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The contribution of Parliaments in Preservation of Democracy 

San Salvador, 22 July 2015  

 

Mr President, 

Excellencies, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Let me start by thanking our kind hosts, the Community of Democracies who are organizing this 

Parliamentary Meeting, and in particular, Hon. Lorena Peña Mendoza, President of the Legislative 

Assembly of El Salvador and Ms Maria Leissner, Secretary General of the Community of Democracies 

for giving me the opportunity to address you at this first session of the Parliamentary Meeting on 

Democracy and Development, being held in this vibrant city of San Salvador. It is a privilege as much 

as a happy occasion to be working alongside you during these few days, especially since my 

contribution will focus mainly on the first session of the meeting: The Contribution of parliaments in 

preserving democracy, a subject which is very relevant in parliaments today and should be delved 

into during fora such as this one. 

Excellencies, 

Dear Colleagues, 

“Peace is not the product of terror or fear. 

Peace is not the silence of cemeteries. 

Peace is not the silent result of violent repression. 

Peace is the generous, 

tranquil contribution of all 

to the good of all. 

Peace is dynamism. 

Peace is generosity. 

It is right and it is duty.”  

― Oscar A. Romero 

I start my address with a very strong quotation from Salvadorian Bishop Oscar Romero, who some of 

you know very well. He is a true hero of this country, especially this city, who spoke so powerfully 

about peace – one of the foremost principles of democracy which should be ingrained in each and 

every one of us. 

What better way for a coalition of states to bring together governments, civil society and the private 

sector to pursue a common goal? Following a number of changes in the international political scenes 

during the last decades, democracy has gained growing recognition as, dare I say, the only legitimate 

form of government. As can be observed, today, the Community of Democracies holds 109 

signatories, which is a positive manifestation of the effect of democracy as we know it today. What 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/132793.Oscar_A_Romero
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gives added value to the Community of Democracies is the international dimension it holds and the 

aim to support the new democratic world order, which I am aware will be discussed in the sessions 

to come. The Community of Democracies serves as a channel of enhancing democracy in member 

countries, and the role of Parliaments in preserving democracy is key to the success of democracies 

worldwide. The latter will be the focus of my address. 

The explicit vision of the Community of Democracies is to support democratic values and practices, 

no matter the advancement of their current democratic system. Democratic development is a 

process which finds each country at a different stage. No country has reached perfection and all 

should work together to reach objectives by supporting each other whilst respecting each state’s 

sovereignty. The Warsaw Declaration serves as a guideline towards specific democratic values that 

all members of the Community of Democracy uphold. The best way to strengthen democratic 

institutions and principles is by promoting discussions, exchanging experience and identifying best 

practices. The Community of Democracies ensures cooperation, the learning process and sharing 

common values and encouraging each other to uphold principles as set out in the same Warsaw 

Declaration, which outlines the main functions of democracy by defining the essential practices of 

norms for the effective establishment and consolidation of democracy. These include the right of 

citizens to choose their representatives through regular, free, and fair elections, equal access for 

citizens to public services and taking part in public affairs, equal protection by the law with no 

discrimination, freedom of expression, transparent government institutions, participatory 

institutions which are fully accountable to the people, and the promotion and protection of all 

human rights, amongst others.   

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is clear that democracy, specifically parliamentary democracy is the most representative system of 

democratic values. The road taken to democracy is different in many cases. Some countries have a 

history of starting off with one form of government and transitioning to another, spanning over a 

number of years and undergoing a number of challenges. 

Allow me to make some comparisons.  

