Chi ef Secretary' speech
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Foll ow ng i s the speech by the Chi ef Secretary for Adm ni stration,
M Donal d Tsang, to The I nternati onal Associ ati onof Lions ClubDi strict
303 at Kow oon Shangri-La Hotel today (March 18):

Hong Kong's Civil Service: Meeting the Chall enges of Change

M  Chai rman, | adies and gentl enen,

First, et me thank you, M Chairman, for that typically warmand
generous Lions wel cone. | thank you also for the invitation to join
you today. | think it is entirely appropriate for ne to address the
question of challenges facing our civil service to nenbers of a club
who have chosen a different, but still highly-val ued way, of serving
their fellowcitizens. In that respect we are in the sane business:
we are commtted to the betternment of our community and to the world
at | arge.

M  Chairman, the civil service - and civil servants- have
historically played a unique role in Hong Kong. During the decades
of colonial adm nistration, where politics as we knowthemtoday were
ei ther taboo or conduct ed under gentlenen's rule the civil service was
a beacon of stability. Quietly and without too nmuch fuss, civil
servants went about their business of providing services to a
not -t oo- demandi ng popul ati on whi ch, in nmy boyhood days, was nore
interested in survival than the fripperies of affluence.

Ah, the good old days. But were they? Those of you in this room
who, |ike nme, can renenber themw || al so knowthat we have cone a | ong
way si ncethen-- constitutionally, socially, culturally, politically,
economi cal |l y.

Today, we are once agai n part of our proud and anci ent nation. W
have new and stirring chall enges ahead of us. History has bestowed
on us an extraordi nary opportunitytoforgeanewidentity. Tol everage



t he speci al characteristicswehavecreatedinthisplaceinageneration
to build a yet even better |ife for ourselves and our children. And
tocontributetothe bl ossom ng of energy, tal ent, peace and prosperity
of our 1.3 billion countrynmen and wonen on the Mainl and.

This is the big picture we can see in Hong Kong today so | ong as

we are prepared to | ook beyond the end of our noses. It's the picture
we nmust keep in proper focus as we battle the trials and tribul ati ons
of every day life. That, at least, is the goal | set for nyself and

the civil service | have had the honour and privilege to | ead since
May | ast year.

| don't pretendthat thelast five years have been easy. They have
been difficult, demandi ng and worryi ng. They have been especially so
for us inthe civil service. W had our role to play in ensuring a
snooth transition. This was chall enge enough. W have also had to
manage an unexpected rush of events whi ch have t hreat ened our econony
and the prosperity the community has worked so assiduously to build
over the last 30 years.

| do of course realisethat econom c bad tines tend t o nake peopl e
i npati ent and argunentative. And that i s under st andabl e because we al |
have short nenories. But |I think we shoul d exam ne our current probl ens
wth a sense of proportion.

And | ook at the context: inthe past 30 years, Hong Kong has creat ed
a nodern mracle. Through our own efforts, we have gone from being
a refugee soci ety, when many were crammed i nto squatter huts clinging
tothe hillsides. Today, we are a community with a sense of pride and
pur pose, a sense of belonging. W have capped this by engineering a
virtually seam ess reunification with our country that many people
bel i eved woul d bring us undone.

In the past 30 years, we have built a great city which stands as
a towering nonunent to the entrepreneurial skills and work ethic of
our people. Inthat tine, we have rehoused 1.8 m | |ion people; created
ni ne newt owns on | and recl ai ned f rompaddy fi el ds and t he sea, providi ng
many new hones, new j obs, better education and nodern recreation for



our people. W have built a magnificent airport. Put in place a
brilliant network of roads, flyovers, highways, tunnels, bridges and
mass transit railways that whiz commuters in speed and confort from
one end of Hong Kong to anot her. W have becone aninternational centre
for trade, finance, transportati on and comruni cati ons. W have built
up a sensi bl e systemof social services and nedi cal health care while
mai ntaining a low and sinple tax base. For good reason, we like to
t hink of Hong Kong as Asia's world city.

| mention all this not just to bl owour trunpet - although heavens
above | think we do far too little of that in the past. | do so as
a rem nder of howfar we have travell ed, and of howfar we have to go.

| al sowant to makethe point that duringthistine, thecivil service
has made a signal contribution to all we have achieved. | bowto no
one in saluting the hard work and skills of the Hong Kong people in
creating our nodern mracle. But | believe equally firmyintherole
our governnment played in providing the infrastructure, framework and
unobt rusi ve support and expertise to nmake all this possible.

