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CONVENERS GROUP 
 

AGENDA 
 

1st Meeting, 2016 (Session 5) 
 

Thursday 15 September 2016 
 
The Group will meet at 1:00pm in Q1.04. 
 
1. Review of the Budget Process 
 
2. Correspondence from the Presiding Officer regarding Visitor Code of Conduct 

 
3. Committees meeting at the same time as the Chamber 
 
4. Meeting with the First Minister 
 
5. Business Planning Day 

 
6. Publication scheme – consideration of any exempt papers 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Susan Duffy  
Clerk to the Conveners Group  

Room T3.41 
Scottish Parliament  

Edinburgh 
Tel: 0131 348 5201 

Email: susan.duffy@parliament.scot 
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The papers for this meeting are as follows— 
 
1 Review of the Budget Process CG/S5/16/1/1 

2 Correspondence from the Presiding Officer regarding Visitor  CG/S5/16/1/2 
Code of Conduct   

3 Committees meeting at the same time as the Chamber CG/S5/16/1/3 

4 Meeting with the First Minister CG/S5/16/1/4 

5 Business Planning Day CG/S5/16/1/5 
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Tri-partite Budget Process Review Group 

Introduction 

1. The purpose of this note is to update Conveners on the recently established Tri-
partite Budget Process Review Group.  

Purpose 

2. At its meeting on 7 September 2016, the Finance Committee agreed the remit 
and membership of a tripartite Budget Review Group which has been set up to 
consider the impact of the devolution of fiscal powers upon the Scottish Parliament. 

3. Details of the Group’s remit, membership, work programme and timetable are 
set out at the Annexe to this note. 

Stages of the Review 

4. The Review will consist of two stages: 

 Stage 1will assess the likely impact of the increased level of responsibility  
arising from the new powers to the effectiveness of the existing budget 
process. This Stage will also include a review of the Draft Budget 2017-18 
process. 
 

 Stage 2 will seek to devise a revised budget process which addresses the 
increased level of responsibility  within the context of the FIAG principles 

Outcomes 

5.   It is expected that Stage 1 will be completed by the end of February 2017 and 
Stage 2 by the end of May 2017. The Group will report its findings from each Stage 
for consideration and agreement by the Cabinet Secretary for Finance and the 
Constitution and the Finance Committee. Subject to agreement at the first meeting of 
the Group on 29 September, it is expected that the Group will seek the views of 
subject committees as part of the review. 

6. The Committee will then report to the Parliament on any resulting changes to the 
Written Agreement and Standing Orders. 

 Conclusion 

6.  The Conveners Group is asked to note the establishment of the Tri-partite Budget 
Process Review Group, its remit, membership, work programme and timetable and 
that views of subject committees may be sought.   

Dr James Johnston 
Clerk to the Finance Committee 
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Annexe 

Tri-Partite Scottish Parliament Budget Process Review Group 

Remit 

“To carry out a fundamental review of the Scottish Parliament’s budget process 
following the devolution of further powers in the Scotland Act 2012 and Scotland Act 
2016.  To bring forward proposals for a revised budget process which are consistent 
as far as possible with the principles of the Financial Issues Advisory Group for 
consideration by the Finance Committee and the Cabinet Secretary for Finance and 
the Constitution. “  

Membership 

Scottish Parliament  

Dr Jim Johnston (Chair) Clerk, Finance Committee 

Dr Stephen Herbert  Senior Assistant Clerk, Finance Committee 

David Eiser   Adviser, Finance Committee 

Ross Burnside  Financial Scrutiny Unit 

 

Scottish Government  

John Nicholson   Deputy Director for Financial Scrutiny and Outcomes 

Aidan Grisewood  Deputy Director for Fiscal Responsibility 

Scott Mackay   Deputy Director for Finance Programme Management 

Simon Fuller Deputy Director for the Office of the Chief Economic 
Adviser 

External Experts  

 Caroline Gardner, Auditor General 
 Don Peebles, Head of CIPFA Scotland 
 Sean Neill, acting Chief Executive, Scottish Fiscal Commission  
 Professor James Mitchell, University of Edinburgh 
 Dame Sue Bruce, Consultant 
 Dr Angela O’Hagan, Glasgow Caledonian and Gender Budgeting expert 
 Elaine Lorimer, Chief Executive, Revenue Scotland 
 Professor Mike Danson, Heriot-Watt University  

 
Approach 

Stage 1: Assess the likely impact of the increased level of responsibility  to the 
effectiveness of the existing budget process arising from the new powers including 
the potential impact of: 
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 forecasting of tax receipts and demand-led social security spending; 
 the operation of the indexation mechanism; 
 the calculation of the adjustments to the block grant; 
 the reconciliation between tax receipt forecasts and outturn figures; 
 the UK Government’s Autumn Statement; 
 the availability of relevant outturn data; 
 associated revenue effects of tax change behaviours. 