Malta’s neighbouring countries in North Africa, late in 2010 and early 2011, have seen a number of 

revolutions – the so-called Arab Spring – starting from Tunisia, and moving on to Egypt and Libya all 

in the hope of moving from Dictatorship to Democratization. If we take Libya as an example, its 

newly elected MPs have huge challenges ahead of them as the country slowly moves from the 

dictatorship it was under ousted leader Muammar Gaddafi to the democracy they would like it to 

become. However, with no effective army to subdue the growing influence and rivalry of militias, the 

country is trapped in a cycle of battles risking civilian lives; while contrastingly, Tunisia had by then, 

adopted a new constitution and was soon to hold its first democratic elections. There is many an 

argument as to whether Libya will ever become a democracy, and admittedly, the road is long and 

turbulent. 
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If one examines El Salvador’s journey to democracy, on January 16, 1992, El Salvador’s government 

and guerrillas of the Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN) signed a sweeping and 

historic peace agreement that put an end to a brutal twelve-year conflict. Almost exactly ten years 

later to the day, on January 20, 2002, the Latin American Program held a conference to evaluate in 

political and economic terms the years since the signing of the accord. Virtually all participants 

agreed on the central and enduring achievements of the Salvadoran peace agreement: the 

demilitarization of politics and an end to the left’s political exclusion; reform of the armed forces and 

its separation from the political life of the country; improved respect for human rights; enhanced 

press freedoms and freedom of speech; the successful holding of presidential, legislative, and 

municipal elections and improved representation at the local level; and a process, albeit far from 

complete, of modernization and reform of key state institutions. In addition, in the post-accord era, 

the economy has grown at a rate faster than the average of the rest of Latin America, inflation and 

levels of income poverty have fallen, educational opportunities have expanded, the ratio of debt 

service to exports remains low, and exports have risen, especially in the maquila sector, all of which 

should be applauded.  

Speaking closer to home, Malta has given increasing importance to the public opinion over the 

years. In the road to becoming independent, in 1919, the Maltese people acted in unison in a 

manifestation of national unity to assert their rights as a Maltese nation in spite of being a British 

colony. The riots of 7 June of the same year were a culmination of impositions on the Maltese 

citizens, namely the threefold increase in the price of bread and potatoes which were a staple food 

in Malta at the time, as well as redundancies, in particular for dockyard workers. This date is closely 

associated with the birth of parliamentary democracy in the Maltese islands. Following these events 

the Maltese people became more united; the Sette Giugno riots and the ensuing events eventually 

led to the 1921 Self-Government Constitution by way of which the Maltese were granted full control 

over their purely local affairs – effectively conceiving the Maltese Parliament.  

 

By mentioning these historical events, the point I want to drive home is that it is the people who 

must be willing to defend their country and open its doors for improvement. Allow me to quote UN 

Secretary General, Ban Ki-Moon, who he himself said in his message on the International Day of 

Democracy on 15 September 2011, “democracy cannot be exported or imposed from abroad; it must 

be generated by the will of the people and nurtured by a strong and active civil society.”   

 

Additionally, in his message to the Ministerial Conference of the Community of Democracies in 

Mongolia in 2013, he stated “Vibrant civil society groups and the open exchange of information are 

crucial to the well-being of any nation and the function of democracy.  I continue to call on leaders to 

guarantee fundamental freedoms and listen to their people.” 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

 

Given that the theme of this Ministerial Conference is development and democracy, it is pertinent to 

mention New Emerging Democracies. Most countries across the developing world today are formally 

recognised as democracies. There is growing recognition that institutions matter for development. 

Since the advent of the ‘Third Wave’ of democratisation in the 1980s, there has been a fundamental 



5 
 

shift in the nature of political regimes across the developing world. However, only a small number of 

the democracies that have emerged over the past three decades have become deeply rooted, and 

the democratic institutions that are in place are often hollow, weak and ineffective. 

 

The process of consolidating democracies can be messy, complex, and uncertain, and we should not 

expect miracles overnight, but there are ways to provide support more effectively than is currently 

being done. Imperfect as they might be, these emerging democracies are here to stay – and 

engaging with them more effectively should be the new frontier of the developmental challenge. 

