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Introduction:

Despite a rich tradition in parliamentary and legislature studies, there is a paucity of
theories on parliament when compared with theory development in other fields of
political science. Classification of parliamentary systems, on the other hand, is a much
more developed area of parliamentary studies. From Westminster-based parliamentary
systems to the American congressional system, to the dynamics of unicameral and
bicameral representative bodies, each classification carries with it a host of assumptions
about a legislature’s role and capabilities in the governance framework of a society. This
is even truer for studies of parliament in developing countries.

Thus, parliamentary development and reform initiatives often begin with the over-arching
qualification of what classification the parliament should fit into. This often serves to
circumscribe the limits of innovation and reform. Writing of reform initiatives in the
House of Commons in Canada, analysts state the Canadian government recognized that
theirs is an, “executive centred political system where the legislature is a ‘reactive’ and
‘deliberative’ body in which the mechanism of a disciplined majority party ensures that
all significant government sponsored legislation passes.” This is a fundamental
reaffirmation that any reform efforts should not overturn the principle feature of Canada’s
Westminster-type parliamentary system; executive domination and marshalling party
unity should not be jeopardized.

Immediately an inconsistency appears within the same text of the Canadian reform
experience. The Canadian evaluation and reform effort sought to develop functions and
procedures that allow for a greater balance between the dominant policy making function
of the executive and the necessary review, input, and analysis in an open forum, which
parliament should provide." Yet, as is shown above, the authors continue to affirm the
Canadian government’s commitment to the pillars of executive domination and primacy
of party unity. How can these two objectives be reconciled? This dilemma is struggled
with across old and new democracies. It is the challenge of balancing parliamentary
influence and initiative with a need for a strong and decisive executive.

Why is there a debate on this issue? If the executive has "naturally’ evolved into the
dominant source of decision-making, why not move on and accept the status quo?
Parliaments presently have little to no influence over budget policy." The debate arises
from a confluence of two key issues. First, there is a strong sense that parliament has
some type of role to play. This is reinforced by studies demonstrating the importance
given to the existence of parliament by the citizenry." Second, there is widespread
acknowledgement among scholars that parliament is an institution in decline across
nations.” As a consequence, parliament cannot be ignored because people feel it needs to
play a role and because its explicit state of decline could pose problems for governments
in their people’s eyes.

This debate, penetrating societies across the globe, has established a place for itself in the
midst of the World Bank and IMF’s most recent development thrust: the Poverty
Reduction Strategy Paper process (hereafter PRSP process). This is a comprehensive
development initiative involving upwards of 70 nations. The PRSP process requires a



government to produce an initial, interim-PRSP. The interim-PRSP is then assessed by a
group of World Bank and IMF experts at a stage called the Joint Staff Assessment
(hereafter JSA). If a country’s interim-PRSP is approved it gains access to concessional
assistance. The country then focuses on producing a full-PRSP. This PRSP is then
subjected to a JSA and if approved the country receives debt relief along with
concessional assistance. The PRSP itself is a policy and plan for the reduction of
poverty. The PRSP process represents the latest thrust in the field of development and
poverty reduction by the major International Financial Institutions (hereafter IFIs).

Focusing on the PRSP process

By using the PRSP process as the context for making a contribution to the debate on
parliamentary development and reform, this paper can be viewed as somewhat of a case
study. As noted earlier, this is not a debate limited to PRSP countries; the example above
illustrating the dilemma was drawn from Canadian experience. PRSP countries, on the
other hand, provide a particularly rich basis upon which to contribute to this debate. It
will also help expand the debate on the perceived democratic deficit of the PRSP process.

Many PRSP countries are still in the nascent stages of democratic development. This
means that time has not allowed for the extensive entrenchment of norms and precedents
that act as inhibitors of reform in countries such as Canada. As will be discussed later in
the paper, one of the main sources for the theoretical proposals made here has its roots in
South Africa and its willingness to take ground-breaking leaps in democratic
development.

The PRSP context also helps to highlight the relevance of parliamentary development to
the key challenge of government delivery of goods and services. The shortfalls in
delivering even basic necessities in many PRSP countries reinforces the need to see
parliamentary reform for its potential in assisting with the alleviation of poverty. This
can only be done by defining parliament’s role in the government’s delivery processes.
Therefore, the PRSP context improves the theoretical linkage between delivery
challenges and potential contributions by parliament.

Parliamentary Oversight

Parliament performs a number of functions. These functions can be subsumed, generally,
into four areas of parliamentary work: plenary/the House, caucus, constituency and
committees. In these four areas of work, parliament fulfills its responsibility to
make/pass laws, represent the people, hold the executive accountable for its actions, and
foster participation by members and society in parliament and its processes. In doing this
work, parliament helps to realize three fundamental principles of democratic governance:
accountability, transparency, and participation.”

Of course, one look at the areas of work, types of work, and the principles being aspired
to compels recognition of the interdependence among them and justifiably begs the
question of where to begin in terms of parliamentary reform. For the sake of clarity,
focus and practicability in putting forth new ways of understanding parliamentary
potential in the governance framework, this paper focuses attention on parliament’s role



in the budget cycle through its budgetary oversight function. This is not to say that
parliament does not perform other, more significant, functions. It is also not to suggest
that oversight can and should be limited to the area of budget formulation and
implementation. Nonetheless, as the quote from Joseph Schumpeter above suggests,
budgetary matters have a way of reflecting a society’s priorities and aspirations in ways
that words and declarations fail to equal.

Almost fifty years after Schumpeter’s statement on the real significance of a nation’s
budget, appreciation of the fact has only grown. Writing to NGOs that would seek to
pursue their agendas vis-a-vis governments, the International Budget Project based out of
Washington states that, “the budget is the most important economic policy instrument for
governments. It reflects a government’s social and economic policy priorities more than
any other document, translating policies, political commitments, and goals into decisions
on where funds should be spent and collected.”" It is not surprising, then, that PRSPs
will largely be implemented through the budgets of participating states. It is in the
budget, “where PRSPs must translate into spending and revenue specifics, [and where]
parliaments must ultimately approve or reject PRSPs as they have been worked out
financially.”""

Feasibly re-conceptualizing parliament’s budgetary oversight function in the context of
the PRSP process demands an admittedly arbitrary starting point. Such an ambitious
project, no doubt, should be driven internally by the World Bank and IMF with access to
the plethora of documentation to which the public is generally not privy. Without access
to such resources the hopes of this paper must be limited to highlighting the worthiness of
a more detailed and coherent review of parliament’s role in the PRSP process in the
future.  With these limitations recognized, the starting point for the moment must
invariably be a thorough audit of how the principle public documents related to the PRSP
process cast parliament.

The World Bank and IMF Conception of Parliament:

The audit uses the most explicit source of information on what the World Bank and IMF
expect from participating states in terms of preparing an interim and full PRSP. This is
found in the PRSP Sourcebook (hereafter PRSP-SB). The PRSP-SB is a compilation of
chapters and annexes commissioned by the World Bank and IMF and describe in detail
what is expected regarding the numerous functions involved in producing and
implementing a PRSP. In essence, the PRSP-SB is the "how to’ book for the PRSP
process. It invariably embodies the principles, beliefs, and values of the major IFIs
driving the initiative.

The PRSP process commenced in 1999. A World Bank driven review exercise in 2003,
acknowledged that, “parliaments had been overlooked in the design phase of the PRSPs”,
with some suggesting that, “the lack of involvement by parliaments can possibly serve to
undermine a democracy in countries in which this form of government is fragile and
emerging.”™ So what was it about the PRSP-SB that may have fueled the neglect of
parliament in the PRSP design phase? Or, put another way, what kind of parliament did
the PRSP-SB at first prescribe for countries engaged in developing and implementing a
PRSP?



The PRSP-SB* and Parliament in the PRSP Process

Despite flattering references to the significance of parliament, the PRSP-SB demands
what can only be referred to as a rubber-stamp legislature. This is not to say the intention
was to produce such a legislature, but an apparent lack of awareness of parliament’s
potential ultimately requires this classification. More precisely, the type of legislature
emanating from the pages of the PRSP-SB is an “inputs-oriented’ legislature. It is geared
principally to ensure that the resources dedicated to programmes are listed and then
subsequently spent on the programmes for which they were intended.

