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VIIIth Meeting of the Association of European Senates 
 
The Senates’ Contribution towards Grass-Roots Politics 
 
 
I. Opening of the Meeting 
 
 
Rolf Büttiker, 
President of the Council of States of the  
Swiss Confederation 
 
It is an enormous honour and pleasure for me to 
officially open this VIIIth Conference of the Asso-
ciation of European Senates at the Federal Par-
liament in Berne and to welcome you all here 
today. 
It is thanks to the initiative of Christian Poncelet, 
President of the French Senate, in 2000, that I 
welcome the 16 delegations that are here today 
to address the theme „The Senates’ contribution 
towards grass-roots politics”, a theme which 
seemed to be representative not only of our con-
cerns but also of the hopes we have for develop-
ing relations between members of the Associa-
tion, as set out in our statutes. This development 
should take place among ourselves as politicians 
and among the citizens of our countries. This 
theme also serves another aim adopted by our 
organisation, which is to promote two-chamber 
parliaments. 
There are various ways of achieving this recon-
ciliation. Today we shall be sharing experiences 
and proposals as to how to do this. Opening our 
meeting to the accompaniment of grass-roots 
Swiss music also constitutes a way of getting 
closer together; the round-table discussion this 
afternoon, which will be attended by two young 
Swiss people, is another way which we thought 
both judicious and appropriate. 
The round-table discussion has also been organ-
ised in response to one of the wishes expressed 
at the Berlin meeting, namely to allow time for 
dialogue between participants as well as national 
declarations. That is why we have taken the lib-
erty of limiting your speaking time this morning 

 to 10 minutes per delegation. I should be grate-
ful if you would respect this time-limit. 
You are most probably the last foreign visitors to 
walk through the corridors of the Federal Parlia-
ment before the major overhaul which will start 
shortly. The walls of this building have heard 
speeches by foreign visitors of the highest rank, 
they have been the backdrop to decisions that 
were crucial for the history of the Swiss nation, 
for national, European or world projects, they 
have felt the emotion and uncertainty of the trou-
bled times that our country has gone through. 
But don’t worry, the walls are still really solid and 
the dome is securely fixed, and we can get on 
with our meeting in this prestigious location in a 
safe and convivial manner. Today we are in the 
chamber of the National Council, that is the 
chamber of the other part of the Swiss parlia-
ment. And that is a typical example of the pro-
ductive cooperation between our two Councils.  
Because of the renovation work that is due to 
start after this meeting, the Swiss parliament will 
be holding its autumn session in the Grisons this 
year. The Grisons is a mountainous canton in the 
south-east of Switzerland, which some of you 
probably know. To my mind, this session outside 
the federal capital is an additional opportunity to 
get down to grass-roots level. 
I’d just like to give you a few details about the 
schedule of events for this meeting now. This 
morning the national delegations will be invited to 
speak in the order in which they are listed in 
Article 1 of our statutes. The head of the Belgian 
delegation will be joining us a little later, which 
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means that he will in fact not be speaking in the 
order I have just mentioned. You have been 
given a list of speakers in the order in which they 
will be speaking. May I ask you to respect this 
list. 
The heads of the delegations will be meeting the 
Swiss Minister of Defence, Samuel Schmid, at 
midday at the official residence of the Federal 
Council. This fine Bernese patrician house will 
also be the backdrop for the traditional family 
photo of the heads of the delegations present in 
Berne. The other participants and their compan-
ions are cordially invited to join the Secretary 
General to the Council of States, Christoph Lanz, 
for lunch at the restaurant „Zum Äusseren 
Stand”, which is a 5 minute walk from the parlia-
ment building. 
To continue what has become a tradition at our 
conferences, there will be no official declaration 
by the Presidents at the end of the meeting, but 
a summary of the main ideas voiced by the na-
tional delegations. 
I hope that our discussions will bear fruit and be 
enriching for all of us, and I’m confident that 
sharing and friendship will be the keywords for 
this conference. 
I should now like to declare the VIIIth Conference 
of the Association of European Senates officially 
open. 
 

* * * 
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II. National Declarations: 
The Senates’ Contribution towards  
Grass-Roots Politics 
 
 
Minister-President Peter Harry Carstensen,  
President of the Bundesrat of the  
Federal Republic of Germany 
 
I would first like to thank you very much, Presi-
dent Büttiker, for your cordial invitation to Berne. 
Last evening already not only gave me a taste of 
Swiss hospitality – it also showed that the or-
ganization of your house is as finely tuned as a 
Swiss watch. Colleague Büttiker, you can be 
proud of your house and its staff. 
Ladies and Gentlemen, the topic we are discuss-
ing today is of tremendous importance. The 
failed referendums on the Treaty establishing a 
Constitution for Europe have once again re-
minded us in no uncertain terms that the political 
challenges of the future cannot be mastered 
without the strong support of our citizens. 
We must make the institutional framework of the 
EU more efficient, more democratic and more 
transparent. And we must highlight the values 
that unite us within the EU. We therefore should 
not slacken our efforts to convince our citizens of 
the worth of the great European idea! 
The role of the second chambers in this context 
should not be underestimated. They often repre-
sent the interests of regions and political subdivi-
sions and thus of a level that is generally closer 
to the citizens than the Federation or the state as 
a whole.  
The situation is much the same with the Bundes-
rat as well, which represents the interests of 
Germany’s 16 constituent states, the Länder, at 
federal level. 
According to the Basic Law, the German consti-
tution, the exercise of state authority is in princi-
ple reserved to the Länder. Only where authority 
has been specifically allocated to the Federation 
does the latter have competence.  
In the area of legislation, a distinction must be 
made between the exclusive legislative powers  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
of the Federation and concurrent legislative pow-
ers. On matters subject to concurrent legislation, 
the Basic Law in principle confers legislative 
power on the Länder. The Federation may, how-
ever, exercise this power to the extent that fed-
eral regulation is necessary in order to maintain 
unity, i.e. the legal, economic or social unity of 
the state as a whole. Where this is the case, 
however, the Länder still have a strong say via 
the Bundesrat, which as a rule must give its con-
sent to such legislation. 
The Bundesrat thus serves as a hinge between 
the Federation and the Länder, a vehicle through 
which the political and administrative experience 
of the Länder and the specific regional needs 
and concerns of the citizenry can be brought to 
bear on the legislative process. 
The advantages of the German federal system 
are obvious: 
The execution of state tasks predominantly 
within smaller or subordinate units, in other 
words, at the level of the Länder or the munici-
palities, conforms to the subsidiarity principle, 
affords scope for creative action and guarantees 
a high degree of proximity to issues and the indi-
viduals involved. 
State authority and citizens can more easily find 
common ground, acceptance of political deci-
sions is enhanced, and the democratic system is 
thus strengthened. This is all the more true in 
light of the fact that Germany’s citizens identify 
themselves very strongly with their given Land or 
region. 
This concept of the federal state has been seri-
ously undermined in Germany over the course of 
the decades, however. Starting in the very first 
years after the founding of the Federal Republic 
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a shift in the distribution of power already be-
came discernible – in favour of the Federation. 
This went hand in hand with an erosion of the 
powers of the Länder, especially to the detriment 
of the Land parliaments, the Landtage. 
In addition, the autonomy of the Länder was 
weakened by the increasing transfer of compe-
tences to the European Union. 
As a result, there has been – and still is – much 
talk of a „unitarian federal state” in which the 
Länder are merely accorded the possibility of 
participation but are no longer endowed with the 
power to independently shape state decisions. 
The participation of the Länder takes place 
through the Bundesrat. And the Bundesrat – as 
compensation, so to speak, for the loss of com-
petences by the Länder – has experienced a 
corresponding increase in power through the 
increase in the laws requiring its consent. While 
the experience of the Länder can admittedly be 
brought to bear on federal legislation through the 
Bundesrat, the loss of proximity to the citizenry 
that has gone hand in hand with the progressive 
loss of power of the Länder can hardly be offset 
by these participatory rights. Moreover, as a 
result of the strong interlockage of the Federation 
and the Länder, the political decision-making 
process is becoming less and less transparent 
and virtually impossible for citizens to under-
stand. More and more often, the intertwinement 
of the Länder, the Federation and the EU that 
has evolved over the decades harbours the risk 
that the various levels will not always sensibly 
complement one another.  
People in Germany want politics to be transpar-
ent and effective again. Above all, however, they 
want decisions to be taken as closely as possible 
to the grass-roots level. 
The aim of the reform of the federal system, 
which was explained in detail at the last meeting, 
is therefore disentanglement, in other words, a 
clear separation of powers between the Federa-
tion and the Länder. The Länder, and above all 
the Land parliaments, are to regain competences 
in this context. In a return to an emphasis on the 
principle of subsidiarity, their autonomy and free-

dom to shape policy are to be strengthened. As a 
logical consequence, this also means that the 
number of federal laws subject to the consent of 
the Bundesrat – and hence the influence of the 
Bundesrat itself – will decline. 
In addition to its function within the federal sys-
tem, the Bundesrat also contributes towards 
grass-roots politics through its internal organiza-
tion and modus operandi. 
There is admittedly no institutionalized form of 
popular participation in the Bundesrat; in princi-
ple – contrary to the situation at Land and local 
level – no elements of direct democracy exist at 
federal level. Nor are the members of the 
Bundesrat directly elected by the citizens of their 
given Land. Because they must always be mem-
bers of their Land governments, however, mem-
bers of the Bundesrat can be influenced at least 
indirectly by the citizenry, namely through the 
elections to the Land parliaments: The results of 
these elections determine the composition of the 
given Land government – and hence the compo-
sition of the Bundesrat. Thus the members of the 
Bundesrat are also ultimately accountable to the 
citizens of their Land. 
Incidentally, the plenary sessions of the Bundes-
rat are of course public; they are also broad-
casted on TV. In addition, the decisions of the 
Bundesrat are posted on its Internet site, where 
they are accessible to everyone. 
Particularly noteworthy is the right of every citi-
zen to address petitions and submissions to the 
Bundesrat. In contrast to the Bundestag, the 
Bundesrat has no Petitions Committee of its 
own. Instead, the petitions are processed by a 
central office in the Secretariat of the Bundesrat 
and forwarded to the competent committees for 
further attention. In the case of particularly impor-
tant bills, the Bundesrat often receives mass 
petitions as well, in other words, coordinated 
submissions with the same wording and the 
same objective. 
Another interface between citizens and the 
Bundesrat has emerged indirectly through the 
increased incidence in recent years of public 
hearings involving representatives of civil soci-
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ety. In contrast to the situation in the Bundestag, 
however, hearings are the exception rather than 
the rule in the Bundesrat. This is due not least to 
the fact that the Bundesrat is composed of mem-
bers of the Land governments, and issues requir-
ing expert input are hence generally clarified in 
the specialist ministries of the Länder. 
Nevertheless, in the years 2000 and 2002, for 
instance, two joint public hearings were held by 
the EU committees of the Bundestag and the 
Bundesrat concerning the Charter of Fundamen-
tal Rights of the European Union and the consti-
tutional convention. Representatives from all 
areas of civil society were invited to these hear-
ings. 
Another joint public hearing of the Bundestag 
and the Bundesrat is scheduled for May 2006 on 
the topic of reform of the federal system. While 
such hearings are not held often, they neverthe-
less indicate a changing awareness of the impor-
tance of attention to citizens’ concerns in the 
political decision-making process. 
This awareness manifests itself in yet another 
area: the Bundesrat’s strong commitment to pub-
lic relations work. Public response to its activities 
has been very positive. Let me cite just a few 
figures: 
More than 15 000 visitors came to our Open 
House in the year 2005. And our visitor service 
guides more than 60 000 guests through the 
Bundesrat each year. 
Alongside its general public relations work, the 
Bundesrat has also emphasized political educa-
tion for young people in recent years. The pri-
mary motive behind this focus on the younger 
generation – the first in the history of the post-
war era to no longer profit from unabated growth 
– is to enlist their active support for democratic 
ideas and principles as early as possible. This is 
also intended as a preventive measure enabling 
timely action to counter potentially anti-
democratic currents in the future. 
All in all, Ladies and Gentlemen, the promotion 
of grass-roots politics will be one of the key chal-
lenges facing national representative bodies – 
and thus also the second chambers – in the 

years to come. We should therefore redouble our 
efforts to not only further transparency, informa-
tion and communication but also – and espe-
cially – to strengthen the subsidiarity principle at 
both European and national level. 
I am convinced that only in this way will we be 
able to master the pressing political problems of 
the future and, even more importantly, ensure 
the long-term active support of our citizens for 
democracy and the rule of law. 
 

* * * 
 
 
Sissy Roth-Halvax,  
President of the Bundesrat of the  
Republic of Austria 
 
What is in my opinion the most important event 
in the calendar of the Austrian EU Presidency 
took place at the beginning of the week in Lower 
Austria, which is where I come from, namely the 
subsidiarity conference. It was held in the provin-
cial capital of St. Pölten under the motto „Europe 
begins at home”. 
The conference focused on the principle of sub-
sidiarity which has formed an integral part of 
European basic law since the Maastricht Treaty. 
On this occasion, representatives of the EU 
member states and EU institutions, together with 
a number of specialists, discussed ways and 
means of more effectively applying the principle 
of subsidiarity in the European legislative proc-
ess and thus helping to get closer to the man in 
the street. 
Subsidiarity is a principle that is widely recog-
nised in social and national politics today. It can 
bring politics closer to the people and address 
their daily concerns, as well as saving money. It 
originates in Catholic social doctrine. Pope 
Pius XI defined it for the first time in his social 
encyclical „Quadragesimo anno“ in 1931.  
Subsidiarity is a political and social maxim which 
puts forward two dictates. Firstly, that individual 
freedom and responsibility have priority over 
state intervention and action. And secondly that, 
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in relation to state decisions, responsibility 
should be assumed to lie with the smaller rather 
than the larger body, insofar as the smaller one 
is in a position to solve the problem independ-
ently. At the same time, in the case of problems 
which are beyond the power of the smaller body 
to solve, the larger body should be brought into 
action in a supportive role. 
In other words, legislation should be kept at 
grass-roots level wherever possible. This means 
that legislation which provides a general frame-
work for citizens to live peaceably together 
should as far as possible address the daily con-
cerns of the man in the street. In this way, the 
principle of subsidiarity also guarantees that 
national and regional identity, culture and inde-
pendence is maintained. 
This is precisely what federalism has always 
been about. Federalism has created the state 
and state institutions in the form of concentric 
circles and allotted these institutions different 
levels of legislative responsibility. In this way it 
ensures that the state’s objectives do not diverge 
too much from what the people want. This fol-
lows the principle of subsidiarity – implicitly or 
explicitly – and allots responsibility for the legisla-
tion that is necessary for overall legal harmonisa-
tion to the higher level of state objectives. 
Ladies and gentlemen, within the European inte-
gration process, for the first time supranational 
objectives have priority over national objectives. 
The aim that the new EU has set itself is an am-
bitious one: to create long-term peace through a 
harmonised economic order. And after the two 
terrible world wars that started in Europe, we 
urgently need peace ... and long-term peace! 
Developments in Europe over the past 50 years 
have indeed justified the chosen path of Euro-
pean integration. Never before have the coun-
tries involved in this integration experienced so 
long a period of peace. The mechanisms for 
resolving conflict and settling disputes that have 
been created in the new Europe have proved 
their worth. The power of their attraction is felt in 
those European countries which, like our host 
today, are not members of the EU but are an 

