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Importanceof Par liamentary Reporting
Parliamentary Journalism is
an integral constituent of a
parliamentary democracy.
Parliamentary journalism is
beneficial for both the government
aswell asthe public. Literally, the
word Parliament denotes a place
for legidlation or making laws.
Parliamentary journalism is
concerned with the Parliament
which comprises the Lok Sabha or
the House of the People and the
Rajya Sabha or the Council of
Statesat thenational level and with [
the Vidhan Sabha or the [
Legislative Assembly and the EX
Vidhan Parishad ortheLeglsIatlveCouncH atthestatelevel
Parliamentary journalism means reporting of daily functioning
of the Parliament. Various activities taking place within the
legidature, including the complex process of legislation and the
general debate taking place on the floor of the house on variousissues
of importance for the general public come under the purview of the
parliamentary journalism. Parliamentary journalismisone of themost
respectableformsof journalismand it comeswith hugeresponsibility.
Generally, avery experienced reporter is given the responsibility of
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parliamentary reporting because only a highly experienced reporter
can perform this complicated and considerably difficult job with
required proficiency. Knowledge of shorthand typing can proveto be
immensely important for any parliamentary journalist. Itisthejob of a
parliamentary reporter to collect the copies of the speeches of the
ministersaswell asthe members of both the houses of the Parliament.
Incorporating the speeches made by the Prime Minister word by word
in her/hiscopy isvery important for proving the credibility aswell as
the competence of any parliamentary reporter. The point to be noted
hereisthat carrying tape-recorder or camerain the Parliament or the
PressGallery of theParliamentisprohibited.
- Basic Parliamentary Structure
inIndia
Before embarking on the
#| journey to become aparliamentary
reporter, one must have athorough
knowledge about the basic
structure, of - the -Parliamentary
system prevadent at the nationa
level aswell as at the level of the
gates. According to the Indian
Constitution, the Legislature
comprises the President and the
two Houses-the House of the
| People and the Council of States.
8l Members of the House of the
- People are elected by the public
through the process of direct el ection. Maximum number of members
of the Parliament is 545, out of which 525 are elected from the states
andtheremaining 20fromtheUnion Territories.

If aL ok Sabhaisnot dissol ved beforeitstenure, thenit functions
from the day of its first stting till the completion of 5 years. An
important point to mention here is that if any situation such as the
imposition of Emergency comes during the tenure of any Lok Sabha,
them itstenure is extended by that amount of time provided that this
time shall not exceed a maximum limit of one year. After that fresh
electionsaremandatory.

TheCouncil of Statesor the Rajya Sabhacan haveamaximum of
250 members, out of which 12 members are nominated by the
President. These 12 membersarechosen from multifariousfieldssuch
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as Literature, Music, Science and Arts based upon their notable
contributions in their respective fields. Remaining 238 members are
elected directly fromthe Statesand the Union Territories of India. The
representatives of each statein the Council of Statesare elected by the
members of the Legid ative Assembly of the Statein accordance with
the system of proportional representation by means of single
transferable vote and the representatives of the Union Territories are
electedin suchamanner asthe Parliament may by law prescribe.

Houses of both—the Parliament at the national level and the
Legidative Assemblies at the regional level—are avery big source of
news while in session. Government discloses all its mgjor decisions
only at thefloor of theHouse. Political newsstoriesal so emanatefrom
there, because representatives of all the political parties voice their
opinions in the House. Various political parties put their power on
display in the House. Heated debates and arguments between the
Government and the Opposition provide grainsfor the news churning
mills of the journalists. As a parliamentary reporter, a journaist
should clearly understand the functioning of the Legislature; the
process of Legidlation and the rules and regulations to be followed.
Thisisequally truefor legislature at thenational level aswell asat the
level of the states or the Union Territories. Just like the Parliament,
somestates havetwo Houses—the L egislative Assembly or theVidhan
Sabha and the Legidative Council or the Vidhan Parishad. The
LegidativeAssembly at the Statelevel functionslikethe House of the
People and the Legidative Council functionsin a manner similar to
the Council of States. Some states have only one House-the
LegidlativeAssembly or theVidhan Sabha.

