travel 
history, Ho said. 
 
“The cross-border code has been developed already, they’ve just changed the name … but I 
think this is helpful to allow residents to know the app is specifically for travel to the 
mainland,” he said, adding there was no requirement for people to download the app if they 
did not want to travel to the mainland. 
 
77. Helper tests positive 5 days after quarantine: Woman had received two doses of 
Sinovac in Indonesia and had tested negative before flying to city and six further times 
during her isolation 
15 Oct 2021 
 
A domestic helper who tested positive for the coronavirus five days after completing 
quarantine in Hong Kong has been confirmed as infected, triggering compulsory screening 
orders on places she visited. 
 
The 30-year-old woman, who arrived in the city from Indonesia via Cathay Pacific flight 798 
on September 17, tested negative for Covid-19 at the airport and on six further occasions 
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during her mandatory quarantine at the Silka Tsuen Wan hotel. But she returned a positive 
result on the 26th day after arriving in the city. 
 
The infection, classed as imported, was the only one confirmed in the city yesterday. Fewer 
than 10 preliminary-positive cases were reported. The city’s official tally now stands at 
12,276 cases, with 213 related deaths. 
 
After completing her 21-day quarantine on October 7, the helper went to her employer’s 
home at Tower 10, Phase 3 of The Graces in Tai Po’s Providence Bay, developing symptoms 
a day later. 
 
She tested positive on October 12 with a low viral load. Her test results after hospital 
admission were indeterminate but she was later confirmed as infected. 
 
She had received both shots of the Sinovac vaccine in Indonesia, with the second on August 
11. Medical experts have said that while vaccines do not offer total protection against 
infection, they vastly reduce the severity of the illness and likelihood of death. 
 
As a precaution, health authorities imposed compulsory testing notices on the places she had 
visited. It applies to people who were in the Providence Bay tower for more than two hours 
from September 17 to October 13, the Dr Liu Kai Ling Clinic at Tai Wo Estate in Tai Po 
between 3.30pm and 6.30pm on October 8, and Market Place supermarket on 21 Fo Chun 
Road in Tai Po from 9am to 12pm on October 11. They must all undergo screening on or 
before tomorrow. 
 
Government pandemic adviser Professor David Hui Shu-cheong of Chinese University said 
health authorities were still carrying out tests to determine whether the helper was a re-
positive case or newly infected. “We shouldn’t be too worried because her viral load was low 
and most people comply with masking and other public health measures,” he said. 
 
More than 4.5 million people in Hong Kong, or 67.5 per cent of the eligible population, have 
received at least one dose of a coronavirus vaccine. 
 
On Monday, the World Health Organization recommended giving immunocompromised 
people an additional dose of vaccine, and gave the same advice to recipients of the Chinese-
made Sinovac or Sinopharm vaccines who were aged 60 or older. 
 
The Centre for Health Protection’s joint scientific committee will discuss the issues 
surrounding booster shots next Thursday. 
 
University of Hong Kong microbiologist Dr Ho Pak-leung said four groups of people - high-
risk workers, the immunocompromised, those aged 60 or above and those who planned to 
travel should receive a booster shot six months after receiving their second dose of the 
Sinovac vaccine. 
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“If you travel abroad but your immune response [to the coronavirus] is not sufficient, you 
can get infected and bring the disease back to Hong Kong,” he told a radio programme. 
 
“The government should start administering third doses of vaccine as soon as possible.” 
 
78. 500 more rooms added to quarantine capacity for helpers: Hotel joins official 
scheme, taking number of available slots to 1,909 
24 Oct 2021 
 
The number of quarantine slots for domestic helpers in Hong Kong will jump by more than 
a third of the existing capacity from next month, with a hotel in Tsing Yi adding 500 rooms 
to the government scheme. 
 
Labour chief Law Chi-kwong yesterday said authorities were making the move after taking 
into account the improving Covid-19 situation in the Philippines and Indonesia, the two 
countries from which most of the city’s 370,000 helpers come. 
 
The addition of the rooms at the Rambler Garden Hotel was also aimed at alleviating the 
pressure faced by local households struggling to hire helpers, he said in a social media post. 
 
News of the expanded room availability came as Hong Kong confirmed six imported cases 
yesterday, with two from Britain and one each from Mongolia, Ukraine, Indonesia and 
France. The fresh cases pushed the city’s infection tally to 12,319, with 213 related deaths. 
 
While no specific regulations currently limit the number of domestic workers entering the 
city, the fact only two quarantine facilities were originally designated to handle arriving 
helpers has created an effective cap, leading to bidding wars for their services in some 
instances. 
 
Together with the 1,000 slots at the government’s Penny’s Bay facility on Lantau Island and 
409 rooms in the Silka Tsuen Wan hotel - both of which have often been fully booked - the 
quarantine capacity for fully inoculated foreign domestic workers will grow to 1,909 from 
November 1. 
 
A spokesman for the Labour Department said bookings for the Rambler Garden would open 
from 9.30am tomorrow, with rooms for the 21-day quarantine priced at HK$650 per night. 
 
Cheung Kit-man, chairman of the Hong Kong Employment Agencies Association, said while 
the additional 500 rooms were “better than no progress at all”, the city needed even more 
capacity to deal with the ongoing logjam. 
 
“The government is adding more slots gradually, but it will still take seven to eight months 
to clear the backlog of about 6,000 foreign domestic helpers waiting to work in the city. Their 
employers have no choice but to fight for the new slots as they become available,” he said. 
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Cheung estimated the city needed 3,000 quarantine slots to allow helpers back into the city 
quickly enough for anxious employers. 
 
Thomas Chan Tung-fung, chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, 
meanwhile, said he believed the government’s willingness to increase the number of rooms 
indicated the scheme was working well if at a somewhat sluggish pace. 
 
“Since allowing domestic workers back into the city in August, only about 1,000 of them 
have reached the city and went through quarantine, so we’re still moving slowly,” he said. 
 
In the Philippines, the seven-day moving average of confirmed Covid-19 cases had dropped 
from a peak of 20,000 in mid-September to 6,000 recently, while that in Indonesia decreased 
from a high of 5,000 in July to 1,000. 
 
“Although the epidemic situation in the two places has improved, we need to strictly control 
the daily number of helpers coming to Hong Kong, taking into account their medical systems, 
vaccination progress and the rate of infections among arriving workers,” Law said in a post 
on the Labour and Welfare Bureau’s Facebook page. 
 
“Under this premise, we can slightly increase the designated quarantine facilities to relieve 
the pressure faced by Hong Kong families in hiring domestic helpers,” the minister said. 
 
Official figures showed that of the 424 helpers who arrived in Hong Kong in the first half of 
September, 3.3 per cent were diagnosed with Covid-19 on arrival. 
 
But the infection rate for those entering the city in the latter half of the month dropped to 2.4 
per cent, then again to 2.1 per cent by early October. 
 
Law added that the administration would consider if more quarantine facilities should be 
provided in future, while reiterating Hong Kong’s firm stance on minimising risks from 
imported Covid-19 cases. 
 
