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What One Person Can Achieve 

e liv e i n interesting , an d perhap s difficult , times . Whil e 
knowledge an d materia l wealt h hav e increase d fo r some , 

poverty, sicknes s an d environmenta l degradatio n remai n 
widespread. And although the developed world enjoys access to 
instant telecommunication , man y individual s nevertheles s fee l 
isolated and alienated from society . 

These kind s o f contradiction s als o occu r o n a  politica l level . 
Ordinary citizen s i n countries aroun d the worl d d o no t fee l tha t 
their political leaders really represent them. Civic-minded people 
everywhere hav e become discouraged because they do not see 
how the y ca n participat e meaningfull y i n publi c affairs . Many 
people feel their views and ideas don't matter . They may believ e 
there i s no point in participating i n an imperfect politica l system. 
Others ma y wis h t o b e mor e activ e i n publi c issue s bu t lac k 
information abou t ho w they can participate . 

This Handboo k i s aime d a t anyon e wh o i s intereste d i n 
contributing t o th e dialogu e o n publi c affair s i n Hon g Kon g 
or shapin g decision-makin g o n a  particula r issue . I t provides a 
practical guid e t o tool s fo r improvin g communicatio n i n orde r 
to hel p ordinar y citizen s participat e mor e effectivel y i n 
public issues . 

w 
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What i s dialogue? A t the mos t basi c level , dialogue i s a  usefu l wa y o f 
solving problems . Thi s require s mutua l understandin g betwee n 
different individual s o r groups . O n a  deepe r level , dialogu e i s a n 
expression o f an essentia l aspec t o f the huma n spirit . Dialogue i s both 
a wa y o f bein g an d par t o f th e proces s o f successfu l relationshi p 
building. We believ e tha t increasin g dialogu e o n publi c issue s benefit s 
all sector s o f society , includin g th e government , an d tha t th e 
contribution o f ordinar y citizen s t o thi s dialogu e i s significan t an d 
important. I t is possible for one perso n to mak e a  difference . 

The followin g storie s describ e th e contributio n mad e b y differen t 
individuals i n influencin g publi c polic y an d decision-makin g i n Hon g 
Kong. Thes e account s illustrat e wha t on e perso n ca n achiev e i n 
working o n a n issue . The peopl e mentione d her e ar e no t necessaril y 
famous, bu t the y hav e bee n successfu l i n raisin g ne w idea s an d 
pushing governmen t t o do things i n new ways. 

You don't nee d to b e famous o r powerfu l t o make a  difference. All yo u 
need i s a n idea , a  visio n an d th e commitmen t t o tak e you r ide a an d 
vision forward. 

Mei-Ling Fo k 

Up unti l 1991 , Mei-Ling Fo k was a  practising lawye r i n Hong Kon g and 
enjoyed a  privileged lifestyle . In 1991 , her firstborn child , a  handsom e 
baby boy, was diagnosed with a rare debilitating genetic disorder calle d 
Spinal Muscula r Atroph y (SMA) . Mei-Lin g ha d neve r hear d o f th e 
disease, althoug h 1  i n 4 0 peopl e carr y th e recessiv e SM A gene . 
Doctors told her that SMA was fatal and that there was nothing anyon e 
could d o t o hel p he r son . I n a  matte r o f months , h e los t th e abilit y t o 
move, ea t an d eve n breathe . Nobody , includin g loca l medica l 
professionals, kne w much about SMA children and few people showe d 
any rea l interes t i n the case. 

Mei-Ling se t ou t t o lear n everythin g sh e coul d abou t SMA . Childre n 
with SM A i n Hon g Kon g and their families wer e no t receivin g th e hel p 
they desperately needed . Mei-Ling wanted to change the experience of 
these children. Today, her son Howard is 11 years old, despite the initia l 
medical prognosi s tha t h e would no t live pas t hi s first birthday . 

In 1998, a newspaper featured Mei-Ling in an article entitled "A mothe r 
who woul d no t quit. " Howar d wa s th e firs t SM A chil d i n Hon g Kon g 
using a  24-hour mechanica l ventilato r t o attend a  special school . Even 
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though Howar d wa s certifie d a s medicall y fi t fo r school , h e wa s onl y 
able t o atten d a s a  resul t o f Mei-Ling' s persisten t reminder s t o Hon g 
Kong educators an d government official s abou t the need to uphold the 
basic righ t o f disabled children to education. 

