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In recent years the demand that governments 
should establish a Parliamentary Assembly at the 
United Nations (UNPA) 1 has gained considerable 
support and momentum. In particular, the creation 
of a UNPA has been called for by the European Par-
liament (EP)2, the Pan-African Parliament (PAP)3, 
the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Eu-
rope (PACE)4, the Commission for Political Affairs 
of the Latin American Parliament (Parlatino)5 and 
other significant international networks such as the 
Socialist International (SI)6, the Liberal Interna-
tional (LI)7, the Global Greens Congress8 and the 
World Federation of United Nations Associations9. 
The support is now coordinated in the Campaign for 
the Establishment of a United Nations Parliamen-
tary Assembly (CEUNPA)10 which was launched in 
April 2007 and whose Secretariat is operated by the 
Committee for a Democratic UN (KDUN). 

One of the main objections proponents of a 
UNPA frequently encounter is the assertion that the 
“parliamentary dimension” of the United Nations 
(UN) is already provided by the Inter-Parlia ment ary 
Union (IPU) and that there is therefore no need for a 
new parliamentary body.11 This paper examines this 
argument. It addresses the similarities, differences 
and relations between the IPU and the proposed 
UNPA and identifies strategic options.

The IPU’s basic character: An  
organization of national parliaments

The IPU, established in 1889, is an umbrella or-
ganization of national parliaments, of which 150 are 
currently members.12 According to Article 1 of its 
Statutes, the IPU “is the international organisation 
of the Parliaments of sovereign States.” The IPU’s 
goals are stipulated as follows:

“[The IPU] shall: 

(a) Foster contacts, coordination and the ex-
change of experience among Parliaments and par-
liamentarians of all countries;

(b) Consider questions of international interest 
and express its views on such issues with the aim 
of bringing about action by Parliaments and their 
members; 

(c) Contribute to the defence and promotion of 
human rights, which are universal in scope and re-
spect for which is an essential factor of parliamen-
tary democracy and development; 

(d) Contribute to better knowledge of the 
working of representative institutions and to the 
strengthening and development of their means of 
action.”

Each member parliament designates a specific 
number of delegates to the IPU’s two annual as-
semblies. For each assembly, there are two catego-
ries determining the total number allowed per par-
liament.13 According to Article 25 of the Statutes, 
the IPU membership may organize in geopolitical, 
regionally based groups. Six such groups currently 
exist.14 

The IPU’s role: The “parliamentary 
 dimension to international  

cooperation”

Since the early 1990s, the IPU has been com-
mitted to providing a “parliamentary dimension to 
international cooperation.”15 In 1996 the IPU and 
the UN concluded a cooperation agreement.16 Simi-
lar agreements were subsequently concluded with 
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UNESCO17, FAO18, UNDP19, ILO20, and OHCHR21. 
In 2002 the UN General Assembly (UNGA) adopted 
a resolution granting permanent observer status to 
the IPU.22 The IPU may circulate its official docu-
ments in the UNGA.23 The basic idea of this rela-
tionship is to create a direct line of communication 
between the UN and the national parliaments that 
are members of the IPU.24 So far, two conferences 
of Speakers of Parliament have been convened, in 
2000 and 2005, both of which elaborated on this col-
laboration. 

The IPU report “Parliament and Democracy in the 
Twenty-First Century,”25 published in 2006, asks the 
critically important question: „What is the value of 
even the most democratic of institutions at the level 
of the nation state, if so many of the decisions that 
matter to the life of a country‘s citizens are taken 
beyond its borders, or by international institutions 
that are not subject to any democratic control or ac-
countability?“ However, concerning IPU policy, the 
2006 report drew the same conclusion as the First 
Conference of Presiding Officers of Parliaments in 
2000, which stated that 

“the parliamentary dimension to international 
cooperation must be provided by parliaments them-
selves first of all at the national level.”

