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INTRODUCTION

This report provides a baseline assessment of the transparency and accessibility of the Kyrgyzstan
Parliament. It is based on interviews conducted by Kate Head, a senior communications consultant with
Emerald Strategies, Inc., between May 15 and May 30, 2007. Included in the interviews were
parliamentary staff, selected deputies, media and others working in the governance field. A complete list
of the interviewees may be found in the Appendix.

The assessment focused on the following four topics as they related to the Kyrgyz Parliament:

Global best practices for legislative communications and transparency

Overall transparency of the Kyrgyz Parliament’s business

Public accessibility to the documents and proceedings of the Kyrgyz Parliament
Public involvement in parliamentary work.

Based on the interviews and research conducted for this assessment, it appears that the Kyrgyzstan
Parliament is an active body, especially when compared to other legislative bodies in transitional
societies. For example, just in the short time field work was being conducted, the Kyrgyzstan Parliament
conducted roundtables on the criminal code, electoral reform, and closure of the airbase, as well as
hearings on financial security laws, local decentralization and traffic safety.

Both inside and outside the walls of Parliament, the people of Kyrgyzstan are discussing laws,
amendments and issues. In contrast to other developing countries, there appears to be a significant
amount of legislative debate and lawmaking activity. The pace and volume evokes the Balkan countries,
where there have been active programs of modernizing statutes using ambitious benchmarks and
timelines in hopes of gaining entry to the European Union.

SCOPE

Given the limited time for field work, the scope of this communications assessment was necessarily high
level and based on interviews and direct witness to Parliamentary proceedings and operations. To gain
the greatest possible perspective, this assessment focused on the six key areas relating to legislative
communications and transparency:

1. Meetings, including:

- General sessions

- Parliamentary schedule

- Access to meetings

- Public hearings

- Public and media participation in hearings
2. Citizen involvement, including:

- Individual citizen access

- Organizational access to Parliament

- Discussion through roundtables and expert committee
3. Press operations, including:

- Parliamentary press service

- Press office equipment

- Media credentialing

- Committee press operations

- Deputies’ press operations
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4.

5.

6.

- Coverage of the Parliament
Records, including:
- Record of debate
- Voting records
Parliamentary debate and identity, including:
- Transparency of debate
- Transparency of the amendment process
- The Parliament’s institutional identity
Online and offline public communications, including:
- Citizen contact through mail and email
- Web site content
- Web site outreach
- Web site governance

Legal considerations and the relationships between parliament and the executive and judicial branches
were not in scope. The capacities of the library and archive were addressed in a previous report, and are
also not covered, although debate transcripts in the archive are briefly mentioned as an accessibility and
transparency issue.

Each of the factors addressed in the six key areas is discussed at three levels:

1.

2.

3.

Observations, which includes the salient points gained through interviews and first-hand witness
of parliamentary proceedings and operations.

Impact, which discusses the effects the key observations have on parliamentary communications,
transparency, and public participation.

Recommendations, which provide suggestions for changes that will improve parliamentary
communications, transparency, and public participation.

KEY FINDINGS

Throughout this assessment a number of key findings, both positive and negative, stood out:

1.
2.

w

The Parliament provides almost unlimited access to the media.

The practice of conducting public hearings and roundtables with organizations, academics and
government leaders is embedded firmly in the culture. It would now be impossible to imagine a
major law being introduced without a public event of this nature.

The lack of access to debate records and member votes is a significant concern for transparency.
The debate preparation and actual debate from the Deputies and the organizations is less of a
high-level discussion and presentation than expected.

The new, enhanced Web site promises to include many content changes. The committees and
deputies will need assistance with their page creation.

Deputies have little editorial control over their comments in debate record. The transcription
process should include the ability to make editorial changes to their comments.

These findings are discussed below in the context of their relevant parliamentary communications and
transparency factors.
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1. MEETINGS

This section discusses observations, impact and recommendations related to meetings in the Parliament,
including:

General Sessions

Parliamentary Schedule

Access to Meetings

The House Rules on Open Meetings
Public Hearings

Executive sessions of Committees

GENERAL SESSIONS

OBSERVATION

General sessions of Parliament may be viewed from the Press Gallery. This gallery is a spacious second
floor room with a view of the chamber floor below. A closed-circuit TV camera films the proceedings,
which play back on screens to the left and right of the Speaker’s chair. The coverage is also televised in
an overflow room below the Press Gallery. Both the closed-
circuit TV crew and other television journalists receive floor
privileges which enables them to film Members of Parliament
while they are speaking. Journalists are also permitted to do cut-
away shots during their coverage. Both are privileges not all
legislatures permit journalists.

