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PROMOTING THE WORK OF PARLIAMENT -

Rei)ort by Mr JIan HARRIS, Clerk of the House of Representatives of Australia

Introduction

A review of how the public is provided information about the operation and work of
Parliament was launched at the Conference of the Association of Secretaries General of
Parliaments which was held in autumn 2000 in Jakarta.

Facing the challenge of generally unfavourable perception of parliamentarians, the

‘aim of this survey was to elicit information on the way in which the public receives

information about the Parliament as a whole. The objective was thus to enhance the
perception of Parliament and its committee system, and the focus of the following survey
was on the way in which the public accesses parliamentary information as distinct from
information that is of a political nature.

It was therefore decided to devise a questionnaire designed to reveal, beyond the
diversity of pariamentary institutions, the common difficulties likely to exist in this area
of public communication.

At the outset, a draft version of the questionnaire was discussed in April 2001, at
our meeting in Havana. The discussion at that meeting led tc a number of improvements
in the draft version and a revised questionnaire was then distributed to all Secretaries
General in October 2001. At our following meeting in Marrakech, in March 2002, we
discussed further the matter of Promoting the work of Parliament and the revised
questionnaire on that topic. The responses to the questionnaire were distributed together
with six additional questions that had been suggested during that meeting. A surmmary of
the first additional questions was later presented in Geneva in September 2002.

Overall the questionnaires covered six main subjects, namely, the responsibility for
public information; the provision of public information about the operation and work of
Parliament; the relation with the media along with the public awareness of committee
activities; the direct delivery of parliamentary proceedings by radio, television and the
electronic means of communication; the educational services, promotional mechanisms
and involvement of parliamentarians; and lastly, the evaluation of information programs.
Overall, 48 countries responded to the questionnaires, which equates, after taking
bicameral systems into account, to a total of 62 responses.

This report presents an overview of all responses to questions on promoting the
work of Parliament. It presents a summary of the main lessons to be drawn from the
responses given on the relevant topics, which form the object of a detailed analysis in
synoptic tables.

1. Responsibility for public information
a) Autonomy and specificity of public information offices

Analysis of the responses returned reveals that the great majority of, if not all,
assemblies, have a public information or public affairs office responsible for the
formulation, implementation and management of public relations programs that are
designed to strengthen the image of Parliament. As a general rule, these offices are
engaged in a very wide range of activities: from media liaison and support, to answering
questions from the general public; from publishing information brochures, audio-visual



" material and web site publishing, to supporting educational seminars and guided tours;
and from receiving public petitions, to preparing daily or sessional reports of activities.

Reading the synoptic tables attached to this report shows that 87% of those
Parliaments that responded have a public information or public affairs office, with the
vast majority of these offices (88%) being distinct units within the parliamentary
administration. However, the staffing arrangements of these units vary considerably,
some having srnall offices of between 1 and 4 staff (25% of them) and some having large
offices of more than 20 staff (25% as well}. The most common public information office
size is between 5 and 9 staff (which 31% of Parliaments report}.

b} The duality of public information offices in bicameral Parliaments

Most bicameral Parliaments operate public information offices, with only 10%
responding that such units are part of a single parliamentary administration. A very large
proportion of those Parliaments without a separate public information office nevertheless
provide a wide range of public information services. In these instances, the services are
provided by units with other, broader responsibilities (6% of those that have a shared unit
being accountable to both administrations).

With regard to that general observation it is interesting to note, however, that so
many bicameral Parliaments have chosen to establish separate public information offices.
Indeed, as a logical consequence, 90% of those bicameral Parliaments that responded
have separate public information units for each house. It does suggest a widely held view
that there is value in co-locating such activities and allowing staff to focussing on this set
of responsibilities alone. However, the particular case of the UK Parliament should be
noted. There are indeed separate information offices but combined arrangements for
education and broadcasting. This unit is managed by the House of Commons on behalf of
both Houses.

2. Providing public information about Parliament
a} Providing information to the public

Almost all Parliaments provide information services for visitors, including
information brochures, guided tours and, in some Parliaments, multi-media information
displays. 77% produce a wide range of information, with 88% of those that produce
publications reporting that they use in-house production. There is also a tendency not to
charge for any publication {59%), with only 30% charging for all or some of them.

Similarly, a very large majority of Parliaments {88% of responses) provide
information on their rules of procedure, with 12% reporting that activities of this kind are
subject to administrative limits. The majority of Parliaments (50%) report that public
information is subject to freedom of information legislation, with only half indicating that
such of legislation, or its absence, has had any impact on promoting the work of
Parliament.

