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CONVENERS GROUP AGENDA 

5th Meeting, 2020 (Session 5) 

Wednesday 11 November 2020 

The Group will meet at 1.00pm in Committee Room 2 

1. Minutes of previous meeting

2. Resilience of the Scottish Parliament’s practices and procedures – The Group will
discuss a paper from the Standards, Procedures and Public Appointments
Committee.

3. Covid 19:The Convener will update the Group on recent discussions at the
Parliamentary Bureau on parliamentary scrutiny of Covid-19.

4. Committee business in the Chamber.
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Room T4.61 
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The following papers are attached for this meeting: 

1 Minute of previous meeting 30 September  CG/S5/20/4/M 

2 Resilience of the Scottish Parliament’s practices and procedures     CG/S5/20/05/1 

3 Committee business in the Chamber                                                 CG/S5/20/05/2 



CG/S5/20/04/M 

Conveners Group Minutes of Proceedings 

 4th Meeting, 2020 (Session 5) 

Wednesday 30 September 2020 

Present: 

Christine Grahame (Convener) Lewis Macdonald 
Clare Adamson Ruth Maguire 
Bill Bowman  Gillian Martin 
Donald Cameron Joan McAlpine 
Bruce Crawford Edward Mountain 
Bob Doris Anas Sarwar 
James Dornan  Adam Tomkins 
Bill Kidd 
Johann Lamont 
Gordon Lindhurst 

Also in attendance for Item 2: Graeme Dey, Minister for Parliamentary Business and Veterans 

1. Draft Minutes of 4 June 2020

The Group agreed the minutes of the 4 June meeting.

2. Committees’ work programmes

The Group discussed areas of mutual interest in relation to the work programmes for their
committees for the remainder of the parliamentary session. The Minister for Parliamentary
Business and Veterans responded to a range of issues, including scheduling of committee
business in the Chamber.

The Group also discussed committees’ experiences of inviting UK Ministers to provide oral
evidence. It was noted that it was a mixed picture and, also noted that the Economy, Energy
and Fair Work Committee had recently written to the UK and Scottish Governments on this
issue.  It was agreed that this topic would be discussed at a future meeting of the Group.

Action: Clerk to CG to collate different experiences across committees to inform discussion
at future meeting.

3. Conveners Group work programme

The practice is for the First Minister to give evidence to CG twice yearly.  Given current
circumstances with managing the Covid-19 pandemic, the Group agreed not to ask the First
Minister to give evidence on the Programme for Government.

The Committee agreed to consider its approach to legacy work at a future meeting.
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4. Update on Committee Business 
 
Further to its discussion of this issue as part of item 2, the Group noted the current position in 
relation to Committee business in the Chamber. The Group also noted further requests.  
 
Action:  Clerk to CG to collate requests from all committees for the remaining committee 
debate slots and to draw up a schedule in discussion with the office of the Minister for 
Parliamentary Business and Veterans.  
 

5. Committee operations  
 
Clare Adamson highlighted concerns about operations of the Education and Skills Committee 
as a result of capacity issues resulting from Covid-19 regulations.  
 
Action: Clerk to CG to discuss issues with the relevant clerking team.  
 
Date of Next Meeting: 4 November 2020 
 
 
 

 
Callum Thomson 

Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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Conveners’ Group 
 

5th Meeting, 2020, (Session 5) Wednesday, 4 November 2020 
 

Resilience of the Scottish Parliament’s practices and procedures 
 
Introduction 
 
1. The Convener of the Standards, Procedures and Public Appointments Committee 

wrote to the Group inviting a response to its inquiry on the resilience of the Scottish 
Parliament’s practices and procedures.  The letter is attached at Annexe A. 

 
2. This paper seeks to inform Conveners’ discussion, with a view to enabling the Group 

to submit a response.  
 
Inquiry on the resilience of the Scottish Parliament’s practices and procedures 
 
3. Following the introduction of “lockdown” provisions in late March 2020, the Scottish 

Parliament adapted its practices and procedures through the variation and suspension 
of some of the Rules in the Parliament’s Standing Orders.  Since April 2020, the 
Chamber and committees have met in a mix of virtual, hybrid and socially-distanced 
formats to ensure that parliamentary business continues.  
 

4. The inquiry seeks to evaluate those changes with a view to recommending permanent 
changes to Standing Orders to ensure that the Scottish Parliament can continue to 
function as effectively as possible in the context of the ongoing public health situation.  
The inquiry will also consider wider changes to the Parliament’s practices and 
procedures to promote the resilience of parliamentary business in the future. 

