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Dependable heads are the best fit for public bodies
The selection of former civil servant Lam Woon-kwong as the new chairman of the Equal Opportunities Commission has prompted several questions from commentators. Can he be independent of the government? Does he really have a human rights vision or relevant experience? And, not least, why do so many former civil servants get top posts in public-sector bodies?
I won’t go into the specifics of this case (I sat on the selection board), but I think the whole issue really boils down to the last question. In recent years, we have seen former administrative officers (AOs) join the Hong Kong Monetary Authority, the Vocational Training Council, the Office of the Ombudsman, the Hong Kong Productivity Council and others.
A Chinese newspaper recently reported that more than 100 AOs have left their posts in recent years. Most had more than nine years’ experience and nearly half were under 55, the minimum retirement age.
First, there are push factors, as well as pull factors, at work here. Being an AO has become much harder as society has grown more politicised. Even though we now have a ministerial system and additional layers of political appointees, the AOs still carry much of the burden of promoting and defending policy.
This means, for example, being questioned, criticised and even insulted by legislators, and maybe by the press. It is unpleasant, and it is hardly surprising that some of them would like to leave.
Public bodies offer a more congenial environment. The administrative duties are familiar: the position may have a public profile, but there is far less pressure and criticism from politicians. The pay is often better.
Then there is the selection process. I have sat on committees reviewing candidates for public bodies, and I have noticed that AOs tend to have some clear and advantages, or maybe I should say that other candidates are more likely to have drawbacks.
For example (I am thinking of a real case some years ago), the headhunter might supply a shortlist that includes several very enthusiastic non-civil servants. But one might not have the management experience to run a bureaucracy, while another might represent a beneficiary of the body’s funding activities, so be open to suspicion of favouritism. A third might have no experience in handling the media or stakeholders.
On top of that, in some cases, the government makes the final decision based on the selection committee’s recommendation. Officials today are nervous about possible embarrassment, such as a scandal over expenses claims. They would weigh up the risk: someone relatively unknown versus someone dependable and predictable, like a former AO.
They also have to consider public acceptability. Imagine the complaints if a senior manager from a property developer was selected, or someone with extreme political or social views. Even the appointment of former judges to run public bodies has been controversial.
Some people might say that we have too many of these public bodies. Maybe some of the older ones, set up decades ago, no longer serve their original purpose. But rising public expectations over things like equal opportunities and accountable government create a demand for new organisations, and it will not go away.
Another criticism is that we have an elitist establishment in Hong Kong, and too many people who could contribute are excluded for such reasons as background or political stance. As an appointee to quite a lot of councils and panels, I am very aware of this, and I think advisory and other bodies can and should draw from a bigger pool of talent.
The truth is that not many people have all the skills required to run major statutory and other public organisations. Many that do are in business, and would not get the same buss (or pay) from a non-entrepreneurial organization. So I understand when people say “Oh no, not another AO,” but it’s hard to find alternatives.
