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LOCAL ADMINISTRATIVE REFCRM IK HONG KONG:

PROMISES AND LIMITATICHS*

LAU Siu-kai, Ph.D.

"his paper focuses only on local administrative reform in the urban

areas of Hong Kong. The same reform, alsc to be applied to the rural
areas (the New Territories), will not be discussed. Also omitted
from discussion, because of the complications they would introduce
into the paper, are the changes to be made in the composition of the
Urbar Council and the methods of election of half of its mepbership.

In the preparation of this paper, I benefited from the ideas and

(=8

nsights of Dr. Kuan Hsin-chi and Dr. Ho Kam-fai.



LOCAL ADMINISTRATIVE REFORM IN HONG KONG:
PROMISES AND LIMITATIONS

In January 1981, the Hong Kong government announced its plan to

reorganize its local administrative apparatus in a #White Paper entitled

District Administration in Hong Kcn<;1 Its policy content was subsequently
formalized in two bills: the District Boards Bill 1981 and the Electoral
Provisions Bill 1981. 1In essence, the plan calls for mild reforms at two
levels. Within the bureaucratic administration, an organizational format
will be instituted to enable officials dispatched to local areas to
coordinate their activities and to make minor decisions which will affect

the well-being of the local populace.

This is primarily an exercise at administrative deconcentiration,
and falls far short of administrative decentralization or the establishment
of autonomous local governments. At the district level, leocal advisory
boards will be established, which will contain an elected element based
on a universal adult suffrage. These boards will be assigned the duty
to advise local officials as to the needs and opinions of the districts.
Sven after the scheduled reforms are fully implemented, the political
system of Hong Kong will remain essentially unchanged. Decision-making
power will continue to be monopolized by a monocratic administrative
apparatus made up of appointed officials, whose dominance is largely
unchallenged because of the absence of any other autonomous political

institutions in the Cclony.

However, inasmuch as an elected element is teo be included in the

reform plan, the White Paper in itself is still a signal event in the
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nclitical history of this British Colony, azs it cerrize the symbolic
I 3 g vy

irplication that the pecple wiil ‘'count' in the decision-making process

thy

cof the government, even though the raform itseif is = “ar cry from the

iceal of grassroots democracy.

#hile there is no question that the Hong Kong government is
sincere in its attempt to improve administrative efficiency, increase

pclicy respensiveness and promote political narticipation in the Colony,

it is our contention that the reform measures as devised are inadeguate
tools for the attainment of these goals. Needless to say, some adwinis-

N

trative benefits can be reaped from the implementation of these reforms
as a result of the acquisition of more information on the people by
locally-assigned officials, and from their exposure tc local sentiments
and problems. Nevertheless, thev do not seem to be abhle to cODE
effectively with the diverse problems which afflicted the administration
in the last decade or sc. Specificelly, these problems are: ademinis-
trative overload (especially at the center where most of the decisions,
including many rinor ones, kave to be made), escalating administrative
costs, expansion of the service and managerial role of the government,
an inéreasingl& militant civil service, rising public aspirations for
public services and intervention, the weakening of medisting organizations
between the govermment and the peovle, the proliferation of sporadic,

srall-scale and issue-relat=d collective astions at the

rassrocts lewvel

1y

which revolve arcund policy implementation, the wvidespread social nroblems
svawned by rapid urbanization and spralling ponulstior density, and the

-

inadequacy of both public ard voluntsry services. While the local



acdministrative reform can be considered an attempt by the government to
menage more effectively an increasingly complex and unmanageable urban
sccilety, the implicit assumptions underlying the planned measures are
that it can be made more manageable simply by means of a modicum of
administrative reforms, and that these reforms can, toc a certain extent,
gtide the social forces in such a way that the nroblems which call forth
the reforms in the first place can more effectivelv be handled, It is
the purpose of this paper, however, to show that the planned refcrms are
only minimally related to the resclution of these problems and that more

should be done to alleviate the predicament in which the government

cuarrently finds itself.

THE REFCRM PLAN

Hong Kong is basically a bureaucratic polity wherein public
decision~making is in the hands of a bureaucracy made up of officials
appointed by the British Crown and headed by a Governor. The Executive
and Legislative ouncils, consisting of officials and unofficials
appointed by the Governor, assist and advise the bureaucracy in the
administrative chores. They are not in a position to threaten the
dominance and autonomy of the bureaucracy, whose monopoly of political
power 'is in no way curbed by ary independent political or gquasi-volitical
organizations in society. The bureaucracy is a tyrical monocratic
organization: highly centralized, hierarchical and complex. Officials

dispatched to staff local offices of major zovernment departments lack



both financial and decision-making power, And, as these lower level
officials are heavily involved in dealing with the people when implemen-
ting government policies, their lack of discretionary power to adapt
offiecial rules to the personal and individual particularities of the
local people has generated widespread grievances and political alienation
among the populace. 1In the last two decades, proposals on administrative
decentraliéation had been put forth,2 but none of them were adopted
because they threatened to drastically curtail the functions and decision-
making power of the bureaucracy. Moreover, these proposed reforms would
inevitably inject a strong political component into the political system
of Hong Kong. This input would seriously subject the bureaucracy to the

kind of public pressure which it used to view with disdain and consternation.

