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1. PREFACE

The promotion of freedom, democracy and respect for human
rights are key priorities in Danish development cooperation.
Denmark’s strategic priorities for support to democratisation
and human rights identify the deepening of democracy and the
realisation of human rights, as the two thematic focus areas for
Danish engagement.

The purpose of this How to Note is to provide hands-on guidance
and inspiration on how to put these strategic priorities into prac-
tice in Danish development cooperation.

This How to Note focuses on one particular aspect of the support
to deepening democracy — the promotion of democratic political
processes through parliamentary strengthening.

Support for parliamentary strengthening alone will rarely be suf-
ficient to achieve and sustain democratic governance. It should

complement other related governance efforts such as electoral
reform, constitutional reform, political parties, judicial and legis-
lative reform, and strengthening of the media and of civil society.
Further guidance on support to some of these areas is provided
in separate How to Notes.

This Note introduces the purpose of Danish support to parlia-
mentary strengthening (section 2); identifies key questions to
consider prior to initiating such support (section 3); suggests a
number of possible entry points for supporting parliamentary
strengthening (section 4); identifies elements common to sup-
port for parliamentary strengthening (section 5); provides guid-
ance on how to monitor and evaluate support for parliamentary
strengthening (section 6); and concludes with suggestions for
further reading (section 7).

Danida’s How to Notes provide brief technical guidance and inspiration for programming choices in Danish development cooperation. This

and other How to Notes are available at www.danidadevforum.um.dk.

Contributions aimed at enhancing the content of this Note can be sent by email to the Technical Advisory Service of the Ministry of Foreign

Affairs of Denmark at devforum@um.dk.



Key Messages
Danish support for parliamentary strengthening should be:

Aligned with wider governance objectives and provided as
one element among others in support for democratic gov-
ernance.

Aligned to nationally owned strategic or institutional plans
and processes of parliaments.

2, THE PURPOSE OF SUPPORT

The purpose of Danish support to parliamentary strengthening is to
promote democratic political processes through the strengthening of
key democratic institutions and accountability mechanisms.?

Parliaments are a pillar of democracy and ideally provide the prin-
cipal forum for articulating public concern, influencing government
policy and overseeing key governance processes. They also provide
a potentially valuable partner in pursuing development objectives
and the promotion of poverty reduction strategies. An effective par-
liamentis therefore vitalin securing a stable political settlement and
system of governance which is responsive to the people.

The role and function of parliaments vary substantially among dif-
ferent political and government systems. However, they all perform
three main functions to a varying degree: Oversight, legislating and
representing.

e Scrutiny and oversight. The extent to which ministers are for-
mally accountable to parliament for the formulation and imple-
mentation of policy depends on the political system. However,
parliaments ideally perform an important oversight and scrutiny
function — for example, in relation to budgets, accounts and
audits. In this capacity, they are key to ensuring that resource
allocations and expenditures are in the public interest, that they
are free from corruption, and that services are efficiently deliv-
ered, providing value for money.

e Llegislation. Legislation provides the main framework for the en-
actment of policy. Although the role and functions of parliaments
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in lawmaking differ between political systems, parliaments must
ensure that laws will deliver on the agreed policy objectives and
that they are coherent, consistent and workable.

e Representation. Parliaments provide the buckle that links gov-
ernment to the people. Parliament should provide a channel for
public concern so that issues of national importance are dis-
cussed and debated. Members of parliament must be respon-
sive to voters, and challenge government when it fails to reflect
or protect the public interest.

The extent to which parliaments carry out these functions will have a
much wider impact on the overall quality of governance. Parliamen-
tary support programmes should therefore take as their starting point
the need to enhance the performance of the institution in delivering
its core tasks.

3. KEY QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

Support to parliamentary strengthening can be surrounded by politi-
cal sensitivities as it may entail a redistribution of power. Depend-
ing on the parliamentary situation, a more effective parliament may
make life more challenging for the government. Legislation may take
longer to approve, ministers may face stronger questioning of their
policies, and ministries may be called to account more regularly for
their activities.