The first indication of this is evident in the section of the PRSP-SB dedicated to public
spending. This chapter of the sourcebook begins with a description of an “idealized”
budget cycle. The cycle contains eleven stages that range from the review of budget
estimates, to the preparation of line agency budgets, to implementation of, and reporting
on, the budget.” Eight of the eleven stages solely require the executive to act in policy
formulation as manifested through the budgeting process. One stage allows for the
Auditor-General to review the government’s accounts. Parliament’s role in the budget
cycle is relegated to the two remaining stages. In stage seven of the PRSP-SB’s budget
cycle, the “budget appropriations [are] debated and approved by parliament.” This is
after all the stages of planning and financial allocations along policy lines have been
completed. In stage eleven, parliament is to approve the audited accounts after receiving
them from the independent auditor.™

It cannot be denied that parliament has a role in the budget cycle espoused in the PRSP-
SB, what is at issue is the type of role. The type of parliament the aforementioned budget
cycle fosters focuses solely on ensuring that the numbers in the appropriation bill all add
up in an acceptable fashion. It ensures that proper respect was paid to financial reporting
standards. It leaves just enough time to praise or chastise the government; without
adequate information if the only documentation it has to work with is the appropriation
bill and auditor-general reports. As a result, this type of legislature can only focus its
attention on raw expenditure.

This type of legislature asks two basic questions: Do the expenditure and revenue
columns balance? Did the government spend how much it said it was going to spend?
This is not to suggest that these two questions are unimportant. The problem is that these
two questions are only one fraction of the number of considerations given to budgeting
and policy-making. Classifying the PRSP-SB legislature as “inputs-oriented’ serves to
highlight the conspicuous narrowing of budgetary oversight in its scope. For example, by
relegating parliamentary oversight to the inputs-side of the budgeting process, the
executive manages to evade accountability for some of the more elemental foundations of
a budget, such as the priorities of the government.

! This project began when the PRSP-SB remained in a draft format. Therefore, references are made to the
draft version. Project Deadlines prevented a reconfiguration of references in light of the new version.
However, the substance has been cross-checked to ensure that the audit is still reflective of the substance of
the PRSP-SB.



If there is any doubt about this analysis, it is dispelled in the subsequent paragraphs of the
same chapter on public spending. The authors of this chapter of the sourcebook describe
how the line agency departments should reconcile their operational plans with budgets
and liaise carefully with the ministry of finance so as to ensure that budgets are driven by
plans and priorities and not just by financial considerations. No role is allowed for
parliament in such activity. Instead, parliament is mentioned in light of the need to
ensure departmental compliance with spending projections.  Under the heading
“Improving transparency and strengthening accounting and auditing”, the PRSP-SB
states that indicators of institutional practices needed to measure public financial
management for effective poverty alleviation are:
1. The legislature’s timely approval of the annual budget and its public release in
accordance with national laws; 2. Regular, timely and accurate reporting by the
Ministry of Finance to the legislature of actual government revenues and
expenditures during and at the end of the budget year [...]; 3. Submission of
timely reports to the legislature by the country’s supreme audit institution on the
accuracy of government accounts and on its compliance with financial laws and
regulations.

The relegation of parliament to oversight of inputs almost exclusively, is thrown into
sharper contrast with the other elements of budgeting when the PRSP-SB discusses the
Medium Term Expenditure Framework (hereafter MTEF). An MTEF often refers to
budgeting on a yearly basis but with future years, usually two, considered in the planning
stages. Thus, a budget for the fiscal year 2003-04, will also report budget projections for
2004-05 and 2005-06. This recognizes the need for more stability and transparency in
budgeting and also that many programmes do not achieve their goals within a single
fiscal year. The long term plans and sectoral budgets are developed by departments in
close cooperation with the ministry of finance. The policy review, formulation,
budgeting and debate stages before finalization of the budget are reserved for the
executive. Parliament’s role, unsurprisingly at this point, is to approve a budget that is
largely a fait accompli.

Participation is another critical area of concern to the World Bank and IMF and is dealt
with explicitly in the PRSP-SB. It also provides the basis for gaining a deeper
appreciation for the type of parliament the PRSP process fosters. As mentioned above,
participation is also widely considered one of the functions parliament serves in a polity.
Participation is also a highly regarded priority by the World Bank because the PRSP
process is meant to reinforce the objectives of the Comprehensive Development
Framework, which calls for development initiatives to be “owned” by the countries in
which they unfold.*"" The actual poverty reduction strategy paper of a country should be
“owned” by the government and should ideally be owned by the citizenry. It is expected
that adequate participatory processes can help to engender this sense of national/societal
‘ownership’.

Participation in the PRSP process is separated into two distinct categories in the PRSP-
SB. There is participation by other government agencies, institutions and jurisdictions
(e.g. local government). This will be referred to as ‘government-based PRSP



participation’. There is also participation by civil society, NGOs, and other interested
stakeholders. This will be called “societal PRSP participation’.

Government-based PRSP participation takes into account the tendency for budgetary
processes to be dominated by only a select few interests within the executive, if not the
ministry of finance alone. Therefore, the desire is to have budget formulation reflect the
involvement of all the line agency departments. Under the rubric of intra-governmental
cooperation, parliament is also to have a role. The PRSP-SB states that, “in many cases,
most policy-level decisions, including budget allocation, are made by a core group of
ministries, which exclude parliament, district and local governments, and sometimes even
the line ministries.”™"

The PRSP-SB states that to realize adequate levels of intra-governmental participation,
the PRSP process needs to, “involve parliamentarians and members of state legislatures
to link the national government to the regional and local levels. Their position allows
them to talk to their constituents and bring local level inputs into the national level
formulation process.”™" In essence, what is meant by the involvement of parliament is
actually the involvement of parliamentarians. While parliamentarians are no doubt
fundamentally critical stakeholders for the legitimacy of the PRSP process, there is a
distinction between individual parliamentarians and the institution of parliament. What
remains untreated in the PRSP-SB is the latter.

The treatment of parliament in this way also reveals a conception of parliament as just
another stakeholder. In this sense, parliament is to be consulted and have its say on the
PRSP or perhaps even the budget. Therefore, a checklist of those to be consulted in
budgeting or developing a PRSP would list the line agency departments (e.g. health,
education, social welfare, roads and works), parliament, the necessary local governments,
and state/provincial governments. In this way, the institution of parliament has the same
status as the other bodies identified for consultation in the PRSP process.

The folly in this conception of parliament is a consequence of the missed opportunity to
maximize its potential contribution as an entirely unique institution in the governance
framework. It converts parliament into an institution that would have to articulate
interests like a department in budgeting and planning. It is ill-equipped for this task. If
one uses the PRSP-SB’s own “idealized” budget cycle and public financial management
system, parliament only has the appropriation bill information and auditor-general reports
to concretely make informed opinions about programme specifics and budgeting details.
Ultimately, by relegating parliament to “inputs-oriented’ oversight, any chance of
parliament meaningfully contributing to PRSP formulation is confounded.

The second area of participation, societal PRSP participation, also requires some means
of being operationalized.  As noted earlier, facilitating public participation in
parliamentary deliberations is considered critical for accountability purposes. It is
defined as providing a, “fair opportunity for all citizens to participate in the making of
decisions affecting their lives, regardless of economic means, gender or ethnicity. It also
means that citizens have an obligation to participate in shaping the direction of the
nation.”"



The PRSP-SB states that there are three possible channels for citizen/civil society
participation in the PRSP process. These are: 1. An inter-ministerial steering committee
that receives inputs from sectoral and technical working groups on areas of poverty
alleviation, which in turn represent various stakeholders. 2. Using the Ministry of Local
Governments to create a liaison between the various jurisdictions with the ability to
represent peoples of different regions. 3. Using well-established and trustworthy NGOs
to channel participatory processes.*""

Parliament is entirely left aside as an institution in which participatory processes can be
channeled in developing and following through with a poverty reduction strategy. The
various structures for public participation, such as committees, and the ability of
parliaments to receive inputs from stakeholders, are neglected. This also relies heavily on
bodies that have fewer claims to representivity in society than parliament. In areas where
democracy is either being built for the first time, or re-built after a period of dictatorship
or autocracy, neither government ministries, local government-related agencies or
segments of civil society necessarily have a greater claim to representivity than
parliament.

