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Legco with no authority is a sorry state of affairs
One of this year's unforgettable images for me was the look on the face of US House of Representatives speaker Nancy Pelosi when Congressman Joe Wilson shouted "You lie!" at President Barack Obama in September. I don't remember the Legislative Council president ever looking so outraged or fierce, and I was a member for 10 years.
The nearest we have to that here in Hong Kong are the disruptions during the chief executive's appearances in Legco, like the annual policy address. They started in the public gallery; nowadays, they come from among the lawmakers.
Since last year, the number of Legco members taking part in these interruptions has gone up to three, and they have used a wider range of props, including that famous banana on one occasion. I am, of course, talking about activist Leung Kwok-hung, or Long Hair, and his colleagues from the radical League of Social Democrats.
It has become a sort of ritual. After the disturbance, pro-government politicians and media tell everyone how shocking or childish this behaviour is. Although many members of the public might agree it is wrong, that doesn't seem to stop them enjoying the scene on television.
I found it very impressive that, although Wilson is strongly opposed to the current US government, he nonetheless phoned the White House with an apology to Obama. He came under pressure from across the political spectrum to do that. Obama is head of state and commander in chief. He is also elected.
Can anyone imagine the league's legislators phoning Donald Tsang Yam-kuen to say sorry after shouting out during his Legco address? No, because, in their eyes, such behaviour does not require an apology. To them, the chief executive, like the rest of the government and the functional constituencies in Legco, has no legitimacy. The people had no say in choosing them; they are not representative. So, hurling insults and disrupting proceedings is justified.
We could dismiss this as an extreme fringe opinion, but that would be a mistake. As I say, the whole community has been watching these dramas take place for several years now. At first, many were shocked, but now more and more of the public either ignore it or actually see it as a form of entertainment (clips appear on YouTube, for example).
This implies that, to some extent, they agree with the league that our chief executive and other members and supporters of the government do not deserve respect. Indeed, they may feel that the league's members and other legislators elected by popular vote are the ones with legitimacy.
For years now, observers have said that the lack of a clear mandate from the people reduces the effectiveness of the government in Hong Kong. By openly mocking senior officials and the institution of Legco, radical members of the opposition highlight this lack of a mandate.
Certain parts of the media have recently contributed to this feeling that our leadership lacks legitimacy. Even though most people probably did not believe allegations that the chief executive was involved in nepotism, they still enjoyed reading about it. Hong Kong people - who are usually very fair - seemed to find it amusing that the head of our government was being subjected to what was basically a smear campaign.
The problem here goes beyond personalities or specific policies. It is the whole structure. The people of Hong Kong elect representatives who have no executive power and little real input into policy other than to oppose and criticise the unelected government.
A public consultation exercise on the 2012 electoral arrangements has just started. Ideally, people will look beyond numbers and ask how possible reforms could affect this basic structural problem. For example, what difference will expanding the number of democratically elected seats in Legco make? It will change nothing.
