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1. The introduction of the “ministerial” system is an appropriate juncture to examine 

to role of Advisory Boards and Committees which remain as part of the past 

political structure.  It is useful first of all to understand the reasons for the 

proliferation of advisory committees. 

2. The system grew during the colonial era when no reform of the political structure 

to make it more representative had taken place.  Legislative Council was then 

small and wholly appointed.  There were no District Boards, the Urban Council 

was an “ultra vires” organisation and had to work within statutory limits.  The 

New Territories was the only part of the Territory which had something akin to an 

elected responsibility to advise the Government.  (This was of course when the 

New Territories consisted basically of villages, rural occupations and small 

market towns.) 

3. There is an axiom that in countries where the political party system is weak 

committees proliferate – this axiom does not entirely fit Hong Kong but has some 

relevance.  Conversely where the party system is strong, e.g. Singapore, 

Malaysia, United Kingdom, USA, you would expect to see fewer committees. 

4. The colonial government was slow (for well-documented reasons) to introduce 

representative government (a term preferred to democracy which is less explicit).  

Nevertheless there was an obvious need for the Government to consult, to seek 

advice and as the population grew and society and its requirements became more 

complex and numerous so too did the number of advisory committees.  In the 

post-war era, out of this need and in this vacant political space grew the advisory 

committee system. 
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5. The system has been aptly and not unkindly described by Professor Ambrose 

King of the CUHK as the “administrative absorption of politics”.  And so it was.  

The fuse of political time-bombs in the community was snuffed out by the 

creation of advisory committees with citizen representatives on subject after 

subject which were puzzling or testing the government’s political antennae. 

6. The riots of 1966 revealed a dangerous weakness in the Government.  The 

swelling population and crowded city environment had led to Government being 

out of touch with the people.  Dickinsons Working Party Report on local 

Administration recommended the creation of local councils on the Urban Council 

ultra vires model.  The Government’s response was to extend the District Officer 

system to Kowloon and Hong Kong, to open shop fronts on the city streets and to 

make government accessible.  This worked for a time and gave government a 

breathing space. 

7. The District Boards (now District Councils) were an extension of the advisory 

system but without specified subjects to advise upon and were “intra vires”, i.e. 

they were not restrained by statute to limit their advice to specific topics. 

8. Contemporaneously the membership of Legislative Council was increased.  The 

newly appointed members were younger and came from a wide variety of social 

backgrounds and professions.  Architects, industrialists, bankers, doctors and 

lawyers were appointed to Executive Council. 

9. Meanwhile a more focussed effort within the Government was made to select and 

appoint members to Advisory Committees.  However the existence of the 

Committees, their raison d’être was being imperceptibly weakened by the 

creation of the District Offices and the District Boards – the two systems were 

working alongside one another, indeed it may to some extent be said that by 

keeping the Advisory Committees the broad responsibility of the newly created 

District Boards were undermined. 

10. The political party system was still embryonic and to this day has not reached a 
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stage where there are dominant parties with mass support with clear political 

objectives and a party platform.  Advisory Committees continue to supplement 

this weakness in Hong Kong’s political structure and development. 

11. The rest is history.  Over a period of several years, elections to District Boards 

took place followed by elections to the Legislative Council and, out of the 

deliberate appointment of members from different occupations and professions to 

the Legislative Council grew the Functional Constituency System (see the 1984 

Green Paper on Representative Government). 

12. Legislative Council will now consist of 30 directly elected members and thirty 

elected functional constituency members.  Executive Council members now 

have ministerial functions and responsibilities and portfolios to manage.  

Permanent Secretaries are responsible for the departments belonging to these 

portfolios and for the implementation of government policies. 

13. Legislative Council also has numerous panels and committees assigned to 

particular subject areas.  Meanwhile Advisory Committees continue their work. 

14. After this brief account of the evolution of the advisory committee system there 

now seems a surfeit of advice available to the Government and overlap and 

duplication of effort among the advisory bodies and also the policy areas which 

they advise.  It is well to ask “what are they all doing?”  Meanwhile discussion 

in the legislature’s panels is open and transparent so too is discussion in the 

District Boards but there is very little knowledge of what particular subjects 

specific advisory boards are discussing, what advice they are giving and where 

that advice ends up.  Do they still serve a useful purpose? 

15. The proliferation of Boards has tested the ability of the government system to 

identify suitable candidates for appointment and often those appointed cover a 

wide range of topics without developing any particular area of specialisation and 

members can be observed as they dash from one meeting to another often before 

discussion is complete. 
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16. The introduction of the ministerial system therefore provides timely opportunity 

to ensure that advice in particular policy areas is tested in committee and to make 

sure it then reaches the “minister”.  (In the past there were isolated examples of 

this direct access of advice to members of Executive Council, e.g. transport and 

education.  It may be correct to observe that the role of the civil servants in this 

process has become more rather than less influential.  In earlier years, the 

Umelco office also provided input from Legislative Councillors into Executive 

Council and the two Councils met together to find workable solutions to current 

problems.  Those days are past.) 

17. Ultimately execution of policies decided in the Executive Council are tested in 

the public arena, and in the panels and open debate of the Legislature.  However, 

while some advisory committees include members of Legislative Council, this is 

not the rule.  This is a clear weakness in the political structure and enables 

policies to get far advanced in the Government machine without a clear 

perception of the likely public reception they will receive when made public. 

18. With the advent of elected representatives the political system is maturing but on 

rather unconventional lines, not particularly based on defined political objective 

and polices but on a broader issues, short-term mass appeal and issues which 

divide the community into camps which have little relevance to the best long term 

interest of the HKSAR. 

19. Conclusion 

- Advisory Committees are a necessary and invaluable part of the government 

structure in its present state of evolution until with the further development 

of the representative government a governing party is empowered. 

- Discussions and conclusions in Committees should be given greater publicity 

in order to close a communication gap and to open some or part of some 

meetings to the public. 
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- Links in the chain between Committees, Panels, District Councils, 

Permanent Secretaries and Principal Officials need to be more clear cut, 

knitting the fabric together. 

- There seems to be a need to link the advisory bodies more closely with the 

policy bureau and minister without any filtering from the bureaucracy lower 

down the line and for the principal officials to receive advice direct from the 

horses’ mouth. 

- The remit of some Boards and Committees needs substantial revision and 

overlap to be examined. 

- In principle Boards and Committees should be chaired by a non-official and 

should not be excessive in size.  

- Members of Committees should have a more focused responsibility and 

fewer committees to attend thus enabling committee membership to be 

opened to wider participation. 

**** 
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