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Executive summary

In recent years donors have become increasingly concerned about the relationship between
the quality of governance and their economic development aims. Parliaments and political
parties are vital actors in securing representative and accountable systems of governance.
However, donors have been slow to engage in a meaningful way with either. Assistance to
parliaments and parties still forms a small part of the budget devoted to democracy
assistance efforts. Projects have been characterised by unclear objectives, inappropriate
techniques and uneven results. In short, both areas of donor support have been amongst
the most disappointing in terms of impact and effectiveness.

These limitations have been acknowledged in the last few years, and donors are starting to
address them. Although traditional forms of donor support focussed primarily on technical
assistance, there is a growing recognition that changing the quality of governance means
engaging at a deeper, more political level. Rather than simply trying to shape the structure of
institutions, donors are instead seeking to shape the behaviour of different political actors.
Ensuring that political institutions have adequate powers and resources is only one half of
the equation, the other half is in ensuring those tools are used.

This presents difficulties for donors. Creating effective parliaments and political parties
means making governments more accountable which, in turn, means a redistribution of
political power. There is an understandable wariness about interfering in the domestic

politics of sovereign nations.

This paper looks at the way in which donors are seeking to deal with these issues. It first
assesses international assistance to parliaments, then efforts to support political parties. In
each case it addresses the reasons why donors are seeking to work in that area, the sorts of
activities they have engaged in, the reasons for their limited effectiveness, and the emerging
strategy that is likely to shape political engagement in the coming years. There are five key
themes that run through the paper.

First, there is considerable agreement amongst donors that the weakness of previous
assistance efforts lay in their failure to understand and adapt to the local political context. As
a result they lacked sufficient focus, were naive about the incentive structures that shaped
political activity, and methods were poorly matched to objectives.

Second, in an effort to overcome these weaknesses, donors in both areas are seeking to
develop more rigorous forms of monitoring and evaluation. There is a particular concern to
find commonly-accepted indicators and benchmarks which may insulate donors from
charges of partisanship. These are further advanced in the field of parliamentary assistance,
largely due to the higher level of donor co-ordination.

Third, the principles that underpin the emerging strategy for engagement emphasise the
need for assistance to be driven and owned by local partners. Projects should be designed
according to the local political context and focused on achieving a tangible effect in the
quality of governance. They should also be aligned with other donor aid objectives.

Fourth, although these strategic insights and greater donor co-ordination are positive
developments, the more difficult challenge is to find ways of operationalising them. It is one
thing to describe what a beautiful house looks like, but another thing to build it. There are, as
yet, few tangible examples.

Fifth, despite the similarities in objectives and overlap between legislative assistance and
support for parties, the two areas remain almost entirely separate disciplines. There is a
need for far greater co-ordination between objectives in the two areas, to improve
understanding, synergy and impact. Critically, they must also be aligned with donor efforts in
other forms of democracy assistance, not least to building civil society.
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1.1 Parliamentary strengthening: The purpose of don  or support

In recent years parliamentary strengthening has become an important part of international
democracy assistance strategies. National parliaments are one of the key institutions of
governance and, critically, the principal forum for representing and expressing the will of the
people. The increasing concern amongst donors about the role that governance plays in
achieving development objectives has seen this traditionally neglected field of endeavour
grow in importance. And although parliamentary strengthening still takes up a relatively
small part of aid budgets, the amount of resources and attention devoted by donors is
increasing.

Parliaments are the buckle that links the public to government, and in that role they perform
three core functions around representation, legislation and accountability. In their
representative function parliaments should seek to ensure that all shades of opinion within
society are articulated to government. As the branch of government closest to the people, it
is important that they combine links between voters and individual MPs, as well as with the
institution. Parliaments play a critical role in the legislative process by scrutinising and
amending government bills, but also in their ability to propose and shape legislative priorities.
Finally, they are the main way in which government is held to account between elections,
ensuring that government departments are run efficiently and that ministers are regularly
called to account for their actions and policies.