Compared to the proposed reforms in the past, the set of reforums
as announced in the White Paper are extremely moderate in the type and
scope of change they want to introduce into the Colony. There are two
facets in the reform scheme: one administrative and the other political.
Both facets are designed to be complementary to each other, and the
overall goal of the reform is directed "towards better coordination of
and responsiveness by the administration at district level and towards
greater participation by the inhabitants of each district."3 The
administrative facet of the reform is géared to the provision of a
locality-orientation in the mind of officials dispatched to local areas:L+

[I]n each district. there should be a Management Committee of

officials charged with co-ordinating and, where appropriate,
monitoring the work of Government departments in the district,

and ensuring that the departments should be as responsive as
practicable to district needs and wishes.



More specifically,j

the District Management Committees will consist of Government
cfficers from departments most closely concerned with the
provision of services in ths districts and any = i
them. As the main function of ¥ i

Commlt ees will be to provide a forum for inter-departmental
consultation and CORQrdinaf*oﬁ to anu”e that Hlau lct needs

the Government will Dﬂsurn that dﬁpartae:tai reure rtatives

appointed to the Committees are at an appropriate 1evel, to
enable them to speak authoritatively and, where possible, to

act upon all departmental matters affecting the district.
The Chairman of the District Management Committee will be,
in the urban area, the City District Commissioner of the
district, « » «

Tn the districts themselves, which will be 10 in number in the
urban areas,
representatives of each district should be appointed to join

the key members of the Management Ccmmittee to form a District
Board to advise on the whole field of administration.

Furthermore, an elected element will be added to these Boards,
though numerically it is inferior and cannot be the dominsnit voice there.
The electoral franchise will be extended to 21l adults over the age of 21
and who have resided in Hong Kong for 7 years. Any registered voter who
has been ordinarily resident in Hong Kong for a minimum of 10 years will
be able to stand as a candidate for election to the Boards. And there
#ill be no requirement for a candidete to be resident in the constituency
for which he stands. The first elections to the District Boards will be
held in stages in March and September 1982, The normel ferm of office
for elected mémbers will be % vears. The chairman of the District Board
will iritially be an official of the Home Affairs Devartment, but, as

soon as practicable, the District Board will be allcwed to elect a

chairman from its members.
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According to the White Paper,
The role of the District Boards will remain wmainly advisory

+ « » and they will have the follewing terms of reference:

(a) to advise on matters affecting the well-being of people
living in the district and those working there;

(b) to advise on the vrovision and use of public facilities
and services within the district;

(¢) to advise on the adequacy and priorities of Government
programmes for the district;

(d) to advise on the use of vublic funds allocated to the
district for local public works and commmunity activities;

(e) to undertake, where funds are made available for the’
purpose, minor environmental improvements within the
district; and

(f) to undertake, where funds are made available for the
purpose, the promotion of recreational and cultural
activities within the district,

The role of the District Boards is extremely limited, and it is
not granted the requisite executive power to make its will count in the
Management Committee of the officials. Since it is confined tightly to
an advisory function should a District Board consider that the response
to its advice from the District Management Committee is unsatisfactory,
its only recourse will be to bring the matter to the attention of the
Director of Home Affairs, a high-ranking official in the administrative

hierarchy. But there is no formal guarantee that the latter will decide

in its favor.

THE GOALS AND SOCIO-POLITICAL CONTEXT OF THE REFORM

The zoals of the local administrative reform outlined in the White
Paper are deliberately vague, general and brief. It reflects the overly
wary attitude of the goverument toward the reform effort. Couched in

this way, it allows the government to maintain the flexibility which it

N
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wants in order to adjust the reform efforts to the changing socio~political
realities of Hong Kong, and the unpredictable reaction of the people to the
new arrangements once they are set into motion. Th explicit goals of the
reform are phrased as 'to imprové the impact of administration at the
district level and to stimulate a greater degree of locai participation

in it,"8 or "to improve district administration and to provide greater
oppertunities for public consultation and participation in administration

¢
at the district level."”

Behind these lofty and idealistic statements, however, we can
detect several other géals which the reform is expected to accomplish.
In order to lay bare these implicit goals of the reform plan, we have to
look into the socio-political reality of Hong Kong and the momentous
changes it has undergone in the last several decades. The local adminis-
trative reform is scheduled by the government to adapt the administrative
apparatus more closely in line with the changing environment which it is

expected to manage with efficiency and effectiveness.

