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1. Introduction 
 
With the passage of the Disability Discrimination Ordinance (DDO) in 1995 and the 
subsequent establishment of the Equal Opportunities Commission (EOC), Hong Kong 
started to have a framework within which to help the disabled. However, those with 
hearing disabilities have yet to receive sufficient attention.  
 
Loss of hearing can lead to much inconvenience and frustration thereby affecting 
self-esteem. It can impact one’s social interaction with family, friends and neighbours as 
well as create embarrassment when meeting new people, thereby limiting social 
opportunities. It makes shopping, going out to movies, restaurants, and religious services 
just that much more difficult. Even watching the television and listening to the radio 
become a problem. It can create a sense of insecurity by not being able to hear the doorbell, 
fire alarm and the telephone ringing. Most of all, the sense of being a handicapped person 
can create psychological problems, such as anxiety, isolation and depression. These effects 
are mostly caused by ignorance towards hearing-impairment. Some types of impairment 
are easy to help and public policy should ensure that this disability is better understood and 
help made more easily available.1 
 
This paper examines the current situation of the hearing impaired in Hong Kong, overseas 
practices, and proposes a range of policy recommendations. 
 

 

2. Estimates of Hearing Disabled 
 
The official estimate recognizes that appr oximately 41,000 people in Hong Kong suffer 
from various degrees of hearing disability (Table 1),2 although non-governmental deaf 
organizations estimate the figure to be roughly 60,000. 3 However, out of these estimates, 
only 14,000 receive government provided disability allowance for their hearing loss.4 
 
Table 1: Numbers of people with hearing disability in Hong Kong  
Degree of hearing loss 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 
Profoundly Deaf 6 030 6 146 6 251 6 358 6 455
Severe 5 281 5 376 5 453 5 532 5 603
Mild/Moderate  27 238 27 745 28 198 28 665 29 088

Total 38 549 39 267 39 902 40 555 41 146
 
The estimate could be on the low side when compared to disability incidents from other 
parts of the world. For example, in Australia the population with hearing loss is 1.8 million, 
or roughly 10% of the total population, with a deaf population of around 16,000. 5 In the 
United Kingdom this figure is even higher, with roughly 20% of the population suffering a 
                                                 
1 US former president Ronald Reagan and President Bill Clinton are hearing-impaired and need hearing aids. 
President Clinton has been fitted with two hearing aids to correct a high-frequency hearing loss. 
2 Hong Kong Review of Rehabilitation Programme Plan (1998/99-2002/03) by Rehabilitation Division, 
Health & Welfare Bureau, Government Secretariat, August 1999, p. 43. 
3 http://dww.deafworldweb.org/int/hk/. 
4  Disability allowances are provided for hearing impairments of over 71dB. 
http://dww.deafworldweb.org/int/hk/. 
5  http://dwww.deafworldweb.org/int/au/. Statistical collection was carried out on 1989 for the deaf 
population, and 1996 for those with hearing loss. 
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significant degree of hearing loss. 6 The percentage of population with hearing loss in the 
United States is also much higher than in Hong Kong. Data shows that approximately 28 
million individuals in the United States have a hearing loss, or about one in every ten 
people7.   
 
Table 2: Percentage of population in Hong Kong with hearing loss by age  
Age Under 18 18-44 45-64 65-74 Over 75 
% of general population with 
hearing loss 

1.6 5.3 13.7 22.9 31.9 

 
It is important for policy makers to understand why Hong Kong numbers appear to be so 
low. Deafness could arise at birth, from disease, occupation, or accidents, as well as from 
the natural aging process. Table 2 above illustrates the progressive nature of hearing loss 
due to aging (sociocusis). Furthermore, hearing may be impaired from excessive noise 
pollution over a lifetime. Indeed, Hong Kong is an exceptionally noisy place. If numbers 
have indeed been grossly underestimated, then the assistance provided by the government, 
medical researchers and medical profession is obviously also far from adequate. 
 
Another reason for neglect is likely to be lack of public education. Many older people lose 
their hearing over time and most of them do not catch on soon enough. Even when the 
strain has become obvious, they believe it is part of the aging process and do not do 
anything about it, including the simple act of getting a hearing aid. More importantly, 
prejudice and embarrassment about hearing loss prevent people from getting help. Leaving 
the disability untreated could increase psychological difficulties and affect general health. 
 
 
3. Entrenched Oversight and Discrimination  
 
An examination of the law and practice in Hong Kong shows how deaf people are not 
provided with equal opportunity to exercise their civic rights and perform their civic duties, 
a sign of entrenched, systematic discrimination that needs to be addressed urgently. 
 