In emerging democracies parliaments play an especially important role. It is in the early
stages of democratisation that the standards which underpin a political culture are set.
Parliaments not only have a role in improving the quality of governance by ensuring
transparency and accountability, but they also play a critical role in shaping the public’s
expectations and attitudes to democracy. By their interaction with the electorate and their
performance in holding government to account, parliaments help to establish the norms and
values in the democratic culture. These functions are especially important in post-conflict
societies where parliaments are the key forum for national dialogue, mediation and
reconciliation.

Yet in many parts of the world legislatures fall far short of such expectations. In emerging
democracies, parliaments are frequently ineffective against a powerful executive, and have
little public legitimacy and authority. The reasons for such weakness vary from country to
country. Parliaments often lack the basic tools to perform their core functions. With limited
staffing and resources they can be poorly-organised and without much internal structure.
This may mean that the rules of parliamentary business are under-developed, the committee
system weak and the legislative process ineffectual. MPs themselves may lack basic skills,
education or understanding of the institution and their job within it. But the performance of
parliaments is also conditioned by the political environment in which they operate, including
the constitutional framework, the parliament’s formal powers and the relationship between
legislature and executive.

Donors have, for some time, recognised the important role that parliaments play, and the
need to direct assistance to helping them perform more effectively. However, traditionally
such support has been characterised by its limited nature, its tentativeness and its failure to
form part of a broader strategy.

A UNDP analysis from 2007 stated that, in comparison with other areas of development
support to good governance, the parliamentary sector remains badly underfinanced.? It
suggests four possible reasons for the reluctance amongst donors to engage with
parliamentary institutions. Firstly, development programmes tend to be worked out by the
executive branches of government on both the donor and recipient side. The natural starting
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point for governance work is therefore the executive, particularly as this part of government is
most able to put development plans directly into action.

Secondly, recipient governments may give parliamentary strengthening a low priority
because, by definition, a stronger parliament exercising its scrutiny function will make the
executive’s job more difficult, or at least more time-consuming. For that reason donors may
also regard parliamentary strengthening as a politically sensitive area which could be
interpreted as interfering in the domestic politics of a sovereign nation.

Thirdly, many of the international agencies suffer from a lack of expertise and experience in
developing parliamentary strengthening programmes.

Fourthly, there has been a preference amongst donors to fund projects that develop civil
society rather than political institutions. This complaint is common to both parliamentary and
party assistance where many analyses suggest that donor interaction with civil society is
easier because it is inherently less politically sensitive, but also that it offers the prospect of
more tangible outcomes.’> Some have even suggested that donors believed political society
could be replaced or bypassed by building civil society.*

However, interest in forms of participatory democracy which work solely with civil society
appears to be waning. A number of donors have suggested that too great an emphasis on
civil society can distort the representative process and run the risk of capture by the most
dominant and well-educated groups in society.” Instead there is general recognition that
participatory democracy is most effective where it is used to reinforce representative
democratic structures.® The use of public budgeting strategies in Porto Alegre and
elsewhere provides the best example of how participation and political representation can be
combined.” For all the weaknesses of parliaments and political parties, they are generally
more effective at ensuring that a wide spread of political opinion is represented, and in
articulating the interests of minority groups.

Rather than regarding support to civil society as an alternative to support for political society,
donors now recognise that the two should complement and reinforce one another. It is
impossible to have a strong political system without it being rooted in a vibrant civil society
and assistance efforts are increasingly being aimed at both.

In short, donor support to parliaments has historically been limited in its scope and ambition.
However, economic development actors have increasingly come to regard accountable,
representative and transparent institutions as influencing economic development.® As the
goals of economic and democratic development are being integrated, so parliaments are
being seen as playing a critical role in the quality of governance, and as especially useful
allies in the development process, through the development of poverty reduction strategies,
in ensuring aid budgets are properly spent and accounted for, and in developing anti-
corruption measures across all branches of government.