Commenting on the Final Declaration of the First 
Conference of Presiding Officers of Parliaments in 
2000, IPU Secretary-General Anders Johnson notes 
that the declaration makes no reference to the idea 
of a parliamentary assembly for the United Nations 
“not because it was not discussed during the pre-
paratory process but because it found no proponents 
amongst the participants.”26 In September 2005, the 
IPU Secretary-General said at the High Level Ple-
nary Meeting of the UN General Assembly that “the 
Speakers in parliament are not in support of the cre-
ation of any parliamentary assembly at the United 
Nations or elsewhere.”27 Based on similar assump-
tions, the IPU in previous years also opposed the 
EP’s efforts to establish a Parliamentary Assembly 
at the World Trade Organization (WTO). According 
to the IPU Secretary-General:

“A parliament has two fundamental functions: 
to legislate, and to oversee the executive and hold 
it to account. The legislative function at the WTO 
is undertaken by government negotiators who are 
held to account in their national governments and 
parliaments. Providing a parliamentary dimension 
to the WTO that seeks to mirror the constitutional 
role that parliaments play at the national level does 
not make sense.”28

Eventually an agreement was reached that an 
informal “Parliamentary Conference on the WTO” 
shall take place regularly, co-organized by the EP 
and the IPU.29

It needs to be noted that in contrast to the Secre-
tary-General’s views, there are also proponents for a 
UNPA within the ranks of the IPU.30 The then-Pres-
ident of the French Assemblée nationale, Raymond 
Forni, for example, said in an interview on the occa-
sion of the Speakers’ Conference in 2000 that 

“without doubt it has to go farther, with the IPU 
finally becoming a real parliamentary assembly of 
the United Nations.”31 

In any case, the majority of IPU members and 
officials seem to be content with the policy pursued 
by the IPU Secretariat and with the cooperation 
agreement with the UN that was only achieved after 
decades of lobbying.32 Efforts to strengthen this co-
operation do not include proposals to develop over-
sight functions of the UN system. Instead the IPU 
stresses that it

“can provide support to parliaments with the 
aim of increasing their capacity to carry out, at the 
national level, their legislative and oversight func-
tions with regard to matters which are subject to in-
ternational cooperation at the United Nations”.33

The conference of the Second World Conference 
of Speakers of Parliament in 2005 emphasized that 
it welcomes “the current debate on how to establish 
more meaningful and structured interaction between 
the United Nations and national parliaments”.34 
However the Final Declaration reaffirmed the posi-
tion taken in 2000 which characterized the IPU as a 
mediator between the UN and national parliaments. 

Transforming the IPU 
into a UNPA?

In accordance with the IPU’s nature as set down in 
its Statutes, the IPU’s goal is to strengthen the ability 
of national parliaments to exercise their oversight 
functions at the national level in matters of interna-
tional cooperation.

In support of this goal, the IPU organizes hear-
ings and specialized meetings at the UN. The IPU 
Secretariat suggests that these activities contribute 
to “holding the United Nations accountable to the 
people it serves throughout the world.”35 Propo-
nents of a UNPA argue that such informal mecha-
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nisms are not sufficient. The former head of the Ger-
man parliament’s IPU delegation, Christoph Zöpel, 
notes that the meetings of the IPU do not attract any 
noteworthy attention in global politics.36 Daniel Ar-
chibugi points out that the IPU’s ability to demand 
accountability of UN institutions is seriously flawed 
because it does not exercise forms of parliamentary 
representation beyond the state level. To Archibugi 
the IPU appears “to be part of the problem, rather 
than of the solution”.37 The PACE resolution in 2006 
concluded:

“6. The Assembly ... welcomes the growing as-
sociation of parliamentarians with UN activities, in 
the form of strengthened cooperation between the 
United Nations and the Inter-Parliamentary Union 
(IPU). 

7. This strengthened cooperation is welcome as 
it improves the familiarity of national parliamen-
tarians with UN activities and provides them with 
a podium in UN instances. The Assembly, however, 
believes that in order to have a lasting impact on 
the legitimacy, accountability and representativity 
of the United Nations system, the involvement of 
parliamentarians in UN work should be further de-
veloped so as to become systematic and structurally 
linked with the functioning of UN institutions.”

Eventually PACE envisages “the establishment 
of a UN parliamentary assembly with consultative 
functions for the plenary General Assembly”. 

