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The 6th International Conference of New or Restored Democracies (ICNRD-6)

Doha, Qatar 29 October-1 November, 2006

“Building Capacity for Democracy, Peace and Social Progress”


Executive Summary


The period between the First International Conference of New or Restored Democracies (ICNRD) held in Manila in 1988 and the forthcoming Sixth Conference scheduled for Doha in October-November 2006, spans 18 years. Of those 18 years, the involvement of parliaments in the ICNRD has only really taken root within the past three years. Indeed, the first time parliaments and parliamentarians were formally associated with the movement was at the Ulaanbaatar Conference in September 2003, when for the first time a formal gathering of parliamentarians took place as an official component of the ICNRD. 

One can hardly talk therefore of a ''parliamentary history'' of the ICNRD. Needless to say, the period since Ulaanbaatar is too short a time to actually ascertain the impact the world parliamentary community has made on the democracy movement as driven by the ICNRD. However, it is worth noting that while parliamentary involvement in the ICNRD process is still in its budding stages, parliaments have contributed prominently to worldwide efforts to deepen democracy both at the national and international levels for much of the 1990s and the early 2000s, the period roughly covered by the ICNRD process.  A defining moment of these efforts was the adoption in 1997 by the IPU of the Universal Declaration on Democracy. It was the first attempt by the world parliamentary community to codify the principles and ingredients of democracy and the modalities for their implementation.

This paper reviews the role parliaments can play in advancing the universally-recognized values of democracy as contained in that Declaration as well as other internally agreed instruments, including the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. This role is incumbent on parliaments of both emerging and more established democracies. 

The paper also examines the challenges and constraints facing parliaments in emerging democracies as they work towards the required reforms of their structures and working methods. It proposes the way forward for these parliaments in overcoming these constraints. For this purpose, it presents a framework developed by the IPU for parliaments' contribution to democracy.

It then makes a number of recommendations on how parliaments can become more actively involved in the ICNRD process over the long term, including in the context of inter-parliamentary cooperation.

Recent evolution of parliaments

The 1990's witnessed a substantial resurgence of parliaments in the wake of democratic developments taking place around the world at the time. The effects of these developments were felt particularly in the countries of Latin America, Africa and Asia where democracy had generally been found to be wanting. Riding on the wave of democratization, parliaments were assigned more prominent constitutional responsibilities in shaping the legal framework under which their societies were to be governed. They also were given more powers in holding governments to account and ensuring transparent and responsible management of public affairs. Finally, parliamentarians were being increasingly required to be more attuned to the needs of their electorate and therefore felt more accountable to them. 

In many countries, constitutional reforms led to the creation of new parliaments where they had not existed in the countries' recent history. There was a general recognition of the important role parliaments play as one of the pillars of democracy in every modern society. 

Many of the reforms that were introduced were also driven by the exigencies of globalisation and the shift in many countries from centralized economic and political systems to more liberal forms of political and economic governance.

Role of parliaments

In discussing the evolving situation of parliaments during the period, it is important to recall briefly the role of parliaments in any democratic dispensation. Parliament is the body of elected representatives of the people who have given them the mandate to act on their behalf by setting policy and taking decisions on issues of national importance. They are therefore entrusted with the responsibility to make laws that govern society, exercise oversight over government in order to ensure responsible governance and generally represent the people's interests. In this capacity, they serve as the bridge between the people and government.

In addition to these traditional functions, parliaments and/or their members have taken on or are taking on other roles, some of which are being codified and therefore recognized officially. In many countries, for instance in Burundi and Rwanda, parliament has been at the forefront of efforts to resolve the longstanding conflicts in these countries. They have actively promoted dialogue and reconciliation efforts in the context of ongoing peace processes.

In many countries, parliaments, or rather their members, are acting as agents of development, mobilizing resources and implementing development projects in their constituencies. Many countries have recognized this role and have included resources within the national budget that are allocated to members of parliament to implement such projects. This is the case in Bangladesh, Gabon, Pakistan and Uganda, among many other parliaments.

