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The Chmese side spent

Debate turned sour on
appointed seats issue

By LOUIS NG

CHINA'’S about-face on
an agreement to abolish
appointed seats ¢n district
and municipal bodie{ led
to the breakdown of the
Sino-British talks, accord-
ing to the White Paper re-
leased yesterday. .

But the British account
of the marathon talks also
confirmed - Britain had in-

_sisted on adding the Legisla-
tive' Council voting system
to an interim agreement pro-
posed by China.

. Inlate October, the talks

: were close to compromise
on the abohnon of appoint-

- ed seats in the district

. boards and the two munici-

pal councils — the main ob-
stacle to an interim agree-
ment, the paper said.

But things turned sour

* weeks later when China said
it would restore appointed
membership after 1997, re-

. gardless of the views of the
future Special Administra-
tive Region (SAR) govern-
ment, it said. .

That was unacceptable
because it failed to retain au-
tonomy for the SAR as guar-
anteed in the Joint Declara-
tion and the Basic Law.

“It did not mean that the

SAR government would in

- the future determine on its
own whether to retain or
abolish appointed seats,”
the paper said.

“The Chinese proposal
represented an erosion of
the autonomy promised to

\the Hong Kong SAR under

.

quent

the Joint Declaration and
the Basic Law.

“It should be for the SAR
authorities on their own to
determine by law the com-
position of the ‘district
organisations’, including the

‘question of what [if any]

should be the number of ap-
pointed district board and
municipal council mem-

bers,” the paper said. .

According to the paper,
the  Chinese side had pro-
posed in October that the
two sides record an interim
understanding on uncontro-
versial issues.

While China disagreed
with abolishing all appoint-
ed seats, it said the SAR gov-
ernment should be left to de-
termine ‘“‘on its own’'
whether to restore the ap-
pointment system after
1997. . ‘

The British side then
asked China just before
round 1§ if that meant Brii;
ain would be free to abolis
appointed membership in
1994 and 1995 elections,
and that the future SAR gov-
ernmernt would be free in
1997 to decide whether or
not to reinstate appointed
membership.

“The Chinese side made

no attempt either on No-.

vember 3 or November 5 or
at any point prior to round
16 to contest this under-
standing.”

The paper revealed add-
ed that the Chinese side then
reversed its stance in round
16 and said the British side

discussion of to spell out its position on

_could not abolish the ap-

pointed seats.
Instead, the Chinese sug-

gested the SAR government -

would determine the nuni-
ber bf appointed seats on
district boards and munici-
pal councils in accordance
with the provisions of Arti-
cle 98 of the Basic Law.
The Chinese side also

made clear that China -

would in the future establish
an appropriate proportion
of appointed seats.

But the White Paper also -

confirmed Britain asked to
add to the interim agree-
ment the issue of the voting
method for Legco elections.

China has repeatedly
said it was this British move
which led to the breakdown
of talks.

While the British side i in-
sisted that a single-seat, sin-
gle-voté system should be
enployed in Legco elec-
tions, the Chinese side said
the multi-seat, single-vote
system should be used.

The possibility of an in-
terim agreement was further
eroded when the Chinese
said it would be willing to
reach agreement only if the

British_undertook not to |
take unilateral action on the

remaining issues.

The 17 negotiating

rounds were in four phases.
On the first three rounds
of talks held between April
and May last year, the Brit-
ish side urged China to put
forward specific proposals
and then move to practical
electoral arrangement\
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proposals on the formation

the first three rounds insist-

ing that before discussion

-could move on to matters of

substance, it was necessary

for the two sides to reach

‘agreement on a list of princi-
ples.

“They clalmed that these
reflected earlier agreements
and understandings.

“In fact, these ‘princi-
ples’ would have had the ef-
fect of prejudicing the subs‘

substance,” the paper said.

It was at the end of the
third round that the Chinese
side dropped its precondi-
tion about an agreement on
principles, and accepted that
the talks should move to
matters of substance.

During the second phase
of the next four rounds of
talks, held between May and
June, the Chinese side began

the lssues of the appointed
system in district and mu-
nicipal bodies; formation of
new functxonal constituen-
cies and the election com-
mittee; and also proposals to
allow Chinese legislators to
sit in Legco elections. |
This was followed by two

_rounds of talks in the third

phase, held between July
and August, when Britain
proposed to water down its

of the election committee
and the nine new functional
constituencies.

Then the British side wa-
tered down Mr Patten’s
packagé in October again
after another meeting be-
tween- Mr Hurd and Mr
Qian in New York.

Pro-China legislator
Tam Yiu-chung said that ac-
cording to the White Paper

account, the British side was\
to blame for “overturning
the negotiating table” during
the 17th round.

- “Tracing back the talks’
development, I find that gap
between the two sides was
getting narrower and nar-
rower. So | cannot under— ]
stand why 1t went wrong in
the last round. Certainly I .
am not convinced by the

_ British argument about time
constraints.”’



