The Carl Beck Papers

No. 705

The Hungarian Parliament in Transition

Procedure and Politics

Barnabas Racz

University of Pittshurgh Center for
Russian and East European Studies



BARNABAS RACZ is Professor of Political Science at Eastern Michigan University. He
received his doctorate from The University of Michigan and also has a Dr. Jur. degree from
the University of Budapest. His previous publications include articles on East European
politics and on international law, as well as contributions to several edited collections.

January 1989

ISSN 0889275X

The Carl Beck Papers:

Editors: William Chase, Bob Donnorummo, Ronald H. Linden
Assistant Editor: Lieselotte Heil

Design and Layout: Robert Supansic

Submissions to The Carl Beck Papers are welcome. Manuscripts must be in English, double-
spaced throughout, and less than 100 pages in length. Acceptance is based on anonymous
review. Mail submissions to: Editor, The Car! Beck Papers, Center for Russian and East
European Studies, 4G12 Forbes Quadrangle, University of Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh, PA 15260.



Most socialist states have shown some transformation of their political
institutions in the eighties, but the Hungarian experimentation with
reforms is significantly different from that of other socialist states. The
1985 national and local elections were held on the basis of a hitherto uni-
que electoral law; citizens were able to nominate candidates of their own
choosing. The Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party (HSWP) Central Com-
mittee clearly approved of the expanded responsibilities for the new
National Assembly (also called in Hungarian the Parliament or Orszdg-
giilés) and held that it should play a more active role in the legislative and
political systems. This, of course, would be impossible without major or-
ganizational and/or functional changes on the plenary, committee and
procedural levels.

While the analysis of the Hungarian plenum and the committee system
has been done elsewhere,? procedural questions need further detailed in-
vestigation. Hence, the purpose of this study is to examine the effect and
scope of the procedural rule modification carried out in 1986, and how the
rules interface with substantive political issues.> The analysis should shed
light on the question of whether the legislature fulfilled its stated objec-
tive; expanded political and legislative input.

The 1985-90 Parliament: Main Characteristics

The Hungarian legislature for the 1985-90 cycle was elected in 1985
according to a new electoral law® which provided for a compulsory multi-
candidate system with voters having the right to nominate candidates from
the floor. All candidates, however, had to endorse the political program
of the Patriotic People’s Front. The election campaign resulted in sig-
nificant but limited political fermentation, especially in the nomination
phase. There was also increased interest by voters and there were some
heated debates about controversial political issues. Voters’ candidates
were approved in 78 cases and 43 of these won in their districts.



Table 1. Composition of the Legislature

[In percentages]

Party Below Profes- Retired
Term Members Women Age 30 Worker Peasant sional & Other
1967-71 74.2 19.8 0.0 39.0 21.7 370 23
1971-75 710 24.0 59 39.4 170 36.5 71
1975-80 69.6 287 10.5 19.1 4.0 72.6 4.3
1980-85 71.6 30.1 125 23.6 5.1 63.9 7.4
1985-90 7.0 20.0 5.0 336 4.1 62.3 0.0

Sources: MSZMP X Konaresszusa (Budapest: Kossuth Kényvkiad6), 1970, 39; A MSZMP X|
(Budapest: Kossuth), 1975, 10; A MSCMP XIl Kongresszusa (Budapest: Kossuth), 1980;
30; Preliminary Report of the Central Committee to the 13th Party Congress, Népszabadséa, March 23,

1985, 17-18; Magyar Nemzet, June 29, 1985, 1.

The electoral reform also created a national list of 35 candidates who
ran without opposition. The election results in this category conformed to
standard communist practices; candidates winning by landslide majority.
The list included pre-selected outstanding figures of the political, religious
and ethnic leadership.

The new Parliament showed some meaningful differences from the
composition of parliaments in the past and a greater potential to influence
the political process. There was a significant membership turnover; 244
deputies or 63% being newly elected. Information is not available about
the criteria of candidate pre-selection by the HNF (Hazasfias Népfront)
and the Party, but these decisions were cleared with the Party organiza-
tion(s) which manipulated the proceedings. Furthermore, Party
membership increased from 71 to 77% and Table I shows that agricultural
workers, retirees, women and the below-30 age group were definitely un-
derrepresented. The two dominating groups were Party members and
educated professionals, i.e., the technocratic elite.

In addition to its altered composition, the functioning of the legislature
also underwent some changes and began to experience a steady trend



toward more active law-making as well as administrative supervision. The
net results of these developments are positive in that it might be expected
that by the end of the five-year cycle a different type of legislature could
emerge.

In the plenary meetings during 1985-87, speakers demonstrated more
independent attitudes featuring criticism and provocative alternatives.
Compared to the past, this trend represented a new atmosphere and a
bolder articulation of more independent opinions.

However, in spite of the more frequent appearance of negative votes
and abstentions, there was no decisive change in voting. The more aggres-
sive participation of legislators was particularly noticeable in the
September 1987 session during the debate on economic reconstruction
and tax bills. Considerable opposition surfaced, not only at the committee
level, but also in open plenary sessions, occasionally challenging the very
foundations of the policy and legislation. Some parts of the bills were
modified after committee adoption by plenary vote, others were rejected,
even though the final text was always adopted by unanimous vote or min-
imum opposition.8 This new development demonstrated vitality and
genuine debate, but also showed that Hungarian parliamentary politics in
plenum is still the art of the possible and, at least for the present, will not
overstep certain boundaries.

Since 1985, the most significant parliamentary changes took place at
the committee level. Meetings of standing committees became more fre-
quent and played an important role in terms of true debate and legislative
participation. However, in spite of their expanding role the committees
remained constrained by the preeminence of administrative and political
forces. They still lack real clout on basic issues. Jézsef Bognar, Chairman
of the Plan and Budget Committee, acknowledged that "both in legislation
and in administrative supervision the committee procedures reflect
government predominance."9 While members contributed to the agenda,
the proceedings were decisively influenced by the technocratic elite "out-
siders." Generally committees succeeded only with secondary



alternatives. They did not substantially modify bill proposals, nor were
they able to have a significant impact in their role as administrative super-
visors. Committee majorities caused collective decisions to fall into
lock-step with the government, i.e., Party positions, and successfully block-
ed repeated attempts by legislators in the committees and/or on the
plenum to initiate new measures. Nonetheless, committee functions ex-
panded and they played an especially active and somewhat independent
part in the preparation of the Grosz government program and the tax laws.
They became junior partners in shaping the final form of legislation.10

