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PR/00/13/1
FOR DISCUSSION

THIRTEENTH MEETING OF THE PROCEDURES COMMITTEE

PARLIAMENTARY QUESTIONS – SCOPE OF CONTINUING WORK AND 2ND

REPORT

1. The Committee published its report entitled, “Preliminary Report into the Volume

of Written Parliamentary Questions and the Scottish Executive’s Speed of

Response” on 31st August.  The Executive response, published on 1st November

has been circulated to members previously.  The Parliament will be invited to

agree to the report on Thursday 23rd November.

2. The present Report is a preliminary one and further work is planned with a further

report probable in 2001.

3. The paper attached considers issues which the Committee may wish to include in

its continuing work.  Members are invited to note the issues proposed so far
for consideration in a second report; to consider whether it wishes to make
any further suggestions for work; and to agree to receive reports from
officials and take oral evidence on those reports.

Clerking and Reporting Directorate
November 2000



Issue

1. To suggest topics for examination by the Committee in the second stage of its

enquiry into parliamentary questions.

Proposed By

2. The Executive, individual members, members of the Committee, Parliamentary

officials.

Recommendations of the Preliminary Report

3. The Report recommends: an agreement between the Parliament and the
Executive to match resources to demand in answering questions lodged; to
improve turn round times for answers; and to monitor the number of
questions lodged.  This is the main plank of the proposed agreement.

Additionally it recommends:

•  a seminar into the purposes of parliamentary questions;

•  that internal Departmental telephone directories of the Executive be made

available to all MSPs; and

•  that to help track the answers to parliamentary questions, the feasibility of

placing the date on which questions are lodged in the relevant

Parliamentary publications should be looked at.

Monitoring

4. The monitoring exercise calls for the Committee to consider the accumulated

statistics on the number of written parliamentary questions lodged and the

number either answered or which are unanswered and have received holding

replies no later than March 2001.  The monitoring exercise covers the period from

4 September 2000 to February 2001.



5. The monitoring statistics and their analysis will provide a key element of the 2nd

Report.  Other issues have been raised in this area, however and this paper
goes on to suggest which other issues the Committee may find it
appropriate to cover.

Response from the Executive

6. In summary, the Executive has agreed to all the Committee’s
recommendations, specifically, to contribute to the monitoring exercise as
set out in the proposed agreement and for its views to be sought on the
success or otherwise of the agreement; to participate in the seminar on
parliamentary questions; to make Departmental staff directories available
electronically to members with appropriate guidance; and has suggested
that the date of the holding reply for questions, rather than the lodging
date, be placed in Parliamentary publications.

7. The Executive will publish periodic audits of the numbers of questions lodged and

the timing of answers.

8. The Executive’s response highlights some areas which the Committee’s report

notes, in particular, the quantity, quality and relevance of questions and the use

of other sources of information.

9. The Executive confirms that consideration is being given to establishing an

advisory cost limit for answering parliamentary questions.  It indicates that it

would be willing to consider, with the Committee, options for limiting questions

during the recess period.

10. The Executive has reinforced its Parliamentary Branch and revised its internal

parliamentary questions tracking system with the object of improving its

performance in answering parliamentary questions.



11. All these issues raised by the Executive are we think suitable for further
enquiry by the Committee.

Possible issues to pursue arising from the Committee’s 1st Report

12. As noted above, the Committee may wish to examine the quality of questions and

answers (paragraph 17 of the 1st Report).  This point was also touched on during

the Committee’s discussion of its draft report (OR 20 June, col 427), and is noted

below (paragraph 15).

13. The success of the seminar on parliamentary questions will require to be

assessed.  A preliminary letter has been sent to all members suggesting that their

researchers be invited to attend.  To date, 78 members have agreed that their

researcher can take part.

14. The Chamber Desk has considered the implications of placing the date when

questions were lodged in the relevant parliamentary publications and has agreed

with the Executive that the date of the holding answer will be given in the Written

Answers Report when the substantive answer is given.  The date on the

templates used by both the Chamber Desk and the Executive is the date for

answer, not the date lodged.

Issues raised during Committee discussion on 20 June of the draft 1st Report

15. The Committee has already highlighted areas which may merit examination.  In

particular, at its meeting on 20th June, a number of issues were raised:

•  Executive Staff Resources – does the volume of questions justify the

need for further resources being allocated to the Executive (OR col 422)?

The Executive has indicated that its Parliamentary Branch is being

reinforced.



