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We have just another 30 days before the Legislative Council votes on the government’s proposals for constitutional reform for the 2007 and 2008 elections.  So far, the administration and the pro-democracy camp are standing firm.  It looks quite possible that the proposals will not get the two-thirds majority they need to get through Legco.
There is a major gap in understanding between the government and the opposition.  
To many government supporters, the opposition would be crazy to veto this package.  It might not be a huge step forward, but it does make our system more democratic.  What on earth is the point of rejecting it and sticking with the current system?
However, to many pan-democrats, the proposals don’t add up to any meaningful change.  The government’s reasons for not moving forward faster sound more like excuses.  And the whole package offers no hope of future progress towards universal suffrage.
The two sides are almost on different wavelengths.  To complicate the issue, there is a third side, and that is the Central People’s Government in Beijing.  And the leadership in Beijing have their own way of thinking about this subject on a national level.

As a member of the Executive Council, as well as Legco, I obviously support the administration on this, and I want to see the package go through.  
If you take any interest in this subject, you already know the Government’s side of the argument.  I am not going to repeat the Government’s usual message today.  It is quite obvious to me that the opposition simply does not buy these arguments.   Instead, I am going to try to see things from the pro-democrats’ point of view, and I will try and answer the question – what will happen if the package gets voted down?
***

To the pro-democrats, this package is very modest.  And personally, I would agree.  The package proposes only incremental change.  It opens up the political system a bit more, indirectly, by giving district councilors more seats in Legco and the Election Committee.  So it is a move away from ‘small circle’-style functional constituencies.  
But some of these councilors were appointed.  The pro-democrats see that as a step backwards, and I guess they have a point.  I don’t think anyone believes that appointees belong on elected bodies in the long-term future.  
Some commentators say that we might see some sort of compromise, with the Government producing a better package to try and swing the vote in Legco.   I can’t say for sure whether that will happen, but from what I see at the moment, it looks unlikely.  The administration does not have a free hand.  At best, the Government might offer to phase out the appointed district council seats, but even that would be for the future.
The pro-democrats’ main criticism of the package is that it doesn’t have a firm timetable for future development.  Therefore, it is impossible to say whether it is seriously taking us closer to universal suffrage.

I have personally called for a timetable in the past, and I would still like to see one.  It would stop a lot of bickering.  It would encourage serious debate about our future political structure and the role of political parties.  And it would create more interest in more parts of the community in getting involved in politics.  However, again, the government does not have a free hand.
What I am about to say is not an excuse to put off universal suffrage as long as possible.  It is the hard truth, and something that cannot be changed.  The fact is that we cannot introduce any changes to our political system unless Beijing approves them.
***
The majority of people in Hong Kong are probably disappointed with this package.  We need to be honest about that.  At a Legco committee meeting recently, we had various student representatives come in.  They dismissed it and mocked it.  
Even more moderate groups are quite critical.  I recently conducted a small survey of people – mostly at management level in my own industry.  It wasn’t a scientific survey, but the results were still interesting.  Just over 50 percent felt the proposals were better than nothing.  But around 40 percent felt they definitely did not go far enough.  And this is a group of people who are probably more conservative than average.
However, I also asked them whether they wanted to see Legco reject this package or accept it – assuming there was no alternative.  And this was very interesting.  Around eight out of 10 people said they wanted Legco to pass it.

However, it currently looks as if the pro-democrats will reject it.

Why would they want to do such a thing?  After all, this proposal is an improvement on the current system.  It must be better than nothing. It doesn’t seem logical to turn it down and keep a system that is less democratic.
If I understand the pan-democrats correctly, their reasoning goes something like this. 
If they support this package, it will send a message to the Government and to Beijing that they are happy with gradual progress, and with no timetable for introduction of full universal suffrage.  This will reduce the pressure on the Government to push for faster change.

On the other hand, if they reject the proposals, they think it will send the message that this isn’t good enough.  It will make political problems for the Hong Kong Government, so it will increase the pressure for change.
In addition to that, I know that some pan-democrats believe that nothing will change without confrontation.  They believe there is no point in trying to seek consensus because some people have an interest in not opening up our political system, and those people will resist serious reform.
This is a pessimistic view of things.  Some people would say it is a cynical view.  But we need to accept that this is how many people in the pan-democratic camp see the situation.  From their point of view, there is nothing to lose by rejecting this package.  And there might be more to lose by accepting it. 
***

Well, let’s have a look.  Let’s ask ourselves what will happen if, in 30 days’ time, my pro-democratic colleagues in Legco succeed in blocking the Government’s constitutional development package.  What will happen?
For a start, it will not be the end of the world.  Things will carry on the same as before.  Hong Kong will not be in a crisis.  Quite the opposite – our constitution will probably be fixed, the way it is today, up to the year 2012.
Losing the vote probably won’t make life harder for the Government.  The administration will probably be criticized.  But our Chief Executive and his senior officials will be able to say – very honestly – that they tried their very best.  

There is really only one question here.  And it’s something my Legco colleagues need to ask themselves very seriously.  And it’s something that you – listening to this at home – also need to ask, because these legislators represent you.

And that question is this.  Will rejecting this package bring universal suffrage closer, or will it push it further away?  

The answer to that question will be decided by the Central People’s Government.  Senior officials in Beijing might have different opinions.  But I would expect most of the national leadership will see a rejection as a sign that directly elected legislators make problems and cannot be trusted.  
Beijing does not feel confident about the impact of a more democratic system.  Beijing worries when it sees democratically elected lawmakers organizing marches and visiting foreign capitals to talk about Hong Kong.  And then it will see them rejecting a small but real measure to make the system more democratic.  
It will be another reason not to trust the idea of a more democratic system.  They will think – it’s a good thing there are only 25 of those legislators.  And maybe we will be offered similar, small-scale reforms again in five years’ time.
On the other hand, if this proposal goes through, the ball will be back in Beijing’s court.  The Central Government will see directly elected lawmakers acting in a constructive way.  It will be harder for officials up there to say they cannot trust the pan-democrats.  Then, the pressure will be on Beijing to come up with a more significant package next time around for 2012.  
That’s the choice facing your representatives in Legco in 30 days’ time.
