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Conveners Group Minutes of Proceedings 

  1st Meeting, 2018 (Session 5) 

Thursday 25 January 2018 

Present: 

Christine Grahame (Convener) Jenny Marra 
Clare Adamson   Lewis Macdonald 
Bruce Crawford   Joan McAlpine 
Bob Doris    Christina McKelvie 
Graeme Dey    Margaret Mitchell 
James Dornan    Edward Mountain 
Clare Haughey 
Johann Lamont      
Gordon Lindhurst 
 
Apologies were received from Graham Simpson. 
 
1. Draft Minutes of 14 December Meeting 

 
The Group agreed the minutes of the 14 December meeting and noted that a meeting 
between the Clerk and COSLA had been arranged to discuss the Commission for 
Parliamentary Reform’s recommendation on a protocol with COSLA and other councils not in 
COSLA. 
 

2. Committee Business in the Chamber 
 
The Group noted the current position in relation to Committee business in the Chamber.  
 

3. Commission on Parliamentary Reform Recommendations:  
The Group considered papers in relation to the Commission for Parliamentary reform’s 
recommendations regarding the following: 
 
Committee Witnesses: Gender and Representation 
The Group considered a report commissioned by SPICe on gender representation and 
diversity on Committees and broad strands for an action plan. The Group agreed to consider 
more detailed actions to take forward the report’s recommendations at a future meeting. It 
was also agreed that the Clerk would circulate details of the proposed media arrangements 
to accompany publication. The Group also agreed to consider a paper on setting principles in 
relation to membership of Committees which will be considered by the Bureau.  
 
Good practice guidance for parliamentary consultations 
The Group agreed that draft guidance on good practice for parliamentary consultations 
should be drafted and agreed by the Group. 
 
Committee Engagement Unit 
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The Group received a briefing on the approach to engagement in Committees and discussed 
its priorities for the Committee Engagement Unit. 
 

4. Publication scheme – consideration of any exempt papers 
 
The Group agreed to publish all papers for this meeting. 

 
Susan Duffy 

Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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COMMITTEE BUSINESS IN THE CHAMBER 

Background 

1. Standing Orders (Rule 5.6.1(a)) provides for 12 committee half days in each 
parliamentary year to be given over to the business of committees. 

2. The Group has agreed that requests for committee debates will be handled 
within the Committee Office and only referred to the Group where there were 
competing bids for the number of available slots. It was also agreed that clerks 
would draft a note for each 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. 

Committee business which has taken place 

3. The following committee debates have taken place this parliamentary year. 

Committee Topic and Description Date Length of 
time  

Equalities and 
Human Rights 

Report on Destitution, 
Asylum and Insecure 
Immigration in Scotland  

30 May 105 mins 

Justice  Crown Office and Procurator 
Fiscal Service 

6 June 150 mins 

Public Petitions PE1319: Improving youth 
football in Scotland 

26 September 145 mins 

Economy, Jobs 
and Fair Work  

Gender Pay Gap 4 October 100 mins 

Equalities and 
Human Rights and 
Education and 
Skills 

Anti-bullying and Personal 
and Social Education 

15 November 135 mins 

Local Government 
and Communities  

Building Regulations in 
Scotland 

22 November 130 mins 

Public Petitions PE1517: Polypropylene 
Mesh Medical Devices 

5 December 125 mins 

Culture, Tourism, 
Europe and 
External Relations 

Article 50 Withdrawal 
Negotiations 

9 January 150 mins 

Finance and 
Constitution 
Committee 

European 
Union (Withdrawal) Bill LCM 
- Interim Report 

23 January 150 mins 

Equalities and 
Human Rights 
Committee 

Looking Ahead to the 
Scottish Government's Draft 
Budget 2018-19: Making 
the Most of Equalities and 

6 February 2018 180 mins 
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Human Rights Levers 
 

Scheduled committee business  

4. The committee debates set out below are scheduled to take place in the current 
parliamentary year. Should these go ahead as scheduled, no remaining 
committee debate half days will be available in the current parliamentary year. 