This audit of the PRSP-SB leaves us with several indelible impressions of the type of
parliament fostered by the PRSP process. It is a parliament relegated to “inputs-oriented’
oversight, unable to effectively articulate opinions as they relate to policy, priorities, and
the translation of these into budgets. It is the type of oversight that simply checks
compliance with internationally established norms in prudent public financial
management. Furthermore, this type of parliament is a stakeholder vis-a-vis the PRSP’s
participatory elements. Just as line agency departments and various jurisdictions must
prepare submissions, so to must parliament behave like any other department. Finally,
such a parliament, despite being the source of representivity in a polity, is not to be the
source for channeling participatory processes by civil society and other stakeholders in
the PRSP process.

The Implications of the PRSP-SB Conception of Parliament

With parliament cast in the role of a minor watch-dog, the formulators of the PRSP
process are unable to make one critical, yet seemingly obvious connection, between
parliament and PRSPs. The formulators cannot see that parliamentary oversight, often a
constitutionally mandated function, can and must be equated with the all-important
‘monitoring and evaluation’ stage of the PRSP process. Yet for some, “the obvious
‘entry points’ for the involvement of parliaments in the PRSP process are through the
budget cycle — with parliament reviewing and approving government spending on
poverty reduction initiatives — and through the monitoring and evaluation of outcomes
and impact, via the ‘normal’ oversight and legislation link between parliament and
government.”™""

The reason for the failure to make a connection is simple. By seeing parliamentary
oversight as a minor and uni-dimensional function (focused on inputs), it is impossible to
see a connection with the requirements of monitoring and evaluation of PRSPs. The



latter being a sophisticated, multi-dimensional process and thereby making it
inconceivable that parliament might be able to play a critical monitoring and evaluation
role through oversight.
In the chapter entitled, ‘Governance and Poverty Reduction’, the PRSP-SB declares that
developing and delivering, “credible policies and services that are sustained, effective,
and adequately financed goes to the heart of the political process.”™ " The chapter
proceeds to list the type of requirements that should be satisfied for meeting standards of
good governance in reducing poverty. These take the form of questions and are as
follows:
1. Does the cabinet or its equivalent have clearly articulated policy priorities?
2. Are there sectoral strategies for key sectors? Are they public documents?
3. Are the domestic stakeholders — civil society, business community, public
interest groups, labour unions, farmer’s associations, and other interest groups
— consulted on policy?
4. Are agreed-upon sectoral policies and goals subject to arbitrary change by the
head of government?
5. Are major policies referred to the cabinet for decision?
Are policy proposals required to specify their intended outcome, associated
output, and costs over the medium term — on and off budget?
7. Is there any effective way of checking that money has been spent as intended?
How widely is this information shared? ™

o

It is telling that parliament is not mentioned at all on this checklist. This can be
overlooked because it is evident from other chapters in the PRSP-SB that parliament is
recognized as a relevant institution — albeit to an unsatisfactory degree. Yet, more
importantly is the fact that no connection is made between the list of questions cited here
and the type of questions parliament often seeks the answers to in fulfilling its oversight
function. Indeed, these questions comprise the essence of most efforts to oversee the
executive in Westminster-type parliamentary systems.

The conception of parliament put forth in the PRSP-SB prevents recognition of other
areas where parliament can play a role. This is the subtle, but no less significant outcome
of underutilizing such a key institution.

The PRSP-SB creates linkages between governance systems and public sector
management in recognition of their interdependence. As a result, the PRSP-SB
immediately describes what areas of work are needed to ensure that governance and
public sector management are improved concomitantly. It identifies:

1. Measures to address systemic problems in budget formulation and
execution, financial management and procurement systems, and
monitoring of public spending.

2. Plans for improvements in governance arrangements and service
delivery, including the role of local communities and local
government.



3. Steps to be taken to improve transparency and ensure accountability of
public institutions and services vis-a-vis the needs and priorities of the
poor.

4. Efforts to address critical problems inhibiting civil service
performance and issues of corruption in the public service.™

These are all areas where parliament can focus its attention with a view to preventative
action (e.g. by identifying a practice that will produce negative consequences at a later
point in time) or, by holding the executive to account and isolating activities associated
with destructive forces, such as corruption.

The PRSP-SB goes on to state that monitoring and evaluation practices should include
several key features. Of these features, two are especially revealing. The sourcebook
states that the, “monitoring of poverty outcomes should be complemented by a
strengthening of the institutions and practices of expenditure management to enhance
transparency and accountability in, and efficiency of, public spending.”” The PRSP-SB
goes further with this issue in the chapter on public spending. It states that, “fragmented
budgets and an exclusive focus on inputs are among the factors that have undermined the
ability of budget systems to discipline policy making and to facilitate performance
feedback that would improve outcomes.™" It is ironic, and fitting, that focusing on
inputs is identified as problematic and at the same time the PRSP-SB’s vision for
parliament’s oversight function is limited to focusing on inputs.

The problems of the executive in the area of public expenditure management are even
deeper. The PRSP-SB forcefully cautions against falling unnecessarily into the trap of
incremental budgeting. The typical conditions leading to incremental budgeting are often
similar across jurisdictions. Line agencies will only receive the budgetary guidelines for
their department late in the budget cycle and will therefore be unable to engage in a
comprehensive policy review and consult all the necessary stakeholders or, at times, even
gauge the delivery performance of specific programmes. As a result, the line agency’s
deliberations with the Ministry of Finance are necessarily reduced to budgeting at the
margins, or at the incremental level. “To overcome these practices, line agencies would
need to draw up strategic plans in advance so that decisions are not driven simply by the
central budget timetable.””™"

Once again, this recommendation by the PRSP-SB stands alone as being grounds enough
to feel the executive can change and adopt better budgeting practices. The development
of strategic plans in advance of time constrained budgeting periods should provide the
basis for mitigating the detrimental effects of incremental budgeting on poverty reduction
strategies. Who, however, will examine the strategic reports to ensure that incremental
budgeting is being guarded against? Will it be the officials from the World Bank and
IMF at the “Joint Staff Assessment’ stage of the PRSP process? Will it be the executive
overseeing itself? At this stage, it does not seem so ridiculous to suggest that strategic
plans must be forwarded to the relevant parliamentary committees in order for them to
review the strategic plan with a view to using it as a standard against which the budget
will be assessed.



The apparent disconnect between the PRSP process’ monitoring and evaluation
component and parliamentary oversight reveals an unnecessary and unfortunate situation.
Is it impossible to conceive of a parliamentary budget oversight regime that is as
comprehensive as the budget development process itself? It would only seem natural to
link parliamentary oversight to everything the executive is expected to do. The only
explanation for why this linkage is not made is that whereas some believe the executive
can somehow develop and deliver the new ways of operating and budgeting expected
from the World Bank, parliament is somehow incapable of making the same
developmental leap. The basis for this belief arises from a general lack of understanding
of parliament’s potential and significance in the governance framework. Thus, it
becomes an institution to which lip-service is paid, is full of representatives suggesting a
degree of government legitimacy, and is relegated to the less meaningful role of “inputs-
oriented’ oversight.

One final issue serves to reinforce the assessment made here. The PRSP process is,
undoubtedly, heavily dependent on information. This can be attributed to the concrete
linkages between the need for targets and measures in attempting to ascertain a nation’s
degree of progress in reducing poverty. The usual array of statistics are involved in this
process. These often come from internationally agreed upon indicators such as the
International Development Goals™", and subsequently the Millennium Development
Goals and other similar initiatives.