79. Tougher quarantine policy puts cathay flights at risk: Monitoring of port workers 
also tightened, while more foreign domestic workers could be on the way 
15 Nov 2021 
 
Hundreds of Cathay Pacific employees including pilots and cabin crew could be sent into 
quarantine in Hong Kong under a tough new policy aimed at controlling the spread of Covid-
19 but which could severely disrupt the airline’s air cargo and passenger flights. 
 
Authorities yesterday also tightened monitoring of workers at the city’s main port and 
suggested more domestic workers could be on their way soon, easing a long-standing 
shortage, due to an improving pandemic situation in their home countries. 
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Cathay told staff in an internal memo that the Centre for Health Protection was especially 
concerned about aircrew arriving from Frankfurt after three of the airline’s cargo pilots were 
found to be infected with the Delta variant in less than a week. 
 
To minimise the risk of the more infectious strain of the virus spreading into the community, 
all pilots and cabin crew who had stopped over in the German city at any point this month 
would have to undergo 21 days of hotel quarantine, the airline said. 
 
In addition, crew members overseas who were close contacts of the three should isolate for 
three weeks at their current location and stay out of Hong Kong for a month if they did not 
want to isolate upon arrival, the memo said. 
 
Affected crew who had already re-entered the city should expect to be contacted by health 
officials in the coming days, it said, adding their 21-day stint in quarantine would be 
measured from the day after they returned to Hong Kong. 
 
The sole confirmed case yesterday was a 53-year-old Cathay cargo pilot carrying the L452R 
mutant strain linked to the Delta variant who arrived from Frankfurt on November 7. His 
earlier status as preliminary-positive triggered an overnight screening of three towers at his 
residence in Tai Kok Tsui, although no additional infections were found. 
 
Authorities last Wednesday revealed two other Cathay cargo pilots tested positive for the 
Delta strain after flying from Frankfurt. 
 
The new regime for Cathay aircrew risks throwing planes off schedule and leaving crew out 
of their expected positions, which could create a knock-on effect forcing the delay or even 
cancellation of some services within air freight operations. 
 
Cathay is the world’s fifth-largest cargo airline and Hong Kong is the world's busiest air 
freight hub. 
 
Asked about possible disruptions triggered by the new measures, an airline spokesman said: 
“We are trying our best to maintain our cargo network as much as we can. It is very important 
to keep the flow of cargo between Hong Kong and the rest of the world.” The airline has 
flown 14 passenger flights and seven cargo flights from Frankfurt to Hong Kong in the past 
two weeks, suggesting that “hundreds” of pilots and cabin crew could face quarantine, a 
source familiar with the situation said. 
 
Respiratory medicine specialist Dr Leung Chi-chiu described the latest changes as “tough 
but necessary”, as Hong Kong was still pursuing a “zero-infection” strategy. 
 
“Hong Kong has gone to great lengths to convince Beijing to reopen the mainland borders, 
and aircrew have always been at the forefront of the city’s efforts in preventing imported 
cases,” he said. 
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Unlike in many other parts of the world, the city has so far managed to suppress the spread 
of the Delta variant. Three Delta Plus infections have been confirmed in the past fortnight, 
while 348 others were found to be carrying the original Delta variant, all of them imported 
cases. Hong Kong has recorded 12,381 Covid-19 cases overall, with 213 related deaths. 
 
Health officials yesterday also tightened monitoring at the main port, requiring all frontline 
staff at the Kwai Tsing Container Terminals to undergo testing every three days if they were 
fully vaccinated or daily if they were not, starting today. 
 
By the end of last month, 98 per cent of the terminals’ frontline workers were fully vaccinated. 
 
From November 22 the compulsory testing arrangements will be imposed on frontline staff 
employed elsewhere in the ship services sector, including harbour pilots and any workers 
who need to board ocean-going vessels arriving in Hong Kong. Meanwhile, Secretary for 
Labour and Welfare Law Chi-kwong suggested that an improving coronavirus situation in 
the Philippines and Indonesia and low infection rates among arriving domestic helpers from 
both nations could pave the way for a greater influx of such workers. 
 
“We have been carefully adjusting the number of designated quarantine facilities for foreign 
domestic helpers and their check-in quotas to alleviate the city’s severe shortage of foreign 
domestic helpers while sticking to the general principle of preventing virus imports,” Law 
wrote on his official blog. 
 
He said the seven-day moving average of confirmed cases in the Philippines fell from 20,915 
a day in mid-September to 4,336 at the end of October, and further to 2,200 on November 
10. Indonesia recorded a seven-day moving average of 450 confirmed cases on November 
10, down from the peak of 50,039 a day in mid-July. 
 
Despite the improving pandemic situation in the countries, they remained the top two sources 
with the most imported infections in Hong Kong over the past year, Law said. 
 
Law said the average number of foreign domestic helpers arriving in Hong Kong rose from 
28 during the first half of September to 64 during the second half. The number jumped to 
107 during the first 10 days of this month. 
 
Thomas Chan Tung-fung, chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, said 
the daily number of arriving helpers was still too small to solve the shortage, unless the 
number increased to between 150 and 180. 
 
“The government is using the number of quarantine rooms to limit the arrivals of the helpers. 
Newly arrived helpers are now competing for a quarantine room,” Chan said. 
 
While there is officially no set limit on the number of arriving helpers, the finite number of 
hotel rooms designated for their mandatory quarantine acts as an effective quota. 
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The government announced on Friday that the 500-room Courtyard by Marriott Hong Kong 
Sha Tin would be added as a designated isolation facility for helpers from December 8, while 
revealing the Silka Tsuen Wan hotel’s 409 rooms would be shifted to other quarantine 
purposes. 
 
In all, about 2,000 rooms will be available for arriving helpers from early December. 
 
80. More quarantine hotel rooms ‘are needed for helpers’: Labour minister warns 
present manpower shortage could impact HK’s economic recovery 
03 Jan 2022 
 
Hong Kong should provide more hotel rooms for arriving domestic helpers to serve their 
quarantine, the labour chief has said, warning the current manpower shortage could weaken 
the city’s economic recovery. 
 
Secretary for Labour and Welfare Law Chi-kwong yesterday also revealed the number of 
foreign domestic helpers had dropped from more than 400,000 two years ago to about 
350,000 amid the Covid-19 pandemic – a decline that he said would have a wider effect on 
the city. 
 
“The impact will not be limited to the relevant families or those people who required 
caretaking from domestic helpers,” Law wrote on his official blog. “As some members will 
have to quit their jobs to take care of their families, the labour market and many industries in 
Hong Kong are set to be affected. If the situation continues, it may affect the city’s overall 
economic recovery.” 
 
While no specific regulations currently limit the number of domestic workers entering the 
city, the fact that only three quarantine hotels were designated to handle arriving helpers has 
created an effective cap, leading to bidding wars for their services in some instances. 
 
