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Introduction 
Climate change is, according to UN Secretary-General António Guterres, happening now 
and to all of us. In addition to the threats posed by long-term global temperature 
increases of over 1.5°C, climate change makes extreme weather events more and more 
frequent.1 Prolonged fires in California, U.S.A., heat waves in Siberia, and torrential rain 
and floods in China damage habitats and homes and displace millions of people. The 
impacts of these extreme weather events are disproportionately experienced across 
racial, gender, and class divides.2 Low income communities tend to be the most 
climate-vulnerable; their housing situations, access to resources, and working 
conditions may put them more at risk of adverse health and financial impacts posed by 
climate change.3 Workers, especially those working outside with poverty wages, are 
adversely affected by the increasing number of hot work days, especially when there is 
a lack of legislation and infrastructures to protect them from such impacts.4 For 
example, in the US, outdoor agricultural workers experienced serious injuries in the 
heat waves in summer 2021.5 Many have died due to heat stress, leading to the 
ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƛǎǎǳƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜ ƘŜŀǘΦ  
 
In Hong Kong, temperatures are also risingΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ άǾŜǊȅ Ƙƻǘέ Řŀȅǎ 
where the daily maximum temperature reached 33 degrees C or higher has been 
steadily climbing, reaching 54 days in 2021 (Figure 1).  

 
1 IPCC, Climate Change 2014: Impacts,Adaptation, and Vulnerability. Part A: Global and Sectoral Aspects. 

Contribution of Working Group II to the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2014), 6. 
2 ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ bŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ά/ƭƛƳŀǘŜ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΣέ United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, May 31, 2019, accessed 

October 18, 2021, https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2019/05/climate-justice/  
3 S. Nazrul Islam and John Winkel, Climate Change and Social Inequality (New York: UNDESA, 2017), 14-15. 
4 5ƛŀƴŜ aΦ DǳōŜǊƴƻǘΣ DΦ .ǊƻƻƪŜ !ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ YŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜ [Φ IǳƴǘƛƴƎΣ ά/ƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊƛƴƎ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƘŜŀǘ-related 

mortality in the United States, 2000-2010: An analysis using the census of fatal occupational injuries 
ŘŀǘŀōŀǎŜΣέ American Journal of Industrial Medicine 58, no. 2 (2015), 203-211. 
5 Daniela Sirtori-/ƻǊǘƛƴŀ ŀƴŘ 9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘ 9ƭƪƛƴΣ άhǾŜǊƘŜŀǘŜŘΣ ǳƴŘŜǊǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘΥ /ƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛǎ ƪƛƭƭƛƴƎ ¦Φ{Φ 

farmworƪŜǊǎΣέ Bloomberg, August 12, 2021, accessed October 18, 2021 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/ 
articles/2021-08-12/farmworkers-overheat-on-frontlines-of-climate-change 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/
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Figure 1.1. Number of hot days in Hong Kong per year between 1884 and 2021. Hot 
days are characterised by daily maximum temperature reaching or exceeding 33.0 
degrees Celsius. Data from: Hong Kong Observatory.6 

tǊƻƭƻƴƎŜŘ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƴ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀǘΣ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ IƻƴƎ YƻƴƎΩǎ ƘƛƎƘ ƘǳƳƛŘƛǘȅΣ 
can make summers increasingly dangerous for the worker working outdoors.7 Hong 
YƻƴƎΩǎ ƘǳƳƛŘƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƳƳŜǊ όaŀȅ-Sep) averages 81.05%.8 According to the heat-
health index (Figure 2), working in 33-34 degree heat and 80% humidity is dangerous. 
Heat cramps, heat exhaustion, and heat stroke are highly likely with prolonged 
exposure and/or physical activity. Despite many groups of people ς mostly 
underprivileged people such as the elderly, people with chronic diseases, outdoor 
workers ς living and working in such environments, the HKSAR government still does 
not have appropriate legislative measures or facilities to ensure their protection. In fact, 
there are only non-binding reminders from the Labour Department to encourage 
employers and employees to take precautions against heat stroke.9 

