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I. TSE IMPORTANCE OF LEGISLATIVE-CONSTITUENCY RELATIONS
AND INTERACTION

In democratic societies, governments (including legislatures) routinely consult,
interact, and exchange views and information with the public, so that citizens can
express their preferences and provide their support for decisions that affect their lives
and livelihoods. While elections are the most common mechanism linking citizens
and their government, they are occasional and citizen participation is generally limited
to casting a vote. Dealing with elected representatives on an on-going basis
strengthens the relationship between legislators and constituents and increases the
possibility oflegislators acting on their behalf Effective member-constituent
relationships contribute to democracy by strengthening the people's connection to
their government, and by providing "real life" assessments ofhow government
programs are actually working on the ground. Legislators with strong ties to
constituents, especially those from single-member districts, are more likely to be
reelected and to advance in their political careers. Constituents benefit by having their
views and concerns heard in the policy-making process or by having an advocate in
the legislature able to act on their behalfwhen government programs adversely affect
them.
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Differences between legislative and executive branches Relations between

constituents and their representatives differ from other citizen-government

relationships. Compared to the executive, the tegislative branch is usually more equal

in its membership, diverse in composition, and expected to be more accessible to all

citizens.

In addition, the legislature is far more likely than the executive to do at least part of its
business in public, making it easier for constituents to learn what their representatives

are doing, and why.

Functions oflegislatures An effective legislature represents constituents, influences

taw and policymaking, and acts as a constraint on executive power by exercising a

degree ofoversight. Member-constituent relations can affect each ofthese functions

by shaping member motivations and incentives, by providing local content and human

context to decisions, and by providing a way for constituents to measure performance

of legislators and to assess government actions.

l. Motivating representatives
Legislators are most likely to represent constituent inlerests when (1) they know
precisely who their constituents are, (2) they interact with them frequently, and (3)

their political futures depend on gaining and keeping constituent support. Whilc
national leaders often speak in the abstract about the "people", legislators in

functioning systems usually see constituents as people fiom a specific place, from
whom they can learn how govemment policies are working, and whose support they

value.
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2. Content and context for policymaking
The degree to which legislatures influence law and policymaking varies considerably.

A ftequent finding in legislative literature is that when legislators are active in policy

making, they tend to be advocates for local interests. The test ofgood policy in such

systems is how constituents respond to specific proposals.

3. Oversight How well is govemment working? What kind ofjob is the executive

bureaucracy doing? How these questions are answered depends on the perspective of
the analyst. The tendency oftop decision-makers in centralized systems is to think
about popular needs in the collective and abstract. Bureaucrats tend to think about

publics in compartmentalized ways organized by an agency's responsib ilities.
Legislators with strong ties to constituents are more likely to think about policies in

terms ofhow they affect the people they represent. The question ofhow well
government is working is answered by how well their constituents fare under
govemment policies.



to how well they carry them out. South Africa,s African National Congress party isone innovative example on how this can be done. prease refer to the box below:

lThe National Assembly in South Africa has 400 members,

lpopularlV 
elected ro five-year terms under a system of

jproponional representation. Having been elected from a

lnationwide parry list, none of the 4OO members of the South
jA-frican National Assembly have a specific district that thev
lcan call their own. Nor do constituents have a particular

;member that they can call ,,their,' legislator. Mlmbers,
Itherefore, are not automatica.lly allocated funds for a jistricr
lo{Iice. To contact a particular legislator, a constituent can

Representati
South Africa : An Example of proponional

on

ngress (ANC), the largest party represented in
Assembly, handles its funds through the Office

icontact the legislator,s offrce in Cape Town or hdshe can
lapproach the member through their relevant political party
Jstructure.
iThe National Assembly has developed a mechanism to
lassist political parties in reaching out to constituents. Each
party represented in the Assembly is granted an allocation
offunds (the amount is based onihe relative size ofthe
party) that the party can use at its own discretion (as long as
it is used for purposes of constituent services). With th"r"
resources, each of the 13 parties has developed its own
method of constituent outreach. For example, the African
National Co
Ithe National
of the Parry Whip. The Whip assigns a geographic area to
every one of the 264 ANC members, and then allocates a
portion ofthe overall parfy constituency budget to the
member. This unofEcial 'district,' is usually the area
lsurrounding a member's home town, arrd the ANC has

,developed guidelines for how the money can be spent (i.e.

lon office space. one or two saff, etc.) Members are

laccountable to tle ANC for the funds (periodic reports and

laccounts are required), and the ANC is in turn accountable
ito the overall National Assembly administration. This
constituent outreach pro$am ofthe Parliament ofSouth
A&ica is relatively new and is sill undergoing refinement
and innovation.