 

From a policy perspective, there is widespread agreement that political, economic and social 

institutions matter for development, even if it is less clear which institutions matter most, when and 

why. This puzzle has placed governance and institutional reform at the core of the international 

development agenda. Much international thinking has focused on the centrality of open, legitimate 

and accountable institutions for development. Recent manifestations of such thinking include the 

rise of the G7+ group of fragile and conflict-affected countries (with its emphasis on ‘legitimate 

politics’ and ‘economic foundations’ as prerequisites for development), the debate on how a post-

2015 global development framework can build better and more responsive institutions, and growing 

enthusiasm about the potential of transparency and access to information to hold decision-makers 

to account. It is not surprising, therefore, that questions about democracy and development are 

prominent in policymaking circles: does democracy make a difference, and if so, what kind of 

difference? 
 

Even if democracy has become the norm in many countries, democratisation processes have not 

always been simple or smooth. There is growing recognition that elections alone are not enough to 

address the deeper political and social problems that beset emerging democracies. In particular, the 

inability of many of these new democracies to meet the demands and basic needs of their 

populations, including the promotion of economic development, has led to critical questions about 

their nature, quality, efficiency and sustainability over time. So why has democratic consolidation 

proven so elusive? Above all, democratic consolidation requires the evolution of a democratic 

political culture where all the main political players accept democracy as ‘the only game in town’. 

The building and strengthening of such a democratic culture (where everyone agrees to play by pre-

established democratic rules and losers accept the results) takes a long time.  

The new frontier: emerging democracies. What has become clear is that emerging democracies are 

here to stay, and this raises particular challenges. While issues of sequencing – which comes first, 

democracy or development – may no longer be on the table, many emerging democracies remain 

vulnerable. In truth, too much is expected of incipient democracies, much too soon. The 

strengthening of a culture where democracy is valued as a process, and not on the basis of expected 

material benefits, is bound to take time. These incipient regimes are characterised by a combination 

of features that work against that, including: 

 A history of prolonged periods of (violent) conflict, often linked to ‘horizontal inequalities’, 

weak social cohesion and little sense of a collective national vision; 
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 A contested political settlement1 and disagreements about underlying rules of the game; 

 State-society relations that are grounded on clientelism rather than citizenship (e.g. rights 

and obligations); 

 A politicised civil service; and 

 Competition for power that is driven by short-term personal interests, with little concern for 

the public good.  

The evolution of a set of values that can give real substance to democratic procedures and 

institutions depends on other processes of change, including (as discussed above) a degree of socio-

economic maturity. In essence, many emerging democracies are not only trying to democratise, but 

also to transform governance dynamics, underlying power structures and state-society relations in 

other fundamental ways. But such transformations do not always work in harmony, and may even 

pull in opposite directions.  

However imperfect, democratic systems are now the norm across the developing world – and the 

question should not be so much whether they can deliver, but how they can do so, especially as they 

confront other important dimensions of institutional change. This is the new frontier for 

development, and supporting emerging democracies while tempering expectations of what they can 

achieve in the short term is one of the leading challenges for the international community in the 21st 

century. 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

I now come to the role of Parliaments in preserving democracy. A two-fold approach can be taken to 

answer this question: a parliament and parliamentarians perspective, and a citizens’ perspective.  

Parliament and elected representatives hold considerable responsibility for preserving democracy. In 

the speech I delivered during this year’s commemoration of the Sette Giugno, I stressed that our 

history should guide us to improve our ways and be better representatives of our people. The 

Maltese people deserve democratic leadership where the truth is told and which is characterised by 

transparent legislative mechanism.” The new Parliament building in Malta which was opened on 4 

May this year is equipped with modern facilities allowing Parliament to operate in a more 

transparent manner; I insisted that all Parliamentary sittings are to be broadcast live, audio visually 

and in real time, on Parliament’s website and on a new TV channel . Parliament has one more step 

to take in this respect; represenations are being made with the authorities concerned to be able to 

provide the service on a free-to-air television channel so that citizens are not dependent on a private 

TV service subscription to be able to follow Parliament.  

