Political Parties in the Legislature
Along with committees, political parties are one of the major means of organizing the work of the legislature and developing public policy. The role of political parties in a given legislature may be influenced by the following: type of governing system (i.e. parliamentary, presidential or hybrid); whether and how many political parties are in parliament; the relationship between the executive and legislature (are the President and the majority party/coalition from the same party?); historic and cultural development; and relative strength of internal party structures and resources.
This section will examine party systems, party functions and the internal organization of parties in a legislature.
What is a Political Party?
A political party generally refers to an organization that mobilizes voters on behalf of a common set of interests or ideologies. Parties play an important role in political life by setting policy agendas, nominating candidates for public office, monitoring the work of elected representatives and organizing and directing human and material resources toward a common goal. While political parties must compete during legislative elections, once represented in parliament, political parties must adopt ways to work together.
In Western democracies, political parties emerged at the end of an extended process, growing out of craft guilds, professional associations, local government and interest groups. In some developing countries, parties have grown around a particular leader or leaders or as the outgrowth of a civic movement to change the governing system. These parties face the additional challenges of developing and solidifying a party identity and constituency and developing party discipline within the legislature. These parties in the legislature may have little experience in being held accountable to voters and may have few resources to establish internal party structures to organize legislative and policy-making processes.
Political Party Systems
Modern political systems are often typologyzed as multiparty (which may result in majority or coalition governments), two-party systems and one-party systems. Most countries currently have political party systems, with the exception of a few military regimes and absolute monarchies. There are alternative democratic structures, such as the Uganda "no-party" state. The type of party system influences the legislature in several ways, such as:
· Whether a legislature exists at all or has any meaningful powers; 

· The relationship among political parties in the legislature; 

· The legislature’s relationship with the executive; and 

· The legislature’s internal organisation, stability and dynamics. 

In two or multi-party democracies, the political party that wins the most votes in a given election wins control of the legislature. In a parliamentary system, a majority win by a given political party also gives the party control of the executive branch of government: the head of the winning party becomes the Prime Minister (chief executive), with party members being appointed to the cabinet. In presidential and hybrid systems, political control of the legislature does not guarantee a party control of the executive branch --since the chief executive is separately elected and may be from another party. If separate parties control the legislature and executive, there may be less opportunity for the majority party or coalition in the legislature to control policy-making and the legislative agenda, as it will be competing with the executive branch.
· In a two-party system, control of government and legislative power shifts between two dominant parties (even when other parties are represented in government). 

Opponents of two-party systems argue that in presidential systems, the possibility of one party controlling the legislature and another controlling the executive branch can lead to political gridlock. Another argument is that in time the two parties tend to resemble each other ideologically -- because they move to the center ideologically to compete for moderate voters -- which leave too many points of view out of the political process. These factors may alienate voters in the long run and lead to lower turnout in elections. Some theorists argue that a party system with several parties (three to five) is optimal for maintaining stability while allowing for more diversity and choice. These arguments also are linked to the promotion of particular electoral processes.
· In a multiparty system, a political party may win more seats than each of the other party, but not more than all or some of the other parties combined. In this case, parties may form coalitions to achieve a majority. In controlling the legislature the majority political party or coalition has more votes than other parties and can therefore, at least in theory, easily pass legislation that meets its policy agenda and the aspirations of the constituency that supported it. The ruling party or coalition can also vote against and block legislation that counters its agenda or conforms to that of opposing parties. However, to be an effective and lasting coalition, coalition parties must work together, compromising on their individual party platforms to arrive at a consensus with their coalition partners. 