 
5. The Committee has also sought responses from the SPCB and Parliamentary Bureau.  

The closing date for responses is 9 November. 
 
Standing Order changes relating to committees 
 
6. The Standing Order changes which relate to committees are— 
 
Chapter 5 – Parliamentary Bureau and management of business (special cases of 
parliamentary business) 
• Rule 5.6.1(a), which provides for committee debates to be held on 12 half sitting days 

in each Parliamentary year, suspended.1   

                                                           
1 The Parliamentary Bureau has agreed that Rule 5.6.1 – which covers opposition party debates, 
members’ business as well as committee debates – should remain suspended to maintain the flexible 
approach to business planning for the duration of the Covid pandemic.  Conveners will be aware, 
however, that some business covered by these Rules has been scheduled. 
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Chapter 6 – Committees (Committee substitutes) 
• Rule 6.3A.1 was varied to allow a party represented by 2 or more members to 

nominate more than one substitute for a committee. 
• Rule 6.3A.2, which requires substitutes to be agreed by the Parliament on a motion of 

the Bureau, suspended. 
• Rule 6.3A.4 (first sentence), the limit that an MSP can only be a substitute for two 

committees, suspended.  
• Rule 6.3A.5 was varied to extend the circumstances in which a member ceases to be 

a committee substitute to reflect those members only nominated for the duration of 
the public response to the Novel Coronavirus. 

 
Chapter 11 – Decisions and voting (Committees) 
• Rule 11.8, which provides that voting in committee shall be by a show of hands unless 

a member of the committee requests a roll call vote, was varied to allow voting by a 
show of hands, a roll call or an electronic voting system (to be decided by the 
Convener at the start of a meeting). 

 
Chapter 12 – Committee procedure (Committee conveners; Committee meetings) 
• Rule 12.1.15 was varied to allow a committee substitute to take on a role of temporary 

convener. 
• Rule 12.3.2 was varied to allow a committee to meet wholly or partly remotely by video 

conference. 
 

7. The full list of Standing Order changes is set out here.   
 
Conveners’ Group consideration 
 
8. The changes to Standing Orders have been made on a temporary basis up to 24 

December 2020 and the Group’s view on whether any of these – or any other – 
changes should be made on a permanent basis is being sought.   
 

9. In considering the Group’s response, Conveners may wish to include consideration of 
what Standing Order changes may be necessary for the start of Session 6 (especially 
given the temporary nature of the current changes and assuming that some 
restrictions will still be in place in May 2021).  

 
10. Conveners may also wish to reflect on the broader implications if some of the current, 

temporary, Standing Order changes were made permanent.  At the heart of this issue 
is whether, in the long term and after the pandemic has passed, there is merit in the 
continuation of the virtual or hybrid formats.  Do these formats better enable the 
committees, and individual members, to carry out the Parliament’s core scrutiny 
function?  Conveners may wish to flag up to the SPPA Committee the need for a full 
understanding of other factors before taking any permanent decisions, including 
issues of resourcing, accessibility and consistency of application.  

 

https://www.parliament.scot/Parliamentaryprocedureandguidance/COVID19SOChangesSep.pdf
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11. Alternatively, conveners may wish to take a more provisional view, focusing more 
narrowly on the need for any changes simply to enable the Parliament to function 
while Covid restrictions are in place. In this circumstance, the question of permanent 
changes would be a matter for successor bodies in Session 6.   

 
12. One of the areas that has had to change in recent months is how committees 

undertake public engagement. A note reflecting on how the Committee Engagement 
Unit has adapted to the current restrictions is set out in Annexe B. 
 

For decision 
 
13. Conveners are invited to discuss the Group’s response to the SPPA Committee 

inquiry.  Conveners are also invited to delegate authority to the Chair of the Group to 
sign off a response. 

 
 



Annexe A 

 

 
 

Standards, Procedures and Public Appointments Committee 
 

Christine Grahame MSP 
Convener 
Conveners Group 
 
By email 

Room CG.07 
EDINBURGH 

EH99 1SP 
 

Tel (Clerk): 0131 348 5239 
e-mail: sppacommittee@parliament.scot 

 
14 October 2020 

 
Dear Christine, 

Standards Procedures and Public Appointments Committee inquiry into the 
resilience of the Scottish Parliament’s practices and procedures in relation to 
its business 

I am writing to you in relation to the inquiry that the SPPA Committee has recently 
launched into the resilience of the Scottish Parliament’s practices and procedures in 
relation to its business.  

The Committee would very much welcome the Conveners Group’s views on the issues 
included in the Committee’s call for views (attached an annexe) from the perspective 
of the Parliament’s committees.   

