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3rd Meeting, 2016 (Session 5) 

Thursday 24 November 2016 

The Group will meet at 1:00pm in Q1.04 
 

1. Minutes of previous meeting 
 

2. Review of meeting with the First Minister 
 

3. Issues from the legacy paper – Quarterly Report 
 

4. Public Audit and Post-Legislative Scrutiny Committee request to travel 
 

5. Provision of materials to Committees by the Scottish Government 
 

6. Publication scheme – consideration of any exempt papers 
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The following papers are attached for this meeting: 

1 Draft minutes of 27 October 2016 CG/S5/16/2/M 

2 Review of meeting with First Minister CG/S5/16/3/1 

3 Quarterly Reports CG/S5/16/3/2 

4 PAPLS Committee request to travel CG/S5/16/3/3 

5 Provision of materials to Committees by the Scottish Government CG/S5/16/3/4 
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Conveners Group Minutes of Proceedings 
 

2nd Meeting, 2016 (Session 5) 

Thursday 27 October 2016 

Present: 

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

1. Draft Minutes of 15 September Meeting 
 
The Group agreed the minutes of the 15 September meeting and noted that it agreed a 
request by the Finance and Constitution Committee for a Chamber Debate by 
correspondence. 
 

2. Cross-cutting committee scrutiny 
 
The Group discussed how committees can work together on issues which potentially fall into 
more than one committee’s remit.  
 

3. Attendance of Deputy Conveners 
 
The Group agreed that deputy conveners could be invited to attend Conveners Group 
meetings, when the convener was unable to attend and the Group would be discussing an 
agenda item of particular significance to that committee, subject to the approval of the 
appropriate convener and the chair of the Conveners Group. 
 

4. Informal Session 
 
The Group agreed to hold an informal session to discuss the role of conveners in January.  
 

5. Consideration of previous Conveners Group legacy report 
 
The Group discussed which aspects of the ‘Programme for change’, set out in the Session 4 
Convener Group’s legacy paper, to take forward for further discussion in Session 5. The 
Group agreed to consider further papers on individual aspects of the legacy paper at future 
meetings. 
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6. Meetings with the First Minister 
 
The Group discussed the forthcoming meeting with the First Minister on 16 November at 
12.30 pm in Committee Room 2. 
 

7. Publication scheme – consideration of any exempt papers 
 
The Group agreed that papers CG/S5/16/1/M, CG/S5/16/2/1, CG/S5/16/2/2, CG/S5/16/2/3 
and CG/S5/16/2/4 should be published. 
  
 

 
Susan Duffy 

Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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MEETING WITH THE FIRST MINISTER 

 

 
1. The Group agreed to use the same format as previous sessions for the 
meeting with the First Minister but to review this, following the session. 
 
2. When the Group previously discussed this issue, a question was raised about 
how such sessions are structured in other legislatures.  SPICe undertook some 
research for the previous Conveners Group and this is attached as an annexe. 
 
3. The Group is invited to discuss structure and timing of any future meetings 
with the First Minister. 

 
 
 

Susan Duffy 

Clerk to the Conveners Group  
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ANNEXE 

EXAMPLES OF PARLIAMENTARY SCRUTINY OF HEADS OF 
GOVERNMENT 

The legislatures in the United Kingdom appear to be unique in holding their prime 
minister/first ministers to account in ways other than question time on the floor of 
the chamber. 

A quick survey of legislatures outwith the UK has not identified any innovations and 
it appears to be unusual for Prime Ministers to be questioned by committees or 
groups of committee chairs. If asked to appear before committees Prime Ministers 
in other countries will usually argue that it is more appropriate for specific 
government ministers to answer questions on government policy and the work of 
their departments. 

In the UK, given its unique set-up, the Northern Ireland Assembly immediately had 
a Committee of the Centre, which supported and scrutinised the Office of the First 
Minister and Deputy First Minister.  

The next legislature to introduce a new form of prime ministerial accountability was 
the House of Commons. This move was precipitated by a growing concern about 
the dwindling role of parliament in government accountability and the growing 
absence of Prime Ministers in the chamber. 