The Standing Orders: An Overview

While the substantive function of legislatures has decisive importance,
the scope of parliamentary activities to a large extend depends on proce-
dural rules. Therefore procedures are generally more important than they
appear and need in-depth investigation, especially as they define the
perimeters of the work of legislators. The Parliamentary Standing Orders
in force during the 1985-86 session 1 were insufficient and restrictive if the
legislature was to widen its political participation. More flexible rules had
to be developed if more diverse political views were to be considered.
Recognizing this, leading politicians made repeated references to proce-
dural reforms, but the Assembly cautiously delayed formal action until
June 10, 1986. However, numerous legislators called for both general and
specific changes; the loosening of the rules for substantive discussion of al-
ternative proposals was repeatedly suggested.12 It was also proposed that
the Government should inform the plenum and/or committees prior to the
commencement of major investment projects, closer cooperation be main-
tained between Government and Parliament, and a special committee on
economic matters be created. Additional suggestions for reform focused
on the various functions of committees, since this is at the core of legisla-
tive activity. Reformers also asked for more time to study policy issues



and proposals.13 Finally, the Modified Rules were submitted to the closed
session of the plenum in June, 1986. After considerable uncertainty and
debate, they were adopted. In most respects they incorporated the restric-
tive procedures of the former version but with some important alterations.

The new Rules® are to regulate the organization and procedures of
the Parliament. While they changed and refined the older procedures in
some respects, they also retained most fundamental provisos. The new
Rules, like their predecessor, have nine chapters: the formation and con-
vocation of the Assembly after its election; the status and role of
representatives; the detailed arrangements for discussion and decision-
making; the interpellation arrangements and the centrally important
committee system; and finally some technical measures regarding the Par-
liamentary Bureaus’ status and functions.”

The most important parts of the Standing Orders relate to organiza-
tional patterns, procedures regarding proposals and decisionmaking, and
the committee mechanism. First, it is important to note that the key of-
ficers (president, vice presidents and clerks) are elected by secret ballot at
the joint recommendation of the Party Central Committee and the Na-
tional Council of the HNF. The same procedure applies to the election of
the Presidential Council (Paragraph 6 and paragraph 7), while the com-
position of the permanent committees is determined by the plenum at the
recommendation of the HNF only (Paragraph 8). The codified role of the
Party in the election process is new, but in practice the Party had always
played a major role. The HNF’s new partnership status is meaningful.
The practical application of this rule will answer questions about the real
role to be played by the HNF in comparison to the Party. It should also
be kept in mind that informal pressures and reqluests by the Party play a
decisive part in these most important selections. 7

The gist of the legislative organization is established in Part III of the
Rules which outlines the President’s authority and specifies that the com-
mittees are the advisory, initiative and supervisory organs of the Assembly.
Each of the thirteen committees consists of a standard twenty-five mem-



bers, irrespective of committee profile, with the exception of the Im-
munity and Ethics committee, which has only eleven members. Also the
plenum has the right to form ad hoc committees for specific tasks.] Thus
committee size was increased from the twenty-one permitted under the
old rules. The changes accommodate the growing input by committees,
but leave much to be desired because of their rigid application. The com-
mittees have broader authority than in the past. They have the
jurisdiction to investigate on their own initiative any question that they
deem important and they may make recommendations to the Parliament,
the Presidential Council or the Council of Ministers. Government agen-
cies are obligated to respond to such inquiries, but it is also made clear
that committees may not impede their authority.

The Rules outline the legislative procedure in some detail.
Governmental organs, legislative committees and individual repre-
sentatives may submit bill proposals, but all such motions must first go to
committee (Paragraph 26). This is a new feature which imposes greater
limits on individual initiatives since the old rules did not make this proce-
dure mandatory. The reason for this seemingly regressive change was that
the perceived enhanced powers of the Assembly caused the leadership to
institute safeguards to control legislators.14 The general principle for
voting is simple majority and open vote. Later discussion will show that
the voting order concerning amendments has been refined (Paragraph
42), but some controversial aspects were left unresolved.

Because of the paramount significance of committees, the Rules
return in part VII once more to their operation and prescribe that meet-
ings are not open to the public, but representatives may attend all but
specifically closed meetings (Paragraph 55). The committee infrastruc-
ture provides the continuity of operations between the rare plenary
sessions as they did in the past. The committees have significant new tasks
which may further expand in the future as additional reform in this area is
needed.



There are three major areas of deficiency in the procedural rules:
items in which the legislature decides without debate; the operation of the
committees; and proposals for individual bills. There are twelve rules in
the first category which were retained without change from the earlier ver-
sion. They preserve the controlling power of the parliamentary leadership
and the Party. The mechanisms of control include the submission of in-
dividual motions (Paragraph 26.6), the urgency requested by the
Presidential Council or the Council of Ministers (Paragraph 29.1), the
referral of amendments to committee (Paragraph 37.2, Paragraph 37.3),
the denial of the right to speak (Paragraph 38), requests to speak prior to
the scheduled agenda (Paragraph 39), the exclusion of a member from the
deliberations (Paragraph 40), limitation of the debate and cloture
(Paragraphs 41.1, 41.2), voting about modifications (Paragraph 42.4),
voting by name (Paragraph 42.6), the correction of minutes (Paragraph
45.4) and the ordering of closed meetings (Paragraph 47). Essentially the
modified rules simply took over the old provisos in these instances without
change, with one important exception; the submission of individual
proposals. While under the old rules they were submitted directly to the
plenum, modified paragraphs 37.2 and 37.3 assign such motions to a com-
mittee first and direct submission to the plenum is exceptional. This
innovation is important in that it directs such proposals to the committees
and thus increases their controlling power.20 Considering all the items in
which rank and file challenge is excluded, it is clear that the legislature’s
scope of action is severely limited by wide discretionary powers exercised
by the presiding officer and/or the majority, essentially amounting to a dic-
tatorial position for the leadership.

