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For decision                            CPRH Paper no. 020/2005
Paper for the Committee on the Promotion of Racial Harmony meeting on 20 July 2005
Openness and transparency of advisory and statutory bodies (ASBs):
the Committee on the Promotion of Racial Harmony (CPRH):
Introduction


On 18 May this year, a Legislative Council member, the Hon Fernando Cheung, asked the question at Annex A.  The answer we supplied in respect of the CPRH was as follows –

· any website: yes
· website: http://www.hab.gov.hk
· membership list on the website: yes

information of members –

· gender: yes

· occupation: no

· professional background: no

· political affiliation: no

documents upload -

· agenda: yes

· papers presented to the Committee: no

· minutes of meetings: yes

· members’ attendance record: no

· the Committee’s contact details: yes

2.

The Home Affairs Bureau (HAB) is responsible for Government policy on public sector advisory and statutory bodies (ASBs).  The Bureau maintains a close watch over the role, functions, composition and operation of ASBs to ensure that they meet new challenges and the needs of the community.  The main elements of our policy on appointments to and the operation of ASBs are that –

· appointments should be on individual merit;

· non-official members should not serve on more than six boards/committees (the ‘six-board rule’);

· non-official members should not serve more than six years in any one capacity (the ‘six-year rule’);

· neither gender should be represented by fewer than 25% of the appointed members of any particular ASB;  

· all ASBs should maintain a declaration of interest system; and

· the work of ASBs should be open and transparent.
As the responsible policy bureau, we do our best to ensure that – wherever practically possible - ASBs conform to these rules.  And with that in view, we are pleased to advise that the CPRH, now in its third year, conforms very well: see Annex B.  The Annex omits -
· ‘appointment on individual merit’: because that is the basis on which all members have been appointed;  
· declaration of conflicts of interest: because Members of the Committee declare any actual or potential interests at the meeting during which a matter is discussed and determined.  This practice follows ICAC guidelines issued in 1995; and 
· political affiliation: because it is our policy that the release of a person’s political affiliations will not be made available to the public except as aggregate totals. 
Purpose

3.
The purpose of this paper is to seek members’ advice as to whether there may be scope for making the Committee even more transparent.  Members may recall that the Committee was originally closed to both the press and the public because, at the time, there was concern that opening our meetings could inhibit free discussion.  However, at the meeting of 15 December 2003, we invited members to reconsider the matter and a majority voted in favour of making the meetings open.  That remains the case and experience has shown that the presence of the press has not been disruptive and may have been helpful in promoting public awareness of the Committee and its work.
4.
With a view to the Hon Fernando Cheung’s question, the Bureau takes this opportunity to invite members’ views on the possibility of increasing the Committee’s transparency in the areas where information is not yet available on the Committee’s website.  Those areas are –

(a)
papers presented to the Committee; and

(b)
members’ attendance record.

5.
We have not included ‘occupation’ or ‘professional background’ in this list because persons serving on ASBs have already filed their personal data on our Central Personality Index database by completing a curriculum vitae (CV) form.  The form clearly indicates that personal data relating to ‘occupation/profession’, ‘current employment’, and ‘community service on government boards and committees’ may be disclosed to the public for information in connection with activities relating to Government appointments.  In principle, therefore, there is no obstacle to our making this information available on-line.  However, we are prepared to consider any reservations that Members’ may hold in this regard.

6.
It is not necessary that members agree to greater transparency in all of these areas and we fully understand that there may be good reasons for non-disclosure in one or two of them.  For example, some of our very committed and dedicated members sometimes find it difficult to attend meetings because of professional commitments.  Disclosing their attendance rate without explanation could give a false impression of the actual value of their service.  That said, however, it should be borne in mind that the notes of all Committee meetings are available on-line and that they include information on attendance and absence.  It is therefore possible for anyone who wishes to do so to calculate the attendance rate of any and all members.  Thus the question that we are asking here is whether we should facilitate that process by presenting an official count.
Advice sought

7.
Members are asked to advise whether they agree to making the following information available on the internet – 

(a)
papers presented to the Committee; and

(b)
a formal count of members’ attendance record.

Home Affairs Bureau

July 2005
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