With the Omicron variant spreading and more arrivals from various countries required to 
serve an initial four days of quarantine at the government’s Penny’s Bay facility on Lantau 
Island, the 1,000 slots originally designated for domestic helpers there will no longer be 
reserved for them from this month. 
 
Instead, arriving domestic workers and those who have not completed their isolation at 
Penny’s Bay will be moved to the new Regala Skycity Hotel, also on Lantau. It will provide 
1,138 rooms in addition to the 1,000 offered by two other properties, the Rambler Garden 
Hotel and Courtyard by Marriott Hong Kong. 
 
Law expected the number of new helpers arriving in the city would not increase by much in 
the short term, given most of the new slots provided by the Regala Skycity Hotel in January 
would be “offset” by those who were originally scheduled to go through their isolation in 
Penny’s Bay. 
 



 
208 

“The Labour Department will continue to work closely with hotels that are suitable and 
interested in becoming designated quarantine facilities for foreign domestic helpers. I hope 
that good news will be announced in the short term,” Law said. 
 
He added authorities would monitor the Covid-19 situation in the Philippines and Indonesia, 
where most of Hong Kong’s helpers came from. 
 
Cheung Kit-man, chairman of the Hong Kong Employment Agencies Association, said more 
than 4,000 foreign domestic helpers were waiting to work in the city, with the delay for some 
longer than a year. 
 
“All hotel rooms are fully booked in the coming months,” Cheung said. “If an extra 1,000 
quarantine rooms could be provided, I think we can clear the backlog within three to four 
months.” 
 
Cheung estimated that at least 10,000 employers had given up hiring a helper in the past year. 
 
But Betty Yung Ma Shan-yee, chairwoman of the Hong Kong Employers of Overseas 
Domestic Helpers’ Association, said the government should increase the capacity in a 
controlled manner to avoid community outbreaks of Covid-19. 
 
“The scheme should be more flexible – if more imported cases from the Philippines and 
Indonesia are recorded, the government should not increase the quota,” Yung said. 
 
81. Make enough rooms available for helpers 
06 Jan 2022 
 
Hong Kong’s tough Covid-19 restrictions have led to a severe shortage of foreign domestic 
helpers – made stricter by yesterday’s announcement of a temporary suspension of flights 
from the Philippines. Helpers who leave permanently are not being replaced quickly enough, 
pushing up salaries and leading to what amounts to bidding wars among potential employers. 
Those who go home for holidays are inevitably caught up in concern about the more 
transmissible Omicron variant, requiring them to undergo the longest quarantine stays on 
return. Pressure on places for isolation is building and the most viable solution would seem 
to be for authorities to make more rooms available that are affordable to employers. 
 
Secretary for Labour and Welfare Law Chi-kwong estimates there are 50,000 fewer helpers 
now than when the pandemic began. Three quarantine hotels have been designated for 
helpers. With Omicron having been detected in both the Philippines and Indonesia, Hong 
Kong requires 21 days of isolation. There is believed to be a backlog of 4,000 helpers waiting 
overseas with delays of up to a year. 
 
Helpers from overseas make a major economic contribution to the city. They relieve families 
of care for children and the elderly, enabling households to earn a higher income that in turn 
increases financial well-being. That allows for greater investment in property and education 
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opportunities and time for recreation, raising quality of life. One recent study also determined 
a couple who hired a helper to take care of their baby were also more likely to have a second 
child, a plus for a city with a fast-ageing population and falling birth rate. 
 
One employers’ group estimates that due to the shortage of supply and increased salaries and 
cost of quarantining, at least 10,000 families had put aside thoughts of hiring a helper. A 
spike in the number of imported infections with the Omicron and Delta variants is bound to 
lead to even tighter oversight of arrivals. It is inevitable given Hong Kong’s zero-tolerance 
approach to the coronavirus and necessary to prevent community outbreaks such as that at a 
restaurant in Festival Walk, Kowloon Tong. Unless there is a change of policy, strictly 
enforced quarantining of arrivals to the city is the best approach and authorities should ensure 
enough rooms are available. 
 
82. More quarantine hotel rooms set aside for domestic helpers: Labour agencies say 
move is ‘better than nothing’ given backlog of workers waiting to enter the city 
11 Jan 2022 
 
Hong Kong will provide 150 more hotel rooms for arriving domestic helpers to serve out 
their quarantine starting next month, a concession that labour-strapped local employment 
agencies have characterised as “better than nothing”. 
 
The Labour Department announced yesterday the Rambler Garden Hotel in Tsing Yi would 
set aside the additional rooms from February 1 for foreign domestic helpers, bringing the 
total there to 650. 
 
However, starting from the same day, the fee per night will increase to HK$700 from 
HK$650. Online booking for the rooms will open at 10am today. 
 
“The government understands the need of local families for foreign domestic helpers. 
However, the local epidemic situation has worsened rapidly, [and] the government must 
vigilantly uphold the policy of guarding against importation of cases,” a department 
spokesman said. 
 
“The government will consider whether more designated quarantine facilities can be 
provided having regard to the global and local epidemic situation.” 
 
With a local Omicron outbreak resulting in more close contacts being quarantined, and with 
arrivals from several countries required to serve their first four days of isolation at the 
Penny’s Bay facility, the 1,000 slots there earmarked for domestic helpers will no longer be 
reserved for them from this month onwards. 
 
Instead, arriving domestic workers and those at Penny’s Bay with time left to serve will be 
moved to the new Regala Skycity Hotel, also on Lantau Island, which will provide 1,138 
rooms, on top of the ones at the Rambler Garden and another 500 at the Courtyard by Marriott 
Hong Kong in Sha Tin. 
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Secretary for Labour and Welfare Law Chi-kwong previously said Hong Kong should 
provide more quarantine facilities for domestic helpers, as the number of such workers had 
dropped from more than 400,000 to about 350,000 over the course of the Covid-19 pandemic. 
 
He warned the current manpower shortage could weaken the city’s economic recovery, as 
some people would have to quit their jobs to take care of their families. 
 
Making matters worse for would-be employers, Chief Executive Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-
ngor last week imposed a 14-day ban that started on Saturday on passenger flights from eight 
countries, including the Philippines, the largest source of the city’s domestic workers. 
 
Thomas Chan Tung-fung, chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, said 
the additional 150 quarantine hotel rooms was a slight improvement, but noted some 4,000 
foreign domestic helpers were still waiting to come to the city, with the delay for some 
stretching beyond a year. 
 
“This is only better than nothing, as an extra 150 hotel rooms can’t ease the backlog of 
applications,” he said. “Every month we have over 2,000 fresh applications from foreign 
domestic helpers.” 
 
Chan urged the government to open up another four or five hotels for domestic workers, or 
allow them to make bookings in quarantine lodgings designated for other arrivals. 
 
Regarding the slight rise in room rates, Betty Yung Ma Shan-yee, chairwoman of the Hong 
Kong Employers of Overseas Domestic Helpers Association, said it generally would not be 
a problem for employers to bear. 
 
However, she noted some employers had given up on hiring foreign domestic workers due 
to the high cost and long wait involved and turned to local part-time help instead. 
 