Committee Topic and Description Preferred 
timing 

Length of 
time 

requested 
Environment, 
Climate Change 
and Land Reform 
Committee 

Air quality in Scotland March/April 150 mins 

Local Government 
and Communities 
Committee 

City Region Deals No earlier than 
March 18 

TBC 

 
Susan Duffy 

Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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Commission on Parliamentary Reform 
 

Committee Witness Diversity 
 
Introduction 

1. The report on witness diversity was discussed at last month’s meeting.  A 
proposed approach to media handling was subsequently circulated. 

 
2. As some issues were raised, the proposed press release has been brought to 

this meeting for further discussion.   
 

3. As we said last month, this is a SPICe briefing (albeit it was co-authored with 
Hugh Bochel) and therefore it will be published on the Parliament’s website as 
normally happens. 

 
4. As previous papers in the public domain have mentioned that this work has 

been commissioned and one or two members of the media are already aware 
of its existence and awaiting its release we recommended a proactive 
approach to publication, rather than just reacting to any press enquiries. 
 

Discussion 
 

5. Attached is a draft press release.  As discussed at last month’s meeting, the 
intention is to have a quote from the Deputy Presiding Officer and to include 
quotes from a cross-party selection of conveners.  The press release shows 
the type of quotes we were thinking about and it would be good to discuss 
which conveners will be quoted. 

 
6. At last month’s meeting, the issue of diversity in relation to committee 

membership was raised in the context of this report. There is a separate 
paper setting out a possible course of action on this.  If this is agreed, it could 
be mentioned in the press release.  Suggested lines are shown in square 
brackets. 

 
Conclusion 

7. Conveners are invite to discuss the draft press release.  If we cannot get 
agreement, the press release will not issue and there will be no pro-active 
media work.  As mentioned earlier, the report will still be published.  

 
Susan Duffy 
Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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CONVENERS SHINE LIGHT ON GENDER REPRESENTATION AT COMMITTEES 
 
The gender balance of witnesses giving evidence at Holyrood has been brought 
under the spotlight in a new report published today by the Scottish Parliament. 
 
The report, which was commissioned to explore the gender balance across those 
giving evidence to committees, shows that since 1999 there has been a 12.3% 
increase in the number of women giving evidence at committees.  However it also 
shows that women still [only] make up 37% of the witnesses at formal committee 
meetings. 
 
The Scottish Parliament’s Conveners Group has considered the report’s findings and 
agreed the key strands of an action plan to ensure the balance of witnesses at 
Scottish Parliament committees are more reflective of wider society. 
 
[The Group has also today written to the Parliamentary Bureau to request that 
gender balance be taken into account when committee membership - and changes 
in membership - is considered.] 
 
Chair of the Conveners Group and Deputy Presiding Officer, Christine Grahame 
MSP, said:  
 
“As a Convener for many years myself, I know the significant effort Committees put 
into ensuring they hear from a broad range of voices and opinions as they scrutinise 
legislation and Government policy.  That effort has led to substantial progress since 
1999, particularly in relation to improving gender diversity.  However it is also clear 
that more can, and should, be done.   
“That is why the Conveners Group has agreed a series of measures which are 
designed to make further improvements during the course of this session.” 
 
To address the issues raised within the report, the Conveners Group agreed to a 
number of steps including: 
 

 Improving data capture and reporting mechanisms to ensure greater 
transparency around the diversity of those giving evidence. 

 Expanding the data collected to include other aspects of Committee work 
such as fact finding visits and informal meetings. 

 Additional guidance and training for Committees. 
 Support and guidance for external organisations and training for potential 

witnesses. 
 
 
XX Convener, said: 
 
“The issues raised by this report are not unique to the Parliament.  As an institution 
that reflects Scotland, Holyrood will inevitably reflect the inequality that exists in 
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Scottish society.  However, as the national legislature, we must take a lead in 
tackling it.   
 
“We must not lose sight of the fact that more diversity amongst witnesses can only 
make a positive difference to the Parliament itself.” 
 
