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A United Nations Parliamentary
Assembly: democratising
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Foreign policy traditionally deals with the relationship between states and is exclusively
in the realms of the executive branch of governments. The prerogative of governments
to deal with foreign affairs is a result of the concept of sovereignty that goes back to the
Peace of Westphalia in 1648. It implies that to the outside a state can only be represented by one authority, i.e. the government. As a consequence, treaties are negotiated
between government representatives and international organizations such as the United
Nations (UN), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Trade Organization
(WTO) or the World Bank, are intergovernmental in nature and their bodies are composed of representatives appointed by and accountable to the governments of member states. For centuries, this characteristic of the international system was widely accepted
and hardly ever questioned.

Globalisation as a Challenge to
Democracy

very end of the process when they are required to
ratify what their governments have negotiated.

In the course of the last decades, however, the
subject matter of international treaties and the
impact and scope of intergovernmental organizations have steadily grown. Foreign policy is no
longer only about war and peace and diplomatic
relations. Propelled by unprecedented technological progress, economic, social and cultural
interconnectedness between countries, markets
and people has increased continuously, creating
the need for closer international coordination and
regulation. Foreign policy and international cooperation thus deal with ever more subjects that
traditionally would have been considered of a
domestic nature. This means that many issues
that formerly would have been debated in and
decided by parliament, the legislative branch,
are now subject of international negotiations.
National parliaments are only involved at the

As former UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali put it in 2007: ‘States and societies
everywhere in the world increasingly confront forces far beyond the control of any one state or even
group of states. Some of these forces are irresistible, such as the globalisation of economic activity
and communications. In the process, problems
which can only be solved effectively at the global
level, are multiplying and requirements of political
governance are extending beyond state borders
accordingly. Increasing decision-making at the
global level is inevitable. In this process, however,
democracy within the state will diminish in importance if the process of democratization does not
move forward at the international level.’
Thus, the power of the executive branch extends
at the expense of the legislature. A democratic
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deficit emerges. In particular, citizens that vote
for minority parties that do not take part in the
formation of national government are marginalized. But it is not only them. As former British
diplomat Carne Ross has pointed out, diplomats
as a rule are often detached from citizens who
are affected by their negotiations, sometimes
possibly even from their own foreign ministry
in the capital. International diplomacy tends to
be secretive, highly unaccountable, compartmentalised in different policy sectors and hardly
accessible for outsiders.
ACTA: An example for undemocratic global
rule-making
The most infamous example of this type of
diplomacy in recent times are the so-called ‘plurilateral’ negotiations on an Anti-Counterfeiting
Trade Agreement, ACTA, conducted since 2008
by the European Union, Japan, the United States
and eight other countries. There was no meaningful public consultation and no involvement
of parliaments or elected representatives. The
drafts were only published very late and after
strong public protests. Instead, under non-disclosure agreements governments did invite
hand-picked global corporate lobbyists to provide feedback, giving them, and not the public and
their elected representatives, an opportunity to
influence the treaty’s regulations according to
their wishes. Only at the end, parliaments were
confronted with a finished and signed treaty.
Despite its name, ACTA deals with much more
than product piracy. Its most controversial part
contains regulations for the ‘enforcement of
intellectual property rights in the digital environment’. Groups such as Reporters without Borders fear that the treaty might infringe on the
freedom of expression on the internet. Massive
public protests erupted in several countries. As a
reaction, the governments of Poland, the Czech
Republic, Slovakia and Latvia already felt compelled to freeze the treaty’s ratification.
In addition to creating a democratic deficit, the
intergovernmental nature of international coope-

ration has another important consequence. The
sole aim of national governments in the international realm is to advance what they consider to
be ‘national interests’. This is not as such illegitimate. However, bargaining of these interests
often means that the lowest common denominator prevails. As a rule, short-term national advantages will outweigh long-term global interests. It
is also increasingly obvious that governments
alone are not able to cope with global challenges,
not even collectively. The Millennium Development Goals, including the protection of our planetary environment, will only be achieved by
close cooperation with and mobilization of civil
society at all levels. While governments and their
diplomats certainly will continue to play the
decisive role in international affairs, the governance of the world can no longer remain exclusively in their hands.