83. This is not the time to let our helpers down 
21 Jan 2022 
Doreen (not her real name) has worked for the same household for the past decade. She 
counts herself lucky for having a good relationship with her employers, but the Covid-19 
pandemic – which has brought longer working hours – has put a strain on her health. 
 
“The hardest part has been the workload,” said Doreen, 45, describing the housing chores 
that have piled up. “Before [the pandemic], the boy was going to school. Now he is more at 
home, and we spend a lot of time outside – I feel exhausted,” she said. 
 
For workers like Doreen, the lines between work and rest have become blurrier during the 
pandemic. Other domestic workers told me that many employers have become more 
demanding when it comes to cleaning standards. 
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Spending more time at home has also led to growing conflicts, both between family members 
and sometimes also between the family members and their domestic workers. 
 
Last month, the Asian Migrants’ Coordinating Body sent a letter to Chief Executive Carrie 
Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor urging her to improve their work conditions. 
 
“When children’s schooling went online and employers worked from home, [domestic 
workers] became support teachers for the children, cooking more meals for their employers, 
and ensuring that everyone remained safe from the pandemic,” the advocates said. 
 
In September, the government announced that the minimum wage for migrant domestic 
workers – HK$4,630 per month – would be unchanged for a second consecutive year. 
 
Domestic workers were disappointed by the news, saying that they too were facing increased 
financial pressure. The coordinating body noted that the working and living conditions of 
many migrant workers have in fact worsened over the past two years because of issues such 
as little rest, improper accommodation, and lack of nutritious food. Workers have also 
struggled due to being apart from their families and many are facing mental health issues. 
 
“All of Hong Kong society has been affected by this prolonged pandemic. Yet while support 
has been given to most of Hong Kong society to ease the burdens, migrant domestic workers 
have been left out of the majority of the government social protections and support,” the letter 
to Lam read. 
 
As we enter the third year of the pandemic, authorities should listen to the needs of foreign 
domestic workers. Working hours must be better regulated and a pay rise should be 
considered. The government could come up with a relief package targeting these workers. 
 
Many of these women play a crucial role for families, with children often seeing them as 
motherly figures. They should not be let down at this difficult time. 
 
84. Number of foreign domestic helpers at lowest in years: Flight bans as result of 
Omicron cancelled efforts to find more quarantine space, welfare chief says 
31 Jan 2022 
 
 
Families struggling amid a shortage of domestic helpers have yet to see a light at the end of 
the tunnel, with the number of such workers in Hong Kong declining to its lowest level in 
years, the city’s labour chief has said. 
 
Writing on his official blog, Secretary for Labour and Welfare Dr Law Chi-kwong said 
authorities had made progress in finding more quarantine facilities for incoming domestic 
helpers, before the Omicron coronavirus variant began to affect Hong Kong and Southeast 
Asia last month. 
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But these efforts were in vain when flights from the Philippines were banned from landing 
in Hong Kong after the country was hit by Omicron, he added. 
 
“In mid-December, we made headway in increasing quarantine facilities for helpers … but 
such ‘dawning light’ soon vanished,” he said. 
 
“It was because the pandemic situation in the Philippines had rocketed … In early January, 
more than 40 per cent of 175 Filipino domestic helpers tested positive. It was very shocking.” 
 
Law said the number of domestic helpers had decreased in the past two years, noting that 
there were about 400,000 of them in the city in January 2020. They mainly come from the 
Philippines or Indonesia. That figure dropped to 350,050 in November last year, and then to 
339,451 by the end of December. 
 
It was the lowest figure since at least the end of 2016, when there were 351,513 helpers in 
Hong Kong. The Post contacted the government for pre-2016 statistics but was still awaiting 
a response. 
 
From September to November last year, the figure decreased month-on-month by about 
1,300 to 1,900. But from November to December, the number fell by more than 10,000. 
 
Law said he feared the figure indicated that many Filipino helpers could have been left 
stranded by the flight ban after returning home for the Christmas and New Year holidays, 
adding the government would closely monitor the situation in both the Philippines and 
Indonesia. 
 
“[In mid-January,] the average number of coronavirus infections in the Philippines peaked at 
about 35,000 per day. Now it has decreased by about a third, but we don’t know whether 
it … will reach a low level so that the flights can be resumed,” he said. 
 
The pandemic situation in Indonesia was also worsening, albeit at a slower pace than in the 
Philippines, he added. 
 
At the start of the pandemic, domestic helpers were allowed to be isolated for a fortnight in 
dozens of quarantine hotels for incoming travellers. Authorities later lengthened the 
quarantine period for all visitors to three weeks, and only designated a few hotels, as well as 
about 1,000 units in the government-run Penny’s Bay quarantine centre, for arriving helpers. 
 
Law said authorities had managed to find more quarantine hotels for incoming helpers last 
August but the effect was cancelled out as the Penny’s Bay spaces were reserved for other 
purposes. 
 
“Even those domestic helpers who had yet to finish their quarantine had to be moved to the 
designated hotels,” he noted. 
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The Labour Department said on Thursday that apart from the three designated quarantine 
hotels for incoming helpers, two more facilities – O’Hotel and iclub Ma Tau Wai Hotel – 
would be made available. 
 
The hotels will provide an additional 491 rooms, taking the total number of quarantine spaces 
for arriving helpers to 2,779. 
 
“We can imagine the difficulties faced by tens of thousands of Hong Kong families who lack 
support from domestic helpers … But to avoid burdening our medical system, we must 
remain vigilant about imported cases,” Law said. 
 
Mike Cheung, president of the Hong Kong-based Overseas Employment Centre, said Law 
should consider allowing helpers to be quarantined in other hotels, not just the designated 
five. 
 
“This two-track policy was adopted due to uncertainty about anti-pandemic measures in the 
Philippines and Indonesia. Now that we can see the domestic helpers are not bringing the 
coronavirus to Hong Kong, employers should be allowed to book other quarantine hotels,” 
he argued. 
 
But Betty Yung Ma Shan-yee, chairwoman of the Hong Kong Employers of Overseas 
Domestic Helpers Association, said she was not so sure about relaxing the rules for helpers, 
especially when the government had recently shortened the quarantine period for all 
incoming travellers from three weeks to two. 
 
Yung also urged the government to do more to help employers of domestic helpers. 
 
“Many people could not hire helpers because the hotel rooms and agent fees are too costly. 
There were also cases where helpers quit and switched employers soon after finishing 
quarantine, and where employers lost their jobs and needed to dismiss their helpers,” she said. 
 
85. Time to help the helpers: Domestic workers are an often overlooked part of Hong 
Kong’s success story, and they are struggling amid the push for ‘zero Covid’ 
07 Feb 2022 
 
In recent decades, Hong Kong’s competitive advantage has been built upon diverse 
foundations. Some are obvious and repeated ad nauseam – low and simple tax rates, trusted 
legal system, unique access to the mainland and so on. But some are noticed less often and 
taken for granted until Covid-19 struck, such as our army of foreign domestic workers. 
 