(1) Desvite its vociferously professed principles of economic

laissez-faire and social non-interventionism, the growing complexity of

the urban society of Hong Kong, the rising aspirations of the coumon
peorle and the increasing incapability of the Chinese society to cater
to the needs of its members hav: forced the government to vlay an
increasingly active role in planaing and delivering public resources
and services on an ever-increasing scale. This expansion of the public
sector ie reflected both in the size of expenditure of the bureaucracy

and the number of civil servarts. Between 1951/52 and 1965/66, government
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rose faster than GDP and showed lesser
Tuctuation. Thise was & pause in the growth of government expenditure
be tween 19565/66 and 1970/71. After the 195?;rigte the government took
o1 2 mors sctive role as service provider. Since 1970771, the upward
trend in government expenditurs growth wes again resumed. Concomitant
with the expansion of the service role of the government is the dramatic

ircrease in the sige of $he buresucratic establishment., The number of

vernment emploszes rose from z low of 3,867 in 1955 to a high of 141,700

@

r. 2980. The expsnsion of the functions and activities of the governmen’

1o

inevitably raises various issues revolviig around the performance and

aficiency of the buresucracy.

2

In a wmonseratic buresucrazey, the expansion in functiocns creates a
cbndiﬁlan of administrative overload at the center, a condition which
could only be relieved by delegating functions and decisian«making
discrstion downward along the hierarghyp The expansion of functions in

a menocratic bureaucracy will also generste conditicns of inadequate

;,._x
O
=
E
&
i
]
Y

information f dminigtration, making it difficult for the
center to 1ormvlu e intelligsnt policies, to meke optimal choices and

to control or monitor the partermance of lower= and middle~level civwil
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As the legitimscy of the Hong Kong government depends to a
conglderable extent on its verformance, bureaucratic expansion and its

attendant problems are issues of serious concern, Attempts have been
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made since the mid-1G7Cs, upon recommendation of the McKinsey Report, to
restructure the administration so as to upgrade its capacity to make
comprehensive and long-term policies. One of the msjor goals of the local
administrative reform is to draw the government closer to the people by
exposing the periphery of the bureaucracy to thes needs and demands of the
povrulace, While preserving the structure of the bureaucratic center and
its decision-making prerogatives intact, it is hoped that zdministrative
reform at the margin (i.e., at the local level) will enhance the infor-
maticn acquisition capability of the government and enable it to make
orowpt administrative response to local exigencies. By mildly subjecting

local officials to local pressure, it is slso hoped that the problem of

bureaucratic control of the lower-level officials within the hureaucracy

will be partially solved.

(2} Transformations in Chinese society itself have gradusll

+L¥

resulted in the erosion of the linkege mechanisms between the government

09

and the governed. Modernization has led to the deciine of the tradition-

alistic voluntary associations, such as clansmen associations, trades

associations, district assoclations and kaifong (neighborhood)} associstions,

N

which in the past played a mediating role in the political system of Hong
Kong., Admittedly these organizations and their leaders perform a role
subordinate to that of the bureaucracy, their functions being confined
orimarily to the downward transmission of the wishes and policies of the

government to the populace, and ex

(]

rcising some sort of control on their

volitical and social behavier, The de

m
[¢]

line in the status, leadership

talent and organizational vitality of this intermediary layver, howaver,

o



widens the social distance between the government and the governed, Thie

widening gap between the twc parties is not bridged bv the rise of the
D DO . £ - Y
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modern Chinese elite, which is the vroduct of industrizlization and

expansion of educational opportunities. Though relatively active in

4

ocial participation, the modern elite are more involwved im woluntary

activities which serve primarily their professicnal and business interests.

They in general lack the organizational ties which bind them to
the common people. Since 1967, the government has been more sctive ir
establishing ties with the governed, and they took the forms of Citw

1

he ZIxecutive and

ot

Jistrict Officers, Office of the Unofficial Members of

Legislative Councils, and Mutual Aid Committees in the high-rise regi-

o

, none of t

3

10 .
dential bulldings. However hem 1s granted the necessary

authority and resources to enable them to become effective intermediary

institutions. As the vrocess of decay of the traditionalistic mediating

institutions is expected to continue unabated, the District Boards thus

represent the attempt on the vart of the government to install institutions

of this kind by means of administrative fiast., It is also expected that

the District Boards, cnce in existence, will lead to the formation of new

+

community organirzations, as well as the strengthening of the decadent ones,
and thus inject new life into the voluntary sector of the Chinese scclety.
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istrict level, the government will be able to

mobilize' the veople in the districts into activities which are comple~

a fashion,



ffort and a sense of participation can be cultivated amongst the people

who take part in these activities.

