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Respect for minorities is a basic principle in anderatic society that is based
on the rule of law. The right to speak openly, tilgat to ask questions, the right
to criticise, the right to protest, the freedonas$ociation: these are all
prerequisites for a free democracy. Oppositionanigment means just that. It
offers a countervailing power.

When the opposition voices a concern, it does so@mly on behalf of their
electorate but also on the basis of their percepifdhe needs of society as a
whole.

lan Shapiro, author of the book 'The moral fourategiof politics', stated the
following: "Democracy is an ideology of oppositiaa much as it is one of
government". The task of the opposition is to snrsg government decisions
and policies and to represent a credible alteragovernment. Opposition
ensures transparent and responsible governmertoWtitthis, democracy
cannot exist.

Every opposition party in parliament has a legitenaght to strive to be a
ruling party after elections Each government partyst reckon with the
possibility that it does not come back in a newegaoment after elections. In
multi party democracies, where regime changes mayrovith some regularity,
political parties have an interest that the rulethe game they have to deal
with, are comfortable for both government partied apposition parties.
Sometimes the majority tends to forget this, whytexpect that they will
remain in power forever.

A multi-party systemis a systemin which several major and many |lesser

parties exist, seriously compete for, and actually win public offices . In such a
system multiple political parties have the capatotgain control of government
offices, separately or in coalition. A long listajuntries can be named that are
examples of nations that have used a multi-patiesy effectively in their
democracies. To name a few: Brazil, Denmark, Fohl&ermany, India,
Indonesia, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, MexNdew Zealand, Norway, Pakistan,
Portugal, Romania, Serbia, SouthAfrica, Spain,&meand Philippines. In
these countries, usually no single party has agmagintary majority by itself.
Instead, multiple political parties form coalitiofts the purpose of developing
power blocks for governing.

An example of such a coalition is the one betwéenGhristian-Democratic
Union of Germany (CDU/CSU) and the Social Democritarty (SPD) set up
after the 2013 federal elections. In the vast nigjof multi-party systems,
numerous major and minor political parties hole&éaais chance of receiving
office, and because they all compete, a majority n@ control the legislature,



forcing the creation of a coalition. In some coig#y every government ever
formed since its independence has been by meamsadlition. Multi-party
systems tend to be more common in parliamentamgssthan in presidential
systems, and they are particularly common in caesthat use proportional
representation.

In some multi-party systems, only two or threeiparhave a substantial chance
of forming a government with or without forming eadition. An example of

this is the United Kingdom, where only the ConseweaParty, the Labour

Party, and the Liberal Democrats so far have hagliaus chance to win enough
seats to be a part of the government; the Libeemh@rrats have never had
enough seats to form a Government, but have heldgimseats to contribute to
a Coalition. To date, the Liberal Democrats havenlia power only once in a
coalition, which is the incumbent Conservative-lrddddemocrat Coalition.

This is also the case in Canada, where majoritggovents are very common.

In my country, the Netherlands, this year (200 celebrate the existence of
200 years of modern parliament. In those 200 yeausolitical party has ever
gained a majority of seats in parliament, whetherHouse of Representatives
or the Senate, on its own. One third of the sedtsa highest level one party has
ever reached. At the moment we have fourteen galigroups in the House of
Representatives and twelve in the Senate.

Opposition in a multi-party system with ever-chamggmajorities and a
fragmented political landscape can be fairly compléhe Senate of the
Netherlands currently has two parties in the gangrooalition and ten parties
making up the opposition. Our House of Represamsiincludes twelve
opposition parties. The current political climatehe Netherlands has put the
Senate in a somewhat unique position, becausbddirst time in decades the
reigning coalition does not have a majority in 8enate. Some say that this
damages the position of the Senate because iafpudite various parties — both
opposition and coalition — in an increasingly poét position.

But one can also argue that it allows the Senafigfibits role as ‘chambre de
réflexion' even better than before, because itneaer be assumed that a
majority of senators will be in favour of a bill.

In my opinion, the current political climate hag indamentally changed the
way the Senate does its job. In fact one can wstttest the current situation
often enhances the quality of the debate and bnsaitie support for a bill a
great deal. Coalition partners have to producdyreatellent arguments if they
want a bill to be passed by the Senate well. Laat,the coalition parties
signed a political agreement with three opposiparties regarding the budget
plans. The agreement involved the so-called ‘coaste three' and included
healthcare, pensions, education and childcarerderdo come to this



agreement, the government coalition was forceatsalt, debate, persuade and
compromise. This is an essential part of democracy

The wide range of parties in the Dutch system taawal. Working with twelve
or even fourteen different parties creates a haarkload for the parliamentary
administration and makes political compromisesraimore complex. If all
political parties wish to speak during the debatedegislative proposal, the
debate can be very lengthy and there can be arerteshrepetition in the
arguments explored.

