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Abstract

Westminster institution of Parliamentary Question Time (PQT) has a special
significance in enforcing ministerial responsibility. While PQT focuses mainly on
departments and ministries, the Prime Minister’s Question Time (PMQT) in the
UK Parliament and other Westminster traditions remained more of a theatrical
episode than an affective accountability tool.Bangladesh’s experience with PMQT
also presents a theatrical monologue. PQT and PMQT taken together,
accountability impact of these in Bangladeshare not uncontested. Purpose of this
paper is to assess the accountability impact of the PQT and PMQT in Bangladesh
Jatya Sangsad and compare it with the UK House of Commons with reference to
the procedural rules governing the sessions, structural issues guiding the speaker’s
discretion in conducting sessions and the attitudinal issues regulating the
individual legislators’ and ministers’ approach to the device. While the authors
share the view that parliamentary questions in Bangladesh are “generally not
successful in ensuring responsible behaviour”, the current paper seeks to travel
beyond this generalised claim and find the deeper reasons contributing to the
failure.

1. Introduction

Westminster institution of Parliamentary Question Time(hereinafter PQT) has a special
significance in enforcing ministerial responsibility.! Asked and answered mostly on
individual ministry basis, and at the beginning of each day’s parliamentary business,
parliamentary questions are important in the sense that these aredominatedmostly by
individual and private members. Since the question time is not controlled byparliamentary
agenda setting power of the ruling party, the opposition and individual MPsmay project
‘spotlight upon every corner’? of the administration. An additional advantage of the question
time is that unlike adjournment motions, motions for scheduled or unscheduled debates and
motion of no confidence, MPs wishing to table parliamentary questions would not need a
parliamentary majority behind their move.? If selected through balloting, government and
opposition members alike get scopes to ask questions and solicit information and
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accountability. This explains why parliamentary questions get more attention than other
individual tools of parliamentary work.*

While PQT focuses mainly on departments and ministries, Prime Minister is less stringently
attached to the parliament than his/her ministerial colleagues. Though the Prime Minister’s
presence, participation, speech and statements in the floor is advocated as a key
accountability mechanism,’ the Prime Minister’s Question Time (hereinafter PMQT) in the
UK Parliament and other Westminster traditions remained more of a theatrical episode than
an affective accountability tool.® Bangladesh’s experience with PMQT also presents a
theatrical monologue. PQT and PMQT taken together, accountability impact of these is not
uncontested. Sceptics argue thatoutput of parliamentary question as an accountability tool and
a method of extracting information is considerably circumscribed.” Apart from being used as
part of the wider political confrontation,® its efficacy as an accountability tool is in decline.’

Purpose of this paper is to assessthe accountability impact of the PQT and PMQT in
Bangladesh Jatya Sangsad and compare it with the United Kingdom House of Commons
with reference to the procedural rules governing the sessions, structural issues guiding the
speaker’s discretion in conducting parliamentary business and the attitudinal issues regulating
the individual legislators’ and ministers’ approach to the device. While the authors share the
view that parliamentary questions in Bangladeshare “generally not successful in ensuring
responsible behaviour”,!” the current paper seeks to travel beyond this and find the reasons

why.

2. Parliamentary Questionas an Accountability Tool

Depending on the institutional and politico-cultural set up of different countries,
parliamentaryquestions aregenerally asked for extracting information from government,!'!
demanding accountability,'? sponsoring constituency interests'*> and enhancing the individual
MPs’ career prospects.'* However, effectiveness of parliamentary questions in enforcing
accountability is widely debated.While PQT’s importanceis acknowledged, its impact varies
depending on the process that regulates the session (procedural aspect), the political set up
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within which the system operates (structural aspects) and the way the MPs utilize it
(attitudinal aspects).