The DDO prohibits discrimination on the grounds of disability, and covers employment, 
accommodation, education and the provision of services. However, the DDO does not 
require specific provision of certain facilities and services for the disabled to ensure equal 
opportunity. The US’s Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and the Rehabilitation Act 
go much further than the DDO. For each area of the Act, the ADA lists services that should 
be provided for disabled individuals. For example, the ADA requires that telephone 
emergency services shall be provided to individuals who use telecommunication devices 
for the deaf (TDD), and the services cover policy, fire and ambulance services. 
 
In the area of hearing disabilities, the ADA sets out the requirement that Attorneys have a 
statutory duty to provide deaf clients with sign-language interpreters and other 
accommodations with which they need to communicate. Moreover, under the legal 
profession’s Canons of Ethics, a lawyer who fails to communicate effectively with a client 
is considered not meeting his or her duty of competent and zealous representation, which 
could be a reason for censure. 
 
In Hong Kong, the Jury Ordinance provides that a deaf person cannot serve as a juror, 

                                                 
6 http://www.hearing-dogs.co.uk 
7http://www.betterhearing.org/faq.htm 
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whereas in the US, a deaf person is not excused from jury duty. In addition, the court has to 
provide an interpreter or an appropriate listening device for a deaf juror. 
 
In relation to police duties, the ADA is thorough in every aspect, including receiving 
citizen complaints, interrogating witnesses, making arrests, booking, and holding suspects, 
operating telephone emergency centers, providing emergency medical services, enforcing 
laws, and other duties. There is an explicit duty to prevent the disabled from being 
misconstrued or erroneously perceived as uncooperative. Although police departments do 
not have to arrange for a sign language interpreter every time an officer interacts with a 
deaf person, they have to ensure effective communication. These include using 
communication aids such as writing and telecommunication devices for the deaf, from text 
telephones to teletypewriters, telephone handset amplifiers, listening systems, and 
videotext displays. 
 
There is obviously an additional cost to using interpreters and communication aids. The 
legal requirement in the US is that these auxiliary aids should not impose “undue” financial 
and administrative burdens on those who should make provision, nor should the cost of 
public accommodation be imposed on the particular individual with the disability. The 
standard of undue burden is a high one. For example, whether an action would be an undue 
financial burden is determined by considering all of the resources available to the provider. 
Even if providing a particular auxiliary aid or service would impose an undue burden, the 
provider must seek alternatives that ensure effective communication to the maximum 
extent feasible. 
 
 
4. Medical Services  
 
The Hospital Authority provides 20 Ear, Nose, and Throat specialist clinics for the 
community. In addition to providing medical consultation, some of these clinics also 
provide allied health support in the form of audiologists and speech therapists.  
 
Cochlear implants, which improves hearing by directly stimulating undamaged nerve 
fibers in the inner ear, are carried out each year. The Hospital Authority plans to carry out 
30 or more cochlear implants annually in future years to meet demand. 8  

 
However, there is currently a lot of controversy surrounding cochlear implant programmes. 
Cochlear implants have shown to be very successful in improving the sound perception of 
the person, yet little research has been done to see how and if whether cochlear implants 

have improved language acquisition. 9,10 , 11 ,12  Cochlear implants are shown to be most 

                                                 
8 Hong Kong Review of Rehabilitation Programme Plan (1998/99-2002/03) by Rehabilitation Division, 
Health & Welfare Bureau, Government Secretariat, August 1999, p. 43. 
9 Gladys Tang, personal communication.  
10 There has been some research done to examine cochlear implant efficiency in post- and pre-lingually deaf 
subjects. The findings suggested that parts of the brain dealing with the processing of language did not 
require early exposure to sound, but that the part of the brain that dealt  with sound reception itself was 
dependent on such exposure. Thus cochlear implants were more efficient for subjects who became deaf after 
acquiring language skills. Okazawa et al. (1996) Cochlear Implant Efficiency in Pre-and Post-Lingually Deaf 
Subject. A Study with H2O and PET. Brain 119 (4). 
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successful in individuals who have acquired hearing as a skill before their hearing loss.13 

Nevertheless, cochlear implants still do not restore full hearing to the individual, and there 
are many social and psychological implications with getting such a procedure done. People 
who have cochlear implants done cannot go through medical scanners to get an accurate 
medical diagnosis because of the risk of strong magnetic fields,14 and they cannot pass any 

metal detector at the airport. 15  Cochlear implant removals are also, if not impossible, 
extremely expensive. Thus while cochlear implants may be the answer for some, 
particularly if they suffered hearing loss after acquiring language skills, it may not be the 
answer for all.16 Aural rehabilitative processes are not the answer to successful integration 

into the hearing world, and by forcing the hearing-impaired to become hearing individuals, 
it may only serve to accentuate and emphasize their handicap. 
 
