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Worse is to come for political appointees
So far, after three weeks, the government's new political appointees are mostly known for their passports and salaries. We have probably not heard the last of those subjects, but the fuss will die down as these new faces become more familiar to the community. What role are they likely to play?
Like the appointed principal officials, or ministers, the undersecretaries and political assistants are filling a gap. The colonial system, where elite career civil servants made all policy, is over. To meet rising public expectations, the chief executive must be able to appoint (and dismiss) his own policymaking officials. This is important now, and will be essential under universal suffrage.
Where is the chief executive supposed to get up-and-coming politicians to fill these posts? A glance around the Legislative Council shows that many of our career politicians are from the older generation. Unlike some western countries, we do not yet have large numbers of young activists or aspiring politicians in political parties, local government, think-tanks or working as legislators' aides. The new appointees have a range of backgrounds. When the first ministers were appointed, in 2002, people compared their credentials, expertise and overall success in life with other public and business figures. Something similar has happened this time.
It misses the point. Politicians do not need the same skills that make outstanding professionals or entrepreneurs. They might have different ambitions in life, and they need particular interests and talents. Not every smart and successful person likes public affairs and wants to change the world. Similarly, politicians do not need administrative experience or even expertise in specific policy fields, which the civil service can provide. They need the vision to formulate what the community wants and needs.
If you are jealous of the new appointees' salaries, you will be glad to hear that they are going to have a tough time. And if you think they have been chosen as yes-men and women, rather than for positive ability, we will all find out soon enough (and the government's image will suffer if you are right).
They will have to lobby legislators who know bills and issues inside out and take seriously their role in holding the government to account. These lawmakers, who are not just government opponents, can be critical and even nasty with officials.
The appointees may have to approach business and community figures, veteran lawmakers and representatives of vested interests. These people consider themselves to be important and might expect a personal call from the chief executive, not from a junior figure two levels down. The appointees will need to be impressive.
The newcomers will also need to win the respect of civil servants who have spent 20 years rising up through the ranks. The civil service still contains the core of Hong Kong's policymaking experience, and officials will always depend on their advice and skills.
Not least, they will have to discuss policy with the rest of the population through the media and in person - and that can be the hardest ride of all.
So the new appointees' first three weeks has been nothing compared with what lies ahead. Perhaps not all of them will make it through to 2012. Maybe only a few will be around in 10 years as household names with policy portfolios of their own.
It will be a learning process not only for them but for all young people with an interest in public affairs. As our political structure develops and our leaders rely on a clearer mandate from the community, more people will probably campaign, join political parties or run for elected office.
Some appointees may still be plucked from the professions or the civil service, but there will be a broader and deeper pool of talent coming out of political training grounds. Hopefully, there will be no fuss about pay and passports.
