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LC Paper No. CB(2)914/00-01(01) 
 

Occupational Safety and Health 
(Display Screen Equipment) Regulation 

 
Administration's response to 

Issues raised by members of the Subcommittee meeting on 
17 January 2001 

 
I. OSH Strategy under the Regulation 
 

  Before giving specific response to issues raised by Members at the 
Subcommittee meeting on 17 January 2001 in regard to the Occupational 
Safety and Health (Display Screen Equipment) Regulation (the proposed 
Regulation), the Administration would like to outline its strategy in protecting 
the occupational safety and health of employees using display screen 
equipment (DSE) in the following paragraphs. 
 
The Occupational Safety and Health Ordinance 
 
2.  Following the 1995 Review on Industrial Safety in Hong Kong, the 
self-regulatory approach has been adopted to improve on the conventional 
enforcement-driven strategy in promoting occupational safety and health, 
which has a number of drawbacks, for example - 

 
(a) the enforcement approach does not foster a safety culture among the 

employers and employees; 
 

(b) prescriptive law, in which minimum standards for compliance are 
stipulated, can become out-dated very quickly as a result of rapid 
changes in technology and production methods; and 

 
(c) enforcement actions are extremely labour intensive, but may not 

effectively bring down the number of occupational accidents. 
 
3.  Under the new approach, the Government would provide a framework 
with legislative and administrative components within which self-regulation is 
to be achieved through a corporate system of safety management.  For this 
purpose, "self-regulation" was purposely built into the Occupational Safety and 
Health Ordinance (OSHO) as its central feature, which was enacted in 1997 to 
extend the scope of statutory protection of occupational safety and health to 
employees in the non-industrial sector.  Labour Department (LD) and the 
Occupational Safety and Health Council (OSHC) have since assisted employers 
and employees to better manage workplace safety through a wide range of 
promotional and training programmes.  Nevertheless, LD would take out 
enforcement actions against establishments where self-regulation fails to be 
applied and occupational safety and health of employees are adversely affected. 
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General duties 
 
4.  Section 6(1) of the OSHO, i.e. the "general duties" provision, provides 
that - 
 

"Every employer must, so far as reasonably practicable, ensure the safety 
and health at work of all the employer's employees." 

 
An employer who fails to comply with the provision commits an offence and is 
liable on conviction to a fine of $200,000 and, if the offence is committed 
intentionally, knowingly or recklessly, a fine of $200,000 and imprisonment for 
6 months. 
 
5.  To help employers understand their liabilities under the "general 
duties" provision, a list of non-compliance cases is given in section 6(2) - 
 

(a) a failure to provide or maintain plant and systems of work that are, 
so far as reasonably practicable, safe and without risks to health; 

 
(b) a failure to make arrangements for ensuring, so far as reasonably 

practicable, safety and absence of risks to health in connection with 
the use, handling, storage or transport of plant or substances; 

 
(c) a failure to provide such information, instruction, training and 

supervision as may be necessary to ensure, so far as reasonably 
practicable, the safety and health at work of the employer's 
employees; 

 
(d) as regards any workplace under the employer's control - 
 

(i) a failure to maintain the workplace in a condition that is, so far 
as reasonably practicable, safe and without risks to health; or 

 
(ii) a failure to provide or maintain means of access to and egress 

from the workplace that are, so far as reasonably practicable, 
safe and without any such risks; 

 
(e) a failure to provide or maintain a working environment for the 

employer's employees that is, so far as reasonably practicable, safe 
and without risks to health. 

 
6.  For the better carrying into effect of the provisions and purposes of 
the Ordinance, section 42 of the OSHO empowers the Commissioner for 
Labour to make regulations, in particular,  
 

(a) providing for activities undertaken at workplaces to be assessed in 
order to determine the extent of risk of those activities to the safety 
or health of employees employed at those workplaces;  [Section 



3 

42(2)(j)] and 
 
(b) requiring persons who are responsible for workplaces to keep records 

of specified activities carried on at those workplaces.  [Section 
42(2)(k)] 

 
The Occupational Safety and Health Regulation, for example, was enacted in 
1997 to provide for, among other things, performance of risk assessments for 
manual handling operations. 
 