 
6 άbǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǾŜǊȅ Ƙƻǘ ŘŀȅǎΣέ IƻƴƎ YƻƴƎ Observatory, 2021, https://www.hko.gov.hk/en/cis/statistic/ 

vhotday_statistic.htm 
7 Emily YY Chan, "Heat-related health impacts in subtropical cities: Global Overview and Research Frontiers in 

Hong Kong," (paper presented at Global Heat Health Information Network First Global Forum for Heat and 
Health, Hong Kong, 2018), https://ghhin.org/wp-content/uploads/Chan-EYY-Global-Heat-Health-Information- 
Network-Dec-2018-Final.pdf. 
8 άaƻƴǘƘƭȅ aŜŀƴ wŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ IǳƳƛŘƛǘȅ ό҈ύ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ IƻƴƎ YƻƴƎ hōǎŜǊǾŀǘƻǊȅΣέ IƻƴƎ YƻƴƎ hōǎŜǊǾŀǘƻǊȅΣ нлнмΣ 

https://www.hko.gov.hk/en/cis/monthlyElement.htm?ele=RH 
9 ά9ƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ ǇǊŜŎŀǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƘŜŀǘ ǎǘǊƻƪŜΣέ ¢ƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻf the Hong Kong 

Special Administrative Region Press Releases, September 27 2021, 
https://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/202109/27/P2021092700300.htm?fontSize=1 

https://ghhin.org/wp-content/uploads/Chan-EYY-Global-Heat-Health-Information-
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Figure 1.2 Heat index chart with health effects. A heat index chart includes the 
temperature and relative humidity. The colours of the chart represent differing health 
effects corresponding to the heat index. Data from: NOAA.10 

Sanitation workers are one group of labourers who work under prolonged heat and 
other extreme weather conditions. Due to the outsourcing of sanitation work and the 
cost-cutting tendencies of subcontracting companies, workers often are not provided 
enough resources to acclimate or adapt to their working environments. As such, they 
are among one of the most climate-vulnerable groups in Hong Kong. Local and 
international organizations, such as Oxfam, Hong Kong Women Workers Association, 
Greenpeace, and the Hong Kong Catholic Commission for Labour Affairs, have been 
reporting on the various climate risks sanitation workers face, as well as the actions 
needed to ensure a safe and dignified working environment for them.11  

We focus on rural sanitation workers in this report because rural sanitation workers 
have little resources to cope with the extreme heat. These sanitation workers are 
dispatched to rural refuse collection points in the New Territories (Table 1.1), where 
they are required to collect rubbish, sweep the streets, and clear weeds and leaf litter 
by roadsides.  

 
10 ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǘ ƛƴŘŜȄΚΣέ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ hŎŜŀƴƛŎ ŀƴŘ !ǘƳƻǎǇƘŜǊƛŎ !ŘƳƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƴΦŘΦ 

https://www.weather.gov/ama/heatindex 
11 HKCCLA, Investigation report on the arrangements and treatment of subcontracted sanitation workers under 

Typhoon Signal No. 8 and Black Rainstorm Warning, 2018, 
https://www.hkccla.org.hk/article/RI_20180918.pdf; 
HKWWA, Investigation report on the provisions of subcontracted cleaning workers under severe heat and 
thunderstorms, August 12 2017, https://issuu.com/_hkwwa/docs/2017.8.12_____________.docx; Oxfam 
Hong Kong, wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ IƻƴƎ YƻƴƎΩǎ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊ ǎŀƴƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜ ƘŜŀǘΥ 
Summary and policy suggestions, 2021, https://www.oxfam.org.hk/f/news_and_publication/70503/ 
CC_research_outdoor_worker_chi%20_final%20version.pdf 

https://issuu.com/_hkwwa/docs/2017.8.12_____________.docx
https://www.oxfam.org.hk/f/news_and_publication/70503/
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Table 1.1 Public refuse collection points in Hong Kong, Kowloon, and New Territories. Data 
from: FEHD Annual Report 2020. 12 

