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[GOOD GOVERNANCE,
DEVELOPMENT AND PROSPERITY]
The Role of the Legislature

What is Good Governance?
There is an overwhelming consensus that good governance is essential for the prosperity of a nation and
its citizens. Kofi Annan states, “good governance is perhaps the single most important factor in
eradicating poverty and promoting development.”1 Good governance demands “the transparent and
accountable management of human, natural, economic and financial resources for the purposes of
equitable and sustainable development, in the context of a political and institutional environment that
upholds human rights, democratic principles and the rule of law.”2
For governance to be effective, it must be participatory, transparent, accountable, equitable and
meaningful. When a state governs effectively, its citizens are empowered. They gain a variety of political
goods, such as security, civil and political rights and freedoms, the rule of law, political stability and
pluralism, trust, public goods (such as roads and hospitals), and the efficient management of public
resources. The effective delivery of these goods by the state creates an institutional framework, providing
citizens with “the correct freedoms and incentives to achieve”3 growth and development. The provision of
such an institutional framework is the determinant of a strong state, as it alleviates poverty, advances
development, and creates an environment within which citizens, and the nation as a whole, can prosper.4
Governance is not simply about what decisions are made, but also who is involved in the decision-making
process. Good governance requires the participation of the three branches of government (executive,
legislative and judiciary), as well as civil society and the media. It is not simply “democracy” as compared
to “dictatorship”, but the way in which these five actors interact within any regime type. However, it tends
to be within democracies that each of these actors is empowered to promote good governance through
checks and balances, ensuring that all actors are transparent, accountable, equitable and effective.
To illustrate, consider the following two examples of political goods that are protected and promoted
through good governance:
1. Security
It is often argued that good governance promotes security and stabilization in a state.5 This is
accomplished through respect for the constitution and the rule of law by all, including political
representatives and public officials. Furthermore, as good governance leads to development for all
citizens, across groups, states and regions, insecurity across the nation as a whole is decreased.6 As
citizens prosper, they have no motivation to increase insecurity and thus undermine the status quo. A
wealthier, better educated, healthier nation is a safer one.
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Good governance also increases security through its inclusive nature. Popular participation of the citizens
in political affairs entrenches a sense of ownership and control over policy, legislation and other political
decisions. As individuals and communities feel included as opposed to alienated from government
decision-making, they are less likely to oppose government action.7
The opposite is also true. When the rule of law is violated, particularly by political representatives and
public officials with impunity, when corruption is rife within government, or when decision-making is
centralized in few individuals (excluding not only the general population, but also elected and public
officials), the population becomes insecure and the status quo untenable. This can lead to a variety of
conflicts, including protests and demonstrations, riots, rebellion, war, and terrorism. When the state
responds with violence or punitive action, insecurity, although temporarily quelled by this response,
ultimately increases further. These security issues can only be overcome through the practice of good
governance as demonstrated above.
2. Public Goods
An integral element of good governance is the efficient provision of public goods. A public good is a
commodity or service that is provided by the government to all members of a society and without profit.
Examples include infrastructure, such as roads, schools, hospitals, water and sanitation, and law
enforcement. The effective delivery of these goods is required for the socioeconomic development and
advancement of a nation as a whole, and the increased competitiveness of the state in international
economic relations.8 Public goods are an integral part of a state’s institutional framework and create an
environment that either enables or undermines individuals and businesses to “participate in their own
development.”9 The effective delivery of public goods requires good governance as it depends on two key
characteristics of the state: popular participation and transparency.
Popular participation ensures that the needs of all citizens are considered in the decision-making
process. Their participation requires the executive and legislature to address the needs of the wider
population through the effective delivery of public goods for all. If public officials and political
representatives fail at this task, or deliver public goods to some groups and not others, the electorate holds
them accountable.
Transparency ensures that all actors within a state can trace the decision-making process as well as the
delivery of public goods to determine the responsibility of individuals, groups and businesses involved.
Without transparency, most state actors will be unable to determine if resources are being used effectively.
As a result, there is more room for resources to be squandered through corruption and general
inefficiency. With transparency, decision-makers can be held accountable for process and delivery
failures, ensuring more efficient public management and delivery of goods.