Multiparty systems (more than 2 parties) are criticized for lacking political stability. It is argued that too many competing interests makes it difficult for parties to work together, form stable coalitions, maintain general organization and prevent stalemate within the legislature or between the legislature and executive branches. A coalition of parties may to unite to form a government, but governing together often proves difficult. One way countries attempt to ameliorate these problems is to limit the number of parties that can sit in the legislature.
In a one-party system candidates are promoted or nominated by one party. If a legislature or similar consultative body exists, legislators do not organize within the legislature on a partisan basis per se although they may develop internal caucuses or factions based on shared interests. Because legislators are not competing in a partisan manner, it is argued that they will be more likely to work together in a legislature toward a common purpose.
* In practice, one-party systems tend to promote executive domination of the legislature and reduce its autonomy. Systems that legally allow multiple parties may act like a one-party system if one particular party dominates -- due to that party’s much greater access to resources and political and legal means of suppressing other parties from competing. Very small opposition parties in the legislature may become merely token institutions in that instance.
The Party in Government
Political parties in the legislature play an important role in shaping the relationship between the executive and the legislature, and in maintaining party discipline – the idea that legislators must vote with their respective parties.
Parliamentary Systems: In parliamentary systems the prime minister becomes the dominant figure because of his or her status as legislative party leader and the majority party’s control of both legislative and executive branches. Party discipline is particularly important in parliamentary systems because deviation from the party line could bring down the government and result in the legislature being dissolved. In addition, majority parties in parliamentary systems may be perceived by voters to have a mandate to run the country. Thus, individual members of the legislature who deviate from their party’s policies may be punished by exclusion from their party within parliament or may not be nominated by the party in the subsequent election. Consequently, important policy decisions are made within party caucuses (legislative parties), rather than within the legislature itself. The majority party, led by the Prime Minister and cabinet ministers, meets to establish policy, while the opposition parties meet to plan strategy and expose weaknesses in the majority party’s policy plans.
Presidential Systems: In presidential systems there is a looser connection between the chief executive and legislative leadership than in parliamentary systems. Parties in presidential systems are sometimes less structured, and failure to vote with one’s party does not threaten to bring down the government (though it might damage or even ruin one's political career). Depending on the electoral system (single member district or party list, for example) members of the legislature may be freer to identify with their individual constituency interests, or other regional, ethnic, economic interests when considering policy issues. Divisions of labor within the legislature are more likely to focus on legislative committees than on party caucuses and party meetings. There are, however, exceptions. In presidential systems in Latin America, for example, the overwhelming majority of decisions are made by party leaders or in party meetings, and most committee chairpersons and members rotate on a yearly basis, giving them little opportunity to develop substantive expertise in the committees area. Costs for challenging one’s party are likely to be very high - especially in party list systems where members depend on the good graces of their party for a good position on the list in the next election. Presidential systems with single member districts and weak political parties tend to grant the legislature the greatest degree of independence and power.
Parties in the legislature encourage discipline by creating a network of communication within the legislature (and between members of the legislature, external party organs and the public), devising a system of punishment and rewards for members and selecting party whips to enforce member's adherence with party interests.
Legislative Party Meetings
Party caucuses and/or parliamentary parties generally refer to groupings of party members within a legislature. Meetings of the caucuses are organized to establish party policy, elect party and legislative leaders (including in some cases committee chairs), resolve internal party differences and develop strategies for passing legislation or publicizing important matters. Parties may meet in a legislature as a whole body or in specified party committees. Whole party meetings may be regular (weekly in Germany and Sweden for example) or they may only take place once or twice a year to make major party decision – such as setting a general policy direction or electing leaders. Legislative caucuses in presidential systems may be tools for determining party strategy, but their decisions are not necessarily binding on legislators. Increasingly legislatures are benefiting from the organization and contribution of women’s caucuses, which bring together women parliamentarian across party lines to encourage consideration of issues important to women. This can also be an effective vehicle for the development of women’s leadership in the legislature and for enhancing women’s political participation in general.
Party committees within legislatures may be forums for party discussion on particular subject matters, or they may be part of an elaborate system of meetings for formulating decisions within a party on votes that will be eventually considered in the plenary. Sometimes party committees parallel the subject matter of the legislative committee systems.
Party factions (sometimes called fractions) are groupings within a political party in the legislature that organize based on some shared interest. They may be informal, or may consist of regular meetings of a recognized group. What brings faction members together might include shared ideology, ethnicity, region, gender or specific policy interest. These factions may work together within a party to influence that party’s voting behavior on a particular bill or issue. In extreme cases, factions may break away and form new parties altogether.
Party and Legislative Leaders
Parties play an important role in determining the leadership of legislative institutions. In the US and some other presidential system, the presiding officer of the lower house, The Speaker, is also the leader of the majority party. (In the Philippines, it is the President of the Senate, or upper house, that plays a role similar to that of the US Speaker.) He or she is nominated by the majority party and then elected by the whole chamber. Aside from leading the majority party as chief strategist and spokesperson, the Speaker has the following power over the chamber as a whole:
· Appoints members of the legislative committee that sets the legislative agenda for the entire chamber; 

· Chairs the committee that appoints committee members and chairs; 

· Chairs the sittings of the legislature to ensure rules of procedure are followed; 

· Acts as the administrative head of the legislature. 