In some areas the revised rules provide for better and more flexible
procedures promoting an enlarged role for the legislature, but in other
aspects they remain conservative. Closed committee meetings (Paragraph
55) with severe limitations on publicity, impede the voting public from un-
derstanding the issues.?! The Standing Orders fail to provide a
satisfactory status for the committees and limit their role as potential



mini-legislatures. They now receive motions at least fourteen days prior
to the plenary debate, instead of the previous eight days. However, this
can be shortened (Paragraph 28) and in certain circumstances it is also
possible to bypass committees altogether (Paragraph 28.4). Representa-
tives receive proposals at least fourteen, and preferably twenty-one days
prior to the full session (previously only eight days). These deadlines do
not have to be met until after the decision about the agenda is made
(Paragraphs 27 and 28), and committee reports must be distributed only
"prior to the discussion," thus not always guaranteeing enough time for
serious reflection (Paragraph 30). These modifications clearly do not go
far enough and further change is needed if the legislative role is to be ex-
panded.

With regard to proposals for individual bills (Paragraph 26.6), there
was no precedent established at the time of this writing. The replaced
Rules called for such motions to be submitted to the presiding officer who
made the recommendations regarding their inclusion on the agenda. This
decision was made without debate. In the new rules all such motions are
subject to committee jurisdiction, but the old procedure still prevails for
motions before the plenum. This represents a definite suppression of the
role of individual members and without decisive change in this matter, the
claim of meaningful input remains dubious.

Furthermore, representatives are under obligation to "perform their
role in accordance with the Constitution" (Paragraph 10.4), a prescription
which, in the absence of other normative definitions, could easily be sub-
ject to arbitrary interpretation. All votes are open, with the exception of
the replacement of the national list member and the election of par-
liamentary officeholders (Paragraphs 5-6), and all decisions, with the
exception of constitutional amendments, are passed by simple majority
(Paragraph 43). The technical regulation of the voting order is biased in
favor of government proposals (Paragraph 42). This arrangement, when
implemented in a one-party system and a common political platform, is



not conducive to the creation of a constructive atmosphere for parliamen-
tary debate.

The interpellation procedure was refined, but not in a progressive
manner. By legal definition, the subject of interpellations must deal with
questions of the legality of administrative actions, and unsatisfactory im-
plementation or omission of prescribed measures by government bodies.
The individual legislator is entitled to rebuttal and formal vote must be
taken on the issue (Paragraph 50). However, paragraph 53 differentiates
between "interpellations” and "questions." In the latter case, there is no
rebuttal and/or vote and an answer must be provided by the Government
in the same session. Obviously, there are cases in which it is not clear as
to how to categorize the inquiry and in the absence of other regulations, it
might become a subject of discretionary interpretation by the presiding of-
ficer and/or minister. This would reduce the role of deputies in
interpellations.

Perhaps the most important new measure is the one which provides for
a two-phase procedure (Paragraph 57) on some important issues. In the
first phase the legislature works with the broad principles of the proposal,
leaving the detailed normative regulations for the second phase. If imple-
mented on a larger scale, this innovation might add to the scope of
legislative participation and generate more information for the electorate.

There are other key provisos in the Rules which have important politi-
cal implications. The formation of county groups of representatives serves
the purpose of legislative preparation and coordination with the par-
liamentary leadership and the committees. These county groups are also
contact points for the HNF and the electorate (Paragraph 13). The Rules,
however, do not permit the possibility of using these groups in a more
thoroughly defined fashion in the legislative process. They could act as
spokesmen for regional interests, and in actual practice this is observable
on a minor scale, especially in budgetary allocations.

It should also be mentioned that the Rules stipulate that the Assemb-
ly has to have at least two sessions per year (Paragraph 23). While this is



also a constitutional proviso, it would be desirable to change this number
to three or four, or to delete it. The Presidential Council may call the
body into session at any time, but such a modification would be
psychologically important as a manifestation of the heightened political
participation by the legislature.

In some respects, the reform opened up the procedure and provided a
larger role for the membership. Yet the overall conservative nature of the
Rules might also be a hindrance for an enlarged legislative role. The
reforms presented the leadership with an opportunity to promote the ful-
fillment of election promises and the much advocated new weight of the
Assembly, but the results were meager, leading to the emergence of
renewed pressures for change.23 Actual practice may lean toward a liberal
interpretation of the Rules, but to date a predominantly strict interpreta-
tion has been used to keep the Parliament confined to the ground rules of
official policy, sometimes to the extent of actually violating procedure. It
is very likely that further modifications will be enacted during the
remainder of the 1985-1990 parliamentary term. If this is not the case, no
meaningful political transformation will transpire.

Key Procedural Controversies:
Legislative Politics and the Rules

Procedural rules have a major impact on the political and legislative
process as they often determine the success or failure of proposals. The
following analysis will pinpoint some key issues which played important
roles in recent Hungarian parliamentary politics. Foremost among these
procedural rules are Paragraphs 6 and 8 regulating the election of par-
liamentary leadership and the composition of the committees. As
discussed above, parliamentary leadership is elected by a secret plenum
vote and nominations are submitted jointly by the Party Central Commit-
tee and the National Council of the HNF. Until the present, the plenary
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vote in these matters has always been unanimous. Considerations of ex-
pertise play a significant role in the selection of legislative leaders, but the
HSWP also has decisive influence in these decisions.?* Nonetheless, com-
mittee chairs are not overwhelmingly filled by Party Central Committee
members.

The political implications of this arrangement are meaningful: the
legislative body is not really in charge of its internal structure; effective
participation by its members at large is reduced; and the formation of
direct links between electors and representatives is prevented. If the in-
tention is to effectively enlarge the Assembly’s functions and democratic
participation, it will be mandatory to provide a broader role for the entire
membership and to expand the powers of the committees.

One of the basic preconditions for successful legislative activity is the
allowance for sufficient time for representatives and committees to
develop responses to proposals. Current rules expand the deadlines and
enhance the 2(éuality of the legislators’ participation, but the available time
is still short,” and considering the part-time nature of the representation,
inevitably adversely affects the deliberations of the legislators, who do not
have permanent staffs. The unusually lengthy plenary session of Septem-
ber 16-19, 1987, dealing with the Grosz government’s program and the
new tax laws, was preceded by a large number of committee meetings in
the same month®’ which produced thorough debate on controversial is-
sues. The atmosphere of these proceedings, some immediately prior to
the plenary session, was feverish and could not provide the contemplative
atmosphere necessary for the full deliberation of some controversial parts
of the sweeping new legislation. Thus, tight deadlines favor a government
which already has all the advantages of the power of initiative.