Central to these assumptions that hearing is necessary in order to function successfully in 

the hearing world is that deafness is a medical condition that can and should be easily 
corrected. Many physicians and people in the community still apparently believe that 

                                                                                                                                                 
http://www3.oup.co.uk/jnls/list/brainj/hdb/Volume_119/Issue_04/1191297.sgm.abs. html 
11 However, there is still little research done on whether cochlear implants will greatly improve the deaf 
child's hearing and speech versus simply raising the child's hearing threshold, whether alternatives to 
cochlear implants such as hearing aids are just as viable options, and whether cochlear implants will lead to 
'normal' and 'successful' lives. See Roger Carver. Questions Parents Should Ask About Cochlear Implants. 
DCSD Newsletter, http://dww.deafworldweb.org/pub/c/rjc/cicarver2.html, March/April 1997. 
12 Early studies of children showed that they followed a pattern similar to adults in that most users had 
post-lingual hearing losses (i.e., after the age of five). More recently, benefits to pre-lingually hearing 
impaired (i.e., before the age of two) children have been observed. Research shows that these pediatric 
implant users gain substantial benefit from multichannel cochlear implants, that these benefits develop over a 
long course of time, and that multichannel implants are more beneficial than single-channel devices. Joan 
Laughton. ERIC EC Digest #E554. Educating Children Who Are Deaf or Hard of Hearing: Cochlear 
Implants. August 1997. 
13 According to medical reports, the cochlear implant does not restore full hearing but only makes a slight 

improvement in the skill of hearing. Furthermore, the recommendation implies that born deaf or early 

deafened individuals may not have any benefit from the cochlear implant. Yerker Andersson. Do We Want 

Cochlear Implants? WFD Ne ws, http://dww.deafworldweb.org/pub/c/ciwfd.html, April 1994. 
14  Due either to pulling of magnetizable metals by the magnetic field or to induction currents from 

time-varying magnetic fields, non-invasive MRI procedures that use very strong magnetic fields put the 

patient with cochlear implants in danger. Omer Zak. Cochlear Implants - Opinions. 

http://www.zak.co.il/deaf-l_faq/ci-opinions.html. 
15  Yerker Andersson. Do We Want Cochlear Implants? WFD News, 

http://dww.deafworldweb.org/pub/c/ciwfd.html, April 1994.. 
16  Roger Carver. Cochlear Implants in Prelingual Deaf Children: A Deaf Perspective. 
http://dww.deafworldweb.org/pub/c/rjc/cicarver.html , March 1990. 
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hearing is an ability every human being can acquire spontaneously, that hearing is 

necessary for personality development and survival in society, and that compared to the 
functions of hearing, “deaf culture” and “Sign Language” are considered inferior strategies 
for participation in society. 17 These assumptions are false. In fact, it takes many years to 
acquire hearing as a skill. History has proven that deaf individuals have always been able to 

find ways to enhance their personality development and their participation in society. 
Indeed, every human being is capable of finding ways to compensate his or her physical 
defects. Before resorting to quick medical fixes, society must first be prepared to accept the 
deaf and hearing-impaired as its full members. 
 
 
5. Need for more Audiologists  
 
Audiology, the science of hearing, is a specialized field. In Hong Kong, there are 
approximately 40-50 audiologists and 10-20 audiology technicians. Compared to other 
first world countries, audiology is insufficiently recognized in Hong Kong and the 
expertise not well understood. 
 
In the UK, USA, Canada and Australia, only those who have obtained a Masters Degree in 
audiology can qualify to perform hearing tests. The audiologists must also possess clinical 
certificates issued by the professional body in that country in order to practice. Unqualified 
personnel can only perform hearing screening if they have passed an audiometrician test. 
An unqualified person must have a dispensing license to fit hearing aids. An unqualified 
person may be a professional, such as a doctor or a nurse. 
 
In Hong Kong, audiology graduates from the University of Hong Kong are qualified to 
practice. Audiologists who hold Masters Degree from elsewhere and can legally practice in 
the country from which they received their degree may also practice in Hong Kong. 
General doctors and nurses do carry out hearing tests and fit hearing aids even though they 
may not necessarily know how to perform hearing tests properly.  
 
The Hong Kong Society for the Deaf also provides audiological and technical services. 
They provide audiological assessment, hearing aid prescription, hearing aid fitting, hearing 
aid/technical aid repair, hearing aid check, earmould making, earmould repair, and 
technical aid advisory for hearing-impaired persons. 
 
