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Mr President,
Distinguished Secretaries General,
Dear colleagues,

Never before have parliaments had at their disposal a wide range of tools that
allow them to communicate simultaneously with such a large number of citizens,
something that was unthinkable a few decades ago. However, these capabilities
imply a set of new challenges that need to be overcome with particular urgency.

Today, the channels available to criticise the parliamentary institution are
multiple, easily accessible, free and without any particular filter. Satire,
condemnation or even insults against members of bodies that exercise sovereign
power or the parliamentary institution itself are common on social media or in
comments in digital newspapers. While this reality has always existed, new
technologies have amplified these messages, enhancing the damage to
institutional credibility and creating noise with regard to the messages that are
important to convey.

In Portugal’s case, the Parliament’s exposure to criticism is the result of its own
policy of transparency. The Institution is scrutinised by society because it makes
all public information available on its main digital platforms, the Internet portal
and ARTV/Parliament Channel (a dedicated television channel with 24-hour
programming that mainly broadcasts plenary sittings and committee meetings)
and because it opens its doors to journalists and citizens.

At the same time, parliamentary activity can be followed live, searched in a
structured manner in the various databases or processed for other platforms
using open data sets and series made available on the Internet portal. One of the
objectives of the transparency policy is certainly to give visibility to the Institution
and expose it to scrutiny. However, to a certain extent, the result achieved
reinforces the traditional negative image of the Institution. On the one hand, by
exposing political actors, whose behaviour can be more easily scrutinised through
the various digital platforms.

However, this is strictly a political issue and not a communication issue. When
defining transparency policies, it was agreed that it is the Parliament’s
responsibility to provide raw information on all public matters, such as, for
example, Members’ absences. On the other hand, the appetite for the anecdotal
overtakes parliamentary content, and we all have countless instances of anecdotal
episodes that we can share, which, at one time or another, fill the pages of
newspapers or make the news on television, or go viral, as we say today, on social
media.

What is certain is that opening up parliaments to the media and citizens, as well
as making all public information available, does not seem to be enough to project
the Institution’s image in a positive light. The Parliament itself must
communicate. The Parliament’s communication strategy cannot, of course, be
based on the principle of “giving the people what they want”, but it cannot forget
them when trying to communicate the parliamentary institution in all its
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complexity. Firstly, because the Parliament’s reality is complex and not
everything can be simplified, otherwise it will be trivialised and mischaracterised.
Secondly, because people are numerous and very different, and the Parliament
must take that diversity into account. The Parliament must communicate in order
to project the image of a plural and transparent institution, scrutinised by society
and close to voters, raising awareness of this body that exercises sovereign power
and of its activities and promoting citizen participation.

In this context, the Portuguese Parliament, in addition to establishing
transparency towards citizens as a structuring policy, has sought to stabilise the
different tools at its disposal for making information available.

These include the Internet portal, the Parliament Channel, social media pages, a
monthly newsletter, information sent by email (press releases, invitations to
events), newspaper and television advertisements (contributions to initiatives
under public discussion, cultural activities) and, of course, face-to-face or
telephone contacts.

While the Official Journal was, for all parliaments, the means of communicating
parliamentary activity par excellence, from the 1990s onwards, the transition to
the digital age introduced new ways of communicating. The computerisation of
services and the creation of databases made it possible to integrate and structure
parliamentary information, and the Official Journal became the subject of
exhaustive document processing, using cataloguing and indexing tools.

In the Portuguese case, the first website of the Assembleia da Republica was
launched in 1996, with predominantly static content. Since then, the Parliament’s
portal has been restructured several times, progressively incorporating new
content and features for civic participation, such as the possibility of sending
contributions to the discussion on the details of legislative initiatives, the creation
of citizen participation platforms for submitting and collecting signatures for
petitions, legislative initiatives by citizens and citizens’ referendum initiatives, as
well as the creation of a suggestion box.

Since 2006, the Plenary has been broadcast on its dedicated free-to-air channel.
Later, in 2015, a new Parliament Channel Web TV platform was implemented,
which, among other features, allows the selection of the live broadcast one wishes
to watch if several meetings are taking place simultaneously.

