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NPC delegates come in from the cold
The election of Hong Kong delegates to the National People's Congress a week ago was a fairly low-key affair compared with other local polls in the past 12 months. But it received more media attention than previous NPC elections or appointment exercises. Local people now view NPC delegates differently. 

In the past, few Hong Kong people paid attention to the NPC. Local members were appointed from the hardline patriots and formed part of the Guangdong delegation. Since the handover, NPC delegates have been elected, but most candidates have kept a fairly low profile. 

Because of Hong Kong's high degree of autonomy, the local community has not felt directly affected by the NPC's routine job of passing national legislation. At the same time, local NPC delegates constitutionally have no role in Hong Kong affairs. It is not surprising that, in the past, few Hong Kong people could probably name more than a handful of local delegates. 

This is changing for two main reasons. First, economic and social integration between Hong Kong and the mainland is bringing us into greater contact with national policies. National laws have an impact on Hong Kong people who do business, study, marry or live across the border. Meanwhile, mainland China's rise as an economic power is increasingly affecting Hong Kong. National policies on capital markets, regional infrastructure, labour rights or pollution matter to us. 

Second, delegates are coming from more diverse backgrounds. After last week's election - in which I won a seat - the Hong Kong delegation includes new faces from more professional backgrounds. Some have already held prominent political, business or public positions. Compared with many previous members, they are well known. 

It was obvious in the run-up to the election that voters were expecting a lot more from NPC delegates. At forums with candidates, voters made it clear that they were expecting delegates to be more accessible and open in the future. They wanted to know, for example, what we would be able to do if people wanted help or advice with mainland-related problems. 

This raises the issue of the delegation's public profile. Most people know how to get in touch with a Legislative Council member, but how do they contact an NPC delegate? There isn't even a website, let alone an office for the Hong Kong members. 

The idea of an office isn't new, and some NPC members are strongly in favour, while others are less sure. It is a sensitive issue: some delegates might like the idea as recognition of their status; others are very concerned about appearing to rival the local legislators. From a constitutional point of view, it is essential that NPC members are not a parallel source of power in Hong Kong. But delegates do want to be easier to reach. 

The committee that voted in the NPC election is what critics call a "small circle", with 1,200 voters. However, I believe the new delegates want to be seen as representatives of the broader Hong Kong community, and be responsible to them. So whatever platforms we end up using, we will want to be transparent about what we do, and make ourselves widely available. 

In the past, the most visible duty of NPC delegates was to attend sessions of the country's top legislature in Beijing, like the one that will take place next month. The activities of delegates before and during these sessions has evolved over the years, and debate is becoming more open (for example, over private property rights). 

However, the official duties specifically include keeping close contact with constituencies and the public, listening to them and conveying their opinions and needs. In short, we are required to serve as a bridge to help Hong Kong people reach the national government. That is what we intend to do.