And duringthat tinme, | have seenour civil servi ce adapt and enbrace
change to keep pace with and very often stay ahead of rapid change.
This is as true of the past five years asit wasinearlier tines. The
di fference may be that the change i s happeni ng faster both |l ocally and
globally. The problens are far nore conplex. So are the solutions.
| cannot recall atimeinny 35yearsinpubliclife whenthe spotlight
was nore searchingly focused on the civil service.

As civil servants, we do not flinch fromthat. A thick skinis
one of our basic job requirenments. That is especially so when tines
are tough. And nore so in a changed constitutional environnent where
an inquisitive - and at tinmes inquisitorial - |legislature and
free-wheeling nedia are constantly | ooking to put the governnment on
t he rack.

As | have said, the civil service expects criticism W expect to
be held to account. The admnistration is constitutionally bound to
be so. But | do worry that sonme ill-judged and unsubstanti ated



criticisns of recent tines, are causing considerabl e angui sh and
per haps resent nent anongst even sone of the toughest-skinned of ny
col | eagues. As one comentator put it |ast week, the civil service,
once regarded as one of Hong Kong' s nost i nportant assets, i s nowbeing
recast as the secret ingredient inour econom c woes. Any exam nation
of thefactsw Il showthat there are many di fferent and conpl ex factors
whi ch have contributed to the current econom c situation. And as the
| argest single enployee group in the SAR, civil servants - and their
famlies - contributetheir fair share to donesti c consunpti on and t he
| ocal econony.

| don't think I'"mbeing hubristic to suggest that over the years
the civil service has by and | arge delivered t he goods. But does that
mean we are perfect? O course not. Qur institution is conprised of
human bei ngs as vul nerabl e t o m st akes as any ot her. W sonetines cone
across cases of i nconpet ence and mal adm ni strati on, whichl nust adm t,
made nme furious on many occasions. As head of the civil service, |
want to see t hese shortcom ngs reduced to a m ni numor even el i m nat ed.
However, | think they are the exception rather than the rule. Wen
t hey happen, they si nply provi de ne and ny col | eagues with theincentive
to strive even harder for inprovenent. W are helped in this process
because we are part of asolidly-groundedinstitutionthat has systens,
checks and bal ances. Mst inportant of all, we have an ethos and a
culture designed to mnimze m stakes and maxi m ze sound j udgenent.

And we acknow edge that rising community expectations and the
restructuring of the econony denmand nore and better fromus. Quality
servi ces are bei ng del i vered day i n and day out by t he many unsung her oes
who are working even harder because of downsizing. For exanple, by
the rank and fil e nenbers of our police force who continue to keep Hong
Kong as one of the safest citiesinthe world. By nenbers of our public
health sector who are helping to keep Hong Kong's vital statistics
anongst the best inthe wrldinterns of infant nortality, highlife
expect ancy and | owsnoki ng preval ence, tonane afew. By our i mm gration
staff who, anongst their many duti es, handl e one of the worl d' s busi est
| and boundary crossi ngs. And by our commi tment to a cul ture of openness
t hrough co- operati onw t hi ndependent wat chdogs, such as t he Onbudsman
the Audit Comm ssion and the | CAC



M Chai rman, as you may be aware, | ast week | spoke at sone | ength
inthe Legislative Council on what we are doi ng - agai nst a background
of budgetary constraints- toenhancetheefficiencyof thepublicsector
whil e reducing the size of the service. | won't enunerate those
measures today. | will, however, sumup our overall ainms, as these
reforms are an on-going process. And | think the best way of doing
this is to look at our vision for the civil service.

It isavisionof nodern public service characterised by efficiency
and sensitivity to community needs steeped in a culture of service.
This is to say, respondi ng qui ckly to comunity concerns and achi evi ng
results nore cost effectively. Service delivery is being streanined
across departnmentstoelimnate fragnentati onthroughtheintroduction
of the one-stop shop approach. W are exploiting new technology to
make it easier to connect to a whole range of public services. And
we are containing and reducing the size of the civil service through
enhanced productivity, rationalisingandfast-tracking procedures and
encouragi ng greater use of the private sector.

The policy is paying off. The size of the service has been cut
fromsone 198,000 two years ago to 184,000 today and the nunbers are
still contracting. W have achieved savi ngs under the enhanced
productivity progranme of some $5.4 billion over the last three years.
And the process continues. Like the rest of the community, we are
tightening our belts and finding new ways to deliver nore for |ess.

But in the mdst of all this change, there are sone things that
have not changed, and nust not be all owed t o change. Thisis the notion
of an apolitical, professional, career civil service open to nen and
wonen of intellect, integrity, commtnent andloyaltytothe principles
of collective responsibility and cl ean governnent. That is what we
have bui | t upi n Hong Kong over nmany year s and decades, andis effectively
enshrinedinthe Basic Law. Thecivil serviceis oneof the many systens
preserved by the Basic Law and an i nportant part of the foundation for
mai nt ai ni ng Hong Kong's prosperity and stability.