Parliamentary effectiveness depends on the behaviour of Members
of Parliament (MPs) themselves. Support programmes should there-
fore aim at ensuring that MPs can - and do - effectively carry out their
parliamentary functions. However, a well-resourced parliament will
be as ineffective as one with limited resources if politicians are not
willing to change their behaviour. The design of support programmes
must therefore be based on an understanding of, and engagement
with, the political factors that shape behaviour. Across the different
parliamentary systems and contexts, the sorts of questions which
support programmes should consider include:

What is the legal and institutional framework of parliaments? The
starting point for a parliamentary support programme rests in under-
standing the role and functions of parliament in the specific context
in which it is embedded, and the structure and dynamics within the
institution. Key issues include:

1 The term ‘parliament’ is used throughout this How to Note but is interchangeable with the terms ‘assemblies’, ’legislatures‘ and ‘congress’.
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e The nature of the political system — parliamentary, semi-presi-
dential, presidential or a hybrid — and the ensuing formal and
informal relationship between government and parliament.

e The constitutional and legal framework for the parliament, in-
cluding the effect of the electoral and party systems on its com-
position and political organization.

e Other aspects of the country’s governance system that affect
parliament, such as the existence of decentralised parliaments
at state, provincial and/or local levels and their respective for-
mal and informal powers.

e Theformaland informal powers of parliaments in relation to law-
making, budget allocations, appropriation and amendments,
taxation, and oversight and scrutiny — both at central and de-
centralised levels.

e  By-laws, standing orders or rules of procedure and theirimplica-
tions for the day-to-day work within parliament, formally as well
as informally.

e The independence of parliament (in terms of its budget, infra-
structure and human resources).

What is the socio-political context? The challenges, opportunities
and needs of parliaments are highly context specific. Key issues in-
clude: whether the country is emerging from conflict, whether it is
transitioning from a one-party system to multiparty democracy, or
whether it is moving from central planning to a more open, market
based economy. There are specific challenges to the roles, functions
and behaviour of parliament related to each specific situation. It is
also importent to assess the extent to which MPs are seen to rep-
resent citizens as well as their level of legitimacy in the eye of the
public.

Which needs should a parliamentary strengthening programme ad-
dress? The rationale behind parliamentary strengthening, and the
needs that a parliamentary support programme should respond to
must be clear from the outset. Self-assessments carried out by MPs
and parliamentary staff members are key to identifying the internal
needs. But these should be complemented with wider governance
assessments and surveys drawing on the perceptions of representa-
tives of key executive agencies and the judiciary as well as civil soci-
ety, the media and citizens.

What is the capacity of parliament to address the identified needs?
A parliamentary support programme must be based on a thorough
capacity needs assessment related to democratic governance chal-
lenges. The factors influencing parliamentary performance will be
very context-specific and vary from one country to another. However,
they usually fall into four categories:

e lLack of resources — in developing countries parliaments often
suffer from limited infrastructure and resources, ranging from
lack of IT equipment to few books in the research department,
to insufficient office space for MPs.

e Shortage of skills — parliaments require staff and politicians to
carry out often highly specialised functions. Tasks such as serv-
icing a committee; drafting and scrutinising legislation, budgets
and accounts; and running policy inquiries require a high level
of procedural expertise which is often missing.

e Inadequate rules of procedure — By-laws, standing orders and
rules of procedure provide the basis for all parliamentary activ-
ity. But in many cases these are unclear and contradictory or
simply do not give parliament the necessary authority to carry
out its tasks.

e  Political factors — parliaments are, by definition, political bod-
ies. Yet in many new parliaments there is a limited parliamen-
tary tradition and no common democratic political culture. The
extent to which the government dominates parliament, the MPs’
understanding of their role, and the influence of political parties
can all work against effective oversight.

