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A split Legco is the real enemy of electoral reform
The controversy over the government’s plan to end by-elections in geographical constituencies undoubtedly concerns important principles. Politicians across the spectrum, whatever they might think of referendum stunts, are right to ask whether such a plan infringes fundamental rights to stand for election and to vote.
However, in practice, the impact of the government’s proposal would probably be limited. The real question about our electoral system is its impact on overall governance and governability. The Tsang administration’s trouble in introducing a replacement process for legislators is proof of this.
The story of how we got into this situation is summarised in a recent booklet by the Business and Professionals Federation called “The Hong Kong Constitution: A Road to Reform”. In the late 1980s, there was a lot of debate about whether direct elections in Hong Kong should use the first-past-the-post system, with each constituency returning one member, or some sort of proportional representation. The latter was favoured because many leading figures believed it would help prevent any single party dominating the legislature.
Yet at least one of these figures has said recently that the weakness of political parties, and the lack of one in the Legislative Council that is solidly aligned with the chief executive, is now a real problem. And, last week, executive councilor Cheng Yiu-tong argued that we should think about reversing the ban on the chief executive having any political affiliation, and expand the political appointments system.
The Business and Professionals Federation believes that a return to single-member constituencies would help. It says that proportional representation has left Legco split into many small factions and has allowed people with “disruptive ability to punch above their weight” to win seats with a low popular vote.
The federation has argued for the continuation of functional constituencies in some form, but its basic point about the electoral system is true. The system that is supposed to facilitate executive-led government is plainly hindering the administration. Controversial policies stand almost no chance of getting through Legco without intensive lobbying – as I remember from my own days representing a functional constituency. As a result, the government shies away from even thinking about bold ideas.
Pro-democrats will reply that the key thing is to have a directly elected chief executive, who will then have a popular mandate. Most of us would agree, and we all hope that after 2017 Hong Kong’s leadership will enjoy that moral authority. But he or she will still need a support base in Legco, and the current system will almost certainly not provide it.
The Basic Law gives Hong Kong considerable leeway to change its electoral system, so we should not feel bound by the current form of proportional representation under which candidates can win seats with well below 20 per cent of the vote. Some observers may claim that Beijing would want to be cautious about moves that encouraged the development of a stronger party system in Hong Kong. But, it should be obvious that Beijing also wants executive-led government to work.
It is a pity that many participants in the debate on political reform put ideals ahead of practical outcomes. Pan-democrats demand instant universal suffrage largely as an end in itself, but have relatively little to say on incremental improvements to the present system. Conservatives want to find ways to maintain the influence of business and other interests through the functional constituencies or the creation of a two-tier Legco. Yet those interest groups’ influence is part of the problem; it is sometimes used to hinder the administration.
The time for universal suffrage in elections for our chief executive is drawing nearer. Yet, we run the risk of leaving him or her in 2017 with the same sort of situation the current government is facing, where the whole of Legco is a potential enemy. We need to find ways to encourage parties to develop in Legco and to forge strong links with the executive.
