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Conveners Group Minutes of Proceedings 

  10th Meeting, 2017 (Session 5) 

Thursday 14 December 2017 

Present: 

Christine Grahame (Convener) Joan McAlpine 
Clare Adamson   Margaret Mitchell 
Graeme Dey    Edward Mountain 
James Dornan    Graham Simpson 
Clare Haughey 
Johann Lamont      
 
Apologies were received from Jackie Baillie, Bruce Crawford, Bob Doris, Neil Findlay, Gordon 
Lindhurst and Christina McKelvie. 
 
1. Draft Minutes of 16 November Meeting 

 
The Group agreed the minutes of the 16 November meeting. 
 

2. Committee Business in the Chamber 
 
The Group noted the current position in relation to Committee business in the Chamber. The 
Clerk confirmed that if there were more bids than slots available this parliamentary year she 
would contact the Minister for Parliamentary Business’s Office. 
 

3. Commission on Parliamentary Reform Recommendations: Protocol with COSLA 
 
The Group agreed the Clerk should seek further information from COSLA on its expectations 
in relation to the Commission for Parliamentary Reform’s recommendation on a protocol with 
COSLA (and any councils not in COSLA). 
 

4. SSI supporting documents 
 
The Group agreed officials should explore with the Scottish Government the potential for 
each Scottish Statutory Instrument (SSI) to be accompanied by a user-friendly summary or 
overview to highlight the purpose and effect of each instrument.  It was also agreed that the 
Deputy Presiding Officer would write to the Scottish Government on behalf of the Group. The 
Group agreed to monitor the position. 
 

5. Publication scheme – consideration of any exempt papers 
 
The Group agreed to publish all papers for this meeting. 

 
Susan Duffy 

Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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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 were 
competing bids for the number of available slots. It was also agreed that clerks 
would draft a note for each meeting detailing the debates that have already taken 
place, which debates have been agreed but are still to take place and the 
number of slots that are left. 

Committee business which has taken place 

3. The following committee debates have taken place this parliamentary year. 

Committee Topic and Description Date Length of 
time  

Equalities and 
Human Rights 

Report on Destitution, 
Asylum and Insecure 
Immigration in Scotland  

30 May 105 mins 

Justice  Crown Office and Procurator 
Fiscal Service 

6 June 150 mins 

Public Petitions PE1319: Improving youth 
football in Scotland 

26 September 145 mins 

Economy, Jobs 
and Fair Work  

Gender Pay Gap 4 October 100 mins 

Equalities and 
Human Rights and 
Education and 
Skills 

Anti-bullying and Personal 
and Social Education 

15 November 135 mins 

Local Government 
and Communities  

Building Regulations in 
Scotland 

22 November 130 mins 

Public Petitions PE1517: Polypropylene 
Mesh Medical Devices 

5 December 125 mins 

Culture, Tourism, 
Europe and 
External Relations 

Article 50 Withdrawal 
Negotiations 

9 January 150 mins 

 

Scheduled committee business  

4. The committee debates set out below are scheduled to take place in the current 
parliamentary year. Should these go ahead as scheduled, no remaining 
committee debate half days will be available in the current parliamentary year. 
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Committee Topic and Description Preferred 
timing 

Length of 
time 

requested 
Finance and 
Constitution 
Committee 

Interim Report on the EU 
Withdrawal Bill LCM 

January 150 mins 

Equalities and 
Human Rights 
Committee 

Equalities and the Scottish 
Government's Draft Budget 
2018/19 

February 6th 
2018 

120 mins 

Environment, 
Climate Change 
and Land Reform 
Committee 

Air quality in Scotland March/April 150 mins 

Local Government 
and Communities 
Committee 

City Region Deals No earlier than 
March 18 

TBC 

 
Susan Duffy 

Clerk to the Conveners Group 
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Commission on Parliamentary Reform 

COMMITTEE WITNESSES: GENDER AND REPRESENTATION 

Summary 

1. Conveners Group is invited to consider the attached report on diversity of 
committee witnesses and the outline actions proposed to take forward the 
report’s recommendations. 