However, although public information offices are responsible for informing the
general public about the operation and work of the legislature, half of Parliaments (53% of
those that responded) do not provide information on the work of individual
parliamentarians. Moreover, 8% of those that responded favourably report that such
information is only provided if a member is representing Parliament.

An even greater proportion of Parliaments (76% of respondents} do not provide
information on political parties. If information on political affiliation of every
parliamentary member is generally provided, agenda, views on particular matters and any
other vital detailed information on political programs are provided by each political party.
It should also be noted that of all responses received only 30% of respondents do not
provide information on the remuneration of members. However, 43% of those Parliaments
that responded positively report that such information is only available upon request.



b) Communicating with the public -
Public information offices are directly responsible for informing the public about the
operation and work of Parliament as a whole. They are also responsible for engaging civil
society in law making processes of the legislature. Analysis of the responses reveals that a
great majority of respondents (76%) conduct seminars or information sessions to publicise
the work of Parliament, the topics for which vary widely, from seminars on basic
parliamentary procedures to major exhibitions on the history of Parliament.

The issue of the exhibitions that are not strictly related to the work of Parliamment
was subsequently raised and the analysis of additional findings shows that the same
proportion do arrange exhibitions, either directly (70%} or not directly related to
Parliaments {75%). These include artworks, photographic displays or musical evenings or
any other activities designed to depict the Parliament as a good corporate citizen. This is
the case, for example, in Estonia where free concerts are organised on festive days, and
where various works of art like paintings, drawings, etchings, engravings, pieces of
jewellery have been shown in the Riigikogu building. In France, the Senate sponsors
successful art exhibitions, and for example, an exhibit on velcano. The Dutch Parliament
has an arrangement with the art museum. In Germany, the Bundestag supports two
kinds of exhibitions: firstly, art exhibitions selected by the Art Council and the Curator of
the Art Collection, and secondly, exhibitions on political and parliamentary issues or
topics of importance to politics at the federal level. In the same vein, the Belgian Chamber
organised an exhibition on Belgium's efforts in the matter of cooperation and
development, along with other exhibitions tending to represent Parliament as an
institution willing to assume its social respensibility. Exhibitions can also be a special
occasion to celebrate inter-parliamentary relationiships. For instance, the Romanian
Chamber of Deputies organised, in cooperation with the French National Assembly, the
"150 years of French-Romanian Parliamentary Relations” along with the "Convergences in
the history of the Romanian-French relations”.

There is little doubt that overall most Parliamenis recognise the value of conducting
seminars and exhibitions. However, most public information offices have been even
quicker to recognise the value of establishing and maintaining parliamentary web sites.
For almost all countries, especially those with a large landmass and geographically
dispersed population centres, the Internet has become an important adjunct to more
traditional means of communication. The technology of digital broadcasting, cable satellite
television, along with the development of broadband connections promise exciting new
opportunities for interactivity and feedback. However, if the value of communicating with
the public is becoming a major issue, there are still a lot of problems associated with the
very notion of 'interactivity’ - as different from e-mail communication.

3. Media relations and publicising committees
@} Use of the media to publicise the work of Parliament

The obvious result in this area is that nearly all Parliaments (94%) use the media to
publicise the work of Parliament. As a general rule, most Parliaments (91%) use what may
be called conventional means of communication (advertisements, press releases, daily
publications and briefings). Some others mention Internet services (36%), publication of
magazines (9%), dedicated cable television services (7%), and publication of parliamentary
business programs on the teletext service of a national broadcaster (3%).

Similarly, nearly all Parliaments (82% of those that responded favourably) mention
that parliamentary staff, some of whom have media qualifications, are responsible for
media relations. Yet, only 12% of respondents mention having made an attempt to define
State of the Art public relations activities. For instance, the House of Councillors in the
National Diet of Japan has made a general plan to extend public relations activities in
accordance with a policy promoting the work of Parliament. However, no such definition
has actually been made, State of the Art public relations activities being implemented



(CD-ROM, DVD, Internet, WAP etc.} but not necessarily defined. In a like manner, a large
majority of Parliaments (76%) report having issued accreditation for journalists who cover
Parliament. For instance, the Parliament of the Republic of South Africa first level
accreditation is granted to permanent members of the parliamentary press gallery, while
second level accreditation is granted to visiting journalists and groups monitoring
Parliament. Yet, only half of them {38% of respondents) have clearly identified a media
spokesperson or liaison officer to publicise the work of Parliament.