The following sections of the paper look at how the approach to parliaments has changed in
recent years and the features that are likely to characterise future assistance efforts.
Chapter 1.2 examines the main players in the parliamentary development field, the activities
they undertake and the recent shift in emphasis. Chapter 1.3 looks at the extent to which
donor strategies have had the desired impact and the way in which they are monitored and
evaluated. Chapter 1.4 highlights the next stages for international assistance, and in
particular the implications of a more political form of engagement with parliamentary
institutions.
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1.2 Parliamentary strengthening: The range of donor activity

There is a wide variety of organisations involved in parliamentary strengthening activities
around the world. It is not possible to provide an exhaustive list in a paper of this length, and
this chapter examines the approach and activities of the most influential government
agencies and other institutions.’

1.2.1 Organisations involved in parliamentary strengthening

The main actors can be grouped into four categories. Firstly, the bi-lateral donors, which
include government agencies such as USAID, DFID, SIDA and CIDA. Secondly, there are
the multilateral development agencies such as the UNDP, the World Bank Institute (WBI)
and the EU. Thirdly, there are a range of NGOs, foundations and party-affiliated
organisations including the National Democratic Institute (NDI), International Republican
Institute (IRI), the Westminster Foundation for Democracy (WFD), International IDEA, the
Canadian Parliamentary Centre and the Institute for Democracy in South Africa. Finally,
there are the parliamentary networks which include the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU),
Commonwealth Parliamentary Association (CPA), and the Parliamentary Network of the
World Bank (PNWB).

Of the bi-lateral donors the most active are USAID and SIDA. USAID in particular has been
involved in parliamentary strengthening since the 1970s in Latin America, Central and
Eastern Europe and now, principally, Africa. As well as working directly with parliaments it
produces a wide range of resources and publications. SIDA’s activity is more recent, but
built steadily during the 1990s working with a range of countries in similar areas as USAID.
However, much of their work is run through other organisations. For example, USAID
supplies much of the funding for NDI and IRI, while SIDA has worked extensively with the
UNDP and the parliamentary networks (accounting for around 75% of their budget in 2005).*°

The UNDP and WBI are the leading multilateral organisations in the field. The UNDP’s work
combines front-line support to parliaments and parliamentarians such as technical
assistance, capacity-building, training and induction, with guides and handbooks for
parliamentarians on their roles and responsibilities. This work is principally through the
UNDP’s Global Programme for Parliamentary Strengthening, the first phase of which ran
from 1999 to 2003, the second phase runs until 2008, and plans for an expanded third phase
of the programme are currently being developed.* The WBI is responsible for the World
Bank’s parliamentary work, and conducts most of their activity through training workshops or
seminars, they also publish papers on a range of parliamentary topics and have supported a
number of the parliamentary networks.

The most active and respected of the NGOs and party-affiliated bodies are the NDI, the WFD
and the Parliamentary Centre of Canada. The NDI tends to focus on building the
professional skills of parliamentarians and offers technical assistance on subjects such as
committees, constituency relations, legislative drafting and rules of procedure. The WFD,
funded by the UK Foreign Office, was established in 1992 as a multi-party body aiming to
promote democracy, specialising in strengthening both parliaments and political parties. It
has recently sought to re-focus its parliamentary activities and is working increasingly in
Africa and the Middle East. The Canadian Parliamentary Centre is mostly funded by CIDA
and works extensively in Africa. Its main strength comes from the fact that it has regional
actors and offices, and has built up effective networks in many countries in which it works.

Lastly, the parliamentary networks provide both a source of expertise and a route for
parliamentarians to engage with each other. Of these the IPU’s network is the most
extensive and over the last ten years it has worked increasingly closely with the UNDP to
deliver specialist support and guidelines for MPs and parliaments. The CPA is, by definition,
more limited in scope and based on shared principles of commitment to parliamentary
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democracy. Both organisations have an inherent value in their ability to draw together a wide
range of legislators to examine and deliberate on specialist areas.

Although not assistance actors as such, it is also worth mentioning the range of
parliamentary networks that exist in specific regions of the world. For example, on the
African continent there are several including the African Parliamentary Union, the Pan-
African Parliament and the Southern African Development Community Parliamentary Forum,
while the Americas have the Parliamentary Confederation of the Americas, the Inter-
Parliamentary Forum of the Americas and the Latin American Parliament. Although the idea
of greater parliamentary co-operation has been mooted in Southern Asia formal
organisations appear to be limited just to the Asia-Pacific Parliamentary Forum. Such
organisations vary in terms of the quality and content of their work. However, they have an
undoubted value for parliamentarians in providing a regional context on political and
parliamentary developments, and furthering regional cohesion, understanding and
cooperation.

