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CONVENERS GROUP 

AGENDA 

3rd Meeting, 2020 (Session 5) 

Thursday 4 June 2020 

The Group will meet via Teams at 12.30pm.  
 

1. Minutes of previous meeting 
 

2. Update on Committee Business – the Group will discuss committee business 
during the current public health response 
 

3. 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 following papers are attached for this meeting: 

1 Minute of previous meeting 15 April                                                 CG/S5/20/02/M 

2 Update on Committee business                                                        CG/S5/20/03/1 
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Conveners Group Minutes of Proceedings 

  2nd Meeting, 2020 (Session 5) 

Wednesday 15 April 2020 

Present: 

Ken Macintosh (Convener)  Lewis Macdonald 
Clare Adamson   Ruth Maguire 
Michelle Ballantyne   Gillian Martin 
Bill Bowman    Joan McAlpine 
Bruce Crawford   Margaret Mitchell 
Bob Doris    Edward Mountain 
James Dornan    Anas Sarwar 
Christine Grahame 
Johann Lamont    
                                
Apologies were received from: Bill Kidd 
 
1. Draft Minutes of 27 February 2020 

 
The Group agreed the minutes of the 27 February meeting.  
 

2. COVID 19 Scrutiny 
 
The Group considered the role of committees in response to COVID-19.  
 
Temporary COVID-19 Committee and options for current Committee scrutiny 
The Group agreed with a proposal to be considered by the Bureau that a temporary COVID-
19 Committee be established to scrutinise the operation of powers under the Coronavirus 
(Scotland) Act and the Coronavirus Act and any other legislation in relation to the response 
to COVID 19 as well as secondary legislation arising from the Coronavirus (Scotland) Actand 
any other legislation which may be required to deal with the response.    
 

The Group agreed that that the remit should be tightly drawn, focusing on any legislation as 
outlined above to avoid, as much as possible, any overlap with subject committees.  The 
Group’s view was that this committee should be seen as additional to existing scrutiny 
arrangements not a replacement. 
 
The Group was keen for subject committee conveners and/or reporters from subject 
committees to attend meetings of the COVID-19 committee where appropriate. 
 
The current proposal is to have a 5-member committee.  The Group thought that was likely to 
be too small.  No particular size was advocated, but the Group recognized the need for it to 
be manageable. 
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Proportionate Scrutiny 
The Group agreed that Committees should follow the following general principles in their 
approach to scrutiny:  
 
• Identify what scrutiny is time critical and what is medium to longer term;  
• Prioritise scrutiny that is time critical; and 
• The timing and level of such scrutiny should ensure Government accountability without 

unnecessarily diverting resources from the pandemic response. 

Options for committee meetings 
The Group agreed the following approach to committee meetings, taking into account 
current public health advice and practical and technical considerations: Committee business 
will be carried out remotely unless essential to meet in the Parliament; 

• As much as possible this will be on an informal and consensual basis using digital 
technology primarily (although broadcasting have set up technology to allow two of the 
Committees to meet formally in the first week back after April Recess and are working 
hard to allow more to do so in the forthcoming weeks);  

• Where formal meetings are deemed to be necessary, consideration should be given to a 
flexible approach including the number of Members participating, where possible, but 
this should not dissuade any member who wishes to participate from doing so. 

Non Covid-19 Business 
The Group will consider how Committees can develop a consistent approach to the 
prioritisation of committee business once the public response to COVID-19 is over at a 
future meeting.   

 
 

 
Susan Duffy 

Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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CONVENERS GROUP 
 

UPDATE ON COMMITTEE BUSINESS 
 
Introduction 
 

1. The purpose of this paper is to provide an update to the Group on committee 
work during the current health crisis and to consider implications for future work 
programmes.  

 
Virtual committee meetings 
2. As conveners will be aware, the Parliament’s priority has been to ensure that 

committees can meet on an entirely virtual basis so that all members can 
participate and no-one has to be physically present in the building. 

 
3. Given the need to ensure the Parliament could continue to function at this time, 

we took the decision to move quickly, recognising that much of the initial set-up 
work and testing of the technology would need to be carried out as we went 
along and therefore rolled out incrementally 

 
4. This meant that our capacity and also familiarity (both Members and staff) with 

the system has built up over time.  In tandem, the Chamber has been increasing 
its sitting times and moving to a pattern of hybrid chamber sessions on a 
Tuesday and Wednesday afternoon and a virtual question time session on a 
Thursday afternoon.    

