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Brief Note/Intervention on ""How have Parliaments changed as a result of
the pandemic?" for use during ASGP Conference to be held at Luanda,
Angola from 23 to 26 October 2023

Introduction

The year 2020 turned out to be a very challenging year for Parliaments
across the globe in performing their constitutional duties due to the outbreak of
the COVID-19 pandemic and the imposition of restrictions on proximate in-
person interactions as a result of it including during the sittings of the Chambers
of Parliaments. Amidst the unprecedented challenges posed by the outbreak of
COVID-19, Parliaments had to devise new ways and means to fulfil their
constitutional responsibilities while taking all possible measures to prevent the
spread of the viral infection.
Changes in the Functioning of Rajya Sabha in the wake of Covid-19

The pandemic induced lockdown across India had restricted physical
interactions in almost all public places and institutions in order to contain the
spread of the pandemic. Parliament of India, as the apex legislative and
representative body, also rose to the occasion to perform its constitutional
responsibilities albeit in a manner never done before. The changes effected due
to the prevalence of the pandemic for conducting the proceedings of the Rajya
Sabha may be enumerated as under:

(i)  Curtailment of the Budget Session of Parliament: The Budget Session
Parliament was scheduled to conclude on 3 April 2020. However, due to
the outbreak of COVID pandemic, the two Houses of Parliament were
adjourned sine die on 23 March 2020 ten days before the scheduled
conclusion.

(i) Delayed commencement of the Monsoon Session of Parliament: The
national lockdown was imposed from 25 March to 315 May 2020. With
phased unlocking starting from the month of June, services started
resuming slowly and gradually, though most restrictions were still in
place. In the normal course, the monsoon session of Parliament, that
follows the budget session, generally commences in the middle of July
and concludes in the middle of August every year. However, due to travel
and other restrictions put in place consequent to lockdown, the convening
of the monsoon session was delayed. The monsoon session of Parliament
could commence from 14™ September 2020 and lasted upto 23 September
2020. This session also had to be concluded earlier than its scheduled
conclusion on 1% October 2020 due to spread of the pandemic.

(ili) Change in the sitting arrangement for the Members: The Monsoon
Session of 2020 was held in compliance with the six feet physical

Page 2 of 5



(iv)

(v)

(Vi)

distancing norms. As a result, the normal sitting arrangement with fixed
Seat/ Division numbers was dispensed with. Accordingly, Members were
seated in a staggered manner in the Rajya Sabha Chamber; Rajya Sabha
Galleries (except the Press Gallery); and the Lok Sabha Chamber i.e. at
three places instead of the normal sitting in the Rajya Sabha Chamber.
For the first time in the history of Indian Parliament, the Chambers and
Galleries of both the Houses were used for holding the session of the
either House. The same arrangement continued during the budget session
of Parliament held in 2021as well.

Non-convening of the Winter Session of Parliament: Article 85 of the
Constitution requires that there should not be a gap of more than six
months between two sessions of the two Houses of Parliament. Since the
monsoon session of the Parliament was concluded on 23" September
2020, there was no constitutional compulsion to hold the winter session
during the months of November-December 2020. Keeping in mind the
constitutional position and the high number of COVID-19 positive cases
in the national capital and the States, the usual winter session of the
Parliament was not convened.

Use of the medium of Television to conduct the proceedings of the
two Houses of Parliament: As the Members were seated in a staggered
manner at three places i.e. the Rajya Sabha Chamber; the Rajya Sabha
Galleries (except the Press Gallery); and the Lok Sabha Chamber,
conducting the proceedings of the House from one place was a huge
challenge for the Presiding Officers especially due to the fact that the
Chambers of the two Houses are located at a considerable distance from
each other and are not contagious. Given the physical constraints,
innovative ways and means were put to use to conduct the proceedings.
The medium of television was used to link the two Chambers, which
enabled the virtual presence of the Rajya Sabha Members in their own
Chamber while sitting in the Lok Sabha Chamber with the help of giant
screens put up in the Rajya Sabha Chamber relaying the live footage of
the Members sitting in the Lok Sabha Chamber. Similarly, the Presiding
Officers were communicating with the Members sitting in the Lok Sabha
Chamber through giant television screens put up in that Chamber and
relaying the live footage of the Chair to them.