Background 

2. In September Conveners Group considered a paper on the recommendations 
from the Commission on Parliamentary Reform including the following: 
 

R27  Parliament should also be proactive in promoting a range of 
measures to bring diversity into the Parliament 

R28  The Parliament should ensure that additional diversity expertise is 
available for a fixed period to enhance committees’ awareness of 
diversity issues when undertaking scrutiny work. 

 
3. Following on from the previous CG recommendation that further work should be 

done on the diversity of witnesses, particularly gender, officials commissioned 
some academic research to look at how we are doing in this area and to 
recommend actions to improve diversity.  It  was agreed that once this work was 
completed, it would be brought to the Group for discussion and agreement on 
any recommendations. 
 

4. Professor Hugh Bochel, Professor of Public Policy at the University of Lincoln, 
was appointed to an academic fellowship with the Parliament in March 2017.  His 
research report, which will be published in week beginning 5 February looks at 
the gender diversity of committee witnesses in the Scottish Parliament and 
makes recommendations on how the diversity of voices heard by committees 
might be monitored and enhanced.   
 

5. The Executive Summary and the figures by committee are attached.  A link to the 
full report will be circulated when it is published. 

Next steps 

6. Committee Office will be developing a detailed action plan to take forward the 
report’s recommendations and there will be a further opportunity for CG to 
discuss this.   We expect the plan to cover: 
 

- Collection of diversity information about committee witnesses – we plan to 
pilot approaches to data collection with a small number of committees 
between now and May, with a view to introducing monitoring by all 
committees from the start of the next committee annual reporting year in 
May. 
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- Guidance and training for clerks and committee members 
 
- Guidance for external organisations and support/training for potential 

witnesses. 

CG is invited to agree these broad strands for the action plan and comment on 
any specific actions they would like the plan to include. 

Media Approach 

7. The Media Office is developing plans to accompany the publication of this report.  
This is likely to include a news release highlighting the progress made and action 
planned through comment from the Chair and a number of CG members.  In 
addition we are exploring the possibility of associated commentary pieces to 
provide a platform for the Group to talk about its plans in more depth.  With CG’s 
agreement we will invite the Chair to agree the media approach and 
thereafter will approach individual Conveners for comment. 
 
 

Committee Office 
January 2018  
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Executive Summary 

This briefing is the result of a collaborative project between SPICe and Hugh Bochel, 
Professor of Public Policy at the University of Lincoln in the context of the SPICe 
Academic Fellowship Scheme. The research builds upon existing practices and 
recent initiatives in the Scottish Parliament, including the report of the Commission 
on Parliamentary Reform,1 and reflects, where possible, other work done in this field, 
including The Good Parliament report on the House of Commons.2The project 
involved an examination of the literature associated with the diversity of committee 
witnesses, the position in other legislatures, and the views and experiences of 
MSPs, clerks and other parliamentary staff gathered through 38 interviews. The 
briefing makes recommendations on how the diversity of evidence heard by 
committees might be better recorded, and how it might in some instances be 
enhanced by engagement with a broader range of voices. While the focus of this 
project was on gender, and on oral evidence, much of the discussion and many of 
the recommendations are formulated in such a way as to be applicable to diversity 
more broadly. 
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Summary of findings 

1. There are a variety of potential advantages for the work of committees in 
accessing a diversity of voices, including in oral evidence. These include: 

 Increasing the extent to which parliaments are seen to be engaging with and 
representative of society; 

 Enhancing participation and potentially contributing to reducing socio-
economic exclusion; 

 Hearing claims made on behalf of some groups which may not always be well 
represented in the legislature; 

 Providing a variety of perspectives to improve scrutiny of policy and 
legislation; 

 Demonstrating a commitment to broader democracy by hearing from a wide 
range of voices; 

 Benefiting from additional insights providing external challenges to policy and 
legislation; 

 Potentially improving both outcomes and legitimacy. 