2. Open the legislature to the public

Inadequate, inaccessible meeting facilities and insufficient time for.legislators to meet
with constituents act as constraints on re.lations between legislators and thet
constituents. Legislative buildings may be inaccessible to constituents (Zambia's
Parliament is located outside oflusak4 for example, and access is through an
imposing iron gate). In many narions citizens must pass guards armed with machine
guns to enter the national legislature, and may not entff without an appointment.
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On the other hand, in many western democracies, legislative buildings are open to thepublic, there are pubric galreries in the legislature rJthut uny citizen-can obs"rve
parliamentary proceedings, and parliamentary debates are broadcast and/or televised
to the general public. School children often make visits to legislatures, meet
Iegislative members and observe legislative proceedings. This is one important means
of promoting-the role of the parriament and the work tiat it does, *hil. ;d;;;il-
that citizens feel ownership of the parliament and its activities.

3' Providing legislators with physical space to interact with constituents

I egislators in many nations are provided neither the time, space nor resources to
interact with their constituents.on. a regular or meaningfui basis. In newer parliaments
and many developing country legislatures, the procedires, processes and codes of
conduct guiding. parliamentary operations and Nrtp activitiei are primariry focused on
the interna.l workings of parliament and on its legislative and oversight
responsibilities. However, in order for Mps to effectively fulfill thei representational
role, they require routine communication and easy uc""r, to their constituents in order
to.exchange views. Some opportunities for constituency interaction include the
following:

A. Opening Constituency Offices in the Legislature. In many countries, each
legislative member is allocated oflice space within the legislature. These oflices serve
as a venue for legislators to meet with and be informed by individual constituents,
civil society groups, and/or experts independent ofthe legislature. In Chile, for
example, new Congress buildings, built in Valparaiso at the beginning ofthe l99O,s,
included offices for each Senator a,,d Deputy - providing each ofthem with a location'
for conducting legislative business and for meeting with ionstituents. A iess
expensive alternative is for the parliament to allocate shared office space and/or to
establish meeting rooms that legislators car reserve flor conducting meetings with
constituents.

B. constituency offices in the Districts, In most countries constituents live too far
from the capital to be able to travel to it to meet with their legislators. Some nations
bring legislators to the constituenrs by establishing district offices where legislators or
their stafr can meet with citizens, handle constituent problems, meet with local citizen
groups and leam about local concerns and issues to raise in the legislature.
Establishing a district office for every member, however, is expeniive and rnany
nations lack the necessary resources. An alternative is to meet in town halls, schools
or_other community buildings Poland deals with this by providing legislators with
office space in local party offrces. The solution in west bank/Gaza has been for the
Pa.lestinian Legislative council to establish regional legislative olfices, which are
used by legislators from all political parties. This has not proven to be ideal, however,
as citizens are often confused about which member to approach, and there have been
concerns about the lack ofprivacy in these offices.

c. staffing and other Resources. constioent offices and constituent affairs do not
run themselves. They require staff budgets and the time of legislative members. ln
developed countries, parliaments provide budgets for legislative members to hire staff
and to run constituency offices. In many cases, volunteeis augment staff resources.
Corstituency office staffs play an important role in dealing with press relations,
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preparing press releases for members, in hearing constituency complaints, responding
to mail from constituents and in arranging appointments for members witl constituen"t
groups. Likewise, budget allocations from the parliament enable legislators to
facilitate communications with constituents, may it be for email connections, postage
stamps, messengers or telephone expenses.

D. Time and Resources for Legislative Members to Travel to Districts for
Constituent Meetings. Some systems do not require legislators to live in their
districts; others do not provide them time away from the capitat or the resources to
travel to their districts to meet with constituents. The US Congress provides its
members with funds to a.llow them to travel regularly to their home districts. The
Chilean Chamber of Deputies reformed its rulJs during the 1990s to suspend
legislative activities one week each month so that members could return to their
districts to meet with constituenls.

