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The importance of the regional cooperation


The discussions in the last meetings of the ASGP showed that the member parliaments feel the need for regional cooperation that offers a unique opportunity to share ideas and solutions for their work. The common goals, the need of sharing ideas, procedures, the lessons learned, and the success stories can be a unique resource for the day-to-day work of the national Parliaments. 

The cooperation has different general aspects:
	WHY, why should we work together? This question arises especially at the level of the institutions and the executive
	WHERE – and we talk here about the geographic criteria. For example Romania plays an important role in the South-Eastern European regional programs 
	HOW – the ways of cooperation that can vary from case to case. Joint projects, seminars, meetings, events can be a way of cooperation. In the same time, the consulting, information sharing through internet and other means of communication are again an excellent method, and most probably the most cost-effective. In the same time, our Chamber has been part of different exchange programs and study missions as well, as part of our strategy and Human resources policy. 


In the last years, three recent developments appeared in international cooperation theory O’Neill, Kate; Jörg Balsiger; Stacy D. VanDeever – Actors, norms and Impact> recent International Cooperation Theory and the influence of the agent-structure debate, Annual Review of Political Science, 7/2004: 
	the introduction of non-state actors (such as international organizations and private companies), 
	the study of norms and ideas as common, long term strategy, 
	increased examination of the effectiveness, or impact, of international cooperation, taking into consideration the resources (information, time, human resources etc.).


It is very important to select the main objective of the regional cooperation: it is ideas-driven? It is for sharing good practices? It is to establish certain regulations?

It has to cross many phases, depending on the existent relations. It can be from scratch, when there was no past cooperation between the actors down to the joint activities, when, in our case, the Parliaments have had previous interactions like information exchange, cooperation on different levels, joint activities. 

When talking about regional cooperation, we have to keep in mind that limits and barriers can appear: there are economical differences, cultural and language barriers, institutional inadaptability. To overcome these barriers, clear missions and objectives have to be set. As an example of successful regional cooperation, I would like to present you with a study case from our experience. 


Background 

Romania became a member of the European Union at the beginning of the year. That was the reason we thought it very useful to organize in the Parliament of Romania a seminar on “The role of the General Secretariats of the national Parliaments in the post integration process” (January 11-12, 2007), with high representatives, general secretaries included, from the General Secretariats and from the parliamentary bodies dealing with EU affairs of some of the EU member states (“old” members and “new” members alike) and from the European Parliament. 

HOW OUR ACTIVITY IS INFLUENCED?

The overall objective of the seminar was to find out how the accession to the European Union influences the activity of a national Parliament and, of course, and to what extent the lessons from other parties might be of use for our Parliament. Also, the seminar was a good opportunity to exchange information on practices and procedures from the national Parliaments regarding the organization of the General Secretariats.

The European integration process leads to profound changes in ideas, political agendas, speeches, legal framework, organizational structures, procedures and working methods, but it should not be seen only as a process of unification or total harmonization. Adapting is much more important than just implementing and, from a legal perspective, it is important to set the right balance between these two approaches. Moreover, as it is commonly understood, until the beginning of 2007, the integration process at the parliamentary level was focused mainly on adopting the acquis communautaire and setting the legal provisions for the (administrative and legal) institutions; after that moment, our Parliament has to find means and channels to perform a specific type of parliamentary control over the Executive: that in the EU affairs field.

EUROPEAN AFFAIRS ARE NOW INTERNAL AFFAIRS

One of the main issues emphasized during our seminar was the fact that the participation of the national Parliaments in the EU decision making process has increased dramatically over recent years, so it is very important to take into account the organization and the coordination of the EU affairs in the national Parliaments. 

A particular issue of the seminar was to make clear the fact that European Affairs are now Internal Affairs. The questions in the EU affairs are to be answered by the MPs, and the feed-back they use in this task is coming from the staff of General Secretariats. Once in force, the European law must be implemented into the national law; that task is performed, as a principle, by the Parliament. But, before the legislation is adopted, a process that might take several years, the national Parliament has the power to influence the decisions from the Council, by performing a control and by giving its opinion (and even a mandate) to the Government, or – more precisely – to the line minister involved in negotiations. That is the reason; the Parliament, its bodies and MPs must be involved in enforcing the relations with the Government. The legislation is done in Brussels, that is true, but there are possibilities of involving the national level. 