1.2.2: Types of parliamentary assistance

The previous description gives some sense of the diversity of support activities targeted to
parliaments and parliamentarians. Each of the organisations tend to categorise their
activities in different ways but tend to incorporate elements such as improving technical and
staff capacity; enhancing executive oversight; legislative development and institutional
organisation to ensure sound management and infrastructure.”® For the purposes of this
paper the simplest description is by dividing the various activities into three broad areas.

Firstly, there are the structural support programmes, designed to improve institutional
infrastructure and technical capacity. These stretch from the very basic provision of
computers, audio recording equipment, and office furniture through to support for
management systems, staff training and library and research services.

Secondly, procedural support relates to the powers and procedures of the institution. A lot of
donor effort has been aimed at improving parliamentary procedures, to develop an
appropriate framework for both committees and plenary sessions, and in some cases, to
extend the powers of parliament over legislation or scrutiny of the executive.

Lastly, the functional approach is designed to improve MPs’ ability to understand and
perform their representative, legislative and oversight functions. Training and induction for
MPs is a key feature of most support programmes and often is targeted at new members of
parliament, covering aspects such as committee oversight, constituency service or legislative
drafting and analysis.

1.2.3: Changes in the direction and volume of parliamentary activity

It is difficult to find any reliable figures which give a more tangible sense of the scope of
parliamentary activity as many donors fail to distinguish between the different elements of
democracy assistance, and bundle parliamentary support with their other activities."® It is
clear that the volume of funding earmarked specifically for parliamentary strengthening is a
relatively small part of the democracy assistance totals, a fact which is frequently bemoaned
by those working in the field. However it does appear that the work is quickly growing in
size.* For example, the third phase of the UNDP’s Global Project on Parliamentary
Strengthening is likely to see its budget more than double to around €13 million, and
according to DFID, their work on parliaments is ‘expanding rapidly’ and now accounts for
around £14 million annually.*

The increase in volume also appears to be prompting a change in focus. As the activities
described above make plain, many parliaments in emerging democracies have relied on
international support to supply the most basic items so that they are able to carry out their
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duties. Partly for that reason a large proportion of assistance has been on the administrative
and technical side of parliamentary work. However, in the last few years donors have started
to question the impact of this sort of assistance, and according to one analysis, for some
donors “the initial ‘100% technical (equipment)’ period has given way to the ‘100% political
dimension, focusing on activities aimed at developing the capabilities of MPs.”®

This change in focus is partly to do with concerns about the effectiveness and strategic value
of technical support. In addition, the greater sums involved are increasing donor
expectations of what they should achieve. However, this new, more political approach to
parliamentary strengthening has numerous implications for the way in which donors design,
deliver and evaluate parliamentary support programmes. These issues are examined in the
next two sections.

1.3 Parliamentary strengthening: Impact and effecti  veness

Most analyses of international parliamentary assistance strategies tend to cite Tom
Carothers comment from 1999 that, “asked to name the area of democracy assistance that
most often falls short of its goals, | would have to point to legislative assistance.”’ Almost a
decade after his analysis, it is clear that a high proportion of parliamentary projects still fail to
meet their objectives. A more recent analysis conducted for SIDA, was even more damning
about the effectiveness of such projects. It stated,

“All too often, however, legislative aid efforts have barely scratched the surface in
feckless, corrupt, patronage-ridden parliaments that command little respect from the
public and play only a minor role in the political process. Legislators emerge
unchanged from repeated training seminars. The training sessions for legislative staff
do not deal with the facts that the trainees are beholden to powerful political bosses
and are not given much of a role. Shiny new computers sit unused on legislators’
desks or disappear. New parliamentary committees are formed at the urging of
outside advisers but end up as fiefdoms of the senior legislators who are the root
cause of the parliament’s poor performance. More public hearings are held, again on
the advice of aid providers, but they are mostly for show."*®

The summary goes to the heart of the problem for donors. Parliamentary assistance has
been characterised by unclear objectives, inappropriate techniques and uneven results. This
chapter explores the reasons for poor performance, and the way in which donors are
attempting to improve their monitoring and evaluation of projects so that they are more
effective in the future.

