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arrie Lam's mission impossible

Scorned by protesters, she is the latest Chief Executive to find the powers of office illusory in dealing with the challenges Hong Kong faces

Zhéng Yongnian

For The Straits Times

Whowants Carrie Lam’s job?

Inprinciple, the Chief Executive
(CE) of Hong Kong is the most
powerful political figure in the
Special Administrative Region
(SAR). The CE’s functionsinclude
nominating principal officials for
appointment by Beijing,
conducting foreign relations,
appointing judges and other public
officers and giving consent to
legislation passed by the
Legislative Council (LegCo).

Although the Basic Law obliges
the CEto first consult the
Executive Council before making
important policy decisions,
introducing Bills and dissolving the
LegCo, the members of the

by the CE.

But this powerfulimage is
illusory. The CE cuts a miserable
figure when confronted with the
stark realities of managing the
tumultuous politics of Hong Kong.

As agauge of the difficulties of
thejob, consider the increasing
brevity of the terms ofits office
holders.

Article 46 of the Basic Law, the
Constitution of the Hong Kong

the CEis five years, with a
maximum of two consecutive
terms. But so far, no one has been
able to stay the full two terms. The
first CE, Mr Tung Chee Hwa,
chalked up seven yearsand 255
days; the second CE, Mr Donald
Tsang, seven years and 10 days; the
third CE Leung Chun Ying, just five
years.

The current CE — Mrs Carrie Lam
- beset by rumours of her

up two years and 123 days as of
today. While her predecessors left
under different circumstances and
reasons, it could be said their
tenures were all cut short by crises,
and the crises are becoming
increasingly frequentand
intractable.

Why is thatthe case?

QUESTION OF LEGITIMACY
Tounderstand why Hong Kong’s
CEissoembattled, we need to
understand why the position was
createdin the first placeand the
fundamental flaws that have grown
more apparent with time.

the CE was supposed toreplace the
governor of Hong Kong, the
representative of the British crown.
However, there are huge
differencesbetween the two.

For the governor, there was no

: local politics to worry about as his
: power was derived from London.

Before the handover, there was a

: popularview in Hong Kong that

: since the executive-led

: government was so efficientand
: effective, there was no need for

¢ politicsatall. Inother words, an

: executive-led government would
¢ besufficient in governing the

: territory.It may have sufficed :
: under Britishrule, butitis certainly :
¢ not trueafter the handover. :

Foralong while under the British,

: therewasno democracyin Hong

¢ Kong. However, before his

¢ departure, the last governor, Mr

¢ Chris Patten, started tointroduce

: elements of democraticruleby

: widening the voter base for certain  :
: elections suchas those for municipal :
¢ councilsand district boards. :
:  Thatfirst stepwas the beginnings :
: oftoday’s troubles. Democracy, :
: onceintroduced, followsacertain
: trajectory of growth: Once onegets :
: it,onewill never give up,and :
¢ indeed will struggle for more.

: So,after Hong Kong was returned
: toChina, the demand by its people
: foragreater say inhow the

: territory wasrun kept growing.
Executive Councilare all appointed :
: gainedinstrength,itbecamea

: threat to thelegitimacy of the CE,

: given Hong Kong’s unique political
: structure.

As the democratic movement

Democracy is politics from the

bottom up. It operates through,and
: isdependenton, political parties.  :

However,under the Basic Law,

: the CEissupposed tobe

: non-partisan. The CE iselected -
: fromarestricted pool of candidates :
: supportive of the central :
SAR, states that the term of office of :

government by a1,200-member

: election committee. This

i committee is an electoral college

¢ consistingofprivate citizensand

: specialinterest groups

: representing sectorssuchas

: business and the professions.

: While the election committee has

: grown from 400 members toits

: presentl1,200, itis a tiny fraction of
: Hong Kong’s 4.1 million registered
i voters.

resignation or removal, has chalked : MANY OBSTACLES

¢ Giventheway the CEis chosen,

: thereisadisconnectbetween the

: office holder and the political parties
¢ representedinthe LegCo.Asa

: result, the CE finds it hard to pursue
¢ policygoalsifthese run counter to

: theviews oflarge numbers of hostile
: LegComembers. Toget things done,
: the CEhashadtoleanon the civil

: service.

The danger isnotjust the

: politicisation of the civil service,

: eitheractively or passively, butalso
: thealienation of civil servants from
: the CEas they push back against

: pressure to execute orders contrary
: totheir political beliefs.

With the1997 handover of power, :
: the CEcan pursue change ofa

¢ political nature by relying solelyon
: the administrative arm of the

¢ government.