The Press Gallery was filled to capacity on the days we were
observing the proceedings, which demonstrates significant media
and public interest in the proceedings of Parliament.

Parliamentary debate is interpreted simultaneously into both
Kyrgyz and Russian. Technology is in use which enables
journalists to plug into the Press Gallery’s sound system from
their seats to listen to these interpretations, and we observed three
journalists making use of this system. Because Members of
Parliament routinely switch between Kyrgyz and Russian, and
sometimes mix both in a single sentence, this interpretation
service can be helpful to both the press and the public.

The closed-circuit television system also plays back in an overflow area where journalists, visitors and
staff can congregate and watch the proceedings. However, simultaneous interpretation is not available in
the overflow room. After the close of business each legislative day, this space may also be used by any
Member of Parliament to conduct a press conference. The room is reserved through the Press Service
Office.

Outside the floor of the Parliament and Press Gallery is a large lobby with seating where Members of
Parliament, staff and journalists may congregate to discuss the issues of the day. Here journalists are
often able to obtain comments from Members returning to their offices from the chamber floor.
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IMPACT

The Parliament of Kyrgyzstan has provided means for extensive coverage by the media of its
proceedings, which is one of the most important components of legislative transparency. The fact that the
Press Gallery is routinely filled also indicates that the media is interested in covering public policy debate,
which is not always the case, even in the most open democracies in the world.

Additionally, in a society that functions in more than one language, it is a best practice for legislative
proceedings to be translated and interpreted into both languages so that the greatest possible percentage of
the population has access to the proceedings. In the Parliament of Kyrgyzstan, translation into both
Russian and Kyrgyz is conducted without contention by the staff of the Press Gallery. A minority of the
population speaks Russian, but Russian is the language of the region in which Parliament is located and
of much of the debate. Additionally, there is a generation of the population with limited Kyrgyz language
skills because they were not taught the language at home or in school. As a result of the translation of
parliamentary proceedings into both languages of the country, however, public policy debate is
linguistically accessible to the greatest possible percentage of the population.

RECOMMENDATIONS

We have no recommendations to improve access to and transparency of general sessions of Parliament.
Parliament has provided the means for the press and the press to access debate. Additionally, the layout
and design of the Parliament building is ideal for interaction between journalists, citizens and Members.\

PARLIAMENTARY SCHEDULE

OBSERVATIONS

Parliamentary monthly and weekly schedules are provided to the chamber and posted on the
parliamentary Web site. However, the weekly schedule changes daily based on the *“issues of the day.”
These daily changes are a major complaint of journalists and activists outside the Parliament because they
are often not given advance warning about what events, hearings and debates are taking place on a given
day. As aresult, they are unable to anticipate or prepare for the issues of the day, which limits their
abilities to report on or participate in the public policy debate.

The Members of Parliament also view the schedule changes as frustrating. For example, one Member
indicated that it is impossible to conduct sufficient research or know what questions to ask or statements
to make when there is not sufficient time to prepare for the day’s proceedings. Other Members, however,
view responding to the changes as a part of parliamentary culture. As one deputy said, “Our duty is to
respond to events of the day.”

In cases of national emergencies which demand Parliament’s immediate attention, such as landslides, it is
important that the chamber reorganize its schedule to respond. However, many of the issues that trigger
adjustments in the schedules are not actual emergencies. Rather, they are the result of “crises” from
political or media pressure. Members of Parliament appear to be far more focused on the crisis of the
day, and are, as a result, more reactive to issues that arise on a given day than proactive on the people’s
agenda. Some of those who were interviewed complained that both the media and Members of
Parliament are scandal-driven, and that Members are unduly influenced by the promise of media
coverage. As a result, the issues of the day are often addressed before, and by default prioritized over,
larger societal issues such as the economy, healthcare and education.
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IMPACT

An unpredictable parliamentary schedule has two fundamental impacts. First, it prevents Members, staff,
and civil society from being prepared to conduct the high-level, informed debate that is necessary to
construct effective law. Second, it prevents the Parliament from being viewed by citizens and civil
society as a deliberative, methodical, authoritative body.

Although in many Parliaments, changes in schedule are used as a political tactic by the majority to see
their agendas implemented, that does not always appear to be the case in the Parliament of Kyrgyzstan.
Rather, the Parliament is largely reacting to the political and media crises of the day. In either case,
however, the impact is the same. Members are not able to adequately prepare for debate by conducting
thorough research and formulating high-quality legislative ideas. This limits the quality of debate and the
quality of the resulting law.

