Aﬁcées N\
11l faces-
tough

By Neville De Silva

THE contemplated Private,
Members’ Bill on access to:
information has merit es--.
pecially if open and ac-.
countable government is to"
be buttressed by legal
means.

Still, the prime movers of..
this bill, legislators
Christine Loh, Simon Ip.
and Jimmy McGregor will -

to get it on to the statute
books. . E

The opposition will not.
e from their col-
agues, many of whom,

accessibility to govern-.
ment information for the.
public and the media.

Ironically, the obstacle-
will be this administration,
which consistently claims
that it is an open govern-
ment. If a criteria of an'
open administration is the,
free and expeditious avail-
ability of information, thens
the claims of the Hong"
Kong government on this”
score sounds spurious.

For decades the adminis:
tration has controlled and
managed the . dissemi-.
nation of news and infor-
mation. It is not likely to
give up that stranglehold.
without a fight.

The government has
been stonewalling on the’
issue for years, arguing,
that it is costly, and will]
stifle the civil service. Op-
ponents of a freer flow of’
information such as for-
mer Chief Secretary David
Ford, have.even cited the-
experience of ‘other
countries with freedom of
information laws as a
reason to deny Hong Kong

one.

’I

" mation is accurate and not

The fact is that Sir David,

- like the heroic Nelson, has
held the telescope to his

blind eye. Empirical evi-
dence suggests the fears:
expressed by him are
largely unfounded. The,

“laws are working well in
, countries such as the

United States, Canada,

OPPOSItION Nevfomm e =

What is the bill trying to’

. do? Its aim is to make

information from the
government and its
agencies available to the
public through a specifi-
cally laid-down procedure.
If the government refuses
to provide the information
sought, then there is re-
course to independent arbi-
tration.

The bill does not demand

have a fight on their hands- *hat the government re-

ease all information in its
hands. It recognises that
there are certain
categories of information
which must remain confi-

would like to see greater , dential. :

Jhe bill exempts 14
categories that protect

" interests such as personal

privacy, public security,
commercial secrecy, ju-
dicial integrity and foreign
relations.

The government and its .

agencies also hold personal
information about individ-
uals.

How does each individ-
ual know that this infor-

misleading or prejudiced?
If that information is likely
to influence an individual’s
future and his relations
with the state, surely he
must have a right to access

———

1 that information and en-

sure it is correct and accu-
rate.

Governor Patten seems
to lay great emphasis on
the additional work in-
volved, if access is allowed.

True, but only initially.
There would be an initial
cost but then the exercise
begins to pay for itself.

Still, these could hardly
be reasons for denying a

| fundamental right which

the Hong Kong Bill of
Rights contains but does
not legally guarantee.

Even if the bill overruns
the Patten barricades, will
it survive the changeover
in 1997?
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