They make up more than 9 per cent of our workforce and provide support in at least 275,000 
Hong Kong homes. Paid a pittance and often working long hours in claustrophobic 
circumstances, they make it possible for tens of thousands of mothers to pursue meaningful, 
well-paid careers, strengthening our local skills pool for the thousands of international 
companies based here. It has enabled Hong Kong to achieve a 54 per cent female workforce 
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participation rate. That is behind Singapore, but on a par with Japan and well ahead of the 
global average of about 47 per cent. 
 
In recent years, an increasing number of domestic workers have also come to care for Hong 
Kong’s elderly and infirm, enabling them to age at home and stay out of expensive elderly 
care homes. But Hong Kong’s strict “zero Covid” strategy has turned this formerly well-oiled 
system topsy-turvy. 
 
The ban on flights from the Philippines – the source of many of Hong Kong’s helpers – has 
left thousands of helpers stuck in the Philippines. Whether they were back home on leave or 
waiting for flights to start new contracts, they are now stranded and will remain that way 
until flights are resumed. Even when flights start afresh, they face two weeks of quarantine. 
A shortage of quarantine hotel rooms makes even this process uncertain. 
 
The disruption has left thousands of Hong Kong families without home help and has sparked 
a price war over helpers that are already here in Hong Kong. With a shortfall of an estimated 
50,000 helpers, accusations of “job-hopping” have flared. Families have offered monthly 
salaries of HK$6,000 and more to poach helpers who are in normal times earning just 
HK$4,630 a month. 
 
While the disruption in Hong Kong is severe and still unresolved, the disruption in the 
Philippines itself could be greater. That is because of the country’s reliance on its bagong 
bayani, or new heroes, as the country’s army of overseas workers are called. 
 
According to the Philippine Overseas Employment Administration, around 2.2 million 
Filipinos work overseas. Around 12 per cent of Filipino families rely on remittances from at 
least one bagong bayani. 
 
Remittances in 2019 – the last “normal” year before Covid-19 struck – amounted to about 
US$33.5 billion, equivalent to about 10 per cent of the country’s gross domestic product. At 
a time when unemployment inside the Philippines is 6.5 per cent, reliance on remittances in 
many areas is critical. This puts the Philippines among the leading nations receiving overseas 
worker remittances, behind India, China and Mexico. Because its economy is much smaller 
than the leading three, its economic reliance on remittances is without parallel. 
 
The economic turbulence arising from the global pandemic has sent alarms ringing through 
the corridors of power in Manila and through millions of families. Hong Kong thankfully 
appears to be an outlier, though, and remittances overall have remained more resilient than 
expected. 
 
Against predictions during the direst months in the middle of 2020 that remittances might 
fall by 13 per cent or more, figures from the Philippines central bank at the end of 2021 
suggest a life-saving recovery since the nadir in 2020. They now predict a fall of just 0.8 per 
cent. 
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Why is this? First, Hong Kong is an insignificant outlier. It accounts for just 7 per cent of all 
Filipino overseas workers, compared with more than 20 per cent working in Saudi Arabia, 
13 per cent in the United Arab Emirates and almost 220,000 seafarers who staff the world’s 
merchant ships and cruise ships. 
 
Also, because Hong Kong’s domestic workers are almost all young women from abroad, 
they are among the city’s least-well-paid overseas workers. Those in the Middle East are 
more likely to be male and thus more likely to fill managerial or professional roles where pay 
is much better. 
 
Despite Covid-related upheavals in Saudi Arabia and the UAE, where there were reports of 
large numbers of early terminations of foreign workers in 2020, there appears to have been a 
strong recovery since then. Most significant of all has been a rise in remittances from 
America, where the large community of Filipino emigrants appears to have responded 
powerfully to calls for help from relatives back home. 
 
As a World Bank blog noted in November: “It is remarkable to see the recovery in remittance 
flows in 2021, proving again their reliability as an absolute lifeline for families of migrants 
back home, especially in times of need.” 
 
For now, families back in the Philippines have found some relief. Whether this can be 
sustained is another matter. Unemployment within the country remains high. Many of the 
stranded overseas workers can find no work at home and see no early prospect of returning 
to their jobs overseas or on cruise ships. 
 
The upheavals here in Hong Kong need to be resolved as speedily as possible, not just for 
the sake of thousands of families in the Philippines but for thousands of families here in Hong 
Kong. And there is that other, not-insignificant matter of maintaining an essential competitive 
advantage that has for decades been largely ignored. 
 
86. Stricter rules sought at dormitories for helpers: Watchdog finds some unhygienic 
boarding houses in early wave fell outside system 
18 Feb 2022 
 
The ombudsman has called for stronger regulations over boarding houses for domestic 
helpers after it found that some overcrowded and unhygienic dormitories involved in a 
Covid-19 outbreak in 2020 had fallen outside the current regulatory system. 
 
Boarding houses provide domestic helpers with a place to stay while they wait for visa 
renewals in between jobs or before returning to their home country. 
 
Helpers in Hong Kong are legally required to live with their employers after they are hired. 
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The watchdog found that the Labour Department, which oversees issues relating to domestic 
helpers, would often refer complaints about boarding facilities to the Home Affairs 
Department, which issues licences for living spaces. 
 
However, it found that it was difficult for home affairs officers to take action in instances 
involving boarding houses run by employment agencies which were free of charge or were 
not advertised openly, as these facilities fell outside the purview of current ordinances. 
 
For these reasons, follow-up actions could not be taken by the department when it came to 
three out of four boarding houses involved in a coronavirus outbreak in 2020. 
 
“We appreciate that employment agencies perform a social function by operating boarding 
facilities for helpers in need of temporary accommodation,” said Ombudsman Winnie Chiu 
Wai-yin in a written statement yesterday. “The purpose of regulatory measures is not to stamp 
out those premises, but to provide the government with a means to ensure reasonable 
accommodation for domestic helpers employed in Hong Kong and to stipulate the standards 
for compliance by operators.” 
 
The watchdog said this was a labour-related issue, rather than one concerning the 
management of premises, and therefore new measures should be implemented by the Labour 
Department to safeguard the rights and interests of the city’s 390,000 domestic workers. 
 
In 2020, there were more than 28 confirmed coronavirus cases involving domestic helpers 
living in boarding houses. 
 
The ombudsman urged the department to revise its code of practice for employment agencies 
with more specific details on the relevant laws, standards and guidelines. 
 
In response, the Labour Department said it would follow up on the recommendations. 
 
87. Helpers ‘denied treatment, forced to sleep rough’: NGOs say at least 10 domestic 
workers request help after testing positive 
19 Feb 2022 
 
At least 10 domestic helpers were forced to sleep on the streets or denied treatment after 
testing positive for the coronavirus amid a surge in infections in Hong Kong, several migrant 
workers rights groups warned yesterday. 
 
Charities and rights groups sounded alarm bells after several domestic workers were 
abandoned when they tested positive, with a lack of government help forcing NGOs to step 
in. 
 
