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Quarantine measures should tighten as alarm sounded over infected foreign domestic worker
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The government has or-

dered all foreign domestic

id-19 testing before 9 May, after one of

helpers in Hong Kong to
undergo mandatory Cov-
them was found to be infected with mu-
tated strains of the coronavirus. Initial
plans were also revealed to have domes-
tic helpers vaccinated first either before
they can renew their contract, or before
they can apply for work visas from over-
seas. However, these measures are tar-
geted at screening for infected helpers
only. To prevent further infection
spread during this time period, social

gathering bans must be put in place. At

the same time, the scope for compulso-

ry testing also needs to be extended to
include the families that the domestic
helpers work for, so as to break the
chain of silent transmission in the com-

as] Aalyer

munity. That way, the anti-pandemic ef-

forts of Hong Kong will not be in vain.

After the foreign domestic helper was
preliminarily tested positive for Cov-
id-19 on 29 April, the government im-
mediately cordoned off Tower 11 of
Carmel Cove at the Caribbean Coast
housing estate in Tung Chung that
night. About 950 residents were tested
and no confirmed cases were found.
Over 400 houscholds, totalling about
1,600 people, were evacuated overnight
to the quarantine centre to self-isolate
for 21 days. A series of mandatory test-
ing and vaccination measures for for-
eign domestic helpers were then an-
nounced on 1 May. The government™ s
response was swift overall.

Foreign domestic helpers have always
been a high-risk group for Covid-19.
On the one hand, the current compulso-
ry quarantine regime may not be
enough to stop imported cases from for-
eign domestic helpers as the incubation

period of the mutated strain is longer.

On the other hand, their habit of group
gathering on weekends could increase
the risk of spreading the virus to the
families they work for. For instance, the
helper who was found to have the mu-
tant variant has infected her employer's
10-month-old baby. Therefore, these
measures involving foreign domestic
helpers are properly targeted.

Previously when large-scale communi-
ty testing is being conducted, experts
have already emphasised that compulso-
ry testing should be conducted in con-
junction with lockdowns if it is to be ef-
fective. The mandatory Covid-19 test-
ing for domestic helpers should also be
implemented with a temporary ban on
group gatherings. In other words, gath-
erings among domestic helpers should
be forbidden until the deadline of the
mandatory testing on 9 May. This is be-
cause if they can gather as usual during

the period of compulsory testing, those

who have been tested negative for Cov-
id-19 could be infected by those who
have not been tested yet, thus ruining
the efforts of the screening. As the
group gathering ban will just span
across two Sundays during this period,
the two rest days could easily be com-
pensated in the future, but it would vast-
ly improve the effectiveness of the en-
tire mandatory testing. During this
time, the police should also step up the
enforcement of the gathering ban, so as
to curb potential violations.

Meanwhile, government advisor Da-
vid Hui Shu Cheong predicts that the
mutant variant of the Filipino domestic
helper may have originated from the In-
dian man who was confirmed to be in-
fected earlier. They have not been to
the same place, however, and therefore
a silent transmission chain in the com-
munity might have been formed al-

ready. As foreign domestic helpers and

employers live under the same roof just
like family members, the silent transmis-
sion chain is likely to have entered the
employer's family. Therefore, the gov-
ernment must extend the scope of man-
datory testing to employers of foreign
domestic helpers and their family mem-
bers. It should be done as soon as possi-
ble to completely break the chain of si-
lent transmission.

Hong Kong has endured great hard-
ships to finally see the fourth wave of
the pandemic coming to an end, and
the society can no longer withstand a
fifth wave of the pandemic. As the mu-
tated strain has already entered the com-
munity, the next 14 days will be very
critical to Hong Kong's anti-pandemic
efforts. The government must be swift
and resolute in the fight against the
spreading of the virus, hopefully nip-
ping the fifth wave of the pandemic in
the bud.
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