UK HOUSE OF COMMONS  

Prime ministerial accountability 

The post of Prime Minister is not formally accountable to Parliament. The Prime 
Minister’s leadership role is not set out in constitutional text or legislation, it comes 
from convention. The Prime Ministers are therefore able to shape the rules as they 
see fit. Consequently, the status of the Prime Minister (PM) within the chain of 
delegation and accountability can be seen as problematic. There is no Westminster 
equivalent of the Scottish ratification of the leader and cabinet so the PM remains in 
place only for as long as they maintain the confidence of the House of Commons. 
The PM decides how often, and when, to appear before Parliament, therefore, the 
degree of accountability they are subject to is in their own gift. This complex 
accountability relationship between the Prime Minister and Parliament is 
fundamentally fluid. The Prime Minister has no department with formal 
accountability to Parliament, and appears in the House largely by convention 
(answering parliamentary questions, making statements, making formal speeches 
and intervening in debates). 

Liaison Committee scrutiny of the PM 

In 1999, the Hansard Society set up a Commission on Parliamentary Scrutiny. The 
Commission published its report, The challenge for Parliament: making government 
accountable, in 2001. 
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The Commission found that an important task for Parliament was to bolster the 
accountability to its committees of the emerging Prime Minister's department, which 
the Commission saw as becoming increasingly important in determining policy 
across a range of government departments.  

The report noted that attempts, by the Committee on Public Administration (CPA) – 
which was responsible for scrutinising the work of the Cabinet Office – to get the 
Prime Minister to appear before it, in 1999-2000, had been unsuccessful. This 
meant that the work of the Prime Minster (PM) and the No 10 policy unit was not 
being fully scrutinised. 

To rectify this lack of scrutiny the CPA recommended that the PM should appear 
before the Liaison Committee once or twice a year. 

The Commission agreed with the CPA recommendation and suggested that the 
Prime Minister should appear before a select committee on an annual basis to 
account for the work of government. It thought that the most appropriate time was 
once a year to give evidence on the Government’s annual report. 

Liaison Committee evidence sessions 

In 2002, the PM, Tony Blair, agreed to appear twice a year before the Liaison 
Committee –which comprises the chairs of the House of Commons select 
committees – to answer questions on policy matters. This formal scrutiny function 
has now operated for thirteen years, covering three Prime Ministers.  

The Committee, as a result of its early experiences, has narrowed the number of 
topics covered and the number of questioners, and increased the appearances to 
three sessions a year. Primarily, the sessions are seen as a way to challenge the 
PM on the Government’s record in a less partisan manner than weekly PM 
question time. The sessions are generally thought to be informative exchanges on 
broad government strategy and contemporary issues, which provide for far more 
detailed prime ministerial justification of policy decision making. When it 
investigated  the Hansard Society learnt that the public found these sessions 
positive, but knew little about them. In its 2014 report, Role and powers of the 
Prime Minister, the Political and Constitutional Reform Committee determined that: 

“The Liaison Committee has the potential to be a very effective mechanism by 
which Parliament can hold the Prime Minister to account. […]. The fewer the topics, 
and the questioners, the more in depth and serious the scrutiny will become - a 
welcome balance to the superficial nature of Prime Minister’s Questions.” 

In its March 2015 legacy paper the Liaison Committee noted that it believed that a 
number of changes made to its sessions with the Prime Minister had rendered the 
Committee more effective in holding the Government to account.  

The changes were: 

 three meetings a year for 90 minutes each (instead of two for two and a half 
hours).  
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 focusing on only two subjects for each meeting and concentrating on areas 
where the Prime Minister makes a difference within government. (See Annex A for 
all the topics covered in 2010-15 Parliament) 

 limiting the number of Members taking part at each meeting to about 8 to 12 
the normal size of a select committee oral evidence session—instead of the full 
committee of 30+ (the two meetings that have taken place in this parliamentary 
session have comprised 14 or 15 chairs).  

 extending the Committee’s reach by also taking oral evidence on one 
occasion from the Deputy Prime Minister.  

Funded research on Prime Ministerial accountability to Parliament 

Mark Bennister (Canterbury Christ Church) and Alix Kelso (Southampton) have 
been awarded research funding from the Nuffield Foundation to analyse the Prime 
Minister’s appearances before the House of Commons Liaison Committee 

The academics believed that in many respects the Liaison Committee is ideally 
suited to conduct scrutiny of the PM as:  

“The chairs of the departmental select committees have, since 2010, been elected 
by the whole House of Commons, giving enhanced legitimacy and autonomy. 
Being able to draw on the prior policy knowledge of the chair of any of the relevant 
select committees can help to redress the resource asymmetries between 
parliament and the executive. It constitutes a considerable repository of 
parliamentary leadership capacity.” 