1.3.1: The difficulty of developing parliamentary support programmes

Parliamentary strengthening is not alone in achieving limited results. The second half of the
paper shows that a similar situation exists with party assistance efforts. And, both disciplines
display traits that are common to all forms of democracy assistance, including a lack of
coherent intervention strategy, limited donor co-ordination, the short-term focus of donor
agencies, bureaucratic delays and limited ownership.™

However, there are two sets of specific factors that have undermined donor assistance in this
area. The first set of factors relate to the innate difficulties of working with parliamentary
institutions because of their character and composition. The second exist where donors
have exacerbated such problems because of the inappropriate design and delivery of
programmes.

In terms of the problems inherent in working with parliaments, such projects are, firstly, more
sensitive to changes in political leadership than other forms of assistance. A change in
composition of the parliament following an election or a change in government may alter the
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priorities and level of commitment on the part of the parliament. What looks like an effective
parliamentary strengthening project to a party in opposition, may be less appealing once they
are in government.

In addition, parliaments in emerging democracies tend to suffer from higher voter volatility
and a high turnover of MPs. It is common for such parliaments to lose more than half their
members at each election, and in some cases it can be as high as 80%.% In these
circumstances it is difficult for support projects to have a lasting effect or to build any sort of
institutional memory.

A related problem is the general lack of democratic experience, especially in post-conflict
countries. Case studies of several post-conflict parliaments suggest that a large proportion
of new members have little understanding of what is expected of them, “often unaware of
their authority, how to organise their time and conduct their business, or how to deal
effectively with citizens and the press”, and in some cases could not read or write.?!

Trying to build public legitimacy and authority for the new institution under such conditions is
inevitably difficult. A poorly-organised and poorly-educated parliament is unlikely to
demonstrate high levels of competence to an electorate that is waiting to be impressed.
Faced with a more powerful and better-resourced executive, the parliament’s failure to meet
public expectations will reinforce the impression of a weak and marginal institution. The
result is a further increase in executive dominance, which itself further limits the potential
success of further parliamentary assistance work.

However, donors have frequently compounded such problems by failing to take account of
the political context or the specific needs of the institution. There are at least four factors that
have contributed to this.

Firstly, there is a tendency for programmes to be supply-driven by donor perceptions of what
is needed, rather than by the demands of the parliament itself. As a result aid providers
often end up trying to copy or implement the models and practices that are common in their
own parliaments or in other established democracies.

Secondly, projects have frequently failed to focus on clear objectives or distinguish between
outputs and outcomes. As the quote at the beginning of the chapter makes plain, it is one
thing to provide technical assistance or equipment, but they are of little use unless their
provision also has an impact on parliamentary performance.

Third, although donors have long recognised that parliaments operate in a political
environment which is largely beyond their control, most assistance programmes deal with
them in isolation. Without taking account of the surrounding political context it is impossible
to anticipate the external factors that will limit a parliament’s activity, including the
relationship with the government, patterns of authority and public attitudes. Despite donors
frequently working in these different areas in one country it is rare to find projects co-
ordinated towards common goals.

Fourth, and linked to the previous point, donors have been reluctant to engage directly with
the politics of parliamentary reform in different countries. One of the prime determinants of
whether a parliamentary assistance project succeeds is the extent to which the political will
exists within the institution to make such change happen. Enhancing the influence, authority
or effectiveness of a parliament means that certain political actors will feel threatened.

These are usually people in a position of power who have the ability to block the process. As
such, projects need to take account of the various incentive structures which influence
politicians’ behaviour and seek, as far as possible, to align these in support of the project’s
overarching aims.
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It is the recognition of such deficiencies that has prompted the shift towards a deeper and
more political approach to parliamentary strengthening. Chapter 1.4, below, highlights the
remarkable degree of consensus amongst donors about the problems that have afflicted
parliamentary support programmes and the need to do things differently. But the remainder
of this chapter looks at the final factor that has limited the quality of parliamentary assistance
programmes, namely the failure to monitor and evaluate the vast majority of efforts in this
area.