b} Use of the media to publicise committee activities

Only a small minority of responses received (19%) indicate that public information
offices employ a public relations officer specialising in committee activities, although 12%
of these respondents report that committees have the capacity to employ media
consultants, Quite often, Chairpersons can make public statements, with the agreement
of the committee, to inform the public of committee process on a matter. Yet, as
committees may not have their own budgets, a single Select Cormnmittee Office handles
advertising for submissions in the major daily newspapers on itemns before committee.
Overall, such a Committee Office would inform the public about the work of committees by
relying on publications including press releases (65%)j, followed iy the Internet (50%),
public access to comunittee reports (29%)], advertisements (16%), live radic and television
broadcasts (9%} and teletext on the national broadcaster {6%0).

4. Use of new technology to promote the work of Parliament
a) Direct delivery of proceedings to the public via the media

Nearly all respondents report that summaries of major parliamentary events are
broadcast regularly, often at the discretion of the media. Arrangements vary greatly. For
instance, Zimbabwe Broadcasting Corporation covers the proceedings of Parliament
without seeking special clearance from Parliament, while in Thailand it is with permission
of the President that proceedings of the Senate are deliverable via radio and television.
However, it is also a common view that the media tend to reduce and draw out the most
salient peints that hopefully arrive at snapshots that capture the essence of proceedings.
This is one of the reasons why the full version of parliamentary events is regarded by
many Parliaments as supplementing and complementing reports on the work of the
legislature.

While a majority of respondents mention that parliamentary proceedings are
broadcast on radio or television, there is a split between those countries in which the
media is compelled to broadcast proceedings (34%) and those countries with radio and
television stations dedicated to the broadcast of proceedings (51%). The range of
experience is exemplified by the fact that in some countries the national broadcaster
covers proceedings (either in full or in part); in some countries proceedings are {or at least
were) available on privately operated cable or satellite services; and in others, the
Parliament itself operates its own broadcasting services,

b} Direct communication via the Internet - delivering our oun message

An overwhelming majority of respondents (929%) operate a web site, with 82% of
those that responded favourably reporting that such web siies were managed and
developed by parliamentary staff using parliamentary resources. Only a small mincrity of
responses received state that parliamentary resources are supplemented by executive
funding. As a legical consequence, 61% of respondents communicate directly with the
public, providing access to a comprehensive range of information, including, in some
instances, searchable databases and multilingual sites. The National Council of the
Republic of Slovenia, for instance, has its own homepage in Slovenian, English and
French languages. The Secretary General is responsible for its management, while its
contents and form are the responsibility of the National Council employees.



In addition, a surprising 70% of Parliaments report that they 'deliver proceedings via
the Internet'. However, it should be stressed that such a figure is somewhat inflated.
Indeed, both transcripts of proceedings and report 'live’ webcast of proceedings are
included under the same heading. Nonetheless, most Parliaments have made a deliberate
decision to use the electronic means of communication as a medium to disseminate
information to the public. It is very clear indeed from the responses received that many
Parliaments are actively exploring the potential of interactivity while attempting to make
the web site more useful in terms of the information that is supplied.

There have also been suggestions that the mass media are very jealous of their role
in informing the public about activities in Parliament. However, judging by the majority of
responses received, there has been little or no tension at all between Parliaments and the
media. The case is quite the opposite, with a number of respondents indicating that the
media greatly values the information services provided by Parliaments. Only 8% report
that parliamentary publicity work has led to tension with the media, although the
information services provided are now highly valued by information agencies. 66% of
those that responded having no tension with the media, which 90% of Parliaments report,
mention the establishment of parliamentary web sites and web broadcasting as key
measures used to get their message across.

However, only a very small minority report having been able to introduce Internet
based opinion polls as a direct tool of communication, with 11% of respondents providing
some sort of interactive computer based public communication services. If it is clear that
parliamentary web sites now play a central role in the 'distribution of information’ about
the work of Parliamernt, the extent to which these assemblies 'communicate directly’ via
the Internet is influenced very directly by the resources available to support such new
activities. Impact of limited resources is particularly evident in the provision of computer-
based communication services, and a number of Parliamnents clearly admit that if more
resources were available, more extensive (and experimental) use would be made of
interactive communication services.