(3) There is also the goal of depoliticization implicit in the
reform plan. In the last decade or so, Hong Kong has been the prolifer-
ation of various small-scale, issue-related, geographically-confined and
shortnlived movements which are directed to the bureaucracy and are
reactions to the implementation of specific government policies, These
movements, whose participants sre drawn largely from the disadvantaged
sector of society, are particularly sporadic, fragmented and erratic in

character because of the absence of political institutions in Hong Kong

fedo

.

ch can aggregate political interests and hence exert restraining an

wn
coordinating efiects on them. From a comparative perspective thess
movements are but minor political events which have minimal repercussions
on the legitimacy or stability of the political system. They are however

a cause of concern to a bureaucracy which so far demonstrates low political
sensitivity and is unaccustomed to challenge and protest from the ranks

of the common people. The purpose of local administrative reform is to
provide focal points (the Management Committees and the District Boards)

in the districts for the political forces there to coalesce and eventually
to defuse them locally without allowing them to spill over into larger
political arenas. If political agitation can be localized at the district
level, the bureaucratic center will be relieved of the burden of adminis-
trative overload and hence can devote more time and resources to broader

policy issues.
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(k) The symbolic aspects of local administrative reform cannot be
discounted. The Hong Kong government alﬁays prides itself on what it has
done for the‘Hong Kong people. This self-congratulatory attitude is not
groundless when we take into account the economic prosperity, political
stability and social freedom which the people of Hong Kong have enjoyed
in the last three decades. MNevertheless, the fact that public decision~
making power is controlled in the hands of a small group of expatriate
officials who cannot be held accountable for their actions, nor removed
from office, by the governed has generated widespread fee ings of power-
lessness and alienation amongst the people, especially those who are young
and educated, Local administrative reform, while leaving the power of the
bureaucratic center totally untouched, does provide some channels for
political participation to the public, even though these channels are
severely circumscribed and their effectiveness highly guestionable. The
symbolic significance of universal adult suffrage far outwéighs its
substantive significance and real impact, as it is deliberately designed
to mollify an alienated po?ulation witheout altering the real balance of

DOWET o

(5) As acknowledged by the government itself, local administrative
reform is also expected to fill the political vacuum created as a conse~
quence of the large-scale internal movements of people and the establishment
of new urban settlements in the Coleny. The rise of new towﬁs and new
housing estates and the movement of people to populate them have torn
asunder old and well=-established social ties and community leadership

structures, The maintenance of order and stability in the new settlements,



together with the need for more effective delivery of public services to
the new settlers, requires that these people be incorporated into some
organizational structures, however loose-knit they are. This concern
for the damaging effects of political vacuum in the new settlements is
all the more urgent because the government fears the infiltration of
secret society elements and other politically subversive forces into the
unorganized communities, thus posing a threat to the authorities.
Furthermore, through the District Boards, 'co-operative' leaders in the
localities can be spotted and cultivated, and their support of the
government enlisted. On the other hand, they can also be used by the
government to co-opt 'unco-operative! leaders and radical activists into

the official fold.

In short, the local administrative reform formulated by the
government can be viewed as an effort by a bureaucratic administration
to increase political responsiveness, administrative efficiency and
citizen participation within the confines of a bureaucratic peolity
wherein political power is controlled by an autonomous and dominant
bureaucracy. These reform efforts are instigated by the changing sccio-
political reality of Hong Kong which is characterized by an increasingly
costly and inefficient administrative apparatus, and a society with a
deteriorating intermediary structure. Local administrative reforn is
hence a two-pronged approach to take on administrative and political

issues at the same time,
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ADMINISTRATIVE DECONCENTRATION: STRUCTURA . INADEQUACIES

The kind of changes envisaged in lseal adminmistration bears some

resemblance to the concept of corvorate pianning which has inspired the

local governmental reforms in England in the last decade or so.ll In

fact, some of the high~ranking government officials, in introducing the
content of the White Paper to the public, have made occasional reference
to this concept. Néver*heless, it can easily be discerned that the
reforms to be implemented in Hong Kong are indisputably a much watersd-
down version of corporate planning, because the Management Committee,
supposedly the administrative repository of corporate planning at the
local level, is not endowed with the necessary resources, structural

prerequisites and authority tc put the concept into effect., According

to Hambleton,l2

Corporate planning in local government takes many forms so that
definitions cannot be categorical. Generally speaking, however,

we can say that a corporate approach means taking an overzll view

of a lecal authority's activities and the way they relate to the
changing needs and problems of its area. More specifically it
involves the local authority developing management and political
processes and structures which will enable it to plan, control

and review its activities as a whole to satisfy the needs of the
pecple in its area to the maximum extent consistent with available
resources. Thus, the two words 'corporate planning' communicate

two fundamental ideas ~ that the local authority should consider

its resources and activities as a corporate whole and that it

should plan and review them in relation to the needs and problems

of its environment. . . . [T]his tradition sees the central task

of the authority as the provision of separate services directad

at essentially separate problems. Further, it views the local
authority as the passive administrative agent of central government -
an agent which is incapable of mapping ocut its own future. Corporate
planning presents a firm challenge to both of these traditions,