Lastly, members of parliament, in the poor communities of Asia and Africa, are also having to serve as social security agent. They are required to assist their constituents with school fees for their children as well as medical and funeral expenses. 

A debate is emerging on these new roles and a broad agreement is yet to be reached on whether or not parliament should be ''encroaching on'' the functions generally reserved for other agencies of government.

Underlying the role or roles of parliament is the requirement that any parliament worthy of the name contribute to the promotion of democracy, the basic precepts being: freedom, participation, respect for human rights and the rule of law.

Constraints facing parliaments

It goes without saying that the vast majority of new democracies lack a democratic culture. Dialogue, tolerance and respect for each other's opinions are relatively new concepts and are in short supply. This constitutes a serious handicap for the development of parliamentary democracy which is founded on the virtues of robust debate and compromise on major issues of national interest. Indeed, the absence of dialogue or the presence of intolerance has often led to an impasse in the functioning of state institutions thereby jeopardizing democratic development. 

Conflict is also a major challenge to democracy and parliamentary development. A recent survey showed that, in recent years, there has been a significant shift in the conflict landscape from inter-state to intra-state conflicts. The vast majority of conflicts today are taking place within national borders although they may and often do have ramifications for neighbouring countries. These conflicts bring about instability and severely weaken the institutions of governance, foremost of which is parliament.

Parliaments in many newly restored democracies (NRD) are weak, as they have been newly established or have been severely undermined during the period of absence of democracy. Indeed, many carry with them a legacy of rubberstamping, which dogs them well into the era of democracy. They therefore have to work hard to overcome this negative image. They can only do so by taking decisions and promoting interventions that foster confidence and stimulate the people's interest.

Impediments to the smooth functioning and effectiveness of parliaments, especially those in the NRDs, can thus be summarized inter alia as follows:

· The politically-charged environment of parliament where diverse forces with conflicting interests cohabit;

· Antagonism between the majority and opposition parties often resulting in a stalemate; 

· Antagonism between parliament and the government, with the latter often reluctant to accommodate a robust parliament that can hold it to account;

· Novelty of multiparty democracy and therefore the absence of a democratic culture;

· Parliamentary systems that are not steeped in the traditions of the people because they are often inherited from former colonial powers and may therefore be ill-adapted to the realities on the ground; and

· Lack of adequate human and material resources.

The IPU has, over the years, sought to help parliaments address these challenges effectively. Recently, as a direct follow-up to the Declaration adopted by the Parliamentary Forum at the ICNRD held in Ulaanbaatar which called on the IPU and parliaments to contribute to the identification of democracy indicators, the IPU has issued a guide on parliament's contribution to democracy. In so doing, it has refrained from seeking to rank parliaments according to their democracy credentials and has chosen rather to identify those practices in parliaments around that world which contribute to democracy. The following framework, extracted from the IPU's ''Parliament and Democracy in the Twenty-First Century: a guide to good practice'' is particularly illustrative of the values and objectives of democracy and the requirements and institutional arrangements for a parliament to be considered to be contributing to democracy.

Framework: the parliamentary contribution to democracy

	Basic objectives or values. A parliament that is:
	Requirements
	Possible procedural and institutional means for the realisation of these objectives or values



	Representative
	An elected parliament that is socially and politically representative, and committed to equal opportunities for its members so that they can carry out their mandates.


	Free and fair electoral system;  means of ensuring representation of/by all sectors of society with a view to reflecting national and gender diversity, for example by special procedures to ensure representation of marginalised or excluded groups.

Open and democratic party procedures, organisations and systems.

Mechanisms to ensure the rights of the opposition and other political groups, and to allow all members to exercise their mandate freely and without being subjected to undue influence and pressure.

Freedom of speech and association; parliamentary rights and immunities, including the integrity of the Presiding Officers and other office-holders.