•  Number of questions – are members’ overworking the system and

should procedures be put in place to prevent this (OR col 422)? Should

members regulate the number of questions they submit (OR col 432)?

The Executive also raised this issue.

•  Staff Training – arrangements for a seminar for MSPs’ researchers are

well underway.  The intention is that, if successful, further researchers

seminar will be held as required.  Is additional training required for

Chamber Desk staff and MSPs’ researchers (OR col 428)?  Would

informal discussions between members, researchers and Executive civil

servants be a good idea (OR col 434)?

•  Sources of Information – could information be elicited by other means?

(OR col 424).  Could the Executive be more pro-active in advertising ways

in which members can access information? (OR col 429).  The Executive

also raised this issue.

•  “Inspired” questions – review the use of inspired questions.  How many

questions are “inspired” (OR col 423)?  What are the variables which lead

to choosing an “inspired” question over a straightforward Executive policy

announcement?  Which take precedence: the answer to an MSP or an

“inspired” question on the same topic?  Guidance produced by the

Executive for its staff on this has been requested to inform this part of the

enquiry.

•  Cost – what is the acceptable level of costs incurred in answering

questions (OR col 425)?  The Executive’s response confirms that they are

considering establishing an advisory cost limit.

•  Quality of questions and answers – the clarity and appropriateness of

questions is said to affect the quality of answers (OR col 427).  What is the

relationship between question and answer?  Is it true that a poor question

predicates a poor answer?



Related issues

16. A number of related issues have emerged over a period of time.  These too could

be considered:

•  Admissibility – admissibility criteria - are these fully adequate?

•  Recess periods – is there an argument for restricting the volume of

questions lodged during recess?

•  The length of question time – around half the 30 questions presently

chosen for Question Time are reached.  Is the Parliament allowing itself

long enough for Question Time?  Are there other aspects of Question

Time, for example, the number of and length of “supplementaries” which it

could meaningfully consider?

•  Parliamentary questions on subject areas which do not fall within
Ministerial responsibility – who should answer questions about the

operation of NDPBs, local authorities or other agencies?  Should, and if

so, in what way Ministers who sit on joint ministerial committees with their

counterparts in Westminster be accountable to the Parliament for matters

which are reserved but affect Scotland (OR 18 January 2000 Col 260)?

Annex E of the 1st Report

17. For completeness sake, the report will also cover the matters set out in Annex E
of the 1st Report (priority written question system; timescale for answering

questions; rules about the lodging of questions; unanswered questions –

members raising their concerns; limiting the number of questions).



Conclusion

18. Other issues may be drawn into the exercise.  The lists above do however

provide a useful starting point for the next stage of the enquiry.

Next Steps: presentation of monitoring statistics and other oral evidence

19. Because of the cardinal importance of this topic to the Parliament, the Committee

has stated that, “not later than the March 2001 meeting …. the Committee
will consider the accumulated statistics [of the parliamentary questions
monitoring exercise]; take a view on the success of otherwise of the
agreement; and make any further report it feels is required … as quickly as
possible thereafter embodying recommendations should it see fit”.

20. We suggest that those Parliamentary and Executive officials jointly responsible

for monitoring statistics under the proposed agreement are asked to provide

findings and preliminary conclusions to the Committee in the form of a report to

the Committee in March 2001.

21. At the same time, a report on the other matters set out here shall be prepared by

the Procedures Clerks.

22. Shortly thereafter, the Committee may wish to take evidence on these documents

from a range of people: the Executive; other Parties; members, particularly those

who have raised particular queries; members of the public; and interested

organisations, before drawing up its own conclusions and considering any

recommendations it wishes to make in a report to the Parliament.

Recommendations

23. Members are invited to note the issues proposed for consideration during
the Committee’s continuing work on parliamentary questions; and to agree
to proceed as set out in paragraphs 19 to 22 above.



PO Corr cov

PR/00/13/ 2

FOR NOTING

THIRTEENTH MEETING OF THE PROCEDURES COMMITTEE

CORRESPONDENCE BETWEEN THE PRESIDING OFFICER AND THE
CONVENER

1. Members are invited to note the attached correspondence between
the Presiding Officer and the Convener.

Clerking and Reporting Directorate
November 2000











PR/00/13/3

FOR DECISION

ELEVENTH MEETING OF THE PROCEDURES COMMITTEE

WITHDRAWAL OF AMENDMENTS TO MOTIONS

1. The Committee agreed at its seventh meeting on 23 May, that the rules

relating to the withdrawal of motions should also be applied to

amendments (PR/00/7/3 attached at Annex A).

