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Good Practice Guidance by the Presiding Officer 

 
on 

Announcements by the Scottish Government 

 

Introduction 

1. This guidance is issued by the Presiding Officer to ensure that announcements 

by the Government on matters of importance do not enter the public domain 

before or without being communicated to the Parliament. This guidance has been 

reviewed and replaces guidance previously issued by the Presiding Officer.  

2. The differing methods of making Government announcements and the broad 

circumstances in which each should be used are set out in the Annex, as are the 

principles to which the Presiding Officer will have regard in managing 

parliamentary business.  

Background 

3. The Parliament and the Government have previously acknowledged the 

principles underlying the issue of Government announcements as: 

i. Ministers are answerable and accountable to the Parliament for their actions 

in their Ministerial capacities;  

ii. a principal role of the Scottish Parliament is to hold the Scottish Ministers to 

account and scrutinise Government decision making; and 

iii. it ensures transparency in proceedings. 

4. This does not mean that all announcements necessarily have to be made in the 

Parliament. Announcements in the Parliament must always be to ensure that: 

 Members are informed timeously about the details so that they are in a 

position to respond to queries from constituents, the media or other interested 

parties; 

 Members have the opportunity to question Ministers on the detail; and  
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 where appropriate, Members have an opportunity to offer a collective view on 

Government proposals. 

The Government’s Role 

5. The Scottish Ministers are accountable to the Parliament and this principle should 

underpin any decision on making an announcement to the Parliament. In 

particular, where the subject matter relates to matters on which members of the 

public would have a clear interest, there is a strong expectation that a Ministerial 

statement would be scheduled with appropriate notice.  

6. It is also recognised that in the case of many Government decisions, detailed 

proposals will have been the subject of consultation and the media may seek 

information from interested parties. The Government has an important role to 

play in safeguarding accuracy of information and may need to comment publicly 

in order to do so.  

7. In relation to announcements, where a Ministerial statement has been 

programmed into the business of the Parliament, the details of that statement 

should not be released to the media before the statement is made. 

8. Similarly, where the Government intends to use a programmed debate to make a 

major announcement, the Parliament’s position should be respected and there is 

a presumption against announcing matters of importance to the media before 

they have been announced to the Parliament.  

9. Therefore, in order to protect the Parliament’s position, details of any major 

announcement should not be publicly released before it is made to the 

Parliament. Where there is doubt as to the extent to which the information can be 

released in advance of a statement being made, the Minister for Parliamentary 

Business, or the appropriate Minister, should consult the Presiding Officer. 
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 ANNEXE 

METHODS OF MAKING GOVERNMENT ANNOUNCEMENTS 

1. There are five routes by which major announcements can be made: 

 a Ministerial statement to the Parliament; 
 

 an answer to a Parliamentary question lodged for written answer 
(Government Initiated Question);  
 

 an answer in the Chamber to a Parliamentary question lodged for oral 
answer; 
 

 a Ministerial announcement during a debate; and  
 

 a Ministerial statement to a committee of the Parliament, but not a letter or 
other method which does not form part of the Parliament’s Official Report. 

 

2. In deciding which method is used to inform the Parliament, regard should be 

given to the significance of the subject matter of the announcement and the 

extent to which the chosen method is in keeping with the key principles set out in 

paragraphs 3 and 4 of this guidance.  

 

3. The Presiding Officer may ask for explanation from the Government where there 

are concerns about the method chosen to inform the Parliament.  

 

4. It is acknowledged that the Scottish Government may be pressed to answer 

media inquiries about, or may need to alert interested third parties to, the content 

of forthcoming announcements. The text of Ministerial statements or speeches 

should not be released in advance of them being made to the Parliament. As a 

general principle, where a statement has been scheduled, MSPs should be given 

the first opportunity to question Ministers ahead of any media questions. 

 

5. The topic to be covered, including an outline of the problem or issue that the 

Government aims to address, may be disclosed, together with an indication of the 

sort of approach the Government may take. 
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6. Where proposals to which the topic relates have been the subject of previous 

consultation or discussion, and interested parties provide the media with 

information, it is recognised that the Government may need to comment to 

explain its position or set the record straight if necessary. Ministerial 

announcements, in whatever format, may of course contain information that is 

already in the public domain and thus be accessible to the media. 

 

Ministerial Statements 

7. Ministerial statements are appropriate in the following circumstances: 

 

 matters of significant and either immediate or ongoing public (and 

Parliamentary) importance. For example, a Court ruling relating to the 

exercise of powers by the Government, where the Government needs to set 

out its position, explaining the action it intends to take and/or the financial or 

other implications of the ruling or an ongoing situation; 

 

 issues where there is Parliamentary and public expectation that the 

Government should explain its response or position. For example, national 

emergencies or unanticipated events, where there is significant public 

concern,  or important matters such as where significant sums of money are 

involved or matters in which the public will have an interest; and 

 

 set-piece occasions in which there are implications for the Parliament itself, 

such as a statement by the First Minister on the Government’s legislative 

programme. 