As a result, there is a chapter in the PRSP-SB dedicated to statistical and information
systems. The chapter states that, “monitoring and evaluation activities need to be carried
out by institutions that are competent and that have strong links to key decision-makers,
if they are to be useful in the design and implementation of a poverty reduction
strategy.””™™" The chapter then goes on to list the various agencies relevant to this task
and the role they should ideally play. It lists central ministries (such as the ministry of
finance), line ministries (such as the ministry of health), project implementation agencies,
central statistical offices, universities and research centres, and finally development
assistance agencies such as the World Bank.”™"'

The potential for parliament to play a role in the identification and monitoring of
indicators related to the PRSP process is entirely overlooked. Relegating parliament’s
attention to the input’ aspects of budget formulation and implementation precludes
making any useful contribution to the determination of outcomes indicators and ways of
gauging society’s priorities. Comprehending the absence of parliament from a list of
relevant agencies in the selection of indicators is possible only when it is understood that
the PRSP process does not conceive of parliament in such a way that appreciates its full
potential, but is instead seen in more of a rubber-stamp capacity.

The NDI™ *Shift” and Alternative Conceptions of Parliament

The preceding audit and critical review of the PRSP-SB and process in respect to
parliament’s role may seem excessive. In fact, space and time prevent a more detailed
analysis arising from the audit that informed the above analysis. Only those elements
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most relevant to the proposals made here were selected for inclusion, and even these did
not exhaust the full score of relevant examples.

Nonetheless, it would be inaccurate and imprudent to declare that the formulators of the
PRSP process intended to disregard parliament or, that they have little respect for its role
in governing society. Instead, a general lack of appreciation for parliament’s potential
role allowed for its underutilization. This situation is neither static nor irreparable. The
World Bank has invested resources facilitating numerous workshops, seminars and
conferences on parliament and the PRSP process — something for which it should be
commended.

Of all of these efforts, none is perhaps more significant to this analysis than the relatively
recent production of a specific annex to the PRSP-SB, commissioned by the World Bank,
entitled “Parliaments and the PRSP Process”. This nineteen-page annex dedicated totally
to redressing the mistakes of the earlier versions of the PRSP-SB contains a rich array of
innovations and ways of conceiving parliament heretofore unseen in the PRSP process.
For this reason, a review of some exemplary elements of the annex is pertinent.

The first connection made between parliament and the PRSP process in the annex focuses
on how the involvement of parliament can reinforce the core principles of the PRSP
process. By involving parliament, realization of the principle of country ownership is far
more likely. “Parliaments remain an obvious mechanism for encouraging poor people’s
input into national poverty reduction policies and ensuring cooperation from a variety of
political actors. The representative responsibilities of parliament, as assigned by each
country’s constitution, provide a greater level of ownership and legitimacy than other
participatory methods, such a stakeholder workshops.” """

Furthermore, the variation between regions and various political interests in many PRSP
countries means difficulty in developing a truly comprehensive strategy. But the,
“specific committee structure[s] of national parliaments, legislatures (and legislative
structures) offer a potential space in which to debate a nationally comprehensive view of
poverty or the non-quantitative impact of poverty reduction initiatives.” Channeling
this process, as such, through parliament, also allows for its institutionalization and
therefore can come to transcend any one particular government or members of the
executive, ™

The connections between parliament’s role and the principles of the PRSP process are
quite clear. In the area of structures and institutions, the proposals become slightly more
obfuscated, but remain important for developing alternative conceptions of parliament.

The annex on parliament proposes that in order to give the policy formulation stage of the
PRSP process greater legitimacy, the sectoral working groups should better
institutionalize the role of parliament. This may take the form of creating permanent
membership of parliamentarians in sectoral working groups. The authors state that this
would be a logical mechanism, “for ensuring the PRSP process benefits from the
involvement of parliamentarians already active in specific sectoral areas.”™" In this way,
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parliamentarians, empowered by sector-specific parliamentary committee work, are able
to contribute to the forums in which PRSP policy is formulated.

The annex affirms that public participation in parliament, “also offer[s] a natural inlet for
existing poor people’s organizations that might have relevant information on poverty in
specific regions or areas.”™" By doing so, public participation channeled through
parliament, or outreach activities by Members of Parliament to gather inputs from their
constituents to feed into PRSP debates, can improve the identification of issues to be
addressed by policies. But, “to cement parliamentary involvement in an improved PRSP
process, this engagement must become more institutionalized. Appointing a number of
MPs to the poverty diagnosis working group, or institutionalizing a plenary hearing on
the findings of the poverty diagnosis report would be one way to formalize parliament’s
role in poverty diagnosis.”"

Also, parliament is to oversee and report on PRSP participatory processes. These are to
then be used by World Bank and IMF staff during the JSA stages and review stages of
the PRSP process.”™"  This, however, betrays a degree of inconsistency in the
recommendations. Are participatory processes to be channeled through parliament and
also overseen by parliament? There are a broad array of possibilities and therefore the
inconsistencies arise and only serve to detract from the overall value of the annex.

The critical issue to be gleaned from these sections of the annex is that parliament can
gear itself to becoming an integral component of the policy formulation process before
concrete decisions become etched into stone by the policy masons of the PRSP process.
In this sense, parliament ceases to be a uni-dimensional, “inputs-oriented’ oversight
institution and becomes, in sharp contradistinction, somewhat of a policy making body.

The significance of this cannot be understated and comes to the critical lacuna in the
parliamentary development literature this paper attempts to address. The annex contains
key recommendations that would have parliament (or at least parliamentarians
empowered by their activities in parliament), become a unique element for policy
formulation — but policy formulation no less. The vision of parliament in the PRSP
process before the annex was of a parliament that had either the option of rubber-
stamping key PRSP decisions or being relegated to a narrow focus on the raw
expenditure and revenue columns of a budget. But how is this change to happen? More
importantly, why is this change needed? Where is the sophisticated reasoning to justify
the shift?

Parliament Types and Visualizing Parliamentary Reform

The various ways in which parliament has been cast and the underutilization of
parliament that has been demonstrated thus far suggests that the classification of
parliament is not static, and subject to radical change. From a policy perspective in
parliamentary development, it would be better to see parliament as sitting on a
continuum. This continuum, much like that of a “Left-Right” politics continuum, has key
markers to which labels may be attached.
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The United Nations” “Management and Governance Network”, recognizing the shift in
focus on parliamentary development, put forth an early work that provides conceptually
useful labels. The three legislative models employed here are: Rubber Stamp
Legislatures, Arena Legislatures, and Transformative Legislatures.

Rubber stamp legislatures should be considered the extreme of one end of the continuum.
They, “merely endorse decisions made elsewhere, they typically require little in the way
of internal complexity and information processing capacity.”™" Sitting somewhere
towards the mid-point of the continuum are arena legislatures. In such legislatures, the
various groups and interests in society are represented and allowed to articulate their
points of view. "'

“An arena legislature draws its legitimacy from its representativeness and not necessarily
its special claim to shape policy beyond the need to articulate the diversity of societal
preferences and to press government ... to heed these concerns.”" This type of
legislature needs enough capacity to critically review policy developed externally and to
sometimes refine initiatives of the government (the best examples are typical
Westminster-type legislatures such as those found in the UK or Canada).”"" If policies
could be thought of as rocks, to employ a simple analogy, this type of legislature hopes to
influence how the rocks are moved once it has been decided what rocks are to be moved
by some other governing body.”™ This signifies the difference between assessing policy
and making policy.

Finally, there is the transformative legislature; considered to be the most rare.¥ This type
of representative body both represents society with a view to giving stakeholders a voice
in policy debates and at the same time helps to make policy directly (the clearest example
would be the US Congress)."" This type of parliament has a role in deciding what rocks
are to be moved.

The original vision of parliament in the PRSP process, and the subject of the extensive
audit comprising the first half of this analysis, would sit towards the end of the continuum
associated with rubber stamp legislatures. There were minor features, such as allowance
for deliberation of inputs, that suggest arena legislature properties but are too limited in
scope. This type of legislature does not even influence how the rocks are moved. The
subsequent annex of the PRSP-SB that seeks to redress the poor treatment of parliament
contained properties that distinctly placed the institution towards the end of the spectrum
associated with transformative legislatures.