Permanent off-street Temporary Village type with 
temporary structures 

Bin sites 

162 10 869 1889 

 

Working alone, these sanitation workers can serve up to 2000 citizens and handle up to 
15180L of rubbish a day.13 Rural refuse collection points are either made of concrete or 
aluminium or have no shelter at all (Figure 1.3). They are made to house only refuse or 
garbage bins. As such, rural sanitation workers also do not have access to the amenities 
such as lockers, running water, or water coolers available within urban Public Refuse 
Collection Points.14  

               a.                                                             b. 

  
                c.                                                             d. 

  
Figure 1.3. Types of refuse collection points in the New Territories: a) an on-street 
refuse station, b) an aluminium pen, c) a concrete collection point, and d) a collection 
point with no shelter. 
 

 
12 CƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ IȅƎƛŜƴŜ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΣ ά!ƴƴǳŀƭ wŜǇƻǊǘ нлнлέ όDƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ wŜǇƻǊǘΣ IƻƴƎ YƻƴƎ {!wΣ 

2021), https://www.fehd.gov.hk/english/publications/annualrpt/2020/4.html#  
13 Sanitation workers have reported to have to process 23 full bins of refuse a day. These bins are 660L in 

volume, though the weight of the refuse can vary. The volume of refuse a sanitation worker has to process can 
be up to 23 x 660L = 15180L. 
14 IY²²!Σ άLnvestigation report on the provisions of subcontracted cleaning workers under severe heat and 

ǘƘǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻǊƳǎΣέ !ǳƎǳǎǘ мн нлмтΣ https://issuu.com/_hkwwa/docs/2017.8.12_____________.docx. It should 
be noted that subcontracted cleaning workers in urban areas also lack necessary adaptive resources to climate 
change, as demonstrated by the same HKWWA report. 

https://www.fehd.gov.hk/english/publications/annualrpt/2020/4.html
https://issuu.com/_hkwwa/docs/2017.8.12_____________.docx
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Climate adaptation is highly dependent on context, capabilities, and access to 
resources. Due to the differential access to amenities between urban and rural 
sanitation workers, it is necessary to understand whether rural sanitation workers face 
different problems and have different needs while working under extreme heat and 
weather conditions. The Hong Kong Food and Environmental Hygiene Department Staff 
Rights Union partnered with Government Frontline Employees Union and Centre for 
Community Care to conduct this study on the ways rural sanitation workers are 
adapting to climate change, the negative impacts they face due to inadequate 
protection, and the systemic and policy changes needed to remedy working under 
dangerous conditions directly or indirectly related to climate injustice.  

Our aims for this study are:  

1. To understand the needs of rural sanitation workers for adaptation to increasing 
temperatures and more erratic weather conditions 

2. To understand direct and indirect impacts of climate change on the health and 
labour conditions of rural sanitation workers 

3. To advocate for adaptive measures put forward by sanitation workers 
themselves and thus creating a more humanistic waste management system in 
rural Hong Kong 

4. To push for long-term climate change policies from the HKSAR government, the 
Food and Environmental Hygiene Department, and their subcontractors to 
ensure worker protection 

5. To increase recognition and promote dignity for rural sanitation workers  

Methods 
In July and August 2021, we made site visits to 56 rural refuse collection points across seven 
districts (Appendix 1), and performed qualitative interviews and focus groups with 47 
sanitation workers across four districts: Tuen Mun, Yuen Long, Tai Po, and Outlying Islands. 
Interviews and focus groups ranged from 10 minutes to an hour depending on the free time 
the sanitation worker had. Workers responded to questions about their daily work routine, 
their working conditions and environment, the impacts of adverse weather on their work 
and health, the adaptive resources and measures they are provided with by employers, the 
resources and measures they adopt themselves, the problems - whether directly related to 
extreme weather or not - that they face while working in rural areas, and the improvements 
they suggest to make their workplace safer. Interviews and focus groups were recorded and 
conducted by the team, and responses were then coded into themes. When given 
permission, we also took photos of the refuse collection points and ad-hoc shelters built by 
sanitation workers for visualisation of adaptive measures and working conditions. To thank 
them for their work, we distributed weather- and COVID-protective gear such as sunglasses, 
cotton sleeves, masks, and sanitizer to sanitation workers after interviews. 
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Results 