How is long-term capacity building and strengthening of key areas
of institutional memory best enabled? One of the biggest problems
for new parliaments is the high turnover of MPs at each election.
Successful parliamentary assistance programmes may build new pat-
terns of working within a parliament only to find that 80% of those
MPs do not return after the vote. If the benefits are not to be lost,
programmes must find ways of building institutional memory. At one
level this might involve capturing the experience and working prac-
tices of MPs at the end of a parliamentary term in short guides. At
another level, it is important for support programmes to encourage
professional development and career structures within parliaments
to retain parliamentary staff and to foster their role as a source of
independent advice and guidance for MPs.



Who are the key institutional figures likely to drive change? Parlia-
mentary reform needs to be owned by the politicians who will, ulti-
mately, need to enact it. But a change in the structure or practice of
a parliament will often be perceived as creating winners and losers.
It is important to understand how change affects those who have
influence within parliament and government, as they are likely to
have the capacity to block a support programme or weaken its im-
plementation. By the same token, the support of the government,
of the presiding officer of parliament, or of a key committee chair
will vastly increase the chances of success and improve access to
politicians and staff. Similarly, most parliaments will have a rules
committee or members affairs committee — or a combination of the
two — which has responsibility for parliamentary development and
would be a key ally.

What support elements are best suited to the different target groups?
Formalised training sessions may be better directed at parliamentary
staff than politicians. Staff must be equipped with technical skills
such as legislative drafting, report writing, and budget and account
analysis. Politicians would also benefit from such skills but interna-
tional experience suggests that they are less likely to attend training
sessions, preferring to learn the job by watching and discussing with
other politicians. Programmes should therefore also seek to incorpo-
rate international experience by drawing in politicians from a variety
of other countries, ideally with similar political contexts. The issues
around which capacity development is pursued should also appeal
directly to politicians. Some areas that can be used as the basis for
identifying where parliament can be most effective in shaping the
development and implementation of policy include: poverty reduc-
tion, budget support, economic growth, natural resource manage-
ment (for example, in dealing with ‘extractive industries’), security
sector concerns and environmental concerns.

The timing of support in relation to the electoral cycle. The best time
to establish new ways of working is immediately after an election. At
this point, there is likely to be a large number of new MPs, the com-
mittees will have a new complexion, and the governmentis also likely
to have changed. Induction programmes should aim to establish new
patterns of working and reinforce key principles. By the same token,
working with MPs just before an election is likely to have very little
effect as most will be thinking about their election campaign — and
many will not return.
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Which other development partners and institutions provide support
to parliamentary strengthening? Development partners may have
different understandings about the roles and functions a parliament
should perform based on their own political system and traditions.
They may also have different views on the priority areas of support. It
is, however, vital that development partners align their support to the
needs and priorities of the partner country as formulated in strategies
or institutional development plans of the parliaments themselves.
Where such strategies or plans are not available, development part-
ners should seek to collaborate and coordinate closely to avoid a
multiplicity of small project islands within parliaments that are not
mutually reinforcing.

4. POSSIBLE ENTRY POINTS FOR SUPPORT

Danish support to parliamentary development and strengthening
should preferably be provided to nationally owned strategic or insti-
tutional plans and processes of parliaments. However, if such plans
are unavailable or unlikely to be developed in the short term, or if
existing plans do not comprehensively address the identified needs,
support may be provided as an integrated part of other sector-wide
orthematic support programmes. This could include, amongst other
things, support to justice sector reform, legal reform, public financial
management, elections, and gender programmes.

Finding the right entry points for support to parliamentary strengthen-
ing depends both on the initial context analyses and needs assess-
ments, and to ongoing reform processes into which such support can
be inserted. At least five possible entry points can be identified:?

Institutional and legal framework

Constitutional and legal reform. Constitutional reform processes pro-
vide an important entry point for addressing structural issues related
to the sharing of power between key democratic institutions, to the
role and functions of parliament, and to representation. Electoral
and political party legislation is important for the composition and
political organisation of parliaments. Laws addressing, for example,
rules of procedure of parliament and freedom of information may also
provide an entry point for support.