The proposed Regulation and its enforcement 
 
7.  The proposed Regulation seeks to provide for specific safety and 
health requirements in respect of DSE work, on top of the general requirements 
under the OSHO.  With provisions contained in the proposed Regulation, 
together with the Health Guide, employers will have a clearer understanding on 
how to discharge their liabilities under the OSHO in regard to DSE users.   
 
8.  The principal provisions of the proposed Regulation and their 
respective purposes are as follows - 
 

(a) performance of risk assessments: to identify the health hazards 
associated with the use of DSE at work so that remedial measures 
can be instituted at an early stage before symptoms develop in any of 
the users; 
 

(b) keeping risk assessment records: to prove the performance of risk 
assessments and to provide the results of previous risk assessments 
for reference in future reviews; 

 
(c) taking steps to reduce the identified risks: to improve the safety and 

health standard of DSE work at the workplace;  
 
(d) provision of information and training: to help the users conform to 

the established work practice and raise their awareness of health 
hazards associated with DSE work; and 

 
(e) provision of suitable workstations: to ensure that workstations 

provided to users are suitable with regard to their safety and health at 
work. 

 
9.  In respect of enforcement of the proposed Regulation, during an 
inspection to a DSE workstation, the occupational safety officer (OSO) of LD 
will inspect the risk assessment records to see if potential health hazards have 
been identified and their risks evaluated and reduced.  The OSO will also 
check the workstation to ensure that it is suitable for use by users, having 
regard to the latter's safety and health.  Where appropriate, improvement 
notice would be served under section 9 of the OSHO.  If the responsible 
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person fails to comply with the improvement notice without reasonable excuse, 
he is liable on conviction to a fine of $200,000 and imprisonment for 12 
months. 
 
The Health Guide 
 
10.  The OSHO and its subsidiary legislation apply to all employment 
sectors.  The extensive coverage means that it is difficult to prescribe 
minimum standards which are applicable to all trades.  A non-prescriptive 
approach is therefore adopted and flexibility is intentionally built into the 
proposed Regulation. 
 
11.  To help employers and employees better understand the legal 
requirements under the Regulation, the Health Guide on Working with Display 
Screen Equipment (the Health Guide) will be published in conjunction with the 
coming into effect of the Regulation.  The Health Guide explains the meaning 
of DSE, workstation and user in the context of the Regulation.  It discusses 
various health issues related to prolonged work with DSE and the importance 
of risk assessment of workstations and provides easy-to-follow steps for 
conducting such an assessment.  The Health Guide also gives practical 
guidance on the ergonomic requirements of workstations and measures for 
preventing common health problems, including safety and health training. 
 
12.  To preserve the general application of the Health Guide to all sectors 
of employment, a descriptive approach is taken to elaborate the requirements 
under the Regulation.  Compliance with the proposed Regulation does not 
require professional knowledge in safety and health.  With the assistance of 
the Health Guide, coupled with common sense for day-to-day computer 
operations and workplace hygiene, employers would be able to apply the 
general rules flexibly to their specific workplace.   
 
II. Specific Response 
 
1. To provide information on whether a fine is imposed on 

non-compliance with the guidelines on use of display screen 
equipment (DSE) in those countries where a self-regulatory approach 
has been adopted for the proper use of DSE at work. 

 
Penalties for non-compliance with regulations/standards are provided for 
in the UK, the USA and Taiwan, where legislation covering the use of 
DSE at work is regulated in law - 

 
(a) UK: the maximum penalty for contravention of the Health and 

Safety (Display Screen Equipment) Regulation is a fine of 
£5,000 (about HK$57,000) for offences prosecuted in the 
magistrates' courts.  If the offences are tried in the Crown 
Court, there is no limit on the fine which may be imposed. 

 



5 

(b) USA: the penalty for contravention of the Ergonomics Program 
Standard under the Code of Federal Regulations is a fine of up 
to US$7,000(about HK$55,000), and up to US$70,000 (about 
HK$550,000) for wilful or repeated violations. 

 
(c) Taiwan: the penalty for contravention of the 《精密作業勞工視

機能保護設施標準》 is NT$30,000 to $150,000 (about 
HK$7,200 to HK$36,000). 

 
In Canada, Australia and New Zealand where only guidelines or codes of 
practice are issued for safety and health related to DSE work, "general 
duties" of employers and employees are stipulated in the occupational 
health and safety laws.  Employers and employees are subject to a 
penalty for failure to discharge the respective general duties - 

 
(a) Ontario, Canada: the penalty for contravention of the 

Occupational Health and Safety Act is a fine of not more than 
CAN$25,000 (about HK$130,000) or imprisonment of a term of 
not more than 12 months, or both. 