Though the causes of changes in the parliamentary schedule may be different — delays in legislative
drafting, responding to crisis or scandal, efforts by leadership to avoid certain debate or disarray — the
impact on the reputation of the body remains the same. Parliament is viewed as disorganized and
unprepared. The unpredictable schedule can reinforce the public’s perception that the government is
unstable after the elections and recent protests. The schedule changes also influence debate preparation
by members, journalists and citizens groups as they seek to impact the process.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Making publicly available -- and, to the degree possible, adhering to -- schedules for the day, the week
and the month are critical components of any effective parliament. Although many have stated that these
are uncertain political times in Kyrgyzstan, it will be important to both the quality of legislation and
debate and the reputation of the institution for Parliament to not only establish but also adhere to its
schedule as closely as possible. In difficult political environments challenges to planning and keeping to
a legislative agenda exist, but many nations with larger political problems than Kyrgyzstan have managed
to do forward planning and to implement effective legislative schedules.

Although some flexibility to adjust floor schedules should be a leadership prerogative, greater
predictability for major legislative activities, such as those related to the fundamental infrastructure of
Kyrgyz society, would be of service to both Members and observers, and would help foster a public sense
of parliamentary and societal stability. One means of doing this would be to exert greater discipline over
the procedures used to post the schedule for floor activity to the government’s Web site. For example,
schedules should be posted well enough in advance to facilitate effective preparation and participation,
but not before leadership is committed to adhering to the schedule.

To use the Web site in this way, the Parliament of Kyrgyzstan may consider the Web site of the United
States House of Representatives as a model. At www.house.gov, documents from the leadership relating
to the legislative schedule are routinely posted, including:

e Currently on the House Floor, which provides an almost real-time journal of the proceedings in
the chamber;

e Today in the House, which provides an up-to-date schedule for the day;

o The Week Ahead, which provides the anticipated schedule for the week; and

e The Month Ahead, which provides the anticipated schedule for the month.

The House of Representatives also provides an annual schedule which provides information on days the
chamber is expected to be in session and days the session is expected to be in recess. Additionally, in the
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United States, it is also a common practice to use automated phone systems from the cloakroom of each
party to “hotline” and alert lawmakers and their staffs about pending business on the floor.

To be successful in publishing a predictable schedule to the Web site, leadership offices must create
deadlines with the committee chairs and the executive branch for public notices. A schedule that is in
flux reflects badly on their office and staff, so there should be incentives to meet deadlines and force
discipline in the schedule.

A focused schedule will also help the Speaker’s office and the executive branch plan media coverage on
issues. For example, during the week when the government is advancing an important issue, the
legislative schedule could slow or take up the issue too. Another benefit is that the Speaker’s office could
assure that hearings are timed to enable journalists to give each the attention they deserve.

Another recommendation being made later in this report is to have the daily schedule sent out to not only
journalists, but also to citizens and advocates who are interested and who registered to receive the
schedule.

To make the Web site an important resource, however, the Parliament must foster its use. A survey
conducted by the National Democratic Institute of 27 offices found most do not use the Internet daily to
check the schedule. The Web schedule has not developed a reliable reputation that would warrant such
tracking behavior. If the schedule were more reliable, it would be used more frequently, which would
help improve information dissemination.

Frequency of access to online information
regarding upcoming hearings or schedule

26% Daily

16% 2 or 3 times a week

1% | time a week

47% Less than one time a week

ACCESS TO MEETINGS

OBSERVATIONS

The Internal Regulations of the Parliament determine whether a meeting is to be open or closed to the
public. A deputy’s proposal, supported by the majority vote, can force a closed meeting if it concerns
security issues, issues of corruption of high state officials, or economic or financial budget disputes within
the Parliament. Members of the executive allowed to attend a closed meeting include the President,
Prime Minister and Ministers.

Members of the press and the public have access to any open meeting of the Parliament.

Last year, two meetings were closed to the press, staff and public The first was about a security issue,
and the second dealt with an internal corruption problem of the Parliament (which was called an
‘economic issue’ to prevent embarrassment of the body.) Despite these closures, the consensus among
journalists and advocates is that the Parliament is the most open institution in Kyrgyzstan.

IMPACT

The Parliament's rule on closed meetings is broadly worded to cover a wide range of circumstances and
topics. The media did not challenge the closed meetings when they took place, but this is likely to change
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over time as the press increases scrutiny of Parliament. This will be particularly true for hearings on
corruption, economic disputes and the testimony of high government officials. State security issues are
not likely to be challenge by the journalists.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The lack of specific circumstances to close a meeting is not seen as important by the Deputies or media at
this time. This will only become a policy change after a Parliament meeting is closed and the press and
public pressure the body to make a more detailed policy. At this moment neither the media nor the
Parliament members state that this is an important or critical issue to them.