The shift from one end of the continuum to the other, from having rubber stamp
properties to transformative properties, marks a significant leap. This is all the more true
when one factors in criticisms that parliament is not even equipped to handle rubber
stamp duties — making the shift to the transformative type of legislature all the more bold
a move. It would appear that in the rush to redress the underutilization of parliament in
the PRSP-SB, several of the proposals in the annex attempted to maximize the
opportunity by demanding that parliaments take a place with the executive in policy
formulation.
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The difficulty with this leap is that no detailed road map is provided for such a transition
and more importantly, no guiding logic is provided for making such a shift. Of course,
the annex attempts to provide this by laying out how such a shift reinforces the core
principles of the PRSP process itself. But the question becomes whether this motivation
alone suffices from the perspective of parliamentary development within the PRSP
process. What is generated by such an approach is a rather hobbled together set of
prescriptions with little substantive reasoning behind them and a seemingly naive hope
that demanding such a role of parliament will immediately necessitate its capacitation for
fulfilling the proposed functions.

To make the point clearer, a small comparison is in order. If the issue of public
expenditure management is looked at in the PRSP process, it is evident that not only are
the most basic budgeting and budget implementation functions described in explicit
detail, but that the underpinning logic is a neo-liberal economic policy outlook. The
preface of the PRSP-SB states that:
An effective poverty reduction strategy would be expected to: (a) be prepared by
the country; (b) focus on faster and broad-based economic growth, which
requires macroeconomic stability; (c) reflect a comprehensive understanding of
poverty and its determinants; (d) assist in choosing public actions that have the
highest poverty impact, which are fully costed and prioritized consistent with
institutional and fiscal constraints; and (e) establish outcome indicators that are
set and monitored in an open and transparent way. "
This, then, provides the underlying logic; the PRSP-SB in its entirety can be seen as
driven by the neo-liberal principles cited above.

Yet, the sections on parliamentary functions and systems in the annex are not connected
to any explicit theories, and are not operationalized in any consistent fashion, if at all.
Therefore, you have a situation where simply being a transformative legislature is
considered an ideal. So, the annex states that public participation should be channeled
through parliamentary committees, and that these should then feed into processes
whereby parliament can directly input into PRSP development, which is effectively
policy-making. The glaring omission here are the necessary details for how and why this
is to happen. Instead, loose references to inclusiveness and country ownership and
allusions to democratic ideals are supposed to suffice.

In the existing body of literature and work on parliamentary development, the most
alarming trend is one espousing a maximum role for parliament. This often means
demanding that parliament shift on the continuum to being transformative. This is done,
as shown in the annex, without any concrete justification or seeming appreciation for
present parliamentary ineffectiveness.

A logic driving parliamentary oversight is needed. This logic must be connected to more
explicit values and theories. This must then inform a framework for the concrete
operationalization of parliamentary functions and systems in a manner consistent with the
underlying principles and values. The neo-liberal, economics-oriented bureaucrats are
able to point to well-debated theories and values, which they use to propose concrete
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decision-making systems and budget formulation functions. Those dedicating themselves
to parliamentary development must begin to take the same approach in order to begin
building the same degree of legitimacy for their policy proposals, particularly if such
proposals call for parliament’s inclusion in policy-making and budgeting structures.
They can no longer shirk the responsibility of committing to concrete recommendations
and firm commitments to theories of democracy. In other words, parliamentary
development policy makers must demonstrate that their recommendations are not based
on lofty ideals and intuitive sense, but on concrete ideals reflected in theories and
demonstrably manifested in the systems and functions of democratic institutions such as
parliament.

A New Oversight Paradigm:

Since 1998, the Gauteng Provincial Legislature in South Africa has been asking very
direct questions about the nature and purpose of parliamentary oversight. A base of
research work and reports were developed and by mid-2000, the Gauteng Legislature was
able to put forth a concrete logic to guide its oversight function — one grounded
particularly in budgetary oversight.

A Guiding Logic for Parliamentary Oversight

This logic is reflected in an algebraic expression, “to ensure not only that it might endure
in its simplest and most understandable form, but also that it [remain] versatile enough to
be built upon over time.” ™ The expression is rendered as follows and hereafter will be
referred to simply as the “oversight equation” *":

5 5
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Where:

P = the policy framework which defines priorities; this infers, in terms of =, a direct
relationship between the policy framework and financial inputs and service outputs that
follow

i = the particular budget programme concerned; in the case of this presentation of the
equation, it is assumed that five programmes exist

K = capital stock and budgeted capital expenditure which are inputs

¢ = budgeted current expenditure which is an input

S = service outputs

R = results and outcomes

t = is a variable for time

Although this is not reflected in the equation, it is essential to note that it is designed to
run cyclically. It is also worth noting that although the, “variables may be loosely based
on an economist’s basic production function, the equation was never rendered in these
terms. Instead, the equation [is] rendered in a manner designed to draw attention to its
function as an equilibrium.”™" It is important to understand the reasoning of the
“oversight equation’ and the process to which it contributes. The oversight logic:
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Was presented in such a manner that it could form the basis of a comprehensive
and systematic, yet perfectly simple, method according to which the legislature
might hold the provincial government to account for the state of service delivery
in the province. The model suggested that in the public sector particular
outcomes (R) are to be understood as being a function of inputs (in this case
capital (K) and current (c) spending, where current spending includes the cost of
labour) as well as the service outputs (S). However, the quantities, costs and
time-scales associated with the achievement of these outcomes (R) are predicated
on existing public policy frameworks as manifest by individual departmental
budget programmes (P). As such, outcomes, and by implication also service
outputs, are not empirically efficient, but ought to be efficient in terms of the
requirements of public policy. In short, input quantities in K and ¢, and service
outputs in S, must be determined to be consistent with the requirements of P and
necessary for the achievement of R

The portfolio committee receiving a presentation on a departments’ budget will have to
subjectively assess the relationship between P and R. Discussion on these two variables
reflects the fundamental essence and practicability of the “oversight equation’. It
recognizes the need to have the core components, priorities and outcomes, be politically
determined (in contrast to the more technocratic processes pre-determining other
variables). Thus, the deliberations focusing on the relationship between P and R is
referred to as the “politically negotiated equilibrium’.

For those having immersed themselves in either public expenditure management or the
PRSP process itself, something of the “oversight equation’ may seem familiar. This is
because the “oversight equation’ is predicated on an executive that is operating within an
outcomes-oriented, performance-based policy-making and budgeting framework. The
equation in essence describes a set of expectations regarding the variables: priorities,
inputs, outputs, and outcomes (see annex A for a diagrammatic representation of the
equation). Recall that one of the principles of the PRSP process quoted from the
“Preface” of the PRSP-SB requires participating countries to identify and be guided by
outcomes. Between the two chapters of the PRSP-SB most directly related to monitoring
and evaluation, it is not difficult to grasp the outcomes orientation of the PRSP process.
For indicators, the PRSP-SB recommends four types: inputs, outputs, outcomes, and
impact. ™" In this case, the category of impact effectively refers to a reassessment of the
policy environment upon implementation of a given programme and therefore is
equivalent to the “priorities’ (P) variable of the “oversight equation’.

A review of the PRSP process commissioned by the United Kingdom’s Department for
International Development reaffirmed the outcomes orientation of the process. In the
review, the authors state that the process is still grounded in the idea of conditional based
assistance b}/_;he IFIs. The innovation is that the conditionality is based on “in-country
processes.” ™" They go on to write that the, “process conditionality is, in turn, a means
of opening up discussion among stakeholders within developing countries about ways
and means of addressing poverty reduction goals that are: [...] more performance based
or outcomes oriented in the way they allocate resources.”™"™
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The “oversight equation’ is predicated on an outcomes oriented policy development
framework because of legislation in South Africa that shifted budgeting principals in the
same direction as the PRSP process. This coincidence provides the basis for adoption of
the “oversight equation’ by PRSP-participating countries. The only innovation here for
oversight systems is that the method of policy formulation guiding the executive has been
appropriated by the legislature for structuring its oversight function.

The Budget Cycle

Earlier it was mentioned that the "oversight equation” was meant to operate cyclically.
This is achieved when parliamentary committees apply it during the budget cycle. The
budget cycle will be developed from the references made in the PRSP-SB to stages where
parliament can exercise oversight. By using the PRSP-SB, it is hoped that these stages
can serve as a lowest common denominator and should not limit the number of stages
desired in any one jurisdiction.