In view of the considerable institutional knowl-
edge and history which the IPU has acquired over 
more than 115 years, and its growing cooperation 
with the UN, the IPU should in principle be a suita-
ble starting point to develop a UNPA. This approach 
was also identified in the report of the SI adopted at 
its XXIInd Congress in October 2003, which stated 
that “the principal starting point [to attain the goal 
of a UN Parliamentary Assembly] could be in the 
assemblies of the Inter-Parliamentary Union”. The 
above mentioned resolution of the LI of May 2005 
considered “the transformation of the Inter-Parlia-
mentary Union into a United Nations Parliamentary 
Assembly” as being one of the options to be exam-
ined. As KDUN’s strategy paper on the subject of a 
UNPA, first published in 2004, noted, “establishing 
the UNPA by a transformation of the IPU is an obvi-
ous way.”38 During a hearing of the EU-UN Working 
Group in the EP in December 2006, Miguel Angel 
Martínez, MEP and President of the Inter-Parlia-
mentary Union (IPU) from 1997-1999, and then 
its Honorary President, also stressed that the IPU 
should be the starting point to create a UNPA. How-

ever, Martínez admitted that “certain change” at the 
IPU would be necessary.39

Character of a UNPA and  
major differences

In fact, the purpose of a UNPA is to exercise par-
liamentary functions directly at the international 
level in its own right, not as a facilitator for the work 
of national parliaments. The IPU has no such capac-
ity. This is a major difference between the UNPA 
proposal and the IPU of today. 

A UNPA would in all likelihood be established as 
a largely consultative body, using Article 22 of the 
present UN Charter. Limiting a UNPA to consulta-
tive functions initially and letting the new institution 
prove itself and grow over time follows the example 
of the early European Parliament.40 Proponents of a 
UNPA argue that there need to be firm and institu-
tional structures which formalize the “parliamentary 
dimension” and make the UN executive and its insti-
tutions legally accountable to a global parliamentary 
body. The EP for example demands that a UNPA be 
vested with “genuine rights of information, partici-
pation and control.” Some of these powers would 
be conferred upon a UNPA from the outset; others 
would be added over time. Functions and rights for a 
UNPA which have been proposed for further discus-
sion include, among others,

“readings of draft resolutions of the General 
Assembly and of ECOSOC with the right to submit 
suggestions for amendments;

the right to submit to the General Assembly and 
to ECOSOC draft resolutions for further negotia-
tion and adoption;

co-decision with regard to the adoption of the 
UN budget;

co-decision with regard to the election of the UN 
Secretary General;

[...] the right to submit, in accordance with Ar-
ticle 65 of its Statute, legal questions to the Interna-
tional Court of Justice.”41

The first international conference of CEUNPA 
concluded in November 2007 that “the Campaign 
pursues a politically pragmatic and gradual approach 
to achieve the eventual long-term goal of a world 
parliament.” The term “world parliament” was used 
in full appreciation of the fact that this implies that 
the body eventually should have corresponding 
powers. It was thus agreed that “direct elections of 
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the UNPA’s delegates are regarded as a precondition 
for vesting the body with legislative rights.”42 

According to CEUNPA’s appeal, the UNPA 
“could initially be composed of national parliamen-
tarians.” At the first international conference it was 
clarified that the campaign “supports the approach 
that already in the first step the UNPA’s Statutes 
should allow governments to opt for direct election 
of their UNPA delegates if they wish to do so.” The 
aspiration towards direct elections of the UNPA’s 
delegates is another characteristic that distinguishes 
the proposal from the IPU, even if this may only 
occur after an intermediary phase. Whereas provid-
ing a connection to national parliaments is the very 
defining purpose of the IPU, for the UNPA a proc-
ess of selection of UN parliamentarians by national 
parliaments is seen as a necessary but interim step, 
providing a measure of democratic legitimacy dur-
ing the UNPA’s initial phase. However, “if it comes 
to a partial or complete introduction of direct elec-
tions of the delegates in a later development stage 
the immediate personal connection to the national 
parliaments would get lost.”43 

Furthermore, UNPA delegates would be called 
upon to take a global view and to represent the world’s 
citizens. The IPU brings the UN closer to parliamen-
tarians for the purpose of informing national parlia-
mentary deliberations and decision-taking, mainly 
on the basis of national interest calculations. How-
ever, a UNPA brings parliamentarians into the work 
of the UN in order that they might function as a glo-
bal parliament, viewing the world as a global com-
munity and considering first and foremost the global 
interest. It is expected that the majority of UNPA 
delegates would group not in national or regional 
geopolitical blocks, as at the IPU, but rather accord-
ing to their political views and party orientations. In 
addition, not only will UNPA parliamentarians have 
a different perspective; the distribution of seats in a 
UNPA will also have to be more representative of 
the distribution of world population.44