PUBLIC HEARINGS

OBSERVATIONS

The Parliament’s public hearings are held in a variety of formats. For example, the hearing on the
reforms to the local municipal law was similar to conference formats, with citizens and organizations on
the floor taking the seats of deputies. However, roundtable discussion formats are also popular among
Deputies, government staff and NGO leadership for public hearings.

Such hearings are usually moderated by the chairmen of the corresponding committees. At hearings, the
following often present speeches: prime minister, vice-ministers, ministers, NGO representatives,
deputies, experts, victims, labor unions, business associations and representatives of the political parties.

Sometimes the participants provide written testimony. The quality of testimony and advocacy is high,
according to a lobbyist with the Kyrgyz Law Association. He suggested that hearings and roundtables are
consensus-driven and successful when they are not concerned with political or divisive issues.

The national budget hearings take place once or twice a year in Bishkek. Last year there were regional
meetings in the north and south of the country on the budget that were supported by USAID-NDI and
UNDP. Observers said that the quality of testimony is often somewhat mixed within the regions, but the
focus tends to be pensions, poverty and government worker salaries.

A list of speakers for a hearing is determined by deputies, but may also be suggested by an NGO, or a
well-known expert. Tolekan Ismailova, with Citizens Against Corruption, said Deputies ask it six to
seven times a year to help find NGO participants to provide testimony for Parliament hearings. The
Coalition includes a wide network that in turn has local meetings to identify its agenda and speakers for
these hearings.

IMPACT

From a public relations perspective, the meetings and roundtables are well-run. In some cases, such as
dealing with human rights groups, the Deputies are less prepared than the advocates when it comes to
data, case histories and legal practice.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Parliament should identify two to three committees for a pilot program of interactive hearings with
organizations, citizens and government leaders. The committees and issues that are selected should be of
interest to the average Kyrgyz citizen, but not divisive so as to avoid exacerbating political divisions.
Committee staff should be encouraged to work with other staff to monitor these hearings and create a best
practice discussion of those who worked on the hearing to share with other staff members. A hearing
checklist could be created for internal use to facilitate future modifications and to facilitate replication.
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USAID could place a staffer to work with committee and deputy staff to research and substantiate the
issue, work with the citizens groups to ensure their testimonials speak to the laws or amendments in
question, and work with the media to present the many sides of the argument.

For this work, it would be useful to go beyond the advanced, Bishkek-based NGOs who already have
these advanced skills. USAID implementers are working to expand advocacy efforts to trade,
professional and issue-related organizations. Agriculture, healthcare and education are the concern of
average families and are likely to encourage a broader interest.

The criteria for issue selection should include a pending piece of legislation that is broad enough to
engage a variety of interested organizations. For example, the choice of education could include teachers,
parents, university, and businesses interested in hiring graduates.

PUBLIC AND MEDIA PARTICIPATION IN HEARINGS

OBSERVATIONS

There was a wide disparity in public and media participation in observed hearings that did not always
appear to track with the importance and impact of the issues being debated. We observed a financial
committee meeting, a base closure meeting and a
.&-'ﬁ hearing on traffic safety. Although these
observations do not represent an exhaustive review

of behavior at hearings, our observations are
revealing about trends.

The meetings we observed were not routinely
covered by the media or interest groups who would
typically be expected to participate. The base
closure had 27 participants around a roundtable, six
TV cameras and over 15 journalists. The hearing on
traffic safety had 25 participants and three cameras.
On the other hand, the Finance Committee had no
journalists in attendance.

The lack of participation at the Finance Committee was surprising to us. It was in the process of reporting
legislation, a mark-up hearing, and was considering a range of important issues including a new
financial/banking law, tax changes and the proximity of casinos to public places. Amendments on these
topics were considered with a short comment from a deputy and questions or comments.

We found no banking industry representatives in attendance during this Committee hearing although the
financial disclosure issues will directly impact the policies and practices of individual banks. A deputy
close to the banking industry told us they were not interested.

It was not always apparent that adequate preparation had gone into the process of drafting amendments to
legislation that was moving through committees. The Chair of the Finance Committee said to a Member
at the hearing, “There is a collision between laws, it is necessary to study more,” before sending the
amendment back to him.

The Chair asked a number of Members who presented their amendments or voiced an issue, to do
additional research or to review the existing laws. In one instance, the Chair sensed the negative reaction
in the room and asked the Member, “Would you like to work more on your draft, or vote?”
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IMPACT

There is a risk of being accused of legislating in the dark if mark-ups of key legislation occur without
some degree of public participation and notice. Hearings that draw witnesses tend to be interesting for the
press.

