CONCEPT NOTE: PARLIAMENTS AND OVERSIGHT

Parliament’s oversight function aims to ensure that the government and its agents (supreme audit institutions, ombuds offices and in some countries, anti-corruption agencies) use their powers and available resources appropriately and with probity, in ways that respond to the needs and interests of all members of the society. Oversight by parliaments can help guarantee that the decisions and actions of the government stay within the bounds of the law, thereby strengthening an open and transparent democracy. Ultimately, oversight enhances public confidence in the integrity of the government’s activities and encourages all groups in the community to accept the policies of the executive branch. 

Though most legislatures have the power to hold the government accountable for its actions and policies, differences in the form of government and other constitutional arrangements create considerable variation in the tools they use to perform their oversight function. These tools include supreme audit institutions, legislative committees, questions in the legislature, interpellations, debates, the estimates process, scrutiny of delegated legislation, and private members’ motions.  Also significant are adjournment debates that allow legislators to raise issues relating to the use or proposed use of governmental power, to call on the government to explain actions it has taken, and to require it to defend and justify its policies or administrative decisions.

Over the past decade or so, many parliaments have evolved to take on greater legislative and oversight powers. The challenge today is for parliaments to use their oversight responsibilities – particularly through the budget process and legislative leverage – to ensure that the needs of all citizens are heard and met through the delivery of well-designed programs and services and, at the same time, that mis-use of public funds is minimized. In practice however, many parliaments are ineffective and lack the capacity and/or resources to carry out their role. The objective of the Parliament and Oversight Sub-Program is to enhance parliaments’ capacity to effectively fulfill their responsibilities, particularly with regard to oversight of the budget and implementation and performance of government policies and programs. 

Program aims include:
1) Developing Parliamentary benchmarks and indicators, providing guidance and goal-setting for parliamentarians on good practice.  
2) Mobilizing Parliament to curb corruption through engagement and collaboration with international anti-corruption networks as well as integration with other GAC activities
3) Strengthening Parliamentary oversight through parliamentary performance indicators and a focus on Public Accounts Committees (PACs) as well as building and strengthening regional PAC networks.
4)  Integrate parliamentary engagement with anti-corruption networks through coalition building and diagnostics incorporation.


Oversight work will build on (i) current training materials for parliamentarians and parliamentary staff, (ii) coordinated efforts with parliamentary networks and partners both regionally and globally, iii) continuing research on benchmarks and indicators and iv) integration of cross-cutting oversight themes into other WBI flagship programs.