Thereare also limits to how much

Without strong support by

: political parties, the Hong Kong

: government has failed to make

i meaningful change despite the best
: ofintentions. A case in point is Mr
i Tung’s aborted plans to build

: 85,000 public housing units every
: year toalleviate Hong Kong's acute
¢ shortage of affordable homes. A

: noble intention no doubt but one

: scuppered by resistance from

¢ various quarters, including land

: owners and environmentalists.

¢ Inthe LegCo, while the CE may

: beable to count on the supportof
¢ thepro-establishment campin

: pursuing policies favoured by

¢ Beijing, that maynot be enough to
i carrytheday.

¢ TheCEalsofacesanother

¢ formidable checkin the judiciary,

: widelyseen as abulwark against

¢ attempts at eroding the British

: legacy.

¢ Much has also been said about

i that deeply entrenched vested

¢ interests that hobble the CE’s

' inparticularin the area of housing.

¢ Inthe wake of the violent protests

¢ in Hong Kong, the property

i tycoonsin particular have come in

¢ formuch flak for hoarding land and
¢ keepinghousing prices high.

¢ China’s state-run media have also

: joinedin the fray, urging the

: governmenttoseizeland.

While attacking tycoons may be

i emotionally satisfying, less noticed
: isataxissue thathasnarrowed the

¢ CE’sroom for manoeuvre. The

¢ government prides itselfonalow

: taxregime butrelies heavily on

¢ land sales to boostits narrow tax

i base.Inthe current financial year,

: land premiums and stamp duties

i areprojected to makeup a third of

i thegovernment’sincome.

: CHINA'S ROLE

i The CEisoften criticised by the

: Westernmedia asa “puppet” to

¢ Beijing, the true masters of Hong

¢ Kong. This view is an exaggeration
i effortsatreducing social inequities, :
* Beijing often feels frustrated and

andfails toreflect the fact that

. helpless in the face of various crises
: arisingin Hong Kong. China had its
i shareofheadaches whenMrs

: Lam’simmediate predecessor, Mr

i Leung, raninto storms involving

1 education and constitutional

: reforms. The Umbrella Revolution

. arose during his watch.

One of the reasons why no CE has

! finished two terms so faris the fact

: that Chinais stillintentonmakinga
: successof the “one country two

i systems” model in Hong Kong. Set

: torunfor 50 years, it is meant to

: show the world, in particular

: Taiwan, thatitis possible for a

. capitalist democracy to make the

i shifttoa countryrunby the

¢ Communist Party of China.

i Chinahasgone togreatlengthsto :
: makeit succeed. It has struggled to
: lend public support to floundering
: CEswhen things gotrough evenas
i itquietlylooked forasuitable

: replacementto ease publicanger.

Over the years, Beijing hasalso

! donewhatever it could to maintain

. the prosperity of Hong Kong,

. signing the Closer Economic

i Partnership Arrangement with

: Hong Kong and allowing mainland
: Chinese citizens to travel to Hong
: Kongin2003. For years, Beijing

: evenprohibited neighbouring

¢ Guangdong province from

i developingits financial sector in

: order toavoid competition with

: HongKong.

The desire to preserve the “one

i country two systems” model has

: meant that China may be sovereign
: innamebut finds its efforts to draw
: Hong Kong back into its embrace

i fraught with difficulties. Attempts
: topass anational security law and

: initiate an educational programme
: tonurture Hong Kongers’ China

: identity have all backfired. The

. uproar over the Extradition Law

i thatwas finally aborted is thelatest
¢ instance of how dysfunctional the

: China-Hong Kong relationship has
. become.

Evenif Mrs Lam were to resign

: now, the problem would not go

: awayas theprotestersare now

: demanding full democratisation in
: Hong Kong.

ROOM FOR COMPROMISE

¢ Thisisnot to say compromise is

i impossible. For instance, Beijing

: could allow Hong Kongers to freely
i choosethe CEinadirectvote in

: exchange for China being able to

i protectitssovereign rights through

the passage of legislation to deal

i with treason, sedition and
: subversion against the central
: government.

Whatis non-negotiable for China

isindependence for Hong Kong,.

Butwill greater democracy help

: the CEinrunning Hong Kong? The
i answerisno.Astrong CEisa

i missionimpossible in Hong Kong, a
: society thatis already deeply

i divided and suffering the pains of

: widening income inequality. The

: danger is thatit could, instead,

i accentuate existing polarisation

i and political fragmentation.

: Populism becomes a greater threat
. insuchan environment. If

i anything, it makes the CE’s jobof

: managing Hong Kong’s transition

i to fullyone country in 2047 even

: more challenging.

Thedaysofastrong

executive-led government that
: once existed under the British rule
; willnot return to Hong Kong.

Noone canbe sure what the

: future may bring. But one thing is

i clear: As Chinaand Hong Kong

. struggle to keep the increasingly

i brittle structure of “one country,

. twosystems” from falling apart,

: whoever holds the job of CE willbe
: wearinga crown of thorns.
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