The Management Committee is a far cry from what is crdinarily
unrlerstood as a local government. Being dependent on the administrative
ceiter for persomnel, policy guidelines and financial resources, and
suhject to its sanctions and control, it cannot be arn autoromous adminis-
tritive/political body which makes and implements pelicies specifically
gered to the needs and reguirements of z particular locality. The best
it can do; under the preposed reform format, is to afford the locally-
as signed officials the chance to exchange views, to learn about one
an )therts decision-making constraints and to coordinate one ancther's
ac:igns as far as their minimal discretiocnary power and versonal incli-
na:ions would allow, Even so, however, administrative efficiency and
re sponsiveness may not be dramstically improved because the necessary
ad rinistrative guidelines or regulations (which, by precisely spelling
ou: the powers, functions, and relationships between these officials,
mace coordination possiﬁle} are lacking. DNor is the czll for better
coordination among officials bolstered by effective sanptions and admin-
isirative orders. It is highly possible that, given the overriding
loyalty of locally-assigned officials to their own departments, the
ranpant departmental discord which so characterizes the administrative

ceater will be replicated at the lower 1evels.l3

The effectiveness of the Management Committee will also be
se riously marred by the inadeguate structural reform which is planned
for the administration. Short of a more drastic reorganization of the
departments and a more goal-directed redefinition of departmental

fuictions, the old woes of the bureaucracy, which necessitate the local
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ad vinistrative reform in the first place, will continue to parpetuate
thimselves and plague the government. A large number of activities
Wi .ch should be the responsibility of the government will continue to

be neglected.ih

The chairman of the Management Committee is not in a position té
ex:rcise directive power in this administrative body. As no redistri-
bu:ion of power between departments or officials will be made, the
District Commissioner, as the representative from the Home Affairs

Denartment, can only rely on his versuasive skill and the ecoodwill
. 9 o Ky . O

[¢]
Fh

3.

115 fellow officials to get the coordinative Jjob done., Under such

+

4

circumstances, the formulation of long-range, comprehensive plans for a

district is highly unlikely. Moreower, giv

&

{1}

n the current pattern of
ro.ation of senior officials betweer offices ir the government, the
Pistrict Officer or Commissioner would be in no mood to antagonize
of:'icials from other departments to whose ranks he might scmeday be

asidgned. As John Walden, the former Director of Home Affairs whe

15
relired in 1980, pointed out:™-

The CDO [City District Officer] Scheme for 211 its other
good points (and they are many) from the very outset failed
to grasp the nettle of bureaucratic obduracy. As a matter of
policy CDOS were given neither rank to influence, nor power

. to direct, nor executive authority to coordinate. They were
expected to secure the co-cveration of their colleagues in
other departments in the sclution of local problems by the
exercise of superior intelligence and by fostering inter-~
departmental goodwill.

In fact, the most critical factor which would determine the

success or failure of the local administrative reform lies in the
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to be taken. The Management Committee might be able to ameliorate a

li:tle bit the problem of administrative overload at the center. How-
ev:r, the bulk of decision-making will remain there, though it might be
maie a 1little easier due to the greater amount of information received

fr>m below,

It should also be pointed cut that the division of the urban area
in:o 10 administrative districts seems to have been made quite arbitrarily,
anl is not a result of scientific analysis of population settlement
pazterns (the socio-geographical criterion). Nor are the requirements
fo- effective and efficient delivery of services (the functional criterion,
ta zing into account the types of services delivered and the scale of their
de livery) carefully appréised. During the last several years, adminis-
tritive deconcentration has bszen adopted by some government departments
wi:h the establishment of regional offices, but the type of geographical
di. risions these departments sought varies, With the setting up of the 10
advinistrative districts, which tend to accord with the conventional
cowception of the geographical division of urban Eong Kong, it might be
exsected that most of the important government departments would
de:oncentréte their functions in conformity with these distriect divisions.
Nerertheless, at this point it is difficult to tell to what extent do
thise district divisions represent the optimal geographical criterion
for the producticn and distribution of public services. Judging from
current public reactions to the government's output and mode of service

delivery, many things will need to be improved.
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A1l in all, the administrative component of the reform exercise
suifers from the fact that changes are attempted at the local level while
the center is left untouched. To a certain extent these twin zoals can
be achieved if central and local administrations can be clearly separated
anc local administration is granted sufficient autonomy to desl with local
prcblems more swiftly and effectively and is held by the local people to
be solely responsible for success or failure in policy making and
imylementation. In the case of reform in Hong Kong, it does not seem to
be true that local politics can be absarbed largely by the local adminis-
trative framework and that the center can be relieved of cumbersome ,
routine and minor decision-making overload. The situation might improve

a bit, but the core of the prnﬁlem will remain.

