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Contribution by the Secretary General of the Sejm of the Republic of
Poland, Mrs. Agnieszka Kaczmarska, for the debate: "The importance of

parliamentary committees in the law-making process"

In Poland, parliamentary committees are a traditional and mandatory element
of the internal organization of parliamentary chambers. Their significance is
showcased by the fact that, under the provisions of the internal regulations, they are
explicitly named as bodies of the Sejm and included in the constitutional provisions;
in other words, they are Sejm bodies of constitutional rank.

There are 29 standing committees in the Sejm of the Republic of Poland.
Moreover, pursuant to its Standing Orders, the Sejm may establish and dissolve
extraordinary and investigative committees, while specifying their purpose, principles,
and modalities of operation. The committee composition should be proportional to the
composition of the chamber in order for its outcomes to be suitable for the whole
house. Since the Sejm, as the political representation of the people, is to proportionally
reflect the views existing among voters (this is also required under the constitutional
principle of proportionality of parliamentary elections), the committee, as a body of
key relevance for the work of the Sejm, should be established following the
proportionality rules in order for its composition to reflect a wide range of political
views and moods within the society.

In essence, the works of parliamentary committees are oriented towards the
performance of specific parliamentary functions, and the legislative function is the case
in point. The logic behind the legislative process suggests that committee plenary
sessions focus on debating the assumptions to the relevant bills, the key aspects of the
legislation at hand and finally on the vote to adopt (refer the bill to the committee) or
reject the bill. Detailed, substantive work, including the discussion of alternative
solutions and examination of expert opinions would take place in those committees
which clearly focus on the bill rather than on discussions nurtured principally to
highlight the discrepancy of views between the government majority and the
opposition. In the course of committee works, amendments to the bill are proposed
and next examined by the committees. Moreover, committees will also produce the
report on the bill with the request to either: 1) approve the bill without amendments;
2) approve the bill with specific amendments in the form of a consolidated text; or 3)

reject the bill.



Indeed, committees of the Sejm of the Republic of Poland play an invaluable
role in the performance of its legislative function. Committees may be involved in the
legislative process to various degrees, at its different stages, and their impact on the
bill under discussion may vary as well. However, they are always instrumental for the
adoption of the bill and for shaping its final content and wording. The importance of
commissions as stakeholders of the legislative process is clearly visible already at the
stage of bill initiation. Under the binding provisions of the Constitution of the Republic
of Poland, the right of legislative initiative is granted to members of parliament; this
has been further detailed in the Internal Regulations, e.g. Sejm committees have the
right to initiate the legislative process and can do so by submitting a bill to the Sejm. It
should be noted that this solution is already well established in Poland and has never
been challenged.

Bills submitted by committees are an important source of professionally crafted,
well thought-out, and carefully examined pieces of legislation. For this reason, they
would be usually get a multi-partisan support. What’s more, for any bills of their
submissions, committees would usually stay within their area of activity, which means
that their members would have professional knowledge on the topic of interest and
that the bill would be usually put forward to respond to specific needs or to fill in the
gaps identified in current legislation. As a result, projects submitted by committees,
would as a rule, raise no objections. Finally, committees may rely on the professional
support of committee experts or request the assistance of specialized organization
units of the Sejm Chancellery, in particular the Sejm Bureau of Research (BAS).

It should stressed that the role of parliamentary committees is not only limited
to the submission of their own bills; indeed, they are active in the works of substance
on any bills, whatever their originator. Sejm committees are the participants to the
legislative proceedings in the Sejm, which means that they examine each bill brought
to their attention and processed in the Chamber, depending on their scope of specialty
(remit). Commissions would participate in legislative works according to the
constitutionally determined cycle of three readings. As a matter of fact, the reading
procedure follows the universal pattern which can be succinctly described as “from the
general to the specific”. As a result, Sejm committees are the key bodies of the Sejm
involved in the performance of its legislative function.

For several years already, the Sejm has been more and more often using the

Regulatory Impact Assessment (RIA) as a means to organize the law-making process



with a view of making it reasonable and streamlined. The Regulatory Impact
Assessment also highlights that the legislator has to take into account various
consequences of the implemented legislation. The Regulatory Impact Assessment,
understood as a complex, analytical process devised to precisely identify the
deliverables of the planned law-making activities, has been, for many years, an
important element of the regulatory policy in developed countries, as well as in the
European Union in its function as a legislator. The current form of the RIA extends
considerably the time spent on the evaluation of the legislation. Hence, apart from the
key ex ante RIA (assessment prior to enactment), carried out at the stage of bill
preparation and adoption, an ex post RIA (assessment after enactment) is used where
necessary.

Public consultations, held at the bill drafting stage and public hearings held at
the initiative of committees, are some other components to the legislative function.
Under the latter measure representatives of organizations of various social and
professional groups concerned with the substance of the bill examined by the
committee may present their position or submit their proposals to be included in the
contents of the bill. Public consultations and public hearings contribute to a larger
public involvement in the law-making process.

Committees are also internal, auxiliary bodies of the Sejm, appointed to perform
the scrutiny function. As part of their scrutiny role, parliamentary committees have the
right to request information which in their belief is necessary for their independent
assessment of the actual state of affairs. Therefore, committees may request members
of the government as well as officials of other state bodies and institutions to make
reports on their activities, to provide information, and to participate in a committee
meeting. Moreover, committees have the right to request a hearing to be held. The
committee may file its desideratum, i.e. its resolution with the the proposal on the
matter at hand, for the attention of the Council of Ministers, the Prime Minister and
individual ministers, as well as the President of the Supreme Audit Office, the Public
Prosecutor General and the Chief Labor Inspector. Request recipients are required to
respond in writing to the substance of such request. Moreover, the committee may
come up with an opinion, in the form of a resolution, detailing its position on a relevant
matter.

Pursuant to the Constitution, an investigative commission may be established

as a means of inquire into a specific case. The Sejm investigative committee may deal



with any important matter of relevance for the public opinion. In its proceedings, the
investigative committee would rely on the provisions of the Code of Criminal
Procedure; this applies for instance to its right to call witnesses who are then required
to testify, or the right to appoint experts. Moreover, the investigative committee has
the right to request written explanations, documents or files of a case processed by
public authorities. At the end of its work, the committee submits a report which may
include findings and conclusions, including the preliminary motion for legal
accountability of specific persons.
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