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Your Parliament:
Working for you, Accountable to you
Parliament is generally perceived as democracy’s most important
representative institution. It is the institution that links government
to the people, representing the people’s interests and safeguarding
their rights. Parliament’s standing depends on the trust of the
people and being accountable to them. To be effective, parliament
needs to be accessible and well understood, so that the public are
regularly and actively involved in its work.
The IPU’s theme for the International Day of Democracy 2010 is
“Political accountability: Strengthening links between parliaments
and citizens”. This brochure focuses on six central themes
concerning how parliaments work and at their relationship with the
people they represent. It considers how parliaments can engage
more effectively with citizens, be better understood, promote equal
representation and ensure that they are accountable to the people.

The unique role of parliament:
To serve and represent the people
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Different parliaments often have different roles
but they all fulfil certain crucial functions. They
have a unique legitimacy, which derives from the
mandate they have received, generally through
election by the people. This legitimacy gives
parliament certain powers that other bodies do
not possess and the right to carry out specific
functions, such as the ability to debate, scrutinize
and amend legislation, taxation and government
spending.
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Parliaments represent the people’s interests and
hold the government to account on their behalf,
by:

•

Examining and challenging the work of the
government

•

Ensuring public money is well spent and
public services are well run

•

Raising public concerns and debating current
issues

•

Helping individual citizens with problems

•

Safeguarding the rights and freedoms of the
people.

Parliament’s work affects the whole of society; its
decisions and actions have an impact on every
individual citizen, each business, organization or
school. Members of parliament work in various
ways. Sometimes they ask questions or debate
issues in the chamber. At other times, their
work is less visible and is carried out in committees. Dealing with an individual constituent’s
problems or promoting their local area is also
important.
Parliaments also have a central role to play
in protecting and promoting democracy and
enhancing the well-being of society. Parliamentarians must deal with the competing interests
and demands for resources from society as a
whole. The public interest should underpin all
parliamentary activity, so that parliament works
in the service of the people it represents.1

The public interest
should underpin
all parliamentary
activity.

Parliaments
represent the
people’s interests and
hold the government
to account on their
behalf.

Ensuring that people are fully informed and
understand their parliament
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Information and knowledge are essential
elements of an effective democracy. Parliaments
should be as open and transparent as possible
about what they do and how they do it. Efforts
should be made to communicate effectively with
the public.

likely to be engaged and participate in the
democratic system.2 Full records of what happens in parliament should be easily available, in
plain language and should include:

•

“It is especially important that information •
about Parliament is accessible and
straightforward to understand. “
•
The website of
the National
Congress of Chile
provides extensive
information on the
membership, work
and records of its two
Houses.

Many people do not know much about, or are
not very interested in, parliament or politics. It
is especially important that information about
parliament be accessible and straightforward
to understand. If the public knows about and
understands parliament and politics, it is more

•

Agenda, business, committees, legislation,
debates, questions and reports.
Names of members, constituencies, party
affiliations and contact details.
Rules and procedures, Presiding Officers, key
officials and election procedures.
Links to government departments, international organizations and useful contacts.

Most parliaments use websites to allow full and
easy access to their work. For instance, the web-
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site of the National Congress of Chile provides
extensive information on the membership, work
and records of its two Houses, uses audiovisual
methods to show parliamentary activity and its
library website provides background material on
subject areas relating to parliament.3
Engaging with the media
Television, radio and newspapers are the public’s
main sources of information about parliament.
Many parliaments now have their own television
channel, which allows full and unedited coverage. It is vital that parliaments engage with the
media to promote their work, adopting an active
communications strategy to maximize coverage
and present information that is accessible to
journalists and citizens alike. A range of initiatives are used to improve coverage, such as:
encouraging the media to attend committee
meetings and debates; reviewing regulations
governing media access to parliament; issuing
accessible and regular press releases on parliament’s work; advertising important forthcoming
debates and reports; promoting the existence
of parliamentary television channels and radio
programmes; and appointing advisers to liaise
with the media.
Civic education
Civic or citizenship education can play a crucial
role in improving knowledge about politics. In
Canada, there is an extensive programme of
education on parliament, including resources
specifically designed for different age groups,
activity packs, videos, teacher kits and publications. Some materials examine the typical day of
a member of parliament and encourage students
to produce their own projects and scripts.
There is also a Teachers Institute on Canadian
Parliamentary Democracy, which allows selected
teachers to attend courses at the Parliament.4

Many Parliaments
now have their own
television channel
which allows full and
unedited coverage.

