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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is my pleasure to address the ASGP on behalf of the Parliament of Montenegro. Also, I have to apologize in advance for a bit longer presentation, but, since this is the first time that a Secretary General of the Montenegrin Parliament has the honor to address you, I believe that this is a proper opportunity to give you more details about the parliament and parliamentary life of the youngest UN member state. 
Countries develop parliament and parliamentary practices in different ways. Various cultural ambient, political environments, traditions, etc. make the search for a single formula very difficult or virtually impossible, but at the end each parliament is assessed through how well it represents the citizen, makes laws and performs oversight over the executive. In order to provide for this principle to be functional in practice Parliament must achieve a considerable level of autonomy over its internal operations. My presentation today reflects some of my experience gained in efforts to improve autonomy of the Parliament of Montenegro, as well as achieved results and challenges to come. I will also share with you some thoughts about the concept of parliamentary autonomy itself and its application in the Montenegrin context.  

Historically, the roots of parliamentarism in Montenegro go back to the 17th century when general gatherings of Montenegrin people as first bodies of a representative nature were established. Throughout the 17th and 18th century, Montenegro advanced as the state with first state bodies being formed, representing important pillars in strengthening the entire state system. With the beginning of the 20th century, Montenegrin parliamentary life has entered into modern stage. Namely, in 1905, the first elections in Montenegro were held for the Montenegrin People’s Assembly whose task came down to passing the first Constitution. The first elections for a legislative assembly were held the following year. There were 76 MPs in the first convocation of Parliament in 1906. The President, Vice-Presidents and two Secretaries of Parliament were elected by secret vote while MPs enjoyed certain immunities. 
After World War I, though Montenegro was on the allies’ side and while within the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, Montenegro lost its state. In the later Yugoslav Parliament, which had over 300 MPs, eight to ten MPs from different parties were delegated from Montenegro. After the Second World War, the Montenegrin Parliament was a single-party parliament until 1990, when the first multi-party elections for the Parliament of Montenegro were held. It was a Republic parliament as Montenegro at the time was a part of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and later the State Union of Serbia and Montenegro. 

In May 2006, Montenegrin people decided to renew independent state at a democratic referendum. The Parliament of Montenegro has adopted a Resolution on independence, by which Montenegro has regained its independent state status after 88 years. Soon after, parliamentary elections were held and 23 Convocation of the Constitutional Parliament was elected whose task was to adopt the county’s highest legal act - the Constitution. They managed to do so in October 2007 and, with it, the ground was set for Montenegro’s further development as a modern and democratic country. Position, role, election, mandate, leadership, etc. as well as the number of MPs of the Parliament are defined with articles 82 to 94 of the Constitution. 
The Parliament of Montenegro as the unicameral legislature consists of 81 members, each elected for a four-year term. MPs are elected directly by citizens, based on general and equal suffrage and by secret ballot. The election system entails proportional representation (PR) based on a single national list. This system, some claim, weakens the direct connection between MPs and voters, strengthening the connection between MPs and party leaders, even though, the character of Montenegrin society is such that MPs are associated with a municipality or region – even if not directly elected from there. Currently, MPs from 11 political parties are organized in six party clubs plus four representatives of four Albanian parties. 

This introductory information was necessary to understand the context in which the Montenegrin Parliament exists and functions and now I will address in more detail the issue of the autonomy. As you can see the recent history of the country itself was rather eventful, which of course, has influenced significantly the status, role and position of Parliament in political, economic and societal spheres of the country’s being.
In transition to a multi-party democracy, the Montenegrin parliament has undergone some significant changes. With Montenegro becoming an independent state and with almost unanimous public and political support for European integration the Parliament has entered a new phase of reform enabling it to meet the challenges of joining the EU. Procedures have been changed with new Rules of procedure in 2006 in order to provide for more constructive parliamentary debates and more efficiency in the oversight work. Focus of parliamentary work has shifted from plenary to committee sessions, which provides for more focused and articulate debates. 

New instruments such as parliamentary hearings and inquires have been introduced and the old ones such as question time, interpellation, etc., have been strengthened to provide for a higher level of oversight over the executive. A lot has been done in terms of increasing the transparency and openness of parliamentary operations including development of capacity for direct broadcasting of plenary sessions, creation of a modern web portal and live streaming of parliamentary sessions. Our intention is to use ITC technologies further to facilitate the legislative process as much as possible. 

Parliamentary autonomy is a complex concept and not easy to introduce and adhere to especially in countries with relatively short tradition of multiparty systems and relatively long periods of government predominance over the parliament and its function. In Montenegro, the power is regulated following the principle of the division of powers into the legislative, executive and judicial, as well as on check and balance principle as set by the new Constitution. 
It took some time to learn more and accept more, first within the institution itself and then outside. And while a concept may appear so logical, rational and rather widely accepted and therefore easy to implement, it is not always the case. It requires structural changes of not only the system, but of the people’s mind set, as well, where the latter is the precondition for the former. Nevertheless, we have managed to make significant improvements in this respect and I will present some of them later.

