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CONVENERS GROUP 

AGENDA 

5th Meeting, 2018 (Session 5) 

Thursday 17 May 2018 

The Group will meet at 1.00pm in Q1.04 
 

1. Minutes of previous meeting 
 

2. SSI supporting documents 
 

3. Data sharing 
 
4. Revision to guidance for Conveners 
 
5. Witness Diversity Action Plan 

 
6. COSLA update 

 
7. 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 22 March 2018                                        CG/S5/18/9/M 

2 SSI supporting documents                                                                  CG/S5/18/5/1 

3 Data sharing                                                                                        CG/S5/18/5/2 

4 Revision to guidance for Conveners                                                   CG/S5/18/5/3 

5 Witness Diversity Action Plan                                                             CG/S5/18/5/4 
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Conveners Group Minutes of Proceedings 

  3rd Meeting, 2018 (Session 5) 

Thursday 22 March 2018 

Present: 

Christine Grahame (Convener) Joan McAlpine 
Clare Adamson   Christina McKelvie 
Bob Doris    Margaret Mitchell 
James Dornan    Graham Simpson 
Clare Haughey    
Lewis Macdonald    
      
Apologies were received from Bruce Crawford, Graeme Dey, Johann Lamont, Gordon 
Lindhurst, Jenny Marra and Edward Mountain.  
 
1. Draft Minutes of 22 February Meeting 

 
The Group agreed the minutes of the 22 February meeting  
 

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: 
 
Gender diversity on Committees 
The Group agreed a draft letter to the Bureau suggesting that, in future, committee 
membership should reflect the gender balance in the Parliament, where practicable. 
 
Consultation process for Committees  
The Group agreed the terms of best practice guidance for Committee consultations. 
 
Committee Engagement Unit 
The Group received an update on the Committee Engagement Unit and agreed to receive 
regular updates on its work going forward. 
 

4. Correspondence from Sustainable Development Goals Network Scotland 
The Group agreed the terms of a joint response to the SDG Network, whilst noting that each 
Committee may wish to provide individual responses. The Group also agreed to consider 
further collective letters to Committees at future meetings. 
 

5. National Outcomes 
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The Group noted a proposed approach to scrutiny of the Scottish Government’s draft 
National Outcomes. 
 

6. Publication scheme – consideration of any exempt papers 
 
The Group agreed to publish all papers for this meeting. 
 
The Group was reminded that at the next meeting, on Wednesday 18 April, the Group would 
meet with the First Minister and that the approach to this meeting would follow the same 
approach as the last meeting with the First Minister. 

 
Susan Duffy 

Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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CONVENERS GROUP 
 

Accessibility of Documents Supporting SSIs 
 

Introduction 
 
1. In February the Conveners Group agreed to write to the Minister for 

Parliamentary Business questioning the accessibility of documents 
accompanying SSIs. This was first raised by the Convener of the Rural Economy 
and Connectivity Committee who was concerned that these documents, such as 
Explanatory Notes and Policy Notes, were often excessively complicated and 
difficult to understand and interpret. 
 

2. The letter from the Conveners Group (the full text can be read in Annex A) also 
asked the Scottish Government to consider whether a user-friendly summary or 
overview of the instrument should accompany each SSI. This would be in 
addition to the existing Policy Note.  

 
Response from the Minister for Parliamentary Business 
 
3. In his response (the full text can be read in the Annex B), the Minister for 

Parliamentary Business said that the Scottish Government “takes seriously its 
responsibility to produce well-written and accessible legislation”. Mr FitzPatrick 
asked that if Conveners have any specific examples of Policy Notes that cause 
concern, these should be brought to his attention. 
 

4. In relation to the Conveners Group’s suggestion of an additional note to 
accompany each SSI, the Minister indicated that he did not consider this 
necessary. He said that Policy Notes were already intended to provide “an 
explanation in plain English of what the SSI does and why the legislation is 
necessary.” 
 

5. Mr FitzPatrick did, however, provide a number of action points which he would 
take forward, namely: 

 
 to review existing guidance on the preparation of Policy Notes to consider 

whether any improvements are required, such as an “initial introductory 
summary to improve accessibility” for lengthier Policy Notes; 

 to ensure the role of Policy Notes is reinforced in the Government’s guidance 
for officials on the development of SSIs; 

 to emphasise to his Ministerial colleagues that they should be satisfied that 
any SSIs they approve are accessible to stakeholders and members of the 
public; and 

 that the Scottish Government will provide additional contextual information for 
any Brexit-related SSIs to ensure that they are also accessible to 
stakeholders and members of the public. 
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Anticipated increase in instruments being considered by the Parliament as a 
result of Brexit 
 
6. At the Conveners Group recent meeting with the First Minister, the Convener of 

the Delegated Powers and Law Reform Committee asked for an indication of how 
many instruments may have to be laid as a result of leaving the EU. The First 
Minister said that: 

 
“The Scottish Government’s current working assumption—I stress that it is our 
current working assumption, which is subject to change—is that around 300 
instruments will be needed in the Scottish Parliament.” 