The organization of the parliamentary work in EU affairs
General context, problems and the legal framework in Romania

One of the notable developments during the years, in older and newer member states was the ever growing flow of information and documents from the EU institutions (mainly the European Commission) to the national governments and the national Parliaments. Due to the enormous volume of documents received by the Parliament, both from the EU institutions and the national executive, the biggest problem the former is facing consists in their selection and processing: those documents have to be checked, arranged in a certain order and systematized with the aim of submitting them to interested MPs, so they can use them. Many Parliaments have developed methods for coping with that problem; also our Parliament is currently developing a database of selection and ranking these documents. 

In a comparative perspective, one significant evolution in the changing political environment consists in the need of preserving the national institutional balance between the Parliament and the Government. Each member state’s constitutional and legal framework has to deal with this issue, concerning mainly the way in which the parliamentary bodies pursue their powers in controlling and influencing the Government negotiations on draft of legal act in the Council (by issuing an opinion, by giving a mandate). 

It is also very interesting to point out that during the seminar, one guest presented and discussed five main powers of the national Parliament; those tasks are, more or less, common for every member state. The Parliament legitimizes the political system, and also by means of political debates; it scrutinizes the Government political action; it legislates, and in the EU affairs, it legislates by influence, and, again, it constitutes a partner in the framework of the inter-parliamentary cooperation. 

In late December last year, the Parliament of Romania passed a Resolution on setting up the Committee for European Affairs. That body has the status of a joint committee and was set up by converting the former Committee for European Integration; it has 35 members, from the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate. Its main tasks are respectively to issue the opinion in European affairs on behalf of the Parliament and to give a negation mandate for the Government related to the draft of legislative acts under debate in the Council. 

A future law will regulate the nature and the consequences of the said mandate. Currently, there is under parliamentary debate a bill on cooperation between Parliament and Government in EU affairs. 

Generally, the Committee for European Affairs is empowered to perform parliamentary control in European affairs; also, it monitors the compliance of obligations Romania has as member state and has to inform the Parliament on the main policy developments at the EU level and, also, on the participation of the Parliament in forming the national position in adopting the decision at the EU level. 

That being so, we have to mention that a main point of concern, as it was made clear during the seminar held in January this year, is the human resource employed in the General Secretariat. 

The Parliamentary civil servant as an asset. Communication as a tool

When talking about changes and adapting, one should always keep in mind that these are the results and targets of individuals. The human resource is the best asset a Parliament has in its tasks and this should be a major concern for all General Secretaries when they start the mandate or when they face new and important challenges. Only by investing, generously and continuously, in people, the stated targets can be achieved in due time and with proper quality. On the other hand, as was constantly held during the various presentations in our seminar, it emphasized the necessity to move from a strict institutional perspective to one involving participation and communication. 

Therefore, in order to reach the expected results, communication plays a key role in every institution. On the one hand, internal communication assures that the staff has always and everywhere first-hand information, he is aware of what might come and what is expected from him, that people are not just merely “employees” but are part of a community and that a certain impetus is kept steady. On the other hand, external communication opens new horizons and brings new ideas, assures a sound image of the institution and brings the messages sent much easier and closer to the citizen.

Communication is as well the best way to ensure the fulfillment of the main objective of a parliamentary administration – providing the infrastructure and the needed expertise to the elected members, the MPs. Some participants in the seminar held in January made clear the distinction between the political level, responsible in reaching a decision in EU affairs, and the administrative level, conducting the preparatory work and assisting the MPs. 

Means and tools of Parliamentary cooperation in EU affairs

It is common ground that the forms and means of cooperation between parliamentary bodies from different countries play a fundamental role in EU affairs. Moreover, the possibility of developing the inter-parliamentary cooperation is envisaged as a powerful tool in order to democratize the EU. 

Communication and cooperation with all the other national Parliaments from the EU offers the possibility to learn much faster and easier about the next steps to be done, brings experiences of the past much closer to the newcomers, makes from personal contacts (and so direct and reliable work) a common way of dealing with every day challenges and opens new areas of parliamentary cooperation.

Usually, national Parliaments employ a liaison office at the European Parliament. The Chambers in our Parliament have started the procedures of naming the permanent representatives at the European Parliament. 

Also, the cooperation with COSAC and IPEX has become very important. Using expertise exchange with other national Parliaments, the quality of our work may be improved. On the other hand, the process of mutual learning plays its role, taking into account the specificity of the EU affairs. More and more, the exchange of good practices proves its importance.

During the seminar from January, it also pointed out the increasing role of IPEX, as a tool of cooperation and exchange of information and ideas. 