5. Education, promotion and participation
aj Parliamentary education

A great majority of Parliaments (73%) provide educational services for their people
(ranging from tours and subsidised school visits, to teacher training, curriculum kits,
publication of games and comics). 17% of those that do not currently provide such
services have plans to do so within the next twelve months. As a general rule,
parliamentary education depends on budgeted allocations for financial support, in some
cases, supplemented by sales at parliamentary shops. In some other cases, it may depend
on foreign aid. For instance, in 1999, as part of a United Nations Development Project and
assistance of the Australian Federal Parliament, the Parliament of Fiji Islands had
prepared pamphlets and brochures about the process and work of Parliament, in addition
to guided tours and talks on school visits. This led to the inclusion of the subject of
"Parliament” as part of the curriculum for primary school.

b} Other promotional mechanisms

The range of other promotional activities undertaken by Parliaments includes open
days, participation in community and trade fairs, touring exhibitions on the work of the
legislature, and regional sittings of Parliament. It can be noted that 68% of respondents
undertake promotional activities ranging from press briefings, distribution of videos to
schools and community groups, public information telephone and e-mail services to
public access to sittings, theme days and national day celebrations. In Macedonia, for
instance, the Parliament organises commemorations in order to celebrate important
events from the history of the Republic, emphasising the importance of the legislative
institution in the adoption of certain crucial decisions for the country.



¢} Involving parliamentarians

A majority of respondents (69%) report that they regularly involve parliamentarians
in their promotionat activities. These include, press briefings on matters before
Parliament, participation in seminars, open days, educational events and touring
information stands at fairs. Only 29% of respondents report that they are not currently
involving parliamentarians in their promotional activities,

6. Evaluating information programs
a} Monitoring publicity given to the Parliament

The majority of Parliaments are yet to design a real evaluation system to gauge if
their initiatives are genuinely working. Indeed, 42% of respondents report that they
monitor the publicity they receive from the public, with nearly half of them (45% of
affirmative responses) mentioning that daily press coverage is collated and distributed to
members of Parliament. For instance, in the Swedish Parliament, the Office of the Speaker
has its own monitoring arrangement with a company that monitors everything written in
the national press, plus radio and television programs, on the basis of certain specific
search terms. The methods of evaluation used include questionnaires, interviewing
visitors, electronic survey, on-line focus groups and hiring of consultants.

An even smaller proportion (14% of those that responded favourably) report that
there has been an evaluation of the extent to which there is an impact on the esteem in
which the Parliament is held. In these instances, the poor attendance of members in the
sittings of plenary assemblies is often considered by the public to be deficient, while the
representation of parliamentarians in international organisations is generally regarded as
positive. For the majority of respondents, Parliament's public esteem is still best reflected
through the media. Yet, only 29% of Parliaments have actually been able to evaluate
whether the effect of increasing visibility has made their institution more relevant to the
public.

b} Undertaking evaluation of the information services provided to the public

Among this small minority of responses stating the existence of systemaiic
evaluation, 149 of Parliaments report that there is little awareness of the information that
is available to the public. 10% also mention that a parliamentary radio and television
broadcast network will be established to overcome communication concerns. There is also
a considerable body of anecdotal evidence suggesting that modern media coverage tends
to favour short messages with points of view lacking of nuance — or in some cases, that
the reporting by media concentrates far too much on the combative nature of
parliamentary proceedings. In some cases, Parliament's visibility has grown but the image
has not been modified as such. Overall, the majority of responses mention that electronic
means of communication provide a new base line for access to information about public
affairs. Indeed, 57% of respondents report that there has been an indication that
increased media exposure has modernised, or otherwise affected, Parliament and its
operation, It is also a comumon view that televising proceedings has affected the public
perception and this, in turn, affects the way Members behave when they know they are on
television. Similarly, direct means of communication via the Internet are reported to act
positively on the public perception of Parliament.

With regard to that final observation concerning the widening of the public space, it
seems necessary to attach great importance to the very accessibility of the information
that is provided to the public. Indeed, it is now widely recognised that the official record of
proceedings has long consisted of documents that were produced and hardly read by
anyone. The thinking behind this was based on the general assumption that everyone is
literate and at ease with written texts. Another crucial concern was that parliamentary
activities were frequently technical and, therefore, too difficult for members of the general
public. Interestingly enough, 26% of those respondents who undertook an evaluation of
their own information services report that published information must not be too



theoretical and must avoid making use of parliamentary jargon. The assumption is that
taking the Parliament to the people requires the establishment of public information
offices capable of interacting mutually with the community. There is, therefore, a need to
feature more modern 'look & feel' web sites that attract a wider range of non-specialist
users, thus increasing the consumption of unmediated information about the work of
Parliament. This, in my view, would greatly enhance the way in which the population
views the political process and its major participants.



DETAILLED ANALYSIS OF THE QUESTIONNAIRES RESPONSES
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