2. Reflecting its founding principles of power-sharing, accountability, openness, 
participation and equal opportunities, the committees of the Scottish Parliament 
utilise a variety of methods to gather written and oral evidence. However, despite 
hearing from an increasing proportion of female witnesses, around three-fifths of 
witnesses are male, while the proportions of witnesses that are men and women 
vary very considerably across committees. There are likely to be both ‘demand’ and 
‘supply’ factors contributing to these figures. 

3. Interviewees saw both the quality of information and hearing from a broader range 
of views as important in contributing to scrutiny. These perspectives are not 
necessarily incompatible, but rather reflect different views of the paths that 
committees can take in seeking to undertake informed, high quality scrutiny. In 
addition, some highlighted notions of representation and fairness that they felt should 
be taken into account in discussions on the identification of witnesses. 

There were concerns amongst many interviewees about the extent to which 
Parliament should seek to persuade external organisations to provide a greater 
diversity of witnesses, as well as a general recognition that change outside 
Parliament might be required to truly reflect the diversity of Scottish society. 

4. Many committees already hear from a diversity of voices, although frequently 
these are in less formal settings and are not always recorded significantly in official 
records. There is also a recognition that some initiatives in relation to engagement 
and diversity have been rather ad hoc, and that until recently there have not been 
sufficient means of testing processes and disseminating results and learning across 
committees. 

5. There was also an awareness among many of those interviewed that efforts to 
engage with a wider range of groups and to hear different voices may require 
different approaches and additional resources. 
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Recommendations 

It is important that witnesses and the evidence that they provide can contribute to the 
work of the committees, and thus to the quality of scrutiny. It is therefore important 
that they represent both expertise and a variety of perspectives from those who are 
likely to be involved in implementing and who are affected by legislation and policy. 
As a result, the voices sought and heard will therefore be likely to vary with the issue 
being considered, and it is appropriate that committees should be free to decide 
which witnesses and forms of evidence are most useful for individual inquiries, while 
at the same time they should also recognise the benefits of and responsibilities for 
hearing from a variety of perspectives. Many of the observations and 
recommendations of the Commission on Parliamentary Reform in relation to diversity 
and the work of committees chime well with the findings of this research,1 including: 

 The greater availability of training for witnesses;  
 The creation of a Committee Engagement Unit; 
 Additional expertise being directed towards committees for a fixed period of 

time to assist in enhancing awareness of diversity issues for scrutiny work; 
 The provision of meaningful feedback by committees to those who engage 

with them. 

Possible actions for the Parliament include: 

1. Producing guidance for committees on the processes of selecting witnesses 
and issuing calls for written evidence  

This report outlines some of the different forms of representation described in the 
literature, and a variety of reasons why witness diversity matters. Committees may 
want to reflect on this and consider what range of evidence they require, why they 
seek to hear from witnesses, and what is meant by ‘diversity’ in the context of each 
inquiry, including reflecting this in calls for written evidence.  

It should be made clear to those who are invited to provide evidence that Parliament 
seeks to work towards committee witnesses being broadly representative of 
Scotland’s society. In addition, Parliament could continue and expand its input into 
training and development activities, as with the Women’s Enterprise Network. 

Parliament’s Guidance on Committees should be reiterated regularly to committees, 
including that ‘Where an invitation is issued to an organisation, it may specify the 
individuals from whom the committee wishes to hear’, and that there is scope to 
combine seniority with the in-depth knowledge required to provide meaningful 
answers to members’ questions, so that more than one witness may be sought from 
an organisation where appropriate; in some cases it may be appropriate to extend 
this to the users of an organisation’s services. 

2. Producing guidance for organisations providing witnesses to committees  

In some instances, there may be little scope for varying witnesses. For example, 
where it is a matter of accountability to Parliament, then the person or role tends to 
be the deciding factor, as with a minister or a key named individual.  
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In other cases, however, where it is the perspective that matters, there would be 
greater scope for guidance to influence an organisation’s choice of witness to send 
to committees, for instance if there is a need for someone with a particular 
experience, or someone speaking on behalf of or providing information for an 
organisation. The emphasis should be on the most appropriate person or persons to 
provide the evidence required by the committee.  