Anna*, 35, was left to sleep at a park in Yau Ma Tei for two nights after receiving an SMS 
message confirming she had contracted the coronavirus on February 15. She was scheduled 
to fly back to the Philippines on February 16 following a visa denial. 
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“I felt cold, I was shaking,” Anna said, referring to her nights of sleeping rough. 
 
The 35-year-old queued at a public hospital for 10 hours but was turned away because the 
facility was at full capacity. She was then advised to quarantine at home as she had no 
symptoms. She also tried to reach out to the Philippine consulate for help. 
 
Thanks to the efforts of multiple NGOs, Anna was placed at a shelter on February 17 and 
was able to take a rapid antigen test that produced a negative result. 
 
“I’m happy yet confused,” she said. “Happy because I found a place to stay but also confused 
and worried because I don’t know when I can fly back to the Philippines and how long I need 
to stay [in the shelter].” 
 
Hong Kong’s fifth wave, fuelled by the rapid spread of the Omicron variant, has resulted in 
surging case numbers since the start of January, exceeding the total infection tally of all 
previous waves combined. 
 
The government’s pandemic strategy has left some 350,000 domestic helpers without any 
information on what to do if they test positive for Covid-19. There was also no directive to 
employers on how to assist with self-isolation or admittance to hospital. 
 
Instead, a migrant domestic worker coalition of more than 14 NGOs was working together 
to address the needs of domestic workers during the outbreak. 
 
Dr Chuang Shuk-kwan, head of the communicable disease branch of the Centre for Health 
Protection, said domestic workers should wait to be sent to isolation facilities. 
 
“I understand quite a lot of foreign domestic helpers are part of the family clusters that are 
confirmed, but I have no exact figures,” Chuang said. 
 
But Manisha Wijesinghe, executive director of HELP for Domestic Workers, said authorities 
should have provided more clarity and help in a health crisis. 
 
“Suddenly on Wednesday we got a call saying there were these women who were sleeping 
outside, shivering and really needed support,” she said. 
 
Wijesinghe said the NGO was handling a total of 45 calls for help as of yesterday, with about 
10 of the requests involving domestic helpers who had tested positive. Other issues included 
people looking for shelter after having their employment terminated or running into legal 
problems. 
 
Eman Villanueva, spokesman for the Asian Migrants’ Coordinating Body, said the treatment 
of domestic helpers amid the fifth wave was “cruel and inhumane”. 
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“The government just throws us on the street when we get sick,” Villanueva said in an online 
joint press conference yesterday. 
 
Eni Lestari, chairwoman of the International Migrants Alliance and a domestic worker herself, 
said her peers had been on the front lines helping families throughout the pandemic, such as 
taking on more work by looking after children and the elderly. 
 
“Now we are being neglected, we are being denied services, we are being abandoned,” she 
said. Villanueva and Lestari also said consulates had been too slow to provide information 
and support, leaving NGOs to self-mobilise and offer help. 
 
Philippine Consul General Raly Tejada appealed to all employers to follow the law and 
“exercise utmost compassion in these trying times” if their helper tests positive for the 
coronavirus. 
 
“We all know it’s illegal to terminate sick workers but it is more appalling to ask them to 
leave [their accommodation] given their vulnerable condition,” Tejada told the Post. 
 
The Indonesian consulate said it was in “intensive communication” with the Labour 
Department to seek help for the domestic workers, especially those who have contracted 
Covid-19. 
 
The consulate said it was concerned about reports of employers dismissing sick domestic 
helpers or forcing them to leave their living space, adding that it violated the Employment 
Ordinance. 
 
Labour authorities did not provide the Post with an estimate on the number of domestic 
workers who were terminated from their job after testing positive for the coronavirus. 
 
A department official said employers should not dismiss domestic helpers who had tested 
positive and told them to continue to provide medical care and living space as part of 
employment regulations. 
 
Meanwhile, Chief Executive Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor reiterated in a press conference 
that employers should ask their domestic workers to stay home during their Sunday rest days 
and warned that law enforcement would “not show mercy” to anyone violating the two-
person gathering limit. 
 
88. Nearly 70 domestic helpers in search of home quarantine: Attempts to find space at 
university dormitories or religious retreats hit by red tape, NGOs warn 
23 Feb 2022 
 
The number of domestic helpers needing immediate help with home quarantine after testing 
positive for Covid-19 has ballooned from a handful to nearly 70 in less than a week, concern 
groups have revealed. 
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A coalition of 14 NGOs serving migrant workers’ interests said yesterday they were trying 
to secure alternative accommodation for the workers, including university dormitories or 
religious retreat housing, but they were being frustrated by social-distancing rules and red 
tape. 
 
HELP For Domestic Workers first received urgent calls from five domestic workers last 
Wednesday who had nowhere to serve their home quarantine after testing positive for the 
coronavirus. The number of requests had since jumped to 68, it said. 
 
Fourteen workers were at risk of being homeless last night as shelters were filling up quickly, 
according to the group’s executive director, Manisha Wijesinghe. 
 
At one shelter, 11 domestic workers were crammed into a single room, she said, emphasising 
the situation was “not ideal, especially if people were sick”. 
 
Most of the cases involved workers who had finished or ended contracts and tested positive 
before departing Hong Kong, Wijesinghe said. 
 
PathFinders chief executive Catherine Gurtin said while donors had stepped forward to help 
many charities, the situation was changing rapidly. 
 
“We just don’t want to see these women on the streets, especially with the cold weather 
warning,” Gurtin said. 
 
NGOs had reached out to ask whether university dormitories could be used to temporarily 
house the workers facing homelessness, but the idea could not work because there was no 
permission from health authorities, she said. 
 
Gurtin called on health authorities to grant organisations leeway to devise temporary 
solutions to the space shortage, saying: “We want to help. Help us to help you.” 
 
Cheung-Ang Siew Mei, executive director of Christian Action, said churches and NGOs had 
opened up their shelters but the spaces were not enough to cope with the sudden increase in 
cases. 
 
“We do not have the capability, the staff or the know-how to run a quarantine facility. Even 
if we want to, we can’t any more because we are full,” she said. 
 
“There needs to be some grace. They take care of Hong Kong families, but there’s no one to 
take care of foreign domestic helpers.” 
 
Religious retreat centres had considered taking in some of the workers but they were not 
allowed as social-distancing rules required them to stay shut, she said. 
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Cheung-Ang added that the Labour Department was considering allowing helpers to stay at 
campsites but the facilities could not be not opened fast enough to cope with the influx. 
 
Stephen Wong Yuen-shan, an Election Committee lawmaker and deputy executive director 
of Our Hong Kong Foundation, called on the government to respond to the crisis quickly. 
 
“It’s an emergency situation,” Wong said. “These domestic workers have lost their health, 
possibly their work and are receiving no help from the government.” 
 
Hong Kong’s fifth wave, fuelled by the rapid spread of the Omicron variant, has resulted in 
surging case numbers since the start of January, exceeding the total infection tally of all 
previous waves combined. 
 