In Canada, there
is an extensive
programme of
education on
parliament.

Breaking down barriers:
Making parliaments welcoming and accessible
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The public should
be able to visit
parliament
and attend its
proceedings.

The public should be able to contact parliament easily. Parliament should not appear to
be complicated, exclusive or out of touch with
ordinary people.

•

Constituents should have access to their
elected representative by letter, telephone,
e-mail or website. For example, the Turkish
Parliament lists the e-mail addresses of its
members on its website.5

•

Information and documents should be available in relevant languages, presented in plain
language and a clear format. Materials should
be regularly reviewed to ensure that they are
accessible and not confusing.

•

The public should be able to visit parliament
and attend its proceedings (while recognizing the security needs of parliament and its
members).

•

Parliaments should introduce procedures to
allow the public to place its concerns on the
agenda, including legislation and committee
inquiries and how to respond to consultations.

•

Parliaments should invite evidence and views,
by developing a register of civil society, experts
and bodies which may not usually be closely
engaged with parliament.

•

Parliaments should hold parliamentary
inquiries or hearings away from parliament
in different venues in other parts of the
country.

The South African Parliament provides clear
guidelines on Forums for Public Participation,
stating “As one of Parliament’s most important
functions is to encourage and facilitate participation by you, the people, in our work, we have
created many ways that make it easy for you to
become involved. Whatever level of participation
suits you, you are most welcome in the people’s
Parliament.”6 The guidance note gives clear information on making submissions and petitions
and organizing forums. The Hungarian National
Assembly has a Civil Bureau, which liaises with
civil society and gauges public opinion on the
operation of parliament.7
Using technology
The Internet, e-mail and mobile phones have
transformed the ways that parliament and
the public are able to communicate with each
other, access information and submit views and
evidence.

•

Blogs allow MPs to put views on the website
and allow the public to respond. Twitter
allows members of parliament to send regular
updates to their constituents. The Philippine
Parliament has its own Facebook site to
interact with the public.8

•

The National Assembly of Suriname provides
a form on its website for people to fill in and
submit to raise issues and concerns.9
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The Africa i-Parliaments website was established
to strengthen the role of African parliaments
in fostering democracy and good governance
through knowledge and information management. The website contains information services
on producing documents, guides on legislation
and record-taking, devising joint parliamentary
mechanisms and ways to encourage public
participation.10
Petitions
Public petitions – in writing or on-line – can be
used to alert parliament to public concerns or
place issues on the parliamentary agenda. The
Parliament of Scotland has a Public Petitions
Committee, which assesses the merits of each
petition before deciding to conduct an inquiry
on the subject or seek government action or
response.11

there is an Office for Popular Initiatives, which
allows citizens to make suggestions on initiatives
and laws.12
Asking the public and evaluating strategies
One way to find out what the public wants from
their parliament is to commission research. Some
regional opinion polling surveys gauge attitudes
to democracy and participation, e.g. Afrobarometer and Latinobarometer.13 Procedures used
to engage and involve the public should be
evaluated to verify whether they are working
effectively, and updated to ensure best practice.
The Philippine
Parliament has its
own Facebook site
to interact with the
public.

Using citizens’ initiatives and referendums
Some parliaments make use of a range of citizen’s initiatives and referendums – either binding
or advisory. These allow the public to influence
or determine the parliamentary agenda or to
require votes. In the Costa Rican Parliament,
The Turkish
Parliament lists the
e-mail addresses of
its members on its
website.