This guidance could be provided by clerks with the invitation to the organisation to 
attend the committee.  

Both for committees and organisations asked to provide witnesses to committees, it 
is arguable that the very act of requiring those who select witnesses to think about 
their diversity (or otherwise), may itself encourage them to think differently, for 
example about the representation of particular groups, and that might in turn 
increase diversity further. 

3. Improving (online) access to documentation for (particularly first-time) 
witnesses 

Considerable work is already being put into: 

 Publicising the work of committees;  
 Seeking to attract evidence for inquiries. 

However, information on the full scope of the work of committees, including their 
inquiries, the submission of evidence and the possibilities of appearing as witnesses, 
and in particular advice for those new to such engagement, should be made easy to 
access, perhaps including by direct links from committee web pages. Information 
about live inquiries and calls for written evidence should be widely circulated and 
made visible both inside and outside the Parliament, including, for example, on the 
landing page of the Scottish Parliament web site. 

4. Improving support for (particularly first-time) witnesses 

The formal provision of support for witnesses prior to appearance before a 
committee would be likely to be beneficial, perhaps along the lines of that 
recommended be provided through a Committee Engagement Unit by the 
Commission on Parliamentary Reform.1 Similarly, activities designed to provide 
training to potential future witnesses (perhaps targeted at particular groups) would 
contribute to widening the range of potential witnesses. In addition, as new people 
come into contact with Parliament and its committees, it is important to ensure both 
that their expectations of the impact of their appearance are managed, and that they 
are provided with opportunities to learn more about Parliament and how it works. 

5. Careful assessment of the representativeness of ‘representative’ bodies' 

The widespread use of representative bodies to provide witnesses is both 
understandable and valuable for the work of committees, but it should not 
overshadow the additional potential benefits of hearing from other voices; claims by 
organisations to speak on behalf of the public, or particular groups, should be 
interrogated by committees. 
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6. Consistent recording of the gender (and, potentially, other protected 
characteristics) of witnesses to committees, which would provide valuable 
information 

Given that this reflects both supply and demand factors, consideration should be 
given to the annual publication of results both by committee and by organisation (for 
example, where any one organisation or institution provides a witness on six or more 
occasions in a parliamentary year), as this would inform committees individually, 
Parliament as a whole, external organisations, and wider society; recording 
individuals’ home postcodes would provide an indicator of geographical 
concentration or dispersion, and enable some degree of linkage to socio-economic 
indicators, albeit that the data would have to be held and analysed at a level that 
would not allow individuals’ addresses to be identified. 

While the initial emphasis on the gender of committee witnesses is understandable, 
in terms of the arguments for diversity outlined in this Briefing, other elements of 
diversity are also important, including other protected characteristics and, indeed, 
socio-economic differences. While gender is clearly an important contributor to 
diversity, it should therefore be viewed as a first step, and a plan for capturing, 
evaluating and extending diversity to other protected and other important 
characteristics should be developed. 

Different committees could potentially trial different approaches to gathering data on 
witnesses, although that does bring the risks of delay, and of inconclusive results 
because of the different circumstances and policy areas in which they operate.  

7. Recording informal meetings and similar events in the reports of enquiries 

As noted above, collecting data on witnesses, including basic information about the 
number and gender of participants (and, over time, other protected characteristics), 
would allow for a better reflection of the nature of the evidence gathered by 
committees. Ideally, this should be extended to other forms of oral evidence, with 
such information being recorded unless that would potentially lead to identification or 
harm for the individuals involved, and with the requirement that where confidentiality 
and anonymity are important those should take precedence. Having a formal record 
would also help make clear to those who engage with committees that their voices 
are heard, and would potentially help in feeding back to those people. 