Overcoming the separation of
foreign and domestic policy
The anachronistic separation between foreign
and domestic policy that involves a shift of
power to the executive branch of governments
can be identified as one of the main dysfunctions in the international political system that
undermines democracy. As it is undoubtedly
required that important policies are set and decided at the international level, ways and means
need to be found to involve parliaments and
elected representatives in this process. It is neither reasonable nor democratic to confront parliaments with finished treaties without giving
them any role in the negotiation process if the
proposed regulations have a strong domestic
impact. The same applies to decision-making in
international organizations.
In fact, there is already a forceful and increasing
trend towards stronger interaction of elected
representatives across national borders and
towards the creation of formal mechanisms for
their inclusion into intergovernmental organizations. More than 100 international parliamentary institutions exist today, around 70 of which
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have been established since 1999.1 The most
important of them are the formal parliamentary
organs of international organizations, e.g. the
European Parliament, the Pan-African Parliament, the Parlamento del Mercosur or the
OSCE Parliamentary Assembly. This trend confirms the need and the merits of complementing
intergovernmental cooperation with parliamentary representation. However, this trend has not
yet reached global intergovernmental organizations. Neither the UN nor any of its numerous
specialized agencies and programmes, nor the
WTO, the IMF or the World Bank Group possesses a formal parliamentary body, not even in
an advisory capacity.
The establishment of an elected body at the
world level, a United Nations Parliamentary
Assembly (UNPA), is overdue. A UNPA would
represent the world’s citizens in international
governance. Initially, a UNPA could be composed of members of national and regional parliaments. It would serve as a counterbalance to the
power of government executives in the international realm. Over time, step by step, it could be
provided with genuine rights of information, participation and oversight vis-à-vis the intergovernmental organizations of the global system. In a
later stage, the members of the assembly might
be directly elected. Permanent Committees, SubCommittees and non-permanent Inquiry Committees set up by the assembly could deal with
specific issues and become related to specific
bodies, organizations and negotiations. A UNPA
should be designed in an innovative way as a
central platform for global deliberation that
allows civil society to participate in its work.

Features of a UN Parliamentary
Assembly
By contrast to intergovernmental bodies such as
the UN General Assembly, where appointed
diplomats pursue their business, a UNPA would
be composed of elected representatives. As parliamentarians, its members would be able to
decide according to their personal conscious-
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ness. They would be channels of communication for the voice of the people and be free to
depart from defending ‘national interests’ in the
strict sense. Initially, the delegates would be
members of national and regional parliaments.
Their selection would have to reflect the political composition of the dispatching parliaments.
A UNPA therefore would cover a broad political spectrum, particularly enabling members of
opposition parties to be represented at the global level. UNPA delegates would not group in
national blocs but rather across borders according to their political stance. In a UNPA there
most probably would be transnational conservative, socialist, liberal, green and other political
groups. The assembly thus would foster substantial and genuine debates at the global level
that do not revolve around national interests but
deal with political substance.
As not all countries can be considered fully
democratic, some delegates, especially from
ruling parties, would still be under direct, albeit
covert, influence of their home government.
The UNPA nevertheless should be open to all
countries possessing a parliament. Attempts to
control delegates could be mitigated by a provision that votes be secret and cast individually.
UNPA statutes would have to encourage independent voting among the delegates, and discourage home governments from influencing
them. Models for the distribution of seats analyzed by the Committee for a Democratic U.N.
show that, in any case, a majority of delegates
would come from electoral democracies. The
maximum number would probably be
somewhere around 900. Population size is
generally considered to be the main factor to
determine the number per country. Direct proportional representation, however, would enable
a few large countries to dominate the body. The
solution is to scale the distribution of seats. An
important example is the system implemented
in the European Parliament.
The assembly could emerge gradually from a
small structure. A good starting point could be
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the Global Public Policy Committees as suggested in the report of the panel on UN-Civil Society Relations in 2004, or the Global Parliamentary Group proposed in the same year by
the World Commission on the Social Dimension
of Globalisation.
It is often assumed that amending the UN’s
Charter or approval of the UN Security Council
would be necessary to set up such a parliamentary body. However, that is not the case. The
legal options that can be used are Article 22 of
the UN Charter, which allows the UN General
Assembly to establish subsidiary bodies, or to
establish the UNPA on the basis of a new international treaty, as was done in the case of the
International Criminal Court.

Catalyst for global change
International opinion research carried out over
the last decade shows that most people around
the world support an international order that is
based on international law. Majorities in most
countries reject the view that nations should not
feel obliged to abide by international law when
doing so is at odds with their national interest.
Whether compliance with international law, climate change mitigation, enforcement of human
rights, support of democracy, nuclear disarmament or strengthening of the UN, large majorities of the people all over the world endorse
these goals. The citizenry as a whole is much
more receptive to global cooperation than national governments.2
As a UNPA would be composed of elected representatives that are accountable to their constituents, it would probably tend to be closer to their
views than to those of national governments.
Thus, over time, a UNPA could develop into an
important agent that works towards the strengthening of international law, democracy and the
common welfare of all. Its very purpose as set
down in the Statutes should be to take a global
view and to consider the interest of humanity as a
whole instead of narrow national interests.