Some regional
opinion polling
surveys look
at attitudes to
democracy and
participation.

Just like us:
Parliament as a reflection of the people
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A voter casts her
ballot during
legislative elections
in Burundi.

A society is made up of people with many different characteristics: gender, ethnicity, economic
and social status, language and religion, among
others. Parliament should aspire to be as diverse
and representative as society.

•

The practices and procedures of parliament
should be based on a commitment to nondiscrimination and equal opportunities.

•

Specific issues such as language facilities,
working practices and hours, should be
examined to allow access to all groups.

•

Representation of different groups in
parliament should be monitored and
procedures for selecting candidates to
ensure representation of underrepresented
groups should be explored and, if appropriate,
adopted.

Gender equality
There is still a marked gender imbalance in the
proportion of women elected to parliaments
worldwide, with women making up only about
19 per cent of parliamentarians.14 Article 4.1 of
the UN Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women states
that “Adoption by State Parties of temporary
special measures aimed at accelerating de facto
equality between men and women shall not be
considered discrimination”.15 Parliaments use different methods to boost women’s representation
in parliament. The policy which appears most
effective is the use of quotas, which are used in
various forms in about half of all countries.16
Legal gender quotas require that a certain
proportion of women be placed on lists of
candidates. These are used in many countries,
including Uganda and the United Republic of
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Tanzania, where quotas have been adopted
under constitutional provisions.17 Quotas may
also be mandated under electoral law or political
party law.

•

UK law was changed to allow political parties
to draw up shortlists of exclusively women
candidates for elections.19

•

A separate mechanism, used less frequently
than quotas, is when a parliament sets aside a
reserved number of places for women.

Parliament for all
It should be recognized that members of
parliament can effectively represent people who
do not share all of their personal characteristics.
However, there is a good case to be made that
parliament is strengthened when people see
others like them representing their interests.
Many parliaments have introduced procedures
to ensure more balanced representation. The
Slovenian Parliament reserves one seat each for
the Italian and Hungarian communities.20 In New
Zealand, a proportion of parliamentary seats are
reserved for people who choose to register on a
separate Maori electoral roll.21
There are sometimes conflicting views about
whether such methods are beneficial. Although
they may increase the representation of certain
groups, concerns have been raised that special
procedures can create members with different
legitimacy, separate communities or cause
divisions within society. It is therefore critical for
a parliament to adopt the system that is right

Promoting harmony in society
Different people bring different experiences to
parliament. If there are competing needs and
demands within a society – especially where
there has been prior division or conflict – a fully
representative parliament is able to articulate
and mediate these interests in a way that no
other body has the legitimacy to do.
Copyright aa440/Creative Commons

Voluntary party quotas can be introduced by
political parties for their own candidate lists.
This model is used in Norway, Sweden and by
the African National Congress in South Africa.18

In New Zealand,
a proportion of
parliamentary
seats are reserved
for people who
choose to register
on a separate Maori
electoral roll.
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•

for its society – and for all its constituent parts
– and after the fullest possible consultation and
consensus.

The Slovenian
Parliament reserves
one seat each for the
Italian and Hungarian
communities.

Listening to, speaking for and addressing the
people’s concerns
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Parliament is the voice of the people and allows
a dialogue between the government and the
governed. Its members have the right to raise
issues on behalf of the people they represent.
Many parliaments have privilege rules so that
members are free to speak on any subject they
choose.
Through the use of debates and parliamentary questions, MPs can seek answers about
government action and policies.

•

MPs who do not agree with the government
can speak against it, highlight injustice and
call for change.

•

Speeches or questions in parliament can
alert the public and the media to issues that
deserve wider consideration. Parliaments
can be the forum to unite a society at time of
national crisis or emergency.

