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Editors' Note

The contents of this volume are the product of the first general debate organized by the
Association, following modernisation of its Rules and Working Practices agreed in Marrakech in
2002. The debate was the most important business of the meeting in Geneva in Autumn 2002 and
we have deliberately made this issue concentrate solely on this topic, as the contributions within
the debate are a significant statement of the progress made with information technology in

parliaments throughout the world.

4

It is hoped that further general debates will be the main (or as in this case the only) matter in future

issues of the CPI.

Franck Boulin Joint Secretaries
Roger Phillips of the ASGP
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Wednesday September 25th 2002, Geneva

Day's Debate on the Impact of New Technology on the Work of Parliaments

FIRST ROUND TABLE: Availability of information

Mr lan HARRIS, Vice-President, called Mr Paul HAYTER of the House of Lords (United Kingdom)
to speak as main speaker on the first subject for that day which was the availability of information.

Mr Paul HAYTER (United Kingdom) said that he was the Clerk Assistant of the House of Lords but
that he had some responsibility for information technology for both Houses of the British
Parliament.

He noted the differences between the various parliaments,, particularly relating to the economic
development of the different countries and that this had a direct consequence on the level of
access to information. He had just come back from a meeting of the Commonwealth Parliamentary
Association in Namibia. He said that the parliament of that huge country which was mainly one
with a subsistence economy had just established a mobile education unit for new technology which
travelled across the nation. This exercise aimed to use new technology to increase voter
participation in public life and to make access to information easier.

In a country like the United Kingdom, for example, the situation was completely different because
access to information technology was taken to be a n end in itself.

He said that he would start by talking about different uses of the Internet, which was a technology
that asked some fundamental questions, and then he would talk about management issues.

A recent report of the Modernisation Committee of the House of Commons noted that most
parliaments felt cut off from the electorate. This was particularly true among young people in
whose view members of parliament were shut off in their own world and those in political life
disconnected from the rest of society. These observations raised questions about access to
parliament, in particular by electronic means.

What were the new ways of accessing information? It had evolved as being based on writing and
books. That method of access to knowledge and understanding was formidable, but static,
expensive and sometimes unavailable, notwithstanding the use of libraries and bookshops.

In the world of the Internet, things were now different. Nowadays children no longer asked adults
who were close to them for information, but searched for what they wanted on the Internet and
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found it. This was a direct action without any intermediaries. This idea of direct action related to
everybody including Members Of Parliament and us.

Information was more and more available which in itself created a growth in need. People needed
information whatever the source might be. This might, from now on, be less trustworthy, indeed
completely unverifiable.

Within parliament, there was a tendency to regard information as something it produced. But in an
electronic form, it was not necessarily so and parliament needed to adapt. Electronic information
was dynamic and changing. It was easily published. It could be shared and made up in itself a
new source of information. The interactive character of electronic information was essential.

There were some people in developed countries, which did not trust the new electronic tools and
feared that they might well be put out of work. If interaction between parliaments and electors,
between parliaments and pressure groups was made easier what need was there for managing
information. The competition provided by electronic means of communication was noteworthy.
Parliaments could publish directly to the public minutes of evidence or of committees or reports and
soon.

If profit-making organisations or commercial companies set up a system of providing information
about parliament which officials could not give, then members of parliament would criticise us as
officials, so we, as officials, were under pressure to improve the service that we give.

Taking into account the potential offered by the Internet and information technology, it was
impossible to say where the evolution that was taking place at present would stop. Officials could
not do everything. They had to identify expectations and what efforts could be made to live up to
them. Therefore it was necessary to define a strategy and to fix from the start very strict rules.

Therefore it was necessary to establish compatible systems which could be adapted, a common
language, in particular between the two chambers of the same parliament, so that a structure could
be set up which was indispensable if parliaments were not to be cut off from the wider public. The
question of consultants was also important. There were certain ideas about this that were
unacceptable so priorities would have to be identified.