Support for a strategic or institutional development planning proc-
ess, or for the implementation of existing plans. Support programmes
should seek to use existing reform initiatives wherever possible. For
example, some parliaments have their own strategic or institutional

2 The overall categorization of entry points is based on UNDP’s Strategy Note for Parliamentary Development (May 2009).



development plans that might include resource requirements, train-
ing programmes, procedural reforms and performance indicators.

Strengthening the parliamentary culture. Building a common par-
liamentary culture that instils certain key values is important.3 The
Speaker or Presiding Officer is a key figure in determining how a par-
liament operates. Programmes may seek to support such functionar-
ies to establish a better understanding of procedure, decorum within
the plenary session, and to build a productive parliamentary culture.
The work of parliamentary committees is also a good entry point for
promoting a democratic parliamentary culture through constructive
cross-party working.

Legislative role

Legislative drafting and scrutiny. If parliaments play an important
law-drafting role, training staff in legal drafting will build long-term
institutional capacity. Where parliaments merely play a scrutinizing
role in relation to the passing of new legislation, working with MPs
and administrative staff members so that they are better able to ana-
lyse and understand legislation will be central to the parliament’s
effectiveness.

Representative role

Improving engagement between politicians and the public. A key test
for a parliamentary institution is how far it articulates and responds
to issues of public concern. Support may try to encourage greater
reporting and accountability to voters by individual MPs, improve
public consultation on legislation or policy, or forge better links be-
tween parliament and civil society and the media.

Promoting equality and non-discrimination. Parliaments provide
an arena for promoting the representation of minorities and vulner-
able groups, including women. Gender equality can be promoted
by encouraging a more balanced gender representation among MPs
and by sensitising MPs to address inequalities in all aspects of their
work — legislative, oversight and representative. Increased knowl-
edge about human rights standards and norms in this regard may
be a good starting point.

Oversight role

Financial oversight and budget scrutiny. Parliamentary oversight
of finance is an important way of ensuring government probity and
tackling corruption. Programmes may seek to work with finance and
public accounts committees to improve their analysis of govern-
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ment expenditure, interrogation of ministers and amendment of the
budget.

In Ghana, the Parliamentary Centre of Canada and the World

Bank Institute worked with Ghana’s parliament to improve the
capacity of the Public Accounts Committee and Finance Commit-
tee. The project operated at two levels: with individual MPs, to
improve their understanding of budget analysis; and at the insti-
tutional level, to build cross-partisan trust within the committees,
develop a strategic workplan with them, and provide them with
greater research and analytical support.

The key to the success of the programme was its multi-faceted
approach. It drew on a combination of training, expert advice,
international experience, and ongoing support to both individu-
als and the institution. Significantly, the project was specifically
tailored to the needs of the Ghanaian Parliament and built around
the local political context. The effect of all these measures was
that the programme built internal expertise, reduced partisan-
ship, and enhanced the quality of parliamentary oversight.

Improving the effectiveness of committees and the committee system.
Parliamentary committees are a crucial part of ensuring government
oversight. They provide a space where MPs work on a cross-party
basis to investigate, analyse and test legislation, policy, budgets and
public accounts. Programmes may seek to strengthen the staffing
and organisation of these committees. MPs and parliament staff
must be clear about their priorities and committee objectives — and
have the skills to achieve them.

Administration

Improving staff organisation and management. Support programmes
should encourage recruitment as well as staff management policies
and guidelines. Professional development and career structures
within parliaments to retain staff, and to foster their role as a source
of independent advice and guidance for MPs, are important in en-
suring some degree of continuity and institutional memory in parlia-
ments.

Improving the infrastructure of parliaments. Parliaments require
adequate office space, information technology and documentation
facilities (including archives) for them to function properly.

3 The Inter-Parliamentary Union has produced a guide to good practices that includes five key principles for democratic parliamentary institutions: To be
representative, transparent, accessible, accountable and effective (Inter-Parliamentary Union, (2006), Parliament and Democracy in the Twenty-First Century:

a guide to good practice, Geneva: IPU).