 
7. Given that this large volume of instruments may require parliamentary scrutiny 

within a short time period, Mr FitzPatrick’s intention to provide additional 
contextual information might therefore be welcomed. However, the Scottish 
Government will undoubtedly be under significant pressure to develop and lay 
SSIs at an enhanced rate. Consequently, this may require officials to accelerate 
the drafting of accompanying documents and therefore provide an additional 
challenge to ensure they are accessible to stakeholders and members of the 
public. 
 

Options for consideration 
 
8. Conveners Group is invited to discuss this issue and consider: 

 
(a) whether it is generally satisfied with the Minister’s response; 
 
(b) whether it might wish to review the accessibility of accompanying documents 
at a meeting in the autumn, particularly as SSIs arising as a consequence of 
Brexit will likely begin to be considered by then; 
 
(c) whether individual committees might be encouraged to respond directly to Mr 
FitzPatrick to highlight any specific concerns or deficiencies they encounter in 
materials accompanying instruments they consider. If so, any such letters could 
be copied to the Conveners Group secretariat so that broader trends might be 
identified. 
 
or 
 
(d) if it is not satisfied with Minister’s response, whether it wishes to pursue this 
matter further with the Scottish Government. 
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CONVENERS GROUP 

Data Sharing 

 

1. At its meeting on 22 March 2018, the Social Security Committee took some 
evidence from three local authority representatives on local authority benefit 
automation.  

 
2. An example of local authority benefit automation is identifying entitlement and 

providing school clothing grants or free school meals with reference to the 
housing benefit or council tax benefit records.  

 
3. The Social Security Committee was told that local authorities have access to 

information and data but can be limited in what they can do with it and how 
they can share it. A member of the Committee said he had heard about 
problems being caused in other policy areas due to data sharing restrictions. 
There was some discussion with the witnesses about what could be done to 
remove the barriers that exist to them being able to do more in this area by 
better sharing of data, for example data from DWP.  

 
4. Clare Adamson, the Convener wanted to raise this issue at the Conveners 

Group to gauge whether other committees were aware of problems caused by 
data sharing restrictions and discuss whether there is a need for closer 
working between the Scottish and UK Governments on this and/or legislation. 

 
 

Susan Duffy 
Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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CONVENERS GROUP 
 

Guidance for Conveners 
 

1. In 2004, the then Conveners Group agreed the current Guidance for 
Conveners. The Guidance was written in such a way that it was likely to 
remain constant.  Therefore, while some small amendments have been made 
to it over time to ensure it is factually up-to-date, it has not been considered 
by the Conveners Group since then. 

 
2. While Conveners are invited to discuss whether there is anything in the 

content that needs to be changed, there are three areas to highlight: 
 

3. A section on ‘Acting Conveners’ will need to be added to reflect the changes 
to Standing Orders that an acting convener can be appointed when a 
convener is on maternity, paternity, parental, adoption or shared parental 
leave. 

 
4. The section on Informal Information Gathering could be updated to reflect the 

wider variety of engagement work that Committees are involved with.  If the 
Group agrees to this, the clerk will update the relevant section and bring it 
back for approval. 

 
5. The section on Conveners and the Media states the view of the Conveners 

Group in 2004.  As the Guidance makes reference to the Conveners Group, 
the Group is asked to confirm it is content with what is in this section. 

 
6. The two sections referred to above are attached as an annex. 

 
Susan Duffy 
Clerk to the Conveners Group 
 
  

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/20955.aspx
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/20955.aspx
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Annex – Extracts from Guidance for Conveners 
 
Section on informal information gathering 
 
“Information gathering is important to the overall scrutiny function of committees. 
Much information is gathered by taking evidence from witnesses in the formal setting 
of committee meetings. These meetings form part of the proceedings of the 
Parliament and are regulated by Standing Orders. This is not, however, the only 
method available to gather information and may not be appropriate in all situations, 
particularly where committees wish to engage in more participative sessions with 
contributors. Additional options available to committees include fact finding trips and 
informal briefing sessions. Some committees have found it useful to have informal 
briefing sessions which can involve ministers, Executive officials and representatives 
from stakeholder groups. These sessions can perform a useful role in allowing 
members to increase their background knowledge of a subject preparatory to 
commencing an inquiry or scrutiny of a Bill. Briefings may also be provided for 
members by parliamentary officials. Although briefing sessions enable members to 
obtain background information and clarification of factual points in an informal setting 
which allows a more participative discussion, such sessions should not be used as a 
substitute for formal evidence taking. They are not part of the proceedings of the 
Parliament and are not Officially Reported. It is for a committee to agree whether it is 
appropriate to organise a briefing session or to invite witnesses to give evidence.” 
 
Section on conveners and the media 

“71. Advice on all aspects of media relations and the work of the Committees can be 
obtained from the Media Relations Office (MRO) and the clerks. Conveners may find 
it helpful to discuss media related issues with the MRO staff and clerks before 
reaching a decision on the appropriate action to be taken. The Conveners Group has 
emphasised that the Guidance contained in this section and, in particular, in paras 
73 and 74, applies to all Committee members. 