There was already a considerable quantity of information that was available but it was often difficult
to find. Without a good search engine much effort may be in vain.

In an attempt to modernise access to information, we had to look at how money should be spent
which was available to us. Most of us had no experience of the professional management of
projects. All information technology projects had a high visibility. If they turned out badly this
would be immediately reported in the press. If we wished to keep hold of our good reputation, we
had to make sure that everything turns out well and the risks are limited.

It was necessary to take account of the kind of expenditure, which would be made as well as
watching over the competence of people who were in charge of it. A system had to be installed as
a long-term exercise so it was better not to give such tasks to people who were only temporary.
Such matters should be given to permanent colleagues. In the House of Lords, courses were
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offered to anybody who was involved in projects dealing with information access. This should be
something available to co-workers at all levels.

Mr lan HARRIS, Vice-President, thanked Mr Paul HAYTER for his presentation. He invited
participants to intervene or ask questions.

Mr W.H. DE BEAUFORT (Netherlands) said that sometimes Senates were more advanced in the
area of new technology than lower chambers. The United Kingdom was a good example of this.
The main speaker had underlined that the user was more important than the producer.
Nonetheless, there were many problems, particularly those linked to the existence of structures.
There was also sometimes confusion between the two charhbers or between the government and
parliament. In the Netherlands, an effort had been made to standardise the constitutional
language. It was because of that standardisation that the same language was used in common
speech and in writing.

He said he was opposed to the idea expressed by Mr Paul HAYTER that the parliamentary service
should be able to be in charge of all the structures and means of giving out information. He noted
that in the United States, a private institution, "The Congressional Quarterly", provided members of
Congress with very precise and useful information. Such private organisations could make
available information and commentary that was very pertinent and that would not always be
possible to be done by parliamentary services. Members of parliament paid between 2,000 and
3,000 dollars a year to subscribe to the service. Further, in the Netherlands, there was a private
business, which provided hiographies of various people. It was necessary to accept that
parliamentary services should not be responsible for all information.

Mr Arie HAHN (Israel) said that the Internet that had been set up in the Knesset in 1996 had
started slowly. Nonetheless, the Israeli Parliament had a sophisticated website and almost
everybody in the assembly had a connection and an e-mail address. The first services to be
connected were to the library and to the document service. The site was accessible in Hebrew,
Arab and English. The information provided was of all kinds, political, institutional, historical,
educational and so on. The pages, which were consulted most often, were the orders of the day of
the plenary sitting and documents relating to the work of committees and information on members.
An external organisation managed the site and the security levels were variable according to who
was using the site and what pages were being consulted.

The Intranet in a strict sense was very limited. The Knesset had an electronic information system
and a sophisticated search engine. Every section or department was connected to all those with
which it had working relations. There was a detailed index of archives, which included reports of
sessions from 1981 and draft public and private bills from 1986. As far as information on members
was concerned, there was information about all the electronic votes in which they had taken part.

Mr Anders FORSBERG (Sweden) thought that the effects of information technology in parliament
and on its work were a complex subject. He agreed with those who thought that specialists should
be hired for managing large projects, but there was a difficult balance to be found between using
external consultants and internal experts. Technological changes were an important evolution for
members of parliament and for the public. It also represented an important means of exchanging
information between parliaments. A move in this direction had already been decided between the
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parliaments of the European Union. He said that he was responsible for the platform, which was
charged with developing new technology in managing draft bills.

Mrs Claudia Lyra (Brazil) underlined the great disparity in development that existed in her own
country. In Brazil, in the developed parts, there was large recourse to the Internet for looking at the
budget, parliamentary proceedings, debates, speeches and so on. There was even an electronic
virtual library. Printing of parliamentary documents was computerised.

Institutional communication was largely used for civic education and this was done by means of
radio, television and even over the telephone using a free number. By this means, parliament also
kept in contact with municipal assemblies of which there were about 7,000. Nonetheless, although
much information was provided about Parliament, it was much more difficult in return to find out
what the situation was at the level of such municipal assemblies and their 70,000 municipal
councillors.