autonomous part of the convergence of Euro-
pean legal systems. 
These European mechanisms for settling differ-
ences are still criticised, however. People often 
can’t understand the decisions taken in Brussels. 
Often they feel that these decisions have nothing 
to do with or are way beyond what the people 
need. In reply to this criticism, the EU should 
remember the principle of subsidiarity. After it 
was included in the Maastricht Treaty it was ex-
pressed in even more concrete terms in the Am-
sterdam Treaty, namely in the two protocols con-
cerning the role of national parliaments and the 
application of the basic principles of subsidiarity 
and proportionality. 
For the first time, the parliaments of individual 
countries were allotted the special role of ensur-
ing that the principle of subsidiarity was re-
spected. 
At all stages of the European legislative process 
both European and national players must ensure 
that the principles of subsidiarity and proportion-
ality are respected. In individual cases a court of 
law may be called in to monitor compliance with 
the basic tenets of subsidiarity. 
The principle of subsidiarity is an important basic 
tool for the European Union by which the legisla-
tive role played by the EU bodies can be kept 
under control and national, regional and local 
freedom of action and identity can be protected. 
It is an important concept of federal state sys-
tems such as Austria’s. 
The regional and local governments share the 
responsibility for ensuring grass-roots politics in 
Europe. They have direct contact with the popu-
lation and are therefore in a position to ensure 
that the public’s wishes and concerns are taken 
into account in the European legislative process. 
While the Amsterdam Treaty basically defined 
this approach, the procedure for implementing it 
was set out for the first time in the draft constitu-
tion. The procedure for monitoring subsidiarity 
would provide national parliaments with a con-
crete tool for applying the principle of subsidiarity 
and thus ensuring grass-roots politics under 
European legislation. The design of this tool has 
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taken special account of the two-chamber sys-
tem. 
We need to think about the role of the second 
chambers in monitoring subsidiarity. According to 
the text of the EU constitution, it has the second 
voice in its parliament. In Austria the internal 
arrangement is not yet clear, in particular with 
regard to coordination with the provinces. 
How will tasks be divided between the Senates 
and the provinces or regions? Should each prov-
ince or region review all feasible proposals? In 
this respect, in Austria we are already consider-
ing the division of tasks and the function of the 
federal council as a clearing office. It would be 
important to set up a legislative mechanism that 
is as simple as possible whereby interests could 
be properly voiced. We need to sort out how the 
second chambers will coordinate with the provin-
cial or regional governments in relation to the 
early-warning system. A new and promising task 
for the second chambers could and should, in my 
opinion, be to collate the points of view in the 
provinces. 
The question of coordination between the Sen-
ates still remains to be answered, partly because 
of the differences between the systems and re-
sponsibilities. 
Monitoring subsidiarity helps to prevent an unde-
sirable degree of centralisation at a European 
and national level. The national parliaments have 
various different ways and means of monitoring 
subsidiarity that are provided by their constitu-
tions and parliamentary rules of procedure.  
Nevertheless, it is extremely important to ex-
change ideas and seek best practices together. 
European integration also brings new challenges 
to members of national parliaments. The more 
national parliaments deal with European policy 
and the more closely they are involved in the 
European legislative procedure, the stronger the 
European element in our work in national parlia-
ments. 
With the closer involvement of national parlia-
ments and politicians it can be clearly demon-
strated that Europe doesn’t happen only in Brus-
sels but that Europe is what we make of it. 

The members of parliament are the representa-
tives of local politics. With increasing Europeani-
zation they are at the same time the representa-
tives of EU politics, which we can no longer 
separate from national politics. The Member of 
Parliament therefore plays an important role as 
the link between the man in the street and Euro-
pean politics. 
The closer inclusion of national parliaments – 
and here I mean both chambers – in the deci-
sion-making process at a European level will 
bring politics in the EU closer to the people. We 
must make sure that the Senates continue to 
contribute towards grass-roots politics. 
Today, 12 of the 25 member states of the Euro-
pean Union, which is about half, have two-
chamber parliaments. The two-chamber principle 
has become an essential element in political 
theory as well as political practice. The second 
chamber fulfils firstly the function of improving 
the results of parliamentary procedure, in other 
words the legislative process. And secondly, the 
role of representing certain interests, which is the 
older role. 
Behind this role as representing certain interests 
is the theory that a political system needs certain 
checks and balances, as set out in the Federalist 
Papers dating from the 18th century. In other 
words, the principle that the sovereignty of the 
people does not mean unchecked government 
by the majority of the moment. 
The restriction of the theoretical concepts of 
power-sharing and federalism can be seen par-
ticularly well in the two-chamber system that 
dominated theoretical discussion and practical 
politics in the 20th century, namely in the senate 
chambers whose role in a federalist system is to 
guarantee the regional freedom of each corner of 
the country in the face of the abstract national 
majority. This means that in many countries 
which do not have a federal structure in the con-
stitutional sense, such as Italy, France or Spain, 
one of the main roles of the second chamber is 
to represent regional interests. 
Both functions of second chambers – represent-
ing specific, especially regional interests and 
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ensuring and improving the quality of the legisla-
tive process – mean that to a certain extent they 
are predestined for a role as an advocate of 
grass-roots legislation. Since they keep a close 
eye on the national legislative process to ensure 
that there is a balance between harmonisation 
and diversification in the legal system, this ex-
perience will stand them in good stead at a 
European level! And since they are used to a 
method of legislative consideration at a national 
level, it is natural for them to apply this work 
method in the European legislative process, ap-
plying it at an early stage of a future formal proc-
ess of monitoring subsidiarity to ensure that the 
legislative process continually remains close to 
the people. 
Ladies and gentlemen, it is one of the particular 
tasks of the Austrian Bundesrat, as the house of 
provincial representatives and which I have the 
honour to represent, to ensure that regional 
points of view are included in the national legisla-
tive process, and beyond that in the European 
legislative process. In the Austrian parliament we 
have already thought long and hard about how 
we can make an efficient contribution towards 
monitoring subsidiarity, alongside other Euro-
pean parliaments, in the future. 
Communicative networking which includes a 
second chamber such as the Austrian Bundesrat 
will thus become more all-embracing. Firstly, 
networking with the man in the street through 
individual communication as well as regular con-
tact with organised interest groups, is an impor-
tant way of ensuring that political objectives re-
main down-to-earth. Secondly, networking with 
other public departments at a federal and provin-
cial level. 
Since Austria joined the European Union, net-
working with EU departments has become es-
sential. And now networking with other national 
parliaments has taken on a new role as a pre-
requisite for contributing towards the effort to 
ensure that grass-roots considerations are taken 
into account in the legislative process. 
Structures such as the Association of European 
Senates are therefore more justified and more 

important than ever. Let’s take time to consider 
how, as part of the community of democratic 
European countries – within the European Union 
structures or outside them – we can help to en-
sure that legal regulations can be drawn up 
which take into account the needs of the popula-
tion, needs which are common to everyone as 
well as the needs which illustrate the regional 
variety of Europe! Let’s work together to ensure 
that European legislation remains close to the 
people! 
 

* * * 
 
 
Francis Delpérée,  
Senator, Vice-President of the Committee  
for Institutional Affairs of the Senate of the 
Kingdom of Belgium 
 
Is or should the Senate be an assembly close to 
the people? The question may seem paradoxical 
and even misplaced.  
One could be tempted to answer this question 
with a resolute „No“. At the heart of the state, 
there are other assemblies close to the people. 
They are in a better position than the Senate to 
get close to the power of the people or the policy 
of the citizens.  
There are municipal assemblies – which work, as 
they should do, in direct contact with the popula-
tion. There are regional assemblies which, espe-
cially in a federal country, focus on the concerns 
on the social sections in a particular territory. 
There is the first assembly – the chamber of 
representatives – whose task it is to represent 
the citizens directly and without intermediaries.  
So what does the Senate do in this context? 
Should it not stay in its natural role, that of serv-
ing as an upper house, a chamber of reflection 
and an assembly of wise men? Should it not 
carry on its work, its reflections and its votes at a 
proper distance from the concerns of the coun-
try’s citizens?  
The Belgian Senate gives a nuanced response 
to these questions. On the one hand, it does 
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keep its distance. It is not really a chamber close 
to the people. On the other hand, the Senate 
does establish direct contact with the population 
as part of the official procedures in place. It is 
convinced that democracy is based on a perma-
nent exchange between the citizens and those 
elected by them. It establishes a dialogue of 
closeness. 
The Belgian Senate is not a chamber close to 
the people. The background to this situation is 
both structural and functional. 
A. Structural reasons: 
1. Most Belgian senators – 40 out of 74 – are 
designated through direct elections. They are 
elected within a constituency which coincides 
with a community (Article 2 of the Constitution), 
i.e. virtually half of the country.  
There is no need to stress that the large number 
of senators thus constituted is not conducive to 
bringing the citizens closer to the people they 
have thus elected.  
2. Of the remaining 34 senators, 21 are indirectly 
elected (through the parliaments of the communi-
ties and the regions), 10 are co-opted by their 
colleagues and the last three, the King’s children, 
are senators by right. It is clear, therefore, that 
the Constitution in this way establishes a verita-
ble filter between the voters and a not insignifi-
cant number of members of the Senate. The role 
of this filter could become even more important 
if, in accordance with current proposals, the 
Senate would in the future be composed only of 
deputies emanating from the parliaments of the 
communities and the regions.  
B. Functional reasons: 
Since 1993, the Senate has been deprived of 
most of its tasks of political supervision. Its activ-
ity is now confined to its constituent and legisla-
tive functions. In these two domains, and in the 
context of the unequal bicameral system, the 
Senate must play its role as a “chamber of reflec-
tion“. What does this mean? The expression is 
more political than legal. It implies that the Sen-
ate has an interest in working „at a distance” and 
„with detachment“.  

1. The Senate ought to work „at a distance“. 
What this means is that it should take a step 
back from events, avoid an immediate emotional 
and spontaneous response, consider what is at 
stake for the community, view issues in their 
political, technical and financial setting, and then 
take its decisions on a solid foundation.  
2. The Senate ought to work „with detachment“. 
What this means is that it should give priority to 
focusing on legislative work for the long term, in 
a broad context and with a general scope. This 
includes in particular work on the codification or 
consolidation of existing legislation. One exam-
ple is working out a code of penal procedure, 
known as the „grand Franchimont“ named after 
one of its editors, and another example is the 
extensive task of cleaning up existing legislation. 
These tasks occupy a large part of the Senate’s 
activities, both acting in committee and in plenary 
session. 
The belgian senate establishes a dialogue of 
closeness to the people. Nevertheless, the Sen-
ate cannot cut itself off from the concerns of the 
people. It takes the initiative of addressing the 
people. It lends its ear to the people’s concerns 
and initiatives. This is a two-way dialogue, as it 
should be. 
1. The Senate may assign itself the task of „edu-
cating the people“ as its first priority. Performing 
its work in public, both in plenary session and in 
committee, may help to initiate the people to a 
better understanding of the workings of parlia-
mentary democracy (Constitution, Article 47(1)). 
Some 30 000 people, mostly secondary school 
pupils and students, visit the „Palais de la Na-
tion“ each year. Each visit lasts an average of an 
hour and a half. The group may be accompanied 
by a Senator who then conducts a discussion on 
the workings of the parliamentary institutions. 
Open house initiatives, for example on Belgium’s 
National Holiday, have also been a great suc-
cess.  
The Senate has been working with youth asso-
ciations and movements with which it has organ-
ised important events. Examples are the „journée 
citoyenne“ (citizens’ day: see below), „place aux 



VIIIth Meeting of the Association of European Senates 

 62

enfants“ (children’s day), „What do you think?“ 
(in collaboration with Unicef), „kinderrechtencoa-
litie“ (children’s rights coalition), „scholierenpar-
lement“ (mock parliaments for secondary 
schools) and „Marche des enfants“ (march of the 
children). 
It is also possible to pay a virtual visit to the Sen-
ate (www.senat.be), where videos can be 
viewed. Among other things, they show debates 
that were held in the parliamentary chamber 
during „Europe Week“.  
2. The Senate may also contribute to opening 
the „citizens’ debate“, which focuses on a con-
troversial issue which the Senate puts up for 
discussion within a forum which greatly exceeds 
its 74 members. It thereby enhances the political 
debate with positions and options that may well 
be controversial.  
This is what the Senate did in the preparatory 
stages of the treaty establishing „a constitution 
for Europe“. A Europe Week was held from 6 to 
10 December 2004 and more than 1 500 people 
took part in the discussions which were con-
ducted in thirteen discussion groups. The work 
done enjoyed wide publicity in the press and on 
radio and television. They enhanced senatorial 
debate, e.g. on the subject of subsidiarity.  
In 2005 three „citizens’ days” were held from 8 to 
10 May. At the start of this event, marking the 
60th anniversary Belgium’s liberation, the Senate 
received, in the presence of King Albert II, three 
hundred veterans, prisoners of war and concen-
tration camp survivors together with three hun-
dred young adults. On 7 February 2006, on the 
occasion of the 175th anniversary of the adoption 
of the Belgian Constitution, the Senate also held 
an academic session during which rights and 
freedoms and the development of the parliamen-
tary system were highlighted. This meeting was 
preceded by a three-day event for children dur-
ing which the focus was on the work of the Na-
tional Congress. More than a thousand children 
took part.  
3. The Senate may encourage participation of 
the people. In this context, it holds hearings in 
committee with well-known figures, experts, 

leaders of associations and special interest 
groups. It may also invite leading figures from 
abroad to lend their support. In this way the Sen-
ate may help to bridge the gap between civil 
society and politicians. These outside events do 
not exonerate the Senate from assuming its re-
sponsibilities proper and eventually focusing on 
the legislative text it should draw up. But they do 
enable the Senate to involve a number of promi-
nent figures that may throw light on particular 
aspects of political activity.  
4. The Senate may take steps that are conducive 
to ensuring monitoring by the people. Article 28 
of the Constitution enshrines the right of petition 
and Article 75 of the Senate’s rules of procedure 
provides for its exercise. Petitions are lodged 
with the petitions committee or with the commit-
tee responsible for examining projects to which 
the petitions relate.  
However, it should be noted that for the past ten 
years petitions have been addressed to the 
Chamber of Representatives rather than the 
Senate because the Chamber carries out most 
political supervision of the government’s work, 
administration and departments. 
5. A federal Senate may help to reconcile the 
individual concerns of the people and the more 
collective concerns of the communities and the 
regions. The mixed composition of the Senate 
prepares it for the pursuit of this mission. It en-
ables it to arbitrate between these different inter-
ests. A political assembly derives its legitimacy 
from the organisation of the electoral process 
through which its members are chosen. So much 
is clear. But in a modern state the legitimacy of a 
political assembly depends less on what it is than 
on what it does.  
The Belgian Senate is elected in a number of 
different ways. This would not suffice by itself to 
establish its legitimacy. The Senate has under-
stood that it can be useful only if, without engag-
ing in absurd competition with other parliamen-
tary assemblies at federal or federate level, it can 
pursue long-term goals that are in tune with the 
people’s basic concerns. This approach may be 
decisive. It serves the cause of democracy.  
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Mustafa Pamuk 
President of the House of Peoples  
of the Parliamentary Assembly of  
Bosnia-Herzegovina 
 
