Electoral Affairs Commission Chairman speaks on polling hours 

Following is the translation of the statement made by the Chairman of the Electoral Affairs Commission, Mr Justice Woo Kwok-hing, at a press conference today (September 26) on polling hours for the District Council Election: 

--------------------------------------------------------- 

Dear friends from the press, 

Thank you for attending the press conference. 

On Monday, September 22, the Electoral Affairs Commission issued a new set of guidelines for the District Council Election, setting the polling hours for the November 23 vote at 7.30am to 7.30pm. 

Our decision to shorten polling hours was based on the fact that a majority of the representations received during the April 28 to May 27 public consultation exercise on the new electoral guidelines was in favour of the proposed change. 

However, since the publication of the new guidelines, the Commission has received more views on the issue. From Monday until noon today (September 26), we received 168 representations. Of these, 142 were in favour of retaining the original voting hours, 24 proposed other time spans and two supported the change. It is particularly worthwhile to note that some citizens said that because of the outbreak of SARS, they missed the opportunity or were too preoccupied to express their opinions on the issue. They urged the Commission to listen to their views nevertheless. Meanwhile, some electors said they would not be able to cast their votes within the new polling hours because of a conflict with their working hours. 

The Electoral Affairs Commission strives constantly for openness, which is why we conduct public consultations before making any important decisions. The public's views are an important consideration in our decision-making process. Since the wishes and well-being of electors are uppermost in our minds, we naturally want to treat everybody in a fair and impartial manner. 

In case of doubts or uncertainties, we have to be even more prudent and careful. In view of this, the Electoral Affairs Commission held a special meeting this morning and decided to revert to the original voting hours, i.e. 7.30am to 10.30pm. We hope this decision will end the controversy. Nominations for the District Council Election will be accepted from October 2, while the polls are scheduled for November 23. We do not want to see any uncertainty about electoral arrangements after the nomination period has started since this could affect the campaigning of the candidates and confuse electors. 

It is fortunate that the newly issued guidelines are in a loose-leaf format so we need only reprint and replace two pages. 

However, I would like to stress that the Electoral Affairs Commission is politically neutral. Our decision was not made out of any political concern or under any political pressure. Only exceptional circumstances have made us change our minds. It is true that many people may not have been able to make their views on the issue known during the consultation period due to the outbreak of SARS. Exceptional situations sometimes require exceptional measures, but this incident will not become a precedent. 

In fact, the consultation arrangement of the Electoral Affairs Commission has always worked well. Through these consultations, we gather many good ideas that help us to satisfy public needs. I sincerely hope that this incident will not jeopardise this well-tried mechanism. In accordance with normal practice, the Electoral Affairs Commission will conduct a four-week consultation exercise on the electoral guidelines for the Legislative Council Elections next year. We urge different sectors of the community to come forward to express their views within the prescribed period, particularly their views on polling hours. 

As polling hours for the forthcoming District Council Election will be the same as in previous years, with the polls closing at 10.30pm, we anticipate that vote counting will not start until about 11pm. The counting, therefore, will not likely be completed until well past midnight. I hereby appeal to all candidates and their supporters observing the count not to make too much noise at the polling stations, so as to avoid disturbing residents of the neighbourhood. In particular, I urge winning candidates and their supporters not to let their cheering disturb nearby residents who need to be back at work or school early the next morning. 

Last but not the least, I would like to take this opportunity to apologise to all those who submitted their views to the Commission during the consultation period. We hope you will understand the special reasons for the change we made today and that it will not cause you any inconvenience. 

Thank you. 

End/ Friday, September 26, 2003 
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