There should be mechanisms to ask questions, initiate debates, table motions or even
introduce legislation. The Australian House
of Representatives has introduced a parallel
chamber, known as the Main Committee,
to increase the amount of time available
for debates on bills, committee reports and
papers presented to the House.22

Helping individuals and promoting their
constituency
In many parliaments, members help individual
citizens with their problems and seek explanation or redress from government on their behalf.
MPs also act on behalf of their local area and support campaigns and issues in their constituency.
Parliamentarians usually have offices in their
locality to meet constituents and undertake their
advocacy work.

Wikipedia
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Through the use
of debates and
parliamentary
questions, MPs can
seek answers about
government action
and policies.

•

•

The Australian House of Representatives has
introduced a parallel chamber, known as the
Main Committee, to increase the amount of time
available for debates on bills, committee reports
and papers presented to the House.
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In Namibia, the
Ombudsman reports
to a Standing
Committee of
Parliament.

The Pakistani
Parliament has the
Wafaqi Mohtasib
(Office of the
Ombudsman), with
its own user-friendly
and interactive
website.

In many parliaments,
members help
individual citizens
with their problems
and seek explanation
or redress from
government on their
behalf.

The Ombudsman
Many parliaments have an Ombudsman, who is
an independent official with the power to assess
complaints about government action and services. For example, the Pakistani Parliament has
the Wafaqi Mohtasib (Office of the Ombudsman),
with its own user-friendly and interactive website,
described as a way “to ensure prompt redress of
your grievances and to protect your rights.” The
website contains complete information, guidelines and forms for making complaints.23
Members of parliament, and sometimes committees, keep close links with the Ombudsman. In
Namibia, the Ombudsman reports to a Standing
Committee of Parliament, which examines

reports brought before the National Assembly
under the Ombudsman Act, confirms that
the government ministries and agencies are
responding positively and cooperating with the
Ombudsman, and that the Office of the
Ombudsman has itself been carrying out its
duties effectively.24
Other parliamentary bodies, such as human
rights committees, can ensure that individual
human rights are protected and that grievances
can be aired in a safe way. In Brazil, the Parliamentary Human Rights Committee is responsible
for investigating allegations of human rights
violations and works with the media and civil
society to publicize violations in local areas.25

Trust and accountability:
At the heart of an effective relationship
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It is essential to parliament’s standing and to the
health of a democratic system as a whole that its
members are fully accountable.

•

Free, fair and regular parliamentary elections
are essential. The ability of the public to decide
not to re-elect a member of parliament, or
their affiliated party, or the government of
which they are a part, is central to the democratic process.

•

The provision of full, publicly available information is a prerequisite for accountability. The
work of MPs must be open to scrutiny. Many
parliaments produce annual reports on their
activity, outputs and expenditure; for example,
the Parliament of Finland.26

•

Freedom of information legislation has
been passed in a number of countries to
give citizens, civil society and the media the
right to request information and documents
from both government and parliament. For
example, the Trinidad and Tobago Parliament
passed the Freedom of Information Act in
1999. The Act specifies that Parliament and its

Many parliaments
produce annual
reports on their
activity, outputs
and expenditure;
for example, the
Parliament of Finland.

Seats in the
Parliament:
Centre Party Parliamentary
Group 51
National Coalition Party
Parliamentary Group 51

PARLIAMENT OF FINLAND

2009

Social Democratic Parliamentary Group 45
Left Alliance Parliamentary
Group 17
Green Parliamentary Group
14
Swedish Parliamentary
Group 10
Christian Democratic Parliamentary Group 7
True Finns Party Parliamentary
Group 5
Total 200 seats

committees of either House are covered by
the provisions of the Act, which is explicitly
designed to support the following tenets of
governance: transparency, accountability,
equality of access, empowerment and
increased participation.27 Freedom of information legislation can also help encourage
parliaments to develop a culture of openness
to the public.

•

One aspect of accountability is whereby government should be accountable to parliament,
and through parliament, to the people.

Ensuring accountability
It is essential for parliamentarians to uphold
high standards of honesty, probity and integrity.
Regulatory and oversight mechanisms can play a
key role. Key features for promoting probity and
integrity in office include:

•

Standards of conduct, integrity and probity,
with appropriate sanctions.

