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Established in 1970, Agency for Volunteer Service (AVS), 

the Hong Kong Representative of IAVE, is the leading non-profit 

organization dedicated to playing a proactive and pivotal role in building 

a civil society and caring community through the promotion and 

development of sustainable volunteerism.  AVS develops partnership 

with all sectors of the community to mobilize and facilitate individuals 

and groups to provide quality and value-added volunteer service. 

 

2.   AVS upholds the values of human dignity, care and share, 

community oriented, innovativeness, quality, cost-effectiveness, 

partnership, professionalism and sense of fulfillment.  It promotes 

volunteerism, offers volunteer referral, volunteer and volunteer 

management training services, and organizes innovative and large-scale 

volunteer projects in response to community needs. 

 

3.    In the past year or two, AVS has assumed a more active role  
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to participate in public issues related to volunteerism, attempting to 

influence policy decisions for human development in line with the ethics 

of volunteerism.  In this regard, three different cases are presented 

demonstrating AVS as a pivotal organization in promoting volunteering.  

These are 

a) Volunteer safety and protection 

b) Government consultation on public service broadcasting 

c) Government consultation on constitutional development 

 

Case I : Volunteer Safety and Protection 

 

Background 

4.    According to the ‘Study on Public’s Reception and 

Perception of Volunteer Services’
1
 in 2001, it was found that over 60% 

of the respondents have participated in one form of volunteering activity 

or another.  While the value and contribution of volunteering are 

recognized, support and protection to volunteers on safety have not been 

adequately attended to generally. 

 

Strategy 

5.    To address the issue of volunteer safety and to arouse greater  

awareness of volunteer protection, AVS initiated as a first step, a survey 

on “Volunteer Safety and Protection” in Hong Kong which would form 

the basis for mapping future action. 

                                                 
1
 AVS initiated the first community wide study to celebrate the International Year of Volunteers, 2001 



Workshop_Volunteer Action for Human Development 

 3 

6.   The aims of the survey are 

a) to ascertain the circumstances and the nature of accidents in 

volunteering; 

b) to identify the current practices, challenges and opportunities for 

 improvement on volunteering safety; and 

c) to explore the needs and expectations of volunteer user organizations 

on the support to be provided. 

 

7.   Conducted during 7 June to 13 July 2007, the survey 

covered 237 respondents representing NGOs, schools, community sports 

clubs, corporations, volunteer organizations, hospitals and patients 

self-help groups drawn from AVS database.  The response rate is 14%.  

The survey finds that 

a) 5 out of the 220 organizations interviewed encounter one to two minor 

accidents during the volunteer service they organize or participate in 

the last two years.  Labouring is the most commonly known activity 

involving accidents; 

b) the sense of safety is not consistent; while 89% have preparation 

arrangements before volunteering activity, only 70% adopt safety / 

protection measures during the activities. In addition, half of the 

organizations do not have any contingency policy in place; 

c) one-third of them do not purchase any form of insurance when 

organizing volunteer services; 

d) while financial consideration deters organizations from taking out 
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insurance for volunteers, lack of insurance knowledge is also a 

significant obstacle; 

e) limited financial resources, lack of support on equipment, know-how 

and safety infrastructure prevent the provision of a comprehensive 

protection cover.  Organizations are affirmative to enhancing 

volunteer safety, and believe it will have a positive impact on 

volunteer participation; and 

f) over half of the respondents expect AVS to take on further roles, such 

as developing reference guides on best practices, providing training, 

professional consultation and information on insurance. 

 

8.    To arouse public attention and discussion on the subject, 

AVS organized a seminar involving government officials and experts 

from the legal and insurance professions.  Volunteer leaders and 

volunteer users organizations were invited to attend and share their views.  

The seminar concluded with the recommendation that adequate safety 

measures for volunteers should be provided.  Volunteers, volunteer 

providers, volunteer users, the national volunteer centre (i.e. AVS) can 

contribute to this, and the government should support their efforts.  Thus, 

AVS can 

a)  advocate policy and guidelines on volunteer safety and protection; 

b) develop standards and reference guides on volunteer management; 

c) provide training and consultation as part of volunteer management; 

d) develop partnership with different stakeholders particularly the 
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government and the insurance industry to promote volunteer safety; 

and 

e) explore feasible and cost-effective ways to purchase volunteer 

insurance. 