In practice the decisive question is whether the 
IPU actually aspires to develop into a UNPA. At 
present the IPU rejects such thoughts. This was once 
again confirmed when the Advisory Group of the 
IPU Committee on United Nations Affairs conclud-
ed at a meeting in July 2007 that 

“the IPU should not advocate the creation of 
some form of world parliament which, in any case, 
would only ever make sense if there was a world 
government. The IPU should however serve as the 
vehicle of cooperation and interaction between the 

United Nations and national parliaments.”45

The example of the Pan-African  
Parliament and the African  

Parliamentary Union

It is interesting to note that, when the African 
Union (AU) decided to establish the PAP, the IPU 
took a positive stance.46 Following the logic applied 
in the discussion of the UNPA, one instead might 
have expected the IPU to argue that the PAP is un-
necessary because a regional inter-parliamentary 
organization is already in place: The African Parlia-
mentary Union (APU).47 The APU was established 
in 1976 and has a membership of 40 national par-
liaments from Africa. According to Article 8 of the 
APU statutes, the highest organ is the “Conference 
of Speakers”. In this conference every speaker is ac-
companied by a delegation of between three and 15 
members of the national parliament. 

In the circumstances, considering the determined 
political will of AU governments to establish the 
PAP, it would have been inappropriate for the IPU 
to argue that the PAP would be a duplicate struc-
ture because it also consists of delegates appointed 
from mostly the same national parliaments of the re-
gion. The PAP’s nature is vastly different: It is the 
parliamentary organ of the AU established with the 
aim of ultimately evolving into a directly elected in-
stitution with full legislative powers. The UNPA’s 
nature would be analogous to that of the PAP, only 
at the global level: As outlined before, it would be 
established as a consultative body of the UN with 
the view of being vested with distinct parliamentary 
functions in the future.

The regional example of the PAP and the APU 
demonstrates not only an inconsistency in the argu-
ment that a UNPA would be superfluous because 
of the IPU’s work. It demonstrates that the IPU is 
a flexible organization and can adapt to changing 
political circumstances. In the last, 16th point of the 
aforementioned resolution of the PAP on the estab-
lishment of a UNPA the compatibility with the IPU 
is also indicated:

“Resolves that the establishment of a United 
Nations Parliamentary Assembly as envisaged be-
fore in no way contradicts the valuable and highly 
esteemed work of the Inter-Parliamentary Union 
whose aim it is, in particular, to foster contacts, co-
ordination and the exchange of experience among 
Parliaments and parliamentarians of all countries 
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and to consider questions of international interest 
and express its views on such issues with the aim of 
bringing about action by national parliaments and 
their members.”

The example of COSAC 
 in the European Union

The Conference of Community and European 
Affairs Committees of Parliaments of the European 
Union (COSAC)48 established in Paris 1989 is an-
other insightful precedent at the regional level. It 
shows that empowerment of national parliaments in 
an international institution, and the establishment of 
a direct parliamentary representation, are not mutu-
ally exclusive. 

In the early years of the European Parliament, 
delegations to the EP were appointed by national 
parliaments, thus being at the same time members 
of the national parliaments and the EP. When direct 
elections to the EP were introduced in 1979, many 
national parliaments started to feel a loss of contact 
with Community policies. One important reason 
to create COSAC was to alleviate this detachment. 
Each national parliament of a EU member state is 
“represented by a maximum of six members of its 
Community and European Affairs Committee(s).” 49 
The Protocol on the Role of National Parliaments in 
the European Union to the Amsterdam Treaty em-
powers COSAC “to make any contribution it deems 
appropriate for the attention of the institutions of the 
European Union and to examine Union legislative 
activities, proposals and initiatives.” 