You will note that the inquiry deadline is 9 November. I recognise that this may be 
challenging in terms of the Conveners Group meeting pattern, but I would very much 
appreciate it if you were able to respond as closely as possible to that deadline. 

Yours sincerely 

 
Bill Kidd MSP 
Convener 
Standards, Procedures and Public Appointments Committee 
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Annexe – Standards, Procedures and Public Appointment Committee’s inquiry 
into the resilience of the Scottish Parliament’s practices and procedures 
 
About the inquiry 
 
The Scottish Parliament’s Standards, Procedures and Public Appointments 
Committee is seeking your views as part of its inquiry into the resilience of the Scottish 
Parliament’s procedures and practices in relation to its business. 
 
Following the introduction of “lockdown” provisions in late March 2020 in response to 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the Scottish Parliament has adapted its practices and 
procedures through the variation and suspension of some of the Rules in the 
Parliament’s Standing Orders. Since April 2020, the Chamber and Committees of the 
Parliament have met in a mix of virtual, hybrid and socially-distanced formats to ensure 
that parliamentary business continues.  
 
This inquiry seeks to evaluate those changes with a view to recommending permanent 
changes to Standing Orders to ensure that the Scottish Parliament can continue to 
function as effectively as possible in the context of the ongoing public health situation. 
The inquiry will also consider wider changes to the Parliament’s practices and 
procedures to promote the resilience of parliamentary business in the future 
 
Call for views 
 
The Scottish Parliament’s Standards, Procedures and Public Appointments 
Committee is seeking your views as part of its inquiry into the resilience of the Scottish 
Parliament’s procedures and practices in relation to its business. The Committee 
would welcome your views on how the Scottish Parliament has adapted its practices 
and procedures in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and how greater resilience 
could be ensured in the future through further changes to the Parliament’s practices 
and procedures.  
 
In response to the Novel coronavirus COVID-19, the Scottish Parliament agreed the 
suspension and variation of a number of Standing Order Rules. Details of these can 
be accessed on the Scottish Parliament’s Standing Orders' web page.  
 
In addition to any general comments on the way in which the Parliament has adapted 
and could further adapt its practices and procedures to make them more resilient, the 
Committee would welcome your views on the following issues: 
 

• The variations and suspensions that have been made to some of the Rules in 
Standing Orders and whether permanent effect should be given to any of these 
changes. 

• What can be learned from the capacity of the Parliament to scrutinise the 
Scottish Government and hold it to account in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

• How the COVID-19 pandemic and changes to the practices and procedures of 
the Parliament in relation to its business have impacted on the accessibility of 
the Parliament and the potential for the people of Scotland to engage with 
parliamentarians and the parliamentary decision-making process.  

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/17797.aspx
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• The new practices that the Parliament has adopted in relation to its business 
through the establishment of virtual and hybrid meetings of the Chamber and 
Committees and whether consideration should be given to continuing any of 
these practices.  

• The flexibility of the Parliament to adapt its procedures, particularly whether 
there should be a provision to allow for wider temporary changes to Standing 
Orders. 

• Any equalities issues relating to the changes to the practices and procedures 
of the Parliament in relation to its business.  

 
How to submit your views 
Your response does not need to cover all the issues specified and can just focus on 
those that are relevant to you or your organisation. You are also welcome to provide 
other information that you feel would be relevant. Please limit your response to no 
more than four sides of A4. 
The call for written views will close on MONDAY 9 NOVEMBER 2020. 
Before making a submission, please read our privacy notice about submitting your 
views to a Committee. This tells you about how we process your personal information. 
Please note that in most cases your written submission will be published on the 
Scottish Parliament’s website and may be quoted in the Committee’s report or 
in Committee meetings (which are public and broadcast). 
Written responses should be sent electronically in Word format (not PDF) to the 
following address: SPPACommittee@parliament.scot 
 
We encourage members of underrepresented groups to submit evidence. We also 
welcome written views in English, Gaelic, Scots or any other language. Due to the time 
required to process and analyse evidence, late submissions will only be accepted with 
the agreement of the Committee.  
 
Please also note that submissions with defamatory content, references to ongoing 
court cases or third parties’ personal information will not be published online. 
 
 

https://www.parliament.scot/Privacy-Notice/CommitteeOfficeEvidenceSubmissionv4.pdf
mailto:SPPACommittee@parliament.scot
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Committee engagement during the Covid pandemic 
 
In light of the suspension of face to face public engagement the Committee 
Engagement Unit and Community Outreach Team worked creatively to ensure that 
the Parliament was still able to hear a wide a range of views to inform Committee 
scrutiny. We heard from a wide range of groups and individuals including: Island, 
rural and urban communities; older and younger people; people with learning and or 
physical disabilities; individuals and families who are socially and/or economically 
excluded and people who are shielding. 
 