 
(b) New South Wales, Australia: the maximum penalty for 

contravention of the Occupational Health and Safety Act is a 
fine of A$825,000 (about HK$3,450,000) for corporations, a 
fine of A$82,5000 (about HK$345,000) or imprisonment for 2 
years or both for individual employers, and a fine of A$4,950 
(about HK$21,000) for employees. 

 
(c) New Zealand: the maximum penalty for contravention of the 

provisions on duties of employers and employees under the 
Health and Safety in Employment Act is a fine of NZ$50,000 
(about HK$170,000). 

 
In Singapore, there is neither specific legislation on the use of DSE at 
work nor general duty provision in the Factories Act.  The guidelines that 
have been published on work with DSE are merely advisory in nature, and 
do not carry any penalty for non-compliance. 

 
2. To provide samples of educational pamphlets and publications on 

promoting the proper use of DSE at work. 
 

LD has published a variety of educational materials to promote the proper 
use of DSE at work, covering general occupational health issues 
associated with DSE work, workstation design, lighting and ventilation.  
Samples of these educational materials are enclosed for Member's 
information. 
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3. To consider including in the guidelines on use of DSE at work a 
provision requiring employers to allow users of DSE to take rest 
breaks or perform alternative duties at regular intervals of continuous 
DSE work. 

 
In paragraph 3.3 of the Health Guide, it has been recommended that a 
DSE user performs DSE work and non-DSE work alternatively so that the 
posture can be changed and fatigue arising from prolonged DSE work can 
be relieved.  We will include in the Health Guide the recommendation 
that, where no alternative duty could be arranged, appropriate rest breaks 
be provided to DSE users. 

 
4. To provide statistics on the number of occupational sickness reported 

in relation to the use of DSE at work. 
 

The OSHC conducted a survey in 1997 on the occupational health of 
computer operators in various trades.  It was revealed that in the 12 
months preceding the survey, 74% of the operators had eye discomfort, 
57% had shoulder discomfort, 56% had neck discomfort, 48% had lower 
back discomfort, 47% had upper back discomfort, and 9-22% had 
discomfort in various areas of the arm.  The survey further revealed that 
the work and household performance of 36% of the operators were 
adversely affected by eye discomfort, and up to 22% by neck, shoulder or 
back discomfort.  Though many of these problems are temporary and 
may be relieved after work, they can degenerate into chronic health 
problems if ignored over a considerable period of time.  From 1998 to 
2000, 206 cases of tenosynovitis (inflammation of tendons or tendon 
sheaths) affecting the hand or forearm were notified to LD.  Of those, 47 
cases were likely to have been caused by work related to DSE - 
 

 1998 1999 2000 
Total number of cases 71 54 81 
Number of cases likely to 
have been caused by work 
related to DSE 

7 16 24# 

# the latest figure 
 
Copy of the report of the OSHC's survey (in Chinese only) is enclosed. 

 
5. To provide definition of "continuous use" of DSE at work. 
 

Under the proposed Regulation, a "user" is an employee who normally 
uses DSE as a significant part of his normal work.  These users are 
usually highly dependent on the use of DSE at work and use such 
equipment for long hours more or less every day.  Some examples of 
users are employees whose main duty involves the use of DSE for word 
processing, typing/secretarial work, data processing, customer enquiry 
services, accounting/financial operations, computer graphic design, 
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news-writing/editing and telecommunications.   
 
6. To provide relevant extract of the Health and Safety (Display Screen 

Equipment) Regulations in the United Kingdom as well as other 
overseas legislation and guidelines on use of DSE at work, together 
with a comparison table setting out the various provisions on risk 
assessment, continuous DSE work, rest breaks and penalties for 
non-compliance with the provisions. 

