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Overview
Attaining the goal of financially sustainable immunization programs will entail working with parliaments. Parliaments, whether bicameral or unicameral, are governing bodies whose members (MPs) are democratically elected. The core role of MPs is to represent their constituents. Parliaments share power with the executive and judiciary branches of government. In most countries, parliament also elects a prime minister. Over time, parliaments have taken on more active legislative and oversight roles. These roles are outlined in framework legislation (organic budget laws in francophone and public finance acts in anglophone countries). Different oversight rules are followed, depending on whether the government is dominated by a single party or consists of a multi-party coalition.

Parliament approves all revenue collection and budgets put forward by the executive. In some countries, parliaments have unrestricted power to change either revenue or expenditure amounts. In others, they are restricted to making changes within limits set by the executive. Major in-year budget adjustments also require parliamentary approval. Parliament should also monitor expenditures and scrutinize annual reports from the Auditor General. If parliament does not actively perform these roles, the resulting budget will likely be fragmented, deficits will be commonplace and the public’s expectations of good government will remain low.
Parliamentary committees often “shadow” particular ministries. Many parliaments have Public Accounts Committees devoted exclusively to budgetary oversight
,
.  A well-functioning committee will review and approve budgets and maintain contact with its highest-level executive branch counterparts, usually permanent secretaries. It will receive at least quarterly performance reports from the particular ministries and programs it oversees. It will regularly hear from outside experts on substantive issues.  
Depending on their training and interests, MPs serve on one or more parliamentary committees responsible for issues of national importance. MPs who serve on health-related committees are an important target group for the Advocacy Project because of the pivotal legislative and oversight roles they play. But other MPs may be immunization champions as well and should not be overlooked.  
Parliaments in Practice

Historically, heads of state have enjoyed largely unchecked authority over state policies. In developing countries, the executive branch almost exclusively controls government relationships with international development partners. As a result, parliaments have been relatively uninvolved in policy formulation and program evaluation. 
In parliamentary systems the executive generally dominates the budgeting process. Legal frameworks are often circumvented. Rarely do parliaments challenge draft budgets, nor do they receive subsequent feedback on budget (or program) performance. This weak oversight reduces accountability and transparency of public expenditures. 
Parliamentary effectiveness is stymied by poor institutional capacity. Notoriously underfunded, parliaments have difficulty employing research staff or obtaining technical and administrative support. MP salaries are generally low. This often produces high turnover and may create perverse incentives for members to abuse their powers. MPs often arrive with limited educational and/or parliamentary experience. Resources are often insufficient to ensure new parliamentarians are adequately oriented to carry out their duties effectively.
 
In most countries, ordinary citizens know little about their parliaments. Their expectations of government in general are low due to historical, cultural and other factors. This is true for civil society organizations as well. As a result there is little “bottom-up” input to parliaments. Nor do many parliaments communicate effectively with their publics.  
Strengthening Parliaments
Parliaments have taken increasingly activist roles in development issues in recent years. United Nations agencies (eg, UNFPA, UNICEF) have worked with parliaments to raise awareness and pass legislation on specific issues such as child survival and reproductive rights. The World Bank Institute organizes regular capacity building courses for MPs and their staff who work on key oversight committees. MPs exchange experiences, strengthen capacities and elaborate global policy statements through a growing array of international parliamentary institutions
. For example, in 2005 the Inter-Parliamentary Union adopted a resolution calling on member countries to find innovative financing arrangements to meet their Millennium Development Goals.    

Many countries are developing new modes and mechanisms to increase accountability and popular participation in governance. The World-Bank coordinated Medium- Term Expenditure Framework and Poverty Reduction Strategy exercises, in which ministries, donors, CSOs and MPs participate, are examples. While these short-term activities have been largely successful, sustaining parliamentary (and CSO) involvement in the development process has not.  
Parliaments and immunization
The Advocacy Project views sustainable immunization financing as a concrete step countries can take on their way to becoming more participatory democracies. Delivering this important public good will increase popular trust in government. Citizens and their elected representatives will learn new ways to collaborate. Three strategies will be used. The first is to ensure that key parliamentarians on health committees are actively engaged in the budget process as outlined in the organic budget law. This includes timely review of proposed budgets and monitoring of immunization budget performance. Consultants will ensure the parliamentarians receive quarterly briefings including two legislative scrutiny indicators from the Public Expenditure and Financial Accountability (PEFA) Program (indicators PI-27 and PI-28). Parliamentarians should also receive annual external audits which include use of immunization funds- both domestic and donor. 

A second strategy is to ensure parliamentarians are monitoring immunization program performance. In their quarterly feedback reports, Consultants will also provide a set of indicators from the WHO/UNICEF Joint Reporting Form and other sources.  
A third strategy is educational. Consultants will ensure that CSOs are in touch with their MPs and that the two are discussing and following immunization developments together. When elected leaders see that their constituents value immunization they will be more likely participate in immunization oversight activities. They will also more likely sponsor or support non-budgetary legislation favoring immunization if such legislation is needed.  
These strategies will only work if key MPs have sufficient incentives to participate as collective actors. AP consultants can help meet these conditions by:
- facilitating attendance of key MPs at country coordinating committee (ICC or HSCC sub-committee) meetings;

- ensuring that immunization is a permanent health committee agenda item;

- helping to identify, inform and mobilize CSOs to attend parliamentary hearings 
on relevant bills;

-  proposing and arranging exchanges of key MPs across project countries;


- summarizing and updating relevant parliamentary legislative and oversight 
processes in the quarterly Advocacy Briefs;

- ensuring that key MPs are publicly recognized in the media and elsewhere for their personal contributions to the fiscal sustainability goal
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