The research project will examine this example of executive scrutiny seeking to 
deliver useful insights. It will look at: 

 the goals of those participating in the scrutiny sessions 

 what the goals say about the nature of parliamentary scrutiny. 

The project will combine detailed empirical analysis, interviews with participants, 
and comparative study, and hopes to add to the understanding of executive 
accountability, political leadership, and parliamentary development. 

At present the academics are not aware of similar forms of scrutiny in other 
legislatures so one aspect of the comparative study will be to try to identify any 
examples of similar scrutiny in overseas legislatures. 

 

NATIONAL ASSEMBLY FOR WALES 

The Committee for the Scrutiny of the First Minister was established on 2 May 2012 
with a remit to scrutinise the First Minister on any matter relevant to the exercise of 
the functions of the Welsh Government. 
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In this session of the Assembly, the Committee agreed to meet in public once 
during each Assembly term and in different locations around Wales where possible.  
It agreed to take a strategic approach and to focus on areas related to the First 
Minister’s specific portfolio responsibilities or his leadership role for the Welsh 
Government.   

On 18 November, the Committee held a meeting to scrutinise the First Minister on 
the Welsh Government’s programme for government with an opportunity during the 
latter part of the meeting for Members to ask the First Minister about topical 
issues.   

 

NORTHERN IRELAND ASSEMBLY 

The situation in Northern Ireland is quite different and the Committee for the 
Executive Office has a very different role. 

The Committee (originally called the Committee of the Centre, then the Committee 
for the Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister) is a Statutory 
Committee established in accordance with paragraphs 8 and 9 of the Belfast 
Agreement, Section 29 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 and under Assembly 
Standing Order 48. The Committee was established to advise and assist the First 
Minister and the deputy First Minister on matters within their responsibilities as 
Ministers. 

The Committee has a scrutiny, policy development and consultation role with 
respect to the Office of the FM and deputy FM and has a key role in the 
consideration and development of legislation. 
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 QUARTERLY REPORTS  

 
Background 

 

1. In the previous session, it was agreed that regular reports should be produced 
which would seek to demonstrate the impact of the previous Conveners Group’s 
“Programme for Change” on committee effectiveness.  Reports were produced 
quarterly and focussed on inquiry work undertaken by committees, topical events 
and public engagement. 
 
2. The previous Group thought these reports were not only useful for monitoring 
committee activity but also for publicising the breadth of work carried out by 
committees and highlighting some good work that often goes unnoticed in the media. 
 
3. Examples of Quarterly Reports can be accessed here. 
 
Report format 

 

4. Increasingly, these reports detailed the impact and outcomes of particular 
pieces of work and if this Group agreed to continue to produce such reports, we 
could build on this to further demonstrate committee effectiveness. 
 
5. While it is never easy to capture outcomes, particularly as some may not 
become evident until much later, reports could be structured around some key 
questions and themes.  For example: 
 

 What actions or changes have happened as a consequence of the work of the 
Committee? 

 
 What have been the main successes and lessons learned by the Committee? 

 
 What has been the impact of any public engagement work? 

 
Publicising reports 

 

6. Last session, these Quarterly Reports were published on the Conveners 
Group page of the Parliament’s website.  We could continue to do this, but in 
addition we could look at pushing the reports out through twitter and facebook.  We 
would also need to look at how to make reports more visually appealing and easy to 
use. 
 
Conclusion 

 

7. The Group is asked to consider: 
 

 Whether to continue to produce Quarterly Reports 
 If so, whether officials should produce a mock-up based on the suggested key 

questions/themes? 
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 Whether the reports should be publicised via social media 
 

Susan Duffy 

Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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PUBLIC AUDIT AND POST-LEGISLATIVE SCRUTINY COMMITTEE REQUEST 
FOR APPROVAL FOR TRAVEL AND EXPENSES FOR COMMITTEE MEETING IN 

DUNDEE 
 
Background 
 
1. The Public Audit and Post-legislative Scrutiny Committee is currently 
considering a report by the Auditor General for Scotland on the financial 
management of NHS Tayside (the 2015/16 audit of NHS Tayside). The Committee 
agreed at its meeting on 3 November 2016 to take oral evidence from NHS Tayside 
on the report and – given its geographic focus – to seek approval to meet in Dundee. 
 