 
6. Newborn Hearing Screening  
 
Newborn and Infant Hearing Screening is crucial because important behavioural and 
neurophysical development occurs before the age of 2.5 years.18 Yet most of the children 
                                                 
17 Ibid. 
18 This period is a critical time for stimulating the auditory pathways to hearing centers of the brain; hearing 

loss that is not detected in this period delays not only speech and language development, but also affects 

social and emotional growth and academic achievement. Late identification costs not only in real health care 

and public education dollars, but also leads to frustration of parents and these children who lack the 
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do not receive such testing till much later, if at all. 
 
In Hong Kong, screening is provided in some hospitals, and often only when the newborn 
is considered to be at risk, such as those born with other severe problems. Furthermore, the 
Education Department provides some screening services for Primary 1 students. The issue 
is that screening is not performed early enough. It is less effective when carried out on 
children who have already passed the critical period for language development. 
 
The lack of attention and sensitivity for this procedure probably means that many 
newborns with hearing impairment are not identified early on. Follow-up care is also 
critical. In Hong Kong, even when a child has been identified with hearing loss and needs 
to wear hearing aids, the follow-up work and periodic review assessments are of ten lacking. 
For those who cannot afford it, the welfare system provides for one hearing aid for the 
patient when one for each ear is far better. Hearing aids are also only replaced every five 
years on publicly assisted schemes. 
 
 
7. Education  
 
There has been a greater move to provide hearing-impaired children with an integrated 
education in ordinary schools. Currently over 20 schools enroll around 60 
hearing-impaired children in their integrated education programme, and to this end a 
variety of support services have been developed to assist in a smooth transition. Support 
services range from remedial education and counseling, to advising schools on how to 
provide an appropriate environment for hearing-impaired students. These support services 
assist over 800 hearing-impaired students in Hong Kong.  
 
All students are provided with nine years of universal basic education, although some may 
receive further education. As part of the whole school approach to integrated education, the 
whole staff receives basic training on the needs of special children. For children who 
require further attention to their needs, there are four special schools serving 640 
profoundly and severely hearing-impaired children. The Education Department provides 
audiological equipment for the schools under the Code of Aid for Special Schools. 
However, schools have recently admitted their reluctance to promote the integrated 
education programme, because of lack of training and awareness about the needs of 
disabled children.19 Schools complain that they had been forced to join the scheme so that 
the target goals are met, and even then only 40 out of a possible 1,200 primary and 
secondary schools are involved. Despite this, still less than a quarter of eligible students are 
enrolled in the scheme, and in year 2000 around 90 students were turned away from the 
programme. Although schools are allocated $55,000 to provide the special needs of the 
students, teachers still state lack of knowledge of these students' special needs as the main 
barrier to their participation in the programme. 
 
The Curriculum Development Institute, which deals with curriculum planning for the deaf, 
focuses mainly on the special needs of mentally disabled students and students with 
multiple handicaps, thus propagating the belief that the problem with hearing-impaired 
students is not only auditory but also intellectual. Sign language is also put aside in favour 
of Cantonese as the main medium of instruction, and in addition there is no special 

                                                                                                                                                 
appropriate language skills to compete academically and ultimately in today's "information age" job market. 

For more information see http://www.asha.org. 
19 Cynthia Wan. "Schools admit disabled failings." Sunday Morning Post, July 16, 2000, pp. 2. 
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curriculum on oral/aural training for hearing-impaired children. There does not seem to be 
a concrete policy in place concerning deaf education, nor any plan to develop such a 
policy. 20 
 
The Hong Kong Society for the Deaf has also set up a correspondence course for parents of 
hearing-impaired children. This course is designed to help parents of hearing-impaired 
children to understand and develop the necessary skills to train their child at home. The 
society also offers an enhancement course for hearing-impaired pupils. This course, similar 
to the additional special education classes in ordinary schools, aims to strengthen the 
academic background of the hearing-impaired student. However, there are not enough 
vocational training opportunities catering for hearing-impaired students after completion 
of secondary school. For most hearing-impaired students who do not enter mainstream 
tertiary-level education, approximately 40-50 go through vocational training each year. 21  
8. Sign Language  
 
The United Nations’ International Meeting on Human Resources in the Field of Disability 
(1989) suggested that “sign language should be the first language of a deaf person.” It also 
proposed that an awareness of deafness should be created in parents and in the community 
to help in the education of deaf persons. It was suggested that a special manual on the 
development of sign language should be prepared. 
 