COSAC thus ensures that national parliaments 
are in touch with EU policy, while the EP is the di-
rect representation of the EU’s citizens. It turned out 
that both is essential. In a similar way, a UNPA and 
the IPU could be seen as complementary institutions. 
The UNPA’s purpose would be to provide for parlia-
mentary oversight and participation directly at the 
international level whereas the IPU, in accordance 
with its current nature, would continue to guarantee 
involvement of national parliaments in international 
matters.

Strategic  
considerations

So far there are no signs that the IPU intends to 
develop into a UNPA. Given its nature as facilitator 

for national parliaments, and the described differ-
ences between the IPU and a UNPA, there are valid 
objective reasons for this stance. However, efforts 
to create a UNPA are at an early stage. In view of 
the increasing demands for a UNPA in parliamenta-
ry and civil society quarters, the IPU’s policy might 
change over time. Vesting the IPU with more for-
mal rights in the legal relationship with the UN in-
stitutions might be an option to explore for the IPU 
membership itself. 

At the same time, skilled structural reforms could 
solve the problem of maintaining the connection to 
national parliaments. While incrementally develop-
ing into a directly elected assembly, the IPU could 
still preserve a separate body representing and coor-
dinating national parliaments. Especially in the first 
stage of a consultative UNPA an approach based on 
the IPU might help to reduce temporary duplica-
tions which otherwise would almost be unavoidable. 
Whether this option will get a chance will depend 
on the IPU.

In the meantime the strategic imperative is to fo-
cus on the establishment of a UNPA as a completely 
new institution. In this approach it needs to be rec-
ognized that during an assumed initial period, while 
the UNPA is consultative in its nature, composed of 
national parliamentarians and not yet directly elect-
ed, some similarities and overlaps would exist with 
the IPU. 

However, as discussed above, the basic differ-
ences in goals, mandate and functions between the 
IPU and a proposed UNPA invalidate the view that 
a UNPA is not needed because the IPU already pro-
vides for the UN’s “parliamentary dimension.” The 
IPU will continue to play its role as facilitator of na-
tional parliaments.

However, considering the expected overlaps 
in the initial phases of a UNPA, especially before 
the introduction of direct elections in a majority of 
participating countries, there is a potential risk for 
the IPU to lose impact and relevance once a UNPA 
is established. A UNPA which quickly assumes 
more functions and powers but largely continues 
to be composed of national parliamentarians would 
change the political setting for the IPU considerably. 
The IPU would no longer monopolize parliamen-
tarians’ interaction with the UN at the international 
level. This might explain the opposition which the 
establishment of a UNPA currently faces within the 
ranks of the IPU, especially in the Secretariat.
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Conclusion

The UNPA provides a pragmatic response to the 
global governance democratic deficit which is not 
offered by the IPU. The objection that there is no 
need for a UNPA because the IPU already is the 
“parliamentary dimension” of the UN does not take 
account of the basic differences between both insti-
tutions. Still, this untenable argument is often used 
as a convenient way to sidestep the entire debate 
and to negate the significance and unique nature of 
a UNPA. 

Again in brief: The IPU is an association of na-
tional parliaments which assists them to improve 
their oversight at the national level in matters of in-
ternational nature. The UNPA’s purpose, by contrast, 
is to exercise parliamentary functions directly at the 
international level in its own right. While the IPU is 
an association of national parliaments (and thus na-
tional parliamentarians), it is expected that a UNPA 
will eventually be largely directly elected. Even if 
this might be far in the future, the example of the 

PAP and the APU shows that already in an initial 
phase, where the UNPA is composed of national par-
liamentarians as well, both institutions are not mutu-
ally exclusive. The example of COSAC shows that 
in the EU two similar bodies exist. A UNPA there-
fore would not necessarily replace the IPU’s func-
tion, quite on the contrary.

In principle, the IPU is an obvious starting point 
for the establishment of a UNPA. However, the IPU 
shows no apparent sign that it is ready to consider 
such a transformation. Thus the natural focus is on 
the strategy to establish a UNPA as a new body. 

The more political support the proposal for the 
establishment of a UNPA gets, the more likely it is 
that the IPU will eventually consider joining these 
efforts. The door needs to be kept open. •

Andreas Bummel is Chairman of the Committee 
for a Democratic U.N. and Head of the Secretariat 
of the Campaign for the Establishment of a United 
Nations Parliamentary Assembly.
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