Equal opportunities policies and procedures; non-discriminatory hours and conditions of work; language facilities for all members.



	Transparent
	Parliament that is open to the people and transparent in the conduct of its business.
	Proceedings open to the public; due notice of business; documentation available in relevant languages; availability of user-friendly tools, for example using  varied media, such as the world wide web; own public relations officers and facilities.

Legislation on freedom of/access to information.



	Accessible
	Involvement of the public, including civil society and other peoples’ movements in the work of parliament.


	Effective modes of public participation in pre-legislative scrutiny; right of open consultation for interested parties; public right of petition; systematic grievance procedures.

Various means for constituents to have access to their elected representatives.

Possibility for lobbying within the limits of agreed legal provisions that ensure transparency.



	Accountable
	Members of parliament who are accountable to the electorate for their performance in office and for the integrity of their conduct.
	Effective electoral sanction and monitoring processes; reporting procedures to inform constituents; ethical standards and enforceable code of conduct.

Adequate salary for members; register of outside interests and income; enforceable limits on election expenditure.



	Effective

At all levels

a) in relation to the national level

b) in relation to the international level

c) in relation to the local level
	Effective organisation of business in accordance with these democratic norms and values.

Effective performance of legislative and oversight functions, and as national forum for issues of common concern.

Active involvement of parliament in international affairs.

Cooperative relationship with state, provincial and local legislatures.
	Mechanisms and resources to ensure the independence and autonomy of parliament, including parliament’s control of its own budget and own business committee.

Availability of non-partisan professional staff  separate from main civil service.

Adequate unbiased research and information facilities for members;  procedures for effective planning and timetabling of business; systems for monitoring parliamentary performance; opinion surveys on perceptions of performance among relevant publics.

Systematic procedures for executive accountability; adequate powers and resources for committees; accountability to parliament of non-governmental public bodies and commissions.

Mechanisms to ensure effective parliamentary engagement in the national budget process in all its stages, including the subsequent auditing of accounts.

Ability to address issues of major concern to society; to mediate in the event of tension and prevent violent conflict; to shape public institutions that cater for the needs of the entire population.

For parliaments that approve senior ranking appointments and/or perform judicial functions: mechanisms to ensure a fair, equitable and non-partisan process.

Procedures for parliamentary monitoring of and input into international negotiations; mechanisms that allow for parliamentary scrutiny of activities of international organisations and input into their deliberations; mechanisms for ensuring national compliance with international norms and the rule of law; inter-parliamentary cooperation and parliamentary diplomacy.

Mechanisms for regular consultations between the presiding officer of the national and sub-national parliaments on national policy issues in order to ensure that decisions are informed by local needs.




This framework is non-prescriptive in nature. Rather, it presents a set of guidelines by which parliaments can assess their contribution to democracy and take specific measures to correct shortcomings.

Recommendations

The Doha Conference will propose specific measures to follow-up on the declaration(s) that will be adopted by its various components. From the parliamentary perspective, the IPU strongly believes that the action of parliaments over the next three years should be guided by the framework presented above. The Sixth ICNRD should therefore express strong commitment to this framework and encourage parliaments and their partners to undertake work towards it achievement. The framework should offer a roadmap for parliaments in their follow-up to the Sixth ICNRD and should provide benchmarks by which achievement can be measured by the time of the Seventh ICNRD. Some specific recommendations for follow-up are presented below. They are based on good practice that parliaments themselves have identified as contributing to democracy and are drawn from the IPU Guide. They are also based on the IPU's Universal Declaration on Democracy (1997) referred to earlier in this paper. In effect, the Doha Conference should pave the way for substantive action to be taken to advance democracy through representative, transparent, accessible, accountable and effective parliaments.

Representative parliaments should:

· Guarantee fair electoral procedures, to ensure that no voters, candidates or parties are systematically disadvantaged or discriminated against.

· Ensure fair and inclusive parliamentary procedures.

