Crisis and leadership change

Tsang Shu-ki (19/4/03)

Some time ago, a group of friends including myself had a discussion about political and economic developments in Hong Kong. The majority thought that Tung had to go before the situation turned worse, while some harboured serious reservations. The situation however turned drastically worse. 

In an email to me last week, a friend suggested that Hong Kong could only save itself from the SARS crisis and the economic slump by changing the political leadership as soon as possible. What follows is an extract of my email reply.

“Dear XX,

The new crisis situation generated by SARS and the Mainland authorities’ (whichever levels’) unjustifiable actions in covering up information and clumsiness in responses to the international community will have far reaching long run consequences in every aspect in the Mainland and in Hong Kong, many of which were not anticipated when we had the meeting. For Hong Kong, the depth of the economic decline, the seriousness of the budgetary gap, and the difficulties now confronting bonds issues have to be addressed. As for the Mainland, despite the central leadership’s realisation of the seriousness of the problems and attempts to rectify, the adverse impact on it as the “world's workshop” and the number-one destination for FDI is yet to be fully grasped. On top of that, the new twists in Mainland-Taiwan relations could be a real headache.

In the short run, things would be very volatile. For example, the “optimism” of the WHO experts that the “peak” of the outbreak might be over could turn out to be justified or otherwise---although I certainly hope that they are correct. Whether second and third waves (with a mutated and more vicious virus) would materialise in the future is also a big question.

We have had little time to ponder about these critical issues carefully at all. My view is that removing Tung in Hong Kong without a viable alternative power centre that has thought through a set of appropriate, updated, policies is a risky move that may backfire badly. It would do little to alleviate the crisis, even if there is a sufficient number of able persons willing to take up the Herculean task (which is rather doubtful). Not that I have much expectation and confidence in Tung as a leader. Far from it, but leadership change carries heavy costs, particularly in the midst of a battle, and unless there is a relatively robust alternative, critics better confess their inadequacy.

Moreover, how is Tung to be deposed? If the central government intervenes, as some have suggested, to unseat him, the precedent could be very dangerous. No matter how it is dressed up, like giving Tung an honorary but powerless position up in Beijing or even locally, the move would have huge implications for “one country two systems”, and serious repercussions for the Taiwan question.

Knowing the negative answer does automatically imply any positive intelligence. Otherwise one could just follow the advice of the popular press and other printed media, which have been crying for Tung’s departure for a long time.

The positive steps to be taken other than disposing of Tung, e.g. instituting a collective new leadership, issuing bonds, establishing the EDB etc. are facing new problems under the current unanticipated crisis. Who would come out and pick up the pieces? What if no able persons are willing? What are the amounts of bonds that can be issued? How much in terms of risk premiums would investors ask for? Would an EDB led by old faces have any significant effects? Some of these problems are easier to tackle than others, but they need to be carefully considered.

Some of us suggested last time that July and August might be a “relatively calm” period to take action. Like the “boring Friday afternoon” in summer for floating the HK dollar, though, it might elude us. Even if the SARS outbreak subsides, the economic decline may start to bite painfully (its really deep downswing typically comes after a time lag), causing social instability worse than now.

As an alternative, the “failed” leadership should drag on, take emergency measures and absorb all the blame, so that a new administration can restart with a relatively “clean” slate later. The latter’s energy would be better spent. Of course, we should continue to put pressure on the Tung Administration to perform. For want of a better analogy, it is like having a “military tutelage” before the return to civilian rule. The generals and soldiers take all the scolding and cursing, although they might, just might, be doing something to “save” the country from chaos. (Well, historical examples show that many of them were not so benign and competent; and hence deserve the scorn.) 


It is at least one possibility. Some may regard it as unrealistic---and I am open minded about it. Unfortunately, we have not got time to go deeper into that. 

Let me be frank. Take away the part on what is to be done after Tung is gone, and your arguments contain only one valid point: that of preventing a disaster by seeking the removal of Tung before the situation becomes even worse (or worst). But that seems to be rather intellectual and abstract. Moreover, my opinion is that your criticisms of Tung are largely “platitudes” (not that they are not true, but most know them by now), which can be found regularly in the popular press. 

……………
Take care,

SK”
 

Postscript (21/4/03)
I said a week ago in the piece Ahead of the Crisis?: “….the point is precisely that you have to identify the fault and punish the officials responsible for the mess; while letting “justice be seen to be done”. It is also a way to show your determination to come clean and to tackle the problem. I do not have to advise the Chinese government on whom to sack, demote or transfer, I suppose.” 

Now under tremendous pressure, the Mainland authority has decided to sack the Minister of Health and the Mayor of Beijing. It looks likely that more heads will roll, at least in Guangdong.

In Hong Kong, it is normal to assume that officials making major mistakes should also be sacked, demoted or transferred, especially under the “ministerial responsibility system”, and the lack of political courage on the part of the government notwithstanding. As I said above, “we should continue to put pressure on the Tung Administration to perform”. So far mistakes committed in the fight against the SARS outbreak are many, but nothing as yet involving serious breach of integrity, as far as we know. In any case, in a modern governmental system, that is not the only reason to get fired! SAR officials better be aware.