1. Demographic Information 
a) Place of birth 

Out of 47 interviewees, 12 had hometowns outside of Hong Kong. However, they were 
ƴƻǘ ƴŜǿ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΣ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƭƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ мф ǘƻ пл ȅŜŀǊǎΦ ²ƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ άƻƭŘέ 
immigrants, many came to Hong Kong for their spouse or family. Some sanitation 
workers were formerly farmers, others had worked in clothing or handbag factories. 
Upon arrival to Hong Kong, many started off being stay-at-home parents, but started 
work again once their children had grown up. Some interviewees have expressed that 
the reason they became sanitation workers was because they did not speak English, 
and could not interview for jobs that required them to speak the language. When asked 
whether work in the mainland was harsher than sanitation work, interviewees said that 
they faced different kinds of hardships in different jobs: work hours in mainland 
factories were longer, but sanitation work required them to be outdoors. Some workers 
maintained that sanitation work was harsher, and thought that Hong Kong should learn 
from the mainland and employ more technology in the waste management system in 
order to lessen the burden placed on workers. 

b) Gender 

Of the 47 sanitation workers we interviewed, 43, or over 90%, were female-presenting. Only 
4 were male-presenting. This shows that cleaning work is gendered work, and gendered 
bodily needs must be accounted for.  
 
Table 3.1.1. Gender of interviewees 
 

Gender No. of Interviewees Percentage 

Male 4 8.51 

Female 43 91.49 

Total 47 100 

 
c) Age 

Through our interviews, we only found out the ages of 19 workers. However, unlike the 
surveyed population in previous studies,15 most of our interviewees were under 65. This 
may be because our interviewees were mostly FEHD employees rather than subcontractors, 
where the retirement age is 60, with contract extensions post-retirement lasting one to five 
years.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
15 IY//[!Σ ά{ǳǊǾŜȅ ƻƴ ǎǳōŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ ŎƭŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎέΣ нлмуΤ IY²²!Σ άLƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻn report on the 

ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǎǳōŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ ŎƭŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎέΣ нлмт 
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Table 3.1.2. Age distribution of interviewees. 
 

Age No. of Interviewees Percentage 

<45 0 0.00 

46̇ 55 5 10.64 

56̇ 65 13 27.66 

66̇ 75 1 2.13 

76̇ 85 0 0.00 

>85 0 0.00 

No response 28 59.57 

Total 47 100.00 

 
2. Length of Service 

Most workers (54%) we interviewed have worked as sanitation workers for five years or 
less, whereas 25% have worked for two years or less. These numbers are similar to the 
results in the 2018 study by the Hong Kong Catholic Commission for Labour Affairs, and 
different from the 2017 study by Hong Kong Women Workers Association, where 47.9% 
workers interviewed had worked for six to ten years, and 29.4% had worked for over 
ten years. Prior to becoming sanitation workers, some interviewees had worked in 
airport runway services, in real estate, or in schools and hospitals as janitors. Many 
worked in factories in Hong Kong and China; rural sanitation work was an alternative 
livelihood when factories left the region, or when they immigrated to Hong Kong. 

Table 3.2.1. Number of years interviewees have worked as sanitation workers. 

