
 

              By email and by mail 
Security Bureau 
9/F, East Wing, Central Government Offices  
2 Tim Mei Avenue 
Tamar 
Hong Kong 
 
Attention: Hon. Secretary for Security Lai Tung Kwok, SBS, ISSM, JP,  
 

                19 January 2015 
 Honorable Sir – 
 

Ref. Refugee housing crisis follows clamp-down on illegal slums 
 

Vision First is the only refugee rights watchdog in Hong Kong. We respectfully write to inquiry 
about and seek dialogue on the areas of concern raised in this letter.  

 
Vision First is deeply concerned about reports our organization received from numerous 

refugees threatened with eviction at short notice from their homes in ‘slums’ across the New 
Territory. We have been informed that refugees are being pressured by caseworkers of the Social 
Welfare Department’s (SWD) contractor International Social Service (ISS-HK), as well as by registered 
owners of lots, to move out of huts, shacks and containers they lived in for years after the Lands 
Department targeted them for demolition as unauthorized structures.  

 
The situation is rife with paradox since, for years, ISS-HK colluded with and paid rent 

assistance to purported landlords for ramshackle sheds that refugees occupied presumably with the 
approval of and monitoring by the SWD, but curiously not the Lands Department?  

 
As the SWD has an absolute duty to monitor ISS-HK, and claims to perform scheduled and 

surprise home visits, it is assumed that the SWD is fully aware of the risk of homelessness presented 
by this crisis to refugees, and it is further assumed that the SWD will ensure that alternative 
arrangements are hastily made to remedy an outrage it failed to prevent over the years.   

 
Vision First questions the apparent lack of inter-departmental collaboration which regrettably 

increases refugees’ vulnerability to exploitation and abuse. Vision First was informed of third parties 
being allegedly hired to force the eviction of refugee tenants. We thus seek dialogue over the 
following troubling issues: 

 
1.     Refugee slums should be dismantled in a rational and systematic process that prioritizes 

refugee health and safety above other considerations. Further, evictions and resettlements should 
take into account the needs and resources of destitute refugee, who are not commodities and should 
not be expected to summarily abandon homes they occupied for years without support 
 

http://www.vfnow.org/6398/vf-report-slum-like-favela-hastily-dismantled/
http://www.vfnow.org/6332/slum-honeymoon-house-slated-demolition/
http://www.vfnow.org/6372/vf-report-criminal-intimidation-arson-refugee-slum/


 

2.     Inter-departmental coordination should be bolstered to prevent the abuse of refugee 
tenants who have been threatened and intimidated to abandon their dwellings by registered owners 
under pressure from the Lands Department, while rent payment was stopped by ISS-HK. 
 

3.     It is undesirable to implement deterrent methodologies through punitive welfare policies 
that harm and immiserate refugees in Hong Kong, thereby producing crime that possibly endangers 
the community at large, arguably doing little to discourage would-be asylum seekers. 

 
4.     Temporary work permits should be introduced for refugees who have been stranded in 

Hong Kong for a certain time, to be limited to their engagement in specific economic activities where 
their contribution is appreciated to develop the income opportunities of residents.  
 

5.     Alternatively, assistance levels should be realistically formulated and reviewed by reason 
that refugees do not have access to other resources and are unable to rely on other sources. It is 
unreasonable to provide refugees – unable to lawfully work – with assistance strongly resembling a 
residual welfare system. NGOs, churches and well-wishers should not be responsibilized for the 
wellbeing of government-made paupers. 
 

6.     An investigation should be launched into the process, reason, approval, payment and 
monitoring (or lack of) relating to the settlement of thousands of refugees over the years in at least 
69 questionable compounds as reported by Vision First. 
 

The safety and wellbeing of refugees, in particular of those living in slums in abject poverty, 
ought to be guaranteed by the Government as part of its constitutional duties towards persons 
making asylum claims (See HCMA 70/2010 and FACV 2/2013 inter alia). 
 

In this light, Vision First questions the logic and implementation of the current ‘humanitarian’ 
assistance, officially meant to prevent destitution, when several media articles evince that refugees 
endure a state of destitution and despair that brings great shame to Hong Kong.  

 
Vision First respectfully requests that the Security Bureau urgently reformulate its approach 

towards the refugee population, and ensure that adequate assistance is offered to refugee tenants 
facing eviction while work rights are being considered. 

 
Sincerely yours, 

Cosmo Beatson 
Cosmo Beatson 

Executive Director 
 
 
cc.  Social Welfare Department  

Lands Department  
Selected lawmakers 

http://www.vfnow.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/List-of-refugee-slums-approved-by-ISS-HK-15Dec2014.pdf

