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Refugee union hopes to gain a bigger voice

HONG KONG (SE): A small tent
city has sprung up in front of
the Social Welfare Department in
Wan Chai, which has become a
temporary home to a group of refugees and asylum seekers from the
newly-formed Refugee Union of
Hong Kong—and it will be there
for the long haul.
Arising from the inspiration of
a group called Vision First, the
decision to form a union was made
on February 27 and on March 10
papers were filed for registration,
which was expected to take about
two weeks.
A refugee from Afghanistan,
Mohammadi Rahman Raymond,
told the Sunday Examiner that
the individual voices of refugees
in Hong Kong have been ignored
for too long and he hopes that by
coming together as a union their
combined voice may get a better
hearing.
Cosmo Beatson, a retired lawyer and parishioner at the Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception,
is a founding member of Vision
First, which was set up to support
refugees in 2009.
He explains the purpose of the
union as being to empower the refugees to speak for themselves, as
he believes that their own voices
are more powerful than advocates
speaking on their behalf.
Raymond said that the union is

Beatson is critical of
the government attitude, maintaining that
it is more interested
in maintaining an
illusion of care than
implementing a caring policy

The Refugee Union of Hong Kong has set up a tent city outside the headquarters of the Social Welfare Department on Queen’s Road East in a call for the government to disclose the terms of its contract with International
Social Services, the distributor of government relief.
seeking an end to corruption in the
Hong Kong government.
Explaining the refugees’ well
publicised complaint about short
rations in the monthly food parcels each one receives from the
government through the non-profit
organisation International Social
Services-Hong Kong (ISS-HK),
he says, “The corruption does not

A message from the
Catholic Church Lenten
Campaign - 4th week
God restores our spiritual sight
to produce fruits of love

I

n our daily lives,our faith is often challenged, but it ultimately its
value depends on whether or not we can bear the fruit of the light
by doing what Our Lord would like us to do.
St. Paul’s letter to the Ephesians contains the following exhortation: “For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord.
Live as children of light for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth” (Ephesians 5:8-9).
On the other hand, this Sunday’s gospel reading tells the story
of Jesus healing a man who was born blind. In the passage, we are
not only told of Jesus’s proclamation that he is the light of the world,
we also see his mercy towards the blind man, as well as that man’s
growth in faith in the face of challenge, as he not only miraculously
regains his physical vision, his spiritual sight is also awakened.
We also witness the Pharisees’ lack of faith and their hypocrisy in
bringing accusations against others.
We are all well aware of our human limitations and often do not
have the courage to stand up for what is right when the others are
being oppressed. These are the times when our faith as children of
God is tested. True faith demands that we openly live what we believe
even if we are often faced with opposition.
The action of the blind man in the gospel tells us that bearing witness to Christ is often an act of almost child-like simplicity. If we
acknowledge that we need to be saved, but are lacking in light, we
surely gain Christ who opens our spiritual eyes.
True faith bears real spiritual fruit. “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven”
(Matthew 5:10).
Lenten Campaign Organising Committee, March 2014

come from ISS-HK. It comes from the refugees, so they can do their
the government.”
own shopping. “Why won’t they
He explained that the organi- trust us?” he asks.
sation gets $1,200 a month for
Beatson is critical of the goveach food parcel, but when the ernment attitude, maintaining that
union priced the items at stores it is more interested in maintainlike Wellcome, it found they could ing an illusion of care than implebe bought for $300, or even $400, menting a caring policy.
less.
“Although it claims to give care
“But they will not release the and protection, it discredits itself
price list or the receipts,” he said. by providing only the illusion of
“They say it is confidential. But care,” he told the Sunday Examthis is government money. What iner.
is confidential about public funds?
Raymond points out that while
There is no supervision.”
it claims to provide medical care,
He pointed out that despite that is also somewhat illusory.
repeated requests, the Social Wel“I have a bad back,” he said.
fare Department will not divulge “While the doctor gives me pain
anything about its contract with killers, I have never been examISS-HK.
ined. It is almost like the doctor
This prompts Raymond to ask, recoils from touching me or does
“Why should a contract for the wel- not want to know what is wrong.”
fare of refugees be a state secret?
Refugees and asylum seekers
Until a copy is made public, the are divided into two groups in
union suspects that the Social Hong Kong. There are those clasWelfare Department authorised sified as refugees by the UnitISS-HK to implement cruel and ed Nations High Commissioner
inhumane services to encourage for Refugees (UNHCR) and the
them to give up their claims.”
search is on to find a third counHe described the ISS-HK as try to accept them for resettlement.
being like an employee of the govThen there are those seekernment, saying that in any com- ing recognition as refugees, who
pany, if you have employees, you receive a certificate (renewed
monitor them.
monthly) of no objection to
“Why does the government not presence from the Immigration
do that?” he asks. “We want the Department and finally those
government to take over the super- whose applications have been
vision.”
turned down by UNHCR. They
But more than that, Raymond also receive a no objection to preswants to know why money or food ence certificate.
vouchers cannot be given direct to
Beatson says that he believes
that the government hopes that by
NEWLY DECORATED
treating these people badly they
will just go away. He called it a
FLAT
tactic to get rid of a problem and
FOR LEASE. Three
dump
it on someone else.
rooms, 515 sq. ft. Close to
Vision First says, “There is a
Yaumatei MTR station.
hypocritical double-standard in
Lease: $15k all inclusive
Hong Kong. If the vulnerable have
Telephone Lee: 8101 1994
identification cards, they are treat-

ed more like human beings. If they
have immigration papers, they
are tolerated, while wishing they
would leave and go die someplace
else in the world… It is like they
want them to fail.”
Raymond describes it as keeping them under pressure and trying to drive them mad so that they
will leave. “And they do go mad,
because they have nothing to do
but think of their problems,” he
explains.
“I believe that because many
of us are well educated the government is afraid of us,” he said.
“They only want people that they
can manipulate and control, not
people who can think and be independent. That is why they will not
let us work”
However, what he wants from
the Social Welfare Department is
action. “I have written letters over
a year ago,” he said, “and still
received no reply.”
Raymond adds that accommodation is also a problem, even
though the monthly allowance has
been increased to $1,500, it is still
well short of adequate and, as a
result, refugees are living in substandard ghettos, which Vision
First points out are in chicken
houses, under trees, around old
factories, on top of hills, in containers and toilets, or just about
any place that human beings
should not be housed.
The union is pointing out that
the ISS-HK has driven illegal
agreements with landlords in housing refugees, which it calls another
example of collusion between government and business.
While many pedestrians passing by the union’s tent city near
the Hopewell Centre in Queens
Road East spare it not so much as
a glance, a few slow to observe
the signs and the odd one stops
for a chat.
But for those who want to know
more, a warm welcome, a sofa to
sit on, a cup of coffee and a fireside
chat awaits them.
But Beatson believes that a
large part of the problem lies with
general public apathy, as despite
this current situation and despite
Hong Kong only accepting 11
applications for residency from
13,000 applications since 1992,
few in the city choose to be bothered by such social injustice.