The packaging of both hearings to receive testimony and legislative mark-up hearings is critical to
educating interested parties, the media and the public about the activity so that the legislating activity
occurs in the “sunshine”.

Public debate over legislative issues can increase awareness and the likelihood that the initiative will gain
strength and support as it moves closer to a vote by the full Parliament.

RECOMMENDATIONS

More research is necessary to discover if committee staffs forge adequate relationships with organizations
representing the interests of people impacted by that panel’s jurisdiction. We do not know if notice about
mark-ups is published and circulated to impacted parties as expected. While it is up to the outside
organizations to attend hearings and mark-ups and not the responsibility of the elected officials to draft
their attendance, there may be seeds of trouble for transparency if adequate publicity and notice is
missing.

A properly prepared package of materials distributed in advance of a meeting can serve an important
function to make government more open to the people. For mark-ups, a section-by-section analysis of
elements of the bill under consideration could awaken interests of those who would be impacted.

USAID should consider placing staff to do additional research in this area, and if necessary provide
model packages of key issues that can be replicated by the staff of Parliament to drive public interest in
these meetings. This could be viewed as a pilot program with several committees, to show how legal
research, issue research and substantiation of an issue can increase coverage and the chance of successful
passage.

2. CITIZEN INVOLVEMENT

This section reviews issues of access and involvement by citizens and organizations, including:

¢ Individual Citizen Access
e Organizational Access to Parliament
e Discussion through Roundtables, Expert Committee

INDIVIDUAL CITIZEN ACCESS

OBSERVATIONS

Like the process for organizations, citizens do not have access to the Parliament building without an
appointment or permission from a deputy or staff member. Though this limits the number of citizens that
have access, they are there everyday at the permissions office on the phone with their deputy trying to
obtain passes.

The Department for Letters and Citizens Appointments, from April 2005 to 2006, provided for 30,273
meetings of deputies with citizens concerning personal issues. Approximately 37,000 citizens met with
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deputies and the staff of the Parliament during that time. There are no new numbers for this last year, but
the Appointments staff told us the numbers are about the same as the previous year.

According to the deputies, many of the citizens that visit from the regions request that their personal
problems are addressed — these are often legal problems, poverty issues or conflicts with local authorities.
In the U.S,, this is called “casework” and consumes a good deal of time for staff and lawmaker alike. In
Kyrgyzstan, one staffer said that even though they field calls from citizens each day they are in session,
his Deputy also uses Saturday hours to see roughly 15 people from the home district.

NDI shared their experience with town hall meetings that there was high attendance in the regions, but
much of the focus was individual problems.

In a discussion of press officers of all the ministries a concern was raised about the ability to handle the
volume of individual requests from citizens. Many were beginning to use e-government to have citizen
contact, but were having problems dealing with the volume of requests and how to handle them internally.

IMPACT

The challenge with the level of citizen access and casework Deputies currently provide is that, with their
limited resources, they spend less time conducting legislative drafting and research, and more time
dealing with individual problems. This can cause the Parliament to be more of a service organization than
a public policy institution.

RECOMMENDATIONS

A large amount of casework may signal the need for a root cause analysis to correct deficiencies in
government agencies that may be underperforming. The government, through UNDP, is ready to launch
e-government pages for citizen problems and benefits. We will be interested in seeing whether this will
better equip offices to handle its casework.

We recommend that USAID undertake a field study of a sample of lawmakers’ offices to determine the
ratio of casework to legislation, and study if the staffing structure and budget meets the public’s need for
a responsive government.

ORGANIZATIONAL ACCESS

OBSERVATION

To get into the Parliament building requires visitors to show valid identification and have a staff or
Deputy approve their visit at the front entrance office. This system is a leftover from the Soviet system of
permission desks. The Bishkek-based NGOs have developed contacts within the legislative body, so they
can contact friends and allies to gain access to watch the proceedings or visit offices.

The more sophisticated organizations draft documents, hold roundtables and directly lobby with their own
legal drafts or amendments.

Protests are allowed outside the White House or the Parliament, with permits that are not difficult to
obtain. This is a best practice, and reflects procedures in well-established democracies.
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IMPACT

The more organizations access the Parliament, the more advanced the advocacy efforts and the issue
debate will become over time. The requirement to call-in provides a challenge to those who might be
regular, serious advocates.

It is important that the ability to attend committee meetings not be dependent on inside friends and allies.

RECOMMENDATIONS

It is time to review the requirement that organizations and individuals must gain permission from a
deputy or staff member to visit Parliament. It would be preferable if organizations would work through a
non-political staff member to gain permission and access to the building, which would remove the taint of
favoritism or insider-only access.