Parliamentary Privileges
Following two parliamentary privilegesare explicitly mentioned

intheArticle105 of the Constitution:

(i) Members of the Parliament have almost absolute freedom of
speechwithintheHouse.

(i) Nomember shall beliableto any proceedingsinany court of law
in respect of anything said or any vote given by her/him in the
Houseor inany committeeof theHouse.

The journalists or the newspapers can be punished by the
parliament for breach of parliamentary privilegesunder thefollowing
circumstances:

i.  Publication of wrong or fictitiousreport about the functioning of
theHouses.
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ii.  Publication of thereportsof secret meetings.

iii. Publication of omitted wordsinthereports.

iv. Suppressing thespeech made by any member of the Parliament.

v.  Writing defamatory thingsabout the Speaker.

vi. Obstructing the functioning of the House in any manner;
improper behaviour withintheHouse; disturbing the peaceof the
Houseand not foll owing the orders of the Speaker.

There is no significant difference between the Parliamentary
Privilegesand thePrivilegesof the State L egislatures.

Sincethe contoursof the Parliamentary Privilegesareinfinite and not

concretely defined, it isimpossible to predict beforehand that under

which circumstances the journalists or the newspapers can be
punished for the breach of the parliamentary privileges. The
punishment for the breach of the Parliamentary Privileges or for

defaming the Parliament can range from public reprimanding to a

incarceration. Former editor of Blitz—R.K. Karanjiya—was

reprimanded within the Parliament for breaching the parliamentary
privileges in 1961 when he used words like ‘Joker’, ‘Senile’ and

‘ Comedian’ whiledescribing aspeech by made by the then member of

parliament —AcharyaJ.B. Kriplani —in the Parliament. Normally, the

Parliamentarians take a magnanimous stance under such

circumstances and such cases where such harsh punishments are

accordedtotheoffendersarevery rare.

Main Elementsof Parliamentary Functioning

Parliamentary functionsaredischarged under following heads:

(i) QuestionHour.

(if) Tablingof PapersontheFloor of theHouse.

(iii) ZeroHour.

(iv) LegidativeFunctions.

Under normal circumstances, both the Houses of the Parliament
follow afixed schedule. Normally, the first hour of every session of
the Parliament is the Question Hour. After the Question Hour, the
House takes up miscellaneous items of work before proceeding to the
main business of the day. After that the main functions of the
Parliament are performed. These may be one or more of these-
Adjournment Motions, Questions involving breaches of Privileges,
Papersto belaid ontheTable, I ntimationsregarding President's assent
to Bills, Calling Attention Notices, Presentation of Reports of
Parliamentary Committee, Bills to be withdrawn or introduced,
tabling of the Petitionsregarding theHouse, etc.
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(i) TheQuestion Hour: Thefirst hour of every sitting of the House
of the Peopleis called the Question Hour. Questions are of following
threetypes:
e  Starred Questions: These questions have a distinctive asterisk
mark (*) and are asked with the intention of obtaining an oral answer
within the House. Other members of the House can aso ask
supplementary questions related to any specific starred question. For
this they require to attract the attention of the presiding officer by
raisngtheir hands.
* Un-starred Questions: As opposed to a starred question, the
answer to an un-starred question hasto be given in written form. No
supplementary questions can be asked in relation to an un-sarred
guestion. Answers to such questions are tabled in the House by the
concerned minister after the Question Hour isover.
e Short Notice Questions. Short Notice Questions are raised on
the mattersof urgent publicimportance. Such aquestion can be asked
only when the Speaker permits asking of a question in such a short
notice and the Minister concerned iswilling to provide areply to that
guestion onsuch short natice.
Effect of Questionsasked intheParliament onthePublic
Everyday 20 oral questions can be listed and 230 questions
requiring written answers can be listed. Written answers provide a
very wide pool of datafor information and newsrelated to the policies
of the Union as well asthe State Governments. Journalistswilling to
industriously peruse these written answers can elicit important news
stories from them. The government maintains direct contact with the
public through various questions raised in the House. In fact, the
guestion hour tellsthe public about the work done by the Government
and the policies it follows or intends to follow. Parliamentary
journalists should be particularly attentive when aminister is giving
speech on an important issue of national importance or isreplying to
guestions which affect a large population of the country. Here the
knowledge of shorthand provesto bevery handy. It helpsin verbatim
recording of the speech or the answer given by the minister. A
journalist equipped with the shorthand technique can send her/his
report directly to the press as soon as the minister finishes her/his
speech, whereas others will have to take help from the concerned
officials because they were unable to write down the speech or the
answer word by word. Thiscan consumealot of precioustimeleading
to deterioration in the quality of the report. Sometimes the
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government takes important decisions in the written format only.
Therefore, a parliamentary reporter should be extremely cautiousin
thismatter.
(i) Layingof PapersontheTableintheParliament