Mei-Ling i s th e foundin g Chairma n an d Truste e o f a  charit y calle d 
Families o f SM A Charitabl e Trust . The Trust' s objective s ar e t o rais e 
awareness o f SM A diseases , hel p reliev e hardshi p an d sufferin g fo r 
SMA patient s an d thei r familie s an d suppor t internationa l medica l 
research to find an early cure for the disease. The SM A Trust raise s it s 
own funds from the public . 

With th e hel p o f a n intereste d politician , Mei-Lin g als o successfull y 
lobbied th e Hospita l Authorit y fo r th e establishmen t o f a  tertiar y 
rehabilitation centr e fo r ventilation-assiste d childre n t o hel p SM A 
patients an d othe r childre n wh o nee d 24-hou r mechanica l ventilatio n 
move toward s livin g a t hom e an d integratio n int o society . Th e 
rehabilitation centre , th e firs t i n Southeas t Asia , i s locate d a t th e 
Duchess o f Ken t Children' s Hospita l i n Pokfulam. 

Acting o n behal f o f th e SM A Trust , Mei-Lin g wil l b e co-organise r an d 
co-sponsor o f a n internationa l satellit e symposiu m o n neuromuscula r 
diseases, includin g SMA , i n lat e 2002 , together wit h th e Quee n Mar y 
Hospital Departmen t o f Paediatric s an d th e Universit y o f Hon g Kon g 
Medical Faculty . The symposiu m aim s t o upgrad e th e knowledg e o f 
Hong Kon g medica l professional s o n SMA researc h an d managemen t 
as a form o f continuing medica l and professiona l education . 

As a  resul t o f th e effort s o f on e individual , Mei-Ling' s messag e abou t 
the situatio n o f thos e affecte d b y SMA ha s reache d numerou s peopl e 
in th e privat e an d publi c sectors . He r visio n o f allocatin g som e 
community resource s fo r SM A childre n an d thei r familie s i s no w a 
reality. 

Wong Wai-king 

Wong Wai-king ha s spent almos t al l o f he r lif e i n Tai O, a small fishin g 
village on Lantau Island . First as a child and then as a wife and mother , 
she develope d a  dee p appreciatio n an d lov e fo r th e natura l beaut y o f 
the are a an d the Tai O community . He r attachmen t t o the are a le d he r 
to becom e involve d i n loca l issues , includin g improvement s i n th e 
village wate r suppl y an d preservatio n o f the old sea wall . 
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Like othe r coasta l communities , Ta i O  i s protecte d fro m floodin g b y a 
sea wall . B y th e 1980s , typhoon s an d farmin g activit y ha d seriousl y 
damaged th e ol d se a wal l an d a  ne w cemen t wal l wa s constructed . 
Wai-king ha d many memorie s o f playing and walking along the old sea 
wall. Afte r sh e foun d evidenc e tha t th e wal l wa s a t leas t tw o hundre d 
years old , sh e decide d tha t i t shoul d b e restore d fo r historica l an d 
practical reasons . 

Her initial efforts to win support for this project from the rura l authorities 
and the government wer e unsuccessful . Wai-king then petitioned Tai O 
residents an d organise d a  pres s conferenc e t o pu t pressur e o n th e 
government. Th e issu e continue d t o dra g on , despit e th e fac t tha t 
flooding i n 198 9 destroyed hal f o f Tai O. 

Since th e governmen t wa s unwillin g t o commi t resource s t o restorin g 
the sea wall, Wai-king decided that she would restore i t herself with the 
help of a sympathetic educatio n officer from the Vocational Institute . On 
May 1 , 1993, more than 10 0 students an d teachers participate d i n the 
"Yu Gun g move s th e Mountai n Sea-wal l Restoratio n Campaign, " a n 
event that attracte d considerable medi a interest . 

As she becam e mor e involve d i n the campaign , Wai-king als o realize d 
the nee d t o someho w documen t th e histor y an d lifestyl e o f Ta i O . 
Although sh e was no t a  historian o r an anthropologist , sh e could dra w 
on her own memories and the resources o f the community i n recordin g 
village life . With th e hel p o f a  few intereste d people , includin g a  loca l 
journalist an d a n anthropolog y studen t fro m Chines e University , Wai -
king bega n talkin g t o resident s an d collectin g photograph s an d 
background information . Ove r thre e hundre d elderl y resident s o f th e 
community wer e interviewe d fo r the project . 