It is my pleasure to have the opportunity to salute 
you in the name of the House of Peoples of the 
Parliamentary Assembly of Bosnia and Herzego-
vina. I am honoured to take part in this important 
meeting, and be among such distinguished 
guests. 
The House of Peoples is one of the two Houses 
of the Parliamentary Assembly of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, the other being the House of Rep-
resentatives. The House of Peoples has virtually 
equal power to make laws with the other House 
of Representatives. It also makes continuous 
efforts to provide information about its activities 
to the public at large.  
Every eight months the position of President of 
the House of Peoples alternates among the three 
chosen Members during the elected period of 
four years. At the end of the each eighth month, 
but also more frequently, a summary report 
about the activities of the House of Peoples, the 
type and number of enacted laws and other de-
cisions are published in the „Public Service Ga-
zette“ at the disposal to the general public. 
It is interesting to note that journalists in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina in addition to office phone nu-
mbers are also granted access to the delegates’ 
personal phone numbers. This method ensures 
an easy transition of information necessary for 
the daily works of the media. On the whole, we 
can say that we have a good collaboration with 
mass media and that until now, media has not 
been deprived of any information irrespective of 
the subject matter and its specific weight. Most 
delegates of the House of Peoples are person-
ally acquainted with the journalists responsible 
for regular reporting of the activities of the Par-
liamentary Assembly and the House of Peoples 
and communicate with them without any restric-
tions. Such practice has contributed to the fact 
that parliamentary reporters are very well in-
formed. Thus the quality of those reports to the 

general public depends mainly on the journalists’ 
own professional skills. 
Unfortunately due to the lack of administrative 
staff of the Secretariat of the Parliamentary As-
sembly of Bosnia and Herzegovina there are 
obstacles to the continuous production and the 
systematic publication of the „Public Service 
Gazette“. This is one of the areas of improve-
ment for us. However, there is an up-to-date 
website of the Parliament describing important 
activities, information about current events, as 
well as public calls to citizens for participation in 
the law enacting procedure through public de-
bates or making comments or suggestions. 
Through such methods in addition to the provi-
sion of information by other means as paid ad-
vertisement or direct public addresses through 
mass media or press conferences, the commu-
nity is informed about ways of voicing and ex-
pressing their opinions. Thus, taking a part in the 
process of creating their own future through con-
tribution to the activities of the Parliament. 
A good example of the community participation is 
the recent public debate on the amendments to 
the Constitution of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
Almost 500 citizens from all spheres of the Bos-
nian-Herzegovinian society participated in this 
public debate in addition to the high level of po-
litical and legal discussions about the main con-
stitutional act of the Bosnian-Herzegovinian 
state. 
Some 12 months ago, after the renovation of the 
premises of the Parliamentary Assembly, all 
conditions have been met for initiating a project 
called „Open Parliament”. The project allowed 
almost two thousand citizens, mainly young peo-
ple and students, to gain access to the buildings 
of the Parliamentary Assembly. Meanwhile, the 
said project has been extended and developed 
into an hour-long television program broadcasted 
in primetime on Sundays. The show addresses 
current topics and debates from the parliamen-
tary life. The program includes an open confron-
tation of members of parliament with the general 
public regarding the hot social topics in Bosnia- 
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Herzegovina and the fact that its popularity is at 
a constant rise is certainly encouraging. 
Finally, the House of Peoples of the Parliamen-
tary Assembly of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
strongly encourages a thorough implementation 
of the „Act on the freedom of access to informa-
tion in Bosnia and Herzegovina”. The Act stipu-
lates that documents and the information avail-
able to the Parliamentary Assembly and other 
government institutions at all hierarchy levels in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, as well as public cor-
porations, represent a public good. In accor-
dance with this fact, any person may, at his or 
her request, gain access to this information 
which according to the law has to be provided by 
the public authority. At present, no request 
transmitted to the House of Peoples has failed to 
be answered in a definite, timely and compre-
hensive manner. Furthermore, the House of 
Peoples will make every effort to maintain and 
improve these work ethics in the future.  
 

* * * 
 
 
Juan José Lucas,  
Vice-President of the Senate of the  
Kingdom of Spain 
 
May I firstly say how grateful and pleased I am to 
participate once again in a meeting of the Asso-
ciation of European Senates, having had the 
honour of organising an earlier meeting of our 
Association in Spain when I was President of the 
Spanish Senate. Today I am here in an ex-
tremely attractive and welcoming country, 
namely Switzerland, in the company of so many 
friends who for many years have been involved 
in politics in the broadest sense: politics within 
our own countries and politics in close collabora-
tion with the general public. 
I should like to talk to you briefly but also pass on 
greetings from the rest of the Spanish Senate, 
who also recognise and are committed to the 
main theme of this meeting, namely grass-roots 
politics. 

In Spain the future of the senate is being de-
bated at present. When he took up office two 
years ago, the President of the Spanish govern-
ment declared that one of the main aspects of 
his agenda would be to modify responsibilities 
and reform the senate. The reform of the Span-
ish Senate is one of the main aims of both the 
senate itself and the Spanish population. Few 
people are more aware of this than myself, since 
as Vice-President I was actively involved in the 
founding of the European Regional Committee. A 
central issue was the question of what should 
become of the European Senate, which is a timid 
advisor to the European Union but has produced 
nothing concrete so far. 
Going back to the subject of Spain, however, the 
constitution of 1978, which was adopted after 
forty years of dictatorship, does not grant the 
Spanish senate the responsibilities it should 
have. It is a second chamber, a chamber con-
trolled by the government. It is a chamber which 
examines proposed new laws that are then 
passed on to the House of Representatives but it 
does not take any decisions. When the Spanish 
Senate rejects or vetoes a bill proposed by the 
House of Representatives it returns to the first 
chamber, which can fix its own criterion again. In 
other words, the Spanish Senate does not there-
fore have the same responsibilities as other 
European senates, as for example in Germany 
where the Bundesrat can veto a proposal and 
oblige the Bundestag to revise it and submit it 
again. 
As I have already mentioned, the Spanish Sen-
ate is at present undergoing a radical reform and 
we are not entirely sure what the end result will 
be. In this more or less federal system – we call 
it an autonomous system – we Spanish senators 
want and indeed must have more power in order 
to be more in touch with the population. At the 
moment we have a very special relationship with 
the public. What do I mean by that? First of all, 
we are in touch with our citizens because the 
vast majority of senators in Spain are elected in 
direct and secret ballots from open lists of candi-
dates in each province. Four senators are 
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elected per province. A limited number, namely 
51 out of a total of 259 senators, are elected by 
the regional parliaments. But the majority (208 
senators) are elected directly by the provinces, 
with the result that there is a direct and immedi-
ate connection between the citizens who vote 
and the people they vote for. From a political 
point of view, the fact that each senator is „reas-
sessed” every four years is extremely important: 
this is politics in the real sense, extreme grass-
root politics. As a senator, I have to account to 
my province for my political activities during 
those four years. 
The specific link between us and the population 
also includes the Senate’s organising an annual 
political debate between the head of the gov-
ernment and the presidents of all the autono-
mous areas to discuss the central government’s 
policy of autonomy. This political debate, which 
took place a few months ago with the participa-
tion of the head of government, Rodríguez Zapa-
tero, is extremely important for the population of 
the whole country because it enables them to 
assess the central government’s interest in its 
regional governments. There is no direct general 
speech but a debate on autonomy with the 
heads of the individual autonomous areas. The 
head of government also has a special tool 
through which he is assured of direct contact 
with the autonomous areas, namely the fact that 
he can call the conference in the senate. Here 
the central government can set out its ideas and 
intentions before the autonomous areas in more 
detail. 
Moreover, the Spanish political system includes 
an institution called the CARCE, which is a con-
ference for affairs concerning the autonomous 
areas. The central government uses this confer-
ence to directly consult the autonomous areas 
before setting its own criteria vis-à-vis the Euro-
pean Union. The policy adopted by the central 
government concerning the European Union 
obliges it to establish direct contact with the 
autonomous areas and the regional govern-
ments. 

All these special aspects of the Spanish system 
explain the current set-up of links and a close 
relationship between the central government and 
the autonomous areas and between them and 
the senators. So here we have a senate which, 
according to the constitution of 1978, is defined 
as a house of regional representation, but when 
the constitution of 1978 was drawn up we didn’t 
actually know how many autonomous areas 
there would be – 14, 15 or 19? It must be said 
that the constitution was drawn up against a 
background of uncertainty because no-one knew 
exactly what lay ahead for the autonomous ar-
eas. 
More than 25 years later and Spain is proud of 
its autonomous areas and the political system of 
autonomous areas works. I’m sure you are think-
ing, yes but some of these autonomous areas 
have problems, for example Catalonia or the 
Basque country! To which I reply, yes, there are 
problems, but we hope that the negotiating skills 
of the politicians in the senate will produce solu-
tions. 
To wind up, ladies and gentlemen, I should like 
to present your senates with my best wishes and 
those of my colleagues. I should also like to an-
nounce that Spain is hoping to be able to solve 
some of the problems relating to its autonomous 
areas, namely with regard to the changes in the 
statutes of autonomy or the new responsibilities 
that will be allotted to the areas. This should all 
be achieved within a constitutional system that 
we consider to be the right one today; it was set 
up through the constitution of 1978 and allows 
and encourages the central authorities to dele-
gate power according to the principles of sub-
sidiarity, as already mentioned. 
We are going through a period when countries 
have certain problems to solve but are too small 
to solve them and we sometimes need to organ-
ise meetings on a larger scale. Or, on the con-
trary, there are other issues for which countries 
are to large and where we need to reinforce the 
regional governments, constantly being aware of 
such values as tolerance, respect and mutual 
understanding, within a political framework 
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based on freedom, democracy and peaceful 
cohabitation. 
Finally, Spain is looking to the future of the sen-
ate – which has so far given satisfaction – with 
hope. But we are aware of the fact that the pre-
sent Spanish constitutional system is not entirely 
what the senators want. They don’t want the 
senate simply to become a second chamber, but 
for it to be allotted more political power so that it 
can take decisions on proposed new laws. 
 

* * * 
 
 
Christian Poncelet,  
President of the Senate of the  
French Republic 
 
It is especially fitting that grass-roots politics was 
chosen for the central theme of our meeting this 
year. As far as France is concerned, there are 
two recent examples that I can quote which 
demonstrate the importance of this issue. 
In 2002 France started to emerge from five years 
of „cohabitation” between a President of the Re-
public and a parliamentary majority in opposition. 
Many citizens felt that those in power were pre-
dominantly interested in putting a spanner in the 
other camp’s works and that the public’s main 
concerns were taking a back seat. The result 
was a marked protest vote: almost 30 per cent of 
the votes went to extremist parties and one can-
didate from the extreme right was still running in 
the second round. 
The second example was that, in 2005, the 
French electorate was asked to vote on the 
treaty to establish a European constitution. I 
believe that the vast majority of my compatriots 
support the European project. But many thought 
that the aim of this new treaty was to settle insti-
tutional questions which were hardly relevant to 
them personally; on the contrary, the proposed 
constitution did not provide answers to their over-
riding concerns, which related to job protection 
and maintaining public services. The end result 
was negative. 

These two examples show what is at stake 
with “grass-roots politics”. If politics becomes too 
distant in the eyes of the citizen the number of 
protest votes will rise, or else the result will be a 
lack of interest and abstention, which is hardly 
better. And finally, it compromises the ability of 
those in power to pursue large-scale projects, 
since nothing long-term can be constructed with-
out the backing of the population.  
But the principle of grass-roots politics, which is 
often mooted, would appear to be a relatively 
straightforward idea. On the contrary, it has sev-
eral aspects which directly concern parliaments 
and notably senates. 
First of all, grass-roots politics means politics that 
addresses the concerns of the man in the street 
in more detail. This means that the principal ex-
pectations of the population must be at the cen-
tre of politics. 
Secondly, grass-roots politics means politics 
organised in such a way that decisions are taken 
at a level as close to the citizen as possible. De-
cisions should only be taken at a national level if 
the local level is not adequate, and decisions 
should only be taken at a European level if the 
national level is not adequate. 
Finally, grass-roots politics means politics that 
can be better understood by the man in the 
street, because a lack of information, transpar-
ency and education will only distance people 
from politics. 
The French senate can contribute something 
with regard to all three aspects. Firstly, how can 
the concerns of the general public be better 
taken into account? In theory, in a democracy 
those in power are naturally very attentive to 
these concerns because they are afraid of being 
punished by the voters at the next opportunity if 
they appear to be unable to provide answers. 
Of course, this doesn’t mean that those who 
govern us should blindly follow the whims of 
public opinion. On the contrary, politicians can 
risk going against the grain in the belief that they 
will be proved right later, or that the degree of 
unpopularity that they risk is inevitable. But, 
whatever happens, in principle, the fact that the 
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voters will be judging them encourages those 
they elect to listen to the public’s concerns. 
The difficulty is to know the real priorities among 
the problems of the population. 
In this respect, it is well known that surveys are 
only of a limited value. Not only do the replies of 
those questioned depend very much on the way 
in which the questions are asked, but surveys do 
not really show the strength of the convictions 
expressed by those questioned. For example, a 
few months before the referendum on the Euro-
pean constitution treaty, the vast majority of 
French voters were in favour of the European 
Union having a constitution, according to the 
surveys. When it came to the vote, they had 
other priorities, however. The question of the EU 
having a constitution or not was of secondary 
importance; the critical issues were how the 
European structure was functioning economically 
and the expansion of the European Union. 
So what can our parliaments do to ensure that 
the population’s main expectations are ad-
dressed promptly? 
Firstly, there is of course the personal contact 
that every politician can have in the field with his 
or her voters. In France the parliamentary week 
was instituted precisely to enable politicians to 
spend time in their constituencies: in principle, 
with the exception of the budget period, parlia-
ment sits from Tuesday to Thursday, so that its 
members can spend the rest of the time in their 
constituencies. 
You might be thinking that since the members of 
the French senate are elected indirectly, they are 
not in a good position to have direct contact with 
the electorate. In reality, most of them are at the 
same time local representatives of a town, a 
département or a region. Furthermore, contrary 
to popular thinking, indirect election does not 
mean that senators are not aware of the popula-
tion’s concerns, since the people who elect the 
senators have in turn been elected by their local 
constituency and are therefore in touch with the 
population and are especially well placed to un-
derstand what their priorities are. 

The quality of the consultations carried out by 
parliament is extremely important. The consulta-
tions connected with a proposed new law enable 
social partners, associations or qualified indi-
viduals to put their point of view. The typical par-
liamentary interviews, the round-table discus-
sions and the launching of forums on the internet 
are all valuable tools in this necessary dialogue. 
I readily admit that the second chambers are 
especially well placed to carry out these consul-
tation procedures. In general they normally play 
a secondary role in the legislative procedure, 
which means that they have more time and a 
better perspective. The to-ing and fro-ing be-
tween the two chambers is an ideal opportunity 
to „adjust the sights” by taking the concerns of 
public opinion better into account. 
But grass-roots politics also assumes that deci-
sions are taken at a level which is as close as 
possible to the population. If the population is 
particularly concerned by a given issue it does 
not mean that a reaction has to be forthcoming at 
every level. On the contrary, the level that is 
closest to the general public should be favoured 
as much as possible. 
It is a question of effectiveness: the further the 
level is from the general public, the greater the 
risk that the action taken will be inappropriate or 
badly implemented or will lead to cheating. It is 
also a question of democracy: the closer the 
level of decision-taking is to the people, the more 
control they have and the more they can bring 
their responsibility into play. 
Grass-roots politics must therefore be based on 
the principle of subsidiarity. This is true for rela-
tions between the European Union and its mem-
ber states, and it is also true within each member 
state, where the central authorities should carry 
out only those tasks that the regional or local 
authorities cannot fulfil. 
France has evolved considerably in this respect 
over the past few years, and the senate has 
played an important role in the evolutionary 
process. 
We have revised our constitution with the result 
that decentralisation is now a constitutional prin-
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ciple. We have also recognised the principle of 
subsidiarity in our constitution, which now stipu-
lates that the regional authorities should take 
decisions regarding all the areas of responsibility 
where decisions are best taken at that level. 
In general, I believe that second chambers, 
which are normally founded on local power, can 
do a lot to encourage grass-roots politics by 
promoting decentralisation and adherence to the 
principle of subsidiarity. 
Finally, grass-roots politics means politics that 
the man in the street can understand. This 
means that some effort needs to be made in 
various areas. 
More simplicity, firstly, in the texts of our laws. 
The administration tends to produce texts that 
are incredibly convoluted with the result that the 
authors themselves are the only people who 
understand them – if indeed they do! We need 
fewer laws and laws that are easier to under-
stand. 
Last December, for the first time, the French 
Constitutional Committee censured certain tax 
regulations because it thought that they were so 
complicated as to constitute a breach of human 
rights. I hope that this decision will be the starting 
point of a reverse trend! I think that, in view of 
their role in the legislative process, the second 
chambers should be able to help satisfy this de-
mand for quality with regard to legislation.  
And secondly, more information and transpar-
ency. For its part, the French senate ensures 
that its actions fulfil this demand. Minutes are 
taken of all our meetings, be they plenary or 
committee meetings, and are then posted on the 
internet. As a rule, the population can access a 
large range of information on the workings of 
parliament through the senate’s website. 
Incidentally, television viewers can see our main 
discussions, interviews with members of parlia-
ment, debates and programmes on the latest 
international issues on the Public Sénat channel, 
which is accessible almost everywhere today. 
Finally, the senate publishes its own magazine, 
Le Journal du Sénat, which enjoys a large circu-
lation among locally elected representatives. 

