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Political Will, Or Political Won’t

By Jennifer L. Butz

Supply and demand

In a healthy democracy, just as in a healthy market economy, there must be both supply and demand.  In market terms, supply is production and demand is consumption.  In a democracy, supply is made up of  public servants and institutions.  Demand comes from the citizens and citizen-based groups such as nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). If supply and demand – the political system and citizens – are not balanced, then the health of the democracy is not well.

I often hear people say: “Why should I care about politics? Politicians just make decisions to keep themselves in power. They don’t care about me.” Maybe even you have said something like this before.

Behind the decisions

When people say things like this, they are pointing to the kinds of decisions they see political leaders -- elected and appointed -- making.  Comments like the one above reveal that people see political leaders serving themselves rather than the public. This might take the form of laws to benefit companies that are potential campaign contributors.  It might mean that civil servants turn a blind eye to behavior that dances on the edge of legality. Or, it might mean fighting for programs or funding that only serve one’s own constituency, rather than creating a broader impact. In short, decisions that create winners who have close ties with people in power and the losers are everyone else.

An alternative kind of decisionmaking is one based on political will. These decisions also create “winners and losers,” because some people, companies or regions will secure beneficial programs and funding, while others will not. But how decisions come to be made and why specific directions are taken are clearly articulated to the public in a timely way. Indeed, political will allows for the public to weigh in on decisions while they are in development stage, rather than merely receiving passively the final decisions. The clearer understanding and the opportunity to contribute in a meaningful way improve the connection that citizens have to the political process.

Often times, politicians feel that no matter what decision they make, one group or another will criticize them. Perhaps that will always be true. But the public is savvy.  It senses when expediency, rather than political will, drives the law.

A legal framework

Laws can help shape the behavior of public servants and define the role of institutions.  Mongolian laws that describe what kinds of behavior are legal and illegal for civil servants are in place (1992 Constitution; Law on Government Service, 1995, Law on Mongolian Civil Service and Civil Servants, 1994). 

For instance, civil servants are forbidden to own or operate a business, in case such business dealings affect their ability to implement laws in fair and equal fashion (Article 25, Law on Mongolian Civil Service and Civil Servants, 1994). Similarly, Article 29 of the 1992 Constitution says that members of the State Great Hural shall be paid a salary from the State budget, but that while they are in office these members cannot hold any posts and employment other than those assigned by law.

Mongolia’s democracy is still young, and institutions take time to fully develop into efficient entities. Nonetheless, laws are in place to define the role of the institutions that implement the country’s policies and programs.

But laws alone cannot achieve the high level of ethics and accountability that an effective democracy requires. Political will cannot be legislated. It is a quality of leadership that must be demonstrated by the men and women who represent the people. 

We know it when we see it

Political will is characterized by a few key traits: a sense of fairness, a willingness to listen and learn, an ability to make tough decisions, and the determination to see things through.

Fairness. Demonstrating fairness can take place during the policy process -- by officials taking the time and listening to all sides of an issue. Fairness may reveal itself in a single piece of legislation, by the way it accounts for or benefits a range of groups in society. Or it may come over time, through steadfast application of the laws.

Listen and learn. Public officials who take the time to talk with people understand that citizens have a great deal of knowledge and insights. Political will means having the courage to listen to people who are not necessarily “the experts,” but who do have relevant information or practical experience.

Make tough decisions. People understand that running a country means making decisions that are complex and difficult. They want to know that their concerns and welfare are considered when decisions are made. Political will includes the public in decision making -- allowing for public comment on draft laws, or even in suggesting new policies to address gaps in existing legislation.

See things through. New laws often mean old behaviors or relationships must change. Political will means having the courage to apply the law fairly, fully and equally. If the law or policy is broken, those guilty must be punished according to the law -- no more and no less. It also means that the whole law must be applied, not just the easy parts. Political will also demands that the public be able to review the law’s implementation, to check the progress and impact it is creating and to learn of any constraints or problems that may be occurring.

One side of the coin

But as we said in the beginning, a healthy democracy requires a balance between political actors and institutions and citizens. Political will is a supply-side phenomenon, it has to come from public servants. Citizens -- individually or in groups -- have an important role to play in the extent to which they demand good representation and effective public service. In the next Rules to Reality, we’ll explore what the demand side of the coin looks like.

When comes down to it, government is more than just about politicians. Political will is more than just about making decisions. And citizenship is more than being a resident in a country.