Seen from a procedural perspective, presence of scope to ask spontaneous questions and
initiate debate is most likely to generate significant political confrontation!® and backbench
autonomy'® which in its turn would extract more information!” and generate greater
accountability. Rules regarding the subject matter and number of questions, requirement of
oral or written answers, scope of initiating further debate on answers given by the ministers,
etc would determine how much pressurethe executive may be put into.

On a structural consideration, PQT’s success would largely depend on the minister’s
obligation to answer the questions on the first place and then to answer it wholly and
truthfully in the second place. Party agenda and concealed constraints of partisan hierarchy
within the process would hamper the PQT’s accountability bites substantially.'®

Attitudinal problems like MPs’ partisan manipulation of the session!® (‘dorothydixers’ or
friendly questions by the ruling party MPs for example),ministers’ tendency to
evadequestions or provide vague answers or the speaker’s inaction or partisan leniency
towards the ministers would greatly reduce the accountability potentials of PQT.?°

2.1. Modalities and Problems of Parliamentary Questions in the UK

2.1.1. Procedural Issues

PQT procedure of the UK House of Commons require three days prior notice to table a
question. Balloted through the computerised Shuffle process, a member is entitled to ask
supplementary question once his question is answered. Ministers answer parliamentary on
rotational basis. Questions are of two types — oral and written. Oral questions are placed in
the Order Paper as numbered in the Shuffle, while written questions appear in the order paper
and answer to those forms part of the proceedings and are printed in Hansard (UK
parliament’s official record of proceedings).Members are usually limited to one oral question
per five-week-cycle of departmental rotation. As regards written question there is no such
limit and members need not wait until the rotation of the minister concerned comes.

2.1.2. Structural Issues

The Speaker has discretion to make sure that sufficient supplementary questions are asked,?!
members from government and backbench ask alternatelyin a traditional bi-partisan mode
and the respective Shadow Minister (opposition member in watch of a ministry) is called in at
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some point.?> As regards supplementary questions, it is a standard rule that supplements are
not opportunity to ask questions without notice. The essence of supplementary question
therefore must be extracted from the original question.?* Once the Speaker feels that enough
spaces has been made through original and supplementary questions he may move to the next
question.

An addition to the ministers’ advantages is the British administrative notion of ‘Next Step
Agencies’.Next Step Agencies are the bodies delegated with operational responsibilities
pursuant to broader principles framed by the ministers. It has been held that ministers are
responsible for broader principles andexecutive heads in the Next Step Agencies are
accountable for the failure of operational rules.The problem with this distinction is that
ministers can frequently rely on this to deflect responsibility entirely.

Yet another advantage to the ministers is the emergence of so-called Osmotherly Rules in the
UK. Named after E.B.C. Osmotherly, a civil servant who first drew up the rules in 1980, the
rules would allow the executive heads answer questions asked by MPs to the minister. Should
the member of parliament feel that the executive head’s answer is insufficient, and the
minister should answer the question, minister would step in.Agency heads would also answer
the select committees ‘on behalf and with approval’ of the ministers.The UK Government
Resource and Accounts Act 2000, Osmotherly Rules of 2009 and Ministerial Code of 2010
combined have secured parliamentary approval for this practice. It appears that the
Osmotherly Rules would camouflage the actual role played and intervention done by the
ministers in operational process.

2.1.3. Attitudinal Issues

Though the individual members, ministers and the Speaker attach a high level of importance
to parliamentary questions, attitudinal seriousness fail to yield the expected level of
accountability for the structural issues outlined above. As a commentator argued, the PQT as
conducted presently “perpetuates the belief that [the individualministerial responsibility]
convention is simply a facade behind which the government can hide”.?* Given the context,
individual ministerial responsibility to the House of Commons is now effectively limited to a
minister’s responsibility not to mislead it by supplying inaccurate and untrue information.?
A minister misleading the parliament should resign.