Length of Service No. of Interviewees Percentage 

<1 year 2 4.26 

1̇2 years 7 14.89 

3̇5 years 10 21.28 

6̇10 years 8 17.02 

11̇ 20 years 3 6.38 

>20 years 4 8.51 

No response 13 27.66 

Total 47 100.00 

 

Lƴ ǊǳǊŀƭ IƻƴƎ YƻƴƎΣ ǎŀƴƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŀǎǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦǳǎŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ άōŜŀǘǎέΦ 
However, sanitation workers may be required to move around or switch beats throughout 
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ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎŀǊŜŜǊΦ ! ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ōŜŀǘ ǎǿƛǘŎƘŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ άǎǳōǎǘƛǘǳǘŜέ ǘƻ 
ŀ άǊŜƎǳƭŀǊΦέ {ǳōǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ōŜŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŘŀȅΣ ǘƻ ŀŎǘ ŀǎ ǎǳōǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
regular beat workers who have a day off. As a result, substitutes do not have a fixed working 
space, and thus find it harder to find a fixed or regular shelter or space to rest.  
 
Table 3.2.2. Length of service in current beat. 

Length of Service No. of Interviewees Percentage 

<1 year 5 10.64 

1̇2 years 11 23.40 

3̇5 years 9 19.15 

6̇10 years 6 12.77 

11̇ 20 years 2 4.26 

>20 years 0 0.00 

No response 14 29.79 

Total 47 100.00 

 
Interviewees working for subcontracting companies may be reassigned positions to 
accommodate for relocation or health (for example, workers who are often seasick get 
assigned new beats and no longer work in nearby outlying islands). Some subcontracted 
workers have also been on beach or river cleaning beats. 
 

3. Employers 

Out of the 47 sanitation workers we interviewed, 34 were directly employed by the Food 
and Environmental Hygiene Departments, and 13 were employed by subcontractors. 
Interviewees who were employed by subcontractors were mainly located on outlying 
islands. Their subcontractors were Shiny Glory Services Ltd. and Sparkle Environmental 
Services Ltd. 

Table 3.3 Distribution of sanitation workers working as civil servants under the Food and 
Environmental Hygiene Department or under subcontractors. 

 

Employer No. of Interviewees Percentage 

Food and Environmental Hygiene 
5ŜǇΩǘ 34 72.34 

Subcontracting company 13 27.66 

    Shiny Glory Services Ltd. 5 - 

    Sparkle Environmental Services Ltd.  8 - 

Total 47 100.00 
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4. Work hours and Routine 

FEHD sanitation workers work 45 hours a week, distributed across six days. Sanitation 
workers generally begin the workday at 7am at an urban roll-call point, and then travel to 
their respective workplaces. Travel times can vary, with the longest travel time with traffic 
being 45 minutes by bus. For example, Tuen Mun rural sanitation workers have to sign in at 
Hung Kiu, but work at Tai Lam Chung. Drinking water, lockers, and fans are located at the 
roll-call point; they are not accessible where the sanitation workers are actually working. 
Thus, sanitation workers tend to bring or buy their own water or supplies. According to 
/ƘŀǇǘŜǊ рт ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ hǊŘƛƴŀƴŎŜΣ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƴ ƘƻǳǊΩǎ ǊŜǎǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŦƛǾŜ 
hours of work under normal circumstances. Sanitation workers thus tend to eat lunch 
between 11:30-12:30. Because some of the stations are located far away from restaurants, 
sanitation workers generally bring their own lunch, and have to eat out in the hot sun or in 
the resting spots they find, occupy, or construct themselves. However, lunch hours are not 
counted towards work hours, and thus, workers are not paid or covered by insurance during 
that time. Many workers are also forced to postpone or not take lunch to finish their refuse 
collection in time for garbage truck pick-up. At the end of the day, sanitation workers have 
to travel back to the urban roll-call point to sign off.  
 
Subcontracted workers are divided into two shifts. The day shifts work 9-10 hours a day 
(between 7am and 4-5am), and the night shifts work 6 hours a day (between 5pm and 
11pm).  For day shift workers, lunch hours are not counted as work hours, and thus, workers 
are not paid or covered by insurance during that time. Night shift workers are not allocated 
time to eat.   
 

