Sep 19, 2014

SCMP Article

No benefit for Hong Kong if election system stays the same
I have previously argued that legislators and the community in general should accept the National People's Congress Standing Committee decision on election methods for 2016-17. I said we cannot ignore Beijing's view of Hong Kong's constitution in a national context. And I said that rejecting the proposal would do nothing but delay reform.

I also argued that the package, with its element of universal suffrage, really would be an improvement on the current system. Pro-democrats refuse to accept this. They insist that pro-democracy lawmakers should veto this reform, and indeed the next round of consultation.

In effect, they are claiming that we would be better off with the current system. This makes no sense. Yes, the proposed framework is a huge disappointment to many people. But I wonder if some opponents are so bitter and angry about it that they refuse to admit that it is an improvement.

Let me expand on what I wrote about the nomination process for the 2017 chief executive election. I believe that this process, combined with an election by universal suffrage, will produce a far more representative outcome for Hong Kong. That makes it a real improvement.

It comes down to the pre-nomination stage of the process. This will not be some sort of secret deal fixed behind closed doors. We will not wake up one morning and read that three (or maybe two) individuals have made it onto the ballot for election. We can imagine a number of individuals - maybe eight or nine, or more - competing at this primary stage.

We cannot say specifically how these contestants will be proposed. The forthcoming public consultation will cover that. But I am confident that this will be a competitive process, in full public view. I am also sure that contenders will come from a range of backgrounds; there is no reason a pro-democrat should not take part.

These primary-stage contenders will need to debate in public on big and sensitive issues. They will need to propose their own platforms on education, welfare, housing, tax, economic policy, consumer rights - you name it. If some of them back policies that the public doesn't like, you can be sure other contenders will criticise them for it. Public opinion polls will identify those with strong public backing. And they will highlight any that the public dislike.

The 1,200 members of the nominating committee will not be able to ignore public opinion in this primary stage. It would be naive to think that someone hostile to Beijing would get onto the ballot. But that still leaves a lot of possibilities.

If I am wrong - if the whole process is rigged and we get just a couple of unpopular "stooges" on the ballot - the whole election loses any credibility. Opposition groups could probably organise a successful boycott of the universal suffrage election. With a low turnout, the "winner" would be visibly rejected by the electorate. Our governance problems would, if anything, be worse than they are now.

I am pretty sure that officials in Beijing and locally have thought this through.

After the primary stage, there will be two or three candidates on the ballot for a universal suffrage election. They will not get that far without being serious about wanting the job. They will compete for your vote. This is going to be very different from the past.

I am not saying this system will be fully democratic. And I am not claiming that, even with an improved mandate, our government will suddenly be perfect. But this really is better than the status quo.

Boycotting the next consultation, or vetoing the final package, might make angry pro-democrats feel good. But please tell me: how exactly do the people of Hong Kong benefit from another five, 10 or even 15 years of the current system?