This can be done through a registry and identification system, or through an individual staff member who
can pre-approve these visits. An identity card system could aid in the screening job of doorkeepers and
security guards. We would advocate that organizations that are legally registered charities or non-
governmental groups be permitted to attend Parliament without first obtaining inside access.

In addition, the idea of an open registry for lobbyists that is available for public inspection would enhance
openness and transparency. An initial registry would list the lobbyists by name and who they represent
before Parliament. Years from now, a more mature system might also include an accounting of the funds
they take from clients to do their work so that the public can scrutinize how professional lobbyists are
influencing legislation.

ROUNDTABLES & EXPERT COMMITTEES

OBSERVATION

Kyrgyzstan has embraced the roundtable discussion as a method of engaging in debate and reaching
consensus. We observed the Minister of Justice having a very candid conversation about the criminal law
with the human right community during a roundtable. The Deputy Minister of Justice attended a similar
roundtable several days later, and was equally as honest about the criminal code.

The roundtable is not limited to government action. The tax law was drafted through a joint tax group
that included the Finance Committee, the IBC (International Business Council), the Tax Accounting
Group and the Ministry of Finance. Tax experts who discussed and designed the first draft became the
group that invited comment and had hearings around the nation.

Participants are often a mixture of experts, including academics, non-governmental groups, government
representatives and Deputies. A joint committee hearing of five Parliament committees held hearings on
the U.S. Air Force Base at a roundtable and included members of the military and academics.

IMPACT

Joint discussions add credibility to the debate with government and citizen groups. These discussions
expand the scope of conversations and laws. The Deputy Ministry of Justice thought they would put

three, one-page amendments together to amend the criminal code, but through discussions with other

advocates and experts, those amendments grew to 200 pages.

Countries with democratic debates and discussion have more informed and stable political environments.
Their populations are more likely to be tolerant of others’ views and also understand more sophisticated
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government questions and trade-offs. For example, in developed democratic countries, advanced
concepts are better understood by the population, such as understanding that an elected official can
support a project, but vote against funding of it for fiscal reasons.

Working groups and roundtables enable elected officials to test the public reaction to issues under
consideration. Furthermore, by bringing conversation on public policy out from behind closed doors,
roundtables put participants on the record about their position on issues being discussed.

Not every issue is ripe for a roundtable format, and there is a risk of meeting fatigue if these sessions
mushroom past a manageable level for leadership. Selecting which issues are discussed with the public
and stakeholders via official roundtable discussions is a political issue that should be reserved to officials
of Kyrgyzstan. Topic and issue selection, as well as timing of the meetings, can impact the momentum
and support for the topic at hand in official proceedings.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The practice of conducting public hearings and roundtables with organizations, academics and
government leaders appears to be embedded firmly in the culture. It now seems impossible to imagine a
major law being introduced without a public event of this nature.

Publishing an internal parliamentary check list for successful meetings will standardize this format for all
committees. Providing recognition for exceptionally-run roundtable discussions with sample preparation
documentation and information on logistics for other groups to replicate should be helpful.

USAID should provide advocacy skills and training. The interest here is in going beyond traditional
organizations that have embraced these practices. If more institutional organizations — such as
professional, trade and issue-based groups — embrace this format for public debate and discussion, it can
have a healthy impact on the public discourse for the long term.

3. PRESS OPERATIONS

Our review of press and media operations covers a number of factors, including:

Parliamentary Press Service
Press Office Equipment
Media Credentials
Committee Press Operations
Deputies Press Operations

PARLIAMENTARY PRESS SERVICE

OBSERVATIONS

The Parliament Press Service has 14 staff. They belong to the Parliament’s permanent apparatus, are non-
partisan and are directed by the Director of the Press Service. The director reports to the Chief of the
Apparatus that is appointed and reports to the Speaker of Parliament.

The Press Service staff writes the press releases for the body and committees and gets the deputies
releases out for them. When a law is passed, they write the releases. In one instance, the body passed 27
laws that needed a release. Releases are done in both Russian and Kyrgyz language. They are emailed,
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faxed and provided for pick-up. This was confirmed by journalists who said they received two to three
press releases every day that the chamber is in session.

The Press service organizes press conferences for the deputies in the space of three hours and handles the
logistics for the deputies and the press releases. They distribute information by email, fax and pick-up.

The Press Center updates the Web site regularly with press releases and also produces a weekly journal of
Parliamentary actions that is disseminated to the media. They also do newspaper clips of the coverage of
the chamber so the members can see the coverage.

There is no current staff designated to work on the Web site. There is concern that this Internet position
will be difficult to fill given the pay scale of government in comparison to the private sector.