8. Ensuring that there is sufficient time in each enquiry, where possible, for 
written evidence to be considered before the selection of invitees to give oral 
evidence 

Wherever possible, written evidence should be collected prior to decisions being 
made about the selection of oral witnesses, and where that is not possible, 
committees should, at a minimum, seek to ensure that there is space in oral 
sessions for witnesses that might be identified from written evidence as potentially 
providing different voices and perspectives. 

9. Exploring the potential benefits of emerging technology as a tool to increase 
witness diversity 

As with other developments with regard to engagement and participation, there is 
likely to be scope for some greater use of technology in these processes. While the 
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value of some forms of digital communication for the work of committees remains 
uncertain, they should be explored. It would clearly be possible to make greater use 
of video conferencing and similar technologies for oral evidence, as parliaments in 
Australia and Canada do. 

10. Providing feedback to witnesses 

Building on the recommendation by the Commission of Parliamentary Reform, 
consideration should be given to providing some degree of feedback to witnesses on 
their appearance before a committee, particularly those who are new to the 
experience. In addition to helping individuals, taken collectively such feedback could 
also be fed into training sessions for potential witnesses, including any aspects that 
might be seen as of particular relevance to diversity issues. 

11. Monitoring the impact of these changes 

The impact of these changes should be closely monitored and the results fed back to 
Parliament, perhaps initially over a two-year period. While some elements of this 
would be quite easily achieved, for example through the collection and analysis of 
statistics on witnesses, others, such as any perceived impact on both the quality of 
evidence and MSPs’ and officers’ views on the wider workings of committees, would 
best be gathered through face-to-face interviews. 
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Appendix 

Tables 3 to 5 show the number of witnesses by gender and by Committee for 1999-
2000, 2015-16 and 2016-17. 

Table 3: Number of witnesses by gender and committee, Session 1, 1999/00 

 Men Women Total % men % women 
Audit  22 3 25 88.0% 12.0%
Education, Culture 
and Sport 

69 27 96 71.9% 28.1%

Enterprise and 
Lifelong Learning 

77 20 97 79.4% 20.6%

Equal Opportunities 42 35 77 54.5% 45.5%
European  22 4 26 84.6% 15.4%
Finance  20 1 21 95.2% 4.8%
Health and 
Community Care 

39 28 67 58.2% 41.8%

Justice and Home 
Affairs  

97 27 124 78.2% 21.8%

Local Government 52 12 64 81.3% 18.8%
Procedures 5 0 5 100.0% 0.0%
Public Petitions 3 0 3 100.0% 0.0%
Rural Affairs 65 9 74 87.8% 12.2%
Social Inclusion, 
Housing and 
Voluntary Sector 

44 23 67 65.7% 34.3%

Standards 14 5 19 73.7% 26.3%
Transport and the 
Environment 

64 19 83 77.1% 22.9%

Total 635 213 848 74.9% 25.1%
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Table 4: Number of witnesses by gender and committee, Session 4, 2015-16 

 Men Non-
binary 

Women Total % men % 
women 

% non-
binary 

Delegated 
Powers and Law 
Reform  

35  24 59 59.3% 40.7% 0.0% 

Devolution 
(Further Powers)  

42  19 61 68.9% 31.1% 0.0% 

Economy, 
Energy and 
Tourism  

103  45 148 69.6% 30.4% 0.0% 

Education and 
Culture  

94  81 175 53.7% 46.3% 0.0% 

Equal 
Opportunities 

23 1 25 49 46.9% 51.0% 2.0% 

European and 
External 
Relations  

66  28 94 70.2% 29.8% 0.0% 

Finance  117  47 164 71.3% 28.7% 0.0% 
Health and Sport  106  105 211 50.2% 49.8% 0.0% 
Infrastructure 
and Capital 
Investment  