Of course, demands for simplification, more in-
formation and transparency concern not only 
parliaments! They are also applicable to gov-
ernments, the press, associations, etc. But the 
second chambers can and should help to ensure 
that this demand is met. 
In conclusion, I should like to say that in a coun-
try such as France, if we are not careful and 
despite the safeguard in the form of risking pun-
ishment at the hands of the voters, politics may 
easily become cut off from the concerns of the 
general public. 
No doubt things are different in a country such as 
Switzerland where direct democracy plays a 
major role, as we are well aware. In France, it is 
interesting that we often talk about the „political 
class” or the „microcosmos” to mean the world of 
politics. This clearly shows that people feel that a 
chasm exists between politics and the popula-
tion, and that there is a strong desire for politics 
at a more grass-roots level. This demand con-
cerns us all, but I feel that, in view of its local 
roots, the senate is in a particularly good position 
to help fulfil this demand. 
 

* * * 
 
 
Franco Moro,  
Vice-President of the Senate of the  
Italian Republic 
 
In my opinion, the theme that was chosen for this 
year’s meeting of the Association is especially 
appropriate. The challenge facing representative 
democracy is precisely that of enabling the man 
on the street to play an active role in institutional 
life. We are here in Switzerland, a country where 
democracy goes back a long way and which has 
always been an exceptional model for us Euro-
peans. A model that has managed in a unique 
way to reconcile and combine the tools of direct 
democracy, namely referendums, with those of 
representative democracy. A model of which the 
Italian constituents are aware and which we also 
took into account in the revision of the second 
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part of the Constitution, as I mentioned at our 
last meeting in Berlin. The Italian electorate will 
be able to vote on this revised constitution in the 
near future in a confirmative referendum similar 
to those held in Switzerland. 
As you already know, in Italy elections were held 
for both chambers a few days ago. This was a 
passionate competition which saw an enormous 
turn out, namely 83.6 per cent of the electorate. 
A fact which contrasts strongly with the progres-
sive decline in the number of voters during the 
last few elections and which reveals that the 
Italian voters are well aware of and have pas-
sionate feelings about their country’s parliamen-
tary institutions. 
In Italy the first chamber and the Senate are both 
elected through a system of proportional repre-
sentation with a majority bonus. As far as con-
cerns the Senate, in order to respect the fact that 
it represents the different geographical areas of 
the country, competition is regional and the bo-
nus has always been allotted on a regional basis. 
This has resulted in a difference in the political 
composition of the two chambers. 
This may be a valuable opportunity for anchoring 
the Senate’s activities more firmly and for recon-
ciling it more closely with local interests in line 
with its purpose and in view of future constitu-
tional reform. 
I am convinced that the new senators, many of 
whom hold or have held important positions in 
local and regional government, could actively 
make a decisive contribution towards reconciling 
politics with the concerns of the general public in 
Italy as well as in other countries, thereby giving 
a visible and living illustration of the principle of 
subsidiarity. 
Our electoral campaign revealed the limitations 
of opinion polls in relation to reality, limitations 
that were also referred to by Mr Poncelet.  
The members of the Senate must therefore be 
the real and principal interpreters of the needs 
and interests of the man in the street. Apart from 
their traditional tools, the senators of the XVth 
republican legislature, who will sit for the first 
time on 28 April next, will be able to take advan-

tage of a whole new range of information tools 
that will enable them to better fulfil their public 
duties: the legislative, monitoring and guiding 
tasks that, under the Italian system, the Senate 
fulfils in its position of integral equality with the 
House of Representatives. 
The constitutional principle which applies to the 
functioning of parliament, namely that it shall not 
be concealed from the public, is put into practice 
today in a more comprehensive and stringent 
manner. The workings of parliament are made 
public through full analytical reports, to which has 
been added recently a degree of publicity based 
on more modern and specific tools. 
The Senate’s website, which is regularly up-
dated, has become an easy-to-use and reliable 
guide to all parliamentary activity. With links that 
are updated daily, the site is now the general 
public’s principal source of information and a 
popular platform for direct dialogue with sena-
tors. Each senator has an electronic address and 
a page providing biographical information and a 
summary of his or her political activity. 
In a sector of the website entitled precisely „Re-
lations with the general public”, it is possible to 
make a virtual visit to the building where the 
Senate sits as well as navigating to the heart of 
parliamentary activity and thus seeing how a law 
comes into being. 
Anyone can follow parliamentary debates in real 
time through a video link and the immediate pub-
lication of full analytical reports and the texts of 
all the documents addressed. 
As soon as a parliamentary session finishes a 
summary of the debates is posted on the inter-
net. Today it is seen as a sort of compass which 
many players use to identify as quickly as possi-
ble the latest news item among many. It is 
planned to introduce the translation of this com-
muniqué into the principal foreign languages 
during the next legislative period. 
The final aspect of the Senate’s website is the 
databases and sectors whereby a visitor to the 
site can follow the progress of a bill from its con-
ception until it becomes law. Today the website 
is an extremely detailed image as well as a sym-
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bol of a Senate which profits from the coexis-
tance of modernism and tradition. 
During the legislative period which has just fin-
ished a satellite channel was opened which at 
present is used mainly to transmit parliamentary 
sessions. The plan is to transmit real information 
pages as well, as is done by parliaments in other 
countries, based on an appropriate software 
programme. 
It is not only on the web that the general public 
can meet the Senate, however.  
Researchers have unlimited access to the new 
central office of the Senate library, „Giovanni 
Spadolini”. With 600 000 books, 3 000 maga-
zines and 500 newspapers, this library is also a 
model of technological and electronic achieve-
ment. 
An information office has been opened at a site 
on a busy intersection in the centre of Rome 
which sells the Senate’s publications as well as 
offering guided tours of the activities and the 
premises of the Senate. 
The ancient buildings can be visited at certain 
times and parliamentary sessions can be fol-
lowed from the public gallery by arrangement. 
For many school groups and members of the 
general public, following a Senate debate live is 
an essential way of getting to know the workings 
of public institutions. I feel that this deserves 
more attention. We need to take this opportunity 
to exchange experience, including practical ex-
perience, which can help us achieve our aim of 
bringing the general public closer to the institu-
tions that we represent.  
The media play an essential role in this respect. 
We should take special care to address the type 
of journalists and all the other players to enable 
them to explain clearly to the general public the 
purpose and results of our activities, which often 
appear confusing thanks to the fact that they are 
camouflaged in journalistic jargon. 
As the guardian of traditions and customs, the 
Italian Senate goes to great lengths to examine 
itself and its activities from the public’s point of 
view. It is increasingly keen to make itself more 
accessible to the outside world and have more 

frequent direct communication with the general 
public. This is an essential commitment for the 
citizen and for democratic institutions, but a 
commitment that needs to be tended on a daily 
basis. 
 

* * * 
 
 
Yvonne E. M. A. Timmerman-Buck,  
President of the First Chamber of the States 
General of the Kingdom of the Netherlands 
 
As president of the Senate of the Netherlands,  
I am very pleased to be here among you for the 
second time, particularly since I was unfortu-
nately unable to attend the previous meeting of 
our association in Berlin. I would like to take this 
opportunity to thank you, president Büttiker, very 
cordially for the exceptionally hospitable recep-
tion we have received here in Bern and to con-
gratulate you on the excellent organisation of this 
conference.  
In the Netherlands we are engaged in a perma-
nent debate on how not only the government but 
also parliament fulfils its duties. This debate is 
conducted on all kinds of fronts and is particu-
larly fierce as regards the gap between electors 
and elected. This is due first of all to the emer-
gence and subsequent murder of Pim Fortuyn 
and, second, to the result of the referendum on 
the constitutional treaty, in which 63 per cent of 
the electorate voted differently on the European 
Union than a large majority in Parliament had 
been expected to do. Solutions are often sought 
in the procedural, organisational and institutional 
sphere. However, the problem of the relationship 
between electors and elected is complex. Here I 
should just like to emphasise that the positions of 
the senates in Europe differ widely. This con-
cerns differences in their powers which have an 
impact on today’s topic, namely grassroots poli-
tics.  
Mr President, you have asked us a number of 
specific questions for this meeting. This is why I 
will try to be as specific as possible in answering 
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them. The questions can in my view be seen 
from three angles, namely: 1) representing the 
concerns of electors, 2) influencing the elected, 
3) communicating with electors. 
1. Representing the concerns of electors:  
First of all, how are the concerns of the popula-
tion represented in the Senate? The Senate and 
the House of Representatives in the Netherlands 
are equal under the Constitution, but for the pur-
pose of today’s debate it is important to know 
that the Senate plays a less prominent political 
role in the Netherlands than the House of Repre-
sentatives. I will illustrate this first of all by refer-
ence to its powers as co-legislator. The Dutch 
Senate, unlike the House of Representatives and 
in contrast to some other senates in Europe, 
does not have a right of amendment. We do, 
however, have a right of veto. This is a very blunt 
instrument, because we do not have a right to 
return a bill for further consideration. It follows 
that if a bill is defeated in the Senate it is com-
pletely removed from the parliamentary agenda. 
This is why the right of veto is not often exer-
cised. This fact, combined with the absence of a 
right of amendment, means that the Senate op-
erates at some distance from day-to-day politics. 
Second, senators are elected not directly but 
indirectly, namely by the members of the Provin-
cial Council. In electoral terms, therefore, there is 
no direct connection between individual citizens 
and senators. It should be noted, however, that 
the members of the Senate are deemed to rep-
resent all Dutch citizens. 
Third, Dutch senators are part-time politicians. 
We usually meet one day a week. This is directly 
connected with the fact that our Senate concen-
trates mainly on its role as co-legislator and gen-
erally adopts a low profile when it comes to scru-
tinising government policy. This is mainly a duty 
of the House of Representatives. It is there that 
the daily politics and daily scrutiny of government 
policy takes place. The Senate focuses mainly 
on checking the quality of the legislation: is a 
statute legally sound, capable of implementation 
and enforceable? Once a year we hold policy 
debates (which coincide with the budget de-

bates). In these debates we try to achieve the 
value-added which distinguishes us from the 
House of Representatives by conducting the 
debates with the government on a different ba-
sis: we put greater emphasis on the long term 
and try to establish cross-links between themes 
and government ministries. An example of this 
was the debate on the spatial and economic 
development of the Netherlands, the purpose of 
which was to determine the position of the Neth-
erlands in about 20 years’ time. As a result of the 
debate six government ministers were obliged to 
acknowledge that there were inconsistencies and 
gaps in the policy proposals in their totality. 
These are not debates that attract newspaper 
headlines or hold any great appeal for individual 
electors, but this deliberate aloofness from daily 
politics is no less necessary for all that. This is 
why the Dutch Senate is traditionally known as 
the „chambre de réflection“ and provides a coun-
terweight for the „whim-of-the-day“ approach in 
the House of Representatives. 
A long-term vision and a certain level of abstrac-
tion do not mean that the members of the Dutch 
Senate are unaware of what is going on in soci-
ety or of what matters are of importance to citi-
zens. On the contrary, many of our senators hold 
one or more positions in society in addition to 
their membership of the Senate. As a result, they 
can bring a wealth of social experience and 
knowledge to bear on the debates with the gov-
ernment. At various places in our society they 
experience on a day-to-day day basis what top-
ics are important to people, what government 
measures work or do not work and what devel-
opments are taking place in certain fields. Policy 
debates are also often prepared by Senate 
committees by means of expert meetings, in 
other words meetings at which experts in specific 
policy fields are invited to provide information 
and answer questions. 
In dealing with the policy proposals of the Euro-
pean Commission the Dutch Senate uses its 
website for European topics (Europapoort at 
www.europapoort.nl) to call on interested citi-
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zens, businesses and institutions to make known 
their views on the proposals.  
2. Influencing the elected: 
Mr President, the second angle from which to-
day’s topic can be viewed is the influencing of 
the elected. Individual citizens, institutions, busi-
nesses and pressure groups are increasingly 
informing the Senate of their positions either by 
using our website or by sending us e-mails, let-
ters and petitions. They often base their hopes 
on the critical scrutiny to which our Senate sub-
jects the bills presented to it. As I have already 
stated, the right of veto is not often used, but the 
fact that the Senate can express a veto induces 
the government to give all kinds of undertakings 
every week. These undertakings vary from prom-
ises of extra financial resources to re-evaluation 
of certain aspects of the legislation. These un-
dertakings are placed on our website weekly. 
The Senate is the last body which considers a 
bill in the Netherlands. As the Senate is at the 
end of the parliamentary chain, it is often re-
garded by citizens and other interested parties 
as a „chamber of last instance“, as a kind of ap-
peal chamber or, possibly, a last straw that can 
be clutched at in the hope of staving off unwel-
come decisions. This notion of the Senate as an 
appeal chamber is unfortunate. Although we are 
admittedly a political body, we do not exist to 
redo the work already done by the House of 
Representatives. Only if the House of Represen-
tatives has overlooked certain aspects or not 
taken sufficient account of them, if amendments 
accepted in the heat of the political battle are an 
obstacle to implementation of the law or have 
unjust consequences or if other new facts or 
circumstances have occurred since the House of 
Representatives spoke is the Senate really the 
right body for citizens to contact.  
3. Communicating with electors: 
Mr President, the third and last angle relates to 
communication with electors. We are trying to 
use active, proactive and interactive means of 
communication to provide transparency about 
what we are doing and thus allow scrutiny of our 
work. We have expressly decided against inviting 

in the press in a literal sense, and have instead 
chosen to address ourselves directly to citizens 
and their organisations. 
To be specific, we have adopted the following 
instruments:  
– In the 4-year term of office of our Senate, we 
receive all members of our 12 Provincial Coun-
cils (who are, as I have already explained, our 
electors) and discuss with them the topics they 
raise.  
– On our website we provide information about 
bills with which the Senate is dealing and other 
relevant topics. This website is updated daily. 
Our website, including the „Europapoort” section 
to which I have already referred, has been nomi-
nated this year for the second time as one of the 
10 best websites of government, administrative 
and parliamentary bodies in the Netherlands. 
– Since 2005 we have published an annual re-
port that is widely distributed among individuals, 
institutions, bodies, government agencies and 
businesses. It is also published on the website. 
Unlike the annual reports of other bodies, it does 
not deal with operational matters. However, we 
do show by reference to specific examples how 
we fulfil our duties, how and why we debate with 
the government and what this actually produces 
in practice. 
– The plenary meetings of our Senate can be 
watched on the Internet.  
– In cooperation with the House of Representa-
tives the Senate has compiled an information 
package about the functioning of parliamentary 
democracy in the Netherlands for the highest 
classes of our primary schools.  
Final remarks: 
Mr President, this brings me to my final remarks. 
The answers that we will all give to your ques-
tions are bound to be extremely varied. It is cer-
tainly a good thing to discuss specific instru-
ments that contribute to grassroots politics. 
However, the more fundamental question is how 
we wish the relationship between electors and 
elected to be and what role we believe politicians 
should play in this respect. Naturally, as your 
questions to the participants in this meeting indi-
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cate, politicians must know what is going on in 
society and must be able to treat the concerns of 
citizens as their own. But I wish to emphasise 
here that politicians are more than just a conduit 
for passing on the wishes of their electors: they 
must also make decisions in the public interest 
and sometimes even dare to disagree with their 
electors. It is their expertise, empathy and power 
of persuasion in doing so that gives them author-
ity. Without authoritative politicians confidence in 
politics will remain at low ebb. It is this point that I 
wish to emphasise at the end of my contribution. 
 