Sign language is not just a matter of “gestures” for deaf people. It is a language in its own 
right. However, there has not been much interest because it is seen as only for deaf people, 
an attitude reflecting deep-seated discrimination. Roughly 90% of deaf people have 
hearing parents, and their desire to have hearing children also impedes the language 
acquisition of their child.22 Sign language is seen as a public acknowledgement of the 
person's disability, which is why the government, as well as many deaf societies in Hong 
Kong promote cochlear implant programmes that restore hearing to the individual, and 
integrated programmes that assimilate the hearing disabled into the 'normal' population. 
There is a whole community denying that a deaf community exists and has particular needs, 
including its own mode of communication. In Hong Kong, there are only 6,000 native 
signers.23 
 
The Chinese University of Hong Kong has courses that are being developed with 
increasing sophistication. 24 Interest in sign language studies will grow as the issue of 

                                                 
20 Peggy Mok Pik Ki and Janice Tai Yuen Ning. Deaf Education in Hong Kong. April, 2000. 
21 They may either enter a diploma program at a technical institute, or receive job training at a skills center. 
The Vocational Training Council for the Disabled is introducing an extended 2-year Office Practice Study 
specifically designed for the hearing disabled, teaching them basic, commercial, and computer skills. Most 
instructors can use sign language, although lip reading is encouraged. Future training programmes will stress 
informational technology training, such as website design and powerpoint operation. Those who graduate 
from the vocational training programme typically go on to find jobs as clerks or computer operators. For 
higher level students who do not enter university, the Hong Kong Institute of Vocational Education allows 
them to enroll in mainstream educational courses, from engineering to commercial studies. 
22 Language acquisition is generally acknowledged to happen before the child is five years of age. Thus 
hearing parents who want their child also to grow up to be a hearing individual may enforce speech and lip 
reading in the home, and these children may not encounter sign language until they attend school and interact 
with their peers. By this time however, it becomes a lot harder for the child to learn sign language or the local 
tongue.   
23 http://dww.deafworldweb.org/int/hk/. 
24 Department of Modern Languages and Intercultural Studies. Dr. Gladys Tang at the Chinese University is 
putting together Hong Kong’s first sign language dictionary based on sign linguistic principles. Sign 
linguistic principles include location, movement, finger and palm orientation, as well as facial expression as 
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deafness and its culture become better known in Hong Kong. However, there are no formal 
courses on sign interpretation at any of the universities. The Hong Kong Society for the 
Deaf also provides Sign Language courses and interpretation services for government 
departments and social services organizations.  
 
Thailand provides a useful case study for Hong Kong. The National Association of the 
Deaf in Thailand has partnered up with the Ratschasuda University25 and the Gallaudet 
University (a Washington DC school for the deaf) on the Thailand World Deaf Leadership 
Project. The aim is to set up a university program to train deaf people as professional 
teachers of Thai Sign Language. The project will also develop and establish a standard 
teaching curriculum in Thai Sign Language. 
9. Employment   
 
The DDO prohibits discrimination on the grounds of disability in the employment field 
except where absence of disability is a genuine occupational qualification. In considering 
whether there is discrimination, all relevant factors, such as whether the provision of 
facilities would impose an unjustifiable hardship on the employer, would be taken into 
account. The Equal Opportunities Commission and the Labour Department’s Selective 
Placement Division provide clear guidelines to help employers. 
 
Unlike the ADA, the DDO makes no provision for businesses to provide reasonable 
accommodations to protect the rights of individuals with hearing disability. There is no 
specific mention that the rights of individuals with hearing disability should be protected in 
all aspects of employment, from the hiring process to restructuring jobs as well as the 
working environme nt, and modifying equipment. The ADA also states that written notes, 
sign language interpreters and telecommunication devices for the deaf should be provided. 
Under the ADA, employers may deduct the cost of the accommodation, and may even be 
eligible for special tax credits. However, the ADA applies only to employers whose 
companies consist of more than 15 employees, whereas all Hong Kong companies must 
comply with the DDO regardless of its size. 
 
Disabled people are often frustrated that even if they have the required skills, the vast 
majority of employers would not employ them because of a fear that a disabled person 
would be a hassle, including the possibility of having to make accommodation even if it is 
not onerous or expensive. 
 
There is a lack of research on the obstacles faced by people with hearing impairments in 
employment. Much more needs to be done to understand the difficulties so that policy and 
resources can be better directed to help where help is most needed. Frequently encountered 
problems include the low education level and low self-esteem of deaf people, 
miscommunication with others, non-acceptance by colleagues, and assumption by 
employers and colleagues that deaf people have lower working ability. 
 