 

The government and funding bodies can 

a) support the volunteer community in building the necessary 

infrastructure  on effective volunteer management including 

measures on volunteer safety; 

b) partner with the volunteer community to develop appropriate policy 

and mechanism for promotion of volunteer safety; 

c) recognize volunteer insurance as a standard or essential subsidy item; 

and 

d) provide resources for the necessary infrastructure, facilities and 

quality management of volunteers. 

 

9.   The seminar attracted considerable media coverage which in 

turn sparked much public attention and interest.  In response to the need 

for information and training support, all the seminar papers and other 

training materials are uploaded at AVS Volunteer Link 

(www.volunteerlink.net).  Training programmes on volunteer service 

management are enriched with concepts and skills on risk management, 

volunteer safety and protection. 
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Case 2 : Public Service Broadcasting 

 

Background 

10.   According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and  

Cultural Organization (UNESCO), public service broadcasting (PSB) “is 

broadcasting made, financed and controlled by the public, for the public. 

It is neither commercial nor state-owned, free from political interference 

and pressure from commercial forces. Through PSB, citizens are 

informed, educated and also entertained. When guaranteed with pluralism, 

programming diversity, editorial independence, appropriate funding, 

accountability and transparency, public service broadcasting can serve as 

a cornerstone of democracy.”  PSB is regarded as vital and necessary to 

citizen and human development.  In Hong Kong, the role of PSB is 

assumed by Radio Television Hong Kong (RTHK) which is a government 

department under the Commerce and Economic Development Bureau.   

 

11.   The Hong Kong government decided in January 2006 that “a 

fundamental and critical review of PSB in Hong Kong and its future 

development is timely. To a large extent this is due to the phenomenal 

changes to the broadcasting market that have been witnessed in the last 

two to three years and are expecting to continue to see in the future. The 

objective is to arrive at a clear policy framework that provides both the 

vision and specific plans for future development.”
2
  In this connection, 

the government set up a Committee on Review of Public Service 

                                                 
2
 The Hong Kong government’s brief to the Legislative Council 
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Broadcasting with the following objectives 

a) to examine the role of, and justifications and public purposes for, 

public service broadcasting (PSB) in the development of Hong 

Kong’s broadcasting market, against the public financial and other 

resources required for such broadcasting; 

b) to identify issues concerning public accountability for PSB in matters 

of editorial impartiality, programming policy and good governance; 

c) to identify measures for the Administration to evaluate the 

effectiveness of PSB and arrangements through which the public can 

participate in such a process; 

d) to recommend, in the light of the above, an appropriate arrangement 

for the provision of PSB in Hong Kong; and  

e) to recommend implementation plans for the short, medium and long 

terms.  

 

12.   Apart from meeting with relevant stakeholders, the 

Committee invited written submissions from a cross section of the 

community. AVS took the initiative to express its views with reference to 

volunteerism. 

 

AVS Views on Public Service Broadcasting  

13.   AVS advocates that PSB plays a crucial role in promoting 

volunteerism.  Moreover being short of funding and given insufficient 

business interest in volunteering, AVS has relied heavily on PSB in 
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promotion activities.  In the past years, with the support and assistance 

from PSB, the spirit of volunteerism has steadily strengthened in the 

community.  PSB has been AVS’ partner in supporting volunteering 

projects, both in and out of Hong Kong, in reinforcing the essentials of 

volunteering and the multifarious activities AVS conducted in developing 

volunteerism.  PSB is seen to act immediately on social issues and 

assists NGOs to recruit volunteers.  That was particularly true during the 

Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) outbreak in 2003 when 

RTHK joined AVS to mobilize a large number of volunteers for the 

SARS Prevention Volunteer Campaign, a record yet to be broken. 