Mrs Isabel CORTE-REAL (Portugal) praised the work, which had been carried out by Mme
Adeline SA CARVALHO, her predecessor at the Assembly of the Republic, within the Association.
Referring to the intervention from Mr Anders FORSBERG, she thought that as far as the domain of
new information technology was concerned, as in other matters, Secretaries General should be
decision makers rather than technicians.

She wanted to make two initial remarks. Adelina SA CARVALHO had presented in Marrakech the
system for computerisation of parliamentary debates, which had been developed in the Assembly
of the Republic in collaboration with the computer department of the University of Aveiro. That
project was continuing as planned. She had also drawn attention to the computerisation of
parliament in other areas. This had given a good view of the systematic and gradual work done in
this area of growing importance within the Assembly of the Republic of Portugal since 1988.

Acquisition of new areas affected by information technology had always been considered as a
priority within the framework of modernisation of the services of the Portuguese Parliament. So
much so that at present, the new parliamentary organisation was ready to accept new challenges
and demands. Atthe moment it was a priority to encourage the use of new materials with a view to
increasing efficiency.

Among the various initiatives, which had been set up, she mentioned the five following:

The new version of the Internet site of the Assembly of the Republic

The creation of a site which had taken the name Forum Europe

The creation of a new Internet gateway

The establishment of a parliament channel which was broadcast nationally over cable
The Development of an ASGP site in the Portuguese language.

OEWN -

These areas represented future development as well as political lines within the institution of the
Portuguese Parliament. In fact, within that current Parliament, the institution was giving priority to
all activity or initiatives which reinforced the links between parliament, society and citizens and
which gave information about parliamentary activity and which supported prestige of the
parliamentary institution.
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Mr Moses NDJARANKANA (Namibia) said that the Parliament in his country had only been in
existence for about twelve years. In that time, great effort had been made to make progress in the
area of democracy and to make democracy accessible to everyone. It had been necessary to
approach all citizens by visits throughout the country in order to respond to the needs of the
population that had little information available to it. An Internet site had been created but the wider
public hardly knew about it. This initiative had been followed by the creation of cyber cafes in
various areas of his country. The regional authorities had set these up. Information was put out on
the texts of bills and the site allowed citizens to make their views known.

Namibia had a problem with the multiplicity of languages in the country. Even if English were the
official language, a majority of citizens did not understand it. Nonetheless the authorities hoped
that they could encourage debate at national level and that government and parliament would be
able to put information into the public domain with as many of the languages used in the country as
possible. Namibia was still on a learning curve.

Mr W. KULISIEWICZ (Poland) said that in the course of recent years, there had been a
revolutionary development which was without precedent in technologies which were employed to
collect, transmit and broadcast information. The Americans said "close your eyes for a moment
and you will certainly miss something". It was not surprising therefore that this speed of
development and its impact on society had become an object of interest for the European
Community, which had taken quite a few important measures to advance the availability of
information among the public. Candidate members of the European Union had been asked to
liberalise their telecommunication markets to develop online business and to permit electronic
access to big institutions as well as to guarantee that their populations could have access to the
Internet, and therefore access to all information at a reasonable price.

Unfortunately, the nature of public access to information was still badly understood and this
complicated an assessment of the possibilities that it offered. Nonetheless, some progress had
been made with this subject.

Information had become a priceless product. Its quantity had increased at the same time as its
quality had improved considerably. Now access to information was universal and new methods of
transmission and treatment of information had revolutionised working practices and management.
Some scientific commentators considered that a good use of information technology could
significantly reduce the costs of many services.

The need for new technology in parliamentary work had been recognised for many years in
Poland. A presentation on information technology that was used by the Polish Senate in the
course of the conference held in the town of Pultusk in 1994 on "information technology in
parliaments" showed that the authorities of our chamber had understood the necessity for putting
into effect work on these new tools. Since then the Senate had accomplished a great deal in this
area.

