ELECTION DAY FOR CHINESE IS PARTY TIME
Compliant voters guided: to 'satisfactory' outcome
By Liz Sly
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BEIJING - When Li Wen Zheng, 67, went to collect his pension Monday, he was informed that there was going to be an election Tuesday and that he would be required to turn out to vote. He cheerfully obliged, though he confessed to being unaware of whom he was voting for or why.


"Never heard of any one of them" he said of the candidates he voted for, though that didn't seem to bother him. "Our work unit chooses candidates for us and they wouldn't pick ones that they didn't want us to vote for. So whoever you vote for is going to be satisfactory." 


That pretty much summed up the spirit of the election that took place Tuesday for district legislatures, the lowest level of local government in China and the only opportunity afforded to urban Chinese citizens to vote. People formed long lines at some of the 5,700 voting stations, but most said they were voting only because they had been ordered to by their work units, and few seemed to have any idea of who they were voting for.

 There had been no campaigning, and candidates had been selected in advance behind closed doors—ensuring, as Li observed, a satisfactory result regardless of who was chosen.


Even the candidates seemed nonchalant about the process. Zheng Dong Sheng, 52, standing in the Chaoyang district, said he wasn't sure what entity he was running for or even for how long he would serve. "If I get elected, I'm sure I'll find out and I’ll let you know," promised Zheng, a hotel manager and Communist Party member.


If elected, Zheng said, his goal was to "represent the people's will." But he admitted he also didn't know what the will of the people was.


I’m afraid I’m not too clear on that, either," Zheng said. "But if I am elected, it will give me an opportunity to get close to the grassroots and find out what the people want."

 In principle, the three yearly district elections that take place at different times across China lend a veneer of legitimacy to a complex system of government that leads upward to the supposed pinnacle of power in Communist China, the National People’s Congress.

 An estimated 5.7 million Beijingers had been expected to vote in Tuesday's election for 10 district legislatures according to the official New China news agency. Among them was President Jiang Zemin, who was pictured casting his ballot at the compound where China's leaders-live and work.


In seeking to defend its system against charges of autocracy, China

trumpets the fact that every citizen gets to vote for his or her local legislature. Committees chosen by those legislatures pick representatives to the city, provincial and municipal legislatures, which in turn elect committees that select candidates to the People's Congress.


Unlike the village-level elections that have earned acclaim for the considerable freedom they have given to ordinary peasants to choose their own village chiefs, urban elections remain tightly controlled, and hopes among some Western scholars that they would become a vehicle for gradual political reform have so far proved unfounded, said Andrew Nathan, professor of political science at Columbia University.


"They make sure that none of the candidates is anyone they don't want elected,” he said.)


Three dissidents who tried to stand were prevented from doing so. One, He Depu, said he was roughed up by state election officials when he tried to press his right to have his name entered on the ballot, even though he had secured three times the required number of nominating signatures.


Election officials said there had been a high turnout, more than 90 percent, but it seemed that not all of those who cast ballots did so in person. "Somebody voted for me," said an employee at the Beijing hotel managed by Zheng, a local candidate. She said she didn't know who that person was, only that the "somebody" had voted on behalf of all the hotel's employees.


Block voting by employers appears to be a common practice. At one voting station, a man asked for six ballot papers, filled them all out then stuffed them into the ballot box. "He's voting for his employees," an election official explained.


A large red box in the corner marked "Ballot Box" in yellow characters gave an aura of anonymity to the voting. But there appeared to be no opportunity to mark ballots in secret, denying at least one Beijing man the opportunity to register a small protest vote.


The man, who requested anonymity, would have preferred not to vote at all, but he echoed a widespread belief among Beijing citizens that not to vote risked trouble.


Instead, he decided to cast a blank ballot, the best way he could think of to express his frustration with the system. But when he got to the polling station, he lost his nerve; election officials were watching him closely and seemed intent on ensuring he marked his ballot properly.
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