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Interim report by the Secretary General on the activities of
the IPU since the 204" session of the Governing Council

(b) Overview of the status of the strategic partnership between
the IPU and the United Nations.

The IPU’s political project at the United Nations

Note by the Secretary General

The present note provides an overview of and discusses the need for an in-depth
evaluation of the IPU vision of parliamentary engagement with the United Nations with a
view to filling the democracy gap and enhancing the role of parliaments in global
governance. It should be read in-conjunction with the report on the recent survey on
parliamentary engagement with the United Nations (CL/205/12-R.2).

The findings of the evaluation would help inform the deliberations-of the Fifth World
Conference of Speakers of Parllament as well as’ the new IPU Strategy for the
period 2022-2026.

The democracy gap in global governance

In the second part of the 1990s, the IPU set out to build a close relationship with the
United Nations. After the signing of a first very basic Cooperation Agreement in 1996, the
relationship began to take shape with the first World Conference of. Speakers of
Parllamentjust before the landmark Millennium Summit — both held at UN headquarters
in September 2000.

Through their first ever world Declaration, entitied The parliamentary vision for
international cooperatfon at the dawn of the third millennium, Speakers of parliament
pledged "to contribute substantively to international cooperation and to make the voice of
the people heard within the United Nations": The Millennium Summit's Declaration, in
turn, acknowledged the role of parliaments to help advance the new vision for the
mi]lennium calling on governments, inter alia: "To strengthen further cooperation
between the United Nations and national parliaments through their world organization,
the Inter-Parliamentary Union, in various fields, including peace and security, economic
and social development, international law and human rights and democracy and gender
issues." ;
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Concretely, this vision of a parliamentary dimension to the work of the United Nations came down
essentially to four main objectives: '

1. To bring the views of parliaments.and pérliamentarians to bear on UN decision-making
processes, adding critical elements or validating decisions already made; .
2, To hold governments accountable for their UN commitments, as in the case of international

treaties and conventions, resolutions and declarations of various UN bodies (General Assembly,
Security Council etc.);

3. To familiarize parliaments with and build political support for the United Nations as the leading
global governance institution:

4, To facilitate the implementation of UN agreements through enabling legislation and budgetary
allocations.

From the very beginning, however, these objectives did not apply equally to each organization: the
IPU’s investment in the relationship with the United Nations was driven primarily — though not
exclusively — by objectives 1 and 2; for the United Nations, the focus of interaction with the IPU and
parliaments was primarily on objectives 3 and 4.

For the IPU, the parliamentary dimension to the United Nations was therefore in the first instance a
political project aimed at strengthening democracy nationally and globally — as noted in the outcome
Declaration of the Second World Conference of Speakers of Parliament (2005) - bridging the
democracy gap in international relations and forging a stronger role of parliaments in global

- governance. This project did not position the IPU as a world parliament nor aim to create a
parliamentary assembly that would oversee the United Nations. Instead, it sought to respect the
separation of powers between the executive and the legislative, as well as to convene and mobilize
parliamentary action on global issues by the MPs dealing with the respective issues in their national
parliaments.

Strategically, the IPU’s objective was to be pursued through two parallel tracks, one national and the
other global:? - e

(a)  Enabling national parliaments to provide input td their governments’ policy positions.at the
United Nations and to oversee their governments’ response to UN agreements (i.e. treaties and
conventions, resolutions and political declarations). i o

(b)  Providing input as the world organization of national parliaments directly into UN decision-
making processes, drawing from formal resolutions and declarations of the IPU as well as the
recommendations of meetings such as the annual parliamentary hearing at the United Nations.

In line with objectives 3 and 4, the IPU and the UN system of agencies and programmes (UNDP,
UN Women, WHO, UNEP, OHCHR, UNHCR, UNAIDS, ILO, etc.) have developed close cooperation
at the operational level, working on joint projects such as handbooks and workshops and seeking to
institutionalize a working relationship between parliaments and UN Country Offices in the field.

The building blocks of the IPU-UN institutional relationship

In discussing the relationship between the IPU and the United Nations, an important distinction needs
to be made between the Secretariat of the United Nations and its various agencies, led by the
Secretary-General and agency directors, and the member States of the United Nations, which
represent the real political power of the organization. The IPU’s political project at the United Nations
rested primarily on putting forward the parliamentary perspective in the deliberative processes of the
UN political bodies, such as the General Assembly, ECOSOC, the Security Council and their
subsidiary machinery. ' '