2.2. Modalities and Problems of Parliamentary Questions in Bangladesh

Parliamentary Questions are asked and answered during the first hour of every sitting
dayexcept the day on which budget is presented. On Wednesday, the Prime Minister answers
for an extra half an hour (PMQT).?¢

2.2.1. Procedural Issues
Members of the Parliament are required to submit at least fifteen days’ notice of their
questions.?’” At the beginning of each session, rotation of question time for individual
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ministries is decided by the Speaker in consultation with the ministers concerned.?® Ministers
would answer questionsin relation to matter officially connected with his/her ministry or
department. Question may be posed even to a private member who might be in charge of any
Bill, resolution or other matter connected with the business of the House.?” Urgent or short
notice questions may be allowed by the Speaker subject to the agreement of the minister
concerned. If the minister agrees s/he would answer within no later than five sitting days of
the notice. It will be answered at the end of the questions enlisted and ordered for the day
concerned.*

Questions are categorised either as starred questions requiring oral answer in the floor oras
unstarred questions sufficing with written answers.>! Though member in charge of a question
would indicate whether his/her question is a starred or unstarred one, ultimately it is the
Speaker who determines whether a question would be starred or not.>> On the given day for a
starred question, the member will ask the question by reference to its number only. Questions
will be printed in advance and the minister shall reply orally. The member concerned, and
then any other member permitted by the Speaker, may ask supplementary questions.*
Unstarred questions will not be answered orally but printed answers are laid before the floor
and there is no scope of supplementary question over that.** If a starred question is not called
for answer on the day scheduled, the written answer already supplied will be considered laid
on the table and no supplementary question will be allowed. In a given case, a minister may
request delaying a question towards a subsequent day reserved for the ministry concerned.*’

As a follow-up to any answer given by a minister, a member may submit a three days’ notice
requestinga half-an-hour discussion on the answer given and solicit further clarification and
detailing.*® There could be allotted a maximum of two half-an-hour session in a given
week.?” Speaker may, with the consent of the Minister concerned, waivethe requirement three
days’ notice.*® Speaker is allowed a wide discretion to accept or reject such notice if she feels
that it ‘seeks to revise thepolicy of the Government’.* As regards the conduct of the
discussion, there is no formal motion or voting thereon. It is just a discussion that includes a
short statement from the member and a reply from the minister concerned. Upon prior
intimation of their interest, the Speaker may allow two other members to the participate the
discussion by asking questions.*’

2.2.2. Structural Issues

On a structural analysis, unlike the UK House of Commons, the PQT in Bangladesh Jatya
Sangsad is not given a bi-partisan fabric.It means that confrontational aspect of the session is
generally missing. Also, the parliamentarians are handicapped byserious shortfall of materials
(office, logistics for example computer, and modern research library) and human resources
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(research aids). As a result, they find it difficult to use the parliamentary methods of
accountability effectively.

Speakers’ neutrality and independent mind set up has been a major criterion for success or
failure of the question answer session. Within the Rules of Procedure (RoP), the Speaker has
a wide discretion in relation to approval or denial of questions. S/he decides on the
admissibility of a question within seven days from the date of the receipt of the notice.*! S/he
may disallow a question for reasons like contempt of court, matter sub judice etc as
mentioned in the Rule 53 of the RoP.*> The Speaker may also disallow questions on some
very vague grounds like ‘obstructing or prejudicially affecting the procedure of the House’#
and involving ‘policy too large to be dealt within the time limits’ of a question.*

The Speaker may change the order of questions listed through balloting. Statistics show that
the successive speakers have used their discretion towards the government’s favour. Until
Ninth Parliament only 2.9 percent Half-an-Hour Discussion motion were accepted and
discussed. 81.4 percent of the motionswere rejected straight, while the others got lapsed or
withdrawn.*Most disappointingly, no adjournment motions were accepted, and half-hour
discussion took place in the Seventh and Eighth parliament.

