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Enhanced Child Care Support Can Help Relieve Parents' Stress
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According to the results of a

; survey recently released by the
Society for Community Organi-
zation, more than 60 per cent of

the

viewed have stopped working over the past few

grassroots women  inter-
months to take care of their children, causing a
drastic reduction in their overall family income.
This shows that dual-career families are affected
by inadequate child care services, especially dur-
ing the pandemic. In particular, single mothers
who lack family support have to face the dilem-
ma of juggling their jobs and children. In recent
years, the number of births in Hong Kong has re-
peatedly hit record lows, resulting in serious age-
ing population problems. It is necessary for the
Government to review its policy and enhance its
support to parents, so as to stimulate economic vi-
brancy and birth rates. To achieve this, the Gov-
ernment will have to provide economic incen-
tives as well as support to help parents cope with
their mental stress.

Over the past few months, due to the coronavi-
rus outbreak, all aided child care centre services,

occasional child care services, after school care

services for pre-primary children had been sus-
pended from 28 February, causing a significant
impact on families with young children. The sur-
vey shows that more than 60 per cent of grass-
roots women stopped working and lost their in-
come in order to take care of their children.
Moreover, during the pandemic, the time women
spent on taking care of their families increased
from an average of 9.3 hours to 13.3 hours, and
the average Caregiver Strain Index was reported
to be 12.7 out of 13, showing that caregivers ex-
perienced a high level of burden and may burn
out anytime. As the pandemic eases, aided child
care centres have gradually resumed services and
flexibly arranged children to return to the centres
to help relieve the stress of the parents.

Currently, there are 6,228 places in the After
School Care Programme in Hong Kong, mean-
ing nearly 60 school children are competing for
each place. The average utilisation rate of the
aided child care centres is constantly kept at 99
per cent or above. Given the long waiting list,
the While

home-based child carers are available to help

supply of services is inadequate.

make up the shortfall in services, most of these
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child carers have not received child care training,
and they mostly offer assistance by helping fami-
lies do their housework. Due to inadequate child
care services, parents are not able to keep their
minds on work; many mothers are even forced to
leave their jobs, and they gradually lose the abili-
ty to work as time passes. Over the years, a num-
ber of legislators have reflected their views to the
Government, but there has not been any signifi-
cant improvement. It is hoped that the next-term
Government would look into the problem and in-
crease the number of child care centres in the
community.

On the other hand, employees in Hong Kong
have long working hours. The fact that parents
are not able to leave work on time is one of the
major reasons why it has been hard to unleash
the labour power of women. Therefore, some
scholars believe that the core of the problem lies
in a lack of protection for employees, and that
the Government should introduce standard work-
ing hours and overtime compensation arrange-
ments in order for parents to make use of the
child care services available.

Continued decline in fertility rates has caused
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serious population ageing problems in Hong
Kong. Over the past five years, the number of
births dropped from 60,900 in 2016 to 52,900 in
2019, and further to 43,000 and 37,000 respec-
tively in 2020 and 2021. It is alarming to see
how birth rates fell rapidly by 40 per cent over
just a few years' time. While this could be attrib-
uted to the pandemic, it is evident that there
were no adequate policies in place to stimulate
birth rates in the city. On one hand, given the
high property prices and living costs, many par-
ents who are faced with financial pressure avoid
having children and need to be offered more in-
centives to give birth; on the other hand, the
mental stress of taking care of a child is also an
issue. The Government must increase the num-
ber of places in child care centres and establish
child care arrangements that cater to the needs
arising from the pandemic, so that grassroots
women who are unemployed or underemployed
can go to work. In addition, the training of
home-based child carers also needs to be en-
hanced, so that the skills of child carers as well
as the quality of the services provided by them

can be improved.
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A good night's sleep

Do you find it difficult to sleep? Read the fol—-
lowing text and do the exercises.

At exam time it's important to sleep well. We spoke to Doc-
tor Baker who recently did some research into sleeping hab-
its. If you're not sleeping well, these tips might help.

Doctor Baker gave us his top tips for getting a good night's
sleep. First, he suggests you turn off the television before
you go to sleep. Some people think they can sleep well with
the TV on, but that's not true.

The noise and lights mean you really don't sleep well, so
turn the TV off before you go to sleep.

Secondly, try not to think too much before bedtime. Try
doing your hardest homework earlier in the evening. Do
casier homework later. If your brain is too busy and full of
ideas, it takes longer to get to sleep.

Also, don't play games on your phone for a few hours be-
fore you go to sleep. Games will make your brain busy and
active. Don't use your phone as an alarm clock. Turn off
your phone before you go to sleep and leave your phone in
another room.

Music helps us relax. Listen to soft music before you go to
sleep. Don't listen to loud, fast music. Turn the sound
down low and turn it off before you try to sleep. Remem-
ber, it is important for all of us to sleep well. Sleep helps us

stay fit healthy.

Activity 2 — Check your vocabulary: gap fill
Complete the sentences with a word from the box.

turn off
research

hardest
down low

tips
sleep

1. Doctor Baker did some
sleeping habits.

into people's
2. Doctor Baker gives us his top on get-
ting a good night's sleep.
3. He suggests you the television before
you go to sleep.

4. It's good advice to do your

homework carly in the evening.

5. Leave your phone in a different room. Don't

with your phone.
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