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Civil service pay: the elephant in the room
I hope government officials are having a relaxing summer because they have a lot of work ahead of them later in the year. The administration has left some big issues on the back burner, including constitutional reform, competition policy and health care finance. These will not go away.
The same goes for police pay. Although it might not seem as big an issue as those others, it could potentially have an impact on a much broader area: civil service reform.
At one level, the police pay debate is about the government's pay trend survey, which guides annual civil service salary adjustments. But some police representatives are also arguing for a long-term reform, giving the force a pay mechanism totally separate from other parts of the public sector.
This is an idea I remember hearing a lot when, for five years up to 2006, I was chairman of the standing committee on disciplined services salaries and conditions of service, which advises the government on pay and conditions for police, fire services and others.
The police proposal is not a popular idea at senior government level. Officials fear that if the police were treated as a special exception, with their own pay system, other parts of the civil service would want the same. They are probably right. The police have a valid claim to being a unique case, given the nature of their work and their importance to our city. But some other public sector workers also do difficult, skilled and vital work, and they could make similar claims.
Would separate pay mechanisms really be such a bad thing? In 2002, I sat on the task force set up to review the civil service pay policy and system. We looked at Australia, Britain, Canada, New Zealand and Singapore and found a clear trend towards decentralized pay systems. In most of those countries, government departments essentially run their own human resources. We recommended that Hong Kong consider doing the same with its civil service (along with related measures like simplifying grade structures). However, "economic restructuring was the big focus of attention at the time, so it went on the back burner. Seven years later, we are still stuck with a system that should probably have been reformed in the 1990s, when the approach of the handover was a common reason for leaving things as they were.
It will not be a simple reform. Departments will have to develop their own policies on grading as well as pay. They will have to decide how to benchmark their pay against employers in the private sector. The transition period, in particular, will be a challenge. I get the impression civil service department heads think of it as a good idea in principle - but best done after they retire.
There are other possible drawbacks. Staff doing similar work in separate departments could end up on different pay levels, and there could be problems if units in different departments are merged in reorganizations. There are fears it could affect the unity and common values of the civil service. But, the advantages could be considerable. Decentralization could give departments much greater flexibility and efficiency in managing staff. It could also lead to simplified pay structures and fairer ways to compare the value of different jobs.
Do our senior officials have an appetite for such a major reform? Their predecessors in the 1990s did not, and I can see why. All big reforms affect some people negatively, even if they benefit the community as a whole.
Constitutional reform could, in theory, transform governance. Competition and health care finance are areas that could - also in theory - help our economy and society become stronger and fairer. Civil service reform by comparison is perhaps a much less interesting subject, hence easier to put to one side. However, the issue of police pay will definitely be back, and so will the idea of separate pay systems.