77  40 117 65.8% 34.2% 0.0% 

Justice  100  44 144 69.4% 30.6% 0.0% 
Justice Sub-
Committee on 
Policing 

14  7 21 66.7% 33.3% 0.0% 

Local 
Government and 
Regeneration  

96  27 123 78.0% 22.0% 0.0% 

National 
Galleries of 
Scotland 

3  2 5 60.0% 40.0% 0.0% 

Pentland Hills 
Regional Park 
Boundary Bill  

10  8 18 55.6% 44.4% 0.0% 

Public Audit  74  66 140 52.9% 47.1% 0.0% 
Public Petitions 47  30 77 61.0% 39.0% 0.0% 
Rural Affairs, 
Climate Change 
and Environment  

140  43 183 76.5% 23.5% 0.0% 

Standards, 
Procedures and 
Public 
Appointments  

35  3 38 92.1% 7.9% 0.0% 

Welfare Reform  54  50 104 51.9% 48.1% 0.0% 
Public Audit 
(exc. Auditor 
General) 

74  33 107 69.2% 30.8% 0.0% 

Total 1,236 1 694 1,931 64.0% 35.9% 0.1% 
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Table 5: Number of witnesses by gender and committee, Session 5, 2016-17 (first 10 
months) 

 Men Women Total % men % women 
Culture, Tourism, 
Europe and External 
Relations  

74 31 105 70.5% 29.5%

Delegated Powers 
and Law Reform  

18 7 25 72.0% 28.0%

Economy, Jobs and 
Fair Work  

80 59 139 57.6% 42.4%

Education and Skills  51 44 95 53.7% 46.3%
Environment, Climate 
Change and Land 
Reform  

102 37 139 73.4% 26.6%

Equalities and 
Human Rights  

43 71 114 37.7% 62.3%

Finance and 
Constitution 

94 12 106 88.7% 11.3%

Health and Sport  86 88 174 49.4% 50.6%
Justice  72 49 121 59.5% 40.5%
Justice Sub-
Committee on 
Policing 

11 8 19 57.9% 42.1%

Local Government 
and Communities  

110 41 151 72.8% 27.2%

Public Audit and 
Post-legislative 
Scrutiny 

87 86 173 50.3% 49.7%

Public Petitions  36 22 58 62.1% 37.9%
Rural Economy and 
Connectivity  

110 18 128 85.9% 14.1%

Social Security  47 41 88 53.4% 46.6%
Standards, 
Procedures and 
Public Appointments  

21 8 29 72.4% 27.6%

Total 1,042 622 1,664 62.6% 37.4%
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Commission on Parliamentary Reform 

Good practice guidance for parliamentary consultations 

Background  

1. In its final report, the Commission for Parliamentary Reform (the Commission) 
recommended that the Scottish Parliament should agree good practice for 
parliamentary consultations including a recommended consultation timescale 
(recommendation 69).  

 
2. The report states that a frequent concern expressed was that consultation periods, 

where committees seek written views, are too short and are often held over holiday 
times (such as the festive period or the summer months). The report recognises that 
the length of a consultation period is determined by a number of factors but the 
Commission considered a more rigorous approach by the Parliament, informed by 
good practice, would provide a more open and transparent procedure.  

 
3. The Commission suggested this approach would facilitate greater understanding of 

the reasons why committees may depart from good practice. It also considered that 
committees would be able to take better informed decisions on consultation 
timescales if Parliament established what it considered to be adequate time for 
seeking written views.  
 

4. This paper gives an overview of current practice and existing guidance. It goes on to 
set out some issues the Conveners Group may wish to consider in relation to the 
development of any good practice guidance.  
 

Current committee practice 

5. Information was gathered from committees to determine the average time currently 
allowed for consultations. This shows that the timeframes vary, from a minimum of 2 
weeks to a maximum of 12 weeks. Some committees indicated that they tried to give 
at least 6 weeks where possible.  
 

6. A number of reasons were given for the variation in timeframes, including the nature 
of the work  – for example, shorter timeframes have been given in relation to one-off 
evidence sessions, whereas longer timeframes have been given in relation to Bills. 
Stage 1 for Bills typically take around 2-3 months (although that can vary), which 
usually allows for 6-8 weeks for responses to a call for written evidence.  
 