Recall the “idealized” budget cycle presented in the chapter of the sourcebook on public
spending, which identified a role for parliament in passing the budget, and approving the
audited accounts after the Auditor-General has presented them to the legislature. The
chapter on governance also makes reference to the submission of an annual report by the
executive to the legislature to explain performance in the context of the audited figures —
once again reaffirming parliament’s “inputs-oriented’ oversight function. Nonetheless,
these stages will be used as the budget cycle." Although instead of the limited “inputs-
oriented’ oversight work prescribed by the PRSP-SB, the proposed “oversight equation’
will be applied at each stage of the budget cycle. Therefore, the equation will be used
during analysis of the executive’s budget, annual report, and during reviews of the
executive’s audited accounts.

When the budget is presented to the legislature, the “oversight equation” will require the
executive to explain how it determined its priorities — the variable P. This is to be done
before any discussion of the resources dedicated to the priorities. In so doing, the
executive will have to produce the data it used to justify why one priority outweighs
another and why a priority may have been removed from the executive’s list. The
detailed revelation of the data on priorities, uncomplicated by technical issues of the
budgeted resources for each priority, allows the legislature to focus attention on society’s
needs. During this stage, members of civil society ranging from research institutes to
community-based organizations will be given the opportunity to present the data they
have on the relevant priorities and to put forth alternative conceptions of the policy
environment." This allows the committee to independently verify the robustness of the
executive’s data regime. If there are significant differences between the executive’s data
and that from civil society sources, it will remain incumbent upon the executive to
reassure the legislature about the quality of its information. The most important point at
this stage is to avoid confusing legislators with complicated technical details stemming
from the budget (a technique often used by the executive in avoiding difficult lines of
questioning).
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The next step will be for the executive to provide the outcomes it aspires to in relation to
the identified priorities. It must try to justify these outcomes on the basis of the
discussion on priorities.  This becomes the basis for the “politically negotiated
equilibrium’ mentioned earlier. The legislature can assess the outcomes desired by the
executive directly in relation to priorities in a democratic, transparent, and uncomplicated
fashion. At this stage of the discussions, the executive and legislature must also discuss
the outcomes indicators being used by the executive to measure the impact of
programmes on priorities. Although the “oversight equation’ does not absolutely require
a parliamentary say in budget development (its role is simply of a monitoring and
evaluation nature) it does require agreement between the executive and legislature on the
indicators selected. This ensures that any future disagreement on the government’s
performance cannot be undermined by alternating and inconsistent use of indicators.""

Only then, after the discussion on the essence of the executive’s budget, would attention
shift to discussing inputs and outputs. This, obviously, is where the technicalities of a
budget may be unpacked. Discussion on inputs must demonstrate how the current and
capital expenditure allocations of the budget produce the outputs generating the outcomes
needed to meet the priorities of the budget.

The discussion of priorities and outcomes is referred to as “programme evaluation’. This
connotes an emphasis on the macro-level issues that must be subjected to scrutiny by
society’s elected officials. The emphasis is on the less-technical, admittedly more
emotive issue of a nation’s priorities and what they expect the government to achieve.
The latter discussion, on inputs and outputs, is referred to as "budget analysis’. This
suggests the “oversight equations’ emphasis on the invariably more technical details
around budgeting (see annex A). This process allows the legislature to determine
whether priorities adequately drive inputs and outputs in order to attain the desired
outcomes and produce the desired equilibrium that is the essence of the “oversight
equation’. At all times, the overriding concern is that priorities, inputs, and outputs
remain in a satisfactory balance with outcomes.

At the annual report stage, the legislature will begin with a discussion on the realization
of the department’s projected outputs that were presented during the budget for the
relevant financial year. Then the executive must present the data on the outcomes being
realized using outcomes indicators agreed upon during the budget review stage of the
budget cycle. Only after a discussion on the status of outputs and outcomes will
discussion shift to the implications for priorities and inputs. The fluctuations in
outcomes, positive or negative, demand an adjustment of priorities. Any failure to
produce the projected outputs necessitates an analysis of the management and application
of inputs (current and capital expenditure) with a view to overcoming the obstacles faced
by the departments in resource utilization. Civil society sources will also be provided the
opportunity to present their own data at this stage, fulfilling the independent information
verification required by the “oversight equation’.

The Auditor-General’s report shifts emphasis to inputs by examining the financial
management of departments. Any problems evidenced in the audited accounts of the
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executive have direct implications for outputs. For example, the failure to use certain
resources because of poor planning means the outputs for one or more programmes were
not fully realized. Failure to produce the projected outputs prevents realization of the
needed outcomes (at least as a consequence of the government’s efforts). This represents
a state of imbalance in the equilibrium with negative implications for poverty alleviation.
Civil society sources should also be invited to this stage of the process as an empowering
measure. It will expose them to the area of government operations that seldom is
overseen by society and help them to better understand issues of governance and
performance in relation to their interests.

It is possible for a state of imbalance in the equilibrium to represent something positive.
For example, savings in a given programme realized by efficiency on the part of
programme managers, without compromising the quality of the outputs or the outcomes,
indicates that effectiveness has also not been compromised. In this situation, the
“oversight equation’ highlights praiseworthy performance by a department. In this way,
the “oversight equation’ is unbiased in revealing exemplary, mediocre, and poor
performance by the executive.

At this point it is worth reemphasizing the subtle shifts in focus of the “oversight
equation’ during the three stages of the budget cycle presented here. During the budget
presentation stage, the focus began with priorities and all else followed. At the annual
report stage, the focus is on outputs and then outcomes to inform the assessment on
priorities and inputs. Finally, the Auditor-General’s reports draw attention to inputs as
the basis for assessing the other variables. This reflects the iterative nature of the
“oversight equation’ in monitoring and evaluating all the variables of concern in the
budgeting process.

It is not possible here to operationalize such an oversight system fully. A description of
relationships between the finance committee, public accounts committee and, portfolio
committees overseeing the work of particular departments is beyond the scope of this
analysis."V Instead, what has been operationalized is the system of oversight whether
done by one committee (e.g. finance committee and/or poverty reduction committee) or
by employing all the committees of the legislature in a comprehensive fashion. Despite
this qualification, it is worth noting that such empirically rigorous oversight work will
likely mean it is beyond the capabilities of one committee and will require a collective
effort of some sort.

With the proposed “oversight equation’ and budget cycle model for parliamentary
oversight in place, it is worth returning to the annex on parliament and the PRSP process
discussed earlier for comparative purposes. Numerous recommendations within the
annex reinforce the aspirations of the proposed oversight model presented here. This is
most true of the participatory processes recommended in the annex. For example, the
annex states that parliaments can serve as a “natural inlet” for organizations representing
the poor by allowing them to testify before committees. This is exactly what was
recommended in Gauteng, South Africa in 2000, but guided, as stated above, by the logic
of the “oversight equation’. What is missing in the annex is an appreciation for the
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context in which such an activity is to take place. It signifies the inconsistency arising
from indecision on whether to espouse an arena or transformative legislature for the
PRSP process.

The “oversight equation’ provides these recommendations with a firm logic, giving them
greater meaning in relation to the oversight process. Nonetheless, the “oversight
equation’ stops well-short of producing the type of legislature that can make policy or
develop a budget. It is simply designed to capacitate the legislature to ask meaningful
questions about the executive’s operations and subsequently produce substantive, well-
structured, comprehensive oversight reports. The executive, for a number of reasons, will
hopefully begin to take cognizance of these reports and feel pressured to begin factoring
in the oversight work of parliament when developing and implementing budgets. This
gives parliament a unique, but practicable role in the budget process.

Thus, this paper puts forth a more modest vision for parliamentary oversight work; yet, it
will also require resources and parliamentary capacitation. It puts forth a modest vision
underpinned by a coherent logic and a practicable cycle for budgetary oversight. This
‘modest vision’, on the other hand, is intended to build the level of awareness,
sophistication in decision-making systems, and institutional identity needed for a
systematic slide along the continuum from rubber stamp legislature to effective arena
legislature to transformative legislature. No humility, meekness or apprehensiveness
should be gleaned from this statement. The proposed oversight model presented here is
thoroughly associated with the arena legislature classification, but it is deemed a
necessary evolutionary step in becoming a transformative legislature in the future. In this
way, this analysis hopes to serve as stepping stone to the grander role proposed for
legislatures contained in the pages of the PRSP-SB annex, ‘Parliament and the PRSP
Process’.