Convener of the XX Committee, said: 
 
“There is no question that Committees must do more to improve witness diversity.  
But this is not something we can tackle alone.  Organisations called upon to give 
evidence have a vital part to play too since it is they who will often decide the 
individuals put forward.  That is why a key strand of the action plan is to work 
constructively with a range of organisations to ensure we get the best and broadest 
range of witnesses wherever possible.” 
 
Convener of the XX Committee added: 
 
“It is clear that there has been a steady improvement in the number of women giving 
evidence to committees, however there is much more to do.   
 
“[But MSPs and political parties must also practice what they preach.  More must be 
done to encourage women into national politics and, at Holyrood, gender balance 
must be taken into account when committees are appointed.  While it right we take 
these steps to improve witness diversity, we must not neglect to put our own house 
in order.]” 
 
A copy of the report can be found via the following link: 
 
XXXXXXX 
 
Background 
 
The Conveners Group is forum where the Conveners from all Scottish Parliament 
committees meet to take a strategic view on the operation of committees. 
 
Chaired by Deputy Presiding Officer Christine Grahame MSP, the group also 
facilitates liaison between the Committees, the Parliamentary Bureau and the 
Scottish Parliament Corporate Body. 
 
More information about the Group can be found at the following link: 
 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/21516.aspx 
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Commission on Parliamentary Reform: 
 

Diversity in relation to Committees 
 

 
Introduction 

1. The issue of gender balance in committee membership was discussed at last 
month’s meeting in the context of witness diversity. 

 
2. It was agreed this issue should be discussed further in the context of 

recommendations from the Commission for Parliamentary Reform where 
decisions will ultimately be taken by the Bureau but where Conveners Group 
will want to input its views. 

 
Commission Recommendations 

3. In relation to ensuring ‘equal and effective participation by MSPs in all 
business’, recommendation 25 of the Commission’s report states “As a first 
step, committee membership should reflect the gender balance of MSPs in 
the Parliament. This approach should then be expanded to other protected 
characteristics once better diversity in representatives is achieved” 

 
4. Recommendation 4  suggests that the Bureau should agree and make public 

a set of principles to inform the composition of committees. 
 
Discussion 

5. Taking these two recommendations together and based on last month’s 
discussion, the Group could write to the Presiding Officer as chair of the 
Bureau to suggest that one of the principles underpinning the make-up of 
committees should be gender balance. 

 
6. Currently, Standing Orders states that the Bureau ‘shall have regard to the 

balance of political parties in the Parliament’.  Guidance produced by the 
Bureau sets out how this is done in practice. 

 
7. Conveners Group could recommend to the Bureau that committee 

membership should reflect the gender balance of the Parliament in the same 
way as it reflects the political balance.   

 
8. To ensure the balance remains throughout a session, the principle would also 

need to apply when changes are made to committee membership throughout 
a Parliamentary session.  

 
9. To illustrate these points, the tables below show the gender balance on 

committees at the start of the session and the balance now. 
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Committee Name (30 June 2016) Male % Female % 
Delegated Powers and Law Reform 3 60 2 40 
Economy, Jobs and Fair Work 8 73 3 27 
Education and Skills Committee 7 64 4 36 
Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform 7 64 4 36 
Equal Opportunities 4 57 3 43 
European and External Relations Committee 6 67 3 33 
Finance 9 82 2 18 
Health and Sport 8 73 3 27 
Justice 7 64 4 36 

Local Government and Communities 5 71 2 29 
Public Audit 3 43 4 57 
Public Petitions 3 60 2 40 
Rural Economy and Connectivity 8 73 3 27 
Social Security 5 56 4 44 

Standards, Procedures and Public Appointments 5 71 2 

29 
 
 

    
 

Committee Name (7 February 2018) Male % Female % 
Delegated Powers and Law Reform 4 80 1 20 
Economy, Jobs and Fair Work 8 73 3 27 
Education and Skills 6 55 5 45 
Environment, Climate Change and Land 
Reform 9 82 2 18 
Equalities and Human Rights 3 43 4 57 
Culture, Tourism, Europe and External 
Relations 5 56 4 44 
Finance and Constitution 9 82 2 18 
Health and Sport 6 55 5 45 
Justice 8 73 3 27 
Justice Sub-Committee on Policing 5 71 2 29 
Local Government and Communities 5 71 2 29 
Public Audit and Post-legislative Scrutiny 6 88 1 12 
Public Petitions 2 40 3 60 
Rural Economy and Connectivity 10 91 1 9 
Social Security 5 56 4 44 
Standards, Procedures and Public 
Appointments Committee 4 57 3 43 
 