7. On the other hand, timescales for any calls for evidence in relation to subordinate 
legislation will be much shorter. The Delegated Powers and Law Reform Committee 
(DPLRC) reports on an SSI within 20 days of it being laid before the Parliament. 
With an affirmative SSI, the lead committee is required to report within 40 days of it 
being laid before the Parliament.  
 

https://test123582.files.wordpress.com/2016/10/commissiononparliamentaryreformreport-june20171.pdf
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8. Timetables for committee inquiries are more within the gift of committees. However, 
experience has shown that the 6-9 month long inquiries sometimes undertaken in 
previous sessions are now not of the norm, with committees moving to shorter, more 
focused inquiries and also one-off evidence sessions. This means response times 
for consultations have tended to be reduced from 12 weeks to perhaps 6 weeks or 
less.  
  

9. Timeframes also varied according to the time of year: for example, longer 
timeframes (of 8 weeks or more) have been set when the consultation period fell 
over the summer recess. Other factors which impacted on the time available for 
consultation included a committee’s overall workload or the need to reschedule 
work, for example, because of the unavailability of witnesses.  
 

10. Different considerations also apply to different committees. For example, as noted 
above, the DPLRC reports on an SSI within 20 days of it being laid before 
Parliament. Recent DPLRC calls for evidence, for example, in relation to legislative 
consent memoranda or draft remedial orders have tended to be around 3-4 weeks.  
 

11. The Non-Government Bills Unit (NGBU) is governed by Rule 9.14.3(a) of the 
Standing Orders, which requires any consultation on a draft proposal for a Member’s 
Bill to run for at least 12 weeks. NGBU clerks also encourage Members to allow 
slightly longer than this if the consultation period covers a holiday period, particularly 
Christmas.  
 

12. For Private Bills, NGBU does not tend to issue calls for evidence with any 
associated deadlines. Written submissions will usually be accepted as long as 
consideration of the Bill is ongoing. Occasionally, NGBU will set an advisory 
deadline for a particular stage of a Private Bill.  

 

Guidance for committees 

13. The Guidance on Committees states (at paragraph 5.21): 
 

“Committees will always try to give a reasonable timescale for the submission of 
such material as they recognise that external organisations will have their own 
procedures and processes for clearing and approving submissions to be made to 
committees. However, committees require to weigh this against the time 
available to them to undertake an inquiry, having regard to the other competing 
claims on the committee’s time.” 
 

14. The Guidance on Committees also suggests that stakeholders and interested parties 
can contact committee clerks to discuss possible timescales for committee work, in 
order to plan ahead. Extensions are invariably given where possible. However, 
clerks will usually advise those submitting evidence that the earlier it is received the 
more likely the committee will be able to consider the written evidence for a draft 
report and/or consider whether to issue an invitation for oral evidence on the basis of 
the submission received.  

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/20956.aspx


  CG/S5/18/01/3 

3 
 

 
15. The current manual provided to clerks offers guidance on consultation timeframes 

for committee inquiries. It suggests that a minimum of 12 weeks should normally be 
allowed between the launch of the inquiry and the deadline. It notes that shorter 
periods may attract criticism, and even a 12-week period may be criticised if it spans 
a holiday period. 
 

16. It is also always open to committees to extend any deadline for a call for evidence, 
either generally or in response to individual requests for extensions. The clerking 
manual suggests that the best approach is to adopt a policy of never refusing 
relevant submissions on any ongoing piece of business.  
 

17. Scottish Government Consultation Good Practice Guidance (May 2008) states that 
consultees should be allowed at least 12 weeks to respond “except in very 
exceptional circumstances”.  
 