Wai-king organised this materia l int o essays and stories that combine d 
community histor y an d memor y wit h he r ow n observations . I n 1999 , 
she published these essays in a book called Tai  O - Love  Stories of  the 
Fishing Village. 

Although Wai-king' s campaig n t o restor e th e se a wal l wa s 
unsuccessful, he r effort s hav e succeede d i n raisin g awarenes s o f th e 
need to preserv e Tai O's ric h heritage . Through he r campaign an d he r 
book, Wai-king wa s abl e to impac t publi c thinkin g an d win suppor t fo r 
preservation o f Tai O and the surrounding area . 
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Amy Yung 

Amy Yung, Islands Distric t Councillo r fo r Discover y Bay , Lantau Island , 
is a n unusua l politician . A  part-tim e Sunda y Schoo l teache r wit h n o 
political ambitions , Am y becam e increasingl y involve d i n public issue s 
and now represents 15,00 0 people. Her involvement i n politics is driven 
by he r desir e t o serv e th e communit y an d maintai n a  safe , gree n an d 
family-oriented environmen t i n Discovery Bay . 

As a  resul t o f he r professiona l accountin g skills , Amy was invite d to si t 
on a  Discover y Ba y propert y owner s committee . Sh e quickl y realize d 
that th e Discover y Ba y managemen t wa s overchargin g resident s b y a 
substantial amount . Her efforts to draw attention to this issue led to her 
election a s a  membe r o f the Cit y Owner s Committe e -  a  powerfu l 18 -
member counci l representin g al l Discover y Ba y propert y owners . 

Amy wa s the n persuade d t o ru n a s Islan d Distric t Councillo r i n 199 8 
and won the election by a large majority. During her four years in office, 
Amy ha s taken a  proactive stance on a number o f loca l issues . In 199 8 
and 199 9 sh e campaigne d agains t th e management' s unpopula r 
decision to switch the residents ' water supply from the local reservoi r to 
government main s water . Am y thoroughl y researche d th e issu e an d 
organised meeting s an d petitions . He r campaig n highlighte d th e fac t 
that switching to main s wate r was no t a  sustainable solutio n i n view o f 
the diminishin g wate r suppl y fro m mainlan d China , whic h make s u p 
80% o f main s water . 

When the first lan d us e zoning pla n for Discover y Ba y was announce d 
in 2001 , Am y organise d tow n hal l meeting s an d invite d plannin g 
officials t o explain th e pla n to residents . I t became clea r that resident s 
were overwhelmingl y agains t plan s t o sit e a  secon d gol f cours e i n a 
favourite picni c area . Amy organised petitions , lette r writing events an d 
a "sav e ou r stream " campaign . Sh e als o mad e presentation s t o th e 
Town Plannin g Boar d o n behal f o f th e resident s an d helpe d othe r 
residents to present their concerns. Given strong local opposition to the 
project, th e Boar d eventuall y re-site d th e gol f cours e an d zone d th e 
stream picni c spo t as a  conservation area . 

Amy ha s use d th e medi a a s a n effectiv e too l fo r publicisin g th e 
concerns o f Discover y Ba y residents . As a  politician , sh e attempt s t o 
put the concerns o f he r constituents abov e he r own persona l views. 
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Social Tools for Sustainability 

communication |  socia l capita l |  socia l entrepreneur s |  civic societ y 

This Handboo k provide s a  practica l guid e t o tool s fo r 
improving communicatio n wit h governmen t an d wit h eac h 

other s o tha t peopl e ca n participat e i n makin g choice s an d 
taking action . The storie s o f th e individual s an d organisation s 
mentioned i n this boo k (se e Chapte r 1  and Chapte r 4 , Par t II ) 
demonstrate tha t i t i s possibl e fo r ordinar y citizen s t o shap e 
public polic y an d decision-makin g o n th e issue s tha t interes t 
and affec t them. 

The emphasi s o f thi s boo k i s o n Sustainabilit y Tool s fo r 
communication an d self-organisation. This term i s shorthand for 
social tool s fo r sustainabilit y becaus e thes e tool s enabl e u s 
to mak e decision s abou t publi c issue s i n an ope n an d creativ e 
manner. Increase d participatio n i n decision-making mean s tha t 
different social , environmental and economic considerations ar e 
factored int o th e process . Resource s ar e use d i n bette r way s 
and to the bes t interes t o f everyone i n a society. 

