13/ 04/ 2000
Card systemideal for orderly polls

Har un Hashi m

PRI ME M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad has indicated that our
electoral laws will have to be changed follow ng the experiences of |ast
year's general election and the recently concl uded Sanggang by-el ecti on.

Qui te obviously the changes are necessary and is not a case of blam ng
the playing field when one has | ost the gane, particularly when the
Bari san Nasi onal has won both el ecti ons.

I was a nmenber of the international observer group of the parlianmentary
el ections of Sri Lanka in 1994 and perhaps sone of the electoral |aws of
that Republic will be of interest here.

In January of each year, the Comm ssioner of Elections is required to
publish a notice calling upon the secretary of any political party to
apply that such party be treated as a recognised political party for the
pur pose of el ections. Once recogni sed, however, the party may partici pate
i n subsequent el ections w thout having to re-apply each year.

Such a provision is useful in preventing the spectacle of new politica
parties mushroom ng on the eve of a general election and conpl aints of
delays in the registration of political parties.

In Sri Lanka, the President in proclainng the dissolution of Parlianent
shal | al so specify the nomination period and date of polling. The
noni nati on period conmences on the 14th day after the date of publication
in the Gazette of the proclamation and expires on the 21st day after the
date of the proclanation.

Pol i ng day shall not be I ess than three weeks and not nore than ei ght
weeks after the closing day of the nom nation period.

Al citizens who have attained the age of 18 are qualified to vote and
to stand for election to Parliament.

During the el ection canpaign period public rallies are allowed. There is
however, a restriction on processions commencing fromthe first day of the
noni nati on period and endi ng one week after the declaration of the result
of the poll.

Campai gning for political parties and candidates is allowed in the daily
newspapers. It was apparent however that one newspaper exclusively
favoured the i ncunbent governnent but the inpact of such publication was
counter bal anced by a rival newspaper in favour of the opposition.

Under the electoral law, the political parties contesting the el ection
receive equal time for their own broadcasts on State tel evision and radio
stations.

Every recognised political party is entitled to receive in respect of a
general election financial assistance by way of a grant fromthe State at
the rate of 50 cents per vote polled by the party in the el ectoral
district at the | ast preceding general election and has subnitted a
nom nati on paper for the current election. The grant is payable within 10
days after closing of nom nations.

Public nmeetings are not allowed during the period of 48 hours before
pol ling and endi ng one week after declaration of the results.

The returning officer of the electoral district is required to send by
post to every registered voter the official poll card which states the
date and tinme of the poll and the polling station not | ess than seven days
before the poll.

In cases of non-delivery, the post office is required to retain the card
until polling day for the voter to claim The card is a nmeans of



identification and entitles the voter to the ballot paper.

The poll card is retained by the polling station and the little finger
of the voter is marked by indelible ink to prevent further voting. The
procedure for voting and the counting of votes is nore or |less the sane as
i n Mal aysi a.

On polling day canvassing for votes is prohibited within half a
kilonetre to the entrance of the polling station which includes
distributing or exhibiting any handbill, placard poster, draw ng or
phot ograph of a candi date or party synbol.

In addition use of |oudspeakers, shouting or acting in a disorderly
manner within the entrance to the polling station so as to cause annoyance
to any person visiting the polling station are puni shabl e of f ences.

I ndeed the official poll card systemhas nmade the practice of
establishing party booths outside polling stations for the purpose of
assi sting voters redundant.

During nmy visits to polling stations there were no such booths. The
entire place on polling day was peaceful and deserted even except for the
gueues of voters at the polling stations.

Sri Lanka has 11 million registered voters and the poll card system was
effective in holding an orderly election. If we had such a system the
Chai rman of the El ecti on Commi ssion, Datuk Omar Hashi mwoul d not have
occasion to express his concern at the | arge nunber of nmen who lined the
road to the polling stations which frightened away the wonen voters at the
Sanggang by- el ecti on.
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