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The week before last, our Chief Executive Donald Tsang sent a report to the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress on constitutional reform.  This is the first step in the process of changing our political structure for the elections in 2012 and beyond.

Essentially, Mr Tsang has outlined the public responses to the three-month consultation exercise held from August to October.  The responses were very wide-ranging, but it is clear that the majority of people in Hong Kong want and expect further democratization.  Put simply, a majority ideally would like full universal suffrage in 2012.  At the very least, the majority of people expect universal suffrage for the chief executive election by 2017.

We will find out what the NPC Standing Committee thinks before too long.  In the meantime, it might be useful to remind ourselves what this whole exercise boils down to.

The Chief Executive’s report has stimulated a lot of discussion about political reform.  We have heard a huge amount on the subject since the handover in 1997.  Indeed, the debate goes back over 20 years.  Many of the people who speak out loudest about it tend to see it as a matter of principle, maybe even a moral issue.  To them, democracy is a vitally important ideal and human right.  There are some other people, at the other end of the spectrum, who perhaps are suspicious of democracy.  Maybe they see it as dangerous or a foreign idea.

Let’s look at it from a more practical point of view, however.  What we are looking at is a method of choosing the head of the executive arm of government, and representatives in the legislature.  It is something that could have a direct impact on the quality of governance.  That makes it very important.  And it’s something we should try to be rational about rather than emotional.

For us here in Hong Kong, it is easy to see how a more democratic system could be good for governance.  Our leadership could be more effective if it had a mandate from the people.  To me, that is why we need constitutional reform.  Over nearly 10 years in the legislative council, I have watched administrations struggling to implement policies in the face of different interests and factions.  However, we cannot simply see things from our local, Hong Kong point of view.

At a national level, governance depends on national unity.  The view from Beijing is that the effectiveness of government could be at risk if one part of the country has an administration opposed to the central leadership.  The national authorities have publicly expressed reservations along these lines on several occasions in the past.  Our local reforms must accommodate that concern.

If the majority of people in Hong Kong can accept that, there is every reason to be optimistic about making progress.  

There are some conservatives in the pro-Beijing camp who have serious reservations about a broader-based political structure.  But I think the majority of pro-Beijing people are more positive about it.  The key is pragmatism.  Openly arguing with the central government is pointless.  Indeed, it will almost certainly result in more delay.  The argument and confrontation we have over this issue has itself become a serious obstacle to progress.  

We can overcome that obstacle if a significant majority of the community can rally behind reforms that Beijing is comfortable with.  Those reforms might not be perfect, especially from the pro-democrats’ point of view.  But they would still deserve widespread support.  The alternative is probably continued delay and continuation of the status quo.  So pro-democrats should see that going along with a future package would be in Hong Kong’s interests.

Public opinion will play an important role here.

My colleagues recently conducted a poll among management-level members of the insurance industry.  These are largely middle-class people – the sort of people who pay tax and probably, in many cases, vote for pro-democracy professionals in elections.  The poll showed that:

· 36 percent wanted universal suffrage for the chief executive election in 2012, 

· 50 percent in 2017, and 

· 12 percent after 2017.  

I found this result very interesting for two reasons.  First, only 12 percent want a delay beyond 2017.  As I say, these people are not anti-democrats.  But secondly, half of them were happy with 2017.  I don’t claim that this survey is an accurate reflection of our whole middle class.  But it does show that many people from that part of the community can be pragmatic.  They are willing to accept that one-step transition in 2012 may not be realistic.

I have also recently heard several commentaries from academics who seem to think the same way.  These commentators are typically professors of political science in our local universities.  And they are generally in favour of universal suffrage themselves.  Over the last couple of weeks, they have been saying that the pro-democrats should accept this sort of pragmatic approach.  

I seriously hope they will.  For years now, our community has been split into pro-democracy and pro-Beijing camps.  This is in many ways an artificial division.  It seems to be getting worse, and that is surely bad for Hong Kong.  I recently got an email from someone who accused me of being a ‘leftist in disguise’.  The reason, he said, was that I supported Regina Ip in the recent by-election on Hong Kong Island.  

Mrs Ip, like her main opponent Anson Chan, is a former senior civil servant.  Yet some people now think that you are an extremist if you express support for her.  It is similar the other way round.  People were hurling some nasty insults at Mrs Chan during the election campaign.  During the by-election and the earlier District Council elections, there were some incidents of pushing and shoving between rival groups of supporters.  Nothing serious, perhaps, but we don’t need this sort of atmosphere.  We have enough problems we need to tackle, like the wealth gap, without this sort of bitterness. 

There will always be differences of opinion.  And there will always be a few people who are quite extreme.  At one side at the fringes, we have some leftists who sometimes seem hostile to Hong Kong’s values.  At the other end of the scale, there are some pro-democrats who call for the overthrow of the communist party.  

But these are very small groups.  The vast majority of Hong Kong people are moderate and tolerant.  And they recognize and support the achievements of the central government in China’s development.  There is no reason for the majority of the Hong Kong community to be split so deeply along these largely artificial lines of pro-democracy and pro-Beijing.

It would be good if a pragmatic approach to constitutional reform could help to bring these two sides together.  We should stop seeing political reform as something to get emotional about.  We should stop seeing it a symbol that gives you the moral high ground if you support one approach or another.  We need to be practical.  It’s not about human rights or patriotism.  It’s about mechanisms – how we choose a Chief Executive and a Legislative Council for this Special Administrative Region.  

It offers us an opportunity to improve governance.  But it raises the possibility of problems for governance at the national level.  We have to include that factor in what we do – otherwise we won’t be allowed to do it.  In other words, we can have political reform if a clear majority of us can accept a way forward that Beijing is happy with.  It might not be the perfect package in everyone’s eyes.  But surely it will be far better than standing still.

After all, the principle of democracy has already been established here, and there is no going back.  Whoever is Chief Executive must have Beijing’s trust.  But they must also have the trust of the Hong Kong people.  It is impossible to imagine Beijing appointing anyone in future who doesn’t have it.  Now we need to update the mechanism to reflect that reality.