An interesting pilot is the Deaf Cafeteria project operated by the Hong Kong Society of the 
Deaf. To facilitate communication between the hearing-impaired staff and customers, the 
cafeteria is equipped with LED boards and video facilities so that customers can send 
service messages to the staff. 
 

                                                                                                                                                 
linguistic parameters in conveying language. Dr. Gladys Tang hopes that the publication of the dictionary 
will give Hong Kong Sign Language an international status. 
25 It is the only university in SE Asia providing tertiary education to deaf and blind people as well as those 
with locomotor disabilities. 
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10.  Public Transport  
 
Hong Kong has made recent improvements in public services, especially in public 
transportation. The Kowloon-Canton Railway, Light Rail Transit, and Mass Transit 
Railway have increased auxiliary visual aids to assist hearing-impaired commuters in 
navigating their services more efficiently. Electronic information displays have recently 
been installed at the entrances of all MTR stations, in all light rail vehicles, and visual 
display units have been installed in 17 KCR trains. The displays are also currently being 
installed at concourses and platforms of KCR and MTR stations, while the addition of 
Electronic Information Boards in MTR trains is expected to be completed in two years.26 
Also, illumination of lights that signal when passengers plan to get off can be found in most 
public buses. 
 
However, much still remains to be done. For example, although the MTR and many public 
buses now have audible warnings for closing doors to aid visually-impaired passengers, 
only a few have visual devices to aid the hearing-impaired.  
 
 
11. Public Areas  
 
Hong Kong has few devices to ensure that deaf people are well served in stores, hotels, 
theatres, restaurants, banks, museums, parks, libraries and private schools etc. Unlike in 
the US, there is no law that requires service providers to have telecommunication devices 
for the deaf.27 For example, in the US, public accommodations or businesses, such as 
hotels, must provide telecommunication devices for the deaf (TDDs) when phones are 
available for the ge neral public. At least one TDD should be installed in shopping malls, 
hospital waiting rooms, stadiums, convention centres, airports, or any building with more 
than four pay telephones.28 Fixed seating assembly areas accommodating more than 50 
people or which have audio-amplification systems must have permanently installed 
assistive listening systems.29 
 
The ADA also provides that hospitals receiving public money must provide equal services 
to deaf persons and ensure that deaf persons can communicate with doctors and nurses. In 
important communication, the ADA stipulates that the hospital must provide a qualified 
interpreter in discussions about sickness and the treatment involved. The hospital cannot 
charge patients for the interpreter. Private doctors are also required to follow the ADA. 
 
The ADA spurred technology development in assistive technology. 30 There are now many 
ways to connect sound sources, such as television and radio, to the listener’s own hearing 
aid. That enables them to attend meetings and religious services, as well as enjoy the 
cinema and sports, thereby improving the quality of life. 
 

                                                 
26 Hong Kong Review of Rehabilitation Programme Plan (1998/99-2002/03) by Rehabilitation Division, 
Health & Welfare Bureau, Government Secretariat, August 1999, p. A19-A23. 
27 http://www.captions.com/deafrigh.html. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
30  Assistive technology includes assistive listening devices, amplified phones, warning devices such as 
smoke detectors and vehicle warning devices, signaling systems like alarm clock bed vibrators, text 
telephones (TTYs) and its accessory products like answering machines and conference devices, and 
closed-caption decoders. 



Hearing Disabilities 

December 2000  14  

However, as awareness of the needs of the hearing disabled increases, more services are 
slowly opening up. Hong Kong Electric Co., for example has, since 1993, instituted a 
special concessionary rate for the disabled. In addition, they have installed a fax hotline, 
operable 24 hours a day, to receive enquiries and provide emergency help and support to 
those unable to function efficiently with voice telephones. The teleloop system also exists 
for the hearing-impaired who contact the customer center, which amplifies speech and thus 
improves communication and service. China Light and Power claims to have sign language 
trained interpreters located at their customer centers. 
 
 
12.  Telecommunications  
 
Hong Kong does not have anything comparable to the US Telecommunications Act, which 
requires that telecommunications equipment and customer premises equipment must be 
accessible to and usable by people with disabilities. The ADA also requires 
telecommunication companies offering telephone services to the general public to have a 
telephone relay service to individuals using TDD or similar devices. Thus the Act provides 
a comprehensive assistive network system including basic emergency services direct to 
individuals using TDDs, as well as closed captioning of public services announcements on 
television.  
 