There is growing resentment of these tight time constraints. At the
September 11, 1987, government press conference, it was acknowledged
that important deadlines were violated regarding the social welfare pack-
age of the budget bill "because of sheer amount of work" included, but that
committee members had received "adequate information" through other
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channels. The Government also promised that the proposal would be
delivered to members within twenty-four to forty-eight hours. Since the
plenum was to meet on September 17, this was a flagrant violation of pro-
cedural rules and the reporter expressed skeggicism about the worth of
the legislative process under these conditions.” At the plenary meeting
several representatives complained about inadequate time for a substan-
tive preparation of important bills.?’ These incidents demonstrate an
awareness of the importance of adequate preparation time and organiza-
tion. Considering the background, it is likely that more and better
modifications could have been designed for the tax laws if the government
would not have rushed these proposals. The picture looks even worse if
we consider the enormous volume of work the committees perform.™ If
the legislature’s function is going to be broadened, this part of the Rules
will also be a likely target for change.

The assignment of bills and other agenda items to committees is the
prerogative of the President of the Assembly. However, any committee
may express an advisory opinion if it, or the committee having jurisdiction
in the case, so requests (Paragraph 28). Most legislation today affects
several areas, and in the absence of guidelines and subcommittees, assign-
ments may be based on arbitrary and/or strategic considerations, creating
a dictatorial position for the President who makes these discretionary
decisions. The right of other committees to participate somewhat
mitigates the arbitrariness of the situation, but in parliamentary proce-
dures the parent committee usually has the edge in the deliberations.

This question generated some concern in recent parliamentary
proceedings. Naturally all agenda items may be delegated to the Legal-
Administrative and Judicial Committee since all bill proposals have legal
aspects. However, this would make it possible to bypass committees
which, given their substantive specialty, should have jurisdiction. There
are no specific data available on how the vagueness of the relevant rules
actually affected the substantive outcome of various agenda items, but
more specific delineation of committee jurisdictions could only enhance
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the effectiveness of the legislative process.31 In recent years the Assemb-
ly has increasingly relied on joint committee sessions which were generally
useful but sometimes reduced the possibility for in-depth deliberation.
The large size of such joint meetings could be an obstacle, as TV and press
coverage have indicated in several instances.’> The problem could be
partly solved by developing an effective subcommittee system or by the es-
tablishment of a rule(s) committee, perhaps composed of several
chairmen. While informal negotiations in such matters have occasionally
taken place in the past, the codification of this operational principle would
help legislators to cope with an enlarged agenda.

The restrictive nature of the Rules is particularly observable in
Paraéraph 26 dealing with the very important topic of legislative initia-
tive.™ The text correctly assumes that bill proposals come from the
Government and defines both the motions of committees and/or in-
dividual representatives as "independent initiatives." Committee
proposals have to be submitted to the President, but individual proposals
usually must go to the committees first (Paragraphs 26.2 and 26.4). In ex-
ceptional circumstances, the latter may be submitted to the President
eight days prior to the session. In such cases the President makes a
recommendation to the plenum regarding the proposal’s acceptance, and
the voting takes place without debate. This arrangement is one of the
most serious obstacles to legislative flexibility because it creates a double
roadblock to individual initiatives which have to be cleared by the commit-
tee first and are also subject to discretionary decisions by the plenum.
Considering that the legislature is based on a one-party system without an
organized opposition and with a 77% party membership, it cannot be ex-
pected that representatives would normally risk a breakthrough of the
barriers imposed by this monopoly. This explains why in such important
questions as the Government Program, the tax laws, or the family law
there was an absence of independent initiatives. When parliamentary par-
ticipation was recommended for economic policy plans, for example, the
Assembly President quickly made it clear that this was not in the domain
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of the Parliament, but a Party or government decision.3* Nonetheless,
several parliamentary statements stress that for more effective legislative
functioning, the modification of this rule is imperative.

There are similar problems regarding proposals for amendments by in-
dividual representatives. Such motions have to go to committee first and,
in exceptional cases, to the President eight days prior to the plenum
(Paragraphs 37.2 and 37.3), but in all instances the proposal must be dis-
cussed by committee(s). A representative can modify a proposal prior to
the closing of the debate, but this is then regarded as a new proposal and
is sent back to committee (Paragraphs 37.7 and 37.8). This arrangement
is controversial in several respects. First, the requirement to submit
modifications in written form to committee lessens the possibility of
developing spontaneous motions in the plenum in response to debate.
There is little opportunity to change the modification motions in plenum,
since this would require a return to the committee (Paragraph 37.8),
which, if implemented, could result in hasty committee action. Practice
shows that the application of the principle is in need of reformulation.

A further problem arises when modification motions are recommitted
to the original committee and there is no opportunity to involve other
committees in formal decisionmaking even if there is a clear need to do
so. This effectively weakens the potential role of committees other than
the parent committee which have an interest in the issue. It also
strengthens the parent committee’s power to reject modification requests,
since they would generally be inclined to uphold their original position.
Finally the committee can supersede both the original motion and the
modification request by developing a new compromise version.”’ This
lack of procedural clarity and inconsistency in application can result in the
abortion of important substantive proposals. Representative Jend
Horvéath’s modification motions regarding criminal law reforms were not
submitted to the plenum by the committee as prescribed by Paragraph
37.6. This resulted in a hastily convened committee meeting which quick-
ly repeated its former rejection. Thus, the important question of the
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police investigation phase could not receive the in-depth attention it re-
quired.

The problem of modification proposals surfaced in several instances at
the September 1987 session. This prompted a response by the Chair of
the Legal Committee who called for stricter observation of the Rules and
also stated that there are unresolved issues which may prompt further
revision of the proa':edums.3 This suggestion fits into the general pattern
of political reform plans, the centerpiece of which is an upgrading of the
Parliament’s status. The cases cited show that substantive legislative par-
ticipation can be prevented or blocked by present restrictions, and that
some proposals, if not barred, could have resulted in different provisos in
the criminal law reform, the economic stabilization program and the tax
bills.

The Rules are also controversial regarding the conduct of debate. The
presiding officer sets the order of speakers and decides about further re-
quests for statements (Paragraph 38). In practice, the Chair dominates
the procedure and representatives feel uncomfortable interrupting
speeches. The problem could be solved by a simple informal under-
standing whereby the Chair would, as a matter of course, ask if there are
more statements. Conservatives argue that this would make the debate
endless, while others note that this would not be the case since debate can
be closed at any time. This issue has been raised on plenum without
resolution,”’ and the political implications are obvious.