18. Previous guidance from the Cabinet Office also recommended a minimum 12-week 
period for consultations. The Cabinet Office revised this guidance and published a 
set of Consultation Principles in January 2016. This does not set out any minimum 
period for consultations, but states that “consultations should last for a proportionate 
amount of time”. The principles cover other issues such as the use of plain English 
and the inclusion of sufficient information to ensure that those being consulted 
understand the issues and can give informed responses.  
 

Issues 

19. The information obtained from committees demonstrates that current timeframes for 
consultation vary across committees, according to the nature of the work as well as 
other factors such as the time of year. Committees now rarely offer the 
recommended 12-week consultation period for the reasons discussed above.  
 

20. Also, while there is some guidance available to committees and clerks on good 
practice, there is little that is explicit and in the public domain.  
 

21. The Commission recommended that good practice guidance should include a 
recommended consultation timescale. There are different ways in which this could 
be approached. For example, the guidance could contain one timescale for all 
committee work, or set out different timescales according to the nature of the work 
(e.g. inquiry, Bill, one-off evidence session, subordinate legislation). Regardless of 
the approach taken, the guidance could provide a clear explanation as to why 
timescales might sometimes be shortened.  
 

22. The guidance could also cover factors which should be taken into account when 
setting a consultation deadline, such as whether the consultation period falls over 
holiday times. In addition, the guidance could set out any factors which may justify a 
departure from the recommended timescale(s). Committees could be asked to set 
out any reasons for a shorter timescale when issuing a call for written evidence.  

http://www.gov.scot/Resource/Doc/160377/0079069.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/492132/20160111_Consultation_principles_final.pdf
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23. As noted above, committees are encouraged to accept evidence on any ongoing 

piece of business even if this is after a call for evidence has closed. The guidance 
could provide clarity on the approach taken to late evidence, recognising that 
currently clerks invariably accept submissions up until the point when the committee 
is considering a draft report. 
 

24. In addition, the guidance could cover other principles of good practice, as is done by 
the Cabinet Office in its Consultation Principles.  
 

Action  

25. Conveners Group is invited to discuss the issues raised in this paper.  
 

26. The Group is also asked to agree that draft guidance on good practice for 
parliamentary consultations should be drafted, to be agreed by the Group. 

 

Committee Office 

January 2018  
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Commission on Parliamentary Reform  

COMMITTEE ENGAGEMENT UNIT (CEU) 

1. The Commission on Parliamentary Reform recommended that:  

R 69 The Parliament should establish a dedicated team whose main purpose 
is to support (and challenge) committees to undertake more innovative and 
meaningful engagement – a Committee Engagement Unit. 

2. The roles the Commission suggested for the unit included: 
a. dedicated skills and knowledge on what approaches and what issues 
work best in targeting specific audiences;  
b. the opportunity to develop expert facilitators skills;  
c. the ability to quickly develop proposals for committees early in the 
scrutiny process and to challenge committees to engage more widely in 
meaningful and purposeful ways;  
d. freeing up clerking and research capacity by being able to facilitate and 
deliver engagement and to undertake engagement without MSP participation 
if appropriate;  
e. proactively promoting engagement with under-represented groups; and 
more generally developing sustainable networks of contacts (in that regard 
the unit may provide an institutional memory of key contacts which can be 
developed and used across sessions); and  
f. providing a liaison role to enable CPGs to link in with committee 
scrutiny work in a systematic way. 
 

3. We consider that at the heart of the Unit’s work will be delivering on the needs of 
committees. The Unit will provide practical support so that committees are able to 
pursue innovative ways of engaging with the public, all with the aim of assisting 
Members in their scrutiny and legislative work.” 
   

4. As mentioned at the Conveners Group meeting in September, work is being 
taken forward to establish this unit and funding for it was included in the SPCB’s 
18/19 budget bid 

 
5. There will be a short presentation at the meeting outlining the current 
approach to committee public engagement.  We would then like to discuss: 
- what areas or activities would you like to see given priority as we develop the 
public’s engagement with committees? 
- how can the new unit best help your committee and your clerking/engagement 
support team? 

Committee Office 
January 2018 
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