The Role of the Legislature
The relationship between good governance and the equitable development of a nation and its citizens is
not simply unidirectional. Not only does good governance lead to the empowerment of citizens and
sustainable development, but the latter also leads to greater governance. As citizens become wealthier,
healthier, more secure and better educated, the more they participate in decision-making processes, and
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the more they demand good governance from the state. As citizens are disenfranchised through inefficient,
opaque and unaccountable public management, the capacity and competitiveness of the state are
weakened. Governance and development experience a relationship of reciprocity, mutually promoting (or
undermining) one another.
The state possesses great power to take the necessary first steps towards good governance, development
and prosperity. The legislature, when composed of democratically elected and accountable legislators, has
many tools and mechanisms to increase accountability, transparency, equality and efficiency when
fulfilling its three primary functions of representation, law-making and oversight.
1. Representation
As mentioned above, an essential element of good governance is popular participation. Perhaps the most
reliable way to ensure that the needs of all citizens are considered in the decision-making process is
through legitimately elected representatives, such as legislators. Legislators are responsible advocates of
the electorate, giving the latter’s needs and wants a voice in government. They are an integral link
between the electorate and the executive government.
They are also trusted with considerable discretion; empowered to make decisions they believe will most
equally benefit their constituents or the population as a whole.10 These decisions must be made
transparently and efficiently. If legislators fail in their representative role and fail to deliver good
governance, the electorate holds them accountable.
2. Law-making
The legislature is an institution “publicly dedicated to making and changing the law.”11 The legislature’s
role in law-making is twofold: it drafts, introduces and passes legislation on its own, while maintaining the
additional power to amend, approve or reject draft government laws. In fulfilling their law-making role,
legislators must represent their constituents as responsible elected officials, as well as oversee the
executive branch of government to ensure accountability and efficiency.
3. Oversight
Legislators must also demand accountability, transparency, equality and efficiency from the government
through proper oversight. Strengthening legislative oversight and accountability is crucial to good
governance. As discussed above, “governments must be transparent and accountable” 12 for the effective
delivery of political goods; the “venue for this accountability is the legislative assembly and its associated
committees.”13
Legislators may be appointed by their political parties to participate in different committees empowering
them to further engage in the oversight of certain government programs and processes. “Committees are
universally found in parliaments across the world”14 and serve a wide variety of purposes for the
government. Most committees provide the setting to facilitate scrutiny of draft legislation, deliberate bills,
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oversee government departments, and serve as intermediary bodies between the government and external
interest groups as well as citizens.15
The composition of the committee most often reflects that of the “parent chamber.”16 However, depending
on the committee structure, representation may be ineffective if the party that commands parliamentary
majority also commands the majority in each committee, and thus commands the committee. One way to
address this issue is through the leadership composition of the committee.17 For example in Canada, some
of our most important committees are chaired by members of the opposition or non-governing party, such
as the Standing Committee on Public Accounts, which reviews the government’s statements on public
accounts as well as the reports of the Auditor General. Effective oversight in Public Accounts and similar
committees that deal with budgetary matters play a critical role in ensuring that state spending is designed
and implemented with the citizens in mind.
Legislators can also execute performance audits of government programs to ensure effectiveness, as well
as the economic and efficient management of public funds. Particular arms of the legislature may be
designed to perform such tasks, such as the Auditor General in Canada. These institutions are independent
from the executive and designed to provide objective, fact-based information and oversight to parliament.
Legislators must have both the proper tools and the “personal willingness to engage effectively” 18 in their
three primary functions as described above, and to be empowered to perform four tasks necessary for good
governance: determine if the government is being efficient, representative and equitable, hold the
government accountable, represent their constituents’ interests, and, facilitate public discussion of and
involvement in the decision-making process.

Conclusion
Many of the current economic challenges faced by the countries of the world are a result of “failures on
oversight, financial regulation and accountability,”19 all of which are elements of good governance. There
is no singular approach to governance that can be applied to every country with the same result.
Institutions, divisions of power, decentralization, electoral systems, capacity, and other characteristics all
vary across states, whether democratic or not. However, more often than not, the states with participatory,
transparent, accountable, equitable and meaningful governance are the most successful. Only when good
governance is practiced can individuals and businesses across a nation take advantage of state resources,
leading to development and prosperity for all.
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