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This presentation will be a different one in comparison to other presentations because instead of focusing on a specific Parliamentary issue, it discusses general points. Afghanistan has one of the youngest Parliaments in the world, and thus this presentation tends to focus more on the establishment of a legislative body in a post-crisis country. 

Following the fall of the Taliban regime and the subsequent Bonn Agreement in 2001, the establishment of the National Assembly of the Islamic Republic Afghanistan is one of the most important achievements of the citizens of my country. 

In accordance with the Bonn Agreement, for a period of two years, the Emergency Loya Jirga (Grand Assembly) established a transitional government, led by Hamid Karzai. At the end of this two year transitional period, the first-ever, free, fair, and independent Presidential and Parliamentary elections were held in the country. This was indeed an outstanding step towards Democracy in Afghanistan. 

In compliance with the Constitution and the Agreement reached in Bonn, Afghanistan with support from the International Community held Parliamentary and Provincial elections across the country on September 18, 2005. Following this, the newly established Parliament of Afghanistan held its first inaugural session on December 19, 2005. This again was a significant step towards Democracy. 

Allow me to point out early into my presentation that women’s membership in the current Parliament of Afghanistan is unique. According to Constitutional provisions 28% of the Wolesi Jirga’s (House of Representatives) members must be women. In the Mishrano Jirga (House of Elders) where membership is by appointment, 1/3rd of the members are directly appointed by the President, 1/3rd from Provincial Councils, and the remaining 1/3rd from District Councils. 1/3rd of the appointed members by the President must be women. As a result, in the Mishrano Jirga (House of Elders) there are 23 women, 6 of whom were voted in through the Provincial Councils. 
Structure of the National Assembly of Afghanistan: 

In brief, I will discuss the structure of the National Assembly of Afghanistan. The National Assembly Afghanistan is divided into two Houses in terms of the Constitution.

The Mishrano Jirga (House of Elders) has 102 members, and the Wolesi Jirga (House of Representatives) 249. Speakers and Deputies (who are called President and Deputy President of the House) were democratically selected.

A special feature of the Afghan Parliament is the lack of a political party system. Although nearly 100 political parties have been registered and approved by the Ministry of Justice, and loose coalitions were made at a personal level, by and large the elections were fought on independent lines. In order to get over the problem, the Wolesi Jirga (House of Representatives) has adopted the “Parliamentary Groups” procedure and the groups are now under formation. In the Mishrano Jirga (House of Elders) 7 groups have been formed. While the Wolesi Jirga (House of Representatives) has only 5 Parliamentary groups formed. A Committee structure has been formed with 18 Committees in the Wolesi Jirga (House of Representatives) and 16 in the Mishrano Jirga (House of Elders).

Achievements of the Wolesi Jirga of Afghanistan:

Since its establishment, the National Assembly of Afghanistan has made significant achievements toward realization of the highest values of democracy through performing its constitutional duties of the Legislative function, exercising Oversight, and Representation. I would like to name the following as most significant:

1. Those who previously fought against each other during the period of internal armed conflict, sit together under one roof to resolve their issues peacefully through dialogues. 

2. The Wolesi Jirga has passed significant laws aimed at National Development and ratified and in some cases domesticated International treaties, agreements and protocols.

3. After almost three decades of war, the proposed cabinet of the President is now given a vote of confidence by the Parliament according to democratic principles.

4. The Wolesi Jirga has activated a radio frequency through which constituents hear the live Parliament discussion and it intends to install a TV channel. 

5. To date, through its oversight of the government’s performance, the Parliament gave no-confidence votes to three cabinet members. 

6. To institutionalize Parliamentary and Democratic principles, the Wolesi Jirga has prepared a strategy, aimed at overseeing the government’s performances, and representing its constituents. 

7. Public Hearing sessions have been held both in the capital and in provinces.

8. The young Parliament has achieved membership of world organizations and regional inter-parliamentary bodies.

9. The Wolesi Jirga has established Inter-Parliamentary relations with regional countries.

10. The National Assembly has ensured close relationship and dialogue with the media and civil society 

Achievements of the Secretariat

In the fall of 2004, supported by the United Nations Development Program, UNDP, the core staff members of the Secretariat of the National Assembly of Afghanistan was selected through a process of free competition. After receiving training in abroad the core members started their work of organizing and preparing for the National Assembly. These core staff members took important measures towards the establishment of the legislative body of Afghanistan, of which I will mention the key points: 

1. Reconstruction of the current building of the National Assembly of Afghanistan, which had been completely destroyed during Internal armed conflict. 