5. Impacts of extreme weather and climate change on rural sanitation workers 
The table below shows the numerous ways extreme weather impacts sanitation workers. 
Heat, rain, and typhoons impact workers differently. Hot weather increases the amount of 
pests and negatively impacts the quality of lunch breaks and rest that workers are entitled 
to have. Rain increases the weight of the rubbish and wheelie bins and thus increases the 
physical strain for sanitation workers. Typhoons and rain may increase the workload of 
workers and also pose hazards for their temporary resting spots. 
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Table 3.5 Impacts experienced by rural sanitation workers under extreme heat, rain, and 
typhoons.  
 

Extreme weather Impacts 

Heat 

 Heat stress and heat stroke 
 Loss of appetite 
 Increased perspiration and inadequate time and space to change 

out of sweaty uniforms, leading to skin rashes 
 Increased refraction of heat and light in some work 

environments (e.g. carparks), leading to physical exhaustion 
 Increased proliferation of and exposure to rats, mosquitoes, 

bacteria, and viruses 
  Increased risk of dehydration; increased need for drinking water 

(which sanitation workers often purchase themselves) 
 Physical discomfort leading to inability to rest 
 Decrease in vision (e.g. development of cataracts) due to UV 

light 

Rainstorm 

 Flooding of refuse collection point and thus lack of shelter from 
rain 

 Landslides may occur and damage temporary resting spots 
 Increased weight of garbage 
 Difficulty in seeking shelter from rain 
 Uneven flooring in refuse collection point creates puddles and 

leads to difficulty in moving wheelie bins 
 Raingear provided by employers is not breathable and only 

suitable for wearing in the winter; workers often get soaked in 
the summer 

Typhoon 

 Sanitation work still has to be carried out under typhoon signals 
1 and 3, posing significant physical risk to the worker 

 Workload increases drastically before and after typhoons (e.g. 
after the typhoon, workers have to clean up debris on roads and 
in drains) 

 



Hong Kong FEHD Staff Rights Union, Government Frontline Employees Union, and Centre for Community Care            |   11 

 
Figure 3.5. A sanitation worker pushing wheelie bins across the street under heavy rains in 
July 2021.  
 
As a result, over half the sanitation workers (n = 24) we interviewed said they were 
concerned or very concerned about their safety while working under adverse weather 
conditions.  
 
 
Table 3.5.2. The degree to which sanitation workers were concerned for their safety while 
working under extreme weather.  

 

Concern for safety Number of interviewees 

Very unconcerned 0 

Unconcerned 3 

Concerned 20 

Very concerned 1 

Total 24 

 
6. Resting amenities for rural sanitation workers 

The list of current resting amenities rural cleaning workers have is meagre. In face of climate 
change and increasingly dangerous work environments, employers are advised by the 
Labour Department to allow workers to take more rest breaks, to create temporary shelters 
that block the sun and heat, or to increase facilities for air circulation, cooling, or insulation 
from the elements (Labour Department, 2021).  
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Table 3.6. Resting amenities currently available to sanitation workers through formal or 
informal means.  
 