IMPACT

It is considerable work to handle the press of the institution and the committees, the Deputies’ event set-
up and to proactively get out the information about the schedule.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Not staffing an Internet expert on this press staff is a problem with dimensions that will only grow over
time if it is not addressed. It is a critical success factor for the staff to fulfill its role as the publishing arm
of Parliament. If there is a mechanism to place an outside staff expert here as a short term fix, it would be
appropriate. At some point in time, the government will need to change its civil service pay scale to
accommodate the competitive technical positions and other in-demand job positions.

PRESS OFFICE EQUIPMENT

OBSERVATIONS

The Press Center has its own room where reporters can file their stories. There is some resentment that
the Press Center filing room does not get much use because it reportedly does not have sufficient
computers for committee staff. The Press Center has seven computers with Internet access, a fax and a
photocopier, all for accredited media to use without cost.

The Press Center records the sessions, which is currently done with camcorders and VHS tapes. There is
no tripod for the camcorder.

The Press Center provides information in written form at its offices and gallery through emails and faxes.
About 60 percent of the journalists use email and the remaining get faxes. Pick-up is done by whoever is
in attendance. Traditionally, this is about 10-20 percent of the accredited journalists (or around 20-40
reporters). The Press Center currently does not use a Blast Fax program and hand feeds documents.

Though organizations and ministries often request an overhead projector to display presentations, the
Parliament lacks this technology, which forces organizations to provide their own.

IMPACT
The importance of equipment is to save time and make operations more efficient.

The media outlets that do not have email access that get faxed versions of press releases tend to be
Kyrgyz language media, according the Press Service Director. Hand feeding these documents is an
unnecessary waste of staff time and the loading is prone to error.
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Equipment purchases and infrastructure should reflect actual patterns of behavior in consuming news by
the intended audience, or else resources are wasted.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Currently, the credentialed members of the press have little choice on how they can receive legislative
information. With the expanded technology, we would encourage a survey to inform the Press Service on
how to adequately provide for necessary equipment to do the job.

The options for transmitting information include:

o [ax
e Paper
e Email

We would encourage this to be expanded to include:

Mail

Video

Audio

Web site files
RSS feeds

To the degree that faxing continues to be a vital part of the communication plan, the office needs a blast
fax program to sit on a few computers. These programs are paperless and send a document from the
computer through the Internet to a fax. The faxes arrive as they look on the computer. A fax program
that can handle 500-1,000 fax numbers would be ideal.

The absence of overhead projectors is also easily remedied. This is a key piece of equipment for press
conferences, public hearings and debates. The Press Center will need two, given the volume of the
hearings in the building. The building has sufficient white wall space throughout for projections, but it
would be helpful to have one stand-alone screen for the parliament floor, which has no bare walls onto
which the slides can be projected.

MEDIA CREDENTIALING

OBSERVATIONS

Press credentials are a mechanism that are often used to reward or penalize reporters and impact press
coverage. This is not the case in Kyrgyzstan. According to the Press Office, over 220 journalists from 45
outlets are credentialed. No media request was denied, although several deputies encouraged the Press
Service Director to deny some journalists their credentials.

Although the current track record is without fault, we wonder if there are published standards as to how
one identifies and define the job of journalism.

IMPACT

Journalists can come and go in the building. A regular press corps covers the events of the Parliament,
but there are also enough accredited journalists in case those outlets need to send additional staff or
relieve the beat reporters.
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Without published standards, there is a risk that a credential could be denied in the future on a whim.
Because the Press Director is a staffer of the Speaker, there is a risk of politics coloring decision making
on press access in the future. In the U.S. a standing committee of journalists sets the rules for the press
gallery and makes decisions on admitting or denying credentials. In addition, in the U.S. any publication
that belongs to an organization that lobbies Congress is not eligible for a media credential.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The Parliament of Kyrgyzstan should be commended for its tradition of open access to the media as
exhibited by its record of never denying credentials to the media.

However, the time may soon arrive when it would be expeditious for the Speaker to provide a buffer
between himself and criticism that he is unduly using his influence in these decisions. We recommend
adopting the style of the U.S. Congress, where a standing committee of correspondents is elected and
given the power to set the rules for the press gallery, such as defining who is eligible for credentials. This
committee should be given the authority to determine who is given credentials.

COMMITTEE PRESS OPERATIONS

OBSERVATIONS

There are seven committees in Parliament. Most committee staff tends to be bunched in small offices
with three to four staff sharing one computer. The committees rely on the press service to do their press
releases.

The Budget Committee produces its own releases, which the press service distributes. It seems that the
coverage of budget issues is perceived as generally being accurate and a fair description of events.