Amongst other steps taken by the Maltese Parliament to enhance that state of democracy in Malta, 

in May last year, I tabled a report on Parliament’s administrative autonomy which was drawn up by 

an internal commission which I had personally appointed in April 2014. The next step is for the 

relative Bill to be published; this will sever the financial and resource depency of Parliament on the 

Executive which it scrutinises. Another important step that needs to be taken by the Maltese 

Parliament is the dicussion on and the approval of the Bill on Standards in Public Life – applicable to 

                                                           
1
 An agreement or understanding between political elites which moderates the violence and winner takes all nature of unrestrained 

conflict. 
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Members of Parliament and employees and advisors employed in a position of trust basis – which is 

already before Parliament. I believe that such a step is necessay in order to persevere in our efforts 

to further strengthen our credibility as members of the House, since the credibility of the country’s 

highest institution is a reflection of the credibility of each and every one of us.  

The role of parliaments in preserving democracy does not only remain within the county’s borders, 

but must go beyond the confinement of the Houses of Representatives.  What also marks the role of 

parliaments in preserving democracy is the general inter-cooperation amongst parliaments. These 

can be done through fora such as the United Nations (UN), which offers a platform for 

communication.  As we know, the UN is in the centre of cooperation of the Community of 

Democracies, and presents a specific platform known as the Democracy Caucus. This is held every 

year during the United Nations General Assembly and core trends are shared and consequently, 

decisions are taken. This is the first platform which brings together all democratic states 

participating in the General Assembly. The Democracy Caucus is a meeting place for representatives 

of democratic states working within existing institutions and organisations, with civil society and 

governments, in order to “coordinate support for new and emerging democratic societies.” 

Together, under the leadership of the Community’s Presidency, the participants discuss what they 

can do to support democratic principles and promote them at the General Assembly. Their main goal 

is to promote an agenda of democracy in the UN. Thus, I encourage all Participating States of the 

Community of Democracies to participate in future meetings and I call for parliaments to create 

cross party Democracy Caucuses in your home parliaments as Democracy Caucuses would become 

the future partners in such global cooperation. 

Another good practice worth mentioning is election observer missions organised by the 

Commonwealth Parliamentary Association and the OSCE PA, where a number of Members of 

Parliament are invited to observe and report on the conduct elections on the ground.  

Since Emerging Democracies have rather limited experience, parliaments can offer assistance to 

New and Emerging Democracies (NEDs) in a number of ways. A task force on Assistance to the 

Parliaments of NEDs was set up in 2006 and presented at the Conference of EU Speakers in the same 

year in Copenhagen. The final report of the working group on NEDs presented a number of principles 

and objectives in view to establish an effective exchange of information and for the improvement of 

the current procedures and practices. The task force explored these principles on a two-fold level: 

the EU and the global scene – of which for the basis of this theme, the latter will be focused on. The 

global information network, in conjunction with IPEX2, ECPRD3 and the Inter-Parliamentary Union 

(IPU) could be promoted. the actions include: 

 the exchange of information between Parliaments; 

 appropriate forms of cooperation and assistance between IPEX and ECPRD 

Working more closely with these bodies will allow us to exhange the information amongst more 

parliaments and collect valuable information on the needs of potential beneficiaries.One must not 

leave out the citizen’s role in preserving democracy. Popular participation, collective deliberation 

and political equality are essential to democracy, and should be realized through a framework and 

                                                           
2
 The platform for EU Interparliamentary Exchange 

3 European Centre for Parliamentary Research & Documentation 
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structure of accessible, representative, transparent and accountable institutions subject to periodic 

change or renewal. Democracy is a reflection of self-determination, and must be based on the freely 

expressed will of the people, both women and men, facilitated through free access to information, 

opinion, expression, association and assembly. Based on respect for all human rights, in a 

democracy, the rights, interests and “voice” of minorities, indigenous peoples, children, 

disempowered majorities, and vulnerable, disadvantaged and unpopular groups or individuals must 

be safeguarded. 