4. Tools of Communication
Legislative-Constituency relations require a reciprocal system of communication. On
one end, it is incumbent upon the legislature and legislators, as representatives ofthe
people, to communicate their deliberations and decisions with the public. Such
communication is essential for strengthening public appreciation for the work
undertalcen by the legislature, which is instrumental in ensuring its legitimacy. On the
other hand, it is important that mechanisms are introduced to enable and encourage
constituents and civil sociery groups to contact and influence their legislative
representatives. The following are a examples oftraditional and innovative means for
enhancing legislative-constituency communication:\

A. Publication and Broadcast of lrcgislative Proceedings, Committee
Deliberations and Hearing Deliberations. ln nearly all democracies, some
mechanism exists for transcribing legislative proceedings and committce
deliberations. In wealthier democracies, written transcription and audio broadcasting
are undertaken by modern computer aided techniques and are published almost
instantaneously. In developing democracies a range offanscription techniques is
employed, ranging from stenographic transcription to hand written minute taking.
One ofthe critical problerns facing developing democracies is tlie need for more
accurate and timely coverage of parliamentary and committee deliberation. In some
cases, this is due to a lack oftrained transcribers, or, in some, it is a lack of
recognition ofthe importance of transcription. And, in many nations, though
proceedings may be recorded, they are not published routinely, nor are they wideiy
disseminated outside of the parliament.

For many parliaments, transcription of debates may be primarily viewed as a tool for
improving the efficacy of parliamentary functioning, as it provides parliamentarians
and their staffwith the tools to review past debates and decisions. However, the
timely and accurate recording and publication ofdebates is also critical for the
parliament to fulfrll its representative function. Especially in newer democracies, the
routine publication and dissemination of parliamentary proceedings can be an
imponant means for the parliament ro communicate its deliberations to civil sociery
and to prove to skeptics that it is providing a vital civic service.

7



More common in wealthier nations, is the radio and televised broadcast of legislative
sessions, committee meetings, panel hearings and other business of parliament.
Increasingly, developing countries are making the investment to televise legislative
sessions as well. India, Peru aad Mexico are some developing countries that have
made this investment. The Minas Gerais state legislature in Brazil, for example,
conducts a weekly television talk show in which members ofthe legislature are
interviewed, and answer questions phoned in from constituents. The state legislature
also publishes a daily newspaper, with photographs, feature stories, and a summary of
daily legislative activities

A relatively simple and inexpensive means of disseminating legislative iuformation is
through weekly radio programming. Radio is the most widely used communications
media in many nations, and weekJy legislative summaries over tbe radio could reach
great numbers ofpeople. Programs produced by legislative information offrces could
be customized by having legislators from each district record their own introduction
and comments on the tape to be sent to their home districts.

B. Independent ,Iourna-listic Coverage. Citizen understanding and impressions of
legislatures are, to a great degreg shaped by media coverage given tht: legislature.
The viewpoint olthe media (government controlled, opposition controlled or
independent), the style ofpolitical reporting (skeptical, sensational), and the level of
knowledge and professionalism ofreponers largely affect legislative coverage. In
many developing countries, legislative coverage, where available, is provided by state
run media- And in most new democracies, where independent journaiists do dxist,
they often lack the skills to professionally report on parliamentary or legislative
affairs.

Journalism training programs caa be useful in developing a cadre oflegislative
reporters. Such training would include briefings on the functions ofthe legislature, in
reading legislatioq assessing its impact, and reporting accurately on the legislature.
With the return of civilian government and the reestablishment of the National
Congress of Chile in I990, for example, the Centro de Estudios y Asistencia
Legislativa (CEAL) initiated such a training program forjoumalists covering the
Congress.

C. Parliamentary Newsletters. Legislators in maly nations produce regular
newsletters informing constituents oftheir activities and their positions on issues.

Some newsletters include questionnaires to help members gauge public opinion.
While individual member newsletters might not be feasible in very poor nations,
general newsletters informing constituents about legislative activities might be an

option. Mozambique, for example, produces a regular publication on the activities of
the National Assembly, featuring interviews with legislators.

D. Legislative Web Siter. It is becoming more and more difficult to find a corner of
the world without access to the Intemet, and a growing number of legislatures
worldwide are using it transmit inlormation to citizens about the legislature. The
example of Peru in the following box is a good illustration.
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Legislature and tlre Internet Peru
g funds from the Inter-American Development Bank,
's Assembly expanded citizen access to and speeded up

lproduction of its daily journal. Within an hour after

,completion ofeach day's business, Congress publishes a
lsummary of the day's events for distribution to the public

iand the communications media. The legislature prwides

Ithis information, plus legislative agendas and the full text of i

ibills, on a daily bisis tkough its *"b rit". The sysrem is
linteractive, allowing citizens to comment on legislation.

lCitizens without access to a computer may communicate
iwith the Congress and their representatives th-rough I

=lpermanent access sites and portable multimedia kiosks. l

E. Legislative Directories. Legislatures and outside groups publish legislative
directories, which explain the structure, membership, and responsibilities ofthe
legislature and legislators. These are important tools that enable civil society groups
and individuals to understand who to contact in order to have their particular concerns
addressed. [n Bulgaria, for example, businessmen's associatioo published a legislative
directory to help their association members know who to deal with on specific issues.