In systems based on the UK/Westminster model (including Canada, India and Israel), the Speaker of the Lower House plays a nonpartisan role. The Speaker is elected by the entire chamber. While the Speaker is traditionally (but not always) from the majority party, the Speaker plays a completely impartial administrative and procedural role and must withdraw from all party activities once selected.
Party whips perform similar functions in the US presidential model and the Westminster system. They are elected party leaders who work with other party leaders to monitor the positions of their respective members on issues, maintain vote counts, and persuade their members to vote with the party. In the Westminster system, they are responsible for organizing the participation of members in debates.
Shadow Cabinets are leaders of an opposition party or parties who are selected by their respective party to monitor the policies of government ministers. They are typical in parliamentary systems. They may lead opposition debate on the floor of the chamber on bills related to their shadow ministry.
Uganda: A No-party State?
In Uganda, a National Resistance Movement (NRM) government led by President Museveni has formulated what it asserts is a no-party state, or movement government, designed to counter Uganda’s history of ethnic violence, frequent coups and constitutional crisis. President Museveni took power in 1986 as the leader of an armed movement that overthrew of the government. He subsequently planned for democratic transition through the selection of a constituent assembly that led to a new 1995 constitution and presidential and parliamentary elections in 1996. The 1995 Constitution provided for a strong, separately elected president, to be elected every five years. It also provided for a unicameral parliament made up of 214 directly elected members from geographical constituencies and special indirectly elected seats for representatives of women (39), youth (5), disabled (5), labor (3), and the Army (10). The constitution was drafted by an elected Constituent Assembly.
Under the transitional provisions of the new Constitution, the movement system of government includes explicit restrictions on the organization and operation of political parties. Legislative candidates run on individual ballots, although the majority of those elected in 1996 have identified with the movement. The logic cited by the movement is that political parties in Uganda have historically contributed to regional, religious and ethnic cleavages and violence, and that the main opposition parties are internally undemocratic. The system is to continue until a public referendum will determine whether Uganda will adopt a multiparty system of government.
Supporters of this system cite the following attributes:
· There has been relative political stability and high economic growth in Uganda under Museveni and the movement system. 

· Under the movement system, the country has held "freer and fairer" presidential and legislative elections than in the past, including those held during a period of multiparty elections. 

· Supporters of women’s political participation note the movement’s efforts toward representation of women in parliament and at other levels of government. It is especially high relative to other countries in the region and compares favorably with long-term democracies. 

· Because individual MPs are not beholden to parties, they are directly connected with the electorate and interested in promoting their constituents’ interests. 

Critics of the movement system cite the following problems:
· The NRM itself is not democratic internally and concentrates power in the person of President Museveni and his advisors. It leaves legislative members either beholden to movement policies or unable to organize within parliament to oppose them.* Given its organization, leadership structures, resources, etc. the NRM is effectively a political party, so that the idea of the no-party state is a myth. It is simply a way to prevent other political organizations from opposing the movement government. 

· Because political parties cannot organize and spread their message, supporters of a multiparty system do believe that voters in the 2000 referendum can make a well-informed choice. 

· The movement ultimately is based on the personality of Museveni, and therefore will not likely survive beyond his term of leadership. 

* While not commenting on the merits of the cases, it should be noted that MP’s have exhibited real pressure on Museveni and his advisors. For example, in March 1999, a number of MPs drafted a motion to censure Vice President Specioza Kazibwe, who also serves as Minister of Agriculture, reportedly triggered by her alleged refusal to appear before a NRM parliamentary caucus meeting to answer charges. This would mark the third time a government minister has been censured by parliament. The parliament has also acquired power over its internal budget, as well as professional staff that conduct research on behalf of parliamentary committees.
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Consultants or Organisations that work with political parties in the legislature and their web sites:
1. Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (Germany) – Provides training and technical assistance to political parties in emerging democracies. www.fes.de (German) 

2. Jean Jaurès Foundation (France) – www.chez.com/fjj 

3. International Republican Institute – www.iri.org 

4. National Democratic Institute for International Affairs (NDI) - www.ndi.com 

5. Westminster Foundation for Democracy – the Foundation funds organizations interested in political party building in emerging democracies. Tel: 44-(0)171 976 7565 Fax: 44-(0)171 7464 No website 

Source: http://www.undp.org/governance/parldev/docs/political.htm