2. The equipping with appropriate technology of the Administrative offices as well as chamber including IT technology and internet access for each MP in their individual offices. 

3. Development of an organizational structure and job descriptions for members of the General Secretariat of both chambers, and appointment of professional staff members through free competition and merit-based employment. It is worth noting that most of the appointed staff members are the most educated young Afghan nationals. 

4. Development of programs in order to acquaint new Parliament members with parliamentary issues. 

5. Designing of education programs for Secretariat staff members first in Kabul, who were trained by expatriate experts, and later on sending them to foreign parliaments for further education purposes. 

6. The Secretariat has established Parliamentary Institute of Afghanistan. 

One of the most important and prominent achievements of the secretariat is the establishment of the Parliamentary Institute of Afghanistan, which play a  vital role in developing and institutionalizing democracy; I will mention the key points very briefly. 

What is Parliamentary Institute of Afghanistan? 

The Afghanistan Parliamentary Institute was launched in 2008 in order to meet the needs expressed by Members and Staff of the National Assembly to enhance their skills in areas they identified as relevant to their work.

The Parliamentary Institute of Afghanistan holds specific training courses on the structure of the government and the best parliamentary experiences in the world. Substantive education courses are offered on demand from participants.  

· The Institute provides and collects parliamentary, professional, and Academic reference material. This is important because all documents belonging to previous parliaments of Afghanistan had been destroyed during the years of war. 

· The Institute established fellowship programs. Fellows are selected from graduates of the Universities. 

1.
A Budget Unit has also been established to professionally support the parliamentary committees for the process of national budget and parliamentary budgetary oversight.

2.
The Secretariat has designed and implemented a short, medium, and long term education strategy for parliament members and Secretariat staff. 
3.
In line with the constitution, the Rules of Procedures have been developed in coordination with international experts and in accordance with International best practice. 
4.
Development of separate codes of conduct for Parliament members and staffs 
5.
Job description for Parliamentary Committees 
6.
Development of Regulations for the security regime of the House 

Challenges ahead of the Wolesi Jirga of Afghanistan: 

In spite of the significant and remarkable achievements I have outlined, the young Parliament of Afghanistan still is faced with numerous challenges, some of which include the following: 

1. Poor Parliamentary culture

2. Weak Comprehension and Understanding of Democratic principles is a serious impediment to the Parliament

3. Low salaries for the Secretariat staff members, has forced many who have received professional training both inside and outside the country to leave the National Assembly, staff retention is therefore a serious concern. 

4. The fact that Democratic culture in Afghanistan society has just started has triggered unreasonable expectations of the constituents from their elected representatives. 

5. The unstable and insecure environment has slowed down the working relationship between the Parliament members and their constituents, which is one of their main duties. Sad to say, in recent years, some of Parliament members have been targeted by terrorists and lost their lives. 

6. The absence of official Political Parties in the Parliament, has led the Parliament towards personal interest as opposed to National Interests. 

7. The curriculum provided for training remains incomplete. 

8. Interference in the internal affairs of the secretariat by the chamber. 

Expectations from the young parliament: 

To strengthen an effective and stable Democratic process, the International community must continuously provide financial and technical support to the Wolesi Jirga. Through this, the Parliament can pay attention to two important points, both at internal and external level to overcome the above-mentioned challenges. 

Internal level: 
In line with its key roles/functions of being a  legislative, Oversight, and Representative body, the Wolesi Jirga will perform its mandate based on adopted norms and international principles, as reflected in the constitution, democratic values and norms, respect for human rights, and in the national interest of  the people of Afghanistan. 

External level:

Considering the remarkable influence the Parliament members have in their electoral zones, and that the constituents elected their representatives:

· To ensure human rights, strengthening of gender equality.

·  Disarming of irresponsible groups, prevention of cultivation and trafficking of narcotics.

·  Fighting against poverty, ensuring security, and removing ethnical and regional differences.

·  As well as ending administrative corruption which is widespread across Governmental offices and increasingly presents Afghanistan with challenges

The international community must also provide Financial and Technical assistance to the Parliament to improve its institutional capacity to meet the above challenges. Under current circumstances, it is vital for the Afghan Parliament to receive support from the International Community and to be better able to perform its duties effectively as reflected in the Constitution. 
Allow me to take this opportunity to draw attention of the esteemed members of this union to the priorities of the Afghan Parliament. Afghanistan is going through a very sensitive period after the years of war; it is natural for the young Afghan Parliament to face numerous challenges. To support and empower this important process, the Wolesi Jirga is willing to take prominent steps towards democracy, exchange experiences with post-conflict countries. 

