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Referendum on Institutional Autonomy
Press Release (6 April 2016)

The results of the Referendum on Institutional Autonomy organised by staff unions and
concern groups of 8 universities was released on 24 March. This is the first large-scale
cross-institutional referendum on common concerns of university governance in tertiary
educational sector of Hong Kong. The 4,520 votes casted represent 16.5% of eligible voters.
The voting rate is very encouraging when compared to the participations of staff council
member elections or staff surveys of individual institutions. The fact that over 90% of the
4,520 voters is in favour of the two motions reflects the over-whelming and near-unanimous
support among the staff working in different universities to the two motions, i.e. (1) “To
abolish the powers of the Chief Executive in appointing members to the Council” and (2) “To
increase the ratio of elected members of academic/teaching and administrative/supporting
staff, postgraduate and undergraduate students in the Council”.

Not coincidentally, the newly released UGC report on “Governance in UGC-funded Higher
Education Institutions in Hong Kong” (hereinafter as the Report) points out clearly in part 4
that, contrasted with most other countries whereby councils themselves are responsible for
appointing their own members, creating a nominations committee to undertake this task, “The
Chief Executive, in his role as Chancellor of the universities, appoints a significant proportion
of council members... without a systematic consideration of the needs of the university to fill
the requisite range of skills and expertise which they feel the council needs to discharge its
responsibilities,” and thus leads to important potential consequences for governances. In
order to maintain public confidence in the governance of universities, the report continues, “it
is important that their governing bodies are broadly reflective of the stakeholders which have
a legitimate interest in their affairs”. All these echo the opinions expressed in the
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referendum.

The focus of the Report is university governance. In numerous places the Report mentions
the importance of good governance to the long-term sustainability and development of the
universities, and its impact to international competitiveness. It also states clearly that the
crux of the problem of university governance in Hong Kong is the arbitrary appointment of
council members by the Chief Executive. Nevertheless, nothing has been said on this in the
recommendations. Instead, it focuses on the induction and professional development, and
the fiduciary accountability of the council members, and lays the responsibility to the
university by asking for strategic plans.  All these can only scratch the surface without fixing
the underlying problems. Although it mentions the “best practice” of recruiting council
members is that the governing body being responsible for its own recruitment according to the
skills which it sees appropriate to the affairs of the university, nothing has been put further on
recruitment in the related recommendation except the suggestion of a skills template for each
institution to draw up and keep under review.

We are very disappointed to the lack of vision, courage, and commitment of the Report on the
governance in higher education institutions in Hong Kong. Colleagues working in the 8
universities have had first-hand knowledge and experience of the importance of a healthy and
balanced council to university autonomy. They have expressed their views clearly and
loudly in the Referendum on Institutional Autonomy. Therefore, to follow up, we are to:

1. send the results to the Councils of individual institutions and request them to initiate a
full review and discussion on the amendments to related University Ordinance;

2. send the results to the Government/Chief Executive and UGC, and request the
Government to initiate amendments to related University Ordinance;

3. send the results to Legislative Council members and request them to move a private bill
to amend related University Ordinance, and urge them to sign a pledge to vow support for
the cause publicly; and

4. ask all candidates of the 2016 Hong Kong Legislative Council election to support for the
cause

Academic Staff Association of The University of Hong kong
University of Hong Kong Employees Union

The Chinese University of Hong Kong Employees General Union
Polytechnic University Staff Association

City University Staff Association

Hong Kong Baptist University Faculty and Staff Union

Academic Staff Association of the Hong Kong Institute of Education
Staff Association of The Hong Kong Institute of Education

HKUST University Governance Concern Group
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