1.3.2: Monitoring and evaluating parliamentary assistance programmes

Like much democracy assistance work, parliamentary strengthening does not lend itself to
easily to measuring performance.”” As explained above, it is relatively easy to measure
‘outputs’ such as the number of computers or staff that a parliament has, or to identify the
procedures and formal constitutional powers that the legislature holds. However, such
measures do not tell us how the institution is using its resources or powers, or how ‘effective’
it is in representing, legislating and calling to account.

Finding measures that can be applied to the variety of political and cultural contexts within
which parliaments operate is a difficult task that requires value judgements at many levels.
But also there is the problem of isolating the effect of a specific parliamentary support
project, when numerous other contextual factors may be shaping parliamentary activity.

Partly for these reasons the field of parliamentary assistance has been almost untouched by
systematic evaluation. Donors have recognised that this is a problem not only for the quality
of their work, but also for the parliaments on the receiving end of it, and in recent years there
have been three significant developments to address the situation.

Firstly, there have been combined efforts to develop a set of common benchmarks and
indicators against which parliamentary activity can be judged. There are two main strands to
this work. The first has been initiated by the CPA and the NDI who have both produced
lengthy documents listing characteristics for democratic parliaments.”® Both are the result of
detailed consultation and contain the basic requirements for parliaments in their procedures,
organisation, function and values. Indicators include ensuring that committee composition
reflects the balance of power in the parliament, that the legislature should be able to override
executive veto and that it has reasonable time, appropriate mechanisms and information in
its key tasks such as budget scrutiny

At the same time the Inter-Parliamentary Union published its own it ‘guide to good practice’
for parliaments in 2006, which describes the sorts of characteristics parliaments should
display.?* The values behind the book are very similar to those which drive the NDI/CPA
indicators, but the IPU’s publication is far more descriptive of what parliaments should do and
how to do it.

Each of the publications does though acknowledge the difficulties in establishing and
applying one set of measures to parliaments across the world. Although there is a desire to
find common indicators and benchmarks, there is also a recognition that they need to be
sensitive to local context and public expectations. The second area of development is the
efforts by donors, and notably the UNDP to contextualise these indicators and benchmarks.
Here the African Peer Review Mechanism, where African states agree to have the quality of
their political and economic governance reviewed by fellow nations, may be one means of
putting the parliamentary standards project into a regional context.”> To this end, the UNDP
is in discussions with the Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) parliamentary
forum to develop a regional set of benchmarks, and also working with others to develop
periodic ‘state of parliaments’ report that would review issues and trends relating to
parliaments.?®
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The third area in which developments are occurring is in the attempt to provide a
comprehensive framework for evaluating parliamentary performance that captures qualitative
as well as quantitative measures. Here USAID appears to be furthest advanced in
developing a widely-applicable framework.?” Their approach is characterised by a desire to
get at ‘outcomes not outputs’, and to this end suggests a four dimensional approach which
covers the representative effectiveness of the legislature, its internal management, its ability
to influence policies and budget priorities, and citizen access. In each of these categories
there are a combination of quantitative indicators, such as bills passed or questions asked,
alongside qualitative measures including ‘indexes’ of capacity and levels of public confidence
in the legislature .

Yet USAID and others recognise that this an imperfect way of measuring parliamentary
activity.”® In the first place it is unlikely that any framework, no matter how comprehensive
will fully capture the entire range of parliamentary performance. In addition, the collation of
the information will require a greater devotion of resources and time than is currently the
case. But also, in trying to find qualitative measures, the analysis uses perceptions of activity
as well as actual activity, and is thus subject to value judgements at a number of levels.