Since March we have supported 1462 people to engage with Committee work via 34 
community meetings (focus groups, workshops etc), 6 online consultations, 11 
parliamentary awareness sessions and 1 postcard consultation. 
 
Digital solutions, however, can also create barriers for sections of society without 
digital access or with additional support needs so we have worked with community 
partners to overcome this. Examples of this include 
 

• Teleconference with visually impaired adults as part of the Equalities and 
Human rights Committee’s COVID inquiry 

• Delivery of a resource pack to allow community groups to carry out their own 
consultation on the Green Recovery and submit responses to ECCLR via 
postcard 

 
We have been in regular contact with Scotland’s 32 Third Sector Interfaces who 
have not only circulated information for us but in many cases have helped facilitate 
sessions and at times given evidence directly to Committees. 
 
Digital solutions have allowed a wider geographic spread of participants to take part 
in focus groups with Committee Members, something that has been received 
positively by participants. We supported the Economy, Energy and Fair Work 
Committee to hear from young people from as far North as Orkney as part of their 
COVID-19 inquiry and the Health and Sport Committee to speak to adults in receipt 
of care from as far South as Dumfries and Galloway.  
 
We support the Digital Engagement Tools Team (DETT) (a cross office coordinating 
the development of our digital participation efforts) with their work to test, assess and 
implement digital engagement solutions that will benefit the Parliament during this 
period and into the future.  
 
The ongoing transition to Citizen Space for the collection of written submissions has 
resulted in an increase in individuals submitting views to Committees in a manner 
considered by respondents to be ‘easy to use’ and is considered ‘a good way to get 
involved in the work of Parliament’.   
 
DETT has also been testing discussion platform Your Priorities which has resulted in 
more diverse engagement from people who may not submit formal written 
submissions to Committees.  
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Although face to face engagement is not possible the team have carried out 
research into remote engagement techniques including methods to deliver 
deliberative engagement via remote video calls and asynchronous activities.   
 
We have also continued to engage with our participation network. The Participation 
Network brings together the Scottish Parliament’s engagement teams with 
professionals from across Scotland to share ideas and discuss public engagement 
and participation. Since March we have run two online meetings with the 
Participation Network, with invited speakers and facilitated discussions in small 
groups. Meeting topics were ‘Developing participation with socio- economically 
deprived people’ and ‘The legacy of Covid-19 and its impact on engagement’. 
Another meeting on how to widen participation is scheduled for November. 
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CONVENERS GROUP 

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 are competing 
bids for the number of available slots. This paper sets out, for the Group to note, 
the position on debates which already taken place, as well as requests received 
for those debates which have still to take place or be scheduled. 

3. Due to the pandemic, there is less than usual Chamber time available and 
business can change at a moments notice due to the rescheduling of debates to 
accommodate Covid-related business. The Chamber debates for this year 
resumed in October 2020 and officials are working with the Minister for 
Parliamentary Business and Veteran’s office to try and accommodate as many of 
the requests below as possible. Officials will continue to do this, but where there 
are scheduling issues which cannot be resolved, these may be brought to a future 
Conveners Group meeting for further discussion.   

Committee debates which have taken place 

Committee Topic and Description Date 
Economy, Energy and 
Fair Work 

Energy Inquiry 27 October 

Culture, Tourism, 
Europe and External 
Affairs 

Arts Funding  3 November 

 
Debates requests  

4. The following debates have been requested.  

Committee Topic and Description Preferred 
timing 

Equalities and Human 
Rights  

Valuing the Third Sector (deferred 
from last year) 

1 December 
(tbc) 

Public Petitions  Mental health support for young 
people in Scotland  

December (tbc) 
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Public Petitions Improving youth football tbc 

Health and Sport  Medicines Inquiry December (tbc) 

Finance and 
Constitution  

Parliament’s evolving scrutiny 
function 

Week 
Commencing 7 
December (tbc)  

Environment, Climate 
Change and Land 

Reform 

Green recovery - possibly as a 
joint debate with other 
committees 

January (tbc) 

Rural Economy and 
Connectivity  

Ferries January (tbc)  

Social Security  The role of Scottish social security 
in Covi-19 recovery 

February (tbc) 

Environment, Climate 
Change and Land 

Reform 

Climate Change Plan update  early to mid-
March (tbc) 

Committee wide CG led 
debate 

Work across Committees February/March 
(tbc) 

 

Callum Thomson 
Group Head of Scrutiny 
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