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Preparation of Parliamentary Assembly reports – methodological approach


At its last reform (Resolution 1822 (2011)), the Assembly set itself a number of objectives to ensure a progressive framework for its action: strengthening its political relevance and effectiveness, becoming more visible and increasing its members’ involvement, and enhancing the interaction between the Assembly and national parliaments as well as interparliamentary co-operation. More generally, reinforcing the Assembly in its mode of operation and its means of action must be aimed at increasing its credibility. Let us also remember the general aim of “doing less and doing it better” linked with the need to maximise the Assembly’s action in a tight budgetary context.

The reports presented by the committees to the Assembly are the most visible form which its action takes, and the texts which it adopts are the official expression of its stance. Reflection is therefore necessary to determine how much consideration the above-mentioned objectives receive in the committees’ approach when preparing their reports. The “quality” of the reports presented is not encapsulated in their drafting quality and readability, admittedly essential, but also in their substantive content.

Thus it is not amiss to recall the need for committees to organise the process of preparing reports on the following general structural principles:

1. Gather and utilise up-to-date and relevant information, and optimise documentary resources

Aim: 
To fuel the reports with information – facts, data, statistics, figures, etc. – which are complete, recent and up to date, optimising the range of resources available. To make more use of the working synergies and associate the institutional partners.

Assessment:
Some reports cite obsolete data or statistics and present incomplete, fragmentary data. Some reports omit the Assembly’s earlier work, or disregard the previous or current work of other Council of Europe bodies. Conversely, some reports contain “cut and paste” elements of previous reports or other documents (reports of intergovernmental organs), sometimes without acknowledging them. The reports drafted by some outside experts may contain incorrect data and must as far as possible be checked.

Methods:
· survey the whole of the decisions, reports and activities of the Assembly and its committees (Assembly website; possible help from the research and documentation unit);
· retrieve and utilise information derived from the activities of the Council of Europe organs (recommendations, reports, opinions);
· retrieve and utilise information derived from the activities of the other international organisations and interparliamentary assemblies;
· where appropriate, gather the information by making use of the existing networks of parliamentary correspondents (questionnaires to the national delegations, to the ECPRD);
· organise, if required, one or more fact-finding visits by the rapporteur, having regard to budgetary constraints;
· organise, if required, one or more hearings of experts, having regard to budgetary and time constraints;
· enlist, if required, Council of Europe in-house expertise (Venice Commission, Directorate of Legal Advice, etc.);
· enlist, if required, and supervise outside expertise (independent expert), issuing precise instructions to the expert.

Reports should emphasise an innovative approach and avoid including previously published information, even in appendices (sizeable excerpts from earlier reports, committee documents, etc.).

2. Encourage transparency and efficiency in discussing and finalising a report

Aim: 
In the context of a transparent approach, to emphasise substantive discussion of reports in committee, according to a time schedule worked out by/in conjunction with the rapporteur.

Assessment: 
Some reports undergo a large number of amendments which could have been included in the report, where they are textual or originate from the committee asked to deliver a report or an opinion, or even from the rapporteur personally. 

Methods:
· plan and adhere to the successive stages in the discussion of a report (information memorandum; outline report / introductory memorandum; preliminary draft report; draft report);
· meet the deadlines for distribution of documents to members;
· in the case of a report on which there is an opinion from another committee, associate it with the preparatory work and ensure regular consultation of the rapporteur for opinion;
· where appropriate, the relevant sub-committees should join in the prior discussion of every document.

3. Clearly identify the recommendations to advocate in a report

Aim: 
To put to the Assembly cogent draft texts focused on its sphere of competence (or on that of the Committee of Ministers in the case of recommendations), containing realistic proposals for action and recommendations directed at identified partners.

Assessment: 
Some reports do not contain any clearly defined and structured demands which point plainly to the Assembly’s interlocutors – member states (governments or parliaments) or Committee of Ministers in particular – regarding actions to be undertaken.

Methods:
- 	examine beforehand the feasibility of the proposals submitted, their relevance and coherence from the standpoint of the competences of the players concerned and the resources at their disposal (on the political, institutional, legal, budgetary and other levels);
-	give draft resolutions, recommendations or opinions a structure, identifying as appropriate specific categories of requirements for each category of players concerned; 
-	consider the expediency of concluding the work with an information report (without a draft text).
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