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The hows and whys of budget decision-making
Financial Secretary John Tsang Chun-wah's U-turn on the budget was certainly a surprise, to put it mildly. It was a bigger reversal than most political parties had asked for.
As in previous years, the 2011-12 budget process began with a public consultation. Tsang met community groups, businessmen, students and others, asking them what they would like to see done.
People asked for more help for impoverished elderly, lower bus fares or more tax breaks.
Some groups addressed long-term policy. The social welfare lobby argued for shorter waiting times for homes for the elderly and a universal pension. Many groups called for measures to make housing more affordable. Environmentalists pointed out that the government could easily afford to replace all the old polluting trucks and buses.
It sounds terrible to say that senior officials never really had much intention of acting on public suggestions, but it is essentially true. We can tell because the major proposals announced, such as the injection of HK$6,000 into every Mandatory Provident Fund account, were not what people had asked for. The things some people had asked for, such as tax rebates or long-term spending plans to address poverty or pollution, were not there.
However, put yourself in the officials' place. When I asked an official about possible rises in welfare spending, I was told politely that I had to bear in mind that there are many constraints on finances and the principles behind them.
This was a fair point. Who among us has the time or ability to study government finances in precise detail? It is not surprising that officials, who get paid to look at these things every day, might see requests from outsiders as too demanding or ill-informed.
They may be right. But it must be obvious from the budget U-turn that such a gap in understanding between the government and the people is no longer acceptable.
If the people are ignorant, educate them. Budget (and indeed other) consultations should involve a far more informative two-way process. The public's main suggestions should receive full answers from officials. If an increase in spending on a particular area is not possible, the officials should prove it. If constraints rule out some proposal, they should say how. If spending cannot be more than 20-21 per cent of gross domestic product, they should explain the rationale for the figure. If we must be prudent, they should define what it means in practice. We are used to hearing that budgetary constraints prevent more spending on hospitals, universities or welfare. Yet, at the same time, the government keeps hitting record surpluses and reserves. It is hardly surprising that people are frustrated at this contradiction.
The HK$6,000 cash payout has still not pleased everyone. Marchers are still protesting about housing prices and the obvious mismatch between public expectations and government action. Many commentators across the spectrum are worried at the short-term focus of the final budget and fear that people will now expect lai see from the government every year. Clearly there needs to be a rethink about consultations and how officials can best help themselves by helping the public understand the options.

On a brighter note, people will have HK$6,000 to use as they wish. Many feel that others need the money more than they do, and various non-governmental organisations are preparing to help them put it to work in such areas as caring for the elderly, helping deprived youngsters and doing something to clean up the air.
If enough people donate their handout, it could make a real difference to people in need. Don't forget: it would just be sitting in the government's fiscal reserves otherwise.