 
  



  CG/S5/18/02/3 

 

Conclusion 
10. Conveners are invited to discuss whether to write to the Presiding Officer 

suggesting the Bureau considers having gender balance as one of the 
principles underpinning the composition of committees.   

 
Susan Duffy 
Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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Commission on Parliamentary Reform 
 

Scotland’s Futures Forum 
 
Introduction 

1. This paper invites the Conveners Group to consider the Commission on 
Parliamentary Reform’s relevant recommendations on Scotland’s Futures 
Forum— 
 “R40: The Parliament should work with Scotland’s Futures Forum to 

develop a programme of specific proposals for engaging with and 
considering long-term issues. There should be a role for cross-party back 
bench MSPs in particular to identify, promote and decide proposals for 
consideration by the Forum.  

 “R41: As part of this approach, the Parliament should fund a specific 
number of proposals to be agreed by cross-party MSPs for taking forward 
by the Forum. The Parliament should identify the key elements and 
outcomes of any proposals to be made to the Forum before funding is 
agreed.”  

 
2. The Annexe sets out the background to these recommendations.   

 
Background 

3. Scotland’s Futures Forum is the Scottish Parliament’s futures think-tank. It 
works on a non-party basis to promote research and stimulate debate on the 
long-term challenges and opportunities that Scotland faces. It aims to inform 
MSPs and enable them and others to consider the effect of policy decisions or 
potential policy decisions on Scotland's long-term future.  
 

4. The Futures Forum has previously undertaken research projects on issues 
such as alcohol and drugs, our ageing society and sustainable communities. 
Its current Scotland 2030 Programme is a wide-ranging investigation of our 
aspirations for society in 2030. It also hosts one-off debates and discussions, 
including last year on digital democracy and the effects of automation in the 
Scottish economy.  
 

5. Under existing governance arrangements, the Futures Forum Board makes 
the final decision on its work programme. Therefore, the question for the CG 
is how it could seek to influence that process, with the aims of building better 
links between committees and the Forum, and improving parliamentary 
scrutiny of long-term issues. 

 
Approach 
 

6. The Forum will next consider its future work programme in March, so there 
will be limited time for committees/ conveners to feed into the process on this 
occasion. However, there will be an opportunity for CG to consider how, in the 
medium to longer term, committees/ conveners could seek to inform the 
Forum’s work. In simple terms, conveners could consider whether there are 
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any major issues arising from their own committees’ work that may merit 
consideration by the Forum. 
 

7. An official from the Futures Forum will attend the CG meeting in order to 
discuss the above, including how many suggestions from committees/ 
conveners the Forum could realistically accommodate. 
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Annexe: Background to the Commission’s recommendations on the Future 
Forum’s 

197. Parliaments struggle to consider long-term issues and, although some Scottish 
Parliament committees have attempted this, we heard that often other, more 
immediate issues, such as legislation or new policies, become the focus of scrutiny 
instead. Thus, it is argued, the capacity of committees in particular to consider long-
term issues is limited. It was suggested to us the Scottish Parliament has a key role 
to play in identifying long-term issues, particularly as the electoral cycle means that 
this can have less traction with political parties and that committees should re-
prioritise their workloads to address this.  
 
198. Concerns have also been expressed to us about the potential for any 
‘institutional memory’ about work on long-term issues to be lost between sessions, 
when committee membership and remits change.  
 
199. Mindful of our recommendations elsewhere regarding the range of matters 
committees should scrutinise, and given long-term issues are those which persist 
over sessions, we consider that additional means of providing capacity to take on 
this important role should be explored.  
 