5. KEY SUPPORT ELEMENTS

The initial context and stakeholder analysis and capacity needs as-
sessments, must guide decisions on whether to support parliamen-
tary strengthening; whether to direct the support to the central and/
or decentralised levels (if applicable and relevant); which specific
objectives to pursue and which elements to include in the support;
the sequencing of the different support elements; and the exact com-
bination of technical and financial support with elements of policy
dialogue.

Guiding principles for support to parliamentary strenghtening in-
clude that it should be:

e Aligned with wider governance objectives. Parliaments are only
part of the chain of accountability. Support to parliamentary de-
velopment should be complementary to other governance ef-
forts such as constitutional reform, electoral reform, political
parties, justice sector reform, public financial management,
anti-corruption programmes, civic education, the media, and
gender programmes.

e  locally owned. Programmes must be owned by the parliament.
This implies that initial context analysis and needs assessments
should be carried out by, orin close collaboration with, the par-
liaments themselves — and that the support should seek to be
aligned to strategic and operational plans elaborated by them
too.

e Providing long-term support and seeking lasting effects. Be-
cause political change happens slowly, support for parliament
must be based on a multi-year commitment. Although elements
of a parliamentary support programme might be focused on a
particular committee or staff section, projects should seek to
have a wider impact. For example, working with one committee
toimprove its internal organisation and the quality of its scrutiny
should embed new ways of working, ensuring an effect beyond
the lifetime of the support. In addition, establishing a model of
good practice should be accompanied by dissemination and
incentives for emulation by other committees.

e Where relevant, supportto parliamentary strengthening should
be integrated with peace and state building processes. For in-
stance, in post-conflict situations it is important that the roles,
functions and structure of parliament are conducive to consen-
sus-building — for example, by featuring committees in which

PARLIAMENTARY STRENGTHENING

smaller groups meet to reach compromises — and that MPs have
an oversight function in relation to the security sector.

e Harmonised with the support of other development partners.
Danish support to parliamentary strengthening should be
provided in collaboration with, in close coordination with, or
through other relevant multilateral and bilateral development
partners and actors.

There is no single template for designing a programme for parliamen-
tary support, but possible elements include:

Training for specific skills. A dominant feature of support for par-
liamentary development has been the provision of training for both
staff and MPs. Such training can be useful and effective, provided it
is focussed on building specific skills linked to the specific role and
functions of the parliament. Training built on abstract principles such
as ‘how to be an MP’ will have only a limited effect unless it is part
of wider reform initiatives — training should, ultimately, help people
in their day to day work. It is important that training is provided by
trainers who understand the political and institutional context.

Induction and orientation for new MPs. Induction and orientation
programmes can be an effective part of shaping the parliamentary
culture immediately after an election. The process could start by
working with parliamentary authorities months before an election
to anticipate the needs of new MPs. The appeal of such an approach
is that it can range very widely-dealing with the practicalities of the
job, the rules of procedure, the structure of the parliament and the
expectations of MPs. It is a way of establishing patterns of behaviour
early in the parliament.

Mentoring and support to key committees. Committees will some-
times lack internal organisation and strategic focus. Although the
rules of procedure will shape committee activity, the staffand mem-
bers will need to develop their own internal practices, procedures
and working methods. Providing long-term support and access to
expert advice can help the committee to develop work plans and
priorities for legislative scrutiny and oversight of government.

Parliamentary exchanges, knowledge communities and network-
ing. A prominent feature of donor support to parliaments has been
funding exchange visits between groups of parliamentarians from
developing democracies to counterparts in Western Europe or North
America, and vice versa. Some programmes also promote regional



exchange visits between parliaments and participation in regional
networks of parliaments, or networks targeting specific groups such
as (women) orthemes in politics. Exchange visits can indeed be use-
ful, but only when tied to specific objectives and where the MPs are
obliged to share and apply their experience upon return. For exam-
ple, in post-conflict environments multi-party delegations have been
used to overcome inter-ethnic, tribal or religious differences because
of the common experience of their travel. However, without clearly
identified objectives and output, such visits can descend merely into
parliamentary tourism.