The question that follows from the preceding paragraphs necessarily becomes, ‘What
does this all mean then for eliminating the perceived democratic deficit, if all that is
generated are meaningful questions and improved committee oversight reports?” This is
an entirely valid question and helps to place this analysis in context. The assumption
here is that alternative proposals seeking to eliminate the democratic deficit by making
parliament a full partner in policy-making and budgeting are imprudent and
impracticable. In other words, the leap across the continuum from rubber stamp to
transformative legislature is unreasonable and likely unrealizable.

Giving such a proactive role to legislatures in the budget process immediately compels
attention to the legislature’s resources for fulfilling such a function. The amount of
resources and professional staffing needed to empower a legislature for such work is
phenomenal. In western democracies the model has been the Congressional Budget
Office used in the United States."' As mentioned above, the United States Congress is
also a standard example of a transformative legislature. In an era where well-established,
centuries-old dennqcracies are deemed to be in a state of decline and relegated to
7 VI

“debating clubs”,”™ what confidence in parliament is there to make this sudden leap?
When this consideration is applied to nascent democracies, perhaps just emerging from
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civil war, dictatorship, or other debilitating conditions, it seems all the more unlikely that
resources would be suddenly set aside for such parliamentary development based on
opaque references to democracy.

There is one last dimension to the question of reducing the democratic deficit of the
PRSP process. It is entirely conceivable that in this proposed method for parliamentary
oversight, the executive may choose to entirely ignore parliamentary committee oversight
reports on the budget, annual report or Auditor-General reports. In such a case, no degree
of interaction is taking place between budget formulation and parliamentary oversight
processes. This reflects a complete disregard for parliament. Such an eventuality is not
indicative of a poor oversight system, but instead a level of contempt for democracy by
the executive or governing party. This would suggest the need for policies on
democracy-building that spill-over into much more fundamental areas of governance than
simply parliamentary oversight. Such a blatant demonstration of contempt for parliament
should serve as cue for citizens and policy makers within the major IFls that democracy
is being undermined.

A Theory Giving Meaning to the Proposed Oversight Regime

Having put forth a logic to guide parliamentary oversight in the form of the “oversight
equation’, and identified a minimal budget cycle in which it can be applied, one critical
task remains. Without drawing explicit connections between the proposed oversight
framework and theories of democracy, the proposals would suffer and falter due to the
absence of any explicit theories to give them meaning. Once again, it is worth recalling
that systems and functions of public expenditure management seen in the PRSP-SB are
intimately connected to conceptions of neo-liberal economic paradigms and theories.
They give meaning to every requirement and suggestion within the PRSP-SB related to
the management of state funds. The oversight paradigm proposed here requires the same
connections to ideas of democracy in order to give it meaning. Without this meaning,
oversight work is void of a deeper relevance and it would betray a level of intellectual
slothfulness by simply assuming that budgetary oversight by parliament is necessary, as
though it were something on a “democracy shopping list’.

Connecting the oversight paradigm to theories of democracy also demonstrates to
formulators of the PRSP-SB and policy makers of the PRSP process that theories of
democracy and notions about parliament in the governance framework are not
irreconcilable with the needs for concrete proposals and operationalization in a
systematic and coherent fashion. These technocrats, for lack of a better name, cannot be
derided for having this perception because so little has been done to link abstract
democratic values and theories with institutional design proposals for parliamentary
oversight. It rests in the hands of those concerned with ideas of democracy to make the
bold recommendations about institutional design and connect them to theory for this
perception to be overcome.

The theoretical framework that gives meaning to the proposed oversight equation’ is
embedded in literature on deliberative democracy. For some, the definition of
deliberative democracy is minimalist. Some take it for granted that most western polities
are “imperfectly deliberative”, pointing to, “the norm that statutes and administrative
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actions ought to be the result of deliberative consideration of alternatives according to
public values.”™" This type of definition is avoided here particularly because the desire
to support something as concrete as the “oversight equation’ requires concrete theoretical
application. Two sources were drawn upon almost exclusively in defining what is meant
by deliberative democracy. Each was chosen because it focused attention on relevant
areas where deliberative democracy could be applied: parliament and multicultural
societies.™

One feature of deliberative democracy is its requirement for having, “citizens rationally
evaluate the reasons for, and implications of, policy alternatives in open public forums
designed to incorporate the perspectives of all members of society. Collective decisions
do not result merely by aggregating the pre-existing desires of citizens; rather members
of the polity attempt to influence each other’s opinions by engaging in public dialogue.”™
This element of deliberative democracy gives credence to the “oversight equations’
emphasis on a rational system for assessing the decision-making process conducted by
the executive in the formulation of budget plans. In this way, emphasis is placed on, “the
importance to effective democracy of fair and open community deliberation about the
merits of competing political arguments.”™

What is also recognized by deliberative democracy in this context is that many societies —
especially those in Africa — are culturally pluralistic. A theoretical guidepost for “societal
deliberation’ such as deliberative democracy can help to overcome the limitations created
by most western political philosophy, which often assumes a “culturally homogenous
body politic.”™  Failure to address these issues has serious implications for the
legitimacy of the state and government in the eyes of communities feeling excluded.
This often erodes democratic virtues and social cohesion.”"

In this way, deliberative democracy must be seen as a theory very much connected to
processes of nation-building by demanding open, inclusive, and transparent forms of
societal debate. “Character traits associated with democratic citizenship, such as mutual
understanding among the members of the political community, are cultivated when pride
of place is granted to public deliberation, which promotes political discourse in which
people learn to see the world from the perspective of others.”™" The “oversight equation’
and the type of deliberation described during the stages of the budget cycle, is exactly
designed to allow all stakeholders to engage in a forum that brings together officials,
representatives, bureaucrats and civil society in a structured environment that marshals
deliberations in a fashion geared to maximize its relevance to policy makers. This can
reinforce belief in the utility of societal dialogue by providing the space and opportunity
to put forth differing views meaningfully.

The “oversight equation’ also shatters any attempt to mold or limit the scope of
parliamentary oversight by requiring deliberation on all variables factored into budget
and policy-making. For John Uhr, this fits into the call by Thomas Paine to restrain the
executive in the corrupt application of power that serves to keep the legislature dependent
and meek.™ By institutionalizing oversight of the budget in a consistent fashion over
years, the initiative is placed in the hands of the legislature to follow through in fulfilling
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this function. The executive may still deny parliament the information or even access to
ministers, but not without surrendering a high degree of its legitimacy in the process.

In exploring the application of deliberative democracy in the context of parliament,
acknowledgement of the significance of budgets is not lost. In fact, “money is indeed at
the root of parliament’s interest in the public accountability of government, deriving from
parliament’s historic responsibility for the constitutional control over public expenditure
and government access to the revenues of taxation.”™ While the “oversight equation’
has wider applicability then just budget figures, it is nonetheless structured with a view to
focusing parliament’s attention in the area of budgetary oversight.
Deliberative democracy also holds that in the deliberative process, means of empowering
the weakest of participants must be facilitated. Without this element, especially in
multicultural societies, the competition between the weak and the strong will likely
perpetuate pernicious patterns of behaviour when one group feels it is at a disadvantage.
The negative effects of actions taken in many PRSP countries before democracy was
introduced cannot be understated:
long-standing legacies of oppression introduce profound cultural and
psychological elements which may hinder the persuasive proficiency of certain
cultural minorities in public deliberation. Additionally, entrenched suspicions and
resentments, not to mention outright hatred, between cultural groups can distort
the dialogical process and make it difficult for them to engage in collective
deliberations which presume a high degree of civility and public magnanimity.*""

Jorge Valadez refers to the process of empowerment of the weaker elements of society as
“epistemological egalitarianism.”™" In his work, the scope of epistemological
egalitarianism is quite broad and can be connected to the issues of socio-economic
empowerment through education programmes. In the comparatively myopic outlook of
this paper, it will be applied to the empowerment of weaker elements, such as political
parties and community-based organizations. The “oversight equation’ and the substance
and structure of deliberations it entails throughout the budget cycle are designed to
generate a bare minimum of information, in as simplified a manner as possible, for
practical usage by those exposed to it.

