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Good luck Donald, you'll need it
Everyone should wish Chief Executive Donald Tsang Yam-kuen every success for the next five years. We will all benefit if he does well, and we have no idea who will follow him in 2012. It might be someone with the same degree of skill and experience, but we have no guarantee. 

Some of the problems he faces have no quick fixes. Cutting pollution depends on mainland agencies, changes in power stations and our own traffic management. There is no button to push, just continual effort in many areas. Schools are the same: we know the system is too exam-based and leaves many youngsters with the wrong skills. We have no instant way to change teaching methods or parents' attitudes. 

Some other issues could be fixed relatively quickly, but only if the community wants it to happen. Reforming our tax structure and health-care financing are easy to do on paper, but it will be very difficult to get public support. 

With the government recording a big, unexpected surplus last year, arguments for a broader tax base seem weak. The real problem is the volatility of income from land and investment, but who cares about that when the money is rolling in? Health-care financing is similar. Public hospitals are coming under strain, but people don't see any urgency. The temptation will be enormous for Mr Tsang to leave these issues for five years. 

Poverty is more pressing. There are demands for a minimum wage, travel subsidies and more resources for the poor, but also stiff opposition to a welfare state. Conditions for those at the bottom of our society are unacceptable - but are the better-off willing to pay more tax or accept cuts in their own subsidies? It would take real leadership to convince people to do that. 

Part of the problem with social cohesion may be the perception that the government favours tycoons. I think people who are doing well will make some sacrifices if they feel the resources will go to those who deserve them. They are more likely to be jealous and selfish if they think conglomerates are benefiting from collusion. 

One way for Mr Tsang to address that could be to tackle competition. The key here is tilting the playing field in favour of consumers and new players without harming business efficiency. If he could find a way to do that - and that's a very big if - and consumers saw lower prices, better service, more choice or higher quality, Mr Tsang would be a hero. 

The business community would like action on immigration policy. Labour activists and students fear competition for jobs, and this has made officials timid. Our visa schemes aimed at attracting talent are limited in scope. Could Mr Tsang persuade people that, by allowing in more entrepreneurial and creative people from around the world, we could boost Hong Kong and create jobs? 

Then there is our planning system. The fuss over the Central Star Ferry pier showed that the bureaucracy needs to be far more assertive in alerting the community to planning issues and laying out alternatives. He may face resistance from his own officials, but Mr Tsang would win a lot of friends if he made this government process more open and less top-down. 

The biggest challenge is constitutional reform, and Mr Tsang has made a bold commitment in that area. The debate right now is instant universal suffrage versus almost status quo. The gap between reformists and conservatives is so wide that some middle-of-the-road proposals for change are rejected by both camps. 

We need a system that makes governance more effective, reduces disharmony in society and meets Beijing's requirements. Neither the status quo nor instant universal suffrage will do all those things. This is why I wish him luck.

