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  The March 7 Urban Council election has stirred up an unusual amount of interest because of the increase in the number of seats, the revision of the constitution and the impromptu test on several candidates’ proficiency in the English language.
Four councillors are seeking re-electtion. They are Brook Bernacchi, Peter C. K. Chan, Henry H. L. Hu and Henry Wong. The eight other candidates are Mrs. Patricia Bernacchi, Miss Sansan Ching, Ambrose K. C. Choi, Edmund Chow, Lai Shiu-lam, Tsin Sai-nin, Dr. Wong Pun-cheuk and Yeung Chap-po.
The 12 are vying for seven council seats.
This is the first time in Urban Council history that candidates have been asked to sit for English proficiency tests. The candidates were Kuo, Lai and Choi. All of them failed the first test.
Lai and Choi sat for a re-test and passed. Kuo refused to be re-tested and his candidacy was taken over by Mrs. Bernacchi of the Reform Club.
Mrs. Bernacchi said when the requirement for proficiency test was waived, within a year or less, she would resign from the council to create a vacancy so that a by-election could be held.
There are more than 200,000 qualified voters, of whom only 31,284 have registered to vote in the March election a decrease over the 1971’s 37,788 registered voters.
For the first time in its 20-year history, the Urban Council will exercise substantial control over its finance.
The reconstituted council will have its chamber enlarged. There will be 24 instead of 20 members of whom 12 will be elected and 12 appointed.
Under the Urban Council (Amendment) Bill 1973, which is designed to implement the recommendations of the White Paper on the future of the Urbco, the council is empowered to appoint its own chairman either from the members or from outside.
Beginning in April, when the new constitution comes into effect, URBCO wil have a free hand in administering the various urban areas.
However, several councillors feel that the scope of the council has been actually reduced.
Henry H. L. Hu, an incumbent, said the new constitution would make the council “a dead body” since its powers to debate public affairs have been limited
He said, “Subjects such as education housing, social welfare and resettlement management are barred from debate in the council under the Standing Order.
“Urban Councillors can debate on these topics only after an application ha been approved by the Legislative Council.”
He said the fact that the council is given financial autonomy is just “an excuse to limit its power” .
Outlining the financial autonomy to be given the council, Financial Secretary C. Philip Haddon-Cave said in the Legislative Council last month that allocation of the $241.5 million fund to Urbco had been “not only scrupulously fair but also manifestly generous.”
NOT SATISFIED
Commenting on this, Hu said, “Only 10 per cent of the fund is actually available for various projects while the remainder will be spent on staff salaries, rents for hiring Government buildings and other expenses. You can’t say it is financial autonomy.”
He said he also was not satisfied with other changes.
“An increase of four seats in the council, for example, means nothing. The Government may reason that when more seats are available, there would be more people participating in the council. But it’s just a matter of putting the cart before the horse since the powers of the Urbco are restricted.
“When those six official members leave the council, there will be no cooperation from the Government,” Hu said.
His view was shared by a candidate from the Civic Assn.
Edmund Chow said that when official members were excluded from the council the administering of policies and projects would be affected.
Chow said, “Since the Government gives the council a free hand to deal with its own affairs without the official members, there would be no immediate official answers to the problems. This would mean a drawback in some projects. In addition, there would be a lack of cooperation and communication between the Government and the council.”
He said many problems would remain standstill if the council continued to be balanced by the appointed and the elected members.
CHAIRMAN’S POWER
“We prefer more elected members in the council so that we can really achieve more for the people,” he said.
Chow also hoped that the power of the chairman would be reviewed now that the council is empowered to appoint its own chairman.
“But I am satisfied with the financial autonomy,” said Chow. “It means that the Government gives Urbco more power to look after its own affairs, more power to use its money on projects.”
Another candidate from the Reform Club thought differently.
Dr. Wong Pun-cheuk said financial autonomy was a “game of figures” .
“There is no solid benefit derived from the financial autonomy. It only means that the council pays the expenses for the Government,” he said.
He added, “Only 10 per cent of the fund is available for projects and developments. It seems to me that the council is given a safe without being told the combination necessary to open it.”
He objected to the continuing presence of the appointed members in the council.
“All members of the council should be elected. Out of these councillors must be some, if not all, who are devoted to the job professionally. The chairman should only work for the council alone,” he said.  
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