This Handboo k i s not a  critique o f Hon g Kong' s politica l syste m 
or a civics textbook, although i t touches on both of these areas . 
The discussio n o f Hon g Kong' s politica l an d civi c landscap e i s 
limited t o a  quic k overvie w becaus e ther e ar e alread y othe r 
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useful publication s o n th e marke t tha t discus s loca l politic s i n detail . 
This Handboo k doe s addres s th e questio n o f wh y participatio n i n 
political an d civi c lif e i s importan t an d discus s th e nee d for activ e an d 
effective communicatio n betwee n al l sector s o f societ y an d withi n th e 
government. 

Politics wil l becom e increasingl y importan t fo r Hon g Kon g people . The 
Basic Law states explicitly that the "ultimate aim" of political evolution in 
Hong Kon g is universal suffrage . Therefore, we al l need to improve ou r 
political literac y an d b e effectiv e participant s i n th e politica l process . 
The ideas and strategies outlined in this book may also be useful to the 
government o f the Hong Kong Special Administrative Regio n (HKSAR). 
The governmen t als o need s t o improv e outreac h t o th e publi c an d 
communicate mor e effectively . 

I. Communication 

Social tools are the tools we use to interact with people . They are tools 
for communication. Sending an d receivin g message s i s dependent o n 
how wel l w e us e thes e tools . Poo r usag e mean s th e messag e i s 
muddled o r unclear . Good usag e improve s communication . 

Intent, poin t o f view , outcom e 

Intent, poin t o f view , mindse t an d desire d outcom e al l affec t 
communication. I n othe r words , communicatio n varie s dependin g o n 
the identit y o f th e participants . Fo r example , communicatin g wit h a 
family membe r i s ver y differen t fro m communicatin g wit h a 
professional group , a Legislative Councillor , a  government departmen t 
or the media . 

Communication i s affected by the point of view and mindset of both the 
receiver (listener , reader , watcher , etc. ) an d th e sende r (writer , 
speaker, artist , musician , etc.) . Poin t o f vie w an d mindse t ar e als o 
reflected i n th e conten t o f th e messag e an d th e for m i n whic h i t i s 
delivered, whether i t i s written, visual o r oral . 

The outcome o f the communication proces s i s determined b y whethe r 
the messag e i s receive d an d whethe r th e receive d messag e i s th e 
same a s that intende d b y the sender . 
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Social Tools for Sustainability 

Communication i s a proces s 

We se e effectiv e communicatio n a s a  proces s whereb y a  messag e i s 
received clearl y an d understood . Socia l tool s ar e method s o f 
communication tha t peopl e us e t o influenc e th e environmen t i n whic h 
they live . Talking , listening , writing , complaining , organising , 
networking, reacting , facilitating , mediating , interactin g an d lobbyin g 
are al l example s o f th e way s i n whic h peopl e ca n us e thes e tool s t o 
communicate an d send a particular message . 

Silent communicatio n 

Some form s o f communicatio n ar e "silent " an d dependen t o n 
subjective, culturall y specifi c interpretation s o f data . Fo r example , ou r 
assumptions an d opinions abou t other peopl e are based on cues suc h 
as dress, personal appearance, education level , sex, social class, race, 
religion an d body language . 

Silent communicatio n i s a n importan t par t o f ever y socia l interaction , 
but i s very difficul t t o identif y o r change. I t should also b e noted that i n 
every interchange , what we don' t say may be as importan t a s what we 
do say. 

This Handboo k wil l focus primaril y o n observable socia l tool s tha t ca n 
be developed an d enhanced to improv e communication . 

II. Socia l Tools an d Publi c Participatio n 

Communication i s essentia l t o al l publi c processes . Member s o f a 
society nee d t o b e abl e t o communicat e wit h on e anothe r i n makin g 
choices. Thos e wh o ar e i n governmen t nee d t o b e i n constan t 
communication wit h th e public . Publi c participatio n involve s givin g 
feedback o n a specific decisio n o r problem to those i n government . 

Government official s nee d t o explai n publi c issue s t o communit y 
members, consul t stakeholders , ge t feedback o n government projects , 
deal wit h crises , account fo r mistakes , etc . At the sam e time , ordinar y 
citizens want to express their views and feelings to those i n power. The 
dialogue betwee n them should be ongoing and dynamic . 

