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The role of Senate committees
speech by the Secretary General of the Polish Senate

Senate committees have a fundamental role in shaping the position of
the Polish Senate in the legislative process. In general, they are tasked with
examining the bills submitted by the Sejm (lower house) and with producing
relevant draft resolutions of the Senate (upper house). The committee report
is presented by the senator-rapporteur at the plenary session and includes
either the proposal to adopt the bill without amendments, or to reject the bill
or to introduce amendments thereto, including those approved by the
committee majority as well as minority motions. Committee decisions in this
respect are taken by a majority of votes, in the presence of at least 1/3 of its
members.

The committee is usually composed of some to a dozen of senators. Its
work is organized and its activities are managed by its chair, elected and
recalled by the Senate. Deputy chairs are elected by committee members. In
order to reflect the balance of political power in the parliament, at the
beginning of a new term, by way of informal arrangements, representatives of
parliamentary groups agree on the division of committee chair positions
between political parties and on other details regarding committee
composition.

Senators should declare their wish to join the committee of their
choice. In practice, committees are joined by individuals with professional
knowledge of the issue of their relevant scope. If successfully reelected to the
Senate, number of senators will remain members of the same committee as in
their previous term, which fosters specialization. Committees may deliberate
jointly if the legal act under discussion requires a cross-cutting approach —
then, the chair of one of them will preside over the meeting.

In the course of their work on bills committees may request the
opinions from the Legislative Office of the Senate Chancellery and from
experts, groups and organizations concerned with the topic at hand, and, if
the bill in question is particularly complex, they may rely on opinions from
external experts ordered by the Analyses, Documentation and
Correspondence Office of the Senate Chancellery. The approach helps to go
beyond government sources of information and to consider different points of
view. The commission debate is governed by the principles of open
presentation of positions, substantive argumentation and cooperation in the
development of best solutions, which in practice refers to the assumptions of
deliberative democracy.

Committee meetings are open to public. However, at the request of the
Senate Marshal, the chair of the committee or at least 3 of its members, the
committee may decide to keep the meeting secret or to hold a closed session.

Pursuant to the Senate Internal Regulations, at the request of a
committee or its chair, in any matters which fall within its remit,
representatives of the Council of Ministers are required to cooperate (present
information, clarifications, opinions and materials, and actively participate in
committee meetings). However, it should be noted that unlike Sejm, the
Senate does not exercise control over the government.

In matters of importance, committee take positions which are next
addressed to competent State bodies or institutions. If senators believe that
new lines of actions are needed, they will come forward with new legislative
proposals. Senate committees may produce their own bills (the right of
legislative initiative is also granted to a group of 10 senators). Next, works on
the legislation is initiated in the competent committee together with the
Legislative Affairs Committee, and the final decision on the submission of the
bill to the Sejm is taken by the whole Senate. It should be stressed that the
Legislative Affairs Committee is one of the busiest Senate committees. Apart
from the initiatives of Senate bills and resolutions, the Committee also



triggers measures to enforce the the judgments of the Constitutional Tribunal,
examines legislative and legal consistency matters, considers constitutional
amendments and provisions of specific Codes.

The Budget and Public Finance Committee plays a key role in works on
the Budget Act, which is passed under the special procedure. Specific parts of
this legislation are examined by committees competent in relevant areas, their
opinions are submitted the Budget Committee which relies on them to
produce the Senate draft resolution on the budget bill. The committee may
propose to adopt the bill without amendments or to introduce amendments.

The works of the Human Rights, Rule of Law and Petitions Committee
cover a very wide range of topics. Among others, the Committee deals with
civil rights and freedoms, the functioning of the judiciary and public security,
civil society institutions and non-governmental organizations. The
Commission hears information from representatives of several state bodies
and institutions, and also takes note of government reports on the
implementation of judgments of the European Court of Human Rights. In
particular, the Committee examines citizens’ petitions submitted to the Senate
and its bodies. This year, its legislative initiatives launched based on proposals
arising out of these petitions, have included the bill to govern the modalities
of communication between an individual who has been provisionally detained
and their defense lawyer by means of a phone, as well as the bill on the
introduction of an absolute prohibition to examine the party’'s legal
representative as a witness in civil proceedings.

In 2004, after Poland’s accession to the European Union, the Senate
appointed the European Union Affairs Committee as a body competent in
matters related to Poland’s membership in the EU. At present, one of the
main tasks of the Foreign Affairs and the European Union Committee is to
issue opinions on documents dealing with matters related to Poland’s
membership in the EU and to cooperate with other specialized committees in
this respect. Moreover, the Committee deals with the state’s foreign policy,
interparliamentary contacts and international economic relations. More
recently, the topics on its agenda have included the withdrawal of the United
States from Afghanistan and its consequences for our country, the issue of the
suspended European Commission’s approval of the Polish National Recovery
Plan and the on-going situation on the Polish-Belarusian border.

The activity of the Health Committee, responsible for matters of health
promotion, prevention, organization of the healthcare system, health security
and cooperation with foreign partners, has gained a significant importance in
the context of the health crisis caused by COVID-19. According to the
documentation of the meetings which have taken place in recent months, the
Committee has discussed epidemic management measures, e.g. the methods
of SARS-CoV-2 virus mutation identification and research, COVID-19
epidemic follow up and medical management and medical supervision over
the safety and quality of vaccination.

There are 16 standing committees in the Senate of the 10th term, each of
them specialized in specific areas. Moreover, in July 2020, the Senate of the
10th term appointed the Extraordinary Climate Affairs Committee which
considers such issues as climate neutrality, biodiversity, circular economy,
industrial strategy for the climate, smart and sustainable transport or
adaptation to climate change.

Some of the above examples show that committees are no longer
focused solely on legislative works. A number of seminars, conferences and
other meetings are organized, often with the participation of foreign guests.
As a “chamber of reflection”, the Senate does not avoid discussions on tough,
topical and controversial issues; it will initiate debates and will strive to look
for answers to vital social challenges.
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