* * * 
 
 
Marek Ziólkowski,  
Vice-President of the Senate of the  
Republic of Poland 
 
It is a truism that politics and politicians must be 
close to the people. In democracy, being in close 
contact with citizens and paying heed to vox 
populi is self-evident. We all know it – we the 
politicians know it and our voters know it too. 
Also the Senate, which – as Juergen Habermas 
would say – is a part of the „system”, must re-
main in close contact with the society, inces-
santly develop new forms of that contact and, in 
particular, support all forms of grass roots politi-
cal activity by individual citizens and their various 
associations. Therefore, the topic of our meeting 
today is extremely relevant indeed.  
I would like to start with a few observations of a 
general nature. The collective life of a society 
(especially in democracy and market economy) 
is a field of activities conducted at a junction of 
the public and private sphere. A description of 
the interaction between these spheres must take 
two elements into account. Firstly, resources – 
which can be private or public, and, secondly, 
objectives and interests - which can be also pri-
vate or public. When we juxtapose these two 
elements we can say - at a risk of simplifying the 
matter a bit - that when private resources are 
used to further private objectives and interests, 

we deal with free-market economy and lobbying. 
When public resources are used to further public 
objectives and interests, we deal with parliament 
(and, therefore, also with the Senate), state or 
local administration (or with economic activities 
carried out by state or local authorities). When 
public resources are used to further private ob-
jectives, we deal with corruption. And, finally, 
when private resources (sometimes jointly with 
public resources) are used to further public ob-
jectives, we deal with a civic society. 
As we look at this table we can see that one of 
the principal tasks of the parliament should be to 
ensure the best possible connection between 
particular resources and interests on one hand, 
and an authentic involvement in collective inter-
ests and values on the other. In this context, a 
good cooperation between the parliament and 
institutions of the civic society is paramount, but 
the parliament’s skilful response to the expecta-
tions of the business sector and lobbyists who 
represent it is also key. Let us note while we are 
discussing this subject that, in practice, it is often 
difficult to distinguish between activities carried 
out by civic society organizations and lobby 
groups. Some civic society institutions often 
strive to promote the interests of more or less 
particular groups – interest or pressure groups – 
rather than the entire community. At times they 
even strive to promote individual interests. For 
example, it has happened in Poland in the past 
years that an environmental organization would 
withdraw its opposition to a commercial devel-
opment after the developer deposited a certain 
amount of money in its account to help it with its 
statutory objectives.  
Nevertheless, the parliament, including the Sen-
ate, should definitely support grass roots politics. 
Grass roots politics (1) legitimizes various groups 
– pressure groups, but also groups struggling for 
power; brings about recognition of groups strug-
gling for their rights, hence also for the right to be 
in opposition, to differ and differentiate. Precisely 
because grass roots politics allows the expres-
sion of differences, it creates a certain normative 
consensus – acquiescence to and habit of see-
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ing various groups in opposition to one another, 
recognition that, in democracy, disputes, rival-
ries, competition, bias and conflicts are natural. 
(2) Grass roots politics softens the opposition to 
unexpected change and prevents isolation of 
political institutions from the society by mobilizing 
its representatives and drawing them into the 
process of reforms and transformations. (3) 
Grass roots politics teaches and accustoms to 
innovative and creative behaviours, and (4) con-
tributes to the development of public trust (in 
other words, to a greater „social capital”).  
In the remaining part of my pronouncement  
I would like to respond to organizers’ questions 
and focus on Polish solutions in each of the in-
terest areas.  
How are people’s problems presented in the 
Senate? The Senate as the higher chamber of 
parliament is an active participant in the Polish 
legislative process. In a democratic state, initiat-
ing legislation should serve the cause of solving 
citizens’ problems. The number of legislative 
amendments and initiatives generated by the 
Senate is increasing from one term in office to 
the next. Various outlooks are presented during 
Senate debates - not only opinions based on 
senators’ convictions but also views developed 
as a result of contacts with experts and voters. 
Senators develop their outlook at issues with 
assistance of the Senate Chancellery. Commu-
nication with citizens is a statutory task of its 
relevant organizational units. Information con-
cerning the functioning of the Senate and its 
bodies is provided by telephone, post, electronic 
mail or in face-to-face contacts. The Chancellery 
also responds to queries associated with legisla-
tive matters and collects citizens’ opinions on the 
consequences of introduced legislative amend-
ments. It also extends a helping hand to citizens 
who need to solve their legal problems. Senate 
committees receive regular reports on the con-
tent of correspondence addressed to the Senate, 
and special attention is paid to letters suggesting 
legislative changes.  
Senators are vested with the right to make sena-
tor’s queries, in which they address questions, 

desiderata or appeals to the government or state 
institutions on behalf of citizen groups or even 
particular individuals. Senator’s queries should 
be recognized as an important tool in solving 
voters’ problems as their addressees are under 
obligation to act upon them.  
The Senate is a meeting place for various non-
governmental organizations and professional 
associations. Senators initiate and participate in 
sittings of Senate committees, seminars and 
conferences devoted to a range of social, ethical 
or economic issues. Such meetings between 
representatives of the Senate, the government, 
and the scientific and expert community are very 
popular.  
For example, on January 17th, 2006, the Senate 
held a conference on the Agricultural Programme 
for 2007–2013 and methods of utilizing Euro-
pean assistance funds in rural areas, which at-
tracted a large group of territorial administration 
officials, farmers, scholars and experts.  
I myself was a co-organizer of a conference held 
last April 12th, devoted to the Senate’s coopera-
tion with territorial administration bodies and 
organizations. 
How do senators maintain contact with voters? 
Citizens have easy contact with senators via the 
coordinates of their offices provided on the Sen-
ate’s website, including their e-mail and website 
address. This allows voters to contact senators 
quickly and also to obtain information on who 
they are, what their views are and what they 
have achieved to date.  
Voters can also contact senators through senato-
rial offices. They can write there, phone in with 
their problem, or – most importantly – meet the 
parliamentarian in person. Indeed, Senate politi-
cians have firmly adopted the good custom of 
keeping duty hours in their parliamentary office. 
For the purpose of helping citizens solve their 
daily problems, senators are vested with the right 
to intervene on their behalf before appropriate 
organs and institutions.  
Senators participate actively in the life of local 
communities. They take part in meetings and 
conferences organized by territorial administra-
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tion and non-governmental organizations; often 
themselves initiate encounters with voters away 
from their office.  
Upper House parliamentarians participate in 
radio and television shows. Their presence in 
programmes broadcast by local stations is par-
ticularly significant as that is where discussions 
of issues important to local communities take 
place. Senate politicians also give interviews and 
publish in national and regional newspapers. 
They can get feedback on their activities and 
statements by logging into the E-PRASA elec-
tronic database administered by the Senate 
Chancellery. The database contains every press 
report on the Senate and each of its members.  
In certain special cases, for example when a 
Senate committee discusses a topic that requires 
a reaction or opinion of local communities, the 
committee may decide to hold a session away 
from the Senate. That gives senators the oppor-
tunity to get first-hand knowledge of issues im-
portant to smaller communities. 
And so, for example, during the previous term of 
the Senate, the committee responsible for agri-
culture and rural issues visited local administra-
tion officials and farmers to review how Euro-
pean assistance funds were spent in the field, „at 
the source” – so to speak. 
Members of the Senate culture committee and 
national heritage protection officials discussed 
the practical aspects of safeguarding the post-
industrial cultural heritage in the historical and 
world-unique Wieliczka Salt Mine. Senators went 
to Zamojszczyzna, a beautiful but long-neglected 
region of eastern Poland, to discuss educational 
opportunities for rural and small-town youth with 
local teachers. 
Senators from the Legislation and the Rule of 
Law Committee went to Siedlce, a town in east-
ern Poland, to find out from local lawyers, prison 
officials, NGO representatives and residents 
about the consequences of the introduction of 
new – alternative – probation means and crime 
prevention programmes. Senators discussed 
aviation industry development prospects with 
engineers and managers at an aircraft factory.  

Members of the Senate travelled to the region of 
Poland located along the German border to hear 
reports by local government officials on the 
course of trans-border cooperation and estab-
lishment of Euro-regions. 
How does the sowciety influence Senate deci-
sions? Owing to the Polish electoral system, 
senators chosen in majority elections from rela-
tively large districts are natural region or sub-
region representatives. When casting a ballot, 
voters elect a particular candidate rather than a 
political party - as is the case in elections to the 
Sejm. A candidate’s popularity and competence 
are measured by the number of votes cast in his 
support. One may even go as far as to say that 
the relationship existing between senators and 
voters best reflects the need to build the sena-
tor–citizen relationship. In my own district – Met-
ropolitan Area of the City of Poznan – there are 
two senators elected, before all else, on the mer-
its of their individual achievements, and 10 depu-
ties to the Sejm, selected from political-party lists 
in accordance with the proportionality principle.  
The Polish constitution gives citizens the direct 
right to create laws. After collecting 100 000 sig-
natures in support of a public legislative initiative, 
they can submit it to parliament, where it will be 
subjected to the standard legislative procedure. 
This is not just theory: during the current term of 
Polish parliament, which is only six months old, 
the Sejm speaker has received six legislative 
proposals from the public. They dealt with the 
Criminal Code, amendments to the Act on 
Nurses and Midwives, financing social assis-
tance benefits, Child Support Fund, etc. 
Of course, the society also influences decisions 
made in the Senate by grass roots demonstra-
tions and public pronouncements that express 
societal mood and attitudes.  
When discussing societal influence on Senate 
decisions one must not forget lobbying activities. 
In today’s world, pressure exerted by various 
interest groups is unavoidable and the parlia-
ment’s task is to find compromise solutions that 
will serve the good of individual groups but, par-
ticularly, the common good. Everyone is aware 
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of how thin is the line between lobbying and 
unlawful – not to say corruptive – pressures and 
propositions. In Poland, defining admissible 
forms of lobbying has been a long-standing prob-
lem. The Act on Lobbying Activities which came 
into force in March and which provides a legal 
framework for lobbying in the Polish parliament is 
an attempt at cleaning up that sphere. But the 
Polish system is only at the stage of learning and 
acquiring experience.  
How is the society informed of decisions made 
by the Senate? The freedom of access to infor-
mation about the performance of the branches of 
power, including the legislative branch, is a prin-
ciple inscribed in the Polish constitution and 
elaborated in the Access to Public Information 
Act. 
In contrast to Sejm plenary sessions, those of 
the Senate are not as a rule broadcast live on 
radio or television. It was a conscious decision 
made by senators in an effort to curb oratory 
displays in favour of an honest and substantive 
discussion. But that principle does not limit citi-
zens’ access to information about Senate per-
formance: complete stenographic records of 
Upper House sittings are accessible on the Sen-
ate’s website and it is possible to enter the Sen-
ate plenary hall and watch the deliberations. 
In Poland, journalists have unlimited access to 
the parliament. They can witness every activity 
that takes place therein and be in direct contact 
with parliamentarians. Their accounts and com-
mentaries published in the press are also a 
source of information about the legislator’s per-
formance.  
Press conferences give journalists an opportunity 
to collect information about special events (vide 
the press conference on the occasion of the Pol-
ish Language Day established by a Senate reso-
lution) and current activities of the Upper House.  
The Senate website gives an account of the past 
and present legislative and non-legislative per-
formance of the Senate and its bodies.  
Senate Regulations contain the requirement to 
regularly publish the Polish Senate Diary – a 
biweekly general-access account of all aspects 

of Senate performance. It is made available to 
interested citizens and distributed to university 
and provincial libraries. Its electronic version can 
be accessed on the Senate website.  
Anyone interested can be present at a plenary 
session of the Senate or at a meeting of a Sen-
ate committee without the need to meet any par-
ticular conditions – except for the need to comply 
with parliamentary security regulations, of 
course.  
The Senate Chancellery has the important task 
of promoting the Upper Chamber and educating 
the public. It publishes information materials 
addressed to various reader groups, particularly 
high school students. It organizes competitions 
about the contemporary and historical aspects of 
Polish parliamentarism. About 50 000 people 
visit the parliament every year. All these activities 
provide opportunities for dissemination of the 
knowledge of parliamentary democracy and 
Senate performance, and for meeting and dis-
cussions with senators.  
How can the Senate and senators bring politics 
closer to citizens? Finally, I would like to draw 
attention to the Senate patronage of non-
government organizations, senator’s queries or 
legal assistance provided to citizens by the Sen-
ate Chancellery as factors contributory to bring-
ing the sphere of politics, often so distant from 
the society, closer to citizens.  
The Sixth Term Senate places a great impor-
tance in its collaboration with non-governmental 
organizations. As Senate Speaker Bogdan 
Borusewicz said at a meeting with several dozen 
NGOs, organized in the Senate last January, the 
Senate wants to have patronage over civic or-
ganizations in addition to conducting legislative 
activities and caring for Poles living abroad. The 
Senate is to become a place where non-
governmental organizations can submit their 
opinions and have them subsequently taken into 
account during the legislative process. The Up-
per House plans to support NGO activities by 
patronizing their campaigns. That support mani-
fests itself already today in the form of Senate 
rooms being made available to NGOs for meet-
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ings and conferences. Provided that the Senate 
patronage of non-governmental organizations 
translates into genuine working collaboration, it 
may become a way of bringing both politics and 
politicians closer to the people, and foster Sen-
ate participation in the construction of a civic 
society.  
The Senate Speaker has been a patron of sev-
eral seminars and meetings that took place in the 
Senate building recently. One of them was a 
conference initiated by the Local Self-
Government Women’s Forum in the Foundation 
in Support of Local Democracy on the topic 
„Women Activate Local Communities – Ideas, 
Projects, Achievements”.  
Jointly with the Freedom and Democracy Foun-
dation, the Senate organized a conference de-
voted to the situation in Belarus after presidential 
elections, featuring the candidate of the Belaru-
sian opposition Aleksandr Milinkevich.  
In its campaign to familiarize the youth with the 
issues of united Europe, the Robert Schuman 
Foundation conducted a simulation of European 
Parliament deliberations at the Senate. 
 