After the culmination of the Question Hour (whichisnormally of
one hour), important policy papers are tabled in the House. These are
official documents of the government and are presented in the House
by the ministers of the concerned departments. These papers are
normally very good source of news. These documents can provide
information on alarge number of subjects. For instance, they can be
annual reportsof various government departmentsgiving an account
of their functioning. As an enlightened parliamentary reporter, one
must read the agendaof that day prior to the actual commencement of
thesession. S/he should know in advance about the documentsthat are
going to be tabled that day. As soon as they are tabled in the House,
complete information pertaining them can be received from the
Secretariat of theL ok Sabhaor theRgjyaSabha, asthe casemay be.
(iii) TheZeroHour

The Zero Hour isthe most difficult session of the parliament to
cover from the point of view of an inexperienced parliamentary
reporter. Thisisthe timewhen the members of parliament try to grab
theattention of the Speaker by standing at their places. When each and
every one of them is speaking simultaneously, then it becomes quite
difficult for ajournalist to decipher their meanings. During such times
entireattention of aparliamentary journalist should befocussed onthe
floor of the House and s’he should try to pen down whatever the
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members are saying as quickly as possible. If something important
turnsup, thenit can beused asnews, otherwise; it can bediscarded.

Although, the presiding officer ordersthemto speak one by one,
but normally this does not happen. As soon as any issueis raised by
any member against the government, entire opposition stands up in
unison in favour of that issue and tries to pin down the government.
Some such issues are scams like 2G scam, Securities scam or the
burning issue of Ayodhya.

A skilled reporter who is aware of the background of any issue
andtakesnotesregularly inthe Parliament can prepareagood report.
(iv) LegislativeFunctions

Besides previously mentioned functions, the Parliament also
performs various legid ative functions which comprise conversion of
billsinto laws, presentation and authorization of the general and the
railway budget, immediate discussion onissues of publicimportance,
etc. Formation and passing of bills is among the most important
legidative functions of the Parliament. When ahill is passed by both
the Houses of the Parliament, then itissent to the President for her/his
consent, following which it becomes law. A bill has to undergo
following stagesbeforefinally becominglaw:

* Introduction of the Bill: A bill can be introduced in either the
House of the People or the Council of Statesby the concerned minister
or any other private member. While introducing the bill, the
introducer of the bill apprises the House about its background;
necessity and objectives. If a mgjority of the House favours the
introduction of thebill, thenitisintroduced formally inthe House.

* General Debate: In the next stage, the draft of the bill is
discussed by the members of the House. The objective of thisis to
decidethat whether the bill should be send to the Select Committee or
to the Joint Committee of both the Houses of the Parliament. Thenthe
Committee to which the hill has been sent provides a complete and
extensve clarification regarding various clauses and sub-clauses of
thebill.

* Voting: When all the necessary amendments are made and the
bill isfinaized, thenit ispresented for voting in the House. Generally,
any bill ispassed through voice votes, but sometimesasi tuation arises
where physical voting becomes necessary. A bill is passed or rejected
by themgjority of thehouse.

