Submission to the HK Executive Council for a wage increase for Foreign Domestic Workers (FDWs)

We in the Asian Migrants’ Coordinating Body (AMCB), urgently propose to the Hong Kong government an increase in the minimum allowable wage (MAW) for foreign domestic workers to HK$3,670.00.

Despite the HK$50 addition to our wages last May 19 this year, we still reel from the loss of the HK$400 that was cut from our MAW in April 1, 2003.  Due to that cut, our wages float unjustly at the 1991 wage level as inflation rates and consumer price indices grow over time. The HK$50 wage increase of 2005 is then a far cry from our call to bring back our salaries to its pre-April 1, 2003 level.
But with economic indicators and government statistics showing a more vibrant economic activity in Hong Kong for the year 2005 coupled with positive economic forecasts for 2006, there is nowhere else for our salaries to go but up.

Likewise, we stand firm in our demand to exclude employers of foreign domestic workers in the implementation and payment of the Employees Retraining Levy.

Listed below are most of the arguments and basis that we believe would meet your criteria for decision-making as you have done so in the past. And if we may add, the data speak for themselves.
1. The Hong Kong’s economy surges high in 2005. Its gross domestic product (GDP) rose by 8.2% attributed greatly to the 12.8% increase in exports and 4.6% in private consumption expenditures, which surpasses the market expectations. (see Table 1)
2. The CPI went up. The Consumer Price Index of 2005, the department further states, has risen by 1.8% in October and 1.7% in November, with both higher than the CPI’s of the same months in 2004. It was the CPI that the HK government gave as one of the reasons for the imposition of the wage cut in 2003. (see Table 2)
3. Unemployment in its four-year low. According to the Census and Statistics Department, unemployment rate continues to drop. From a record-high of 8.6% in July 2003 during the SARS outbreak, it goes down to 5.3%. The creation of new jobs clearly manifests this new strength of economic expansion. (see Table 3)
4. Upward Wage Trends - better for Hong Kong’s economy. According to a survey conducted by The Standard, an English newspaper in Hong Kong, 84% of the companies in Hong Kong have increased their workers’ wages between 2.4-3.2%. These wage rises, they argue, match the growing employment rate that are strong factors for the economic growth in the territory last year. Meanwhile, 86% of the 22 companies surveyed predicted wage increases. (see Annex 1)
5. Foreign domestic workers remain overworked. The foreign domestic workers in Hong Kong are cooks, cleaners, nannies, tutors, nurses, drivers and gardeners all-in-one and are 24 hours on call because of their live-in status. Their present wage status is a gross understatement of their actual need and demand. According to a recent survey among Indonesian migrant workers, 95.5% or 2,462 of the 2,578 respondents said they are suffering for long working hours with 37% working between 12-16 hours and 24.5% working up to 20 hours and more. (see Annex 2)
In view of all these, we submit that:

1. It is urgent, reasonable and justified to increase the Minimum Allowable Wage of Foreign Domestic Workers from the current HK$3,320 to a minimum of the pre-April 2003 level of HK$3,670. The vibrant economic condition and positive economic forecast of Hong Kong, the increase in pay trend of the working community, the contribution of FDWs to the Hong Kong economy and the unjust and inhuman wage level relative to our working hours and the amount of work that we do – are just some of many reasons for the Executive Council to strongly consider a pay hike for FDWs.
2. We reiterate our demand that the HKSAR government should set an equitable and transparent formula for determining the MAW. Unless this is done, the determination of FDH wages would always be regarded as arbitrary and capricious. As an example, the basis reportedly used for fixing the MAW in March 2003 was deflation and median wage levels, while in previous years it was the GDP per capita and the wage index. In May 2005, the meager increase of $50 was based on improvement in general economic conditions.
3. Likewise, we reiterate our demand to scrap the Employees Retraining Levy imposed to employers of FDW. This is an undue burden to employers, whose majority according to the Labor Department officials themselves are middle-income earners. The levy does not solve the unemployment condition of Hong Kong. The Task Force on Population Policy itself admitted that the market for local helpers is different from that of the FDH. The decrease of unemployment and underemployment was not in any way related to the domestic help sector. This means that, in practice, the retraining levy did not make significant impacts in the employment of local domestic helpers. Also, the levy is an indirect taxation to FDWs. It is of no coincidence that the levy was imposed at the same time and at the same amount (for a two-year standard FDH contract) as the wage cut. As such, it violated the taxation law of Hong Kong because clearly, the wage of FDWs is way below the minimum taxable income.
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