The systematic and consistent breakdown of the budget in the fashion demanded by the
“oversight equation’ provides for a high degree of transparency and simplicity in budget-
related information. What it cannot do, unfortunately, is provide the will or initiative
needed by members of parliament and civil society to use the information and diligently
engage in budgetary oversight.

The information generated by the ‘“oversight equation’ might be thought of
metaphorically as an oversight floor, or bare minimum, with which any group should be
able to hold the government to account satisfactorily. For members of parliament
representing the weakest elements of society, this oversight floor might in actuality
represent the shattering of glass ceilings that presently prevent them from engaging in
effective oversight. Such glass ceilings are often due to inadequate capacity to generate
the type of information produced by the “oversight equation’, and the lack of opportunity
to utilize such information as is provided by the budget cycle.
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Public participation is also central to ideas of deliberative democracy.”™ The “oversight
equation’ and the budget cycle demand a high degree of public participation. The
information demand of the “oversight equation’ is quite heavy and depends critically on
public and expert inputs as part of a process of independent information verification. No
assumptions are made that civil society information is more robust than departmental
information. Yet, it remains incumbent upon the departments to justify the veracity of
their own information when confronted by challenges to such from the public.

This process is also intended to generate the motivation for widespread public
participation. In the process of mediated exchange between the executive and civil
society facilitated by the “oversight equation’, it is hoped that the openness will build the
confidence needed to encourage greater public interest and participation in budget
oversight.

Ultimately, the measure of success of the “oversight equation’ and proposed budget cycle
must not be limited to whether parliament suddenly begins to produce a certain quality of
oversight reports during the budget cycle, or begin to tangibly impact on the executive’s
budget development process. More importantly, as the institution embodying the hopes
and aspirations for a democratic future, parliaments employing the “oversight equation’
should be judged for their contribution to a polity’s commitment to discuss and deliberate
internal differences with words and not weapons. “Deliberation should be seen as a joint
social activity which succeeds not when all participants agree with the reasons for the
deliberative outcome, but when they are willing to continue their ongoing cooperation.”™
In the case of parliament and budgetary oversight, the “oversight equation” will be
assessed by its ability to generate confidence in participants that the deliberations were
worthwhile and not worth defecting from for some other method of influencing the
allocation of resources in society. These alternative routes in many PRSP countries can
range from corruption to state seizure and at times, outright violent means.

Criticisms and Conclusion:

As this paper initially sought to make a contribution to the debate on parliament’s role in
the governance framework and poverty alleviation, addressing potential criticisms will be
used to conclude the argument with a view to pre-empting potential responses to the
proposals made.

Perhaps the most simplistic, albeit often employed, means used to dismiss parliament’s
claims to a role is the lack of capacity. This is not entirely unjustified. Parliaments
throughout long standing democracies lack the capacity to involve themselves in the
issues of budgeting and comprehensive oversight due to the complexity involved.™
Unfortunately, this criticism seems to be reserved unjustly for parliament while almost
every other institution in the governance framework is allowed to escape it.

This same criticism can often be made against the ministry of finance in a country, the
office of the president or prime minister and the numerous executive posts. Yet, the
whole assumption is that somehow the ministry of finance can reform and assume the
heavier burden of work while parliament must languish, and stagnate in development
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terms. The aspiration here, is that policy makers driving the PRSP process will see
parliamentary development along the lines of budgetary oversight as a partner in the
process of developing the skills in the various departments and in the executive. Outside
observers from multilateral institutions stand to gain as much from such a rigorous and
empirical form of oversight as the citizens of the societies involved — although the main
purpose is to empower the participating societies, and not the lenders and technocrats of
the major IFIs.

This is not to ignore the fact that many will require some degree of capacitation to meet
the demands of such an oversight regime, but it also provides a succinct logic to plan
development assistance for parliament.

Another variation of the same criticism is that parliament will not get the information
needed in order to operationalize this type of oversight. This reality simply reveals the
emptiness of the criticism about the incapacity of legislatures to do this kind of work. If
parliament is not receiving the type of information commensurate with the demands of
the “oversight equation’ it is merely an indication that departments are not budgeting in
the agreed upon method. It may be safely judged that departments are performing
inadequately in the planning stage of the budgeting process and are themselves having
capacity problems when inadequate information is received from a department. Poor or
non-existent information is also indicative of a potential disregard for transparency. This
requires a report from the committee explicitly identifying the matter. For example, if a
department did not provide the data used to justify its priorities or if the Auditor-General
could not submit reports on time because a department could not provide financial data, a
committee’s oversight report must simply identify this as a failure of the department.
This is not without precedent. John Uhr’s own treatment of deliberative democracy and
parliament cites an instance where an oversight committee could not get the data to do its
work. The committee’s report stated, “The lack of adequate documentation means that
the parliament cannot properly assess the Minister’s performance and makes it
impossible to hold the Minister accountable for her actions.”™ " This type of report must
be deemed the most grave and requires the intercession of parliament and the major
donor countries to assist the relevant department(s) in overcoming the problem.

Another issue is the absence of adequate time to allow for parliament’s oversight work to
be heeded in the budget development process. Disbelieving that any influence over the
budget is possible in the proposed budget cycle framework is often the basis of demands
for automatic parliamentary inclusion in budget formulation structures. In many respects
this criticism is true, and the proposals made here do little to directly address the matter.
The “oversight equation” and budget cycle are based on modest aspirations. The hope is
to have a form of tacit influence over the budget as parliament’s oversight work becomes
more penetrative and robust and is complimented by increased public participation,
which should add to pressures on the executive to heed parliament’s budgetary oversight
work as reflected in committee reports. It can be thought of as a process of influence
akin to osmosis.
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Another area of criticism asserts that such a rigorous oversight framework will not have
the necessary political will to be implemented. Once again, this criticism reflects the
same pressures faced in other areas of government development, but for some reason the
argument is allowed to stand when applied to parliament. This particular development
challenge is avoided by the international community and particularly by the IFls. The
new demands placed on the ministry of finance and other departments by the PRSP
process also require vast reserves of political will. It is the responsibility of all involved
to meet the same challenge in respect to the development of parliament. The pattern of
avoidance of firm commitments to develop parliament evidenced thus far reflect a bias
towards technocratic development at the expense of democratic development.

Perhaps the most important criticism, one that conveniently serves to help conclude this
paper, is that the essence of the “oversight equation’ and the work it entails may alter the
nature of parliament, making it into some form of department. This criticism is grounded
in the misperception that the “oversight equation” somehow privileges technocratic,
empirically based oversight work at the expense of meaningful deliberation of society’s
needs and priorities.”™ " In some respects this criticism holds true. The “oversight
equation’ and budget cycle are designed to render the budgetary oversight process
exponentially more empirical. It also serves to institutionalize the oversight function,
making it less dependent on the particular members of parliament at any given point in
time and more dependent on the consistency of the institution in ensuring accountability.

This criticism understands that some policy issues are beyond the scope of resolution
based on empirical analysis. The causal chain of unknowns and infinite data needs make
it impracticable to believe that the “oversight equation’ can provide answers to everything
even if enough resources are applied. This is where parliament assumes its truest
function; providing the political space for debate about the questions that empirical
analysis cannot answer."" Parliament, in this vision, is a lever with the capacity to
create a debate without being guided by the government or the executive.™"

To this criticism, the only rejoinder is that in rendering the oversight function more
empirical and explicit it may be possible to empower the representatives and the
institution to define what those areas of debate are and what it is a society is unable to
resolve through empirically-based strategies. This criticism also overlooks the primacy
given to the “politically negotiated equilibrium’ by virtue of the premium it places on the
“Priorities’ and “Outcomes’ variables. The inputs and outputs variables are initially kept
separate from discussion of priorities and outcomes with a view to ensuring political
space is provided for a meaningful discussion on what directions society would like to
take. The type of oversight prescribed here aspires to be labeled “deliberative oversight.”
This reflects its desire to be a force in allowing parliament to create political space for
debate on society’s highest priorities in a meaningful fashion.

Parliament is an institution unto itself in the governance framework and this type of

deliberation reflects this fact. What has been proposed above may hopefully be the
stepping-stone towards a brighter future for the institution and thus for democracy.
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