Resting amenities No. of interviewees Percentage 

Resting spaces provided by employers 0 0 

Public toilet 6 12.77 

Space provided by villagers/others 5 10.64 

Makeshift shelters constructed by 
workers 5 10.64 

Makeshift shelters constructed by 
district councillors 1 2.13 

Nearby shops 1 2.13 

Switch room 1 2.13 

Shade from nearby trees 1 2.13 

Refuse collection points (occupation) 20 42.55 

 
However, FEHD and subcontractors have not provided workers with any resting amenities. 
Without resting spots provided by their employers, Often sanitation workers opt to take 
temporary rests under limited shade, and do not have a designated spot for lunch breaks 
that allows them to stay out of the heat. Some may take shelter in switch rooms or in 
nearby shops. Most of the sanitation workers we interviewed said they would rest inside the 
refuse collection point. However, this poses risks to them. The refuse collection point, while 
ventilated, is still exposed to heat and other extreme weather conditions, such as flooding 
from heavy rains and typhoons. Moreover, the collection point is not designed for workers 
to rest in, but to store refuse. Sanitation workers thus have to share space with trash while 
resting. This poses an occupational hazard as temperatures rise, because higher 
temperatures can lead to the proliferation of viruses, bacteria, and infectious diseases. 
Sanitation workers also have no access to water and electricity at the workplaces. Water is 
important to sanitation workers in the summer for hydration purposes, but also for cleaning 
and cooling down their bodies and for washing their sweat-drenched uniforms. Without 
cleaning their uniforms, sanitation workers find it hard to continue working or rest, some 
Ƴŀȅ ŜǾŜƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǊŀǎƘŜǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘΦ !ǎ ƻƴŜ ǎŀƴƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ 
hotter and hotter these days, we really need to rest after collecting all the garbage in the 
wheelie bins. Our clothes are soaked with sweat, but we do not have space to change or dry 
wet clothes. I used to hang my sweaty clothes outside the refuse collection point to dry, but 
ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǇ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΦ !ƴŘ ƴƻǿ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ǎǇŀŎŜΦ .ǳǘ ƛŦ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ dry our 
ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎΣ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǳƴƛŦƻǊƳǎ ǘƻ ǿŜŀǊΦ ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǳƴƛŦƻǊƳǎ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƻƴŎŜ 
ƻǊ ǘǿƛŎŜ ŀ ŘŀȅΗέ {ƻƳŜ ǎŀƴƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘƻƛƭŜǘǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǎŀŦŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ǘƻ 
change their clothes and wash their bodies, but the distribution of toilets is uneven. Often, 
sanitation workers have to walk 10-15 minutes for the nearest toilet and water source. 

Electricity is needed for charging devices such as hand-held fans, which sanitation workers 
often buy themselves to stay cool in the heat. Some sanitation workers have also expressed 
desire to have electricity to boil some water or cook their own meals over their unpaid lunch 



Hong Kong FEHD Staff Rights Union, Government Frontline Employees Union, and Centre for Community Care            |   13 

ƘƻǳǊΣ άLǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƴƛŎŜ ƛŦ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎƛǘȅ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ [ŜƛǎǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ 
/ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΦ LΩŘ ƭike it if I could boil some water. It would be even nicer if we could 
ƘŀǾŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ Ŏƻƻƪ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƭǳƴŎƘΣ ōǳǘ LΩƳ Ƨǳǎǘ ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΦέ 

                  a.                                                                                b. 

 
                  c.                                                                                 d. 

 
Figure 3.6. Resting amenities occupied or created by sanitation workers in face oa) an 
extension built by workers next to their refuse collection point, b) a public toilet, c) the 
interior of a refuse collection point, d) a water closet to store personal items and resting 
stools 
 

7. Adaptation resources provided by employers 
FEHD and its subcontractors provide some resources for alleviating heat stress for sanitation 
workers. Workers reported that common provisions are hats (baseball cap style), towels, 
drinking water, and raincoats. However, the drinking water provided is often at some 
distance from the refuse collection point where the worker is stationed for the majority of 
work hours, and the bottled water provided in situ (at the collection point) is never enough. 
The resources provided may also be unsuitable for the changing climate. For example, at 
least five workers have pointed out that the raincoats provided by their employer are made 
of non-breathable material and are completely unsuitable to be worn in the summer. These 
workers have been using black plastic bigs as replacement raincoats. The hats FEHD 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ άŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ǳǎŜƭŜǎǎΣέ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƻƴŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΦ !ǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘΣ 
workers often make their own hats, which protect them from the sun and rain. Of those 
who commented on whether they found the resources or facilities provided by the FEHD or 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƻǊȅ όƴ Ґ нмύΣ ƻǾŜǊ сл҈ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ άƴƻέ ƻǊ άŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ 
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ǳƴǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƻǊȅΣέ оо҈ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ άǎƻ-ǎƻΦέ hƴƭȅ т҈ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻvisions from their 
employer satisfactory.  
Table 3.7. Adaptation strategies and provisions to extreme heat and weather supplied by 
employers (including FEHD and subcontracting companies). 16  
 