Similar directories have been published through legislative projects in Chile, Bolivi4
Uganda, and Mozambique. Increasingly such directories are being published by
legislatures themselves and entered on a legislative web site.

5. Public Hearings
The main purpose of public hearings is to provide an opportunity for legislators to
hear the views ofexperts and citizens on public policy issues, and to express and
promote their agenda. Public hearings are often held in hearing rooms in the
legislaturg but they can also be held in district centers or community halls. In most
cases, public hearings are organized by legislative staffwith a view to soliciting civil
society views on particular legislative issues. Public hearings have a wide range in
flormat. Formal hearings may be organized within the legislature (for example in
hearing rooms) with specialized experts, academics or government officials invited to
make presentations on a well defined issue. On the other hand, more informal town
hall meetings may be organized in community centers to solicit the perspective of
citizens on a particular issue. In such a forum, individuals will be asked to present

their views to the public officials usually on a first come, first serve basis.

Mozambique's National Assembly has held a number of public hearings on public
policy issues over the past two years, and tkough them citizens have actually had a

role in shaping public policy. The first set ofhearings held was on age limits for
admission to nightclubs. Next, a nationwide series ofhearings on rati&ing a new
national constitution was held. Thousand of Moza$bicans attended these hearings,

and hundreds testified. Legislators have since conducted hearings dealing with
environmental damage to coasta.l areas.

As nations begin to institute public hearings, citizen groups can benefit from training
programs and assistance to help them to testifu at the hearings. Such programs train
citizens in the issues and legislation being considered by the legislature, and how to
draft and present public hearing testimony. Assistance to citizen groups in the
Mozambican public hearings on con'stitutional reform also included publishing a
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brochure for citizens explaining, in laymen's terfls, the proposed changes to the
constltutron.

6. Civic Education

The purpose of civic education programs is to inform the pubtic about the structure,
roles and functions ofgovernment, and citizen's rights and responsibilities in a
democratic nation. civic education includes voter education, informing citizens aboul
their broader democratic responsibilities, their right and responsibilities to participate
in referend4 following parliamentary debate, expressing their concerns through civic
groups and to legislative representatives and voicing their views about decisions that
affect their lives to local government officials.
ln many countries, civic education is a central part ofthe elementary school
curriculum. However, in newer democracies civic education usually extends well
beyond school children, In the carly 1990s in Chile, for example, following 17 years
of military dictatorship, a national civic education program was conducted. Books
were published describing the different branches and levels of Chile's govemment
(including the roles and responsibilities ofthe legislature) and used in training
proglams.

Legislative leaders participated in these programs, instructing neighborhood
associations about the roles and responsibilities ofthe National Congress.

In some countries, children's coloring or cartoon books are also vehicles that explain
the purpose and function ofthe legislature. For example, such books have been
produced in Mozambique, Costa Rica and Guatemala.

7. Strengthening Civil Society Groups

Just as citizetrs must understand the legislature in order to influence it, so must civil
society groups. In countries with a limited history oflegislative democracy, civil
society organizations tend to lack knowledge of Iegislative proc€sses even though
they may be well organized around a particular issue and/or at implementing
programs to address their particular concems. furd yet, in legislative systems, civil
society organizations have a critical role to play whether in lobbying legislators for
policy change or in representing the aspirations oftheir constituents at public
hearings. Legislative information in the form ofpublications or the Internet
information referred to above can hetp supply some ofthe knowledge needed, but
civil society groups also can benefit from formal training designed to help them deal
more effectively with the legislature. Such training may include basic textbook
informatio4 such as the legislative process, how a bill becomes a [aw, or the roles and
responsibilities of the legislature. It also may include specific information on who to
deal with on specific issues and explanations of the power structure of the legislature
not revealed in the constitution or in rules and procedures. individuals best equipped
to teach this material may include members of the legislative press corps, former
legislators or legislative stafi and individuals who regularly interact with the
legislanrre.
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