THE COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION COMPONENT:
STRUCTURAL CONSTRAINTS ON 'GRASSROOTS DEMOCRACY!

In a certain sense, the local administrative reform intentionally
sets out to 'democratize' politics at the local level while simultaneously
corfining it there. The local people and local celebrities are encouraged
to participate along with locally-assigned officials in an advisory
capacity for mundane decision-making which affects their districts.
However, they are largely denied the right to partake in decision-making
on substantive issues either within the districts or the Colony as a
whele. They do not have the right to hold the locallé—asaigned officials
accountable for their behavior, nor can they dismiss these officials

through votes of no confidence.



In fact, the vehicle through which public participation in the
districts is channelled - the District Board - was created more as an
adroinistrative adjunct to the Management Committee than as a polipy
ma<ing institution frow which the Management Committee receives its
lezitimacy. The District Boards, once in existence, would legitimize

ths decisions of the local officials (and indirectly the central officigls)

ani would make the implementation of official plans easier by preparing

ths public in advance. If, as John Walden disclosed, the role of the
CDJs is "to use their influence to persuade dissenting elements in the
community to accept unpopular decisions, not to speak cut for them in
. 16 s X

opposing them,"” " then the District Boards would function-as a mechanism
through which the government can transmit its policy intentions to the
people, Of course we are not denying the feedback function of the
District Boards and their role in making government more responsive.

iven the composition of the District Boards and their terms of reference,
as well as the overall political system of Hong Kong, the District Boards
can only be considered a subsidiary body in the new local administrative

framework.

#hy the need for the District Boards? In a society which is under-
going increasing pelitical and social atomization, and the consegquent
decay of its intermediary structure, government is made much more difficult.
This is because of information deficiencies, inability to anticipate and
structure the behavior of the multitude of common people through Viabler

organizational devices, and the absence of social control on those who
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woi1ld resort to devious means to combat government policies and their

L
. . . . ‘- 17
imylementation., As pointed ocut rightly by Cockburn:

It would be a disruptive and uncomfortable experience for
officers and councillors unless thers were some forwm of organ-
isation into which the chaos of popular acticn could he struc-
tured. An interface of some kind was needed to mediate between

people in great nuwbers and the state in its umity, a device teo
order and transmit the information flowing between population
and local state.

The functions of the District Board are several. First, it can be
us3:d as the focal institution in the district and its existence will
vrovide the framework to promote the rise of community organizations which
wo1ld agree with its aims nd‘integrate themselves with it. Second, the
District Board purports to 'focalize' politics in the district and co-opt
1ocal.lea§ers and activists. In this way it is hoped that local political
activities will be ‘'regularized', 'institutionalized', and directed into
official channels, thereby reducing the incidence of erratic collective
action which meke headlines in Hong Kong's newspapers and creat demand
overload at the bursaucratic center, Third, the District Beard is
expected te foster a 'corporate' community point of view to complement
that of the local administration. The 'corporate' community peint of
view will hopefully enhance administrative performance since it simplifies
and aggregatesthe diverse demands and copinions in the locality and presents
a package of policy suggestions to the administrators. Much time and
effort can thus be saved from having to deal with a large number of
individual and group demsnds which would create serious administrative

overload and delay.
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Fourth, the District Board can also have a mobilizing functioen,
One of the major problems which currently trouble the administration is
the fact that, despite its continual expansion, its capacity - in terums
of pefsonnel and resources -~ to deliver services and resolve social
problems (when put against the backdrop of ever-growing needs), in
actuality declines. If the District Board can assume some quasi-executive
functions on behalf of the administration, mobilize the local peovle to
engage in activities which supplement those of the administration, or fill
in the gaps in the administrative ocutput, both the performance and the
public image of the government will be improved. Fifth, through parti-
cipation in the election of the District Board and in its activities, a
sense of community identification and involvement on the part of the local
people will be fostered. Consequently, the unsettling sense of political

and soclal alienation will hopefully be alleviated.

