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The European Parliament has engaged a reflection process to “rethink parliamentary democracy”. To that effect, it 
introduced five focus groups including one on Plenary Reform. The focus group is meant to offer solutions to have 
livelier debates in sessions. In this context, the European Parliament tabled two ECPRD requests in June. Request 4770 
concerns possible significant reforms to the organization of plenary business carried out by National Parliaments in 
recent years, either to increase its efficiency, or to make debates/sessions more interesting, and/or to increase oversight 
of the executive. Request 4777 focused on measures applied by parliaments as incentives for increasing the presence 
and participation of Members in plenary sessions. The first request was addressed to all EU parliaments and received 
29 replies from 25 countries. The second request was addressed to all members of the ECPRD network and received 36 
replies from 32 countries.   
 
Reforms in the organization of Plenary  
 
Belgium (House of the Representatives) and Portugal limited speaking time for members’ interventions. The French Senate 
doesn’t limit the duration of interventions but rather the length of public sittings. At the other extreme, to encourage members to 
take the floor, Finland has an extensive right to speak and uses early planning of the sessions and anticipation of the agenda to 
increase the efficiency of debates. Related to agenda planning, Estonia gives a flexible organization for the Board to choose on 
which working days the bills are discussed. Denmark created a new type of debate, the “party leader debate” supposed to increase 
liveliness and spontaneity. 
 
Plenary sittings give opportunities to discuss and vote amendments. In order to avoid Parliamentary obstruction, France (National 
Assembly and Senate) reformed its Rules of Procedure. Amendments are first discussed and voted in Committees, and only 
those agreed on committees are discussed in plenary sessions. Cyprus has a similar system. Amendments have to be submitted 
at least 48h before the debate and only exceptionally submitted during the sitting. An item can be postponed only once for a 
period of at least 15 days. The competent committee will review the matter and/or consult the members’ amendments that may 
be submitted on the relevant draft law.  
 
“Question Time” debates are still considered as a prime exercise of government control by the legislative power. Finland described 
it as one of the most important venues for topical debate. Except for Sweden, all chambers that transmitted information on their 
Question Time reported they have extended the possibility for participation. Germany (Bundestag) and Estonia increased the 
duration of the exercise. Denmark gave access to spontaneous co-questioners and allows for the participation of members other 
than party leaders. Portugal replaced the Prime Minister debate with a governmental debate. 
 
Plenary business has also been the subject of digital changes in recent years. Most parliamentary chambers have now digitalized 
the communication and transmission of plenary documents, and plenary procedures. Yet, whether plenary business should be 
fully digitally supported or not meets no consensus among European Chambers. Austria and the Czech Republic are discussing 
full digital support, while Hungary and Italy have a strict prohibition of electronic voting and/or telematics participation in plenary. 
 
Measures to increase members’ presence and participation 
 
In response to the request on incentives to increase members’ presence and participation, 15 respondents stated that 
participation in plenary sittings is an obligation linked to the mandate of MPs. Only Austria and Luxembourg registered a high 
presence and participation in plenaries without the need for incentives. Austria explained this presence due to the central role 
of plenary sittings in the self-definition of parliamentarians, the very low number of sitting days per month, and the interdiction  
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on parallel committee meetings. Luxembourg, despite the existence of financial penalties, explains the high rate of presence by 
the very close majority in the chamber (31 deputies for the majority and 29 for the opposition). Other chambers have systems 
of sanctions for unjustified absences by members. Bulgaria, Canada (Senate), Hungary, Latvia, Luxembourg, Macedonia, 
Poland (Sejm and Senate), Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, Switzerland, and the USA have monthly salary deductions in case of 
absences. Members in Canada (Senate), Hungary, Luxembourg, Portugal, and Turkey can even lose their seats in Parliament 
if they have too many absences. 

 
Countries with no specific measures  Countries with positive incentives Countries with negative incentives 

(financial penalties or pressures) 

Albania, Austria, Belgium (Senate), 
Estonia, Germany (Bundesrat), Ireland, 
Norway, Spain (Congress), Sweden, UK, 
USA 

Croatia, Finland, Greece, Israel,  
Slovakia (National council),  
Germany (Bundestag), Luxembourg 

Bulgaria, Belgium (House of 
representative), Canada, Germany 
(Bundestag), Hungary, Israel, 
Lithuania, Latvia, Poland (Sejm and 
Senate), Portugal, Slovakia (National 
council), Slovenia, Switzerland, 
Turkey, Luxembourg, Macedonia, 
Montenegro and Finland. 

 

The Parliaments of Croatia, Finland, Germany (Bundestag), Greece, and Lithuania give an easy and extensive right to speak 
to MPs to create incentives for them to take the floor. Some Parliaments also use strategic session planning to increase the 
participation of their members. In the case of the Parliaments of Austria and Norway, the rule is to avoid planning sessions 
during committee meetings. Finland schedules ahead and informs the members about the agenda few days prior to the Plenary. 
In Slovakia, MPs can change the agenda, as they participate more when the agenda is of greater interest to them. Croatia, 
Israel, and Ireland register more active participation from their members during Question Time with Prime Ministers. Live 
broadcasting of the sitting, whether it is for transparency reasons like in Sweden, or to allow the member to follow the debate 
remotely, is considered by Greece, Israel, Norway, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Sweden as an incentive to take part in plenaries. 
Bulgaria, Finland, Lithuania, Portugal, Slovakia, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, and Estonia publish the list of attendance or the 
voting records. When this information is public, the media publish and comment on the statistics, increasing electorate control.  

 
Organisational changes induced by the coronavirus pandemic 
 
As mentioned above, Parliaments and Chambers had already digitalized part of their plenary businesses prior to the sanitary 
crisis, but whether plenary should be held entirely by digital means remains an open question. Chambers that already had digital 
systems for their plenary found it easier to adapt to the sudden move to digital work. Belgium (House of Representatives), Croatia, 
Bulgaria, Estonia, Greece, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland (Senate), Romania (Chamber of Deputy), Slovenia, and Spain (Congress) 
have put in place remote participation systems. Yet, those systems diverge from chamber to chamber. In Bulgaria, remote 
participation is only possible if the member is under mandatory isolation or quarantine due to Covid 19. The Polish Senate allowed 
remote participation, while the Spanish Congress allowed remote votes but no remote participation. Those chambers 
implementing digital tools are currently discussing whether to maintain the systems. 
 
Other chambers, however, strictly prohibit e-voting or e-participation. To guarantee the continuity of the legislative work, they 
found different solutions. Denmark, France (National Assembly and Senate), Germany (Bundestag), Italy (Camera dei Deputati), 
and Sweden reduced the authorised number of members present in the room. Cyprus, Hungary, Ireland, and Luxembourg 
changed the venue of the plenary debates to respect social distancing between their members. Austria increased the number of 
plenary sittings. Those chambers will not maintain those changes after the pandemic and will return to their previous way of 
working.  
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