Employers face legal repercussions if they break a helper’s contract because of a positive test, 
but the government has not given any guidance on how to assist domestic workers carry out 
home isolation or receive hospital treatment. 
 
The Labour Department said it was coordinating with relevant consulates to provide the 
necessary assistance for the infected foreign domestic workers who were no longer employed. 
 
89. Stricken helper isolates in parked car: Newly arrived domestic worker found in 
vehicle was hesitant to accept help, fearing boss would cancel her work contract, NGO 
volunteers say 
28 Feb 2022 
 
Volunteers from an NGO helping domestic workers in Hong Kong were shocked to find a 
28-year-old Filipino alone, cold and ill with Covid-19 in a parked car. 
 
Josie* had been self-isolating in her employer’s car for 30 hours when she was found on 
Monday evening. 
 
It took volunteers from HELP for Domestic Workers a day to persuade her to move to a 
shelter, as she was afraid her employer would terminate her contract. 
 
“A domestic worker is required to have suitable and safe accommodation and definitely, a 
car does not fall into that category, particularly when she was sick,” said the NGO’s executive 
director, Manisha Wijesinghe. “It was neither suitable nor safe.” 
 
Employers have been warned that they face legal consequences if they cancel the contract of 
helpers who test positive for Covid-19, but the government has not said how to help infected 
domestic workers isolate at home or receive treatment in hospital. 
 
Efforts to provide shelter, food and medicine to infected helpers have been left largely to a 
coalition of 14 migrant worker NGOs. 
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Josie, a new arrival and first-time domestic worker in Hong Kong, told the Post she first 
developed chills last Sunday night and woke up the next day with a fever of 38.1 degrees 
Celsius. 
 
Her employers told Josie to self-isolate in the parked car while she waited for her Covid-19 
test results. They told her they had tried to find her a hotel, but decided she could stay in the 
vehicle instead. 
 
“I thought it made sense because the flat was too small for me, my employers and their kids 
to self-quarantine, so I went ahead,” she said. 
 
“I thought it would be fine. But it kept raining and I wasn’t feeling any better and didn’t 
know where else to go.” 
 
The average temperature dropped to 8 degrees on Sunday night and Monday and, unable to 
leave the car to find a washroom, she said she wet herself. 
 
“I didn’t feel any hunger any more because it was so cold,” she said. “I kept praying and 
reading my Bible.” 
 
The car was parked outdoors in a public housing estate. 
 
Wijesinghe said her volunteers found Josie with a high fever and offered her hot water and a 
blanket, but she was hesitant to accept more help. She only agreed to move to a shelter after 
the Philippine consulate spoke to her employers and assured her it would be all right. Josie 
was taken on Tuesday to a shelter in Kowloon which provided a bed, washroom and meals. 
 
“I feel much better,” she told the Post. “The fever has subsided and all that’s left is a sore 
throat.” 
 
But she was still positive when she performed a rapid antigen test at the shelter on Friday 
morning, and did not know how long it would take for her to recover. 
 
On Thursday, the anti-discrimination watchdog and the Labour Department both condemned 
employers who sacked domestic helpers who tested positive for Covid-19, urging them to 
show compassion. 
 
The Equal Opportunities Commission said it had received more than 20 complaints related 
to alleged discrimination due to Covid-19 infections, although it is not known how many 
were related to the unfair dismissal of domestic helpers. 
 
“This is a difficult time for everyone in Hong Kong, including foreign domestic workers, 
who have always been supportive in keeping our families safe and healthy,” said commission 
chairman Ricky Chu Man-kin. “How can we turn our backs on them when they are sick and 
need our help?” 
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The Labour Department reiterated that employers should not dismiss helpers who had 
contracted Covid-19, and warned that doing so might violate employment rules. 
 
Employers should grant sick leave and pay a sickness allowance to affected helpers in 
accordance with current laws, it added. 
 
Josie said her family was shocked to hear that she spent almost two days in a car. 
 
“My family told me it might be better to go home after being treated like this,” she said. “But 
I’m still confused and undecided, as I still need to support them.” 
 
90. Minister calls for kindness towards domestic helpers 
07 Mar 2022 
 
Hong Kong’s labour minister has asked employers to be kind to their foreign domestic 
helpers amid the coronavirus outbreak, having warned negative news reports about their poor 
treatment could grow into a “diplomatic incident”. 
 
Secretary for Labour and Welfare Law Chi-kwong said he had written to the Philippine 
consulate to reiterate the government’s commitment to safeguarding the rights of domestic 
helpers and providing them with any necessary help. 
 
Law’s call for compassion in his official blog yesterday followed media reports that some 
domestic helpers had been fired or kicked out of their employers’ homes after becoming 
infected with Covid-19. 
 
Several NGOs in February warned that domestic helpers had been forced to sleep on the 
streets after testing positive, with a recent case involving a Filipino woman being told to self-
isolate in her employer’s car while she waited for a negative result. 
 
“These reports will of course trigger the concern and discontent of the compatriots of those 
foreign domestic helpers. And their countries will naturally need to fulfil the responsibility 
of safeguarding their nationals’ rights and speak up for them,” Law said. 
 
The labour minister said the matter risked affecting “Hong Kong’s external affairs”. 
 
“In order not to allow the issue to become a diplomatic incident, I wrote to the Philippine 
consul general in Hong Kong the other day to reiterate the government’s determination to 
protect the rights of foreign domestic helpers and we would spare no efforts to offer 
assistance to foreign domestic helpers,” he said. 
 
Eman Villanueva, a spokesman for the Asian Migrants’ Coordinating Body, welcomed 
Law’s pledge and urged authorities to issue guidelines to employers on what to do if their 
domestic helpers contracted Covid-19. 
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“I am not saying that Hong Kong’s employers are in general bad guys. Many families simply 
were not well prepared for the recent Covid surge,” he said, adding that households’ first 
thoughts could have been to protect themselves. 
 
“We have heard of cases that the employers do not allow helpers to enter their houses, and 
in some other cases, they simply sack the helpers. That is very inhumane.” 
 
Under the Employment Ordinance, an employer is prohibited from terminating the contract 
of a worker during his or her paid sick leave, except in cases of summary dismissal due to 
serious misconduct. 
 
Employers could also risk violating the Disability Discrimination Ordinance if they treat their 
domestic helpers less favourably as a result of becoming infected with or recovering from 
Covid-19. 
 
About 330,000 domestic helpers currently work in Hong Kong, with most coming from the 
Philippines and Indonesia. 
 
The government said on Saturday that it and the local community appreciated the significant 
contributions made by domestic helpers to support families and the local economy. 
 
“We must empathise with their not being able to visit their families back at home because of 
the ravaging epidemic,” it said in a statement. It added that authorities were committed to 
protecting helpers’ employment rights to ensure the city remained an “attractive place” to 
work. 
 