There are three aspects of parliamentary autonomy that have been of particular interest to our parliament: 

1) to be able to regulate its own procedures, 

2) to be able to regulate its own human resources, and 

3) to be able to regulate its own finances. 
Parliament for the most part has regulated its procedures and it has been so since the introduction of the multi-party system. The most important act in that sense, beside the Constitution, is the Rules of Procedures. Significant changes to this act were made in a general consensus in 2006 so as to provide for more transparency of work, shifting the focus from plenary to committee work, and stronger oversight mechanisms. A debate was held at the time whether the rules should be adopted as a law. The fact is that rules of procedure do not deal only with internal operations of parliament. For this reason, there are examples of countries with rules of procedure adopted in a form of a law. As far as Montenegro is concerned, rules are not a law, but the intention was to emphasize the political responsibility throughout the process, and by doing so strengthen the right of Parliament to demand information from governmental representatives or to demand their presence at parliamentary sessions. Today, we can say that it never happens that a governmental representative would fail to appear before the Parliament if demanded to do so in accordance with the set procedures.
As you can see from the previous procedural autonomy, it was not and is not a big challenge, but as far as financial and human resources autonomy are concerned the situation is not as good. I have to say that in the last several months we have managed to make significant improvements in these fields, but still a lot of work remains to be done. 
Currently, the Law on Budget determines procedures for preparation and planning of the Montenegrin budget, as well as for its execution. According to the law, Parliament is one of the spending units and it follows the same procedure as described by the Law on Budget, like every other spending unit within the Government or Judiciary. 

In the process of budget planning, Parliament submits a request to the Ministry of Finance for allocation of budget funds, after which the Ministry of Finance evaluates it, holds talks with the Secretary General of the Parliament and proposes for the adoption budget how it sees appropriate. Hence, the budget for every spending unit is proposed by the Government and then sent to Parliament for adoption. There are also a number of countries with similar proceedings, which may be considered as a partial autonomy considering that in the course of parliamentary procedures, amendments may be tabled by MPs and adopted in the plenary. Having in mind that debates for the adoption of the state budget last one month, the practice has shown that Parliament and its needs are rarely in focus even from the side of the MPs.
On the other hand, there are examples of countries, where parliament proposes its budget to the government and the government may not change it, which is either defined by law or is a matter of a good practice. In my humble opinion, having in mind the concept of parliamentary autonomy, government should not be allowed to change the budget proposal of Parliament during the preparation of the overall state budget if the proposal is prepared in accordance with a set of criteria defined in advance. This is something to be regarded in the long run for us. 

However, even a bigger challenge for us, not so long ago, was the fact that the Parliament could not decide on the dynamics of expenditures within the sum allocated to Parliament by the Law on annual budget. Dynamic by which the money was released towards the Parliament was the same like for every other budget unit or ministry and it was ultimately decided by the Ministry of Finance. With the latest changes of the Law on Budget, prepared by Parliament’s administration and supported by all parliamentary clubs, Parliament independently decides how it will spend its budget in accordance with the set priorities. How Parliament spends its budget is under very detailed monitoring by NGOs. 
In terms of human resources autonomy, the challenge lied with the Law on Civil Servants, which regulates the status of all civil servants. Also, in July, amendments to this Law were adopted, allowing Parliament more autonomy from the Ministry of Finance specifically, as it no longer has to consult with the Ministry over the financial preconditions for new employments in the Parliament Administration, which was the case before. For being able to have a new employee Parliament needs to have planned budget resources as well as free position within the organizational structure. The process of recruitment is implemented by the Governmental Human Resource Administration, which implements it on the basis of conditions set by the Parliament, while the Parliament makes the final decision on employment. 

Administrative capacities have been and still are one of the most important challenges for our Parliament. Efforts have been made to strengthen it with the establishment and/or modernization of several organizational units such as ones dealing with research, documentation, library, public relations, protocol, internal audit, etc. Besides this work, our Parliament still employs a very small administrative service of 97 persons or 1.2 employees per MP. Competent administration is crucial for the autonomy of the Parliament since it is a precondition for MPs to be autonomous and to get full support within the house, as well as to avoid the situation that MPs are dependent in the decision making process on the information prepared by the Government.
One of the results of the previously mentioned processes, I believe, clearer understands of MPs and general public that Parliament has to strengthen its capacities in order to perform its constitutional role in a proper way. There is general understanding that parliament needs resources in order to be able to act more efficiently and more independently from the executive branch. 

Having in mind the specifics of parliamentary ambient, political sensitivities because of a lack of resources on a more general level, we have tried to achieve the understanding that a stronger and better resourced parliament is in the interest of all. We managed to avoid partisan attacks and politicization of Parliament’s development process because steps taken for the development of a more capable parliament should not have much to do with party politics. In addition, the public relations unit, and the entire team as well, has had a role to play in making sure that the public knows about the important work of Parliament and its relevance to the everyday life of a citizen. This has proved to be very significant because analysis has shown that we have to present work that is being done in the Parliament in a better way and daily. Otherwise, the general public just perceives parliament through plenary debates which are broadcast, often measuring its efficiency only through the number of MPs sitting in plenary.
With more resources and more rights, along comes a need for Parliament to demonstrate responsibility in using the funds rationally and transparently. As the supreme legislative body in a democracy charged with regulating the country’s social and economic relations, Parliament must find a way to bring together different interests and to set public interest as a common goal, which intention must be recognized among the citizens. In order to meet the two mentioned requirements, the Montenegrin Parliament started issuing annual reports on its activities and in July this year it has published its first semi-annual report. Annual financial reports are also made public with the obligation of the Secretary General to testify before the Committee for Budget and Finance about how the funds were used twice a year. These activities are open for the public and they have been recognized as a positive step by both NGOs and the general public. We intend to continue and, where needed, improve this practice in future by providing as much information about our work as possible. 

There is, of course, still significant room for improvement and some actions, that have to be taken in the period before us, are becoming clearer. On the other hand, experience has shown that it is important to gradually introduce changes, as well as that they have to be understood by all as part of an ongoing process. Timing is also very important since our mutual goal is to introduce new and better practices in time when their potential for reform is most significant.

Parliament must act responsibly with the new competences provided with the said changes. It must continue to walk the path of progress keeping in mind that doing the work in the public interest is its ultimate goal. 