' The national and global tracks were clearly set out in the declaration of the first world conference of Speakers

of parliaments in 2000, which states, inter alia: "the parliamentary dimension must be provided by parliaments
themselves first of all at the national level in four distinct but interconnected ways”, of which the first is
"influencing their respective countries’ policy on matters dealt with in the United Nations and other
international negotiating forums." At the global level, the declaration calls for the IPU "to be consolidated as a
world organization for inter-parliamentary cooperation and for relaying the vision and will of its members to
intergovernmental organizations."
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To further the IPU's political objectives at the United Nations, in 2002 the IPU obtained observer status
in the General Assembly and its subsidiary bodies, opening the door to all major decision-making
processes. Formally, the United Nations did not recognize the IPU as an international organization
(according to a classical/traditional definition which entails being intergovernmental), but recognized
the IPU as a unique inter-State organization. Over the last two decades, the UN General Assembly
has adopted a series of resolutions to govern the relationship between the United Nations, parliaments
and the United Nations, regular joint meetings have been instituted (e.g. the Annual Parliamentary
Hearing at the UN, the parliamentary meeting at the Commission on the Status of Women) to provide
input into major UN processes, more parliamentarians have participated in UN meetings as part of
national delegations, and a Standing Committee on United Nations Affairs was established at the |PU
to examine UN institutional reforms and major UN processes (e.g. follow-up to the SDGs) and make
relevant recommendations.

With regard to IPU relations with the UN Secretariat and various UN system agencies, the IPU
negotiated with the United Nations and other UN entities a number of cooperation agreements and
memorandums of understanding that determine the modalities of engagement and in some cases the
specific areas of work where joint activities may be conducted. The UN Secretary-General produces
regular reports reviewing the work done in cooperation with the IPU. More recently, a joint Senior
Leadership Meeting was instituted to help mainstream joint activities and establish closer working
relations between parliaments and UN field offices. '

Over the years, the work of the small Office of the Permanent Observer of the IPU to the United
Nations has increasingly been complemented by that of Geneva-based colleagues. Today, most of the
IPU Secretariat can be said to be engaged with the political processes and operational activities of the
United Nations to some extent or other. The IPU Headquarters in Geneva has developed a working
relationship with the UN Office and several agencies based in Geneva (e.g. WHO, WTO, UNEP,
OHCHR, UNHCR, UNCTAD, UNAIDS, ILO), and is now actively involved in following the work of

UN bodies such as the Human Rights Council and CEDAW Committee and ensuring parliamentary
input on their deliberations. The IPU Headquarters has also developed a close relationship with the
Secretariat of the Vienna-based UNODC, as well as with disarmament agencies such as the CTBTO
and OPCW. ' -

The IPU’s impact on UN political processes today

Despite the many institutional links forged with the United Nations and the many success stories of
parliamentary engagement over the years, the IPU's political project at the United Nations remains
very much work in progress. Limited capacities and institutional constraints stand in the way of more

effective-action by the IPU with respect to both the national and global tracks of its engagement with
the United Nations. ' ' - '

With respect to the national track (a):

- Because of a small staff and a very limited budget, the IPU is only able to follow a handful of
UN political processes, with very limited coverage of the General Assembly and its subsidiary
bodies and no coverage at all of many other bodies and processes, including meetings of the
Security Council.

- Reporting to parliaments on the various issues on the UN agenda is sporadic and limited to a
few issues (mostly development-related), with other issues (e.g. rights of indigenous people and

- of persons with disability) given limited attention. ‘

- The IPU does not have the capacity or resources to communicate with parliaments in additional
languages about UN negotiations and debates in a timely manner so that parliaments can take
effective oversight action vis-a-vis their governments.

- The participation of parliamentarians in UN meetings as part of national delegations is random
and uneven, with no particular rules in terms of political representation and the selection of
participating MPs left to the governments of the day.

- IPU practices limit its capacity to engage directly with the 45,000+ world parliamentarians in the
various processes of the UN, and most IPU national groups are not equipped to share
information on UN processes with the other MPs in their respective parliaments dealing with the
issues at hand. -
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With respect to the global track (b):

- IPU positions would be more effectively fed into UN processes if they were couched in clearer
terms in resolutions and declarations and were more forthcoming in adding new elements to
ongoing UN processes.? _ _

- The United Nations does not regard the IPU as its sole parliamentary counterpart, as it engages
at the same time with a number of parliamentary networks and regional bodies.

- Member States of the United Nations generally remain wary of perceived parliamentary
"interference”, so that when it comes to recognizing the contribution of other "stakeholders” or
"partners" in UN processes they focus primarily on.civil society and the private sector.

- As an observer in the General Assembly and its subsidiary organs, the IPU does not enjoy any
special privileges on behalf of the world’s parliamentary community, such as the automatic right
to participate in negotiations of major UN agreements (except for the occasional input which
"facilitators” might allow at their discretion), or to circulate IPU documents in the General
Assembly as official UN documents.? In other words, member States of the United Nations
regard the IPU and parliaments in general as one of many UN constituencies roughly on a par
with civil society and with no special say in intergovernmental negotiations.