Today, the Parliament Channel brings more than 3 000 hours of live
parliamentary proceedings to every corner of the world, allowing viewers to
choose between 12 simultaneous broadcasts and providing all Portuguese
television channels with the images that make the daily news.

Dear colleagues,

With the development of these platforms, it has become increasingly urgent to
select the type of content that the Parliament should make available. In order to
clarify this, the Working Group on the Digital Parliament was set up, with
representatives from all the parliamentary groups and with the involvement of
the parliamentary departments, with the aim of harnessing the potential of new
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technologies to strengthen the relationship between citizens and the Assembleia
da Reptblica, having worked on all the relevant areas with regard to the
Parliament’s digital transformation and communication.

In addition to its presence on social media, the Parliament also produces content
with the aim of informing, but also explaining and including citizens in the
political debate. This is determined by the institutional communication
guidelines while respecting the rules of impartiality, rigour and fairness in the
representation of parliamentary political forces.

Dear colleagues,

Digital communication certainly does not bridge the gap between citizens and the
Institution. The distance between citizens and the Institution is justified to some
extent by distrust of politics and its actors and, certainly, also by a lack of interest
in the issues covered.

The main reasons for this development in the lack of identification between
citizens and politicians have long been identified: the hermetic nature of parties,
the bureaucratic functioning of bodies that exercise sovereign power, the opacity
of decision-making processes, the lack of identification between individual
objectives and collective interests, sometimes inappropriate behaviour on the
part of public and political agents and, increasingly, the state of disinformation
in which we live all contribute to a progressive distancing between voters and
elected representatives, which translates into alarming levels of abstention.

One of the ways of reversing this trend must be to communicate effectively what
the institutions do on behalf of citizens, in other words, to inform society in a
rigorous, complete and, where possible, appealing way, without being afraid to
admit fault or to clearly emphasise the benefits of parliamentary activity for that
same society.

This endeavour takes on new urgency in the face of the growing spread of
disinformation affecting the entire public arena, including parliamentary
communication.

We all feel the difficulty of getting a message across in the swampy, shifting
terrain of disinformation, no longer made up of agents and rules known and
accepted by all, but rather of the myriad sources of information that we all are,
adding or subtracting aspects to each story and consciously or unconsciously
spreading “facts” that condition reality, even though they are often unrelated to
it.

Dear colleagues,

Today, parliamentary information cannot be limited to making open and
transparent data universally available. In a society where the truth is, as we have
seen, atomised, it has to be rigorous and coherent but, at the same time, active
and effective. In other words, it is important to reach out to citizens outside the
parliamentary context, providing relevant and intelligible information. Making
parliamentary proceedings available live and on various platforms, allowing the



consultation of documentation supporting meetings, and constantly publishing
studies, reports and opinions will not do much good if it is not accompanied by
tools that allow voters to contact the Parliament and always receive a response.

And in this ongoing process of adapting to the digital age, it is up to parliamentary
departments to promote an internal culture centred on permanent innovation. In
this context, I would like to highlight an ongoing project related to the use of
artificial intelligence to automatically enhance the relationship between content,
which is sometimes dispersed, in order to be able to offer the maximum amount
of information as a result of each search.

I will conclude by saying the following: the official communication carried out by
parliaments, as transparent and unedited as it can be, must, therefore, be
concerned with taking the Parliament out into society while still bringing society
in.

e I would, therefore, say that the Parliament’s official message must fulfil
four fundamental criteria, among others:

e It must be focused and point in the same direction, regardless of the
parliamentary body conveying it or the means of communication through
which it is conveyed;

e It must be transparent because it is the fastest way to legitimise the power
democratically conferred by citizens on their representatives;

e It must be rigorous, since no communication is effective if it is
approximate, partial or truncated and, therefore, discreditable; and

e It must be prompt, since the time it takes to communicate often affects its
veracity.

This is what we endeavour to do in the Portuguese Parliament, and we are fully
committed to doing so.

Thank you very much for your time.