 

14.   Under the current mode of government subvention to NGOs, 

nearly all NGOs, including AVS, have hardly any funds to promote their 

service and mission through the mass media.  PSB serves an important 

function in helping such organizations to publicize their values and 

services, which commercial broadcasters cannot or will not undertake.  

Thus, PSB is certainly an indispensable partner to civil society.  

 

15.   The 10th IAVE Asia-Pacific Regional Volunteer Conference 

hosted in Hong Kong in November 2005 issued the Hong Kong 

Declaration on Volunteering.  Among other issues, it calls on the mass 

media to communicate actively to the public the value of volunteerism 

and assist in sustaining an environment for community involvement in 

volunteer action. 
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16.   The functions of PSB are irreplaceable by commercial 

broadcasters.  First, PSB is to serve the community while the 

commercial broadcasters are under various pressures including profit 

maximization.  Therefore, PSB is more oriented towards public interest, 

focuses on long-term goals, pursues high quality and creative production 

and endeavours to maintain a high degree of trust by the public.  With 

regard to its three major functions - information provision, education and 

entertainment - PSB would compete at a level playing field with their 

commercial counterparts and offer additional choices to the public. 

 

17.   In consideration of the crucial role of PSB, the government 

should provide stable and sufficient funding to ensure its viability.  At 

the same time operation of PSB should have a high degree of 

transparency and public accountability.  To ensure impartiality and 

independence, particularly in respect of programming and editing, the 

funding of PSB, no matter from the government or other sources, should 

be channelled through an independent trust which finances the operation 

of PSB.  Moreover, there should be adequate citizen participation in the 

structure of the trust and on the board of directors of PSB. 

 

Case 3 : Hong Kong’s Constitutional Development 

 

18.   In July 2007, the Hong Kong government issued a Green 

Paper on Constitutional Development.  The Paper deals with the 
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application of universal suffrage to the election of the Chief Executive 

and the Legislative Council, raising questions on the model, roadmap and 

timetable to be adopted. 

 

19.   It may be useful to provide some background to the issue.  

Hong Kong used to be a British colony.  Following negotiations, China 

and the United Kingdom agreed that Hong Kong should revert to China 

by July 1997.  The two parties signed a Joint Declaration which, among 

other things, provided for universal suffrage for the election of the Chief 

Executive and the Legislative Council.  The Joint Declaration was 

registered with the United Nations subsequently.  Further, the Basic Law 

which is the mini-constitution for Hong Kong as a Special Administrative 

Region of China, provides for change in the electoral arrangements to 

implement universal suffrage replacing current practices.  For since the 

return of sovereignty to China, the Chief Executive is elected by a 

Selection Committee, the members of which are not elected by universal 

suffrage.  Similarly the Legislative Council is elected partly by 

geographically based direct election, and partly by a functional 

constituency electorate which provides a small number of individuals and 

corporates voting rights on a selective basis.  These arrangements may 

be changed by 2007 at the earliest. 

 

20.   Volunteerism is founded on love, freewill and respect for 

human dignity.  While love or charity may be a matter of the heart, 
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freewill is a matter of the mind.  It is difficult to envisage how love does 

not embody the spirit of respect of the beloved.  Also, volunteerism is 

actualized through participation; for without participation, there would be 

no volunteering. 

 

21.   In the context of Hong Kong’s future constitutional 

arrangements, it is generally accepted that universal suffrage is the 

ultimate goal.  It is important that this goal should be clearly understood, 

and that any system to this end must be built on certain fundamental 

values. 

 

22.    The common and international understanding of universal 

suffrage is every natural person has one vote and voters have equal voting 

right.  At the same time universal suffrage anticipates citizen 

participation. 

 

23.    It is acknowledged that volunteerism is a driving force for 

community building.
3
  It is also accepted that volunteering enhances 

social inclusion.  That being the case, volunteerism must be a positive 

ingredient in Hong Kong’s development of political institutions, 

including electoral arrangements.  Volunteering has been a crucial factor 

in the growth of civil society in Hong Kong, and I certainly believe, 

elsewhere as well.  Hong Kong’s civil society has a long history, and is 

strong and active, and is one of the fundamental components for universal 

                                                 
3
 10th IAVE Asia Pacific Regional Volunteer Conference, November 2005 in Hong Kong 
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suffrage.  It is therefore a question of sooner than later to introduce 

universal suffrage in Hong Kong. 

