	Address by the Chairman of the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe, Samuel Žbogar, Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Slovenia 

(Kiev, 21 October 2009) 

Ladies and gentlemen, 
It is a great honour for me to speak at the opening of this fifth session of the Forum for the Future of Democracy as Chair of the Committee of Ministers.  Since its inception at the Warsaw Summit, the Forum has proved to be a very valuable arena for exchanging experience and confronting views on how to improve the functioning of our democracies.  

This week’s session promises to be no exception. Fair and free elections are one of the basic requirements for a democratic society.  They are a necessary condition for political representation. Electoral systems, the theme of this Forum, as the rules that govern the conduct of elections, are crucial. They cover a vast spectrum of issues, a number of which will be debated over the next three days. 

In these opening remarks I will briefly highlight two angles: firstly the legal framework and the related social, political and practical conditions needed for free and fair elections. Secondly, I will touch on citizen participation and representation. 

It has been said that the key test of a 'free and fair' election "is whether the will of the majority of voters is expressed freely, clearly and knowledgably, and in secret". For the Council of Europe, free elections are intrinsically linked to fundamental freedoms. They require freedom of speech and association. Freedom to register as an elector, a party or a candidate. Freedom from coercion. Freedom of access to the polls. Freedom to vote in secret. Freedom to complain. 

If an election is to be fair, it must take place on a level playing field. This includes impartial administration of the election. Universal suffrage and accessible polling places. Transparent counting of the vote.  Equitable access to campaign resources and the media.   

These elements must be rooted in proper electoral legislation, which can be a complex and difficult process. There are of course minimum standards which are now commonly accepted in this field, and indeed largely set out in the Code of Good Practice in Electoral Matters of the Council of Europe. These cover a wide range of provisions: from issues related to electoral registers or voting procedures to procedural safeguards in the form of independent electoral commissions, to mention just a few.  

However, whilst common standards may prevail, electoral systems do differ. Each state has to fine-tune a system to suit its own particular conditions. This is not always an easy task. But whatever electoral system is retained - be it proportional, majoritarian or another - what is important is that it is implemented with respect for fundamental rights, the rule of law, and democratic principles.  

Establishing electoral systems takes time and experience. The Council of Europe has gained extensive expertise in the field of electoral standards and processes which can be most helpful. The Committee of Ministers has, itself, adopted a number of recommendations. 

Mention must also be made of the particularly valuable contribution of the European Commission for Democracy through Law, the “Venice Commission”, which has developed over time a vast number of reference documents in the field of electoral law and whose expertise is widely acknowledged. But the acquis of the Organisation comes from all its bodies, including the Court, the Parliamentary Assembly and the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of which we will hear more from the other speakers here today. 

The Council of Europe’s work goes much further than standard-setting. It has developed its own brand of action plans to assist newer member states with the preparation of elections.  

These focus on the adoption and implementation of electoral laws, notably through training and awareness-raising activities for public officials, members of electoral commissions, judges and the public at large. Through the Venice Commission, it provides constitutional advice to member states when preparing draft electoral legislation. The Organisation also widely co-operates with other international bodies in this field and through the Parliamentary Assembly and the Congress, is involved in election observation.  

I will just mention two other important issues in this area. Firstly, the question of the media. It is clearly an important vehicle for enhancing debate and electoral choice. But as such, the need for fairness, balance and impartiality in media coverage is crucial.  As is the need to monitor coverage during election campaigns. The Council of Europe has been very active in this field - in standard setting and in assistance – and its inclusion on this week’s agenda is very welcome. 

Another integral part of electoral systems is of course the rules governing political parties, those who contest elections. Political parties are the vital link between the state and civil society. If the aim of elections is to be achieved, they must function with transparency and openness, be it with regard to individual organisation of a party or its funding.  Political parties have a great responsibility, together with the media, in interesting the electorate in political life and thus stimulating debate and participation. 

The Council of Europe has also carried out substantive work in this field, particularly with regard to financing of political parties, a crucial element in ensuring fairness and transparency. The issue of the role of political parties is not straightforward, but I am sure the workshop on this subject will provide very good food for thought. 

The second matter that I mentioned is citizen participation and representation. Even with an excellent electoral system, if citizen participation is low the results of an election may be valid but the democratic legitimacy of those elected will be weakened. On the other hand, high participation, inclusive of all sectors of society, immediately brings a strong legitimacy to elected bodies. This in turn promotes political stability. 

It is therefore essential, when looking at electoral systems, to pay attention to citizen participation. To consider not only who can vote but also who does vote. Whilst “One person, One vote”, may be the ideal in universal suffrage, there is still progress to be made, with a view to making it a practical reality. Voting behaviour is subject to many different influences – such as social or technological changes, economic and political climates - which must be given particular consideration. If the electorate is disenchanted with politics, why is this case? Can something be done to renew their confidence in the electoral system? Can participation or civic engagement be increased through the progressive use of e-voting or other e-tools? We must always be ready to question what is established to see if things can be improved with a view to strengthening the democratic nature of elections. 

Finally, I would mention some groups in society whose participation, and consequently representation, in political life is often meagre. I refer to certain vulnerable groups which require specific attention such as national minorities or foreigners legally resident in a given state. But in addition, it must be highlighted that women, as a group, have traditionally been seen to be much less implicated in political processes, as indeed have youth. These are large sectors of the population. It is important that they are encouraged to participate both as candidates and as voters, and that their interests and concerns are particularly manifest in political campaigns, with the ambition of promoting their participation in the electoral process. 

Ladies and gentlemen, time is limited and speakers are many. I will therefore conclude in wishing all here present rich and constructive debates on a topic which is crucial to the notion of democracy, and to all member states. The Committee of Ministers will look forward to examining any conclusions or recommendations that may emerge from the Forum. Thank you for your attention. 