Even granted that these lofty goals might theoretically be achieved
through administrative means, it is highly doubtful that, with the presently
conceived arrangements, these goals can in fact be reached. Thévmajor
deficiency in the 'participative' component of the local administrative
reform lies in the structural weakness and dependency of the District
Board. Underlying these structural deficiencies is the misperception on
the part of the governmént of the salient issues which afflict Hong Kong
society and its people, the tendency of the government to confine the
role of the District Board to that of a mere administrative adjunct, and
to limit its impact, however minimal, within the locélities (when in fact
the absence of viable local governments would make it virtually impossible

to occur) .



2l

(1) Without the capacity to cultivate independent sources of
revenue and without the sole authority to make decisions which impact on.
a locality, the District Board is simply a junior and poﬁerless partner
ir. the local administrative game. Admittedly, both out of goodwill and
a proclivity on the part of locally-assigned officials to placate the
complaints of the Board members (for fear that otherwise their performance
will be adversely evaluated by higher-level officials) will make iocal

officials responsive to the Board's suggestions to a certain extent.

Nevertheless, being not subject to removal or finarcial contrecl.by the
Beoard, it would néﬁ seem possible that the Board can exercise any effective
supervisory and decision-making role in local administration. The most
that the Board can do which inveolves some policy making function is to
participate in the design and implementation of some community projects
(using the funds granted to it by the government) and to redress some of
the grievances of local individuals. Nevertheless, the amount of funds
under the control of the Beard is so pitifully small that it would be
insufficient to emhance the prestige and capability of this adviso?y body

through financisl meaus.

(2) Even within the District Board, the voice of the elected
members is subordinate to that of the officials and the appointed members.
The latter two parties would in general identify with the government,
When the institution of a universal adult franchise is coupled with the
relative insignificance of the elected members,; it is highly unlikely
that the voters' interests will be éufficiently aroused to take them to

the voting booths. Under these circumstances, it is gquestionable to what



25

extent new community organizations will be formed and old commnity
organizations be strengthened and then ally their activities and goals

to the electoral process in the district. If this analysis proves to be
correct, the outcome of building community organizations which is intended

to arise from the reform will not be particularly encouraging.

(3) At the present stage of development in Hong Kong, in view of
the objective political and sccial situation, a new breed of social
leadership dedicated to serving the society and to fill in the inter-
mediary gap in the political system is sorely needed. One essential
requirement for this new leadership, in order for it to be viable and
effective, is its organizational basis. One inevitable result of the
local administrative reform is to fragment the political arena of Hong
Kong into various district political arenas, and the political ambitions
and functions of the aspiring leaders will hence be highly constrained.
Further, given the absence of channels of political mobility or career-
building in a bureaucratic polity, and the apparent intention of the‘

government to localize politics, it is cuite unlikely that capable persons

with the necessary political clout would find the District Board suf-

ficiently attractive as a ster to a better political (and economic) future

for themselves.,

#hat sort of local leadership should be expected as a result of
local administrative reform? While it is always risky to foretell some-
thing that has yet to happen, it is still peossible to venture some
reasonable guesses. In the first place, though the explicit motive

which prompts the reform is to enszble the government to forge more viable



linkages with the vast majority of common pecple, this planned structure
of District Boards is not likely to result in the rise of a competent
locsl leadership which can do the job. Since, on the average, a district
in Hong Kong is quite large in terms of population (with several hundred
thousand residents per district), it is very difficult for people with
lower socio—economic background to get themselves elected without the
support of influential community organizations, A further point to note
is that in a nonparticipant and aspathetic population, even community
organizations will find it lmpossible to canvass the district and 'pull’
the voters to the voting booths. Consequently, we can expect two types
of electoral candidates who can take advantage of the new system: those
who enjoy publicity in the locality and in the Hong Kong society as a
whole, and those whose affiliation with community organizations or party-
like organizaztions will allow them to get elected by means of a small
aumber of votes casted by these organizational members and sympathizers.
In other words, they would most likely be people in high socio-economic
categories who usually have wmore organizational affiliations. Their
linkage with the common peovle would only be nominal and minimsl. More-
over, individuals in lower socio-economic categories will be discouraged
from running as candidates for membership in District Boards. While
demanding a lot of time and effort, their effort is compensated only by
meagre financial subsidies, which are not enough to release them from
their regular job. And, in view of the condition of organizational decay
in the districts and the poor prospect of organizational revival, these

elected members cannot depend on organizational devices to learn about



the conditions in the disiricts or the dew the povulace
Their 2bility to formulate good community peolicy packages and 2 commu indty
point of view will correspondingly be diminished. This, when coupled
with the expected low leadershiv caliber that would be expected to enter

into the electoral process, projscts 2 rather dismal picture for the
lected component of the loc adrinistrative reform.
(4) Even if the elected members of the District Boards are deter-
mined to play a more active role in district scmin vistration, they would

find themselves increasingly handicapped to do

corporate planning and community participation
contradictory. Whilst the former reguires t
criteria for
and 'irrational’.
administration and the
effici

ency and technolegical innovation would make

to be dealt with increasingly repugnant

the non-professionszl elected merbers of

of the appointed unofficiels as well)

incapable of understanding or participsting in a
which could be highly professional and tech
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time-consuming.