Unlike the UK, the Speaker’s discretion in Bangladeshunfortunately yields a retrogressive
impact on the accountability potential of PQT. While Government’s unwillingness to expose
its lacunas to the parliament is understandable, the speaker’s unwillingness to open the
parliament secretariat itself up to the House is quite astonishing. As a rule, questions relating
to the conduct of the members of the Parliament secretariat must be communicated to the
speaker privately and answers to those questions are sent to the concerned members privately.
No rationale whatever is offered so far as to why the House needs be by-passed on this
important area of accountability.*®

2.2.3. Attitudinal Issues

Parliamentary questions in Bangladesh are also hurt by deep rooted attitudinal flaws
nourished by the MPs and Ministersthemselves.Questions posed by thelawmakers mostly
concern their constituency issues, are merely informative or explanatory and lack critical
reflection on the public administration of Bangladesh.*” A study over 130 sample question
from the Eight Parliament indicated that around 40.77 percent of the total questions involved
constituency issues. Another 39 percent of the questions concerned national and contentious
political issues, while 29.23 percent questions attempted to know government steps about
various issues. To our utter disgrace no critical questions were asked ‘seeking clarification on

administrative lapses’.*3

41 Tbid, rule 55.

42 Ibid, rule 53 proscribes questions referring to the character or conduct of persons not in relation to his/her
official responsibilities, matters not falling within the primary concern of the government, matters under active
consideration of a parliamentary committee, matters sub judice, etc.

43 Tbid, rule 55.

44 Tbid, rule 53.

4 Nizam Ahmed, The Bangladesh Parliament A Data Handbook (Institute of Government Studies (IGS),
BRAC University, Dhaka, 2013) 223.

46 Ibid, 212.

47 Muhammad Mustafizur Rahman, ‘Parliament and Good Governance: A Bangladeshi Perspective’ (2008) 9(1)
Japanese Journal of Political Science 39.

8 Ibid, 48.



An earlier study took 500 questions from each session of 1% to 4% parliament. It is seen that
55.65 percent questions were expolatory. 34.30 percent of them were what-questions dealing
with day to day functioningof public administrative bodies while only 10.05 percent were
why-questions with accountability tunes.*’

Ministers also have shown a general disregard for their obligation to answer parliamentary
question. There is no mention in the RoP of the minister’s power to deny answer nor is there
any mention of the member’s power to compel an answer. The Speaker decides
onadmissibility of questions.’® Since a Member of Parliament in Bangladesh cannot compel a
minister to answer questions, “the ultimate fate of a question depends greatly on both the
Speaker's satisfaction and the minister's consent to address it”.’! Though the interest of the
members in asking questions has increased over time,> statistics until the Ninth Parliament
suggests that not more than 50 percent of the accepted ministerial questions are answered.
While around 15-20 percent questions are rejected on procedural grounds, around percent of
the accepted questions get withdrawn or lapse.>?

Two other problems of the ministers are frequent requests for tabling of oral answers
andtransferring the answer to another day. Tabling of oral answer essentially coverts a starred
question into an unstarred one and thereby prevents the members from asking supplementary
questions. In the third parliament, the rate of tabling oral answers reached as many as 90
percent.>*Advance request for transferring to another day means effectively killing the
question and avoiding the answer and thereby causing it to lapse.>

