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STATUTORY REGISTRATION FOR DIETITIANS

The Hong Kong Dietitians Association Limited (HKDA), Hong Kong
Practising Dietitians Union (HKPDU), and Hong Kong Nutrition Association
Limited (HKNA) request the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region
Government (the Government) to provide for statutory registration, discipline and
the better control of persons practicing in the profession of Dietetics in Hong Kong.

BACKGROUND

Unlike other countries with highly developed healthcare systems, the
practice of dietetics is currently unregulated in Hong Kong.

Dietitians exercise specialized knowledge and skills in nutrition of
diseased states, to treat, promote recovery or maintain optimal health of
patients. As the practice of dietetics carries significant risk of harm to the patients,
statutory registration of Dietitians is administered in most developed countries like
USA, United Kingdom, Canada, Japan and Korea, in order to protect the public
from unqualified, unethical or incompetent dietetic practices.

The establishment of the dietetic profession in Hong Kong can be traced
back to the 60s.  The local profession is a well-established allied health discipline
in public healthcare system.  Both Department of Health (DH) and Hospital
Authority (HA) only employ holders of recognized degree in Dietetics, i.e.
dietetic graduates from local Hong Kong University SPACE institute programme
or qualified dietitians from USA, Canada, United Kingdom and Australia.  While it
is generally accepted that dietitians working with the Department of Health and
Hospital Authority are adequately regulated, because of their stringent entrance
requirements and the fully functioning health care teams, the same mechanism is
not available to dietitians working outside the public sector.

The lack of statutory registration for the dietetic profession let pass
malpractice of albeit qualified practitioners; and permits unqualified
personnel to practise under the title of dietitian.
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Physical harm, including disability and death, may occur as a result of
dietetic malpractice. Public health and safety is hardly guarded without
corresponding statutory registration, discipline and control.

THE NEED FOR STATUTORY REGULATION FOR DIETITIANS

There exists a body of knowledge that forms the basis of the standards of
practice of the dietetic profession, and credentials of dietitians must be
accredited.

Currently, holders of Postgraduate Diploma in Human Nutrition and
Dietetics fulfil the entry requirement for a dietitian post of DH and HA.  This
programme admits graduates of recognized post-secondary educational institution
for studies in Human nutrition, food sciences, foodservice management,
clinical dietetics, diet therapy, and must successfully complete clinical
placement in local hospitals.

In USA, UK, Canada and Australia, preparation for entry to the profession of
dietetics and nutrition requires completion of academic course work in natural
sciences, humanities and social sciences, and dietetics to the Bachelors degree
level as well as documentation of professional competencies, usually through the
completion of a dietetic internship program.

In an unregulated environment like Hong Kong, it becomes so ridiculous
that any personnel of any unrecognised credentials may call themselves
dietitians, so much so in a “dietitian” recruitment advertisement, we find the
academic qualification required is only F.4 level (App. 1: Advertisement).

Patient interface

Dietitians provide direct clinical treatment to patients. Dietitians assess
the nutritional needs, design and implement nutrition care plans and
therapeutic diets for the patients.  Yet, currently in Hong Kong, many dietitians
do not practise under a supervised or regulated environment.

Dietitians often work autonomously in sole charge positions in non-
government institutions, independently in community health clinics or private
practice settings, where they may have little communication with medical doctors.
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In some cases, there could be no communication if the dietitians actually provide
dietetic services directly to patients without prior referral from medical doctors.

Level of risk associated with malpractice

Dietitians apply medical nutrition therapy to patients, which includes
implementation of therapeutic diets.  Therapeutic diet is the modification of the
nutritional components of a normal diet based on the findings of nutritional
assessment, designed to treat identified symptoms, conditions such as obesity,
diabetes, renal failure, etc., deficiencies, or altered nutrient needs.

The therapeutic diets, when properly designed, are often the only or the
primary treatment for specific disorders, diseases or health conditions. These
diets are necessary to prevent further deterioration in an individual who is
diagnosed with what is usually a chronic condition.  The mode of treatment by
means of administration of a specially designed therapeutic diet is equally
invasive as the drug therapy or any other physically invasive therapy.  Harm
occurs when the therapeutic diets are improperly planned as a result of
incompetent, unethical or impaired practice.