Constitutional Crisis:

The Constitution was drafted by an expert commission, and the Constitutional Loya-Jirga, (Grand Assembly) ratified it in 2004. Without doubt, from a legal and civil point of view, this Constitution is a unique one compared to the past four Constitutions of Afghanistan. It is based on sound principles of check and balance, the recognition of traditional of power structures, individual rights and freedom have been guaranteed and civil and political organizations have been given the opportunity to be established. In order to restore the civil and political rights of women, who had been deprived of their rights, the Constitution has provided for affirmative discrimination for women.

However, due to lack of experience of civil and governmental organizations, some technical shortcomings have been realized in the Constitution. As some of you maybe aware, these errors have resulted to a serious political crisis, regarding the term of office of the President. According to article 61 of the Afghan Constitution, “Five years after elections, the duty of the President is finished in first of Jawza (22nd May 2009).” What this effectively means is that the term of the President ends months before the next elections scheduled for August 2009. This has resulted in calls for the President to step down, while this will create a power vacuum. The Supreme Court has since ruled that the president can remain in office so as to avoid a power vacuum.

Let me express my appreciation to those countries’ general secretaries who support Afghanistan’s young Parliament especially France, United States, Italy, Germany, India, China, Denmark and Norway, Australia, UNDP and IPU.

In conclusion I take this opportunity to request the IPU to create a special mechanism, whereby the Wolesi Jirga will be able to exchange and share their experiences with some post-conflict countries who are members here, on a regular basis.

((
Dr Ulrich SCHÖLER (Germany) asked about the formation of parliamentary groups in Afghanistan, and the level of participation in these groups. He also asked whether the groups could form a platform for a more structured electoral process. Further, he asked about the interference by politicians in the work of the administration mentioned in Mr Ghulam Hassan GRAN’s paper.
Dr Hafnaoui AMRANI, President, said that he was impressed by the establishment of the parliamentary institute to enable staff training in Afghanistan. He asked who was responsible for the training of parliamentary staff. He also asked whether each Chamber had its own staff or whether they were shared – and whether politicians approved the staff structure. Finally, he asked how many staff worked for the Afghan Parliament.
Mr Vladimir SVINAREV (Russian Federation) noted the existence of an Afghan friendship group within the Council of Federation. He wished Afghan colleagues success in their work in setting up a parliamentary administration. He asked if the structure and rules of procedure of the Parliament were approved by law or through the internal procedures of the Parliament.
Mrs Jacqueline BIESHEUVEL-VERMEIJDEN (Netherlands) noted a recent visit by the Speaker of the Dutch House of Representatives to the Afghan Parliament. She asked what affirmative action for women meant in practice for the staff of the Afghan Parliament.
Mr Michael POWNALL (United Kingdom) asked for more information about the different roles of the two Chambers of the Afghan Parliament and he also asked whether attendance was affected by the difficulty for some Members of reaching Kabul.
Mr Xavier ROQUES (France) paid tribute to the bravery of all officials working in the Afghan Parliament, given the difficult conditions in which they had to work. He appealed to colleagues to give their support to the Afghan Parliament and other Parliaments in need.

Dr Hafnaoui AMRANI, President, gave floor to Mr GRAN.
Mr Ghulam Hassan GRAN (Afghanistan) said that the number of Members in each parliamentary group was changeable, as it was based on individual requests. There were no country-wide political parties in Afghanistan. This was why the voting system in Afghanistan was on the single transferable vote system, not a list system. It was very difficult for the general secretariat to persuade Members not to become involved in recruitment and financial affairs, although this was not a specifically Afghan problem. The Parliamentary Institute was part of the general secretariat and was supported by a donor, in close contact with Afghan academics. Its services were available to government ministries as well as parliamentary staff and Members. The general secretariat of the lower House had 271 staff, with a further 200 staff for the upper chamber. There were also a very large number of security staff, with four bodyguards for each Member of Parliament. Each Member also had one private secretary, recruited by them, but incorporated into the general secretariat. The Parliament had approved its own rules of procedure without the involvement of the Executive. About 25% of civil servants were women. Well-trained staff tended to leave for other organisations. The lower House had stronger powers than the upper house when questioning ministers in the plenary, but only the upper house had committees able to interrogate ministers. The upper house had power only to make recommendations on the budget, not to approve it, which was the prerogative of the lower House. Moreover, only the lower House could pass a vote of no confidence.