However, all three developments are significant. The fact that donors are giving the area
such attention is worthy of note. It suggests a recognition that better evaluation is likely to
improve both the quality and impact of parliamentary assistance projects. In addition, the
need for commonly accepted measures becomes more important as donors engage more
deeply in the politics of parliamentary reform. A universally recognised set of benchmarks
could help to provide a neutral framework to help contain some of the sensitivities and guide
the work. Indicators will need to take account of local conditions, but the hope is that, just as
the international community has democratic standards for human rights and elections, so too
they can provide a similar set of standards for democratic parliaments.

1.4: Parliamentary strengthening: Next stages ford  onor support

In every parliament around the world there is a gap between the formal powers that the
institution has to hold its executive to account, and the ability or willingness of MPs to use
those powers. Improving parliamentary effectiveness means understanding why that gap
exists and tackling the causes. They may frequently be linked to the capacity or technical
ability of the parliament, but they are invariably also linked to politics. It needs to be
acknowledged that the effectiveness of a parliament is determined as much by the attitudes,
outlook and behaviour of its members as by its constitutional powers.

Donors’ traditional failure to either acknowledge or properly address those facts, means that
international parliamentary assistance has not been as effective as it might have. However,
the criticism seems to be having an impact. The emphasis on technical support is giving way
to a more nuanced view of the factors that determine parliamentary effectiveness. Recent
developments suggest that donors are starting to congregate around a shared understanding
of the problem and a new strategy that seeks to engage at a deeper level in order to achieve
meaningful change.

The outlines of this strategy exist in analyses commissioned by donors such as DFID, SIDA
and the UNDP.?® The papers display a remarkable unanimity in identifying the problems that
have troubled parliamentary assistance programmes in the past. They also provide a
common agenda, closely linked to the Paris Declaration on aid effectiveness, as to how
parliamentary assistance should develop in the coming years. (The Paris Principles are
examined in more detail in relation to both parliamentary and party assistance in the last
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section of the paper.) But for the specific purposes of parliamentary assistance, there is
great emphasis being placed on projects that are focused on getting tangible results, that are
suited to the political context, that ensure ownership by the parliamentary institution and that
are based on a long-term commitment by donors.

As the last chapter showed, there is also emerging agreement about the sorts of benchmarks
and indicators that parliaments should meet. However, it is one thing to describe what a
beautiful building looks like, but it requires different skills to build it. The key for donors is to
ensure that their shared experience and strategic insight is translated in to the design and
delivery of parliamentary support work on the ground.

This chapter highlights three sets of developments which suggests there is room for
optimism on this front. The first is the greater donor co-ordination at a strategic and practical
level. The second is the efforts to focus parliamentary support projects on influencing
incentive structures and behaviour more than parliamentary procedure. The third is in the
development of projects that seek to complement donors’ other development objectives,
specifically in poverty reduction, financial oversight and anti-corruption strategies.

1.4.1: Improvements in donor co-ordination

Despite the relatively small size of the parliamentary development field, support projects
have frequently suffered from the same lack of co-ordination that has characterised other
forms of democracy assistance. At the strategic level at least this is changing. In May 2007
a meeting organised by the UNDP, DFID and the WBI brought together the main
organisations and individuals working in the parliamentary development field to share
experiences and discuss future work.*

Unsurprisingly, discussions touched on the need to build agreement around the principles for
donor support and the move towards commonly-accepted standards for democratic
parliaments. But there was also the concern to ensure that projects complemented other
democracy assistance efforts, particularly in relation to elections, political parties and
parliaments.

To this end it made a number of key recommendations including the establishment of an
informal donor contact group on parliamentary strengthening and regular formal consultation
meetings; developing an on-line ‘knowledge hub’ on parliamentary strengthening;
establishing good practice principles for donor support to parliamentary strengthening; and
sharing results and good practice principles with the OECD DAC Network on Governance
(GOVNET).

Perhaps the bigger challenge though is translating these broad principles into co-ordinated
activity on the ground. The participants acknowledged the need for greater donor dialogue
and coordination on types of support to parliaments, including support to parliament as an
institution, to individual parliamentarians, or to parliamentary organisations and the growing
group of parliamentary networks. The existence of the group does not by itself solve these
problems, but it does offer an important development in donor co-ordination.