3. The Prime Minister’s Question Time (PMQT)

As stated earlier, PQTisprimarily directed towards the ministers rather than the Prime
Minister. Except that of a collective motion of no-confidence in the government, a
Westminster Prime Minister’s individual responsibility is very slick.**Within the parliament,
Prime Minister marks the single most powerful individual and is also hailed as the ‘controller
and interpreter-in-chief of the rules of the games.’>” On that capacity, the British Prime
Ministers have historically refused to be present and attest before parliamentary committees.
It is only in 2002 that Prime Minister Tony Blair agreed to appear twice every year before a
Liaison Committee comprising the Chairmen of every departmental select committees.
British Prime Ministers also relinquished the position of the Leader of the House since 1942.
This effectively removed the requirement for Prime Ministers to attend parliamentary
sessions.
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Apart from the 30 minutes PMQT each Tuesday, the British Prime Ministers are not
officially required to participate, intervene or vote in House debates. As regards the way of
conducting the PMQT, Prime Ministers until Margaret Thatcher frequently transferred
questions to relevant minsters over whose department or activity the question was asked.
Margaret Thatcher for the first time agreed to answer during PMQT in detail any question
over any ministry. Bangladesh also lacked PMQT until 1997 when Sheikh Hasina offered ex-
gratia to face and answer parliamentary questions for 30 minutes a week.>® Accordingly, the
all-party Business Advisory Committee of the Seventh Parliament (1996-2001) initiated the
process from its third session.>

3.1. Modalities and Problems of PMQT in the UK

The House of Commons PMQT has shown a substantial agenda setting potential. Research
findings indicate that usually the opposition leader and backbenchers combined set the
discourse of the session that is followed by the government party backbenchers participating
the session. Aided by the Speaker’s discretion, the procedure of the session itself makes sure
that opposition members ask more questions than the ruling party backbenchers. The
‘theatrical’ PMQT thereby controls the agenda for the sitting and makes the government face
issues have shown a relative ‘partisan dealignment’®® and try to shape PMQT agenda
independently from their leaders.®! This makes the House of Commons PMQT even more
meaningful.

3.1.1. Procedural Issues

British MPs submit Prime Minister’squestions in advance which are then chosen through
‘The Shuffle’. Shuffle is a random draw.MPs may either ask an engagement question
(Question No. 1 that will usually ask the Premier to enlist his/her engagement for the day) or
a topical question. The Shuffle list comprising fifteen MPs’ names and their engagement or
substantive topical questions is made available to the Prime Ministers and MPs in general.

In cases of more than one MPs seeking to table the engagement question, their name is only
known from the list not the exact question they will be asking in the floor. PMQT starts with
the engagement question. The MP asking this first question would have chance to ask a
supplementary question which may be on any topic of current interest. All other MPs who
tabled engagement question and enlisted in the Shuffle would be allowed to ask ‘an untabled
supplementary question’® question of their choice.

MPs enlisted with substantive topical questions in the Shuffle would mention their question
numbers and Prime Minister would answer. S/he would then ask an untabled supplementary
question. This means that the Prime Minister would not know in advance as to which
questions, s’/he would face. Prime Minister is therefore extensively briefed by government
departments and ministries. MPs who have submitted topical questions but could not raise
that in the floor due to time constraint, may expect written answer from the Prime Minister.
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The incumbent Speaker of the House of Commons has a declared objective of allowing more
backbench questions than ever. To that end, even members who are not enlisted in the
Shuffle are often allowed the floor to ask supplementary questions. The Prime Minister
lacking a scope to de-select any such question, PMQT, now-a-days adds substantial
spontaneity, surprise and unpreparedness which enhances the accountability potentials. Trend
for the Speaker is to extend the PMQT by fifteen to twenty minutes more than the officially
fixed half an hour.®

3.1.2. Structural Issues

The Leader of the Opposition (hereinafter LO) was not as prominent as s/he appears today.
During the 1960s LO was called only once of the two days. By 1980s, agreement emerged to
call the LO on both the days. Yet the LO would usually ask one question and a
supplementary. It was Mr Neil Kinnock in 1980s that decided to take the chance of utilising
theatrical lights for a boost of his stature visa-vis the Prime Minister Thatcher. Kinnock on an
average asked 2.5 questions each session.®* In 1997, Kinnock’s threshold of around three
questions in each of the two days’ fifteen minutes sessions were combined into six questions
for the LO in the current thirty minutes session of Wednesday. Additionally, two questions
were assigned to the leader of the Liberal Democratic party in recognition of its emergence as
a vital third-party group in parliament. Since 2010, the Liberal Democrats does not have two
set questions since they formed a coalition government with the Tories. LO’s question to the
PM are not tabled nor do they go through the Shuffle.

