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The following papers are attached for this meeting: 

1 Minute of previous meeting 23 March 2017  CG/S5/17/3/M 

2 Future Scrutiny Demands CG/S5/17/4/1 

3 Committee Business in the Chamber CG/S5/17/4/2 
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Conveners Group Minutes of Proceedings 
 

  3rd Meeting, 2017 (Session 5) 

Thursday 23 March 2017 

Present: 

Clare Adamson    Christina McKelvie 
Bruce Crawford    Edward Mountain 
Graeme Dey     Sandra White 
Bob Doris      
Neil Findlay      
Joan McAlpine 
 
Apologies were received from James Dornan, Johann Lamont, Gordon Lindhurst, Jenny Marra, 
Margaret Mitchell and John Scott. 

Also in attendance for Item 2: Ken Macintosh, the Presiding Officer, Jim Johnstone, Clerk to the 
Finance and Constitution Committee and Chair of the Budget Process Review Group and 
Caroline Gardner, the Auditor General for Scotland and member of the Budget Process Review 
Group. 

1. Draft Minutes of 7 and 23 March Meetings 
 
The Group agreed the minutes of the 7 and 23 March meetings. 
 

2. Budget Process Review Group  
 
The Group received an update from Caroline Gardner, Jim Johnstone and Bruce Crawford 
on the work of the Budget Process Review Group. Committees were invited to respond to the 
consultation on the Group’s interim report which closes on 28 April. 
 

3. Committee debates and travel 
 
The Group agreed to continue the process of last session, whereby bids for travel and 
expenses that are not required, under Standing Orders, to be considered by Conveners 
Group are dealt with by the Head of Committees and Outreach. 
 
The Group also discussed the process for allocating Committee Debates and agreed to defer 
taking a decision on how future bids should be handled to a future meeting.  
 

4. Publication scheme – consideration of any exempt papers 
 
The Group agreed that all papers should be published. 

 
 

Susan Duffy 
Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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Bids for Committee Debates  
 
Introduction 
1. At its meeting on 7 March, the Group agreed to consider a paper setting out 
the background to and options for dealing with bids for committee debates and 
committee travel. The Group agreed to continue with the existing arrangements in 
relation to approving committee travel and agreed to defer consideration of the 
options for dealing with bids for committee debates.  
 
Committee Debates 
Background 
2. Under Rule 5.6.1(a) of Standing Orders, 12 half sitting days in each 
Parliamentary year are given over to committee debates. 
 
3. One of the functions of Conveners Group, as set out in Standing Orders, is to 
refer matters to the Parliamentary Bureau where it considers it appropriate to do so. 
 
4. Taking all of this together, the convention is that Conveners Group considers 
bids from committees for the available slots and makes recommendations to the 
Bureau. 
 
5. In the first two parliamentary sessions, time for Finance Committee debates 
on the budget and debates on standing order changes and on standards issues 
came out of the 12 day allocation. 
 
6. This changed in session 3, following concerns raised by the Conveners 
Group.  Originally, the Procedures committee proposed changing standing orders. 
However, it wasn’t deemed necessary for Standing Orders to be changed and 
instead, the recognised convention since then has been that such debates do not 
come out of the 12 day allocation. 
 
7. At that time, the Conveners Group also suggested there should be more 
flexibility around the number of slots.  The Procedures Committee pointed out that 
Standing Orders did not prevent Conveners Group asking the Bureau for additional 
time. 
 
8. There tends to be more pressure on slots in the final year of a parliamentary 
session (particularly because the parliamentary year finishes at the end of March 
rather than in May and because the Government generally needs a number of slots 
for Stage 3 proceedings). 
 
9. In 2016, there were more than 12 bids for debates but this was 
accommodated through committees sharing slots. 
 
10. Another change to note is that until the latter part of session 3, committee 
debates only really took place once a committee had published a report and the 
Scottish Government had responded to it.  Increasingly, it was recognised that 
debates could be used differently, and committees have experimented with holding 
debates to help define inquiries or used them part-way through inquiries to gather 
views.  
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11. Therefore there are no ‘rules’ around what a committee can or can’t debate.  
The only stipulation that has ever been set out is that the relevant committee has 
agreed to hold the debate. 
 
Process 
12. As it is important to give early notice of likely committee debates to ensure 
they are factored into the overall business programme, clerks alert officials in the 
Minister for Parliamentary Business office when committees have agreed they want 
to bid for a debate with a caveat where the bid has not yet been considered by 
Conveners Group. 
 
13. The default position is that bids are considered at formal meetings of the 
Conveners Group.  However, as the Group meets monthly, bids sometimes need to 
be agreed by correspondence. 
 
14. When committees bid for time in the chamber, they stipulate their preferred 
timing.  This information is also given to the Minister’s office.  There may be 
subsequent discussions between officials over the actual date for a debate to take 
place.  
 
15. The business programme is considered by the Bureau. The Bureau’s 
guidance makes clear that normally it would look to agree bids as they come through 
Conveners Group.  The business  programme including the relevant committee 
debate is then put to the Parliament as a whole. 
 
 
Options for change 
16. It is for the Group itself to decide how it wants to deal with such requests.  A 
number of options are set out below: 
 
 Bids could continue to be considered by Conveners Group.  Previous practice 
has mainly been to look at whether all requests can be accommodated.  The Group 
could agree to continue to consider requests in this way or to assess in relation to 
different criteria. 
 
 Bids could be managed within the committee office and only referred to 
Conveners Group where there were competing bids for the number of available 
slots.   
 
 In addition to the above, bids could be referred to the Group where a 
committee has already had a debate in that Parliamentary year. 
 
17. Regardless of what option is chosen, clerks will draft a note for each 
Conveners Group meeting detailing the debates that have already taken place, 
which debates have been agreed but are still to take place and the number of slots 
that are left.  
 
Timing 



  CG/S5/17/4/2 

 

18. As noted above, clerks alert the Minister for Parliamentary Business when 
requests are received and the preferred dates are subject to negotiation.  An 
alternative could be to seek potential dates in advance from the Minister’s office and 
seek debates for those dates.  Of course these dates might still be subject to change 
depending on other parliamentary business.  
 
19. The Group is invited to agree how it would like bids for committee 
debates to be considered in the future. 

 
Committee Bids 
Finally, there are three bids for committee time in the chamber.  These might take 
place in this or the next Parliamentary year. 
 
Justice Report into Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal 

inquiry 
Public Petitions PE1319 Improving Youth Football in Scotland   
Equalities and 
Human Rights 

Report on inquiry into Destitution, Asylum and 
insecure immigration 

 
 
 
Susan Duffy 
Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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