(v) Constitutional Amendment Bill: Article 368 give in the Part
XX of the Congtitution provides for its amendment. A Constitution
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Amendment Bill needs to be passed by the majority of the total
membership and by amajority of not less than two-thirds of the
members present and voting of each House of the Parliament to
becomealegal entity.

(vi) CallingAttention Notice:

Calling Attention Notice is a completely unique and innovative
concept of the Indian Constitution. If any member wants to call the
attention of the government or aminister towards any issue of ‘ urgent
public importance’, then s’he may do so by giving acalling attention
noticewith theprior permission of the speaker.

(vii) Mattersraised under Rule377in Lok Sabha: Under thisrule,
any member of the House of the People or the Lok Sabha can raise
those matters of urgent publicimportance which do not fall withinthe
purview of the points of order and which have not been raised during
the session under any other rule, but only with the permission of the
Speaker. The member raising theissueisallowed makeabrief speech
onthefloor of theHouseontheissuein question.

(viii)Adjournment Maotion: - The underlying objective of an
adjournment motionisto call the attention of the House to a matter of
urgent public importance. Adjournment motion is invoked when in
the context of the urgency of the matter in question amotion or a
resolution with proper notice may betoolate. Thisisan extraordinary
procedure and if accepted by amajority of the members present inthe
House and vating, then normal business of the Houseis set aside and
theissuerai sed through themotionisdiscussedimmediately.

(ix) No Confidence Motion: ‘“No Confidence’ or ‘No Trust’ motion
isbrought in the House by the Oppositionin caseit strongly feelsthat
the Government has not got the Mgjority in the House and therefore,
should resign. If this motion is accepted by a mgjority of the House,
then an extensive debate takes place on the Floor of the House which
isfollowed by voting. If the Government failsto proveits majority in
theHouse, thenit hastoresign.

(x) Special Debate: The Speaker permitsspecial debateson matters
of national importance within the House. Every member of the House
is allowed to express her/his views on the issue in question at least
oncein case of such special debates.

(xi) Budget: Budget is a statement of the revenue and the
expenditure receipts of the forthcoming financial year. This is
presented in the Parliament by the Finance Minister of the
Government.
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Par liamentary Committees

Asweknow that the legislature hasto perform myriad tasks and
the time at its disposal is limited; hence, it is not in a position to
dispose off al its tasks by itself. Therefore, it delegates functiona
authority to various parliamentary committees in order to ensure
better and prompt disposal of work. Parliamentary Committees are
generally of following twotypes:

1. Ad hoc Committee: Ad hoc committees are constituted for a
particular purpose and as soon asthey finish the task assigned to them
they ceasetoexist.

2. Standing Committee: These committees are permanent in
nature andwork continually. They arere-constituted fromtimetotime
or there structure changes from time to time. Some of the standing
committees are the Committee on Petitions, the Committee of
Privileges, the Committee on the Welfare of Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled Tribes, etc. All these committees also act as good news
source.

HowtowriteParliamentary News?

The biggest difficulty that parliamentary reporters encounter
whileworking on the beat isthelong working hours. Sometimesthey
arereguired to cover parliamentary sessions stretching well over 6-7
hours. This becomes quite cumbersome as well as hectic.
Competency of parliamentary reporters depends upon their ability to
cover long and clamourous parliamentary sessions into as few as
words as possible without neglecting or leaving out any important
information. Although being concise is important, but is not the

fundamental principle of parliamentary reporting. It is the duty of
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parliamentary reporters to present an accurate picture of the
functioning of theHouse asfar aspracticable and give proper spaceto
all thememberswho have participated inthe proceedings.

Parliamentary reporters should never forget that they are just
neutral audience and not the members of parliament and their primary
responsibility isto give an accurate account of the proceedings of the
House and the contribution made by the representatives of the people,
i.e. the MPs, to the readers, who have elected these MPs to be their
representatives in the parliament, but cannot visit the parliament to
assess the performance of their representatives. Parliamentary
reporters should aso bear in mind that no party or Member of
Parliament is meted out an unfair and unjustifiable treatment in their
reports. Also, one should avoid unnecessarily eulogizing certain
membersand basel essly denigrating others.