The process being well regulated, established and consistent, it allows the most pressing
issues of the day be raised directly to the top-notch of the government. That this political
ritual of adversarial questioning is helping sustain “political accountability’®® to some extent
is exemplified by the exchanges between formal Leader of the Opposition Ed Miliband and
Prime Minister David Cameron over the British phone-hacking scandal. After around of
debates over the issue Cameron conceded to Miliband’s demand for public enquiry into the
culture and practices of British newspapers, known as the Leveson enquiry.®® An important
contribution in terms of parliament-citizen relationship is made by the current Leader of
Opposition Jeremy Corbyn. Corbyn frequently quotes direct messages from the emails and
letters he receives from lay persons. Corbyn directly names the individuals and puts the
people in direct interaction with the premier at the PMQT.®’

3.1.3. Attitudinal Issues

The present format of the House of Commons PMQT, however, is criticised as ‘a political
point scoring show’ for the PM and LO.% The backbench members’ chance to participate
being curtailed, the PMQT has been labelled as ‘scrutiny by screech’.®” Additionally, the
rough and adversarial”’ temperament of the session ‘sanctions andrewards’’! aggressive face
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threatening activities’> and rowdiness.”® Cumulative result of the evolution is that the PMQT
in the UK is now a weekly political debate show between the Prime Minister and the Leader
of the Opposition. With the backbenchers’ scope to question the Prime Minister sacrificed
and the theatrical ‘Punch and Judy’’* appearance exaggerated, the PMQT’s potential to
deliver accountability in substance was in question by the 2000s.

In 2002, a Liaison Committee comprisingall the Chairmen ofdifferent select committees
urged the Prime Minister to appear before it twice a year. After showing an initial disinterest,
Prime Minister Tony Blair ultimately agreed to appear the Liaison Committee and answer a
wide variety of questions from different committee chairs. Though the Liaison Committee
style of cross-examining the Primer twice a year is seen as a huge accountability
development, the need for reform in the weekly parliamentary episode is no less emphasised
either.” It has been suggested that the spectacular show of PMQT could be reformed through
some procedural reforms without killing the spectacle itself.”® Some of the recommendations
include extending PMQT by quarter or half an hour, reducing the number of LO questions
and ensuring a considerable number of backbench questions. Interestingly the present
Speaker of the House of Commons seems to apply all these techniques out of his own
Initiative.

3.2. Modalities and Problems of PMQT in Bangladesh

As mentioned at the beginning, Bangladesh followed the suit of UK styled PMQT in 1997
when the Prime Minister offered a unilateral gesture to face the parliament every Wednesday
for a thirty minutes of question answer session. The offer is seen as having a great ‘symbolic
value’.”’Still the yield of the process so far is meagre. Unlikethe UK’s Liaison Committee
styled cross-examination of the Prime Minister, Bangladeshi PMQT represents a theatrical
and political monologue.

3.2.1. Procedural Issues

First of all, questions to the Prime Minister are selected through an unclear process. Instead
of prescribing any clear rule for the conduct of PMQT, the RoP excludes the general rules of
PQT balloting, etc from its ambit.”The admissibility or non-admissibility of Prime Minister
Questions is rather put at the personal disposal of the Prime Minister herself. S/he may select
or de-select questions at her will.”’This latitude to select the questions personally, rather than
through balloting is inherently defective. Study reveals that among the questions submitted in
the seventh parliament (February 1997 to May 1999), slightly more than 10% have been
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accepted and answered.®’ Rejection on procedural ground are alarmingly highly. Around
53.9, 44.5 and 58 per cent of questions were rejected by the Speaker on procedural grounds
inthe seventh, eighth and ninth parliaments (upto December 2010) respectively.®!