At the core of the decisionmaking process is the voting procedure.
The ground rules are laid out in Paragraph 42 which leaves loopholes and
uncertainties. Vote is taken first about modified parts of a bill and then
about the entire proposal (Paragraph 42.2). If, however, the Council of
Ministers disagrees with the modification, the first vote is taken on the
Council’s version and only then on the modification (Paragraph 42.3);
representatives may request separate votes regarding modification mo-
tions (Paragraph 42.4). This seemingly exhaustive regulation is
unsatisfactory. Inconsistency in practice has resulted in situations where a
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representative had to vote against the whole bill even though he disagreed
with only one part since the question for separate vote was not called. 1
The entire voting order is controversial because the government’s primacy
in the voting order has serious psychological impact on the legislators. It
is difficult to expect the 77 percent of the representatives who are Party
members to oppose the government in this one-party system in open
voting when the government has already made its position clear. The
realistic outlook for a majority "nay" vote in this atmosphere, short of a
political landslide, is limited.

More serious procedural anomalies are also well known. According to
the records, the plenary vote on the Grosz government program was unan-
imous. However, there were subsequent revelations about alleged voting
irregularities, i.e., the Chair was accused of proceeding unfairly by not
calling the question for "nay" votes. In the absence of this step, short of
creating a scandalous scene, the vote had to remain "unanimous,” distort-
ing the true opinion of the legislative body and undermining its credibility
with the electorate.* The response of the Assembly President to an in-
quiry from the floor was unsatisfactory. He claimed that "he assumed that
the vote was unanimous and therefore he did not call the question."43 The
Chair of the Legal Committee summarized the controversy by stating that
concern over the voting procedure was constructive and underlined the
necessity for further study and revision of the Rules.*

The sensitive points in the procedures noted above might be taken as
proving the shallowness of the Parliament’s role in Hungarian politics.
However, actual political trends and Prime Minister Grosz’s specific
proposals signal the serious intention to give more influence to the legis-
lature* Some of the procedural weaknesses are caused by the nature of
the rules in force and not by Machiavellian maneuvering. There is clear-
ly an unfamiliarity with the complexities of parliamentary politics. More
sophistication will be needed to establish smooth legislative operations,
both in substance and in form, and there is movement in this direction.
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In the area of interpellations, the Assembly lost ground in 1986-87 as
compared to the previous year. As referred to earlier, the new rules,
while making procedure more specific in governmental response and
voting areas, introduced a differentiation between formal "interpellations"
and "questions." The net result appears to be a declining interest in the
usage of both procedures. There were six interpellations submitted in
1985-86, four dealing with national and two with local issues.*® There was
some procedural uncertainty in handling the interpellations, but in this
area there was a new legislative vitality. In 1986, a growing sense of inde-
pendence was demonstrated by the increase in opposition votes and the
outriglht rejection of the government’s position on the import price ques-
tion.” It was anticipated that the number of interpellations would
increase, but the new rules stifled this development. The discretionary
right of the President to classify legislators’ inquiries as interpellations or
only questions expressed a preference by the political leadership to
downplay the more forceful use of this device. In the 1986-87 session the
number of interpellations declined to one and there were only five ques-
tions. This change had a negative impact on the political clout of the
legislators and tarnished their image in the eyes of their constituencies.
Whether this trend will be reversed by rule revision and/or a different
practice remains to be seen.

Committee functions are important aspects of any legislature. This is
particularly true in Hungary because the committees are regarded as the
operational organs of the Assembly when the latter is not in session. An
in-depth investigation of committees is outside the frame of this study and
has been discussed elsewhere,®® but some procedural aspects are worth
mentioning. The history of legislation in Hungary indicates that subcom-
mittee usage is near zero. The reason for the reluctance to rely on this
method of law-making rests with specific political considerations. The
control of subcommittees by the chair of the parent committee is difficult,
and if the subcommittee should act contrary to the parliamentary leader-
ship, difficulties would arise. The preeminence of outside experts and
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bureaucracy spokesmen at committee meetings also has a negative effect
on the use of subcommittees,* but this is not a procedural question, but
rather a matter of political practice. Nonetheless, there is a strong cause-
effect relationship in this area, because government-influenced closed
meetings, coupled with controlled media publicity, result in manipulated
information, undermining the credibility of the committees in the public
mind. Since the committees are in some ways more important than the
plenum, the feeling of voter participation is severely affected by these pro-
cedures. If Hungary’s leaders are sincere in expressing their desire to
expand the Parliament’s role, this is an important reform-sensitive area.
Since meetings are still often shrouded in secrecy and minutes are not
available, little is known about internal decisionmaking. The rules
prescribe majority vote, but very often committees decide on consensus
basis. The official minutes of the legislature report only on plenary meet-
ings (Orszdggyiilési Ertésito) and, while available in national libraries,®
they do not adequately inform the public. Furthermore, press reports,
which are generally commendable, offer only abbreviated versions of the
proceedings.

Our analysis shows important linkages between procedural formalities
and the substance of legislation. There are many deficiencies in this area
today and this observation is corroborated by an increasing realization in
Parliament that reforms are sorely needed to promote political progress
through formal procedures and/or by observing more closely and consis-
tently the rules in force. Under the current rules, the Party’s leading
power is secure. The large Communist majority amongst the membership
and leadership of the Parliament can dominate the legislative process. If
future institutional reforms alter the flow of influence in favor of the As-
sembly, the Party’s relative weight can be expected to weaken. In
particular, this could be caused by the increasing presence of associations
and the liberalization of the general political atmosphere. In this regard,
the mushrooming of various groups in the mid-eighties is expected to ac-
celerate with the passage of the new 1988 Law of Associations.
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The 1987 "Law about Law-Making"53 and other future reform
measures will expand the Parliament’s influence. It could be expected to
more frequently act as a genuine interest aggregator, particularly if
planned electoral reforms lead to stronger grassroot participation and in-
fluence. An opening up of candidate preselections in the election
nominating phase, coupled with wider legislative powers within a
reformed parliamentary process, will significantly strengthen the influence
of groups in the late eighties. The expanding pluralism of Hungarian
society will affect the Party’s parliamentary power which, however, will be
expected to mediate conflicting interests. In order to succeed in this deli-
cate task, substantial adaptation of the Rules of Order will be required,
including leadership decentralization and more independent decisionmak-
ing for members on internal and procedural matters. As long as
conservative reluctance hinders change and flexibility, meaningful par-
liamentary reforms will remain only a promise.