•

Register of private interests and income and
rules on conflicts of interest.

Committee, but the special committees are responsible for studying
draft legislation in greater detail.
The Lisbon Treaty gives the
European Parliament more power
and expands qualified majority
voting in the Council, which must
be taken into account if Finland
wants to have a say in EU matters.
In addition to the EU’s institutions,
this requires interacting with the
other member states and their
parliaments.
Tuomioja mentions the regulation on public access to documents
as a good example. Finland wanted
to prevent reform from going in a
direction that would weaken openness and for this purpose it took an
active role, including the arranging
of a seminar in Brussels by the Ministry of Justice and Parliament.
Tuomioja would like to see more
solidarity among the Nordic countries, so that if something is important for one on the Nordic countries, the others will support it.
Tuomioja chaired a working
group on the handling of EU matters in Parliament. The working
group did not propose changes in
the system but did call for procedures to be improved. The Finnish

The Central Office’s assistants also
work as session technicians. They
turn on MPs’ microphones in the
order decided by the Speaker. In
addition technicians monitor sound
and video and record sessions. The
Registry Office prepares minutes of
plenary sessions from recordings.

Political lines concerning matters
that are under consideration in Parliament are drawn in the parliamentary groups. Minna Sirnö (left) and
Merja Kyllönen confer with Martti
Korhonen before a meeting of the
Left Alliance Parliamentary Group
on 26 November.

visible task is security checks for
persons visiting Parliament, but it is
also responsible for the functioning
and development of Parliament’s
security system as a whole.
The Information and Communication Department includes the

system has much to offer and has
been a model for many other member states. “The instrument is good
- you just have to know how to play
it,” Tuomioja says. n
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Anneli Jäätteenmäki in summer
2003.
”Nothing surpasses that
dramatic day of changing
developments when Prime
Minister Anneli Jäätteenmäki
resigned. Some people claim
that the southern media dictated
the script, but we had a big
enough job just keeping up. It
was a rare treat to see how a
minister can lose the backing of
a parliamentary majority.”
In Vuoristo’s opinion the most

ment is responsible for administrative matters such as finances, real
estate, information technology and
personnel administration as well as
the preparation of matters for the
Office Commission. n

PARLIAMENTARY OFFICE
altogether 470 civil servants and 189 MP's personal assistants
Information and
Communication
Department, 77

International
Department, 20

Administrative reform makes veteran reporter chuckle
When the new Parliament
convened, veteran reporter
Pekka Vuoristo was no longer
in the gallery. Vuoristo, who is
known for his laconic and prickly
writing style, retired last autumn
and traded political journalism
for ”being a grandfather”.
Vuoristo covered Parliament
for Helsingin Sanomat (Finland’s
biggest newspaper) for nine
years. From that time he
particularly remembers the
resignation of Prime Minister

Library of Parliament, the Research
Service and the Parliament Information Office. The International
Department takes care of relations
with international organizations
and other parliaments.
The Administrative Depart-

Library of Parliament
Secretary General, 8

interesting parliamentary news
last year concerned internal
administrative reform.
”For someone who enjoys a
good show, the most exciting
news came in December,
when the struggle over the
administrative model finally
ended. It’s interesting on how
many fronts the Speaker has
tried to do something about
Parliament’s old ways of doing
things, although he has had very
few troops at his disposal.”

Security Department, 44

Committee Secretariat, 66
Secretariat of the Grand
Committee
15 Special Committees
EU-Secretariat

Research Service
Parliament Information Office

Central Office, 71
Secretariat
Swedish Office
Registry Office
Documents Office

Administrative Department,
184
Administrative Office
Real Estate Office
Accounts Office
Information Management
Office
MP's personal assistants,
189

18

PARLIAMENT OF FINLAND 2009

13

•

Transparency on party funding and election
expenditure, rules on parliamentary expenses
and employment of staff.