2. Further clarification was required and the attached paper considers

•  the procedure to be adopted in circumstances when a Member

objects to the withdrawal of an amendment.

3. The paper also deals with the status of amendments to motions where

those motions have been withdrawn.

4. Members are invited to agree to instruct appropriate amendments to
the standing orders.

Clerking and Reporting Directorate
November 2000



Issues

1. Procedure by which a member objects to the withdrawal of an amendment

to a motion lodged by another member.

2. Fate of amendments to a withdrawn motion.

Raised by

3. The Procedures Committee.

Background

4. As described in a paper circulated to the Committee on 23 May (PR/00/7/3

attached at Annex A), the current rules do not provide for the withdrawal

of amendments to motions.  When the situation arose on 27 April 2000 in

relation to the Abolition of Poindings and Warrant Sales Bill, the Presiding

Officer recommended that the withdrawal of amendments be treated in the

same way as motions.

5. On 23 May, the Committee considered the withdrawal of amendments (OR

Col 392) and agreed to recommend that amendments should be so

treated.

Present issues

6. The following paragraphs consider

•  the appropriate procedure where any member objects to the
withdrawal of an amendment to a motion, and,

•  the fate of amendments to a motion which has been
withdrawn.



Procedure by which a member objects to the withdrawal of an amendment

lodged by another member

Westminster (House of Commons)

7. The procedure in the House of Commons, Westminster is that the

unanimous agreement of the House is required in order for an individual

member to withdraw either a motion or an amendment.  The process is set

out in Erskine May1.

Australian House of Representatives

8. The procedure here is broadly similar to that in the House of Commons at

Westminster.  Standing order 183 provides that: “A proposed amendment

may, by leave, be withdrawn”.  The question is put on the withdrawal.

Where any member objects the member seeking withdrawal moves the

suspension of relevant standing orders. To be successful, the agreement

of an absolute majority of the House is required to such a suspension. If

this is not secured the motion or amendment remains in the “possession of

the House,” and is put to the vote.

Consideration

9. Procedures governing motions in the Scottish Parliament are set out at

Rule 8.3 of standing orders.  Rule 8.3.6 states,

“After a motion is moved, it may be withdrawn by the member who
moved it at any time before the question is put unless any member
objects to it being withdrawn.”

10.  It is this rule which the Committee has agreed should be applied to

amendments to motions: if a request is made to withdraw an amendment

(after it has been moved and before the question is put) the Presiding

                                           
1 Erskine May’s Treatise on The Law, Proceedings and Usage of Parliament, 22nd Edition
(Butterworths, London 1997) p 339.



Officer will ask the Members if they are content.  If they are, no issues

arise.  If any member objects to the withdrawal of an amendment
however, the question on the amendment would be put.

11. This would be similar to the rules governing withdrawal of amendments to

Bills during the legislative process under standing order Rule 9.10.15.

Fate of amendments to a withdrawn motion

Consideration

12. If the motion which has attracted an amendment has not been withdrawn

then the question on the amendment will be put.  In circumstances where

the motion has been withdrawn the associated amendment or

amendments should fall.

13. Although standing orders are clear on how and when a motion may be

withdrawn (see paragraph 9 above), there is no rule on what should

happen to an amendment which has been lodged in respect of a

withdrawn motion.  Our advice is that if the motion were withdrawn, the

amendment must fall, as the amendment would apply to something which

no longer existed and would therefore be inoperative because incomplete.

It would also seem logical to extend such a practice to amendments to

amendments to motions.

14. It would, we think, be helpful to have clarification of this in the standing

orders.

Proposed Action

15. We considered whether the Committee’s views on these matters should

issue as advice only, or as proposed changes to the standing orders.



16. Not to change the standing orders might lead the Presiding Officer

inadvertently into an inconsistency of approach.  Other situations where a

question is required to be put should a member object to a proposed

withdrawal are governed by rules in standing orders, for example, Rule

9.10.15.  The standing order approach would provide certainty about

procedure for both the Presiding Officer of the meeting and any member

concerned, and that course is what we recommend.

17. On the second point, it is we think a matter of logic that if a motion, or

amendment to a motion, no longer exists any amendment cannot stand on

its own.  It must automatically fall and this also should be reflected in the

standing orders for the same reason.