and more ‘undemocratic’, and ths role
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(5) Another major factor which detracts from the usefulness of
the District 3oards is the relevance of the district as a volitical
arena in Hong Kong. Two aswects of this factor can be singled cut for:
consideration. 1In the first place, the sense of comrunity identification
Kong Chinese is extremely low, and projects which attemst
to involve the local people in community affairs are distinetive for their

o 18 . . .
failure. The districts as conceived in the local adminigtrative
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reform do not represent the boundaries of discrete, 'n

it can of course be argued that the formation of the
decision-making units with financial muscle to dispense material rewards
would turn each district into a political arena wherein competition for
public money and projects will rage among interest groups. 3But the
constitution of the District Beards, as we can see easily, doesz not
ovrovide the opportunity for such political spoils and vatrorage. Conse-
quently, it is guite difficult, undér these conditions, for the District
3oards to promote community identification and solidarity and tc serve
as the focal poiat for local politics, which would remain erratic and
ninstitutionaiized., Tt can also e envisioned that if the District
Zoards are azllowed to become independent political actors which particirate
in a Jelonywide political arenaz and compete for public resources with one

anotner, community identification and involvement will be increased through

inter~community conflict and the sheer incentive to acquire

[$3]
4]

resources as possible for one's community. But in the case of Fong lonc

this again will not be tolerated nor should it be tolerated. IF this is

allowed to occur, public resources will inevitably e channeclled
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unexpectedly would be those with residents in the higher socio-economi
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categories. That would wagnify the already glaring inecualities hetween
& B =) g ’

the haves and have-nots in the Colony. It will not be tolersted hecause

thls would unnecessarily expand the political arena in Hong Xong, or, in
cther words, politicize it. What kind of political conseguences would

thus be generated would be highly unpredictable, and mav not he ezsilv
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rollable. More to the wvoint, it runs against the

motive which underlies the reform effort.

Another aspect of the problem is related to the types of salien
issues which can be found in Hong Kong todey. A cursory glance at the
current situation will lead to thke conclusion that. a majority of these
issues are either society-wide issues or individual issues. The former
include issues which would require global consideration and Colonywide
standardization of treatment, necessitate heavy financial 1ﬂveat ent,
generate economies of scale in the process of service delivery, and

demand comprehensive planning. These

oablic and .renuire

revisions. For these general issues, the district administrative
apparatus is not the appropriate instrument of resolution. The latter

type of issues affect largely =2 individual and his farily, and would

require nore flexwible policy implementation and personal considerstions.
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limited in 1ts ability to create these favorable conditions. As a
result, we would expect no demonstrative decrease in the small-scel
collective actions (protests, petitions, sit-ins, publicity campaigns,
mass meetings) which revolve around individual or group demands, and thev
would continue to be direcfed to the administrative center for consider-

tion, On the other hand, whether the general demands and needs will he
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met by the government successfully =will devend ulitimatelv on the resourcas

of the government and its policy oricrities., Hence, the role to be
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by the District 3Boards here must

ral issues (as against specific district issues) are discussed and

ay

local opinion on these issues expressed.

In spite of the fact that the District Boards will be assigned to

]

play a limited role in local administration, it is slways possilbl
they will go on to assume some unexpected functions which may be a cause
of consternation for the government. one elected members might harbor

political ambitions which, finding no outlet in this local strai

w#lll engender feelings of frustration and hostilitv. They would =lso
compensate for their lack of decision-making power by issuing idezlistic

statements and venting their anger by

government, or they might sponsor sctivities sgainst the government
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relationships, give more 1wsis to programme design and evaluation,
creste more flexible deployuent of personnel and resources and subiect
particuler officials (especially those in middle and lower ranks) to

public scrutiny and sanction are essentiel to rectify the situstion.

Unfortunately, the government

ficient incentive to do this or to overcome the intense internal
opposition which such a reorganization will spark off.

Third, in a leowly organized society where material s

1t ar T T e — - : id
interests reign suyrene, any attemnt to 'mobilize' the neonle to

in guasi-exzcutive or self-nelp prograrmes will

grond~ccale efforts on ithe paurt of the government are launched. This
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To conclude, when viewed as a dynamic vproce

1]

35, local administrative

reform as presently conceived represents a good starting

point. However,
when taken alone, its effectiveness is limited. Not only should adminis—
trative reform be carried further, but other stevs must also pe taken tc

supplement, if not replace, it. It is certainlv po

n

sible that local

C

administrative reform will serve as the catalyst for cther more radical

changes which have yet tc come.
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