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Background

The Principal Officials Accountability System
(the Accountability System) has been imple-
mented for 15 years. Although the implementa-
tion and expansion of the Accountability
System is a response to certain governance
problems, the accountability system seems to
receive more negative comments than positive
ones. As one of the high-level political struc-
tures of the SAR Government, the effective-
ness of the Accountability System does not
only affect the government’s poll ratings, but
also the formulation and implementation of
major policies. With the changes in political
and social environment, politicization and
democratization are the inevitable trends of
Hong Kong’s political development, and Hong
Kong cannot take a back track to bureaucratic
governance. Therefore, how the accountability
system should continue is a matter of gover-
nance that must be addressed.
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(1) The Accountability System fails to
respond to public concerns about the
“accountability of officials”

The SAR Government fails to clearly distin-

/

Cor/e issues of the
Accountability System

guish between the personal responsibility of
officials and the overall responsibility of the
whole governance team, which inclines the
public to use “whether there is any official who
can step down” as a rubric for judging whether
the spirit of accountability has been honored.

2) The governance team lacks common
political ideas

Principal Officials have neither common back-
ground nor incentive to support each other.
Though the Executive Council is an organ for the
officials to make collective judgments, the
concept of “collective responsibility” of the Exec-
utive Council also lacks a clear definition, nor has
the “Cabinetization” of the Executive Council
gone through a long period of development.

(8) Under Secretaries and Political As-
sistants are unable to fully fulfil their
functions to support Secretaries

The Under Secretaries and Political Assistants
failed to fully demonstrate their value and
importance in enhancing the capacity of the
Secretaries owing to their limited experience
and procedural limitations. Moreover, the status
and power of Political Assistants have not been
recognized by the various stakeholders, and the
views they collect are too fragmented and diffi-
cult to translate into substantive policy recom-
mendations.

(4) There is no complete political per-

sonnel training and promotion mechanism

Without the aid of a mature political party and a
fully-developed legislature, it is difficult to
ensure the supply and promotion of political
talents from within the political structure. The
differences in qualifications, job requirements
and age between Under Secretaries and Political
Assistants are obvious, and the two positions
lack transitional posts, which makes it easy for

I-I Political Assistants to leave the government.

Policy Recommendations

(1) Institutionalize the appointment and
training of the Under Secretaries

We propose that the SAR Government should
change the selection mechanism and procedures
for the Under Secretaries. When hiring an Under
Secretary, the government should add four
procedures, namely “Entry Requirements”, “Re-
cruitment Examination”, “Interview” and
“Training”, so as to establish a systematic
appointment mechanism.

(2) Adjust the remuneration of Secre-
taries to increase the incentive for Per-
manent Secretaries to take up posi-
tions as Principal Officials

We propose that the SAR Government should
maintain a certain percentage difference
between the pay of the Secretaries and Point 8 of
the Directorate Pay Scale (D8) to increase the
incentive for Permanent Secretaries to take up
positions as Principal Officials.

(3) Change the role of Political Assis-
tants to Special Advisors to provide
flexible support to Secretaries

We propose that the government should remove
the post of Political Assistants from the political
appointment system and transfer the existing
resources that currently belong to the Political
Assistants to the corresponding Secretaries for
their flexible arrangement.

If the Secretary wishes to continue to employ
politicel appointees (on top of Under Secretary)
to help in the administration, we propose that the
government should replace the original “Politi-
cal Assistant” position with one for a “Special
Advisor”. The Special Advisor should be an
expert in a particular area and act as a personal
assistant or a staff member for the Secretary.

(4) Require Principal Officials to hold
community residents’ meetings on a
regular basis

We recommend that the Principal Officials of
the next administration should conduct “public
question and answer sessions” regularly in
different districts to explain policies to the
public and to face public inquiries so as to
enhance communication and strengthen the
political skills of the officials.

(5) Reorganize the Executive Council
into a government cabinet and exer-
cise collective responsibility

We recommend that the government should limit
the number of unofficial members of the Execu-
tive Council to no more than five persons and
cancel the position of Convenor of the Executive
Council Non-official Members. When the
majority of the Executive Council consists of the
Chief Executive and the Principal Officials, the
Executive Council will be reorganized into the
Government Cabinet. The Principal Officials
will express their views as cabinet members and
make collective decisions. All cabinet resolu-
tions will be collectively resolved.
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