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Building a bridge to political harmony
Most of our debate about political reform focuses on structure, such as the numbers of seats, methods of election and, of course, timetables. We don't hear much about political process, such as policy formation. 

This is probably because the debate is about moving from our present structure, which is essentially the old colonial one, to something broader based and more democratic. 

Some people have been putting the issue of universal suffrage to one side and asking if it is possible to improve the quality of governance in practical ways that do not involve constitutional change. This is not to try to delay structural reform. It is more an attempt to see what we can do while we are waiting for it. It might also give us a better idea of what sort of governance we would like a more democratic structure to deliver. 

One area where governance could be improved is in tackling the gap between government policy and at least some segments of public opinion. This gap reflects rising expectations among the community. We have a well-educated population, and people increasingly have their own ideas about how things should be. 

A very interesting overview of this problem, and a possible way out of it, appears in a study by the University of Hong Kong's Centre for Civil Society and Governance, released in March after being commissioned by the Bauhinia Foundation (and available on the foundation's website). 

The researchers talked to civic groups and officials, and gained some very honest insights into the feelings of mutual distrust and frustration that exist between those who make policy, and outsiders who disagree with it. Community activists' criticism - that officials are arrogant or out of touch, for example - are well known. We can hear them on the news most evenings. 

Senior civil servants also find that civic society can be very difficult to deal with. There are normally several points of view on a policy idea, so whatever the decision, they will be attacked by someone. They also have a problem with civic groups that will not share responsibility for defending policy decisions from critics. 

The researchers' recommendations are interesting. They propose a civic engagement code that would apply to all policymaking bodies. Every policy proposal put to the Executive Council would include an assessment describing the nature and results of the engagement exercise. 

Civil servants would receive appropriate training and be seconded at times to civic organisations. Policy-making and advisory bodies would receive more resources for policy research. Meanwhile, civic society organisations would also receive help to strengthen their capacities and encourage them to co-operate with each other in engaging with policymakers. New laws to strengthen their status and accountability as non-profit groups might be needed. 

Such proposals would not provide solutions to all policy disputes. 

There will always be differences of opinion among different groups, and there will always be a silent majority whose views are hard to find out. But this idea could drive changes in culture and attitudes in both the bureaucracy and in community groups with policy ideas. 

The researchers recommend that some specific areas - such as heritage, health care and town planning - be used to test a new approach to engagement. 

It is probably not a coincidence that they chose those subjects. They are the source of quite a lot of friction between officials and civil groups. 

If a more serious approach to engagement reduced the gap between policy-making and public opinion in just those areas, it would be a giant step forward in making Hong Kong a more harmonious place.