To those who have been nurtured in this culture, the principles



| have eshoused are not just high-falutin clap trap. They are the
enbodi nent of our commtnent to the way the civil service operates -
openly, fairly, inpartially, without fear or favour. They are the
comuni ty's safeguard agai nst personal avarice, capricious

deci si on- maki ng and adm ni stration driven by political whi mor speci al
interests. Liketherule of aw, our civil serviceis grounded in due
process.

Thi s pl aces huge responsi bilities and exacti ng standards on civi l
servants. The acid tests for civil servants are their integrity and
| oyalty, in both the professional and behavi oural sense.

Let me be cl ear about this. Qur systemdemandsintell ectual honesty
and strict inpartially in policy-formulation and deci si on- maki ng.
Public interest is paranmount in the search for policies that wll neet
t he bal ance of interests of the conmmunity we serve. This involves
ri gourous research of the facts and vi gourous exam nati on of themup
and down t he deci si on-maki ng chain. O ficers are expected to marshall
facts and argue the conclusions they reach fromthem This applies
at every level. Yes nmen and wonen | ead to bad governnent. They are
di scouraged and, in sone cases, discarded.

But once decisions are taken - at the highest |evel by the Chief
Executive-in-Council - the civil service nmust rally behind them
resolutely so that those decisions are properly presented and
effectively inplenented. This nust be done wi t hout question, or hint
of public disagreenent, no matter what individual civil servants may
have argued in the run-up to the decision concerned.

As our political systemhas evol ved, civil servants have had pl enty
of experienceinputtingthisintopractice. DetailedgrillingbyLegCo
menbers and journalists is a staple diet of our daily lives. That is
as it should be, awkward though it can sonetines be.

But this political evolution has shown up a congenital defect in
the system |In the days of a sommol ent | egislature, it was not such
a problemfor Policy Secretaries - career civil servants - to al so be
t he nessengers for political decisions. This has becone far nore



probl ematic and | ess workabl e in anore politicalizedenvironnent. It
no | onger makes sense for career civil servants onlifetinme enpl oynent
terms to conbine the traditional role of non-political professiona
policy-maker with that of quasi-political "Mnister'. [It's anodd m x
that is out of place in today's world.

The accountability systemto be introduced on July? 1 addresses
this conondrum The details are yet to be finalized. But in essence,
princi pal officials nom nated by the Chi ef Executivew || be appoi nted
on contract ternms. Each will be responsible for a nunber of policy
areas, and wll sit onthe Executive Council. Thisw Il beapolitical
role akin to Cabinet Mnisters in Britain or Cabinet Secretaries in
the United States. They wi |l be supported by professi onal career civil
servants, just as they are in the UK and the US and ot her places with
simlar systens of governnent.

Tonmy mnd this will lead not only to greater accountability and
transparency, but togreater efficiency. It will alsoliberate career
civil servants fromthe pressures of increasingly political exposure.
It will allowthemto concentrate nore on their traditional roles of
policy formulati on and executive inpl enentation.

This is not to say that civil servants will no | onger tender
political advice. O course they wll, just as they do in other
conparabl e systens. They will still be obliged to test their policy
i deas agai nst the fundanental criteria of public interest, and advi se
their Principal Oficials accordingly.

The differenceisthat thepolitical appointeesw || beresponsible
for the final decision-taking and marketing of those decisions to the
public through the Legislative Council, the press and organi zations
and i ndi vidual s affected by the decisions. In doing so, they will be
| oyal |y supported by the civil service which would in any event have
pl ayed a key role in providing the best inpartial advice based on
ri gourous research of the facts and vi gorous debate of the policy
opti ons.

M Chai rman, | have tested the patience of your nenbers and guests



with this long speech. But | believe it is of the utnost inportance
tothe community t hat they understand t he changes t hat are taki ng pl ace
inthe civil service, and the even bi gger changes yet to cone. | also
thinkit isright torepudiate sone of the unfair criticisns that have
been levelled at ny col |l eagues.

Cvil servants don't exist in a vacuum They are nenbers of the
community |i ke everyone el se. They, too, worry about education, the
environment, the delivery of public services, the state of the econony,
the quality of life in our city. Al these are comon worries. They
take pride intheir work. They expect and wel cone criticisnms and i deas
that help themdo their job better. Qur civil service is still one
of our nost precious assets and the whole conmunity will be the worse
off if it is underm ned. The civil service has al ways provi ded
stability, continuity, certainty, honesty and integrity. It still
does.

Thank you.

End/ Monday, March 18, 2002
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