2. The Committee therefore asks the Conveners Group to approve its request to 
hold a formal committee meeting in Dundee on Thursday 15 December 2016.   
 
3. It is expected that all seven committee members will attend the meeting, along 
with three members of the clerking team. Support will also be provided by colleagues 
from the Official Report, Broadcasting, Security, Outreach and the Media Relations 
Office. 
 
4. The anticipated costs of the external meeting for Committee Office are set out 
below. There will be some additional costs for other offices such as those listed 
above, which have also been listed in the appendix. 
 
Justification 
 
5. The Auditor General’s report highlights the significant challenges NHS Tayside 
faces in meeting its financial targets and follows on from a similarly critical report last 
year. There is likely to be considerable public interest in the report, given the 
possible implications for the health board’s ongoing provision of services and staff 
retention.  
 
6. At the proposed committee meeting, the focus will be on taking evidence from 
senior officials at NHS Tayside although Members also consider that it will be vital to 
speak to local users of health services and trade unions. Given this context, 
members agreed to investigate the possibility of meeting in Tayside so that as many 
interested parties as possible could observe the Committee’s investigations. 
 
7. If agreed, this will be the first external meeting held by the Public Audit 
Committee in the current parliamentary session. Its predecessor committee held an 
external meeting in Inverness on an Auditor General for Scotland (AGS) report 
regarding NHS Highland’s finances in February 2015. This external meeting 
attracted significant local media attention, informed the Committee’s eventual report 
and brought the work of Parliament into the communities affected by the AGS report. 
 
Practical arrangements  
 
8. Dundee City Council’s Chambers have been provisionally booked as the venue 
for the meeting. The Chambers are in the city centre and are a well-known civic 
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space. The venue is easy to get to on foot -  5 minutes’ walk from the train station - 
and by public transport, negating the need for taxis. 
 
9. In contrast to private hire venues, Dundee City Chambers are providing the use 
of the venue, and some catering for Members and staff, for free, which has reduced 
the cost of the meeting. 
 
10. Work is currently underway with the Parliament’s outreach services to identify 
local patients’ groups, who will contribute to the formal committee meeting. 
 
11. The Committee was unable to find a Monday or Friday meeting date in the near 
future that suited all Members. Given these difficulties, and the need for this meeting 
to take place before the Christmas break to ensure that the session is timely, the 
proposed meeting would take place on a Thursday morning when the Committee 
usually meets. Travel plans will be arranged so as not to cause minimal disruption to 
Members’ other parliamentary commitments. 
 
12. Meeting on a business day will require the use of agency staff and external 
contractors respectively by the Official Report and Broadcasting. This will result in 
approximately £500 of costs for the Official Report and £1040 for Broadcasting as 
well as some additional costs for travel and accommodation.  
 
13. The Committee’s meeting will finish before business in the Chamber begins at 
11.40am that day, and Members will have time to return to the Parliament ahead of 
the afternoon business beginning at 2pm. Members are aware of this and have also 
been made aware of the need to ensure that they do not lodge bids for General 
Questions or First Minister’s Questions that day. 
 
14. To ensure that members and the clerking team are at the venue in time for the 
morning Committee meeting, and to minimise the possibility of delays caused by bad 
weather or transport difficulties, it will be necessary for some Members and Clerks to 
travel to Dundee on the Wednesday and stay overnight.  
 
Decision 
 
15. The Conveners Group is invited to approve the anticipated costs. 
 
 

Public Audit and Post-legislative Scrutiny Committee 
November 2016 
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Public Audit Committee – Committee meeting in Dundee, 14-15 December 
2016 
  
Estimated costs 
 

 

Travel costs  
 
3 members and 2 clerks @ private car mileage rate (it is 
anticipated that members will need to take their own vehicles to 
travel back to Edinburgh at the close of committee business on 15 
December), 5 people (4 members and 1 clerk) train travel.   