Procedure, Politics and Reforms: Perspectives

The results of this study suggest that, in order to provide a better pro-
cedural setting for the operation of the legislature, the revision of the
Standing Orders was long overdue. Regrettably, however, these 1986
modifications remained unsatisfactory in many respects and in some areas
even represented a retrogression. The rigidity of the older rules survived
without much change. The conservative character of the new rules was
particularly evident in some key areas of the legislative process, e.g., the
election of the parliamentary leadership, the selection of personnel, com-
mittee composition, the domination of the Assembly presidency, and the
wide range of the leadership’s discretionary powers which are exercised
without the possibility of debate. Some of the regulations are too vague
and create fertile ground for irregularities and/or arbitrary interpretations,
while others are too formalistic and hinder substantive contributions by
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legislators. It appears that the answer to the hypothesis at the onset of this
study is negative; the Rules do not provide adequate conditions for an en-
larged legislative function. Furthermore, for serious political reform to
occur the relationship between formal rules and substantive politics must
improve to bolster significant institutional adaptation.

The analysis suggests that parliamentary initiatives remain in the firm
grip of the Government and the Party, which retained the power to set the
legislative agenda and act as the ultimate interest aggregators. However,
Hungary’s political leaders have recently proposed that the Assembly
should play a more independent role, while the HSWP should constrain
the scope of its decisionmaking powers, especially in operational details.>*

While there is a general consensus in the political leadership about the
necessity of reform, there are sharp disagreements about the nature and
scope of the changes. There are those who want "the reform of the
reforms," others who favor the superseded moderate K4dér line, and final-
ly the "hard-line" conservatives who pay only lip-service to reforms.

However, an overhaul of the political structure is imperative in con-
temporary Hungarian politics; the questions of pluralism, the one-party
system, the internal structure of the Party, which were all previously un-
touchable topics, are now open for public discussion and debated in the
political literature.”® The focus of the political restructuring is the con-
striction of the Party’s decisionmaking power and the enlargement of the
scope of parliamentary participation, including legislative initiatives
before Party directives.”” Some of these reform measures are in the ac-
tual planning phase and if implemented they would promote a different
model of Hungarian socialism than we have been accustomed to in the
past. They also might serve as examples for change in other socialist
states.

Such reform measures would represent a substantial overhaul of the
political system and the Party’s role in it, and thus, as one might expect,
there are serious opponents to change. These conservative forces are still
present in important Party and governmental posts and might attempt to

7
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prevent the successful implementation of the reforms, without which
economic advancement is not possible. It is vital for the regime that strin-
gent economic measures be balanced with political innovations. The
newly introduced personal income tax, the general turnover tax, and fur-
ther price increases which lowered workers’ living standards could trigger
large-scale popular unrest. Reforms expanding the political participation
of citizens through the legislative process could defuse this tension, but
still might not guarantee success.

In the September 1987 full session of the Parliament, government
policy was both challenged and sustained. While K4dar acknowledged
that "we have not found the proper implementation of socialism yet,"
other representatives questioned the leadership’s responsibility and ac-
countability. This lengthy legislative session, extensive committee
meetings, and sharp floor debates signaled a new departure for the Parlia-
ment. The committees passed numerous modifications and the plenum
accepted many of these, but rejected others. Members of the legislature
began more independently to assert themselves and forge their own new
role, within the limits of a one-party system. The pressures for further
reforms are observable everywhere. New concepts and ideas, including
constitutional reform, revision of electoral rules, and modification of legis-
lative procedure are becoming commonplace. Major changes in these
areas would result in important institutional transformations, but they
would remain within the parameters of the one-party system and the
socialist alliance. In the long run, however, they could also carry the
danger of slipping out of the limits of the established socialist system. The
public’s genuine opinions regarding the economic changes and political in-
novations are difficult to assess. Cynicism and skepticism were openly
observable at the grassroot level in September 1987, yet after the par-
liamentary session, resentment seemed to temporarily recede. Only the
future will tell if the working classes, who have to bear the brunt of the
sacrifices, will passively accept policies based on increased economic
hardships and limited political reform.%

21



Legislative reform is a pivotal plank in Hungary’s political program.
The June 1985 decision of the Central Committee made it clear that the
legislative branch should play a larger role® and that this cannot be ac-
complished without a major rearrangement of the relationship between
the Council of Ministers, the Presidential Council, the Party apparatus,
and the Parliament. Furthermore, parliamentary reform raises the dif-
ficult question of the existential nature of the body itself, its origins, and
the electoral system. Active political participation by the electorate and
increased legitimacy of the leadership both require an improved electoral
system.

This writer and other informed observers of the 1985 elections have
noted several weaknesses in the electoral process. For example, can-
didate selection lacked a clearly defined procedure and the nominating
meetings showed many anomalies.? Others have commented that Party
influences dominated behind closed doors and that this created voter
skepticism.63 However, the 1985 elections could be viewed only as a
beginning and other corrective measures could be established which
would greatly improve the system. The suggested enlargement of the na-
tional list could provide for more input by major societal groups and
organizations, especially if they were to be part of the candidate selection
process. Also, the creation of a second chamber presumably dealing with
economic matters is thought to improve the quality of legislative output.
To date, suggestions for reform have remained within the socialist one-
party framework, yet conservative opponents express dismay at
Parliament’s ag)parent expansion and complain, "Parliament is not what it
used to be.""~ They express concern that the legislature voted down
governmental proposals and this could happen again, endangering Party
power.~ This is probably an unrealistic overreaction and is brushed aside
by reformers who insist that the Party’s carefully engineered withdrawal
from operational details would not terminate its main directive role, espe-
cially in the key ministries of defense, foreign affairs, and interior.®” If the
Party leadership freed itself from procedural details but retained ultimate
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decisionmaking power and its guiding role,68 the authority of the Govern-
ment and power sharing with the Parliament would inevitably increase.