· Protect the rights of parliamentarians in fulfilling their mandates through adequate privileges and immunities, it being understood that immunities do not mean impunity.

· Ensure a tradition of impartiality in the conduct of parliamentary business.

· Organise parliamentary business on a non-partisan basis.

· Ensure effective representation of opposition or minority parties in parliamentary committees.

· Provide guaranteed rights for opposition or minority parties to place items for legislation and policy debate on the parliamentary agenda, as well as guaranteed time for such debate.

· Provide guaranteed opportunities for those parliamentarians who are not members of the leading cadres of parliamentary groups to take part in the full range of parliamentary activities.

· Ensure that parliament’s own arrangements are such as to facilitate rather than disadvantage women in contributing to the full range of its activities on equal terms with men.

· Establish gender equality committees, with a mandate to promote gender equality in society as a whole.

· Make appropriate provisions concerning the language or languages in which parliamentary business is conducted.

· Provide effective training and induction courses for new members.

Transparent parliaments should:

· Facilitate the work of journalists and the media in reporting on the work of parliament.

· Enact legislation that guarantees citizens the right to access information held by public bodies.

· Repeal legislation to sanction the media and other similar bodies for offending the dignity of parliament simply by criticizing the institution or its members.

· Set the framework for an independent regulatory body with strong powers to limit concentrations of media ownership and prevent government interference in publicly owned broadcasting corporations.

· Adopt appropriate strategies for informing the public about the work of parliament (television, radio, Internet and mobile phones).

· Inform and involve young people in parliament's work. In this connection, the popularisation of youth parliaments could go a long way in building awareness of young people on key topical issues of national interest.

Accessible parliaments should:

· Facilitate direct contact between citizens and their representatives.

· Involve citizens in the legislative process.

· Publish draft laws on the parliamentary web site.

· Facilitate the participation of citizens in the work of parliamentary committees. To this end, parliaments should make available:

· A public register of NGOs and other bodies, organised by subject interest as well as alphabetically; 

· A similar register of experts; 

· Effective publicity through different media giving due notice of forthcoming parliamentary bills, enquiries, public hearings, etc.; 

· Targeted invitations to relevant organisations and experts, including representatives of marginalised groups as appropriate, to make submissions or give evidence; 

· Procedures for tabling submissions from individual citizens; 

· A handbook and/or training sessions on how to make submissions or give evidence to parliamentary bodies; 

· An online public record of all submissions made; 

· Public hearings arranged in local centres, with written summaries of oral evidence. 

Accountable parliaments should:

· Publish the voting records of parliamentarians.

· Issue a regular report covering the whole range of parliamentary work.

· Provide opportunities to citizens to question parliamentarians on their record.

· Adopt a public code of conduct for parliamentarians, and establish an independent body to monitor compliance.

· Oblige parliamentarians to declare all sources of income in a register of interests.

· Ensure adequate financing and accountability of political parties.

· Conduct regular and systematic assessment of public opinion.

· Take measures to improve public confidence in parliament as an institution.

Effective parliaments at the national level should have:

· Sufficient expert staff to provide impartial support to members across parliament’s whole range of work; 

· A comprehensive library and information service; 

· Office facilities for individual members, with their own secretarial and research support; and

· Dedicated facilities for the main opposition party or parties. 

· Be independent from the executive in the way they organize themselves.

· Control their own timetable, including being able to reconvene itself outside of normal sessions.

· Have a professional parliamentary service with its own organization and career structure.

· Have control over their own budget.

· Have a parliamentary business committee to allocate time between types of business and parliamentary groups.

· Undertake systematic programming of legislation, with an agreed timetable for each bill.

· Use appropriate information and communication technology (ICT) systems to support the legislative process.

· Regularly review delegated legislation or regulation.

· Systematically monitor the implementation of legislation.

· Adapt committee systems to parallel the respective government departments.

· Ensure that committees are empowered to require ministers and civil servant to appear and answer questions, and to produce relevant documents.