200. We heard about the use of ad hoc committees, such as those used in the 
House of Lords or the Committee of the Future in the Parliament in Finland, as a way 
of providing particular parliamentary focus and scrutiny to long-term issues. While 
these approaches have merit, they would generate additional time and resource 
demands on existing MSPs and would not address the challenges of retaining 
institutional knowledge across sessions.  
 
201. Another solution is to make better use of Scotland’s Futures Forum, the 
Scottish Parliament's think-tank, which was created in 2005. It works on a non-party 
basis to promote research and to stimulate debate on the long-term challenges and 
opportunities that Scotland faces. It aims to inform MSPs and others to enable them 
to consider the effects of decisions taken today on Scotland's long-term future.  
 
202. The Forum is well regarded and has a proven track record in stimulating debate 
on the challenges facing Scotland in the long-term.  
 
203. We consider more could be done to capitalise on the work of the Forum in 
Parliament and to provide for greater connection between MSPs, committees and 
the Forum’s work. As an external company, it has the potential to consider issues 
unconstrained by Parliament’s rules and timescales and can act as an institutional 
knowledge bank over sessions, available to be used by future MSPs.  
 
204. One of the advantages of the Forum is that it draws on a diverse range of 
expertise and knowledge when identifying its work programme. A possible concern 
may be that demands for parliamentary scrutiny could crowd out its more innovative 
work.  
 
205. Given the importance that any work is of benefit to members, a process of 
regular engagement between the Forum and MSPs should be considered, including 
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chamber or committee time for debating the outcomes of any work. This approach 
also offers opportunities for the Forum to commission research and be innovative in 
how, and with whom, it engages in its work.  
 
206. The Forum is a company wholly owned by the SPCB and appoints its non-
executive board members and invites party nominations for its MSP membership.  
 
Recommendations: Working with Scotland’s Futures Forum  
R40: The Parliament should work with Scotland’s Futures Forum to develop a 
programme of specific proposals for engaging with and considering long-term issues. 
There should be a role for cross-party back bench MSPs in particular to identify, 
promote and decide proposals for consideration by the Forum.  
 
R41: As part of this approach, the Parliament should fund a specific number of 
proposals to be agreed by cross-party MSPs for taking forward by the Forum. The 
Parliament should identify the key elements and outcomes of any proposals to be 
made to the Forum before funding is agreed.  
 
R42: The SPCB and the Scottish Futures Forum should provide transparency about 
the nominations and appointments process for its board members.” 
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COMMITTEE WITNESSES: EXPENSES POLICY 

 
Summary 

1. The Conveners Group is invited to consider a proposal by the Committee and 
Outreach Office to update the witness expenses scheme.  

 
Background 

2. The witness expenses scheme was agreed by Parliament in 2000 and its focus 
at that time was on witnesses giving formal evidence to committees. The 
Commission on Parliamentary Reform has led to a renewed focus on 
strengthening the Parliament’s public engagement and drawing evidence from a 
wider range of people. In this regard, the Commission recommended that the 
Parliament should seek to become– 

 
…a leader in public engagement, experimenting with new ways to gather 
views and evidence and opening up more opportunities for people to become 
involved, where they want and how they want...1    

 
3. To support this, the Committee and Outreach Office has conducted a review of 

the witness expenses policy - the first review of the policy since it was introduced 
in 2000.  

  
4. We recommend revising the scheme to achieve two aims: making the scheme 

more accessible to those who need it; and strengthening the financial processes 
that underpin the scheme.  

 
5. We recommend the following changes to make the scheme more accessible–  

 Introduce a set of underlying principles and rules to clarify the purpose of 
paying witness expenses, emphasising that expenses are primarily for 
those who would otherwise find it difficult to participate; 

 Permit witnesses’ expenses (such as travel and accommodation) to be 
booked and paid by the Committee and Outreach Office where the 
claimant cannot afford to cover the expenses upfront; 

 Expand the list of claimable expenses to include accompanying carers 
and the use of videoconferencing facilities.   