 

8. Whatever the circumstances, careful regard should always be given to ensuring 

that the Parliament’s position is respected. In particular, account should be taken 

of the presumption against announcing matters of importance to the media before 

it has been announced to the Parliament and the Parliament has had the chance 

to question and comment on the matter.  
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9. Standing Orders allow for Ministerial statements to be made either on an urgent 

or a programmed basis1. Urgent statements should be used to inform the 

Parliament of the Government’s position and/or intended course of action in 

relation to a matter that has arisen at short notice. As a rule, as much notice as 

possible should be provided for Ministerial Statements and so urgent statements 

should not normally be used for planned announcements, such as those following 

lengthy consultation exercises. Urgent statements should only be scheduled 

exceptionally. 

 

10. The programmed Ministerial statement should be used mainly, but not 

exclusively, for announcements on issues in which the Parliament has a key role, 

for example, to provide details of the Government’s future legislative programme 

or about a local government finance settlement or significant new or altered 

decisions. 

 
11. This guidance does not preclude Business Managers from formally requesting at 

meetings of the Parliamentary Bureau that Ministerial statements be made to the 

Parliament on issues where they consider these to be of significance. 

 
12. Time will be set aside for questions to the Minister following the statement. The 

normal ratio of questions to statement is 2:1 (e.g. 20 minutes for a 10 minute 

statement; 30 minutes for a 15 minute statement etc.). This time allocation is not 

fixed, however, and so the Presiding Officer will determine any departure from 

this allocation of time in consultation with the Parliamentary Bureau.  

 
13. A Ministerial statement can be debated. Where a debate is scheduled to follow a 

planned statement, consideration should be given to allowing time between the 

statement and the debate for members to familiarise themselves with the content 

of the statement. A debate the day following a statement would be appropriate 

and such a debate may be led by the Government.  

 

                                                 
1 Rule 13.2 
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14. However, there may be occasions on which it is felt that a debate should 

commence immediately after questions to the Minister are complete. In those 

circumstances, there is no need for an opening speech by the Minister. 

 

15. Where the Government wishes to release the text of a statement shortly in 

advance of it being made, as a matter of courtesy to Party leaders, the statement 

should be clearly marked as embargoed. This means that it is given out on the 

strict understanding that it should not be copied by the recipient to anyone other 

than the Party spokesperson responding to the Minister. It should be marked 

“check against delivery” to take account of any last minute changes that the 

Minister wishes to make. 

 

Written Answers to Parliamentary Questions (Government Initiated Questions) 

16. The Government may make an announcement by means of a response to a 

Parliamentary question lodged for written answer. These were previously known 

as Inspired Questions (IPQs). These are now called Government Initiated 

Questions (GIQs). 

 

17. It is acknowledged that answering a Government Initiated Question is the only 

available route for the Government to make announcements during recess. It is 

also sometimes appropriate for this method to be used when the Parliament is 

sitting, depending on the subject matter of the announcement. However, this 

method of informing the Parliament does not give Members the opportunity to 

directly scrutinise the Scottish Government on the issues raised. For these 

reasons, Government Initiated Questions should be used appropriately. 

 

18. Answers to Government Initiated Questions should be circulated to all MSPs by 

the Scottish Government when they are answered. In addition, the question will 

be circulated by the Chamber Desk to Business Managers at the time of lodging.  

 

19. The publication of the answer can be timed to be issued shortly before or to 

coincide with a media briefing. It can also be followed up with a debate in the 
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Parliament. Such questions are published in the Business Bulletin at the 

beginning of the list of questions submitted each day. The answer will also be 

published on a page on the Parliament’s website when it has been received from 

the Scottish Government. 

 

20. The details of the answer should not be made public before the answer has been 

sent to all Members and copied to the Chamber Desk. (Answers will be made 

available by the Chamber Desk to the public by being placed on the Parliament’s 

website). Government Initiated Questions should only be lodged during Chamber 

Desk opening hours unless there are good reasons for a departure from this 

practice.  

 

Oral Answers to Parliamentary Questions 

21. Answers in the Chamber to questions for oral answer also enable the 

Government to make announcements to the Parliament. As such questions are 

randomly selected by the Clerk of the Parliament for answer at Question Time (or 

selected by the Presiding Officer for Topical or First Minister’s Questions) they 

should not normally be the main means of major, planned announcements. 

Again, if this mechanism is to be used, it is good practice for non-Government 

parties to be forewarned that a significant announcement is to be made. This is 

consistent with the highlighting of Written Questions described in paragraph 19 

above. 

 

22. The arrangements set out in Paragraph 15 above also apply to announcements 

made in this way. 

 

Announcement during Parliamentary Debates 

23. It is open to the Government to use the opportunity of opening speeches in 

Parliamentary debates to make announcements. It is good practice for non-

Government parties to be informed in advance if a significant announcement is to 

be made in an opening speech. Where an announcement relates to a publication 

or release of a document, it would be helpful for copies to be made available to 
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the non-Government parties well in advance so as to inform the debate. 

However, apart from large set-piece debates such as that on the legislative 

programme, it is generally more helpful to Members to be informed of significant 

announcements prior to the debate.  

 

Ministerial Statements to Committees 

24. As with oral answers in the Chamber, Ministerial appearances before 

Committees also provide an opportunity for the Government to make 

announcements in the Parliament. 

 

25. Where the Government plans to make a statement to a Committee, advance 

notice should be provided to the Convener of the Committee.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 