(This Stage should include a review of the Draft Budget 2017-18 process.)  

Stage 2: Devise a revised budget process which addresses the increased level of 
responsibility  within the context of the FIAG principles: 

 Provide opportunities for the Parliament to comment on expenditure priorities 
and to influence the Executive’s preparation of Budgets; 

 Provide the opportunity for the public to have the opportunity to put their views 
to subject committees, as well as individual MSPs at an early stage in the 
process; 

 Provide sufficient time for the Parliament to consider and debate proposals 
fully; 

 Provide balance between the requirement for Parliamentary scrutiny and the 
needs of the Executive; 

 Provide some degree of certainty so that on-going activities can continue 
without prolonged uncertainty; 

 Provide an efficient mechanism to deliver motions to be debated by the 
Parliament; 

 Provide a meaningful role for subject committees and the Finance Committee; 
 Deliver timeous decisions on tax varying power and the Budget (as well as the 

interim spending approval and budget amendments); 
 Engages all MSPs; 
 Facilitates the Executive’s formulation of proposals; and 
 Provides for the right of amendment. 

 

Timetable  

 Stage 1 to be completed by end of February; 
 Stage 2 to be completed by end of May ;  
 Report findings to Ministers and Finance Committee  for agreement before 

Summer recess; 
 Plenary debate in the Chamber on agreed changes to the Written Agreement 

in early September; 
 Write to the Standards, Procedures and Public Appointments Committee with 

recommendations for any associated changes to the Standing Orders before 
Summer recess.  
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Committees meeting at the same time as the Chamber 
 

Introduction 

1.   At its informal meeting on 28 June 2016, the issue of committees meeting at the 
same time as the chamber was raised. This paper gives some background to the 
issue and asks how the Group would like to take the issue forward. 

Background 

2. The issue of committees meeting at the same time as the chamber was 
considered by the previous Standards, Procedures and Public Appointments 
Committee (SPPA) as part of its inquiry into the remodelling of the Parliamentary 
week. 

3. The Committee concluded that it did not generally favour committees meeting at 
the same time as the Chamber because it was concerned that the Parliament didn’t 
have the necessary number of members to ensure committees and the Chamber 
could be well attended simultaneously.  However, the Committee wanted to provide 
some flexibility (albeit this should be seen as the exception rather than the norm) 

4. Therefore, Standing Orders were changed to say that a committee meeting 
could be held at the same time as the Chamber if the Bureau agreed to a request 
from the relevant committee and this was subsequently agreed to by Parliament as a 
whole. 

5. When the SPPA committee conducted a review of the reforms, the previous 
Conveners Group raised concerns that the revised sitting patterns had caused some 
difficulties for committees, particularly those sitting on a Thursday morning. It went 
on to cite the example of a committee which had to close a meeting at a crucial point 
when considering a draft report, because it would not have been possible to get the 
necessary approvals to continue. The Group suggested that the SPPA Committee 
should investigate possible mechanisms to allow more flexibility. 

6. The SPPA committee responded to this as follows:  

“The Committee has now looked carefully at these rules, taking into account in 
particular the experience of the Justice Sub-Committee on Policing, the only 
committee to date to have taken advantage of the rule changes made in 2013.  

In reviewing the rules, we also sought information from committee clerks about 
occasions when committees might have wanted more flexibility to overlap with 
plenary meetings.    

Committees who meet on a Tuesday or Wednesday generally seem to have no 
difficult completing business well before plenary begins in the afternoon.  While we 
note the constraints for committees meeting on a Thursday morning, the nature of 
the following business makes it very unlikely that these committees would be able to 
or want to continue their meetings during plenary time on a Thursday morning.  
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Overall, we have therefore concluded that there is not enough evidence for us to 
propose changes to the rules.  However, this is something we can keep under review 
and consider again in future if it proves necessary.” 

Conclusion 

10.  In the previous session, four committees met on a Thursday morning – 
Devolution (Further Powers), Equal Opportunities, European and External Relations, 
and SPPA. 

11.  Due to the need to avoid membership clashes, there are now six committees 
scheduled to meet on a Thursday (Equal Opportunities, European and External 
Relations, Public Audit, Public Petitions, Social Security, SPPA). 

12.  Given this change in circumstance, the Group may wish to consider writing to 
the SPPA committee to review the situation.  However, as there have only been one 
or two committee meetings this session, the Group may wish to have a further 
discussion in a few months’ time before submitting a request to the SPPA 
committee. 