Revisions of rules could be undertaken on an even larger scale without
endangering the power monopoly of the Party. It could simultaneously
make parliamentary politics more palatable, facilitating the Assembly’s
role in conflict resolution. Specific steps for this objective could include
the candidate selection for parliamentary leadership, with nominations
coming from the floor and/or from a nominating committee rather than
from outside organizations. Since the committees are the permanent
working organs of the legislature, their preparation time should be sub-
stantially increased and their size adjusted to the relative importance of
their profile. While they need to retain the right to hold executive ses-
sions, closed meetings should be kept at a minimum and there should be
full disclosure of information for the general public by the media. These
steps would have the positive effect of informing the electorate and
bolstering the legitimacy of the committees. The contradiction between
the dynamic activities of the committees and the narrow limitations of
plenary procedures should be eliminated. There is also the need to sub-
stantially expand the frequency and scope of the plenum, which would not
require a formal amendment. The two-phase procedure could also be
used more frequently and Parliament should be permitted to entertain in-
dependent motions and modifications, responding to open debate.”’

In the technical procedural area, there are several options available for
reform of legislative functions. The list of twelve situations in which
decisions are made without debate could be narrowed to only a few. This
would greatly increase member participation. Likewise, liberal use of the
interpellations could strengthen the supervisory role of legislators, creat-
ing closer contacts with, and heightened confidence from, the voters. As
the findings in this study indicate, the strong controlling power of the
leadership could be decentralized by introducing a rules committee and by
creating a subcommittee and an ad hoc committee system. Furthermore,
the voting procedure should be revised in order to avoid the anomalies
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that have been observed. There are other means to facilitate legislators’
influence vis-a-vis inherent governmental advantages in the voting order,
such as the occasional use of secret ballots.”

Some of these revisions could be implemented without formal amend-
ments by altering present practices and/or employing a different
interpretation of the rules in force. None would entail serious risk to the
Party’s ultimate influence in the Parliament.”* The HSWP could consider
the reduction of its representation in the parliamentary membership. It is
not sine qua non to maintain a 77% presence when the Party membership
in the society at large is only about 8%. In the absence of other political
parties, a reduced party ratio would enhance the legitimacy of the Parlia-
ment with the voters and would be more in accord with the general thrust
of Hungary’s political reforms. Thus the Assembly could better serve as
interest aggregator, between often competing group interests.

In the final analysis, procedural changes would have some impact but
no formalistic legal rule can solve the underlying basic question concern-
ing the scope of the legislators’ political clout. The outlook for legislative
changes could be promising in the future if parliamentary functions were
to be enlarged. Rules revision would widen the opportunity for innova-
tions, which in turn would stimulate substantive reform measures; the two
are interconnected and act upon each other.

At the present time, there is no tangible consensus about the transfor-
mation of Parliament. Conservative officials are reluctant to make
changes, while reformist politicians favor bolder steps; the odds are in
favor of the latter.”> To be sure, the issue is difficult from the point of
view of the regime. Reform carried too far might open up the procedure
to a degree undesirable for the one-party system. Yet the maintenance of
a narrowly restricted system would stifle the Assembly’s work, keepi ing
legislative reforms and political participation at an unsatisfactory level.

Official reform plans essentially call for significant institutional chan-
ges, but not radical systemic replacement. Government, Party and
academic task forces are working on a variety of specific projects which
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are to be completed by 1989/1990. Some perimeters were visible as early
as 1987/88. There are reform plans on three levels: the organs of govern-
ment; the legislature; and the local administration. The main issue is the
reduction of the Party’s decisionmaking power by expanding the role of
the Government and the legislature. The new Party leadership in place
since May 1988 leans toward more radical changes with a quicker tempo
than did its predecessors. The key question, however, remains the con-
traction of the HSWP’s dominating presence in operational decisions.
While the Party’s guiding role is to be preserved in broad policy issues,
more direct decisionmaking power will be extended to the Government,
particularly on economic matters.

Another important aspect of institutional reforms is the future role of
the Presidential Council, especially its substituting for the legislature.
This function had been reduced by the December 1987 constitutional
modification which stlpulated that the Council cannot alter laws passed
originally by the Parliament. > Yet the problem is much larger, and ques-
tions have been raised about the nature and even necessity of the Council.
There have been some %roposals suggesting its abolition and the creation
of a Presidential post.” This would require constitutional change and
raise the issue of whether the large-scale transfer of legislative and ad-
ministrative supervisory powers would make it too difficult for the Party to
preserve its influence in the legislature. The Assembly is still perceived as
an instrument of socialist democracy and is expected to be controlled by
the Party’s parliamentary faction.

Both Party reformists and the democratic opposition stand for radical
institutional reforms, but their programs differ. Representative Kiraly, a
reformist who was expelled from the Party in early 1988, visualized the
possibility of a stronger legislature within the one-party system.77 Yet
various factions in the democratic opposition increasingly suggest a multi-
party solution and a pluralistic Parliament as the only desirable
alternative.”™ The introduction of electoral changes and the broadening
of the legislative role demands careful planning if the political impact is to
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be somewhat controlled. With the growing influence of groups pluraliza-
tion could reach larger dimensions than was ever known before.
Assuming societal support this could contribute to the legitimization of
the political reforms, but under certain conditions it also could represent
a threat to the one-party system, triggering reactions. As the growing in-
dependence of some legislators indicates, an articulate oppositional
faction might emerge and, in case of conflicts between the Party and the
Parliament, a more serious rank-and-file revolt could take place Thus,
electoral changes will have to be planned cautiously if the Party is to
prevent pluralistic forces from undercutting its leadership. The 1990 elec-
tions will be one measure of success concerning these questions.

A particularly controversial problem is the definition of the concept of
"operational decisions" from which the Party might be expected to
withdraw. Lacking a precise delimitation of authority, the anticipated
struggle for influence would favor the stronger partner and thwart the ef-
forts of reformers.® In the process of implementation, the interpretation
of which areas the Party is to withdraw from could slow down or divert
changes. On the other hand, practice might overreach intended objec-
tives. Ultimately, however, the prospects for reform will depend on the
tenuous balance between the Party’s power and the public’s acceptance of
the leadership which could be upset by unforeseen circumstances. The
endurance of the regime rests on the Party’s strength at the leadership
level as well as on the loyalty of its rank-and-file membership. Today,
leadershlp unity is not strong and there are, ample signals indicating
serious internal weakness of the Party ranks.3! Debates of the Prelimi-
nary Guidelines of the Party Conference in April and May 1988 indicate
very strong grassroot opposition to Party leadership, both conservative and
reformist, with the rejection of the latter being the stronger.