Conclusion

18. Members are invited to agree  that standing orders should be drafted
to ensure that

•  after an amendment to a motion is moved it may be withdrawn by

the member who moved it at any time before the question is put

unless any member objects to it being withdrawn in which case the

question must be put; and,

•  that any amendment or amendments to a motion or motions which

are withdrawn should fall automatically, and that this should also be

extended to cover amendments to amendments.

Clerking and Reporting Directorate
November 2000



Annex A

PR/00/7/3

FOR DECISION

SEVENTH MEETING OF THE PROCEDURES COMMITTEE

WITHDRAWAL OF AMENDMENTS TO MOTIONS

1. The Presiding Officer sought advice on the procedure to be followed on

the withdrawal of amendments in the Chamber on 27 April 2000.

2. Members are invited to discuss the attached paper and consider
instructing an amendment to standing orders.

Clerking Directorate
10 May 2000



Issue

1. The standing orders do not contain any provision permitting the withdrawal

of amendments.

Raised by

2. The Presiding Officer

Background

3. On 27 April 2000, the Parliament debated Stage 1 of the Abolition of

Poindings and Warrant Sales Bill.  An Executive amendment in the name

of Mr Jim Wallace, Deputy First Minister and Minister for Justice was

moved and debated.  The Minister subsequently withdrew the amendment

before the question was put (OR Col 193, 27 April 2000).

4. The Presiding Officer allowed the Minister to withdraw his amendment

based on the advice contained in Annex A.  This advice was requested

because, as noted above, the standing orders do not contain an express

rule relating to the withdrawal of an amendment.

Consideration

5. Rule 8.3.6 states that after a motion is moved, it may be withdrawn by the

Member who moved it at any time before the question is put unless any

Member objects to it being withdrawn.  This rule, however, does not apply

to amendments and, as explained, there is no similar rule for

amendments.

6. The advice provided to the Presiding Officer recommended that the

withdrawal of amendments should be treated in the same way as motions.

Thus, where a Member requested that an amendment be withdrawn (after



it had been moved but before the question was put), it would be sufficient

for the Presiding Officer to ask if Members were content for the

amendment to be withdrawn.

7. At a suitable opportunity when the standing orders are revised, Rule 8.6 of

the standing orders could be amended to make provision for withdrawal of

amendments mirroring the provision for withdrawal of motions.  Under

Rule 8.7 this new rule would also apply to amendments to amendments.

8. Further clarification is probably also required on the standing of

amendments where the motion to which it refers is withdrawn before it has

been moved or before the question is put.  It has been suggested that, in

such circumstances, the amendment should fall.

Conclusion

9. Members are invited to instruct work on urgent appropriate
amendments to standing orders to provide for withdrawal of
amendments to motions.



Annex A

NOTE TO PO/DPOs

WITHDRAWAL OF AMENDMENTS

1. Rule 8.3.6 allows a Member who has moved a motion to withdraw it at

any time before the question is put, unless any Member objects to it

being withdrawn.

2. Rule 8.6 deals with amendments, and follows generally the structure of

Rule 8.3 on motions.  However, it contains no express provision

allowing an amendment to be withdrawn.

3. Other provisions relating to motions are applied to amendments, with

appropriate modifications, by Rule 8.7.  However, Rule 8.3.6 is not so

applied.

4. There is, therefore, no express provision in the Standing Orders

permitting the withdrawal of amendments, or setting out a mechanism

for so doing.  This is patently a gap in the Standing Orders.

5. If the rules were interpreted as not allowing the withdrawal of an

amendment, a very unsatisfactory situation could be reached if the

motion to which an amendment applied was withdrawn, but the

amendment could not be.

6. It is suggested that common-sense and consistency point towards any

request to withdraw an amendment being treated in the same way as a

request to withdraw a motion made under Rule 8.3.6.

7. If that logic is followed, and a request is made to withdraw an

amendment (after it has been moved and before the question is put), it



is recommended that the PO/DPO simply asks if Members are content

that the amendment be withdrawn.

8. If Members are content, no other issues arise.

9. If Members are not content, there appears to be no basis for allowing

the amendment to be withdrawn.  In those circumstances, the question

would have to be put.

10. If the motion has not been withdrawn, it makes sense to put the

amendment.  In circumstances where the motion has been withdrawn,

the amendment will probably not be able to stand on its own.  The

result, if the amendment were to be supported in a vote, would be an

incomplete resolution.  It is thought that the likelihood of these

circumstances occurring is remote.

11. It is further recommended that the issue be referred to the Procedures

Committee as a matter of urgency.

Director of Clerking
27 April 2000