72. Conveners will inevitably be asked to express views in the media relevant to the 
committee's remit. 

73. If expressing a view, it is important for a convener to distinguish clearly between 
a view given in a personal capacity and one given on behalf of the committee. If 
speaking on behalf of the committee, the view must reflect matters which have been 
agreed in the committee. 

74. However, this can be a difficult area. Conveners may find it helpful to secure the 
agreement of their committee as to how media relations should be handled and the 
extent to which the convener has authority to speak on behalf of the committee. 

75. There can be grey areas and some committees have found it helpful to agree at 
an early stage after their establishment certain working practices covering the 
committee's relationship with the media.” 

76. For example, some committees have agreed guidelines on matters such as 
when press releases should be issued and by whom they should be cleared; who 



  CG/S5/18/5/3 

should clear any newspaper articles written about the work of the committees and in 
whose name these should be released and who has responsibility for determining 
when a press conference would be appropriate and how the committee should be 
represented at such press conferences. 

77. Agreeing working practices in this way provides some measure of security for 
conveners in their handling of the media when asked to comment about committee 
business. 
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CONVENERS GROUP 
 

Committee Witness Diversity 
 
Introduction 
 

1. At its January and February meetings, the Conveners Group agreed the key 
work strands to inform an action plan, in light of the SPICe research report 
‘Committee Witnesses: Gender and Representation’. The report makes a 
number of recommendations on how the diversity of voices heard by 
committees might be more consistently recorded and in some instances 
enhanced.  
 

2. A more detailed action plan has been developed following this discussion.  
This gives effect to some of the Report’s recommendations, in particular: 

 
 Guidance for committees on the processes of selecting witnesses and 

issuing calls for written evidence; 
 Guidance for organisations providing witnesses to committees 
 Consistent recording of the gender and other protected characteristics 

of witnesses providing oral evidence committees; and 
 Monitoring the impact of these changes 

 
3. Other recommendations made in the Report, which relate to engagement more 

generally, for example improving support and online access to documentation 
especially for first-time witnesses, are being taken forward through other work 
streams.  

 
Discussion 
 

4. Attached is a draft action plan.  It sets out the timescales for each of the main 
tasks, the lead office responsible for progressing those tasks and the main 
groups at which the actions are aimed, for example, committee clerks or 
external organisations.  
 

5. The aim of the plan is to commence witness diversity data collection post 
Summer Recess. This data will be published alongside reports of other work 
(including informal engagement) that committees have carried out to increase 
the diversity of views collected in committees’ annual reports. Conveners 
should note the first year will provide partial information for publication in 
committees’ 2018/19 annual reports.   
 

Data collection pilot 
6. One of the key elements of the action plan is the diversity of witnesses’ pilot. 

The pilot will run from May until the end of June/early July. Three committees 
have been identified to take part in the pilot: Economy, Jobs and Fair Work 
Committee; Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform; and Local 
Government and Communities Committee. A Data Protection Impact 
Assessment has been completed to ensure data collected will be processed 
and stored appropriately.  
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7. Lessons learned from the pilot will inform future data collection e.g. recording 

of informal meetings and fact-finding visits, methods of collection, the process 
for selection of witnesses, drafting of guidance to support committees and the 
information to be provided to external organisations.  
 

Implementation 
8. With one exception, all actions will be completed during the Summer Recess. 

Training to support witness diversity will be incorporated into existing training 
programmes and therefore provided at the first available opportunity.  
 

Monitoring progress 
9. It is suggested the Equalities and Human Rights Committee undertake annual 

scrutiny of the diversity of witnesses. This could be incorporated into perhaps a 
wider discussion on equalities.  
 

Conclusion 
10. Conveners are invited to discuss the draft action plan.  

 
 
Susan Duffy 
Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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Diversity of Committee Witnesses Action Plan 
 

Lead Action Timescale 

Committee Office Pilot data collection on diversity of 
committee witnesses: 

 data to be collected 
 Data Protection Impact 

Assessment 
 method of collection 
 information to organisations 

May to June/July 2018 

Committee Office  Feedback from pilot committees July 2018 

Committee Office  Guidance for committees clerks: 
 selection of witnesses 
 role of Conveners, MSPs, 

Clerks and researchers.  
 collection of data 
 monitoring process 

 

July to September 2018 

SPICe Guidance for SPICe researchers 
 selection of witnesses 

 

July to September 2018 

Committee Office Guidance for external organisations July to September 2018 
 

Committee 
Office/SPICe 

Training for members, clerks and 
SPICe: 

 Incorporation into Business 
Planning Days 

 Inclusion in members’ CPD 
training/induction training 

 Clerking and SPICe induction 
training, SNIPPET sessions 

First available 
opportunity 

Committee 
Office/Engagement 
Unit 

Finalisation of information to 
witnesses: 

 Witness invite letter 
 Guidance to external 

organisations 
 Written submissions 

July to September 2018 

Committee Office  Diversity statistics published in 
Committee Annual Reports 

Annually May/June  

SPICe Analysis of diversity data Annually July/August 

Equalities and 
Human Rights 
Committee 

Committee scrutiny of equality and 
diversity in the Parliament 

Annually September  
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