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Pass the package and move on to the real prize
The five Legislative Council by-elections are just over a week away. I don’t know what the outcome will be, but I do know that, afterwards, the government’s electoral reform package for 2012 will still be there. And the question will remain: should the pro-democrats veto it?
I was in the Legislative Council when they did that the first time in 2005, with the package for 2007-08. I could see why they found the package disappointing. But I am puzzled as to why they are tempted to use their veto again, when – we now see – it achieved nothing the first time. Yes, they can reject the package, but it will not change Beijing’s insistence that constitutional reform proceeds in phases, not all in one go.
My reading of the Beijing’s position is essentially this: constitutional reform is a journey into unknown territory, and there is no turning back; therefore it must happen step by step or not at all. After you move one step, you can consider the next. Whether we agree that the nation’s leaders are right to be this cautious isn’t the point: it is their call.
The pro-democrats say the opposite. They will approve the government’s package only if one or more subsequent steps are also finalised – the very thing Beijing says it will not do. What happens if the package is vetoed? The answer is nothing-and that would be bad news for any of us who want to see Hong Kong have a more responsive and decisive government.
I know that this package will change very little. Officials and government supporters say it is a meaningful step towards universal suffrage, but I think we all know it will have minimal impact on governance in practice. However, it would remove the barrier to the next step. Why should the pro-democrats want to keep that obstacle in place? Isn’t it the lesser of two evils to remove it? After all, their ammunition – a veto – will still be there next time round.
The pro-democrats may doubt that Beijing will honour its pledge to allow more meaningful steps forward if they accept the 2012 package. But what do they have to lose-since vetoing it automatically means no progress?
Besides, the central authorities would suffer a blow to their credibility in Hong Kong and beyond if they did not follow through. I do not believe they would promise something if they did not intend to do it. I know it disappoints some people – or even makes them suspicious – that Beijing has worded its commitments to reform very cautiously. But this should be seen as a sign that it is being serious.
The pro-democrats in Legco have the power to pass or reject this package. As a camp, they consistently win the majority of the popular vote, yet our current political structure usually leaves them outnumbered and without much influence. This package will not change that, and it is understandable that they are tempted to veto it out of frustration.
Officials claim the public support the package, but clearly they are far from enthusiastic about it. This, too, is understandable: looking back, the development of representative government in Hong Kong has been disappointing, and I know some people think a veto would send a message.
I would ask the pro-democrats to stop and consider the real, practical choice they will be making when they vote on the package. The package in itself is not the point. The point is getting it out of the way, so we can focus on what comes next.
This political structure is not working. The government lacks a popular mandate to take tough decisions and it is pushed around by vested interests or the loudest voices.
I ask the pro-democrats: how can you best serve the interests of the people of Hong Kong when vetoing the electoral reform package can only prolong this situation?