 

24.   Thus, arrangements for constitutional development should 

adhere to the following fundamental principles of volunteering 

a) they are in line with respect for human dignity.  In this regard, the 

International Covenant for Civil and Political Rights and the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights are relevant; 

b) they allow the fullest and equal participation by the largest number of 

citizens.  Full opportunity should be provided to those with the right 

to participate, and there should be no bias or favouritism in the 

arrangements; and 

c) the freedom of choice of voters may not be unreasonably prescribed.  

Voters’ freewill to participate, to vote, to stand for election, and to the 

choice of candidates should be respected. 

 

25.   Translated into institutional arrangements in the context of 

Hong Kong, it will mean 

a) subject to certain basic qualifications, such as age, every citizen has 

the right and option to register as a voter; 

b) eligible voters will have the freewill to cast vote or stand for election, 

but the opportunity should not be barred from them; 

c) arrangements should be conducive to, and not impeding to voter 

participation whether to vote or to stand for election; 
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d) functional constituencies should be abolished as they confer 

additional voting right to their respective electorates; and 

e) in the case of electing the Chief Executive, the members of the 

nominating committee should be elected by universal suffrage, and 

the threshold to being a candidate for Chief Executive should not be 

unduly or unreasonably restrictive. 

 

It follows from the above that, if transitional arrangements to universal 

suffrage are necessary, they should be steps moving the electoral process 

closer to universal suffrage rather than placing restrictions to a) to e) 

above. 

 

26.   AVS put forward its views to the government in October 

2007.  In the event, the political decision by the Central Government of 

China is that the election of the Chief Executive by universal suffrage 

could be implemented by 2017, but later for the Legislative Council.  

Detailed arrangements have yet to be discussed, and AVS will seek to 

have the values of volunteerism incorporated in them. 

 

27.   Pursuit of the three issues tells that AVS as an independent 

NGO has broadened its ambit to advocacy.  Volunteer safety is an 

integral part of sustainable volunteering and is a necessary condition for 

preserving volunteer resources.  The second topic is at cross sectoral 

level underlining the role PSB can play in publicizing / promoting 
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volunteerism, and the relationship between PSB and the national 

volunteer centre.  The importance of the mass media in advancing 

volunteering cannot be under-emphasized.
4
  At the macro level is the 

formulation of public policy and change in institutions, and in this case, 

political institutions.  Here, AVS acts as a proponent to incorporate the 

principles and values of volunteerism into the development of electoral 

arrangements in the hope that future political conditions will be 

favourable to volunteer action and to building solidarity and social 

inclusion.  Volunteerism is therefore a force of change for a more 

humane community. 

 

28.   It is true that AVS has not adopted a full advocacy role 

involving popular mobilization or putting pressure on the government.  

However, as a non-government charity dedicated to volunteerism, AVS 

takes an independent position on social issues, and actively participates in 

public policy, granted that it is funded in part by the government. 

 

29.   The United Nations adopted the Millennium Declaration in 

September 2000 upon which the Millennium Development Goals were 

projected.  The Declaration says in Article 2, under “Values and 

Principles”, “…we have a collective responsibility to uphold the 

principles of human dignity, equality and equity at the global level…”, 

and in Article 4, “…We rededicate ourselves to … support all efforts to 

                                                 
4
 Universal Declaration of Volunteering put forward at 16

th
 IAVE World Volunteer Conference, 2001 in 

Amsterdam 
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uphold respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms…”.  

Volunteers and national volunteer centres are therefore contributing 

constructively as they participate in the formulation of public policy and 

executive rules and procedures at the sectoral, cross sectoral or macro 

level, to achieve the dual purposes of promoting volunteerism and 

supporting efforts to build a better community. 

 

*************************** 

 

For further information on AVS, please visit 

www.avs.org.hk. 

 

March 2008 