The potential risk of physical harm to the health, safety or well being of the
public include malnutrition, complications including choking, aspiration,
infection and serious metabolic or digestive disturbances associated with
enteral and parenteral feeding, diet-induced anaphylaxis and potential for
death in patients with life-threatening food allergies, delayed recovery from
illness or surgery, increased complications, progression or advancement of a
chronic disease, increased pain and suffering and diminished quality of life,
permanent disability or death. (App.2: Media reports on misuse of nutritional
therapies resulted in harm)

Not only dietetic personnel should be qualified to practice, it is equally
important that continuing competence of the dietitian be monitored.

In 2000, Hong Kong Dietitians Association received enquiry from Consumer
Council regarding a complaint lodged against a “nutritionist/dietitian”. However,
this so-called “nutritionist/dietitian” was not a member of the Association, and
therefore his credentials and conduct were not bound by the Association’s Code of
Ethics (App.3: Consumer Council and Hong Kong Dietitians Association
Correspondence).  As a matter of fact, credentials and conduct of “dietitians”
working in private sector are regulated by nobody but themselves.
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Public expectation for regulated practice

In contrary to the fact of an unregulated dietetic profession in Hong Kong,
the public at large misconstrues that personnel with “dietitian” titles are qualified
competent practitioners recognized by the Government.

A phone survey of 567 Hong Kong citizens conducted by HKDA in July
2003 revealed that public expectation of the role that dietitians play in diet
therapies and nutrition counselling is high, most people reckon that dietitians are
reliable professionals, next to doctors, to give health advice for improving one’s
health. However, survey results also found 58% of the respondents did not know
the requirements for the education and training for qualified dietitians, and 74% of
the respondents have the misconception that there was already statutory registration
for dietitians in Hong Kong (App. 4: Survey report).

The title “Dietitian’ has been exploited in the present unregulated
environment

As consumers become more health conscious and the demand for
nutrition services and products escalates, exploitation of the dietitian title
intensifies.  A survey conducted between 10 to 14 June 2004, on 4 newspaper and
8 magazines, for advertisement on nutrition service or products, has shown a
frequent (85 quotations) use of “註冊營養師” or “營養師” as the personnel giving
nutritional advice and product recommendation.  (App. 5:  Newspaper and
magazine clippings)

In a telephone survey of the qualification of dietetic personnel working in
weight loss clinics during the same period, 13 out of the 16 clinics being surveyed,
reported their Dietitians possess “Registration” qualification, despite statutory
registration is not available in Hong Kong.

Size of profession and employment distribution in public and private sectors

According to manpower statistics in 2000, there were only 20 dietitians
working in the private sector, since then, the local postgraduate diploma program
added about 24 dietitians every year to the profession.  The latest figures provided
by the three professional associations, quoted 95 (45%) dietitians working with
HA and DH, and 115 (55%) working in private sector in 2004, not yet
including graduates from overseas unknown to the associations, and those so-
called “dietitians” with unrecognized credentials.  With limited employment
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vacancy offered by public sector and the rapid growth in the private market,
especially in the “weight loss” business, number of dietitians working in private
sector has exceeded that of the public.

The association-based registration fails to regulate the profession as a whole

The voluntary registration scheme administered by HKDA and HKNA,
per se, reveals the inefficiency of a non-mandatory mechanism.  As to date,
there are only 105 full members of HKDA, and most of them are simultaneously
dietitian members of HKNA.   Therefore, among the total estimated 210 or more
practising dietitians, more than 50% of them “voluntarily” opted not to be
regulated by the Associations.

The only viable regulation of professional standards is by means of
mandatory statutory registration.  And, it is when “dietitian” or “registered
dietitian” are reserved titles for dietitians that will assure the public and other
health professionals that anyone using the titles is a registrant of the
profession and is therefore qualified and is subject to disciplinary processes
for incompetent, impaired, or unethical practice, so that public interest is best
protected.

CONCLUSION

HKDA, HKPDU and HKNA consider that it is in the public interest that
dietetic profession should be regulated in Hong Kong.  The profession has
expressed her strong commitment in regulated practice ever since the establishment
of dietetic service within Hong Kong’s healthcare system.  The profession
considers the Government has the obligation to safeguard the public from
unqualified, unethical and incompetent practices by providing dietitians practicing
in Hong Kong with statutory registration.

Hong Kong Dietitians Association Limited
Hong Kong Practising Dietitians Union
& Hong Kong Nutrition Association Limited

23 June 2004










