 
6. The rules will be set out clearly for claimants to refer to and will be based on 

principles of– 
 Inclusivity 
 Accessibility 
 Honesty 
 Objectivity 
 Sustainability 

 
7. To strengthen the financial processes that underpin the policy, we propose to–   

                                             
1 Commission on Parliamentary Reform, 20 June 2017, p. 3.  



 

 

 Streamline the approvals process so that once a committee has agreed 
to hear from a particular witnesses, authority to approve individual claims 
is given to the Head of Committee and Outreach Office; 

 Replace the current requirement to obtain prior approval for flights with a 
requirement to obtain prior approval for any claims totaling more than an 
amount set by the Head of Committee and Outreach Office. The 
suggested amount initially is £100. 

  
8. The witness expenses scheme does not cover informal engagement activities, 

as these are not covered by the definition of ‘proceedings’ in the Scotland Act. 
However, we consider it important that the approach to witness expenses is 
consistent across all committee engagement and underpinned by equally strong 
financial processes.  
  

9. We therefore propose to create a parallel scheme that will mirror the witness 
expenses scheme but apply it to informal engagement activities. All claims will 
be dealt with using the same form, so that the claims process is straightforward 
and consistent for claimants and for staff administering the scheme.  

 
Committee and Outreach Office 
February 2018 
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Correspondence from SDG Network Scotland 
 

Below is a letter from the Sustainable Development Goals Network Scotland which 
has been sent to all Committee Conveners. The letter seeks a response on what 
committees have done 'that contribute towards implementing the SDGs in Scotland 
and overseas'. The network is proposing to publish the responses on its website in 
May. 

Given this, it may make sense for Committee Conveners to agree together what line 
we wish to take generally in responding to this request as individual committees. 

 
Correspondence from SDG Network Scotland 

 
We are writing to you at what we believe is a significant moment in Scotland’s 
commitment to itself and the planet. Neatly captured by the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), we invite you to join our ambition that the SDGs are 
achieved in Scotland and across the world. 
 
Scotland was amongst the first nations to sign up to the 17 SDGs, which are the 
closest the world has come to a strategy to end extreme poverty, fight inequality and 
tackle climate change. As a group of citizens and organisations committed to the 
human and planetary wellbeing of this generation and future generations to come, 
we support the implementation of the SDGs in Scotland. 
 
This January marks two years since the SDGs came into force in Scotland, and over 
this time citizens, civil society organisations, business leaders and politicians across 
the country have tasked themselves to see that we implement the SDGs both 
domestically and internationally. 
 
This initial commitment to the SDGs has been vital and should be applauded. Every 
Party Leader in the Scottish Parliament has pledged support to the SDGs and 100 of 
Scotland’s 129 MSPs have chosen one SDG they will champion in Parliament. 
However, now is the tough part – implementing the SDGs. 
 
From the development of a national website for the SDGs to a special pop-up 
exhibition and the inception of Scotland’s SDG Network, our organisations have 
worked to mobilise people in Scotland around the SDGs since their adoption. We 
now want to work with you to achieve a breakthrough in sustainable development in 
Scotland and overseas. 
 
Because of this, Scotland’s SDG Network – a coalition of people and organisations 
committed to pursuing the SDGs and building awareness and engagement across 
Scottish society – is calling on you to demonstrate your commitment to the SDGs 
and the specific actions the Social Security Committee is taking that contribute 
towards implementing the SDGs in Scotland and overseas. 
 
The SDGs are a call to action on the most serious and challenging issues facing our 
society and environment throughout the next decade. We invite you to respond to 
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this letter with the action points the Committee is taking that relate to the 17 critical 
areas reflected in the SDGs. 
 
We will publish all responses in May 2018 in a report on our website 
www.globalgoals.scot. The purpose of collating this information is to inform the 
direction of activities in Scotland relating to the SDGs two years on since they were 
adopted in Scotland. Ahead of this time, please send your response no later than 
April 2018 to globalgoals@scvo.org.uk. 
 
We look forward to hearing from you on your commitments to delivering the SDGs in 
Scotland, and we would welcome the opportunity to meet with you to discuss how 
we can move ahead with a Scottish plan to see that we achieve the SDGs. 
 
We thank you in advance for your support and look forward to working with you. 
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