3.2.2. Structural Issues

Though the scope of supplementary question are there, element of surprise for the Prime
Minister is missing. There is no scope of the Speaker of Bangladesh exercising discretion in
the way the Speaker of the House of Commons would exercise. Also, the Leader of
Opposition is not treated in the way the his/her UK counterpart is treated. Hence there is no
possibility of any direct exchange between the Prime Minister and the Leader of the
Opposition. Nor does the Leader of the Opposition try to question the Prime Minister through
regular ballot process. In fact, never ever in the history of PMQT in Bangladesh did the
Leader of Opposition and Prime Minister faced each other.3? The opposition party of the
seventh parliament continuously boycotted the PMQT. Again, the governing party of the
eighth parliament systematically refused the opposition party even an opportunity to table
questions in PMQT.%?

3.2.3. Attitudinal Issues

In Bangladesh, the quality of questions asked, and the responses made by the prime minister,
are of doubtful efficacy in general. Until recentlyit was believed in the UK that there might
be an illiberal process of 'syndication' in questioning.®* Though we do not have any recorded
evidence for such a practice in Bangladesh, the general trend of questioning in Bangladeshi
PMQT is unfortunately akin to produce the same result as expected of a syndication process.
Under the syndication process, party whips pass series of favourable questions to
backbenchers who then would raise those in the floor. These types of questions devoid
critical tune. Members merely seek information though open questions like how did a
particular foreign tour go, what is the plea of the government on a certain issue, and most
prominently, what is the plan or opinion about a particular stance of the opposition party’
etc.’ As per the data prepared by Nizam Ahmed, around 91 percent of the oral and
supplementary questions asked to the Prime Minister of Bangladesh during seventh, eighth
and ninth parliaments sought benefits for the constituencies, persons, party workers or mere
information on the policy and programs of the government. Only 9.8 percent oral questions
during this period involved requesting remedial actions for administrative or governmental
lapses. Data also shows that 9.4 percent of the total supplementary questions asked duringthis
period were mere blame shifting or vilifying the opposition under the guise of asking
something to the Prime Minister.®¢ Apart from the chances provided in the leading questions,
successive Prime Ministers havetaken their chance to utilize the PMQT as a platform to talk
over the ‘failures’ of past government/s and the opposition rather than answering for the
deficiencies of their own.®’
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4. Cross-country experiences and Recommendations

See from a comprehensive point of view, the problems facing the Question Time in general,
and Prime Minister’s Question Time in particular, involves the following issues. It is
suggested that lessons might be learnt from the practices of the UK Parliament and also from
parliaments across the Commonwealth to address concerns.

The most fundamental concern has been the Speaker’s non-partisanship and neutrality. Once
elected, the House of Commons’ Speakers have conventionally untied their political
affiliation.This has yielded a miraculous statistic of only 4 percent parliamentary questions
remaining unanswered in the UK,®® while Bangladesh Jatya Sangsad offers a disturbing
statistic of more than 50 percent questions remaining unanswered.Speaker’s seriousness on
PQT result in increasing question number, stopping “dorothy-dixers” or friendly questions®’
and encouraging supplementary questions. Further research need be done in relation to the
Speaker’s neutrality in Bangladesh. It also needs be seen what avenues are there, even within
the current uneven field in Bangladesh, for the Speakers to assert greater discretion and
autonomy in dealing with the session. Recent success of Speaker John Bercow in the British
parliament has been pivotal in making the parliamentary question time livelier and more
meaningful.

Another area to look at might be to allow questions without notice and instantly. In the
Australian House of Representatives, parliamentary questions are asked without notice.”
Party whips would provide a list of members asking questions and the Speaker would
alternate the floor between the government and opposition.”! Since the questions are asked
instantly and without notice, the Speaker may not permit supplementary questions.””> While
Ministers and responsible in Bangladesh so far has parroted the written answer prepared by
his/her ministries, it does not make any sense except utter disregard for the Parliament why a
Minister or Prime Minister would not be able to answer instantaneous question over the
department or ministry within his/her concern. The argument is more pertinent when we
consider the already prevailing scope of asking supplementary questions over the pre-
published questions. It will require a change in attitude and seriousness with which the
ministers and members take the parliament itself.