Developing communication and outreach programmes. The devel-
opment and implementation of communication and outreach pro-
grammes towards the public — including constituencies, the private
sector, the media, civil society organisations and the public in gen-
eral — can promote several key aspects of the work of well-functioning
and effective parliaments, including representation, transparency,
accountability and accessibility. The content of such programmes
may vary but can, for instance, focus on publishing and disseminat-
ing the outcome of legislative, oversight and scrutiny processes.

The ‘Linkages’ programme in Uganda was designed to pro-
mote parliamentary outreach by linking parliamentary commit-
tees with local government, civil society and the public. Support-
ed by USAID, the programme takes policy committees outside of
parliament to follow up on the implementation of legislation and
budget allocations to specific projects, regions and policy areas.
Through such field visits, committees gain a better understanding
of how government decisions affect people at grassroots level
and provide the evidence on which the committees can call gov-
ernment ministers to account. But, at the same time, the project
creates connections between decision-makers and stakehold-
ers in the different layers of government and society, building
capacity at a number of levels. The committees and policy areas
covered include health, education, local government, HIV/AIDS,
natural resources, peace, recovery and developmentin northern

Uganda.

Working with political parties in parliament. Political parties are key
to the development of parliamentary support projects. Parliament
needs well-organised and effective parties to organise parliamentary
business and negotiate over policy and legislation. Parties are also
critical in shaping the behaviour of politicians — they provide the
principal route for the dissemination of information about issues to
MPs, and politicians look to political parties for guidance on how
to do their job inside and outside parliament. Ultimately, MPs rely

PARLIAMENTARY STRENGTHENING

on their party to get re-elected and to develop their political career.
Providing forums for multi-party dialogue or developing cross-party
policy initiatives are likely to have a wider benefit on the quality of
parliamentary scrutiny.

6. MONITORING AND EVALUATION

Many development partners are wrestling with the difficulties of
measuring the impact of support to parliament. Challenges exist
at various levels: In defining what constitutes meaningful political
change, in identifying realistic ways of measuring it and in proving
that a particular project contributed to observable change.

The results of external support may also not be apparent fora number
of years — especially at the impact level. Still, monitoring and evalua-
tion is critically important to learn lessons and continuously improve
the relevance, effectiveness and sustainability of external support
to parliaments.4

Measuring the impact of a parliamentary support programme presup-
poses the establishment up-front of clear and realistic objectives.
Secondly, reliable and valid indicators must be agreed with parlia-
ments at the output, outcome and impact level. The data should
be aligned as far as possible to sources already being collected by
the parliaments. Examples of output and outcome level indicators
include quantitative measures such as the number of bills passed,
the number of committee reports published, the amount of public
evidence compiled, or the number of questions asked of ministers.
However, these indicators do not capture the quality of scrutiny or
legislation and other impact level indicators. Some of this may be
seen by post-legislative impact — for example, did government alter
policy because of a committee inquiry or parliamentary question or,
as a negative example, did a law need to be revised because it was
poorly drafted?

Much is likely to depend on the establishment of a solid baseline
and subsequent assessments involving stakeholder perceptions of
performance through interviews and opinion polling of the public,
civil society, members of parliament and party officials, parliament
staff, the media, special interest groups, and other relevant public
bodies such as election commissions. Other relevant data collection
methods include transcripts of parliamentary debates, committee
reports and statistical data — for example, on the number of laws
passed and the number of representations received by parliament.

4 A recent research report of the Governance and Social Development Resource Centre (2008) lists a number of examples and references that may prove
useful when designing and implementing results frameworks for legislative support programmes.
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In some cases the development of indexes (such as anindexmeasur-  Finally, evaluations should focus on the achievement of results as
ing the quality of budgetary oversight) may also be relevant. In any  well as on processes — with a view to assessing whether contextual
case, monitoring and evaluation should be a regular and on-going  factors (including those identified in the initial context analysis) have
feature of parliamentary support programmes and the timing ofdata  had a bearing on the results.

collection exercises should take legislative cycles into account.
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