Subject Oriented

Members of Parliament want to get published. Their outlook is
moreindividualistic than objective, but the outlook of parliamentary
reporters should be objective at all times. They should tell the readers
about the proceedings of the House rather than focusing upon the
exploitsof individual membersintheHouse.

TheOpposition

Parliamentary reports should be ‘balanced’ and written in a
coherent manner. Being ‘balanced’ implies that the reports should
giveequal importanceto both—the government’s perspectivesand the
opposition’s perspectives. It is vital to give a fair space to the
opposition in parliamentary news because it performs two very
important functions of ‘keeping the government in check’ and
‘pointing out the deficiencies of the government’ . The public should
be made aware of the points of view of the opposition. They should
know about the shortcomingsand | apses pointed out by theopposition
regarding various hills presented by the government in the House or
the functioning of the government and what are the objections raised
by it regarding variousmattersof publicimportance.

Itisnot obligatory to usethe speech given by any minister or any
other member of parliament as the intro of a parliamentary report.
Also, itisnot desirablethat the journalistsgiveasimpleintroto their
stories based upon the direction which a debate took. If points raised
during adebateare moreimportant and interesting than the speech of a
minister on the issue, then those points should invariably beincluded
intheintroin place of the minister’s speech. If you think that certain
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unparliamentary words were used in the House during the session,
then you may use them in your report provided they have not been
expurgated from the proceedings. This will enable you to make the
public aware of the behaviour of their elected representatives within
the House. Your reports should never sound like that they have been
written with enmity towards membersof parliament or the parliament
as awhole. Nothing defamatory or contemptuous should be written
against the parliament or its members. If you have found the conduct
or the speech of any member of parliament objectionable or
inappropriate, then you can criticize her/him in afair and judtifiable
manner, but you do not have any right to admonish or denigrate any
member. If amember has condemned another member, then you may
mention this as afact in your report. A correspondent does not have
any right to criticizethe decisons of the presiding officer. However, if
a member has done so, then the correspondent can include that in
her/hisfinal copy. Thereare very few speakerswhose speeches can be
published verbatim; therefore, it isadvisableto present thegist of any
speech made by any member of parliament in your own words. The
language should be clear and should sound similar to the speech made
by the speaker in the House. Always remember that if a Constitution
Amendment Bill is rejected by either of the Houses, then it is
considered to be annulled. In case of Money Bills, the Council of
Statesor the Rg ya Sabhacan suggest certain amendments, butitisnot
obligatory for the House of the People or the Lok Sabha to accept
them. Parliamentary reporters should aways keep a copy of the
constitutionwith them.

Itisexpected of every reporter that s'/he will be well acquainted
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with the parllamentary privileges before beginning to write
parliamentary news. A parliamentary journalist should publish her/his
reports with utmost veracity and without any prejudice. S/he should
be aware of the importance of the Question Hour and the Zero Hour.
Sheshould awaysremain aert about thebillstabled in the House and
should peruse the agenda of the House everyday before the
commencement of the proceedings. A large portion of the
parliamentary work is disposed off by the parliamentary
committees. A good parliamentary reporter should keep avigilant eye
on their functioning because reports given by these committees can
proveto beagood sourcefor somevery important news.

If one gets to know the working of the Parliament, then the
functioning of the State Legidature/s becomes obvious by itself.
However, it needs to be mentioned here that some state |egislatures
havetheir own set of rulesand regulationswhich are not liketherules
and regulation followed by the parliament in any respect. For
instance, the Council of Statesor the Rajya Sabha, whichisthe Upper
House of the Parliament, does not have any right to hold a debate on
‘no confidence’ motion; whereas, in Uttar Pradesh and some other
states, the Legidlative Council or the Vidhan Parishad, which is the
Upper House, has got the right to hold a debate in case of a ‘no
confidence’ motion against the government. Nvertheless, thereisstill
fundamental similarity between the Rajya Sabha and the Vidhan
Parishadsasevenif a‘no confidence’ motion gets passed by aVidhan
Parishad, it isnot obligatory uponthegovernment toresign.