Also, there are examples of conducting PQT in a partisan fabric elsewhere. Questions in the
Canadian House of Commons are reserved exclusively for the opposition members.
Participated by the major and secondary opposition parties, the question answer sessions in
an such a partisan environment generate a confrontation tune and hence better accountability.
Parties are given scopes based on the proportion of members they have the parliament.”> An
interesting feature is seen in the New Zealand parliament whose Standing Order 373(2)
requires the members from different parties to ask questions in proportion to their strength in
the parliament. Also, the government members are usually excluded, and the opposition
parties are given more spaces.’*
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Compared to that Norway has taken a divided line of approach. Two different types of
question sessions are designated there - Question Time and Question Hour. Question Time is
based on individual member’s independent preferences and without party control while
Question Hour is more of front bench arena and conducted on a partisan basis with the party
leadership taking active part in the session and beak benchers being side-lined.”®

The very limited duration of the PMQT encourages a tendency of political propaganda
resulting in a very scanty accountability impact. Speaker’s inability or unwillingness to allow
spontaneous questions or questions that have not been pre-scripted and vetted by the party
leadership results in the denial of meaningful questioning to the government.

With a face-to-face debate between the Prime Minister and Leader of the Opposition missing,
Leader of the Opposition’s service to the nation as the Prime Minister in waiting
iscompromised. Subjected to continuous weekly assessment of governmental performance,
Prime Minister on the other hand would have kept her colleagues on their toes and thereby
retain a better grip over the administration.”®Such a reform would of course involvea risk of
hyper-sensitising the day-to-day political differences andthe rise of a UK-styled face
threatening speeches. Still a weekly Prime Minister vs. Leader of the Opposition episode
would help bring the Jatya Sangsad to the centre of public gaze and increase its institutional
worth. It must be emphasised that Prime Minister’s face off with the Leader of the Opposition
is not suggested as a cure to all the ailments of our parliamentary process. While two persons
facing each other does not in itself guarantee a dramatic increase in the accountability
process, our purpose is rather modest in suggesting the course. What we can expect of the
process is an immediate increase in public attention to the parliament and in preventing the
PMQT from being a mere ruling party monologue. This scenic change in the landscape in its
turn would pave ways for channelling ourpolitical rivalries into the parliamentary channels
and reduction of violent opposition in the street. Given our experience with last 40 years of
political violence and destruction, this is not a negligible input in any sense. The process as
stood in 1997 has not faced any significant demand for modernisation so far.”” Time for the
call seems ripe now.

5. Conclusion

Analysis on the procedural, structural and psychological aspects of Parliamentary Questions
in general, and Prime Minister Questions in particular, suggest that theyhave a very strong
potential in delivering democratic accountability. The loopholes and inherent constraints
within the Rules of Procedure of the Jatya Sangsad, however, prevent much of its potential
from being realised. Addressing those loopholes would primarily require increased awareness
and willingness on the part of the Speaker of his/her discretion and partisan neutrality. Minor
adaptations in the rules of balloting and timing of questions, permitting maximum leeway for
instantaneous supplementary questions and also a meaningful policy of following up the
progress of implementation of the commitments and words given during the question answer
time. From an attitudinal perspective, members of the parliament must show a visible
commitment to ask critical questions and the government must show seriousness in dealing
with the concerns of the peoples’ representatives. It is however not expected that all of the
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attitudinal, structural and procedural changes will happen overnight. Yet, some of the minor
adjustment suggested in the previous part have the potential at least of opening the door of
long-term reform.