 
The following documents are enclosed - 

 
(a) UK: the Health and Safety (Display Screen Equipment) 

Regulations; 
 
(b) USA: extract of the Ergonomics Program: Final Rule, Code of 

Federal Regulations; 
 
(c) Canada: extract of the Office Ergonomics, 2nd edition, published 

by the Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and Safety; 
 

(d) Australia: extract of the National Code of Practice for the 
Prevention of Occupational Overuse Syndrome and the 
Guidance Note for the Prevention of Occupational Overuse 
Syndrome in Keyboard Employment, published by the National 
Occupational Health and Safety Commission; 
 

(e) New Zealand: extract of the Approved Code of Practice for the 
Use of Visual Display Units in the Place of Work, published by 
the Department of Labour; 

 
(f) Singapore: extract of the Guidelines for Work with Visual 

Display Units, published by the Department of Industrial Health, 
Ministry of Labour; and 

 
(g) Taiwan: 《精密作業勞工視機能保護設施標準》. 

 
The table at the Annex summarises the criteria for "continuous DSE work", 
the requirements of risk assessments and rest breaks, and penalties for 
non-compliance in other countries/regions. 

 
7. To provide information on the provisions in the Occupational Safety 

and Health Ordinance which stipulates that employers are responsible 
for safeguarding the safety in workplace, under which actions can be 
taken for breaching the Regulation. 

 
As explained in paragraphs 4 and 5 in Part I, employers are bound by the 
"general duties" provision (section 6) of the OSHO.  The maximum 
penalty for non-compliance is a fine of $200,000 and imprisonment for 6 
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months.   The proposed Regulation seeks to elaborate the "general 
duties" provision by setting out specifically an employer's obligations in 
respect of safety and health of his employees who normally use DSE at 
work.  It does not, however, imply a lack of control of occupational 
safety and health standards of DSE workstation under the existing regime.  
Even before the enactment of the proposed Regulation, failure to provide a 
suitable workplace to DSE users in terms of the latter's occupational safety 
and health could have constituted an offence under the "general duties" 
provision. 

 
 
 
Education and Manpower Bureau 
February 2001
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Annex 
 

Country/ 
Region 

Criteria for 
"continuous DSE work" 

Risk assessment 
requirement 

Rest break 
requirement 

Penalty for 
non-compliance 

UK • Criteria for DSE "user" - 
- Dependent on the use of DSE 
- No choice of whether to use 

DSE 
- Specific skills or training 

needed 
- Use for continuous spells of at 

least 1 hour at a time 
- More or less daily use 
- Rapid information transfer 

between the user and screen 
- Attention and concentration 

needed 
 

Yes • Employers to plan users' work 
activities so that their daily work 
on DSE is periodically 
interrupted by breaks or changes 
of activity 

• Short, frequent breaks, e.g. 5 - 10 
minute break after 50 - 60 
minutes continuous DSE work, is 
recommended 

 

Yes 

USA • "Action trigger" for 
implementing an ergonomics 
programme - 

- the use of a keyboard or mouse 
in a steady manner for more 
than 4 hours total in a workday

 

Yes • Employers to organise DSE tasks 
in a way that allows employees 
to vary DSE tasks with other 
work activities, or to take 
micro-breaks or recovery pauses 
while at the DSE workstation 

 
 
 

Yes 
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Country/ 
Region 

Criteria for 
"continuous DSE work" 

Risk assessment 
requirement 

Rest break 
requirement 

Penalty for 
non-compliance 

Canada Not defined Yes • DSE operators to break up DSE 
work by doing non-DSE tasks 
that place different demands on 
the body by changing body 
positions 

• For continuous DSE work, a 
work break of 5 to 15 minutes 
per hour is recommended 

 

No 

Australia Not defined Yes • DSE users to spend part of the 
working day on alternative duties 
or to take work pauses if no 
suitable alternative duties are 
available 

• The length and frequency of 
work pauses will depend on the 
individual, the task and other 
factors, e.g. intensity of the DSE 
task 

 
 
 
 
 
 

No 
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Country/ 
Region 

Criteria for 
"continuous DSE work" 

Risk assessment 
requirement 

Rest break 
requirement 

Penalty for 
non-compliance 

New 
Zealand 

Not defined Yes • Employers to provide DSE 
operators with short, frequent 
breaks away from DSE work 

• Where work is screen-intensive, 
or when the DSE task requires a 
high degree of concentration, a 
10-minute break every hour may 
be appropriate 

 

No 

Singapore Not defined No • A short rest pause is 
recommended for every hour of 
continuous DSE work 

 

No 

Taiwan • The use of DSE for more than 2 
hours total in a workday 

No • Employers to provide DSE users 
with a break of at least 15 
minutes for every 2 hours of 
continuous DSE work 

 

Yes 

 
 
















































