As a body that connects parliaments, civil society, the UN, and governments, a UNPA could
become an important catalyst for the reform and
development of the international system. The
assembly and its members could be a crucial
force to introduce ideas into the diplomatic
arena and to launch initiatives which otherwise
would not be touched. One of the primary subjects the assembly could deal with at the beginning is the reform of the UN and the intergovernmental system itself.

A global campaign
The idea of a world parliament – into which a
UNPA might develop in the long run – is centuries old. The first to promote it was the Dutchman Anacharsis Cloots who until his execution
in 1794 wanted to turn the French Revolution
into a universal uprising that aims at a cosmopolitan republic. That is of course history.
Nevertheless, in the course of time many proposals were debated, for example at the Paris
Peace Conference following the First World
War at which a suggestion by the South African
diplomat Jan Smuts, a member of the British
delegation, to establish a regular parliamentary
conference in the framework of the League of
Nations was turned down.
The concept of a UN Parliamentary Assembly
as it is known today, was developed in the
1990s. At a recent event in The Hague, jointly
organized by the World Federalist Movement of
the Netherlands (WFBN) and the Dutch United
Nations Association (NVVN), one of the idea’s
pioneers was commemorated, the Irish citizen
and longtime UN servant Erskine Childers. In a
speech delivered in 1996, Childers said that
‘[w]e need a worldwide campaign to get our
governments to establish, alongside the General
Assembly of executive branches, a United
Nations Parliamentary Assembly elected by the
peoples’.
Indeed, this campaign was finally launched in
April 2007 and it is still running. After lingering
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for decades, the proposal now has more support
than ever. The campaign’s international ‘Appeal
for the Establishment of a Parliamentary Assembly at the United Nations’, for example, was signed by over 1,000 legislators from around 100
countries, in addition to hundreds of other distinguished individuals, among them former presidents and prime ministers, former foreign ministers, numerous former UN officials, including
former UN Secretary General Boutros-Ghali,
Nobel laureates and others. Since the campaign’s
launch, the creation of a UNPA was supported by
the Canadian House of Commons Foreign Affairs Committee (2007), the Pan-African Parliament (2007), the Latin-American Parliament
(2008), the Senate of Argentina (2008), the
Chamber of Deputies of Argentina (2009), the
Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of
Europe (2009), the National Assembly of the
Seychelles (2009), the European Parliament
(2011) and the Parliament of Mercosur (2011).
There is no question that the details of the
UNPA proposal are very complex and still need
further careful consideration. The basic con-
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cern, however, is very clear. As the campaign’s
Appeal states:
‘A UNPA would not simply be a new institution. As the voice of citizens, the assembly would
be the manifestation and vehicle of a changed
consciousness and understanding of international politics.’
* Andreas Bummel is Secretary-General of the Campaign
for a UN Parliamentary Assembly. Marjolijn Snippe is
board member of Wereld Federalisten Beweging Nederland.
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enten • Signalementen • Signalementen • Signa
Zeepiraten ook op land
aangepakt
Het kabinet heeft ingestemd met uitbreiding van
de EU-antipiraterij-missie Atalanta en informeerde
op 5 april 2012 de Tweede Kamer daarover. Daarmee is het voortaan mogelijk vanaf Nederlandse
schepen ook piratenkampen op de Somalische
kust te bestrijden. Voor dit doel kan tot juni 2012
het multipurpose-fregat Hr. Ms. Van Amstel worden ingezet. Dit schip vaart op dit moment voor
de kust van Oost-Afrika. De Somalische overheid
stemt in met het EU-besluit, dat aansluit bij resoluties van de VN-Veiligheidsraad. Het kabinet
besloot tevens om in de tweede helft van dit jaar
de Nederlandse bijdrage aan de NAVO-operatie

Ocean Shield te wijzigen. Hr. Ms. Evertsen vaart
van juni tot augustus met een Lynx-boordhelikopter die daarna wordt uitgefaseerd, in afwachting
van de nieuwe NH90-helikopters. Om die reden
vervalt vanaf september 2012 de inzet van Hr. Ms.
Tromp. Het transportschip Hr. Ms. Rotterdam
neemt haar taak over, omdat dit schip ook helikopters van het type Cougar kan vervoeren. Dit
type is nodig om de situatie ter plaatse goed in
kaart te brengen. Ook zal de Hr. Ms. Rotterdam
een onbemand vliegtuig inzetten. Voorts heeft het
kabinet besloten om tevens en opnieuw een
onderzeeboot in te zetten in de strijd tegen de
piraten.
Bron: internet, www.blikopnieuws.nl, 6 april 2012

