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It's not all yabba dabba doo on public bodies
In the film The Flintstones, the hero Fred is duped into taking a promotion at his company so the boss can make him the fall guy for layoffs. The film's Chinese title describes him as “stupid but seems smart”. So I wasn't very happy when an opinion piece in the local Chinese press used the same phrase in an article about “Flintstone Bernard Chan”.
The writer claimed that the government was making me a fall guy as chairman of the Advisory Committee on Revitalisation of Historic Buildings. The committee was in the news last month when it granted use of the old North Kowloon magistracy to an American arts college, while a local Cantonese opera group strongly felt it deserved it.
As I said at the time, the selection process was rigorous and objective. The 114 applications from groups wanting to use a total of seven buildings varied widely in terms of proposed building use, financial resources, track record and so on. We examined applications in depth and interviewed the applicants. There was no favouritism in terms of nationality or any other unfair bias. Not everyone could be happy, and some people were not.
The columnist suggested that I would be even more of a Fred Flintstone following my appointment a few weeks ago as chairman of the Council for Sustainable Development. I hope to prove that wrong.
These bodies were formed in response to growing public demand for a better living environment - but not only that. They, and some similar bodies, were also designed to address public concerns about officials making decisions behind closed doors.
Cynics assume that my colleagues and I on these bodies are just a front for the government. I disagree. Officials are sick of being accused of collusion and secrecy, and they actually want outsiders such as academics and businessmen on the committee to be involved in the decision-making. Yes, these outsiders are appointed by the government, but they wouldn't waste their time - let alone damage their reputations - by being used as puppets.
Of course, the fact that we are independent and responsible for the recommendations we make only increases the personal criticism we get from parties that are unhappy with the results. I have noticed for several years now that, as the public engagement system has developed, growing criticism has driven members of the business community in particular away from serving on these sorts of bodies. It is a thankless task, and people often ask why they should bother. This is a real problem.
The columnist comparing me to Fred Flintstone obviously does not think the government is serious or sincere about using advisory and similar bodies to achieve better public engagement. As I say, my colleagues on the bodies would not do it if it was just a charade. They are busy, and any face they gain from their appointment is outweighed by the blame and criticism.
However, I would accept that the system still lacks credibility in some people's eyes. Part of the problem, as many commentators have pointed out before, is that appointments to these bodies seem to be made from a very narrow pool of Hong Kong's 7 million people. As one of the group of individuals who get many of these appointments, I don't need to be told that this looks bad. There is definitely scope for officials to broaden involvement, and I think that would help reduce the cynicism.
Most of all, we must earn the public's trust through the whole process leading up to the recommendations we make. I want to make the bodies I am chairing more responsive to broad, bottom-up public opinion, rather than just vested interests, activists or officials. I aim to prove we are doing that by ensuring the process is as open and transparent as possible. In short, my colleagues and I will be accountable to public opinion and the community. That is exactly what Fred Flintstone ended up doing in the film.