* * * 
 
Nicolae Vacaroiu,  
President of the Senate of Romania 
 
It is a great pleasure for me to pass on greetings 
from the other members of the Rumanian senate 
and to thank our hosts most sincerely for their 
hospitality and for organising this meeting.  
At the same time I should like to congratulate the 
organisers for taking the initiative to concentrate 
our discussions on a highly pertinent topic in 
relation to politics within Europe. Discussing the 
contribution of senates to grass-roots politics is 
indeed especially relevant for the functioning of a 
two-chamber system in Rumania, in view of the 
fact that we shall be joining the European Union 
in the near future.  
As an expression of the will of the people, par-
liaments are the focal point of political debate. 
Nevertheless, the general public by and large 

knows little or has an inaccurate conception of 
their work and activities, despite the fact that 
they can attend parliamentary debates. There 
appears to be a growing need for representative 
democracy to be reinforced by the presence of 
the public, citizens who – in line with the new 
concept of good governance – play an active role 
in the decision-making process with regard to 
politics, the economy and society. The fact that 
members of the public help to monitor or even 
put pressure on state institutions is part of what 
constitutes democracy.  
Incidentally, the question of bringing the political 
decision-making process closer to the man in the 
street is appearing more and more frequently on 
the European agenda. Time and again public 
opinion has pointed out a lack of democracy in 
the way European Union institutions function, the 
public getting the impression that their influence 
on political decisions is decreasing. They are 
demanding that the EU be less bureaucratic, 
more transparent and more in touch with the 
people and their concerns. 
The convening of the Convention on the Future 
of Europe is an example of the evidence of the 
chasm between the traditional institutions and 
the population, who can no longer follow the 
complicated debate on the future of the EU and 
are lost in their own daily problems. To a certain 
extent, the activities of the Convention have 
made it possible for representatives of the popu-
lation to play a more direct role in drawing up the 
European constitution, which they have made 
more comprehensible for the man in the street. 
Moreover, the draft constitution gives the popula-
tion, either directly or through representatives, 
the possibility of playing a greater role in how the 
EU functions. 
In addition to strengthening the role of the Euro-
pean parliament, I feel it is important to note the 
increasing importance of national parliaments in 
building Europe, which makes a real contribution 
towards expanding the citizen’s role and involv-
ing him or her more in the decision-making proc-
ess. The constitution allots a new task to national 
parliaments, namely to ensure that the principle 
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of subsidiarity is respected. The protocol on the 
implementation of the principle of subsidiarity 
and proportionality stipulates that each national 
parliament or each chamber may, within six 
weeks of a bill being submitted, send the presi-
dent of the European parliament, the Council or 
the Commission an objection, outlining the rea-
sons why it is thought that the bill in question 
does not comply with the principle of subsidiarity. 
Furthermore, the draft constitution underlines the 
fact that the decisions taken within the EU must 
be taken „in as transparent a way as possible 
and at the closest possible level to the popula-
tion”.  
In Rumania, it is essential that a constructive 
dialogue be established between the main state 
institutions, including the senate, and the popula-
tion if democracy is going to be consolidated. 
Rumanian basic law was revised in 2003 after a 
full consultation process between all the political 
parties and with the active participation of the 
population, and subsequently approved in a na-
tional referendum. It stipulates that „representa-
tives and senators should serve the population in 
carrying out their mandate”. In order to do this 
the senate must be aware of the population’s 
concerns, consult them and involve them through 
various ways of implementing the legislation that 
is passed. 
The constitution sets out the principal ways and 
means that citizens and civil society can use to 
promote their fundamental rights and freedom, 
among which one might mention legislative initia-
tive, the right of petition and the right to attend 
parliamentary sessions. 
The relationship between parliament and the 
population can be analysed firstly as a direct 
relationship, and subsequently from the point of 
view of the impact on that relationship of parlia-
ment’s relationship with government and other 
administrative organs through parliamentary 
control of the administration.  
While a member of parliament carries out his or 
her mandate as an independent individual, this 
activity is indissolubly linked to familiarity with 
what is going on in the member’s constituency 

and establishing contact with the different socio-
professional classes, which enables the member 
to take certain really effective measures that 
correspond to the needs and requirements ex-
pressed by the voters at a given moment.  
The Senate Regulations provide an adequate 
framework for ensuring real interaction between 
members of parliament and the population. In 
this connection it is important to mention, firstly, 
contact with representatives of the business and 
social sectors, trade unions, student organisa-
tions and the various non-governmental organi-
sations, which all have the right to demand per-
sonal meetings with the leaders of the senate, 
and their memos, documents and proposals are 
passed on to the specialised committees for 
discussion. 
Secondly, with regard to the specialised commit-
tees, representatives of certain social bodies are 
invited to meetings where their proposals are 
discussed and taken into consideration, with a 
view to establishing the necessary details re-
garding collaboration on drawing up certain bills 
or amendments. 
Thirdly, given that parliament is the supreme 
legislative authority, it should be emphasised that 
the authorities have taken positive measures, 
especially over the past few years, demonstrat-
ing an increased interest in creating a functioning 
legal framework for the non-governmental sector. 
Accordingly, parliament has approved the Free 
Access to Information of Public Interest Act and 
the Transparency of Decision-Making Proce-
dures Act. Moreover, although where I come 
from we do not yet have any legislation relating 
to lobbying; the demands of the various social 
groups who are interested in seeing certain 
stipulations reflected in normative activity have 
been and are still regularly taken into account. 
In compliance with the constitution, relations 
between parliament and the general public, 
based on the relationship between the two 
chambers and the government and other admin-
istrative bodies, can be seen in the parliamentary 
control of these institutions that is carried out 
firstly through the fact of keeping parliament in-
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formed, the government being obliged to provide 
the information and documents requested by the 
two chambers, just as the participation of its 
members in the work carried out by parliament is 
compulsory if so requested, and secondly 
through questions and simple motions, the gov-
ernment being obliged to reply to questions put 
by members of parliament. Similarly, parliament 
may approve a simple motion whereby it ex-
presses its opinion on an internal or external 
political problem or, depending on the circum-
stances, concerning an issue which is the sub-
ject of a question. 
At the same time, the relationship between the 
senate and the population is ensured through: 
– the Public Relations Office, which is responsi-
ble principally for ensuring good relations be-
tween the senate and the population or the dif-
ferent non-governmental associations or organi-
sations; receiving petitions or other documents 
addressed to the senate, passing them on to the 
committee that examines abuse of the system, to 
the relevant standing committees or the senators 
and explaining to the petitioners how the petition 
will be dealt with; informing the public about the 
legislative process in the senate, providing the 
public with data and information concerning the 
senate as an institution; serving as an ombuds-
man and helping the relevant people to get eas-
ier access to senior people in the senate ser-
vices, the committees and the senators; organis-
ing access for Rumanian citizens and foreigners, 
individually or in groups, to plenary session de-
bates or to visit the senate chamber; 
– the Senate Press and Image Office, which 
edits its own web page every day, which pro-
vides the public and the media with all unclassi-
fied information relating to the senate’s daily 
activities, the agendas for the senate’s manage-
ment structures, the agendas for meetings of the 
standing committees and plenary sessions, re-
plies to articles published in the media; in addi-
tion it organises contact with the media and 
press conferences for members of the Perma-
nent Office, standing committees, parliamentary 
groups, all the members of the senate, and the 

Secretary General; it also helps to organise in-
ternational and national meetings and to make 
programmes about parliament; 
– the Parliamentary IT Department, which has 
developed an IT system for parliamentary activi-
ties (based on internet/intranet technology) in-
tended for circulating information within parlia-
ment and outside, and ensuring that the informa-
tion provided is correct and transparent.  
The senate’s website ensures that the public 
have direct, rapid and easy access to political 
processes, to the different stages a bill goes 
through involving the committees and the plenary 
session. The public and the media can access 
information concerning the stage a bill has 
reached and the relevant background material, 
providing them with an additional chain of infor-
mation and communication via e-mail; verbatim 
reports of the plenary sessions of the senate; 
legislative documents concerning legislative ini-
tiatives, management of questions. The public 
has the possibility of submitting a petition and 
monitoring how it is processed, starting with ini-
tial discussions relating to problems raised within 
the committee dealing with it right up to the final 
report. 
It is clear that the future of representative democ-
racy and even the reputation and standing of the 
senate lie basically in the ability of parliament to 
promote more direct forms of communication 
with public opinion.  
Policy on parliamentary communication needs to 
be modernised in particular through offensive 
and creative action at the same time by the sen-
ate’s specialised organs and on the initiative of 
members of parliament who, through periodical 
meetings with voters, can identify problems of 
communication at source and propose suitable 
solutions. 
I should like to express my conviction that in the 
21st century, the century of economic and social 
progress but also of integration and globalisation, 
the status of civil society will be reassessed, its 
importance and its role will be reconsidered and 
the population will play a more active role in poli-



VIIIth Meeting of the Association of European Senates 

 80

tics and decision-making at both a national and 
an international level. 
Finally, on behalf of the Romanian senate, I 
should like to remind you that our Association will 
be meeting in Bucharest in 2007 and that we 
shall be honoured to welcome you all there. 
 

* * * 
 
 
Sergey Michajlowitsch Mironov,  
President of the Federal Council of the  
Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation 
 
I am glad to meet you again. I see familiar faces 
in the hall. On behalf of the Council of the Fed-
eration of the Federal Assembly of the Russian 
Federation I would like to extend warm greetings 
to all of you. 
The theme of today's meeting is very relevant, 
and I am willing to share with you my considera-
tions on how the interests of the grass-roots are 
being taken into account in the work of our 
Chamber. 
First of all, I would like to note that the Russian 
Parliament was initially oriented at taking into 
account the interests of various layers of Rus-
sia's public.  
An outstanding landmark in our history - the cen-
tenary of Russian Parliamentarism - will be cele-
brated in a few days in Saint Petersburg. The 
very first Russian Parliament already consisted 
of two Chambers - the State Council and the 
State Duma, with the State Council vested with 
authority generally corresponding to traditional 
senate's functions. 
Nowadays, the function of representing the inter-
ests of Russia's regions is fulfilled by the Council 
of the Federation. From the moment it was first 
established in 1993, it has developed through 
three methods of the formation of its composi-
tion: inter alia, from heads of the constituent enti-
ties of the Russian Federation and through elect-
ing delegates from the constituent entities by 
direct ballot. Presently, our Chamber is being 
formed on the basis of representation from the 

executive and legislative branches of Russia's 
regions. 
The change in the procedure of its formation 
resulted actually from the search for interaction 
with the electorate, with the executive and legis-
lative branches at the local level. Today's order 
of forming the Chamber provides basis for an 
efficient solution of the tasks at hand while taking 
into account political and socio-economic reali-
ties.  
However, such model of formation is not the only 
possible option. Events can overtake us. I be-
lieve it necessary to revert to the procedure of 
electing members of the Council of the Federa-
tion based on keeping pace with the elections of 
deputies of local legislative authorities in the 
regions. 
 In this context, I would like to emphasize that I 
consider interaction with Russia's citizens, not 
limited to the electorate alone, to be extremely 
important for our Chamber. The issues of respect 
for human and citizen's rights have always been 
a priority in the activities of the Council of the 
Federation. The Council of the Federation views 
its main objective in ensuring that the adopted 
laws facilitate the implementation and promotion 
of these rights to the fullest extent possible.  
In order to evaluate the efficiency of applicable 
laws in implementing the above tasks, the Coun-
cil of the Federation prepares annual reports „On 
a state of legislation in the Russian Federation“.  
An important advantage of the Council of the 
Federation is its political neutrality. The lack of 
factions of political parties in the Council of the 
Federation allows us to focus on public and na-
tional priorities and tasks as well as to take better 
account of interests of different strata of society. 
Maintaining interethnic and inter-confessional 
agreement in society represents one of such 
priorities. I believe that recent events in Europe 
have demonstrated that this task is gaining prior-
ity in all our countries, and we, senators, must 
contribute in every possible way to the develop-
ment of inter-civilizational, inter-confessional and 
interethnic dialogue. 
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Different mechanisms operating under the Coun-
cil of the Federation ensure closer ties between 
the Chamber on the one hand and population 
and civil institutions - on the other. Specifically, 
upon our initiative supported by President Vladi-
mir Putin a Joint Commission for National Policy 
and Relationship between the State and Reli-
gious Associations has recently been estab-
lished. 
The Commission consists both of members of 
the Council of the Federation and the Council of 
Legislators. Let me note that this body is an as-
sociation of Russia's regional parliaments. The 
Commission is composed of representatives of 
different nationalities and confessions.  
The Joint Commission is called upon to elabo-
rate proposals on legal regulation of national 
policy of the Russian Federation and relationship 
between the state and religious associations.  
One of the Commission's priorities is to contrib-
ute to the improvement of legal guaranties of 
freedom of conscience and freedom of religion in 
the Russian Federation, national and cultural 
development of peoples of Russia including eth-
nic minorities, protection of their native habitat 
and traditional way of life, activities of public as-
sociations, and prevention of discrimination, as 
well as national, racial and religious intolerance 
or animosity. 
The fact that such a Commission was estab-
lished under the Council of the Federation high-
lights the important role played by our Chamber 
in sustaining national stability. This role of the 
Council of the Federation is determined by the 
Chamber's status in accordance to which it is not 
subject to dissolution on whatever grounds, 
unlike the State Duma.  
From this rostrum I would like to suggest devot-
ing one of our future meetings to the issue of 
multinational and inter-confessional interaction. 
The Council of the Federation attaches great 
importance to the issues of interaction with non-
governmental organizations. The first Congress 
of the CIS and Baltic States’ Non-Governmental 
Organizations on cooperation in the field of sci-
ence, culture and education, was held last No-

vember in Saint-Petersburg under the aegis of 
the Council of the Federation. The participants of 
the Congress underlined in their Declaration „the 
importance of strengthening civil society institu-
tions and establishing regular contacts, dialogue 
and interaction between non-governmental or-
ganizations”. The Congress generated extraordi-
nary interest. We are looking forward to further 
dialogue with non-governmental organizations. A 
major part in this dialogue belongs to the Public 
Chamber established last year in Russia. 
With a view to enhancing cooperation with the 
NGOs special Council on non-governmental 
organizations was recently created under the 
Council of the Federation. We believe that non-
governmental organizations will form a solid ba-
sis for the civil society in Russia.  
The Council of the Federation, justifiably called 
„the chamber of Russian regions”, pays special 
attention to the regional problems and concerns. 
One of its main functions is consolidation of re-
gional and federal interests to strengthen Rus-
sian statehood. Our relationship with the regions 
is based not on administration but on the elabo-
ration of common understanding of the purposes 
of social development and lawmaking. 
A prominent part in achieving common under-
standing is played by the above-mentioned 
Council of Legislators. Its routine work provides 
for elaborating and advancing the regions’ con-
solidated position in the federal legislation. 
The Council of the Federation pays priority atten-
tion to promoting direct public relations. It is 
through such permanent contacts with the Rus-
sian citizens that the genuine democracy evolves 
in our country. 
Leadership of the Chamber, as well as members 
of the Council of the Federation meet with citi-
zens on a regular basis and consider their com-
plaints and proposals. Thus, the Council of the 
Federation received approximately 17 thousand 
(the exact number is 16 686) of written and oral 
appeals from the Russian citizens over the 
course of last year. 
A large number of these appeals (36 per cent) go 
directly to the members of the Council of the 
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Federation, 16 per cent to the Secretariat of the 
Chairman of the Council of the Federation. The 
Council of the Federation Committees, mainly 
the Social Policy Committee, receive many ap-
peals from citizens. 
The main subjects of these appeals are notewor-
thy. Many of them concern national policy 
(17 per cent), followed by a number of com-
plaints about law enforcement (15 per cent) or 
social protection issues (15 per cent), general 
humanitarian problems related to culture, sci-
ence, information and religion (9 per cent). 
The Council of the Federation considered all 
appeals, complaints and suggestions it received. 
The Council adjusted its work on the basis of 
many of these messages. 
Various interactive activities involving members 
of the Council of the Federation are used to 
broaden close constant contacts with the popula-
tion, namely online Interviews and online Con-
ferences. The Press-Service of the Chamber has 
launched the Direct Dialogue Internet-project to 
get feedback from the public and mass media in 
the regions. 
Members of the Council of the Federation ac-
tively use the mass media to explain the main 
elements of the Council's activities to the read-
ers, viewers and listeners. 
National newspapers and magazines alone pub-
lish an average of more than 300 articles about 
the Council of the Federation a month and about 
500 reports are transmitted monthly by the lead-
ing news agencies and Internet media. 
The Chamber is open to the public. For instance, 
last year around five thousand people from every 
social stratum visited the Council of the Federa-
tion building and learned about its proceedings 
during guided tours. Some of them attended 
plenary meetings. 
Finally, I would like to touch upon the following 
point. Nowadays, there are lots of speculations 
that freedoms are being curtailed in Russia and 
even that the country has turned away from de-
mocracy. I would like to make a responsible 
statement: under no circumstances Russia is 
going to deviate from the key principle of nation 

building, that is democratic development of civil 
society. Practical deeds of the Council of the 
Federation serve as vivid evidence to that. 
 

