May 8, 2009

SCMP Article

No escape from the government paparazzi
Agossip magazine recently asked readers to guess who employs the best-paid paparazzi-type snoopers in Hong Kong - gossip magazines, the police, private eyes or Financial Secretary John Tsang Chun-wah? If you chose the last, you are correct.
The magazine had a report on the Legislative Council vote on the budget two weeks ago. Late at night, 20 young administrative officers and several undersecretaries were at the Legislative Council building, holding sheets showing faces and names of certain legislators. Each had been assigned to monitor a specific pro-government Legco member. They manned the doors and even the toilets, keeping an eye on their targets.
The vote was expected to be close, and they were there to make sure these legislators didn't leave before it took place, which it eventually did at around midnight. There are four exits in the building, so it must have been quite a difficult job.
Although the magazine saw this as an expose, it was not news to me. As a Legco member, I was tailed by young civil servants on several occasions when an important vote looked very close. They had a command centre in the officials' waiting room, and they were in touch via mobile phone. I was followed when I left the chamber and asked where I was going if I left the building.
In some ways, they were acting like the party whips in parliaments around the world. But the pro-government faction in Legco is not a party. It is several parties, which do not always agree on things, plus a variety of independents.
Critics say that our election system is rigged to give the executive an automatic majority but, even so, the government sometimes sweats before a Legco vote. I remember debates dragging on for hours and no one knew when the vote would take place. Members would go home if they thought the government already had enough support - but the problem is that others would have the same idea. The opposition would stay.
Nothing has changed. Last week, a lawmaker said publicly that he left after the second reading of the budget at 9pm and was woken from his dreams when a permanent secretary called towards midnight.
While I was in Legco, some pro-government members from functional constituencies gave officials a very hard time. They were prominent individuals and would not be pressured by a bureau head, let alone a civil servant in her 30s. A call from the chief executive might twist their arm.
They resented being kept from their business meetings or even weekend golf games. They were annoyed that officials wanted them to hang around for hours for a five-minute vote. They would blame the government for not giving them enough warning of votes. Some members basically assumed that it was the officials' job to remind them when a vote would take place.
Their assumption was that they were doing the administration a favour by turning up, especially if their industries were not seeking some sort of benefits from the government at the time.
As a member who usually made sure to stay and vote, I sometimes felt taken for granted. But, by the time I left Legco, it was clear to me that being a legislator really was becoming a full-time job. It requires the same sort of commitment as running a business, and it is simply not possible to do both properly. By relying for votes on Legco members with heavy outside business schedules, the government actually makes its own job harder.
And the people at the sharp end of it are those young administrative officers who double as paparazzi. I feel quite sorry for them. If a senior member - maybe a powerful business figure - ignores them and goes home to bed, they are in trouble. They worked so hard to get into the elite stream of the civil service, only to be told to stay up late and follow Legco members to the toilet.
