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Hong Kong must make a wise choice

AFEEE Staff reporter
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Introducing standard working hours will not make the travel and tourism industry thrive and prosper.
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ong Kong is now faced with a most divisive issue that, if not

handled with care and skill, society will certainly be torn asunder.
Relax, this is not about political reform in the city. That issue is, in fact,
standard working hours - first brought up by the former Chief Executive
in two of his policy addresses and now studied by a special committee,
as pledged by the incumbent Chief Executive in his election platform
and his first policy address.

The issue of standard working hours is so complicated and full of so
many variations in places where some form of working-hour limits has
been implemented that it is better to have a look at several of its key el-
ements first.

Standard working hours refer to the basic number of hours
employees work and get paid for, and if they need to work any
extra hours, they will have to be given overtime pay. Standard
working hours are easily confused with maximum working
hours, which mean work must be stopped once the number of
hours employees have worked reaches that limit even if overtime
pay is given. The decision Hong Kong needs to make now only
concerns standard working hours.

When standard working hours are calculated, the length of the
period of time, called the reference period, over which the number of
working hours is averaged needs to be determined. The reference period
may be one week, one month, etc, and there may be different reference
periods tailor-made to meet the needs of different industries.

Overtime pay for the hours worked in excess of standard working
hours may take various forms. Whereas a premium rate of pay, say 1.5
times the normal rate, is quite common, overtime hours may also be
compensated by normal pay, time off, etc.

Standard working hours, even if implemented, need not be
a uniform regime that allows no exemptions. In fact, exemptions
from working-hour limits are very common and may be variously
granted by, for example, occupation, job responsibility, salary
level, industry, size of company and others.
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The special committee mentioned above, set up in April 2013 and called
the Standard Working Hours Committee (SWHC), has been tasked with
promoting public understanding of the issue of standard working hours
and advising the Government on whether a statutory regime or other
alternatives should be introduced.

A public engagement and consultation exercise was carried out
from late January to the end of July 2014, and 13 public forums were
organised for various industries, employers” associations, labour organ-
isations and the general public. At one of these forums held on 23 June,
the TIC sent its Deputy Chairman to express the views of the industry. It
also helped the SWHC to conduct a questionnaire survey of the work-
ing-hour situation of 150 tour escorts and tourist guides.

A written submission was then sent to the SWHC after the views
of outbound and inbound agents and of committees of the TIC were
solicited. The position of the TIC, stated unequivocally in the sub-
mission, is that it objects to the introduction of across-the-board
standard working hours without exemptions given the special na-
ture of work and pay of the industry.

Members of the industry, including tour escorts and tourist guides,
generally have to work long and irregular hours, and are compensated
not on an hourly basis, but quite often on an assignment basis, which
provides a strong incentive for the more motivated to do more work
and do it better. Imposing a rigid reward regime in the form of standard
working hours on the industry will fundamentally change the way in
which travel agents have rewarded their staff and industry members
have earned their income, which includes salary and gratuities.

Since overtime pay has to be given whenever the number of hours
worked exceeds the limit, it is inevitable that travel agents will have to
bear a significant increase in labour costs, with the unintended result
that they may baulk at deploying front-line staff to provide extra and
better services for customers and may take on more part-time staff and
self-employed people in order to avoid overtime pay.

Labour demand in the industry surges and plunges in high and
low season, thus making any single set of standard working hours unfit
for the industry. If the Government does not give careful consideration
to this seasonal change of labour demand when studying the issue of
standard working hours, then the competitive edge of the industry will
be hampered and labour disputes between employers and employees
will be induced.

Any statutory regime of standard working hours will have a
huge impact not only on the travel and tourism industry, but on
every industry and every employer and every employee. Hong
Kong people must make a wise decision and say a firm no to any
apparently beneficial proposal that will ultimately put the long-
term benefit of Hong Kong at risk. if
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