The South African Parliament sets out a detailed
Code of Conduct based on certain principles
and aims, including: Members’ conduct and
minimum standards of behaviour, guidelines
on the tasks of office, how members are held
accountable, how personal interests are open
to public scrutiny and sanctions and complaints
procedures.28 Many parliaments have committees to oversee rules and conduct. For example,
the Indian Lok Sabha has a wide range of
committees, including a Committee on the
Absence of Members from Sittings of the House,
a Committee on Offices of Profit, and a Committee on Privileges.29 In the United Kingdom, the
independent Parliamentary Commissioner for
Standards oversees the Register of Members’
Financial Interests and investigates complaints
of members having breached the Code of
Conduct.30
Some parliaments depend on self-regulation;
others rely on a formal system and sanctions.
The development of a culture of openness,
honesty and integrity means that issues leading
to loss of trust are less likely to happen in the
first place.
External accountability
External bodies and civil society can play a vital
role in providing information on the work of
parliament and improving accountability. The
German Bundestag and two state parliaments
are covered by abgeordnetenwatch.de, a
German Internet portal that allows citizens to
publicly ask questions of their representatives in
parliament. It promotes accountability through
the transparency of members’ voting behaviour
and members’ additional income.31
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Recall provisions
Some parliaments have powers to recall members before their term is completed. In Uganda,
Article 84 of the Constitution states that members may be recalled from office on the following
grounds: physical or mental incapacity, misconduct or misbehaviour likely to bring hatred or
disgrace to the office, and continuous deserting
of the electorate without reasonable cause. The
mechanism requires a petition to be signed
by at least two-thirds of the registered voters
of the constituency and is subject to certain
conditions.32 In the Canadian province of British
Columbia, the Recall and Initiative Act allows registered voters to petition to remove a member of
the Legislative Assembly from office.33

In the United
Kingdom, the
independent
Parliamentary
Commissioner for
Standards oversees
the Register
of Members’
Financial Interests
and investigates
complaints of
members having
breached the Code of
Conduct.

The German
Bundestag and two
state parliaments
are covered by
abgeordnetenwatch.
de which promotes
accountability
through the
transparency of
Members’ voting
behaviour and
Members’ additional
income.

Summary of Recommendations
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•

Provide full and easily available records of
debates, questions and committee proceedings, along with information on members and
other aspects, including functions and rules.
This should be in plain language, in paper
form and on websites.

•

Review parliamentary language and procedures so that they are accessible and not
confusing for the public.

•

Promote their work through television, radio,
printed media, digital media and the Internet
by: encouraging the media to attend committees and debates, reviewing media access to
parliament, issuing regular press releases on
parliament’s work, advertising parliamentary
television channels and radio programmes
and using websites and social forums.

•
•

Engage with young people, schools and colleges by devising programmes and materials
for civic education.
Introduce procedures to allow the public and
civil society to communicate their concerns
to parliament and reach out to groups which
may not be closely engaged in the parliamentary process. Methods include: developing
a register of civil society, experts and bodies
to be invited to give evidence, establishing
petitions systems and methods for the public
to influence parliament’s agenda, and holding
parliamentary hearings in different parts of
the country. Undertake research, polling and
forums on what the public wants from their
parliament and whether these expectations
are being met.

AFP Photo/Yasser Al-Zayyat

To promote public engagement and improve
accessibility and accountability, parliaments
should:

•

Ensure there are sufficient opportunities for
individual members to raise issues of concern
to the public, through questions, debates
and committee work, and ensure the ability
of members to act on behalf of individual
citizens.

•

Strive to be as diverse and representative as
the people who elect it by adopting procedures such as quotas to rectify gender imbalance, and mechanisms to achieve effective
representation of all groups in society.

•

Put in place regulatory procedures to oversee
the performance, conduct and integrity of
members, with sanctions if rules are broken,
including: establishing codes of conduct and
probity, a register of interests, and independent commissioners or committees to oversee
standards. Regulatory mechanisms and
sanctions should be regularly reviewed and
updated as necessary.
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