The object of his intervention was not to set out a list of new technologies, which had improved the
work of the Polish Parliament, but to concentrate on the impact, which certain working practices
had on the work of parliament and society in general.
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Any information system or telecommunications installed in parliament had to be ready to change
and to correspond with the expectations of users and to take maximum advantage of new
technologies to create efficiency in parliamentary working practices. This referred, for example, to
computerisation of the legislative process, technical control of that process and establishment of an
advanced system of electronic voting, a system of research and transmission of information within
and between parliaments and to communication with electors.

With databases that specialised in giving quick access to bills and laws on the basis of a good
search engine, parliament could legislate better and reduce the number of errors. Systems of
artificial intelligence would be able to take over certain types of legislative work. Exchange of
information on an individual basis required by parliamentary work between members as well as
their staff in real time over long distances was permitted by the very popular e-mail, which was also
used as a means of transmitting documents.

The Senate turned towards new technology in its working practices once it realised that it could
access sources of information throughout the world in a number of disciplines. This had an
obvious impact on the quality of the work of preparing laws based on reliable knowledge. All the
officials in the Senate in Poland who were in charge of legislative work had a limitless access to
whatever sources are available to government, parliament, non-governmental organisations,
scientific centres and libraries, as well as all international sources including the documents of the
European Union, which had been so useful in the process of integration. Nonetheless, there was a
great deal of information, which was not correctly treated or adapted to the needs of parliament.
For this reason, the parliamentary authorities did everything in their power to guarantee the
efficiency of new technologies used in the parliamentary process. New software, new processors
and new systems of publication were used to produce documents of the highest quality. Multi-
media communications were creating new possibilities of organising work. Network software
connecting various people working in particular subject areas had been developed, including
methods of sending documents without error.

Another stage in the improvement of parliamentary work had relied on the development of mobile
computer workstations and means of communication (laptop computers, organisers, etc.), which
allow worked to be carried out anywhere. As a result members of parliament could be contacted
and could work wherever they might be.

Registration of documents, classification and archiving was a part of the legislative process. Digital
imaging and techniques of registration of text and sound used by the Senate showed that it was
possible to reduce the required space for collecting and archiving information. Improved means of
maintaining support for information that were more durable were used, and therefore these
permitted the transmission of information to those who needed it with a lower risk of corruption.
Furthermore, documents in formats such as scanned photographs or CD-ROM could be in a form,
which could be kept forever.

New technologies used in parliamentary work also improved the service to citizens who had
become more and more interested in parliamentary information and its documents, such as
legislative acts, reports of meetings, etc. This allowed them to take part on a virtual basis in the
preparation of laws and to follow debates on the Internet. This had been enshrined as one of the
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elements in the law on access to public information, which had been effective since January 2002,
and which represented a stage towards the democratic functioning of the State.

Another important part of parliamentary work consisted of contacts between parliamentary officials,
ministers, and officials in the ministries. Exchange of information between officials was more and
more done by electronic means. In this way, use of the Internet and its derivatives might be
considered in a simplistic way, perhaps as a form of government.. Parliamentary procedures and
government actions could be conducted electronically and decisions could be made immediately
accessible to the public. Furthermore, citizens could contact government institutions and
parliament through electronic means.

It was also necessary to keep in mind that as far as preparation of legislation was concerned,
parliament must not only take into account existing technology but must also have an eye towards
trends in the development of such technology in the foreseeable future. If this were not done, new
legislation would be rapidly obsolete or ineffective. The law on telecommunications did not take
into account advanced technologies. For example, the use of electronic signatures and the matter
of rights of authorship of matters on the Internet were not covered. Sometimes such delays in
developing the law were because of the absence of any decisions about the rules made by the
government or guidance on application of the rules.