 
5. The result of this is that we have been able to increase the number and scale 

of virtual committee meetings over time but it has been very difficult to operate 
a regular schedule of meetings.   
 

6. To put this in context, prior to the current crisis when there were 16 committees, 
the week’s schedule was: 
 
Tuesday:  5 committees 

 
Wednesday: 4 committees 

 
Thursday:  6 committees 
 
Note: The Scottish Government Handling of Harassment Complaints 
committee was meeting over a lunchtime to avoid clashes 

 
7. We now have an additional COVID committee and the majority of its members 

sit on 3 committees (including that one).  This results in membership clashes 
with 10 other committees. It also needs to be scheduled at a point in the week 
to allow it to deal with any urgent SSIs etc, given the nature of its remit.  

 
8. We are now in a position where we have the necessary infrastructure to support 

3 concurrent virtual committees when the Chamber is not sitting.  In addition to 
this, a more regular pattern of chamber sittings has been established. This 
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means that we are more able to develop a regular schedule of committee 
meetings. 

 
9. However, given the number of committees we have and the need to avoid 

membership clashes, it is not possible to replicate the meeting schedule we had 
prior to this current public health crisis (nor has it always been possible to avoid all 
membership clashes). To maximise the amount to slots we have also been 
scheduling committee meetings on a Friday morning and occasionally, Monday 
afternoon.  This gives further slots but we are aware these are not always popular 
days to use for meetings given constituency work.   
 

10. We are continuing to work on increasing capacity but the issue of membership 
clashes will still have an impact on when committees can meet. 

 
11. As would be expected, the main focus for committees has been on the response 

to the COVID crisis and on time critical primary and secondary legislation.  There 
have also been two Stage 2 proceedings conducted on a virtual basis, using a form 
of electronic voting.  Conveners will recall that Standing Orders were changed so 
that voting in committees could be done either by show of hands, roll call or 
electronic voting with the convener deciding which method to use. 

 
12. Conveners are invited to discuss their experience of virtual committee 

meetings and share best practice. 
 

  Recess 
13. The Bureau has had initial discussions about the timing of summer recess, taking 

into account the ongoing public health crisis.  This will be discussed again at its 
meeting on 2 June and this paper will be updated and sent out to reflect those 
discussions.  

 
 

Future business 
 

14. The Group agreed at its previous meeting to return to the issue of future work 
programmes.  Below are some of the issues that committees may need to 
scrutinise.   

 
15. As mentioned earlier in the paper, committees have been carrying out scrutiny of 

Government legislation (both primary and secondary) as well as scrutiny of the 
Scottish Government’s response to the current crisis.  It is likely this scrutiny will 
continue to form a significant part of committee work in the period after the summer 
until dissolution. 

 
16. In addition, committees will have budget scrutiny work to undertake particularly 

given number of fiscal events including the Medium-Term Financial Strategy and 
Scottish Fiscal Commission. 

 
17. Committees may also need to be involved in the scrutiny of Brexit-related 

legislation and common frameworks, bearing in mind that as things currently stand 
the transition period is due to end of 31 December 2020. 
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18. Given the emphasis on COVID related and other time critical scrutiny, the Group 
previously agreed that committees should not seek to include in their work 
programme any Members’ bill that had not at that point been introduced or where 
committee scrutiny had not already taken place. 

 
19. The Bureau agreed to retain the current deadline of the first sitting day in June for 

the introduction of Members’ bills but also agree that it would not refer new 
Members’ Bills to committees. 

 
20. The Bureau is likely to review this position ahead of recess and therefore it would 

be helpful to have the views of Conveners on whether the referrals should now go 
ahead.  For information, there are currently 8 billsi which have been introduced but 
have not been referred to a lead committee.  They are: 
 
Dogs (Protection of Livestock) (Amendment) (Scotland) Bill 

 
European Charter of Local Self-Government (Incorporation) Scotland Bill 

 
Liability for NHS Charges (Treatment of Industrial Disease) (Scotland) Bill 

 
Post-mortem Examinations (Defence Time Limit) (Scotland) Bill 

 
Travelling Funfairs (Licensing) (Scotland) Bill 

 
 

21. The Group is invited to provide feedback to the Bureau on the referral of 
Members’ bills. 

i 3 bills are due to be introduced on 1 June and published on 2 June.  The paper will be updated to 
include those 
 
 
 
 

Susan Duffy 
Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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