Citizens’ participation does not end with periodic elections. It is important that citizens are included 

and actively engaged in all processes of governance, including deliberations over public decisions 

and the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of public policies and their outcomes. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

From my research in preparation for this address I would like to share with you five ways in which 

democracy can be made more meaningful. These guidelines are not only aimed at politicians, but 

also to you as citizens of your own democratic countries:  

“One – Contribute to make your community better. At every level, there is community and 

some essence of organisation. Neighbourhoods coordinate gatherings. Cities facilitate 

logistics. States deliver services. Nations protect. There is much more than this, which is the 

point. There is much to do and it requires us to jump in, pitch in, and dig in. Citizen groups 

and boards are options as are participating in public fora. To get the most out of our sense of 

community, we need to get involved.  

Two – Consider your horizon. We cannot be too selfish. We need to look to the future. 

What do we want our communities, our government, and our mission to look like 100 years 

from now? When people look back 100 years, what do we want to be remembered for? It is 

not just equal chance for today. It is about equal chance for the future. To preserve, we need 

think ahead and work for future generations.  

Three – Do the simple things. Meaning can come in simple efforts. Let’s be honest. Voting 

doesn’t take much effort. Malta’s turn out surpasses the 90% mark, while El Salvador just 

over 54% voting in elections. If we do not vote, then we cannot complain. However, it’s 

worse. If we do not vote, then we are letting a small group dictate what is done for and to 

the larger group. To participate, we simply need to vote. It is our duty in democracy.  

Four – Do the hard things. No one said democracy is easy. It takes effort. From military to 

fire and police services to running for office, all take effort and risk. We need to understand 

the necessity of each along with the responsibility. Standing up for others and our beliefs 

takes as much courage as being open to listening and understanding a new perspective. 

Compromise is difficult yet necessary at times to get unstuck. Democracy takes all 

generations. For younger generations, history needs to be learned and understood in order 

to gain the context of why our participation is necessary. It can also include internships to 

gain a closer look and prepare ourselves to grab the baton forward. Youth is not an excuse 

to shed responsibility, just as seniority isn’t a reason to squander it. Planning and managing 

in a fiscally responsible way is vital and challenging. Tough trade-offs require a steeliness of 
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purpose. It requires a dutiful spirit of responsibility and hard choices and work. To serve, we 

need to engage across generations for future generations.  

Five – Exhibit gratitude and civility. In all that we do, we need to show an attitude of 

kindness. For our military, civil servants, and political leaders, we need to show gratitude. In 

all our interactions, we need to embrace civility and empathy. Democracy is too important 

to waste away in petty arguments or gotcha statements. To engage, we must connect, 

understand, and work in a spirit of thankfulness and 

respect4.”http://www.thindifference.com/2013/07/democracy-5-ways-you-can-make-it-

more-meaningful/ - sthash.r1GcelrL.dpuf 

I end my contribution here in order to leave you ample time to start your deliberations. The above is 

some food for thought to kick off discussion. I strongly believe that it is up to us all to come together, 

be together and work together to achieve our goals. May our deliberations lead to fruitful debates 

which serve as a learning curve to each democracy striving to look up and forward. 

In conclusion I would like to share a pertinent quote by Franklin D. Roosevelt: 

“Let us never forget that government is ourselves and not an alien power over us. The 

ultimate rulers of our democracy are not a President and senators and congressmen and 

government officials, but the voters of this country.”  

 

Thank you. 

 

                                                           
4http://www.thindifference.com/2013/07/democracy-5-ways-you-can-make-it-more-meaningful/#sthash.r1GcelrL.dpuf 

  

http://www.thindifference.com/2013/07/democracy-5-ways-you-can-make-it-more-meaningful/#sthash.r1GcelrL.dpuf
http://www.thindifference.com/2013/07/democracy-5-ways-you-can-make-it-more-meaningful/#sthash.r1GcelrL.dpuf
http://www.thindifference.com/2013/07/democracy-5-ways-you-can-make-it-more-meaningful/#sthash.r1GcelrL.dpuf