 

Car travel (3 members and 2 clerks) =£10 £283.50 
Train travel (4 members and 1 clerk)  £167.50 
Parking in Dundee (5 cars) £27.50 
 =£478.50 
Accommodation Costs  
 
Wednesday 14 December 2015 
 

 

6 people (4  members and 2 clerks) – one night’s accommodation 
(dinner, bed & breakfast) at the Malmaison Hotel (£90 p/p/p/n) 

=£540.00  

 
Venue hire 
 

 

Public Committee meeting 
  

 

Hire of venue for Committee meeting £0.00  

Catering and subsistence   
refreshments for Committee meeting provided as hospitality by 
Dundee City Chambers 
 

£0.00 

 
Additional staffing costs 
Official Report (use of agency staff) 
Broadcasting (use of external contractor) 
Travel/accommodation for additional staff  

 
 

£500.00 
£1040.00 
£500.00 

 
Sub-total =£3058.50 
10% contingency        
    

=£305.85 

TOTAL ESTIMATED COST                                                                           
 

=£3364.35 
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PROVISION OF MATERIAL TO COMMITTEES BY THE SCOTTISH 

GOVERNMENT 

 

Introduction 

 

1. At the Conveners Group meeting on 27 October, the Convener of the Rural 
Economy and Connectivity Committee raised a concern that the full version of a 
report on which a Minister was to be questioned at an evidence session had not 
been made available in advance to the Committee.  It was suggested that this issue 
should be brought back for a discussion at a future meeting.   
 
Background 

 
2. The REC Committee had made arrangements to take evidence from the 
Minister for Transport and the Islands on 26 October on a range of transport issues.  
One of the main issues to be discussed was the outcomes from the Scottish 
Government’s review of major rail infrastructure projects in Scotland.  The evidence 
session on this matter had been scheduled (through liaison with SG officials) to 
coincide with the conclusion of the Scottish Government’s work on this matter and 
the publication of its report.    

 
3. However, the Committee was only provided with a summary report and 
recommendations on 21 October under cover of a letter from the Minister for 
Transport and Islands, to be included with the papers for the Committee meeting.  
The full report was not published on the Transport Scotland website until after the 
REC Committee meeting had taken place, with the result that members did not have 
access to its full contents to inform their questioning of the Minister. 

 
4. This was brought up at the meeting on 26 October and the relevant exchange 
is set out below: 

 

“The Convener:  

Minister, I say at the outset that this meeting was set up with the expectation that 
the review of the major rail projects would be available to the committee. 
Fortunately, you have managed to give us the executive summary, but we have 
not been able to see the rest of the report, which I believe is to be published this 
afternoon. We also received correspondence from Network Rail as late as last 
night. We will ask questions based on the executive summary that you have 
provided, but in the knowledge that we are disappointed by not being able to 
consider the whole report. 
 
Humza Yousaf:  
I will address the convener’s point first, if I may. I will look into the reasons why 
the report was not given to you in advance. Once the committee does have the 
full report, I would be amenable to being called back. Indeed, if you write to me I 
will make sure that your questions are answered. The executive summary 
provides a good level of detail on what the full report has to say.” 
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5. The REC Committee also recently had cause to write to the Scottish 
Government following its failure to advise it of an announcement on 7 November of a 
review of the Crofting Commission governance arrangements. This was despite the 
fact that the Committee is currently conducting a short review of priorities for crofting 
law reform and was due to take evidence on this at its meeting on 9 November.   

 
6. The Convener has written to the Cabinet Secretary for the Rural Economy 
and Connectivity expressing concern that there was no notification of the Scottish 
Government’s review given to the Committee by way of a letter or email.  He has 
requested that, wherever possible, the Committee is formally advised of key Scottish 
Government announcements on key issues within his portfolio. 

 
7. The Cabinet Secretary responded to say that this was a case of conducting 
normal Government business and therefore, he saw no need to notify the committee.  
However, he would share the findings of the review when the final report becomes 
available. 
 
8. The Protocol between the Scottish Parliament and the Scottish Government 
states that— 

 
“Committee Liaison Officers and/or other relevant Scottish Government officials 
have a general responsibility to ensure that committee clerks are kept updated 
with significant developments in Scottish Government policy within the 
committee’s remit. This includes, for example, providing clerks with copies of 
relevant policy announcements, consultations and publications at the time that 
are made or issued. “ 

 

Conclusion 

 
9. The Group is invited to note the background and discuss whether it wishes to 
undertake any further work on this matter.  
 
 
 

Susan Duffy 

Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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