* * * 
 
 
Janez Sušnik,  
President of the National Council of the  
Republic of Slovenia 
 
I would first like to thank Mister President for the 
invitation to the VIIIth Meeting of the Association 
of European Senates. I would like to congratulate 
you on the excellent organization of the confer-
ence and the hospitality we are enjoying.  
The National Council of the Republic of Slovenia 
as the upper chamber that is not on equal footing 
with the first chamber, the National Assembly of 
the Republic of Slovenia, performs its role of 
cooperation in the legislative field, determined by 
the Constitution of the Republic of Slovenia. It 
uses all its competences in practice though these 
are not, to a great extent, very powerful, so that it 
only acquires information, gives opinions, re-
quires the calling of a referendum or the initiation 
of a parliamentary inquiry or can withhold deci-
sions taken by the National Assembly. It is 
greatly due to weak competences that the Na-
tional Council implemented in practice various 
relations with citizens and civil society which 
form the basis of a representative democracy. 
The National Council has in its ten-year function-
ing established various forms of cooperation with 
citizens and civil society. On the one hand these 
relations are demonstrated through the publicity 
of the activities of the National Council and on 
the other hand through certain activities of the 
National Council such as organisation of numer-
ous consultations, lectures, various forms of 
public debates and other activities of the National 
Council.  
The sessions of the National Council and its 
commissions are open to the public which is 
characteristic of modern representative bodies. 
The publicity of work is demonstrated through 
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the opportunity for the citizens to be present at 
the sessions, through the information that the 
National Council gives about its work and its 
decisions either directly or through the mass 
media. The acts and other materials discussed 
by the National Council are published in the en-
tirety or as summaries in the National Council 
Bulletin. However, the public may be limited or 
excluded from the work of the National Council 
only exceptionally if it is decided so by the Na-
tional Council for the common benefit.  
The publicity of the National Council is exercised 
also through the organization of press confer-
ences. These are convened in the first place by 
the president of the National Council, and ac-
cording to the Rules of Procedure also by the 
chairpersons of the Commissions and by the 
leaders of interest groups. Press conferences 
are convened on the occasion of important 
events or after the sessions where important 
issues had been discussed. 
The councillors of the National Council and the 
representatives of local interests use councillors’ 
offices for the establishment of direct relations 
with citizens. Their aim is to enable the transfer 
of propositions, opinions, issues and initiatives of 
the individuals and organizations concerned to 
the National Council which on the legislative 
level endeavours to shape appropriate solutions 
to the burning problems and to incorporate them 
into the legislation under discussion.  
The National Council exercises the relations with 
citizens and civil society not only by assuring the 
public the presence at the sessions and press 
conferences but also by the organization of vari-
ous forms of consultations, lectures, different 
forms of public debates in which the public can 
actively participate.  
Since its beginning the National Council has 
organized hundreds of consultations, lectures, 
round tables and public debates (henceforth: 
consultations). Their aim is to present to the pub-
lic concerned the regulation, functioning and 
problems in a particular field of social life. The 
consultations deal with topical, interesting sub-
jects predominantly from the field of economy, 

European Union, environment, finance and re-
gionalism. 
Slightly different in content are the consultations 
with the electoral base in which the National 
Councillors - as representatives of individual 
interests in the National Council, address their 
voters and present to them their work as well as 
their future guidelines and exchange opinions 
with them. The maintenance of contacts with the 
electoral base throughout the whole term of of-
fice is a characteristic feature of the National 
Council’s work.  
The National Council invites Slovene and foreign 
experts to take part in the consultations as well 
as the members of the public interested in get-
ting acquainted with the discussed issues or 
eager to present their opinion. The aim of inviting 
so many people is to acquire as many as possi-
ble various and significant opinions. In the or-
ganization of consultations the National Council 
has cooperated with more than one hundred civil 
associations, professional societies, organiza-
tions and institutes. In this way the National 
Council focuses its endeavours to attract a wide 
cross-section of civil society to debates on vari-
ous issues of social life. The purpose of the con-
sultations is not only to raise public awareness 
but also to obtain feedback and opinions from 
civil society. All the materials and the minutes of 
the debates are usually published in an inde-
pendent publication by the National Council. 
The National Council receives many new ideas 
through these activities. It frequently incorporates 
the opinions presented at the consultations and 
in the framework of its competences communi-
cates them within the legislative process. Con-
sidering the fact that also the members of the 
executive branch of power attend the consulta-
tions, they very often directly incorporate the 
ideas and opinions into the government acts and 
draft laws.  
Such a manner of acting of the National Council 
strengthens its role. The National Council en-
deavours to actively participate in monitoring and 
development of the Slovene and European soci-
ety in the economic, cultural, political, health and 
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social spheres. And not lastly, the National 
Council advocates for a good and just organiza-
tion of individual legal fields. The result of such 
activities is considerable interest of people to 
attend lectures and consultations, greater recog-
nition and better image of the National Council in 
the public.  
The National Council also carries out activities 
involving young people. The project „The Na-
tional Council and Youth” involves young people 
getting to know the functioning of the Parliament 
in general. The young people can present their 
own issues. Due to the problematic and demand-
ing lifestyles, ever more young people are facing 
problems connected to drugs, alcohol, criminal, 
problems in schools and domestic conflicts. First 
young people are informed of the opportunities 
available to express their opinions, later they 
also have the opportunity to cooperate in the 
formation of different ideas and decisions. The 
goal of this project is to transfer young people’s 
ideas into the legislative process. 
The National Council endorsed another impor-
tant project. It is called „The Growing Book” 
(Rastoča knjiga). It is a project providing financial 
support for and promoting the role of Slovenian 
books. Books have been an essential partner of 
the Slovenes for over a thousand years. The 
project is a tribute to all those Slovenes through-
out history who have creatively contributed to the 
Slovene culture. Through projects such as „The 
Growing Book” the National Council shows its 
support for ideas relating to Slovenia’s national 
awareness. It is a step in the search for Slovene 
culture, identity and self-confidence which are 
ever more important in today’s climate of global-
isation and with Europe and the whole world 
being ever more integrated. This is the first pro-
ject of its kind in the world. It is a way in which 
we can present ourselves to the world as a na-
tion wanting to offer its culture to the world’s 
heritage. This is a noble and well-intended idea 
that is open to each and everyone and to us all. 
The presented manner of functioning of the Na-
tional Council arises from its composition. The 
National Council represents social, economic, 

professional and local interests. These interests 
cover practically all the main segments of the 
society. Among the forty members of the Na-
tional Council four are the representatives of 
employers, four representatives of employees, 
two representatives of farmers, one representa-
tive of craftsmen, one representative of inde-
pendent professions, six representatives of non-
commercial activities and twenty-two representa-
tives of local interests. So, the National Council 
consists of two fundamental parts: of the repre-
sentatives of functional interests and of the rep-
resentatives of local and territorial interests. The 
National Council is a legitimate representative of 
social interests and it can, with the already stated 
five interest groups, establish relations with civil 
society.  
Since the National Council is very active in the 
field of organization of consultations it has legally 
regulated this activity also in its Rules of Proce-
dure. In the new chapter on acquiring information 
on the National Council, it has regulated the ac-
tivity it has been exercising since the very begin-
ning.  
And, finally it has to be emphasised that the Na-
tional Council is affirming itself as an institution, 
cooperating and encouraging the cooperation 
with civil society regardless of the fact that the 
National Assembly, the Government and other 
administrative bodies are doing the same. 
Namely, the National Council is not an institution 
that takes final decisions on important state af-
fairs and is as such not burdened with the dis-
cussions and decision-making on all the matters 
that have to be settled for the normal functioning 
of the state. It is up to the National Council to 
decide what matters it will discuss according to 
the importance from the point of view of the in-
terests represented in the National Council. In 
this way it can focus on a more detailed discus-
sion on individual subject matters with the help of 
the professional public – the civil society. 
 

* * * 
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Rolf Büttiker,  
President of the Council of States of the 
Swiss Confederation 
 
European citizens rightly expect their parliaments 
to be involved at grass-roots level, and this 
means at a level that the general public can un-
derstand a level which serves their interests, a 
level at where they have some influence. 
The two questions I ask myself are, firstly, in 
what way does the Council of States contribute 
towards grass-roots politics? And secondly, what 
aspects of the Swiss constitution encourage 
grass-roots politics? 
The members of the Council of States are 
elected by the voters in each canton. Members 
are elected for a fixed period of office. Every four 
years the electorate can decide whether it wants 
to re-elect one or both of its representatives or to 
choose two new ones. This means that the 
members of the Council of States are responsi-
ble to the public for their decisions and have to 
represent the interests of those who voted for 
them. 
Naturally, in a pluralistic society, the interests of 
the citizens will vary. Sometimes they are even 
contradictory, for example when parliament de-
mands that the cost of the health service be kept 
in check and at the same time more and more is 
demanded of doctors and hospitals. In addition, 
there are demands that are expressed loud and 
clear by those directly concerned and others that 
don’t find any obvious backing. All this means 
that the members of parliament don’t have an 
easy task. 
The Council of States represents the cantons. 
Each canton has two representatives in the 
Council of States, regardless of whether it is only 
a small canton, such as Uri with a population of 
35 000 or a large canton such as Zurich with a 
population of 1.25 million. This means that the 
small, mainly rural cantons are privileged. This 
system balances out the political influence of the 
economically stronger cantons and urban areas. 
It is clear that the Council of States ensures that 
the minorities in Switzerland can have their say 

and effectively defend their political interests. A 
good example of this is regional policy. 
According to Article 161 of the Swiss constitu-
tion, the members of the Council of States vote 
according to their own opinions. Grass-roots 
politics therefore doesn’t mean that members 
have to vote according to what they are told by 
interest groups, parties or cantonal authorities, 
even if these represent a large number of citi-
zens. Before taking each decision, members 
have to ask themselves what, in their own opin-
ion, will best serve the interests of the population 
and the country. 
And this means not only short-term but also long-
term interests. Adolescents can’t vote. Neverthe-
less, a politician must bear in mind the interests 
of future generations, for example with regard to 
legislation concerning the environment. As a 
former President of the Committee for the Envi-
ronment, Spatial Development and Energy, and 
a member of the Transport Committee, I often 
had to consider such decisions. An example is 
reducing the level of CO2 in the air. 
An important prerequisite for grass-roots politics 
is transparency. The sessions in the Council of 
States are open to the public. Any citizen can 
follow the debates from the public gallery. The 
debates are also broadcast online. All discus-
sions are minuted and can be analysed after the 
event. The committee meetings are not open to 
the public but the media are informed about the 
outcome of committee meetings immediately 
they finish. The media report on decisions taken 
by the Council of States and include commentar-
ies and criticism, which leads to public discus-
sion. 
According to the Swiss constitution and Swiss 
legislation, the principle of transparency obliges 
members of the Council to reveal any business 
or other interests they may have. A list is pub-
lished on the internet giving all the direct connec-
tions between members of the Council and 
commercial companies and organisations. 
Grass-roots politics is only possible if there is 
direct contact between politicians and the people 
they represent. Politicians need to be aware of 
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the concerns of the population and, in turn, they 
should also explain certain things to the public. 
As a member of the Council of States I am often 
invited to public functions, where I explain the 
decisions taken by the Council, discuss with 
other politicians, listen to opinions voiced by the 
public and try to convince them. And often  
I come home with suggestions that I then pass 
on to the committee to address. 
Citizens also write to members of the Council 
and submit petitions, and of course nowadays 
they communicate by e-mail too. I receive a lot of 
post, and as President of the Council, even 
more. As a rule, every letter and e-mail is an-
swered. Petitions are dealt with by the corre-
sponding committee and by the Council.  
Grass-roots politics also means that citizens can 
lodge a complaint with an international body, and 
Switzerland has therefore recognised the indi-
vidual right of appeal in the European Conven-
tion on Human Rights. Switzerland’s application 
to join the recently created UN Commission on 
Human Rights also goes in this direction. I hope 
that our candidature will be well supported. 
The members of the Council of States are not 
full-time politicians. After they have been elected 
they continue to pursue their careers outside 
parliament, although they naturally have to re-
duce the hours they can devote to them. This 
system has advantages and disadvantages.  
The advantages include the fact that members of 
our parliament continue to be aware of the prob-
lems that arise in their field of work. A lawyer has 
to deal with his clients’ concerns, a trade unionist 
knows all about working conditions in his or her 
field. As for myself, I’m a business consultant 
and come into contact with various firms each 
week. This system means that our parliament will 
never constitute a „political class” of its own 
which is cut off from the general public. 
In Switzerland the man in the street can have a 
direct influence on political decisions through 
popular initiatives and referendums. We vote on 
federal issues three or four times a year, and 
cantonal and local issues even more frequently. 
On 21 May 2006, in just a month’s time, the 

Swiss electorate will be voting on cooperation 
between the federal and cantonal authorities with 
regard to education.  
Referendums are not only a tool which the voters 
can use to directly influence the course of poli-
tics. They also have a preventive influence on 
parliament. In the Council of States we know that 
most decisions we take may well be put to the 
electorate, which is why we try to take the inter-
ests of the man in the street into account in our 
parliamentary debates. 
The Council of States represents the population 
of the different cantons and its task is to ensure 
that the varying interests of the population are 
taken into account in political procedures. At the 
same time, it has to work with the National 
Council and the Federal Council to find solutions 
for current political problems. The solutions we 
come up with don’t always correspond to what 
the voters have in mind, however. And this is 
another reason why it is important that there is 
continual and intensive dialogue between par-
liament and the population. 
I am looking forward to hearing this morning 
what the leaders or deputy leaders of the Euro-
pean Senates have to say about how their par-
liament is going about getting closer to the peo-
ple. And I’m especially pleased that we shall 
have the opportunity to discuss between our-
selves and with two young Swiss people this 
afternoon. I have no doubt that we can all learn a 
lot from each other. 
To conclude, may I just say that, whatever the 
differences between our various Senates, only 
grass-roots politics guarantees that progress will 
be made in democracy. 
 