The UNDRP is currently creating a new Web site. Each Committee will have its own page and will receive
training on how to update its site.

IMPACT

The reliance on the press service staff is unrealistic for the long-term. The committee staff is more
familiar with the issues, and over time the committee chairs will want control over press releases and
relations.

Each committee has to update its own Web site pages and draft its own press releases. The more senior
committee staff should be prepared to take more of that burden.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Senior committees should do as the Budget Committee has done and draft their own releases, and use the
Press Service to release them. Over time, it makes sense for the larger and more critical committees to
have their own press officer. This will involve a staff training component alongside the Press Service
staff.

The Web site will also take some time and effort to develop. The UNDP does not plan on working one-
on-one with the committees to develop their pages, and this would be a place for MSI to work with the
Chairman and staff as requested. The UNDP Web Director said this would be helpful to support their
efforts.
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DEPUTIES’ PRESS OPERATIONS

OBSERVATIONS

As mentioned above, the Press Center handles the logistics for the Deputies when they are holding media
events or conferences within the Parliament. The Deputies each have two to three staff assistants who
answer constituent mail, handle the schedule and track the paper in the office.

Press conferences are done at a press center in front of a backdrop that reflects a location, as opposed to
the relevant issue. The Bishkek Press Club, AKN, and the parliament press room are all very popular.
Deputies that are also leaders of political parties use their party offices for press events.

Based on the five press conferences we attended, the deputy makes a speech and fields questions from the
journalists. Remarks are typically off the cuff or are based on an outline or statements. In some
instances, a press release may be distributed. In all cases, the television reporters and still photographers
take cut-away shots of the other journalists taking notes in the room.

The real work of strategic communications is packaging stories to show the real significance of the policy
or issue to the average citizen. In other countries, significant time is spent thinking of engaging visuals,
explanatory props or photos and impacted individuals. In the press events we attended, the NGOs and the
Ministries have a higher level of substantiation for their issues, but the Deputies do not.

For example, we saw the NGOs and the Ministries use PowerPaoint presentations, written materials, pie
charts explaining amendment changes, and substantiated documents.

IMPACT

Worldwide, parliament or congressional journalists cover multiple stories every day the body is in
session. Given the large range of hearings, press releases and government actions, the quality of coverage
cannot be blamed on the journalists, who are jumping from one event to the next. The burden for
presenting the issue or arguments is the responsibility of the lawmakers.

The challenge here is that issues are not examined or presented in a compelling way to the public or
citizens. For example, a testimonial or story from an individual who is impacted shows the importance of
a law or change to someone’s life.

Several examples of ways to highlight an issue before the public are props such as dirty water, photos that
show the problems, or statistics that tell the before and after numbers.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Deputies get coverage without making a significant effort, so it could be a challenge to get the Deputies
and their staff to improve their communications. It is hard to show that the volume of coverage is not as
important as having communications that resonate with the viewer.

As mentioned in the press service equipment discussion, the Press Office does not have an overhead
projector to project presentations on a screen at group meetings. This technology may be an easier bridge
to go from verbal presentations to more sophisticated and factual press conferences or presentations.

The use of electronic presentation tools such as PowerPoint could be a welcome mechanism for staff to
communicate facts, photos, charts and graphs to illustrate their positions on the issue at hand. To be sure,
engaging PowerPoint presentations are sometimes the exception instead of the rule, and an effort to
communicate best practices here via training examples of best practices and common mistakes could pay
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dividends. USAID implementers working with advocacy organizations can also encourage its use and
adaptation. Advocates can expand their substantiation methods to make their cases stronger to
government.

For example, in the two roundtables on criminal law, there were no names or case histories, photos of
prison conditions and before-and-after statistics. On the other hand, during the discussion of the political
party law, we saw PowerPoint used to reinforce a presenter’s speech and outline the decisions made by
the party coalition.

COVERAGE OF THE PARLIAMENT

OBSERVATIONS

There is soon to be unfiltered audio and television of the Parliament through the UNDP program. This
will provide citizens around the country with a first-hand view of the body in action.

The Press Service Office does weekly clippings of the written press with Deputies’ names highlighted so
they can track their coverage. The Press Office does not have the capacity to monitor the television or
radio shows and do transcripts of this coverage.

The Press Office and the Budget Committee staff believed their coverage is accurate and largely reflects
what is in their releases. Although the papers tend to be identified by political orientation, many stated
the coverage is accurate and press-release based if it is over a non-political issue.

The editor of the state paper said that the paper often publishes the laws, and, occasionally, one or two
pages are devoted to new laws. But they sometimes ask for funds if the legal pages will take more than
two pages.

There are some concerns about the access of stat