With the replacement of Janos K4dé4r by Kéroly Grosz as General
Secretary in May 1988, the political alignment changed. The HSWP Party
Conference carried through long-awaited changes of its top leadership.
Six close associates of former General Secretary Kdd4r were removed
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from the Political Bureau and some were also eliminated from the Central
Committee, where one-third of the members were new appointees.
This marked the end of the moderate cautious reformist era of the seven-
ties and eighties. The Political Bureau now includes several radical
reformers, among them Imre Pozsgay and Rezso Nyers, tilting the balance
of power in favor of a bolder reformist policy under Grosz, who is ex-
pected to accelerate the pace of the reforms, while keeping the more
extreme reformists and dissidents at bay without surrendering essential
Party prerogatives. How far he can go and what the limits of such policies
are, given growing economic problems and political resistance, remains to
be seen.

The resolution of the Party Conference outlined the directions of the
political reforms and took a different position from what had been
proposed prior to the conference. Within the non-negotiable one-party
system, a policy of cooperation with other views and different philosophies
was proposed. The resolution stated that "We regard constructive
criticisms and proposals important in our progress and we shall judge the
different views according to their content."" A substantially new element
was introduced by a call for constitutional revision, not just modifications
as was proposed in the previous document. The Parliament was desig-
nated as the chief legislative organ, and was given an important role in
interest aggregation and administrative supervision. The Party will con-
tinue to exercise its influence through its members in Parliament. The
undefined principle of socialist pluralism points in the direction of
broader rights of association and expression, and freedom of religion and
conscience. These new rights should be legally %uaranteed with the crea-
tion of a constitutional and administrative court.>>

The recognition by the Party Conference that without constitutional
reform there cannot be meaningful political institutional reform prompted
the Parliament in June 1988 to establish a 27-member constitutional
preparatory committee. At the time of this writing it is too early to iden-
tify the specific features of the proposed future Constitution, but the
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breadth and depth of the changes could range from a revised legal status
for the Party to the establishment of a constitutional court.®® Some of the
theoretical approaches question even the need for the legal incorporation
of the Party’s status.3” A safer observation is, however, that there will be
a reordering of the relationship between the Party and the country’s
highest level governmental organs, with emphasis on the significantly en-
larged powers of the Assembly. The time-table for the constitutional
reform prescribes various stages, including the preparation of a draft and
parliamentary debate in early 1990 prior to the general elections.®

In conclusion, if the new leadership succeeds with economic stabiliza-
tion and the populace resists the temptations of negative emotional
reactions, the reform of Hungary’s political institutions, and especially its
Parliament, could serve as a catalyst for the legitimation of the present
regime. Conversely, if the economic program fails, the reforms, if imple-
mented in earnest, could lead to an increasingly vocal opposition and even
a major political crisis.
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Appendix

For easier understanding of the analysis, an English language translation of a few key
paragraphs of the Standing Orders of the Hungarian Parliament (4 Magyar Népkéztarsasdg
Orszdggyitlésének iiggyrendje, Budapest: Athenacum, 1986) is presented.

Paragraph 26

/1/ Proposals to Parliament may be submitted by the Presidential Council, the Coun-
cil of Ministers, each parliamentary committee and any member of Parliament. The
proposals of the committees or of the members’ initiation of an enactment, requests for
putting an issue on the agenda, etc., form individual motions.

12/ Proposals, together with their reasoning, shall be submitted in writing to the
Speaker of Parliament.

/3/ Parliament places the proposals of the Presidential Council and the Council of
Ministers on the agenda.

/4/ A member of Parliament submits his individual motion directly to the appropriate
committee of Parliament for purposes of being studied and debated.

/5/ Exceptionally, a member of Parliament may submit his individual proposal to the
Speaker in writing not later than eight days prior to the session.

/6/ The Speaker shall present a report on the individual motions to Parliament and
make a proposal to place them on the agenda or not. Parliament, after hearing possible
comments by the member, makes a decision in the matter without further debate.

Paragraph 37

/1/ Parliament conducts both the general and detailed debate on the bill at the same
time. Parliament may resolve to debate the long and medium-term national economic
plans and the more significant concepts in two phases: in the first phase it conducts the
general debate, and in the second it decides on the acceptance of the plan or concept
finalized in the course of the debate. The President of Parliament, the Council of Mini-
sters, the appropriate committee or any member of Parliament may propose the procedure
for the debate. All other matters shall be discussed only in general debate.

f2/ The member of Parliament submits amendment proposals in writing to the ap-
propriate committee.

3/ Exceptionally, the member of Parliament may submit the proposal for amendment
to Parliament. The proposal is to be submitted to the President of Parliament no later
than eight days prior to the session.

/4/ The President of Parliament submits the proposal for amendment to the ap-
propriate committee in order to allow it to express its opinion prior to debating the bill,
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provided the committee has not yet taken a position on it. The member of Parliament and
the minister submitting the bill shall be invited to the meeting of the committee.

/5/ The committee considers the proposal and takes a position to support it or not.
When presenting the committee’s proposal, the referee of the committee summarizes the
debate on the proposals for Parliament’s information. Reasons for the rejection of
modification proposals shall be given only if the Member of Parliament upholds his
proposal.

/6/ The committee presents its motion for amendment and its opinion concerning the
proposal of the member to the Plenum in writing, and it shall be attached to the member’s
proposal.

/7! The representative may change his proposal for amendment during the session of
Parliament prior to the conclusion of the debate or he may withdraw it at any time prior
to the beginning of voting.

/8/ If the representative changes his amendment proposal, the President passes it to
the appropriate committee for its opinion, considering it as a new proposal.

Paragraph 42

/1/ In all issues except those provided in paragraph 5.5 and paragraph 6.1, Parliament
decides by open voting.

2/ 1If amendments have been proposed to a bill, Parliament first votes on provisions
affected by the proposals for amendment, and then on the entire bill.

/3/ 1f the Council of Ministers disagrees with a proposal for amendment, voting shall
first take place on the Council of Ministers’ proposal and, thereafter, on the proposal for
amendment.

/4/ Any member may move that each proposal for amendment be put to vote
separately. Parliament decides upon this motion without debate.

/5/ Voting is done by a show of hands. Whenever doubt arises as to the result of
voting, or at the request of any member, the President shall have the votes counted.

/6/ Any member may propose voting by roll-call. Parliament decides upon this
proposal without debate.

71/ Voting by roll-call shall be decreed upon the written motion of at least 30 mem-
bers.
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