On the operational front, cooperation between the IPU and various agencies of the UN system has
progressed steadily over the years, with a growing number of joint events (including capacity-building
for parliaments), publications and initiatives. However, the capacity to deliver on the scale and
distribution of this cooperation varies dramatically between the two organizations. The United Nations
has a contingent of thousands of staff and hundreds of offices around the world. In contrast, the IPU is
limited to two offices, has no real field presence, and can count on no more than a dozen or so
professionals to devise and implement joint activities. ‘

Toward a comprehensive evaluation of the IPU political project at the United Nations

While some effort-has been made over the years to evaluate how parliaments engage with the United
Nations (notably through a survey/study conducted in 2010), there has never been a comprehensive
review of the extent to which the IPU as an institution is able to carry forward the original vision of
filling the democracy gap in international relations. Moreover, critics of the IPU — in particular those
campaigning for the establishment of a UN Parliamentary Assembly — argue that the impact of IPU
interventions at the United Nations is minimal. - ' ‘

The IPU governing bodies (Executive Committee and Governing Council) are updated on the IPU’s
work with the United Nations through a biannual checklist of activities. However, this checklist only
features work done or in progress and is not designed to provide an overall assessment of impact or .
of missed opportunities. Similarly, the UN Secretary-General's report on interaction between the
United Nations, parliaments and the IPU is mostly an inventory of work and does not seek to provide a
comprehensive results-based evaluation of the IPU-UN relationship. A new survey on the relationship
between parliaments and the United Nations (looking primarily at accountability tools and processes)
in 2019 only provides some indicative data and a first baseline to measure the extent of parliaments’
involvement in UN processes.

2 IPU resolutions and declarations tend to address issues very broadly, often because of the growing practice of

merging different title proposals into ‘one. As they are adopted by consensus (as opposed to a vote by the
majority), these texts look for the minimum common denominator among parliamentary delegations, leaving
critical issues unaddressed. For the IPU to present clear, actionable positions through these resolutions at the
global level, the process would need to change. The Executive Committee and the Standing Committees of
the IPU may wish to discuss this matter at a future meeting.

¥ In Resolution 57/47 (January 2003), the General Assembly "Decide[d] to allow the circulation in the General
Assembly of official documents adopted by the Inter-Parliamentary Union, on the understanding that no
financial implications result for the United Nations..." In follow-up discussions with the UN Office of Legal
Affairs, an elaborate process was agreed upon whereby IPU documents (resolutions, declarations etc.) would
be circulated to the General Assembly in all six UN languages under the IPU logo only. IPU documents would
be published in the UN Journal separately from official UN documents and without the usual UN symbol. Very
quickly this process proved very cumbersome and ineffective, as well as very expensive due to the cost of
translations. Because of the separate track that was put in place, IPU documents were not circulated in the
relevant UN meetings and could not be searched by subject or symbol like other UN documents. The practice
was eventually discontinued. For some time, the IPU was able to circulate its documents under cover letter by
the member State holding the IPU Presidency but this practice too was eventually discontinued due to new
(PaperSmart) rules at the United Nations to limit the amount of documents in circulation.
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Recommendation

Nearly twenty years since the foundations of the IPU-UN relationship were put in place, the time has
come for a more in-depth, comprehensive assessment of the IPU’s political project vis-a-vis the United
Nations. The results of the assessment should be presented to the Executive Committee for further
consideration and possible recommendations on how to reorient and effectively strengthen the
relationship between the IPU and the United Nations. The Executive Committee’s recommendations
could inform the Preparatory Committee of the Fifth World Conference of Speakers of Parliament in
2020 and the initial reflections on the new IPU Strategy for 2022-2026.

The evaluation would need to proceed at more than one level, including:

- An overall assessment of the IPU's political project at the United Nations in the light of current
and potential new resources, parliaments’ own absorption capacities, the functioning of IPU
groups, and other institutional aspects:

- A results-based evaluation of IPU advocacy at the United Nations that considers the actual
added value of the IPU’s input in UN processes and the extent to which this input affects the
final outcome;

- A review of the IPU’s working methods (modalities and tools) for engaging parliaments in
UN deliberative processes and whether such working methods are fit for purpose;

- An assessment of the IPU’s investment in political and operational work streams with the United
Nations with a view to possible trade-offs and rebalancing between the two streams;

- An evaluation of the two tracks (national and global) of parliamentary engagement with the
United Nations and the extent to which both are feasible at the same time;

- A review of the IPU’s work with the UN system of agencies and programmes to evaluate
potential opportunity costs and optimize the use of available resources.