  Susan Duffy 

Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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Meeting with the First Minister 

 

Introduction 

1.   The Group had initial discussions on the issue of holding a meeting with the First 
Minister at its informal gathering on 28 June 2016.  This paper seeks Conveners’ 
views on whether to continue to hold such meetings and if so, the format they should 
take. 

Background 

2.   The previous Conveners Group held three public sessions with the First Minister 
to ask questions about the Programme for Government from a committee 
perspective. 

3.   As the Group’s legacy report notes, the Group wanted to hold these sessions to 
raise the profile not only of committees, but of Conveners Group itself. 

4.  The Group recognised that while committees of course take evidence from 
Cabinet Secretaries and Ministers on a regular basis (and even on occasion from the 
First Minister), these meetings were important because they allowed the Group, 
which represents the parliament’s Committees, to draw on the work of the 
Committees to question the First Minister on the Scottish Government’s overall 
legislative programme. They believed the session also provided an opportunity to 
highlight the work being taken forward by Committees in a number of areas. 

5.   The Group recommended that its successor continue to hold meetings with the 
First Minister.  It deliberately did not make any recommendations on the most 
appropriate format as there were differing views about what would be most 
appropriate and effective.   

Format 

6. The previous sessions all followed a broadly similar format.  Each convener had 
the opportunity to question the First Minister about something in the Programme for 
Government that was relevant to their Committee and, if time allowed, other 
conveners were brought in for a supplementary question.  The sessions with the 
current First Minister have lasted 90 minutes. 

7. The Deputy Presiding Officer indicated at the informal gathering that should a 
session with the First Minister take place she would like to deal with issues on a 
more thematic basis.  For example, through liaising with Conveners, identifying any 
common themes or issues and structuring the discussion around those. 

Conclusion 

8. The Group is asked to consider whether it wishes to hold a session with the First 
Minister.  If so, it is suggested this could be held in October to allow time for 
Conveners to liaise with their Committees over the Programme for Government. 
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  Susan Duffy 
Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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Business Planning Day 

 
Introduction 

1.   While it is common practice for committees to have a business planning day at 
the beginning of each Parliamentary session, the Conveners Group has never done 
this.  This paper seeks agreement on whether to have a business planning day for 
the Group in the October recess. 

Purpose 

2. The purpose of the meeting would be two-fold.  The first would be to allow the 
Group to establish relationships and working practices.  As Conveners Group 
generally meets monthly for a relatively short period of time it does not have the 
same opportunities to do this on a regular basis as do committees. 

3. The second purpose would be to discuss how Conveners Group wants to see its 
role and what the focus for its future activities should be. 

Conveners Group Remit 

4.   The functions of the Conveners Group set out in Standing Orders are as follows: 

“a) to consider and make recommendations in connection with the operation of 
committees;  

(b) to report to and be consulted by the Parliamentary Bureau on questions 
regarding competence under Rule 6.13;  

(c) to report to and be consulted by the Parliamentary Bureau on any decision on 
joint consideration by committees under Rule 6.14;  

(d) to decide with the Parliamentary Bureau on the approval of the place in 
Scotland of a committee meeting in accordance with Rule 12.3.2;  

(e) to decide with the Parliamentary Bureau on the approval of travel by a 
committee member outwith the United Kingdom in accordance with Rule 12.10; 
and  

(f) to refer matters to the Parliamentary Bureau, a committee or the 
Parliamentary corporation where it considers it appropriate to do so.” 

5.   In practice, this means that Conveners Group routinely has to approve requests 
for committees to hold formal meetings outside Edinburgh and requests for 
committees to travel outwith the UK.  It also regularly considers bids from 
committees to hold debates in the Chamber. 

6.   Other than that and dealing with any correspondence or issues referred to it, the 
Group has a great deal of flexibility in how it wishes to approach its first function – to 
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consider and make recommendations in connection with the operation of 
committees.  

7.   The previous Group agreed to adopt what was called a ‘Programme for Change’ 
– designed to encourage and support improvements to the way that committee 
business was conducted.  It produced a legacy paper which reflected on the 
initiatives that took place and made recommendations as to how its successor might 
want to build on this.  

8.  If the Group decides to hold a business planning day, this legacy paper could 
provide a structure for the discussion.  There are recommendations in relation to: 

 committee engagement 
 strategic priorities for committees (this could allow a discussion of priorities 

that have been agreed at individual committee business planning days) 
 how best to publicise the work of committees 
 joint working (both between Scottish Parliament committees and with 

committees from other legislatures) 
 the format and content of committee reports and of committee annual reports 
 CPD programme for members 

Conclusion 

9.   The Group is asked to agree whether to hold a business planning day during the 
October recess. 

 

Susan Duffy 
Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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