Communication also involves bringing people together i n meetings. The 

Getting Hear d 



• -

way i n whic h meeting s ar e organise d an d conducte d wil l impac t th e 
effectiveness o f th e dialogu e amon g participants . Peopl e fee l positiv e 
after a  productiv e meeting . Peopl e fee l negativ e afte r a  meetin g tha t 
has been a  waste o f their time. 

Thus, makin g sur e tha t w e communicat e bette r i s a ke y par t o f publi c 
participation. The goo d new s i s tha t w e ca n al l lear n t o communicat e 
better. W e believ e th e socia l tool s discusse d i n thi s Handboo k ar e 
useful for everyone. Indeed, they can be adapted for use within a family, 
at work, in a community group or in conducting politica l dialogue. These 
tools hel p u s to deliberate an d mak e decisions abou t importan t issue s 
and the y ca n hel p u s t o fee l connecte d t o eac h othe r an d t o th e 
government. A  sens e o f connectio n wil l hel p t o buil d confidenc e i n a 
society. 

Building socia l capita l 

It ha s becom e fashionabl e t o tal k abou t socia l capital . Innovativ e 
thinkers hav e argued that social capital i s a key enabler of innovation in 
a society . Socia l capita l i s abou t th e relationship s betwee n people . I t 
encompasses certai n feature s o f socia l life , such a s the network s an d 
connections amon g family , friend s an d acquaintance s an d i t affect s 
people's abilit y t o co-operat e wit h eac h other . Socia l capita l include s 
factors lik e th e degre e o f share d value s an d trus t existin g withi n a 
community. Peopl e wh o ar e connecte d t o eac h othe r i n a  communit y 
are bette r a t collaborating an d cooperatin g 

The riche r th e socia l capital , th e mor e effectiv e th e community . 
Investments i n socia l capita l includ e improvement s i n communit y 
education, cultura l experiences , loca l economi c development , 
environmental protection , socia l networkin g an d inter-institutiona l 
collaboration. 

The followin g fou r component s enabl e effectiv e publi c participation , 
which i n turn help s to buil d social capita l i n a society : 

Influence -  Peopl e nee d t o fee l the y ca n affec t th e cours e 
of events . 

Inclusiveness -  Peopl e nee d t o fee l tha t the y ar e include d i n 
decision-making processes . 

Communication -  Peopl e need to share information about issues , 
problems, options , etc . 
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Capacity -  Understandin g an d us e o f skill s neede d fo r effectiv e 
communication an d grou p participation . Thes e skill s ca n b e 
developed an d improved . 

This Handboo k aim s t o hel p ordinar y peopl e lear n abou t th e socia l 
skills neede d fo r mor e effectiv e publi c participatio n a s a  wa y o f 
developing participator y governanc e i n Hong Kong . This wil l enrich ou r 
social capita l a s a  community . Mor e experience d socia l activist s ma y 
also benefi t from some o f the suggestions an d examples give n here . 

Fostering socia l entrepreneur s 

In ever y communit y ther e ar e exceptionall y energeti c an d carin g 
people who want to promote socia l progress . These peopl e are centra l 
actors i n helpin g t o buil d trus t an d creat e network s i n a  community . 
They ar e tru e innovator s -  w e cal l the m socia l entrepreneurs . Th e 
collaborative partnership s develope d b y socia l entrepreneur s provid e 
the socia l capita l fo r innovativ e communit y ventures . The socia l tool s 
discussed i n this Handboo k wil l be useful to anyone who i s working o n 
a community project , whethe r i t is big or small. 

If w e accep t tha t socia l capita l i s a s importan t a s financia l capita l i n 
building a  participator y community , socia l investment s alway s involv e 
an element o f risk , just lik e financial investments . Social entrepreneur s 
are willin g t o experiment . Ther e i s n o on e righ t wa y t o achiev e 
something. Hopefully , thi s Handboo k wil l provid e a  few differen t idea s 
on how you can take your ide a forward. 

Know your civi c landscap e 

Since w e ar e dealin g wit h ho w t o improv e publi c participatio n an d 
participatory governanc e i n Hon g Kong , w e nee d t o hav e a  basi c 
understanding o f the loca l political and civic landscape . This Handboo k 
provides a  quic k overvie w o f Hon g Kong' s broade r politica l an d civi c 
territory. Ordinary citizens , socia l activist s an d loca l organisation s ca n 
all benefit from a better understanding o f how to develop a public polic y 
agenda and impac t government . 
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