Many Chinese and English television programmes, including news reports, documentary 
programmes and dramas, are now provided with Chinese subtitles. Starting in 1994, 
Television Broadcasts Limited has increased efforts to provide Chinese captioning to their 
news and public affairs programmes, as well as entertainment programmes.31 However, 
only two weekly programmes with sign language interpretation are currently produced, 
and both programmes are aired very early Sunday mornings, indicating that only marginal 
gains have been made to provide for hearing-impaired persons' needs.32  
 
 
13. Occupational Deafness   
 
Loss of hearing could arise from one’s job. In Hong Kong, there are an estimated 75,000 
industrial workers exposed to noise levels of 90dB(A) and above. 33  The Labour 
Department’s Code of Practice for the Protection of Hearing sets out a general guide on 
how to minimise the risk of hearing loss due to industrial noise. In addition, the Labour 
Department’s Occupational Safety and Health Center offers certification courses free of 
charge on noise and work regulation, with optional audiograms. The Occupational Health 
Service pays promotional visits to industrial and commercial establishments to give free 
talks on noise hazard and the hearing conservation program. Non-governmental 
organizations also do educational work since awareness in general is not high in Hong 
                                                 
31 All news reported in the studios (except breaking news and on-the-spot reporting, for technical reasons), 
including news and public affairs programmes, are aired with Chinese captioning. Two prime time drama 
series, a large number of fringe drama series, and all movies broadcast on weekend afternoons on TVB Jade 
are aired with Chinese captioning. On TVB Pearl, roughly 90% of their prime time programmes have already 
been provided with Chinese captions. However, English subtitling services are not provided, except for 
foreign language programmes shown at night. 
32 Both RTHK programmes air early Sunday morning. Look and Learn repeats variety programmes with sign 
language interpretation on TVB Jade, from 6.45-7.35am, and News Review airs Sunday from 8.30-9am on 
TVB Pearl. Especially as sign language translation does not require any dubbing, sign language can be made 
more available and accessible to the public with minimal additional cost to the broadcast station.  
33 Dr. George Choa. Noise Induced Hearing Loss – Hong Kong Problem. Recognised noisy industries include 
weaving, spinning, metal work, bottling, aircraft maintenance, ship building and repair, among others.  
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Kong. For example, the Mobile Audiometric Screening Service helps industrial workers 
and elderly people to protect their hearing. NGOs also provide audiological assessment, 
counselling service and follow-up services.  
 
The Occupational Deafness (Compensation) Ordinance compensates those whose hearing 
have been affected through a continuous employment contract in a highly noise-polluted 
industry for five or ten years, depending on the industry. The law is harsh as it requires 
someone who has already suffered hearing loss to wait before compensation can be 
obtained. The law does not cover freelance, daily-paid or weekly paid workers. 
Furthermore, the assessment Board does not have any members who are deaf and who can 
understand the issues on a first hand basis. To date, a total of 1,328 applications have been 
filed for compensation, the majority of claimants being men between 40 to 56 years-old, 
previously engaged in the use of power driven grinding, chiselling, cutting or percussive 
tools on rocks.34 
 
Another difficulty is how the compensation is computed. Older workers are more likely to 
receive less compensation: 
 
Table 3: Amount of compensation paid to workers for occupational deafness in Hong Kong 
by age. 
Age Amount of Compensation 
Under 40 96 months’ earnings x % of permanent incapacity, or HK$344,000, 

whichever is higher 
40-under56 72 months’ earnings x % of permanent incapacity, or HK$344,000, 

whichever is higher 
56 and above 48 months’ earnings x % of permanent incapacity, or HK$344,000, 

whichever is higher 
 
The Factories and Industrial Undertakings (Noise at Work) Regulation (Cap 59T) controls 
noise within industrial premises.  For industrial activities over 85dB(A) it requires 
employers to carry out a noise exposure assessment, demarcate ear protection zones where 
ear protection must be worn and take action to reduce the noise exposure to a 90dB(A) 
ceiling.  The maximum fine for an offence under the regulation is HK$10,000.  It is also 
unclear how well this regulation is enforced. 35 
 
 
14. Conclusions and Recommendations  
 
The EOC was established to promote equal opportunities and eliminate discrimination. 
Since its inception, the EOC has specifically targeted projects to increase awareness of and 
end discrimination against women, the visually-impaired, and mentally ill. 
 
However, the current awareness of and services provided to the hearing disabled are still 
limited. Hong Kong must provide more guidelines that provide for earlier diagnosis and 
treatment, increase the availability of services as well as their efficacy for the public. Most 

                                                 
34 Occupational Deafness Compensation Board. Annual Report: 1998-99, pp. 7. 
35 A recent study showed that only 17 of 21 factories provided ear protectors, and of the 17, only 15 issued 
appropriate protection. Noise reduction measures were found fitted to only 6% of t he machinery operated by 
workers. By 1990, 25% of factory workers showed some hearing loss, working 41-60 hours per week at a 
noise level of 90dBA or above. Amongst those interviewed, less than 40% said ear protection devices were 
provided, and 24% objective to using a device. Dr. George Choa. Noise Induced Hearing Loss – Hong Kong 
Problem.  
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importantly, Hong Kong needs to raise awareness about having hearing disabilities. 
Deafness is an invisible handicap, which few people understand. Information and 
education will reduce the stigmatization and psychological isolation that the  
hearing-impaired feel and experience, and consequently improve their quality of life.  
 
The Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals has taken a step towards ameliorating 
the daily hassles of hearing-impaired persons. Their Hearing Dog Programme,36 which 
commenced in late 2000, aims to address the environmental problem of abandoned dogs in 
the Hong Kong community, as well as simultaneously aid the hearing-impaired. By 
training dogs to respond to certain sounds in the home, such as door knocks and be lls, 
telephones, and smoke alarms etcs., these animals can offer assistance to the deaf or 
hearing-impaired individuals. The Hearing Dog Programme should be better promoted 
within the community to highlight the plight and needs of those with hearing disabilities.  
 
Much remains to be done. Suggestions for reform include: 
 
1. Collect data on the percentage of the population who has a hearing disability.  
 
2. Create a centralized organization that provides professional and organized services 

links with consultancy individuals and NGOs. Use the central organization to expand 
collaboration with consumer and parent organizations, health providers, decision 
makers about the benefits of early detection and intervention for hearing loss. 

 
3. Routinely conduct newborn hearing screening. Create a programme that couples 

screening with education and counseling. Educate the family about deaf needs and deaf 
people. Provide parental and family counseling to set up a network of social support. 
Most importantly, clearly convey that the  hearing disabled should not be stigmatized or 
blamed for who they are. Use educational counseling to create an open, tolerant, 
empathetic family environment. 

 
4. Provide a joint grant to the Hong Kong Department of Health, Social Welfare 

Department, and Hong Kong College of Otorhinolaryngologists to conduct more 
thorough research into the efficacy of cochlear implants for pre- and post-lingually 
deaf and hard-of-hearing subjects. 

 
5. Provide more training programmes and workshops with teachers, to raise awareness of 

the special needs of these students. Reduce the perceived barriers between teachers and 
students.  

 
6. Provide more vocational training programmes specifically designed for the 

hearing-impaired that challenge a wider range of skills and intellectual abilities, 
thereby increasing their career options as well as opportunities. 

 
7. Schedule workshops  with Hong Kong companies and employers promoting 

                                                 
36 The Hearing Dog Programme was initiated by the San Francisco SPCA Animal Academy in July 1978. 

Through its unique combination of offering assistance to deaf and hard-of-hearing individuals, and giving 

previously homeless animals a chance for useful lives of love and service, this programme has saved over 

600 dogs from being put down. 
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employment of the hearing-impaired, and offer continuing workshops to facilitate 
integration into the workplace. This may range from providing assistance to 
restructuring the hiring process and job structure, to altering layout of workstations and 
equipment for hearing-impaired employees, to providing sign language training for 
hearing workers. 

 
8. Legislate to require employers to meet the needs of hearing-impaired workers in the 

workplace, and provide incentives in the form of tax credits. 
 
9. Set up a registration and licensing system for audiologists and audiology technicians 

in Hong Kong, and allow only registered professionals to carry out hearing tests and 
repair of hearing machines. 

 
10. Set up a standard training programme and registration system for licensing qualified 

professional interpreters . 
 
11. Create a division within the Social Welfare Department that can monitor standards of 

training , and keep an updated file of licensed audiologists and interpreters. Distribute 
the list to public services such as police stations, hospitals etc., which may require their 
use. 

 
12. Introduce and promote assistive technology in the workplace as well as in public 

places, and remove surplus cost so that assistive technological equipment can be easily 
purchased.  

 
13. Address occupational deafness. Revise the compensation scheme so that workers can 

apply for compensation earlier, and remove the discrimination against older workers. 
 
14. Prevent occupational deafness. Increase the fines for offences under the Factoris and 

Industrial Undertakings (Noise at Work) Regulations. Enforce the regulations on 
occupational noise with spot checks, fining the employers if they are not being adhered 
to. 

 
15. Organize a city-wide public awareness campaign. Develop public service 

announcements for television and cinemas, distribute poster and pamphlets to schools 
and public places such as MTR stations and public buses. Provide deaf speakers for 
workshops and conferences for companies, and seminars and classes for schools and 
universities, to promote awareness of the current status of and services for the 
hearing-impaired. Set up disability telephone information hotlines. 
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