91. Lifting of flight bans greeted by helpers’ groups 
23 Mar 2022 
 
A lifting of Covid-19 flight bans will ease Hong Kong’s shortfall of domestic helpers, but 
recovery may remain slow amid heavy demand for quarantine hotels and an ongoing flight 
suspension mechanism, industry players have said. 
 
Thomas Chan Tung-fung, chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, said 
the Philippine consulate had informed agents that helpers with valid work visas would benefit 
from the coming arrangements. 
 
“Sixty per cent of domestic helpers [in Hong Kong] come from the Philippines so it will offer 
a great help to the industry,” Chan said yesterday. 
 
“Since the flight ban was imposed for three months from January … there have been at least 
5,000 to 6,000 domestic workers stranded in the Philippines and waiting to enter Hong Kong”. 
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Under the latest rule changes, revealed by Chief Executive Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor, 
double-vaccinated Hongkongers and people with work visas stranded in nine countries – 
Australia, Canada, France, India, Nepal, Pakistan, the Philippines, the United States and 
Britain – will be allowed to return from April 1. 
 
Hotel quarantine will also be shortened – from 14 days to seven – if travellers test negative 
for Covid-19 on the fifth, sixth and seventh day of their stay. 
 
Chan said the new measures would alleviate the shortage of helpers in the city, adding the 
shortened quarantine could also reduce the financial burden on employers as they only had 
to book a hotel room for seven days instead of 14. 
 
But he warned employers they would be competing for bookings with other travellers hoping 
to return to the city, pointing out quarantine hotels were mostly full till June or even August. 
 
“From April onwards, many people studying abroad may return to Hong Kong, so the hotel 
supply will be even tighter,” he said. 
 
There are currently 43 quarantine hotels for arrivals, after the government added 18 on 
Monday night. But the new establishments will only accept bookings from May or June. 
 
Chan said he expected a dozen more hotels would be needed to cope with the influx of helpers. 
 
He said another obstacle would be uncertainty arising from the strict flight suspension 
mechanism that will still be in place. 
 
Airlines run the risk of a two-week ban on a certain route when three passengers on a flight 
test positive, or when there is at least one infected traveller and another with incorrect 
paperwork. 
 
Sringatin, chairwoman of the Indonesian Migrant Workers Union and spokeswoman of the 
Asian Migrants’ Coordinating Body, welcomed the latest rule changes, adding some helpers 
had gone back to their hometowns last year because of family emergencies, and had since 
been stranded. 
 
She noted the new rules would also allow helpers in Hong Kong to visit their families, as 
many had not gone back for more than two years. 
 
She expected 400 to 500 domestic workers to return to Indonesia in the coming two months 
under the new measures, as many might want to celebrate Ramadan, the holy month of fasting 
for Muslims, with their families in April. 
 
Other than concerns over insufficient quarantine hotels, Sringatin said employers might still 
refuse to pay for bookings. 
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“Even HK$500 [per night times seven] is still a big amount for employers who are middle- 
or low-income,” she said. “We hope the government can consider giving subsidies for 
quarantine to help employers and workers.” 
 
92. Employment agents hope to bring back all stranded Filipinos by June: Booking 
flights and quarantine hotels for workers expected to become more challenging 
03 Apr 2022 
 
With thousands of foreign domestic helpers from the Philippines allowed to travel to the city 
again as of Friday, employment agents said they hoped to clear a backlog of stranded workers 
from the country in the next two months. 
 
Philippine consul-general Raly Tejada told the Post that the resumption of flights was long-
awaited and hoped that all airlines, Filipino travellers and employment agencies would follow 
the authorities’ requirements. 
 
“We have worked so hard for this and do not want the opportunity to go to waste if the 
authorities suddenly decide to reinstate the place-specific flight ban due to passengers testing 
positive on arrival in Hong Kong,” he said. 
 
Thomas Chan Tung-fung, chairman of the Hong Kong Union of Employment Agencies, said 
more flights from Manila had been added in recent days, while quarantine hotels dedicated 
for foreign domestic workers became easier to book. 
 
“About 5,000 to 6,000 domestic workers have been waiting to come to Hong Kong since 
January when the flight ban was implemented,” Chan said. “Assuming there is no flight 
suspension again, we hope to clear the backlog by June.” 
 
A Filipino domestic worker, who gave her name as Ruth, was among the first batch of 
passengers to arrive in the city from Manila on Friday. She said the trip was smooth. 
 
“I worked in Hong Kong for 30 years, and my old employer rehired me again,” she said. “We 
did not wait so long at the airport.” 
 
According to data from the Hong Kong Airport Authority, only three flights from Manila 
arrived on Friday – two by budget airline Cebu Pacific and one by national carrier Philippine 
Airlines. 
 
Two Cebu Pacific flights were also expected to arrive from Manila yesterday, while Cathay 
Pacific Airways would operate two flights this month, on April 4 and 21 Hong Kong residents 
and people with work visas who have received two doses of a Covid-19 vaccine and are 
stranded in nine countries – Australia, Canada, France, India, Nepal, Pakistan, the Philippines, 
the United States and Britain – were allowed to return from Friday. 
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As part of Hong Kong’s eased restrictions, compulsory hotel quarantine has been halved to 
seven days if arriving travellers test negative for Covid-19 on the fifth, sixth and seventh days 
of their stay. 
 
Authorities warned they would still ban an airline if a flight brought in three or more 
passengers who tested positive for Covid-19 after arrival, but the suspensions would be for 
seven days, not the previous 14 days. 
 
Chan said agents had found it “relatively easy” to book rooms for arriving domestic workers. 
 
The four quarantine properties designated for the workers – Courtyard by Marriott Hong 
Kong Sha Tin, iclub Ma Tau Wai hotel, O’Hotel and Rambler Garden hotel – offered 1,641 
rooms. 
 
Mike Cheung Chung-wai, president of the Overseas Employment Centre, agreed that there 
were ample flights and hotel rooms. He added that the cost of flights, quarantine and 
polymerase chain reaction (PCR) tests amounted to about HK$7,000 per person. 
 
His agency had some 300 helpers who could not get to Hong Kong because of the ban on 
flights from the Philippines. 
 
“We hope the number will drop soon, now that a lot more people can come,” he said. 
 
Cheung Kit-man, chairman of the Hong Kong Employment Agencies Association, said 
Filipino domestic workers heading to Hong Kong still had several hurdles to clear before 
boarding their flights. 
 
With the eased restrictions announced only on Thursday, he felt that not many Filipinos 
would be able to travel right away. 
 
“The Philippines is a huge country. It is not easy for someone there to get all their necessary 
documents ready to fly to Hong Kong,” he said. 
 
Those living in outlying provinces had to make their way to Manila, and employment 
agencies had to ensure that the workers had a PCR test 48 hours before their flight. 
 
“I believe not a lot of people will be able to get everything ready to travel to Hong Kong in 
the first week of April,” he said. 
 
Cheung said it was relatively easy to book flights and quarantine hotel rooms only because 
it was so soon after the restrictions were eased. 
 
“I expect it will get more challenging in the coming weeks,” he added. 
 
 