Change in the timings of the sittings of the two Houses: During
Monsoon Session of 2020, both Houses of Parliament — Rajya Sabha and
Lok Sabha held sittings in two shifts from 09.00 a.m. to 01.00 p.m. and
from 03.00 p.m. to 07.00 p.m., respectively, instead of the usual sitting
time of the two Houses from 11.00 a.m. to 06.00 p.m. to enable the either
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(vii)

(viii)

(ix)

(x)

House to utilize the space of the other House for seating its Members in a
staggered manner and also to minimize the footfall in the Parliament
House. Similarly, during the first part of the Budget Session of 2021, the
Rajya Sabha sat from 09.00 a.m. to 02.00 p.m. while the Lok Sabha sat
between 04.00 p.m. to 09.00 p.m. with all COVID related protocols. The
two Houses, however, resumed their usual timings i.e. 11.00 a.m. to 6.00
p.m. during the second part of that session.

Changes pertaining to the use of various Parliamentary Devices: On a
motion moved by the Government, the rules for transaction of Starred
Questions, which require oral answers by the concerned Ministers, were
suspended in the Rajya Sabha for the 252" Session (Monsoon Session).
Similarly, the transaction of Private Members' Business was also
suspended. As a result, there was no Question Hour and Private Members'
Business during the 252" Session of Rajya Sabha held in September
2020. However. Members were allowed to ask written questions, the
replies to which were laid on the Table of the House. Besides, changes
were announced by the Chair regarding timing of Calling Attention and
submission of notices for Special Mentions due to change in the sitting
hours of the Rajya Sabha. Like questions, Special Mentions were also
laid on the Table due to paucity of business hours. The Question Hour
and Private Members' Business were restored from 253 Session
onwards.

Permission to lay papers on behalf of Ministers: Usually the
concerned Minister lays the papers pertaining to his Ministry on the Table
of the House. However, the Chair authorized the Minister of
Parliamentary Affairs and Minister of State for Parliamentary Affairs to
lay all papers and statements on behalf of the concerned Ministers in view
of the scattered sitting arrangement and with a view to have lesser
number of people in the Chamber at a given point of time.

Discontinuation of Physical Circulation of Parliamentary Papers: In
order to avoid personal contact of the Members with parliamentary staff,
circulation of parliamentary papers to Members was totally stopped.
Instead electronic means were used to circulate parliamentary papers to
the Members which were accessible to them through Members' Portal.
Similarly, Members were requested to submit notices for various
parliamentary devices through ‘e-Notices Portal’ only.

Prohibition on Visitors Gallery and Restricted Entry to Press
Gallery: Visitors were not allowed to witness the proceedings of the
House to avoid overcrowding in the Parliament House Complex.
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(xi)

(xii)

(xiii)

However, restricted entry was allowed to the media persons in the Press
Gallery on rotational basis.

Special Arrangement for Oath Taking of New Members: During the
inter-session period, special arrangements were made in the Rajya Sabha
Chamber for oath taking of the newly elected Members in July,
November and December 2020 by following the social distancing norms
to facilitate their participation in the meetings of the Committees.
Normally, the newly elected Members take oath in the Chamber of the
House during Session or in the Chamber of Hon’ble Chairman during
inter-session.

Guidelines and protocols for Committees: As regards the functioning
of the Committees of Parliament, guidelines and protocols were issued to
both the Members and officials on attending and conducting the
Committee meetings with utmost caution.  Accordingly, after the
conclusion of budget session of Parliament in March 2020, the
Department-Related Standing Committees resumed their functioning in
July 2020 and performed substantial work thereafter all through the
pandemic period.

Virtual Presentation of Committee Reports: The Committees also
adopted a novel way of fulfilling their constitutional duties during the
pandemic. For example, three Department-related Parliamentary Standing
Committees under the jurisdiction of Chairman, Rajya Sabha, namely,
Committee on Health and Family Welfare; Committee on Home Affairs;
and Committee on Education, Women, Children, Youth and Sports
presented their reports virtually to the Chairman of the Rajya Sabha, a
sort of a precedent in the history of the Committees.

Conclusion

The Parliament of India, while rising to the occasion, responded to the

crisis inflicted on the mankind by Covid - 19 pandemic, in a dynamic and
resolute manner. Both Houses of Indian Parliament worked in unison to deal
with the situation and adapted themselves by effecting requisite procedural
changes in the transaction of their constitutionally mandated business as the
apex legislature of the country. The special protocol adopted by the two Houses
for convening their sittings during the pandemic period was discontinued w.e.f.
the commencement of the winter session of 2022 leading to normal functioning
of the Parliament.
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