1.4.2: Projects which engage with political incentive structures

One of the biggest challenges for parliamentary support projects is ensuring that the desire
to change parliamentary behaviour is translated into projects which specifically seek to do
this. Too often parliamentary assistance has tended to regard legislatures as cohesive and
monolithic institutions. However, it is very rare for a parliament to speak or act in one,
unanimous way, and it is perhaps more helpful to think of parliaments as institutions made up
of individuals and groups of individuals.
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As one analysis candidly points out, “Individual legislators will naturally give greater credence
to activities that further their own political positioning. Attaining the right political incentive
system is crucial to ensure that legislators perform their key roles”™ This insight is
increasingly being used in the analysis of parliamentary support work and the development
of new projects. Donors are producing a growing number of guides for practitioners to take
into account the factors that might influence political behaviour.* Factors that motivate
political behaviour, such as membership of and allegiance to the political party, the influence
of key parliamentary and party figures, the committee structure and the MP’s relationship
with voters are all important.

However, it is so far unclear how far they are being translated into specific projects.
Anecdotal evidence suggests that committee oversight is growing in significance® but co-
ordinating work on parliaments and parties seems less far advanced. Parties are key allies
in ensuring the success of the projects and in unblocking political concerns or objections.
Critically, political parties can also be used to overcome some of the difficulties in building up
an institutional memory — although many MPs will disappear at each election it is likely that
the party structures will continue to shape parliamentarians’ activity.

Yet there is almost no overlap between international assistance to parties, and that to
parliaments. As one analysis suggests, even where donors have tried to engage with
parties, the activities are more to do with formal legal systems than the informal interactions
which characterise parliamentary politics.> This point is returned to in the final section of the
paper.

1.4.3: Alignment of objectives

Donors have also increasingly used ‘issue-based’ approaches as a way of reinforcing the
principles of scrutiny and accountability whilst also building the capacity of the parliament to
shape policy. They offer a practical way for MPs to test the limits of their power in pursuit of
policies which they care about, but also facilitate cross-party relationships and contact with
other branches of government. However, increasingly donors are using ‘issue-based’
approaches to reinforce their other development aims.

Firstly, there is a growing recognition of the importance of using MPs in the development of
poverty reduction strategies. Traditionally, PRSs were conducted between donor agencies
and national governments, and overlooked the valuable role that parliaments might play. Yet
PRS’s not only require legislative approval, they should be based on principles of
participation and reflect the country’s need. Greater parliamentary involvement would
improve the process of consultation by giving parliamentary committees a formal role,
improve links between voters and parliament, and give MPs a far greater incentive to extend
legislative influence over government finances.

Secondly, and linked, is the specific role that parliaments can perform in monitoring
government spending. * As donor interest in governance has increased so too has their
focus on parliaments in securing budgetary oversight and financial accountability. This has
two dimensions to it, the first is the role of the parliament in scrutinising and amending the
budget, the second in parliaments ability to monitor government spending and call ministers
to account. The desire to strengthen parliaments’ financial capabilities was a key feature of
the donors’ meeting in Brussels last year, and there are indications that both SIDA and DFID
will be devoting more resources to this particular area.*

Thirdly, parliaments can play an important role in the drive against corruption. The Global
Organisation of Parliaments Against Corruption was established to build a network of
parliamentarians to combat corrupt practices by introducing legislation, creating oversight
committees and developing codes of ethical conduct. Since its inception it has attracted
much donor interest and funding, and region-specific branches have sprung up in the Middle
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East and Africa. GOPAC is planning to launch a series of task forces related to corruption,
and it has been suggested that this will form part of the UNDP’s next stage of its Global
Programme on Parliamentary Strengthening.®’

1.4.4: Conclusion — the challenges for parliamentary assistance projects

The last few years have seen positive developments in the analysis and delivery of
parliamentary strengthening at the strategic level. However, it should be stressed that these
start from a very low base. Until recently parliamentary assistance programmes were largely
derided as inappropriate, ineffective and lacking in any rigorous analysis. The situation has
improved, but it is far from perfect, and huge challenges remain.

In the first place, although parliaments are increasingly being recognised as an important
actor in all aspects of the development agenda, the res