* * * 
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Přemysl Sobotka,  
President of the Senate of the  
Czech Republic 
 
We have met here as representatives of Euro-
pean senates conscious of the fact that a bi-
cameral parliamentary system is a self-evident 
part of the democratic system of many European 
countries. And in spite of that, three things – our 
historic experience, some systemic differences 
and also the present political situation of our 
countries, differentiate us. As a representative of 
the Czech Republic I would like to inform you at 
least briefly about the specific features typical for 
our Senate, whose activity we strive to unfold 
precisely based on the analysis of our own his-
tory, the study of experiences of the work of 
other European Senates and as a sensitive reac-
tion to the present development in our country. 
Czech statehood has been renewed in our mod-
ern history towards the close of WWI in October 
1918. At this time our country has formulated its 
Constitution inspired above all by France and the 
USA. These States were rooted in a bi-cameral 
Parliament. This fact and the conviction of these 
days, that a second chamber of the Parliament is 
an indication of the level of evolution of a coun-
try, contributed to the creation of the Senate, the 
first election for it taking place in May 1920. With 
the Nazi occupation in March 1939 the Senate 
was abolished and after 1945 it had not been 
renewed due to the major influence of commu-
nists on the future system of the country. In sim-
ple terms, but quite tellingly, it may be said that 
with the passing of the Senate came one cruel 
dictatorship and its renewal was prevented by 
another one. 
The pre-war Czechoslovak Senate due to its 
linkage on the parallel dissolution of both cham-
bers was not a sufficient safeguard for the pro-
tection of democracy and was to some extent a 
mere copy of the chamber of deputies, making 
the resolutions of both chambers often identical. 
We have learned this lesson after 1989 and it 
may be said that the Czech Senate renewed 10 
years ago is a true safeguard of democracy be-

cause it is indissoluble and is renewed regularly 
every two years by an electoral exchange of one 
third of the senatorial seats. Our Constitution is 
protecting in such a way citizens from sudden 
changes that may happen after elections to the 
Chamber of Deputies. This protection may seem 
to some costly and superfluous. History has nev-
ertheless taught us that democracy has to be 
protected by all available constitutional means. 
The Senate is today electing justices of the Con-
stitutional Court, the ombudsman, together with 
the Chamber of Deputies the President and 
without the consent of the Senate no changes of 
the Constitution and of electoral acts are possi-
ble. This may be as well the reason why there 
are political and social forces in our country that 
are disturbed by the Senate.  
Since the times of the existence of bi-cameral 
parliaments debates on the usefulness or lack of 
it of the upper chamber are taking place.  
The discussion is more or less earnest, but it 
always has certain efforts and goals in the back-
ground. One day the Senate is disturbing those 
who were unsuccessful in the elections, on an-
other one those who wish to gain some media 
visibility at any price, and also those who still 
invoke a slightly different political culture than the 
one that is common in the majority of European 
countries. 
Somebody is disturbed as well by the Senate 
because of the questions it unpleasantly puts.  
I shall mention an example speaking for all. In 
June 2005 a public hearing took place in the 
Senate on the day of the anniversary of the exe-
cution of the former deputy Milada Horáková, 
and it has set for itself one single goal: answer 
the question whether for a democratic Czechia, 
integrated into Euro-Atlantic structures, the threat 
of communism still lasts and whether commu-
nism is still a threatening ideology? This was not 
a cheap and empty gesture, because we have to 
realize that in spite of all the successes of the 
rebirth of democracy in our country we remain to 
some extent a post-communist country where 
the fight for political culture and against the rem-
nants of the past remain a topical subject. 
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However, let us now devote some attention to 
the work of our Senate in itself mentioning some 
of the evident positive features in recent times. 
Among those and not as the least important, the 
growing capacity of senators to assess in a quali-
fied way the bills submitted for consideration, 
because the majority of them are coming with a 
rich experience from local and municipal politics. 
This means they are more closely tied with ordi-
nary issues, and not only in „their” regions. Be-
sides that they know how to take effectively deci-
sions fully conscious of direct consequences and 
direct responsibility. This factor cannot be omit-
ted also in view of the reality when on the other 
hand in the Chamber of Deputies „professional 
politicians” are becoming more numerous, pene-
trating the mysteries of high-level politics, and on 
the other hand, with all due respect, this has to 
be compensated by people who remain closer to 
everyday issues and local level contacts.  
I am getting there to one of the fundamental is-
sues – the balancing of political forces. All this is 
indicating that the second parliamentary cham-
ber has the prerequisites to fulfil what has been 
devoted to the Senate, as the Constitution stately 
describes it. The higher the tension in the politi-
cal situation is building, the more the Chamber of 
Deputies acts on purpose, the more it falls into 
internal political fights, and this is influencing the 
shape of the adopted legislation. The composi-
tion of the Senate is different and less dependent 
on the present situation. 
It goes without saying that in parliamentary de-
mocracies the willingness of the ruling parties to 
spend State means and adopt populist laws that 
may be appreciated by the public increases es-
pecially in pre-electoral times.  
I dare to claim now, in the beginning of our own 
election campaign, that the feature of a certain 
Senate „timelessness” and some „distance” from 
executive decisions give to the Senate an ever-
greater meaning. It has been verified that work 
on legislation in the Senate takes place without 
topical political pressures, with a long-term per-
spective, and thus in a systematic way.  

The legislation in the making of our country is 
open in the Senate to close examination, legal 
expertise and detailed debate at the plenary 
meetings. So, our Senate has in recent days 
returned to the Chamber through amendments 
one half of the bills it has received from the 
Chamber and the Chamber then adopted 60 per 
cent of those.  
It is obvious we do as well defend the interests of 
our political parties, of our ideas. But this does 
not happen under an immediate pressure, it is 
not taking place within a fierce political battle. It 
happens in the spirit of a long-term political com-
petition, thus in the interest of the quality of the 
approved legal norms. 
In such a way, the Senate may proudly present 
many examples when it confirmed its role de-
rived from the Constitution of the Czech Repub-
lic. Besides the protection of the quality of consti-
tutional acts it is the ever-greater task of integrat-
ing European legislation into national law. In the 
past the Senate played a positive role in solving 
the governmental crisis in 1997 and in some 
cases when considering major strategic arms 
procurements it saved to the State Treasury 
sums corresponding to billions. 
 I like to say that the Senate is a signal post. It 
signals politics without great emotions, and 
therefore I remain convinced that the Czech 
Senate has also for the future the opportunity to 
keep its capacity to be a good partner of the 
citizen for the sake of the improvement of the 
quality of his life and of the overall political cul-
ture in the country. I am also convinced it shall 
be a good partner for other European parlia-
ments, regardless if they have one or, as in our 
case, two chambers. 
 

* * * 
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Lord Julian Pascoe Francis Grenfell,  
Deputy Speaker of the House of Lords of the 
United Kingdom of Great Britain and  
Northern Ireland 
 
The House of Lords is not elected. Most of its 
members are nominated. It is therefore not di-
rectly representative of the people. Members of 
the House of Lords have no constituents. They 
represent no-one but themselves. 
But the concerns of the population are reflected 
in the House in a different way. Members of the 
House do not lead their lives in isolation. They 
are representative of public opinion indirectly. 
They are politicians first and foremost. Most of 
the members are also members of political par-
ties, and many have direct experience of political 
activity as from Members of the House of Com-
mons; or in local government; or through other 
forms of political service. 
Members of the House of Lords are often ap-
pointed in mid- to late- career. Many have done 
other things. While the House of Commons (like 
one suspects all directly elected chambers) is 
increasingly composed of people who have little 
experience outside political life, members of the 
House of Lords are still active in, or have just 
retired from, a wide range of professional activi-
ties – the media, banking and finance, agricul-
ture, law, the public service, health and social 
care. They do not represent these sectors in a 
formal sense, but they are often representative of 
their views. 
So indirectly, public opinion influences proceed-
ings of the House: 
– as a legislature (interest groups, charities, pro-
fessional associations and lobbyists often draft 
amendments and prepare briefing and/or speak-
ing notes for members of the House). 
– as a forum of debate (members initiate debates 
for answer by the government on areas of public 
concern). 
– as a chamber of scrutiny of the executive 
(members ask questions at question time or in 
select committees which reflect wider sectoral or 
public opinion). 

But in one area of scrutiny – that of select com-
mittees – the concerns of the population can be 
directly expressed in the form of evidence to the 
committee. Invitations to submit written evidence 
in respect of a particular inquiry are usually sent 
direct to individuals and organisations who are 
known to be knowledgeable about the subject 
matter. But they are also issued publicly through 
a press notice and on the internet. In matters of 
great public concern the response can be enor-
mous. A recent committee on euthanasia re-
ceived over 14 000 communications, mostly ex-
pressions of opinion rather than evidence. 
What more can we do to bring politics closer to 
the public?  
For the House of Lords, we think that for the 
moment the chief remedies are to be found in 
electronic communication. This is very much in 
conformity with a recent and very critical study by 
a committee of the Hansard Society (a political 
think-tank). The study was chaired by Lord Putt-
nam, the film director and called „Members 
Only? Parliament in the Public Eye”. The steps 
we are taking include: 
– use of public e-consultation by select commit-
tees. The responses are moderated by a third 
party organisation and are particularly useful on 
issues where public opinion is central to the suc-
cess or failure of a policy. 
– interactive sites for members. The proposed 
re-design of the House of Lords website will al-
low for individual members to engage inter-
actively if they wish with members of the public.  
– a redesigned and more easily navigable web-
site for the House of Lords. 
– increasing the amount of information about the 
House which is available electronically – all ver-
sions of bills, amendments, and published re-
ports of committees are on the internet. Oral and 
written evidence received by committees is now 
also posted as quickly as practicable. 
We are also trying to engage better with visitors. 
Although planning in its early stages, the House 
of Lords and House of Commons intend to build 
a Visitor Centre on a site opposite the Houses of 
Parliament. Meanwhile, we try to ensure that 
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considerations of heightened security do not 
prevent the usual visits to parliament by mem-
bers of the public and especially schoolchildren. 
Representing the public mood is one thing. But 
persuading the public that the Upper House is 
performing that function, and performing it quite 
well, is another thing entirely. I look forward to 
hearing from other colleagues how they ap-
proach this question. 

 
* * * 
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III. Round Table Discussion 
 

 
The round table discussion gave Carine Fleury 
and Philip Gasser – two young Swiss people 
who are actively involved in politics – the oppor-
tunity to present their point of view concerning 
the topic chosen for the meeting, namely „The 
Senates’ contribution towards grass-roots poli-
tics”, and to discuss it with the leaders of the 
European senates.  
 
The round table was chaired by Alain Berset, a 
member of the Council of States.  
 
The transcripts on the round table discussion can 
be found on pages 145 – 157. 

 
* * * 

 

 



VIIIth Meeting of the Association of European Senates 

 92

IV. Announcement of the  
Extraordinary Meeting 2006 in Prague 
 
 
Přemysl Sobotka,  
President of the Senate of the  
Czech Republic 
 
Ten years shall elapse in 2006 since the renewal 
of the Czech Senate, and therefore several 
events shall take place to honour this event that 
has undoubtedly strengthened the course of the 
re-establishment of democracy in our country. 
They should remind us not only of the evident 
successes of the upper chamber of our Parlia-
ment, but they should not hide either the some-
times passionate political debates about its 
meaning as they have often negatively reflected 
and still reflect from time to time on the media 
image of the Senate. 
It is understandable and logical, because in the 
European countries where totalitarian regimes 
were in power for decades, the struggle for politi-
cal culture and the building up of respect and 
natural authority of democratic institutions are a 
long term endeavour. 
As a part of the commemorations in Prague be-
sides many other events aimed at our public, the 
publication shall take place of a collection of 
studies called „Parliaments and their functions at 
the threshold of the 21st century”, together with 
an enlarged commemorative session at the oc-
casion of the 10th anniversary of the founding 
meeting of the Senate with the participation of all 
present and also past senators, but also of other 
guests – including both hitherto presidents of the 
Czech Republic Václav Havel and Václav Klaus. 
I would like at this occasion to offer an invitation 
to Prague that I have mentioned to our dear 
friend Poncelet and to the president of the Coun-
cil of States of Switzerland Rolf Büttiker.  
Allow me to express here the wish to include as 
a part of these events as well an extraordinary 
meeting of the Association of European Senates 
on 28 – 29 September 2006. At this point I would 
like to mention I have been very pleased  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
by the positive response to this proposal indi-
cated by some of you – above all by Mr Christian 
Poncelet, the president of the Senate of the 
French Republic. 
In the event my proposal is accepted, I take the 
liberty to propose the main themes of our Prague 
meeting: 
– the importance of upper chambers, 
– the protection of human rights, 
– bureaucracy and an effective administration of 
public matters, 
– the free movement of services. 
For me and for my colleagues among Czech 
senators your visit of Prague shall be another 
welcome occasion not only for a meeting among 
friends, but also to exchange experiences from 
the work of our upper chambers. We do have 
plenty of subjects we may and we wish to dis-
cuss. I will be glad if you accept my invitation and 
thank you in advance for your positive response. 
 

* * * 
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V. Closing Address  
 
 
Rolf Büttiker, 
President of the Council of States of the 
Swiss Confederation 
 
For the VIIIth Meeting of the Association of  
European Senates we decided to address the 
question of the senates’ contribution towards 
grass-roots politics and to exchange views and 
experience relating to this issue. 
 
At the close of the meeting we have seen that 
there is a unanimous desire among the senates 
to be of service to the population. There are vari-
ous institutional principles that encourage close 
contact with the population and these principles 
are set out in the constitutions of most of the 
members of our association. This includes, for 
example, the public nature of the senates’ de-
bates. Moreover, modern methods of communi-
cation such as the internet help to make debates 
and decisions accessible to members of the pub-
lic who are not able to attend in person. Elec-
tronic communication thus expands the opportu-
nities for exchanges between the general public 
and their representatives in the senate. This type 
of communication is being used more and more 
and represents a real opportunity to ensure that 
politics includes the people. 
 
The Presidents’ speeches revealed institutional 
differences. The senates represent different terri-
torial groups and different social groups, depend-
ing on the constitutional format of the country 
and its history. Some senates are totally or partly 
elected by the people while others are not. Their 
scope of responsibility also varies considerably. 
Nevertheless, there is one factor they all have in 
common: all the senates have a direct influence 
on the lives of the population and they should 
therefore act principally in the interests of the 
general public. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We were extremely interested to hear what our 
two young guests had to say on the following 
question: How can we interest young people in 
politics? The answer would appear to be by in-
cluding them in political processes and letting 
them as well as youth movements have an op-
portunity to play an active and critical role. Young 
people’s field of vision is not limited to national 
borders since it thrives on contact with people in 
other European countries and indeed outside our 
continent. In this connection, the principle of 
subsidiarity enables cross-border problems to be 
addressed through the European institutions, 
while other questions continue to be dealt with by 
national parliaments.  
 
The round table discussions revealed that many 
senates make a point of seeking contact with the 
younger generation, either through training pro-
grammes or through discussions with young 
people and youth movements within the parlia-
mentary committees. Furthermore, many presi-
dents of senates welcome the principle of sub-
sidiarity set out in the European constitution and 
already applied at a national level in many fed-
eral states. Through the responsibilities that have 
been allotted to them, the senates are precisely 
the right body for ensuring that European legisla-
tion complies with the principle of subsidiarity. 
This is how politics can remain close to the  
people. 
 
The presidents of the senates have agreed that 
any opportunity to exchange views is of value 
and that we can all learn from each other. We 
were also pleased to accept the invitation of the 
president of the Czech senate to attend an ex-
traordinary meeting in Prague this autumn, to 
mark the tenth anniversary of the creation of the 
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senate in the Czech Republic. Our next two 
regular meetings will be held in Romania (in 
2007) and in Austria (in 2008). 
 
We very much hope that, over the coming years, 
the people of Romania and of certain other coun-
tries will be spared from the terrible flooding they 
have experienced recently, and that our respec-
tive parliaments will take the necessary decisions 
to ensure that, as far as possible, such natural 
disasters do not happen again. 
 
At the close of this VIIIth meeting of the Associa-
tion of European Senates, I should like to thank 
all the delegations for coming to Berne and con-
tributing to our discussions. May we also thank 
our two young Swiss guests for their contribu-
tions, and Alain Berset from the Swiss Council of 
States for chairing the round table discussions 
this afternoon. All the delegations who are still in 
Berne tomorrow are cordially invited to join us for 
a little outing to the canton of Solothurn, which is 
where I come from. I should like to wish the other 
delegations „bon voyage” and, if they haven’t 
already celebrated it, a Happy Easter. 
 

* * * 
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