Raising the electoral threshold and thus redudiegiumber of political parties
in parliament could address these problems. It véarice the smaller parties to
join forces, reducing political fragmentation. lowld take away some of the
iImbalance in parliament and make it easier forofy@osition to find support for
legislative initiatives, for instance. However,fao, there has been no proposal
in the Netherlands to raise the electoral threshold

The question | would like to ask you if you haveyour rules of procedure
special regulations for government parties andiapeegulations for opposition
parties. In the Netherlands we do NOT. Our rulegrotedure do not include
the words 'minority' or ‘opposition' . This is bese under the Dutch system
these parties do not need special treatment bechtiseir numerically weak
position. They are considered equal and complemeptatners.

In our rules of procedure there are certain guassntor the fair and equal
treatment of political parties:

- in principle all parliamentary parties must bpresented in each committee
(with due regard for the proportionate numericedrgfjth of the political parties)
- committee chairmanships are distributed betwdahemajor political

parties, including the opposition;

- all members of the Senate/House are entitlee orbsent during submission
meetings; at these meetings they shall be giveogpertunity to put forward
guestions and make comments concerning the lagesiatoposal for which the
meeting has been convened,;

- every senator can insist on a plenary debatelegislative proposal,

- each member shall be given the floor immedidai@iypersonal business or for
a motion of order;

- all parliamentary parties are in principle grahée equal maximum amount of
time during the first term of a debate in a plensagsion;

- if the President has to limit the floor time, tAeesident shall divide the
available time for holding the floor fairly amongpse persons who have
indicated that they wish to have the floor, for @éhhe shall take into account
the size of the parliamentary parties to which thelpng.



- if a member requires information from one or mitiaisters on a subject not
included under the order of the day, he may seekettve of the Senate to hold
an interpellation, with an indication on the maains on which he wishes to
ask questions;

- every member who wishes to put forward writteesjions to one or more
Ministers shall submit these questions to the Begsj the President shall send
these questions to the Minister concerned, unlegsahk serious objection to the
guestions on account of their form or content;

- based on the proposal of the President, of a atigeror of one or more
members, the House and the Senate may decidelberddd on aspects of
government policy or other matters that it consdmpropriate; the House of
Representatives even knows the phenomenon ofty ‘thembers debate'. A
thirty members debate shall be held if a requedbteo is supported by at least
thirty members (which is 20% of the total numbenwmbers of 150); the
President sets the day on which the thirty mem&ebsite will take place;

- and there is a free election for the Presideth®iSenate and the House.

This means that the Speaker or President can evamiember of an opposition
party. Once elected, the Speaker or Presidentwwteaemains aligned to his or
her own party, but is thereafter considered toldme/a parties. He or she is the
representative of the parliamentary house as aevialy Speaker or President
who sought to favour the representatives of hiseviparty over those of other
parties would not sit comfortably for very long.

Presidents and Speakers of parliament have amggainsibility in maintaining
neutrality and making sure that all political pastican play an equal part in the
debate.

In some cases, this requires giving the opposfiemies a slight advantage in
order to keep the balance and maintain a fairgadntary process. However,
this should never lead to a 'dictatorship of theamty'. Just as there should
never be a dictatorship of the majority either.

In our Senate a very important body that maintthesbalance between the
majority parties and the opposition parties is@loenmittee of Senior Members.
This committee, chaired by the President of thea&ertonsists of the chairmen
of the parliamentary parties. The committee asth&$’resident in managing
the business of the Senate. For this the Pressthafitconsult the committee
with regard to the decisions and proposals he malkessiant to the Rules of
Procedure. It is an important task of the Secre&ageral of the Senate and his
staff to support the President and this commitbemdke sure that all political
parties have a fair share in the decisionmakinggsses. Neutrality, integrity,
expertise and service orientation are thereforeckeyities of the services of
parliament. All political parties should feel contfable with the support and



services of the staff. It therefore is extemely amtgnt that the officers and
employees of the parliamentary staff are politicakutral and serve all
Senators without bias or prejudice.

To summarize, | would like to emphasise that demogcrs an inclusive process
that all political parties should be able to paptadte in meaningfully.
Maintaining an open political debate boils dowmtmind-set: parliamentarians
need to keep an open mind to other points of viethe public debate — and
may sometimes even be willing to change their owintpof view. A parliament
should never simply rubberstamp government proppsaen when the
coalition has a comfortable majority.

Regulation can enhance due parliamentary proce3aesegulation, even
procedural rules or the constitution itself, isyoah instrument. In the end it
comes down to respect for free political debate dtceptance of a legislative
proposal should always be the result of a debatdinh all arguments have
been heard and debated. Without this, a free deropes an empty shell.