Employer provisions 
Number of interviewees 

provided for  Percentage 

Hat 5 10.64 

Raincoat 17 36.17 

Bottled water 22 46.81 

Towel 6 12.77 

Fan 1 2.13 

Shaded area 2 4.26 

Rescheduling working hours 
to avoid heat 1 2.13 

Breathable uniforms 1 2.13 

Employers did not provide 
adaptation resources 4 8.51 

 
8. Adaptation resources or strategies employed by rural sanitation workers 

Faced with harsh working conditions, inadequate equipment and supplies, and lack of 
amenities, workers are forced to find their own adaptive solutions, with little support from 
their supervisors or the government. Many sanitation workers told us they buy their own 
resources or equipment to deal with adverse weather, such as UV protective sleeves, wide-
brim hats, portable fans, and gloves. Equipment supplied by their employer, such as 
raincoats, are often unwieldy and not suitable for the heat. The bristles of their 
government-issued brooms are too short, sparse, and flimsy for effective sweeping of 
leaves, rubbish, and other detritus, making the job harder and longer to finish. Sanitation 
workers thus modify the brooms to increase efficiency, so that they spend less time in 
extreme weather conditions. Workers also bring or purchase additional drinking water or 
electrolyte-rich drinks such as Pocari Sweat, which increase their physical burden of having 
to haul the heavy water between workplaces, or their financial burden of having to buy it.   

 

 

 

 
16 During one interview, a worker showed us a solar-powered fan privately bought for them by an empathetic 

foreman. Due to the fan not being company-issued, it was not listed as a provision from employers in Table 
3.7.  
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¢ŀōƭŜ оΦуΦ {ŀƴƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜ ƘŜŀǘ ŀƴŘ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ 
materials or space needed for these strategies are provided by the workers themselves, 
or by nearby residents. 
 

Adaptive measures or strategies 
No. of 

interviewees Percentage 

Use a fan 24 51.06 

Find shelter under flyovers or shade 16 34.04 

Construct makeshift shelter 5 10.64 

Wear a hat 34 72.34 

Wear a raincoat 19 40.43 

Find shelter in air-conditioned places 2 4.26 

Pause work under extreme heat/weather 
conditions  4 8.51 

Drink water 26 55.32 

Rescheduling working hours to avoid heat 7 14.89 

Wear rain boots 1 2.13 

Modify tools for higher efficiency  3 6.38 

Buy protective sleeves and towels 2 4.26 

Prepare herbal tea or buy cooling drink 7 14.89 

Change uniforms 16 34.04 

 
Because sanitation workers do not have resting spots, they are forced to build rudimentary 
shelters using discarded construction material under bridges or by roadsides, or occupy 
refuse collection points.   

Makeshift shelters do not have running water or electricity by default, although 
sometimes the cleaning workers find ways to access such utilities on their own, without 
support from their supervisors. However, some makeshift shelters are not completely 
water-proof, and because they lack electricity, the sanitation workers do not even have 
fans for ventilation during the hottest days when the risk of heatstroke becomes most 
acute. Some sanitation workers are able to rely on the kindness of villagers, who allow 
them to shelter, store equipment, and draw water from their private homes. However, 
they fear repercussions from their supervisors if they are seen loitering on private 
property.  
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a.                                                                            b. 

 
c.                                                                            d.

 
Figure 3.8. Adaptation strategies against extreme heat by sanitation workers: a) a 
makeshift shelter for the rain between a dumpster and a public toilet, b) extra bottles 
of water and herbal tea, c) a padded, upgraded broom for more efficient sweeping 
under high temperatures, and d) a solar-powered fan crowd-sourced by a few workers. 
 
 

9. Occupational safety guidelines 