· Ensure that adequate resources are available to parliamentary committees.

Effective Parliaments at the international level should:

· Oversee the activities of the government in the foreign policy arena.

· Have a clear legal basis for a parliamentary involvement in international affairs.

· Be informed sufficiently in advance of government policies and negotiating positions together with accurate information about the policies and their background.

· Have the necessary organisation and resources to address the issues, including sufficient expertise among the individual parliamentarians involved through their work in specialised committees.

· Have an opportunity to put questions to ministers and negotiators, and thus be able to express parliament's political (though not necessarily legally binding) views to the government.

· Be included as a matter of course in governmental delegations to international organisations.

· Use parliamentary diplomacy to promote political dialogue during conflicts in neighbouring countries and within their region.

Considerable advances in the area of democracy are occurring in the Arab region. The Doha Conference should recognize these developments and make specific commitments to encourage them. At the same time, steps need to be taken to address the shortcomings of democracy in the region. Special emphasis should be placed on the need to support and strengthen the participation of women in political life. A culture of democracy needs to be built which stresses the importance of freedom, protection of human rights and equitable participation for all.

Specific measures would include developing training programmes for women candidates running for public office and building capacity within governing institutions to ensure that decision-making processes are gender sensitive.

Proposals for institutional follow-up.

Parliaments should be included in the Doha follow-up mechanisms in order to encourage interaction between the now three pillars of the NRD movement. This will help to bring about an integrated holistic approach to democracy promotion that may otherwise not take place if each of the pillars had to go it own separate way. A representative each should be designated from the geopolitical regions to sit on the body that will be established to follow-up on the Conference.

The IPU proposes to establish a democracy advisory commission within the IPU whose role would be to advise on actions that the world parliamentary community, through the IPU, should undertake over the years following Doha to implement the commitments entered into by the participants at the Parliamentary Forum.

The Commission would:

· Assist in developing a diagnostic tool to help parliaments assess their own practice against the recommendations of the Parliamentary Forum, and identify areas for improvement.

· Provide substantive advice to parliaments and the Inter-Parliamentary Union on projects and activities designed to ensure effective follow up to the Parliamentary Forum and the ICNRD as far as parliaments are concerned.

· Monitor and report on progress in the implementation by parliaments of commitments entered into in the framework of the Parliamentary Forum

· Promote synergy between the Parliamentary Forum and the other components of the ICNRD (governmental and civil society).
The Commission would meet twice a year. It is proposed that the costs for the functioning of the Commission be borne as part of the Follow-Up Mechanism of the Conference. The IPU would provide secretariat support for the Commission.

In addition, an annual conference of parliaments should be convened. This conference would examine parliaments' contribution to democracy, identify bottlenecks and propose solutions. Each conference would focus on one of the basic objectives or values of a democratic parliament: representation, transparency, accessibility, accountability and effectiveness. Responsibility to convene these conferences should be entrusted to the Advisory Council of the State of Qatar, the IPU and the Arab IPU who are the convenors of the Parliamentary Forum at the Sixth ICNRD. They would report to the next ICNRD on progress achieved.

General Recommendation for Future ICNRDs

Future ICNRDs should institute mechanisms for representation in the governmental and parliamentary segments to reflect the political landscape of each country. This means that there must be a requirement that delegations from countries with pluralist forms of government  be multi-party. Otherwise, the NRDs will continue to express the views of the ruling majorities with little regard for the constructive inputs that opposition groups could make to the democracy debate and agenda.

Conclusion

Parliamentary involvement in the ICNRD movement has become imperative in view of the substantial contribution parliaments make to democracy. This involvement needs to be further institutionalized and follow-up mechanisms should include a parliamentary component. Every effort should be made to promote an integrated approach to follow-up instead of the hitherto compartmentalized approach. Parliaments, including through their world organization, the IPU, and regional parliamentary organizations, need to be encouraged to play a more proactive role than previously. 
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