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Under the influence of the subsiding air associ—
ated with Tropical Cyclone Podul, Hong Kong has re—
corded days of extreme heat. The Hong Kong Obser—
vatory Headquarters registered a maximum temper—
ature of 36.9° C on Sunday, the highest since re-
cords began in 1884, with Sheung Shui coming close
to 40° C. Yet in the face of this once—in—a—century
heatwave, the Labour Department's Heat Stress at
Work Warning has remained at the lowest, Amber,
level throughout. This is a clear indication that the
existing system falls short of its intended purpose of
safeguarding the interests of outdoor workers. The
Labour Department has stated that it will complete a
review of the system within this summer.

Introduced in 2023, the Heat Stress at Work
Warning comprises three levels: Amber, Red and
Black. To date, more than 200 warnings have been
issued, every one of them Amber, with not a single
Red or Black warning ever triggered. In April this
year, the Labour Department refined the warning
mechanism by incorporating readings from additional
monitoring stations and adopting a more relaxed
threshold. It was expected that higher—level warn—
ings would become more likely to be triggered this
summer. Contrary to expectations, even Hong
Kong's hottest day in 142 years failed to trigger a
higher—level warning. This result has left many puz-
zled.

Where, then, does the problem lie? In the first
place, the Heat Stress at Work Warning was original—
ly designed with the general public in mind. As most
members of the public spend the greater part of their
time indoors, the index attaches relatively little
weight to direct sun exposure, and fails to adequate—
ly account for the conditions faced by those working
outdoors in construction, cleansing and transport.
The threshold for a Red warning is set at a Heat In—
dex reading of 32 or above, meaning that multiple in—
dicators, including temperature, humidity and solar
radiation, must simultaneously reach extreme levels
before it is triggered. Such a threshold is unreason-
ably high and, in essence, divorced from reality.
Some experts have pointed out that the Labour De-
partment may be relying on the wrong indicators,
and should instead adopt internationally recognised
measures such as Wet Bulb Temperature and Black
Globe Temperature, which combine to form the Wet
Bulb Globe Temperature (WBGT). This measure ac—
curately reflects heat stress and is widely applied in
international occupational safety and outdoor
heat—prevention standards.

Secondly, the current Heat Stress at Work
Warning amounts to no more than an administrative
guideline, devoid of legal force. The Labour Depart—
ment can only advise employers to allow employees
appropriate rest during hot weather. Where employ—
ers fail to comply, workers have little choice but to
carry on regardless. Should a worker suffer heat-
stroke, obtaining compensation for a work injury re—
mains difficult, given that heatstroke has yet to be in—
cluded in the statutory list of occupational diseases.
A warning system with no legal force, compounded
by indicators divorced from reality, is inevitably little
more than a "toothless tiger". By comparison,
Hong Kong has established a relatively comprehen—
sive system of warnings and accompanying arrange—
ments for adverse weather such as typhoons and
rainstorms. Clear guidelines set out when work and
classes should be suspended and how transport ar—
rangements should be made, provides the whole of
society with a clear framework to follow.

In response to the criticism and doubts voiced
by various sectors in recent days, the Labour Depart-
ment has taken note and responded positively. The
Commissioner for Labour, Mr Chris Sun, stated yes—
terday that the Department had reviewed the
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heat. It sought to determine whether the issue lay
with individual data readings or with flaws in
the system's design. The Department is cur—
rently discussing with the Hong Kong Ob-
servatory ways to refine the Heat Stress at
Work Warning, including adjusting the
triggering thresholds so as to enhance its
sensitivity. As for the timetable for re—
form, Mr Sun indicated that the Depart—
ment hopes to complete it "as soon as pos—
sible", before the end of the summer.

In refining the heat warning system, the La—
bour Department may draw on suggestions from
the community as well as lessons from elsewhere.
Macao's Labour Affairs Bureau expressly requires
that once temperatures reach 34° C or above, em-
ployers must provide outdoor workers with appropri—
ate protective measures. On the Mainland, the
high—temperature subsidy system has been in place
for many years and has been further refined in recent
years, with high—temperature health risk warnings
now jointly issued by the national meteorological
authority and the national disease control authori-
ty. Indeed, extreme heat is liable not only to in—
duce heatstroke, but also heat cramps, heat ex—
haustion, gastrointestinal discomfort, air—con-—
ditioning illness and other conditions, and may
exacerbate chronic diseases. This year's heat—
waves in Europe have already claimed 25,000
lives, drawing intense global concern.

Having listened to public opinion, the SAR
Government has indicated that it will review the
heat warning system and enhance its sensitivity. It
could, in addition, examine the inclusion of heat-re—
lated illnesses such as heatstroke in the list of occu—
pational diseases, and formulate a clearer and more
binding protective framework for outdoor workers.
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