Poland did not wish to be behind the rest of Europe in this area. In 2000, the Sejm agreed a
resolution on the creation of a society based on information. The Committee on Scientific
Research produced a document on the objectives and directions of development in a society
based on information, which described the most important questions to deal with in this area,
notably universal access to the Internet, adaptation of law to the electronic economy, education
and the development of an electronic information infrastructure. In response, the Ministry of
Communications had prepared a programme called "Poland - An Action Plan for Developing a
Society based on Information (2001-2006)" which was adopted by the Council of Ministers on 11
September 2001. This programme was to be put into effect each year. The programme was in the
course of being worked on by the Ministry of Infrastructure.

Use of new technology in the Polish Parliament was not a closed subject. Many scientists thought
that a new vision of the development of a society was linked to the notion of a mobile society.
Therefore fixed computers would be progressively replaced by portable ones, by organisers and
calculators. These developments would completely change the way in which parliamentary work
was organised. The new age was coming in quickly and was making its presence felt, but we
could not as yet entirely foresee the consequences of its arrival.

Mr Seppo THTINEN (Finland) agreed with the remarks of Mr Paul HAYTER. He underlined the
importance of making information rapidly available and this required a change in working practices.
He said that the Internet site of the Parliament of Finland contained all the required elements for
information. The reports of sittings were available the following day. Nonetheless, citizens
complained that there was too much information, which created difficulty in finding what they
actually wanted. For this reason it was necessary to organise the way information is made
available, to adapt it and to personalise the way it was presented, taking into account particular
target groups.
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He said that the media had itg own interest in this area. Some areas of the media were asking
themselves what their role would be if Parliament was directly contacting the public. The response
to this question, made by some, was that the press should explain, to draw attention to things,
analyse, open the debate on certain issues. As for Parliament, the information that it provided on
its Internet site was aimed at putting basic elements of information at the disposal of citizens for
their own use.

Citizens wanted to use the Internet also as a means of contacting their members of parliament. E-
democracy was a far off objective but which raised interesting thoughts. Nonetheless, it was
necessary to bear in mind that the principle of representative democracy had to be respected.

In many cases, searching for information on the Internet was difficult because of the flow of
information. He also noted that in many cases the trustworthiness of information provided was
doubtful.

\
Dr Yogenda NARAIN (India) presented the following intervention:

"Today, we are living in an information society where information has become a critical resource
and basic input to progress and development. Information, in other words, has become
synonymous with power. The world-is witnessing, what may be described as information explosion
- the release of a formidable volume of information by the official and non-official organisations,
both nationally and internationally. It is both the cause and effect of the path breaking changes in
the arena of information and communication technologies. Fusion of the split second computing
and faster communication especially through the Internet has heralded an era of global-
information-networking. It has cut down heavily on the cost, time and distance. These
technologies, in fact, have changed conventional and hitherto followed methods of information
storage, retrieval and dissemination. Adoption of such innovative technologies in a wide variety of
fields has also enhanced the expectations of users, beneficiaries and even the public in general for
better and effective results. This calls for an urgent need to grasp the immense opportunities
offered by the widespread use of these modern technologies especially in legislatures for providing
speedy and efficient access to relevant information for the benefit of Presiding Officers, Members
of Parliament and the officers of the legislature secretariats. Since Parliament is one of the
fountainheads of information, such technologies are of extraordinary significance to disseminate
such information among the people. The large-scale use of these new technologies for interaction
between Parliament and people has the potentiality of making democracy more meaningful for the
citizens. '

Members of Parliament also need to have latest and relevant information, without which they will
perhaps find it difficult to discharge their responsibilities effectively. It will not be possible for them
to assess, review, appreciate or scrutinise the governmental activities, as people's representatives.
Without a proper exchange of information between the government and Members of Parliament
and the vice versa, people's aspirations can hardly be met. This calls for sharing of information
amongst legislature Library and Research services in India and abroad. Sharing and exchange of
information, ideas, experiences, etc. by legislature libraries would certainly enable them to cope
with the recent challenges which the legislatures and their Members have come to face in the wake
of globalisation, liberalisation, etc. In this exchange of information, networking facilitates
communication through electronic mail, bulletin board, file transfer, etc. Computer/audio/video






