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The Committee will meet on Tuesday, 6th March 2001 at 10.30am in
Committee Room 2.

1. Enquiry into the principles of the Consultative Steering Group:  The
Committee will note the appointment of an Adviser.

2. Timescales in relation to Bills and Bill amendments: The Committee
will consider an issues paper.

3. Amendments to Stage 1 and Stage 3 Motions: The Committee will note
a referral from the Presiding Officer.

4. Enquiry into Parliamentary Questions: The Committee will discuss
issues papers.

5. Time for Conveners to speak to Committee reports in the Chamber:
The Committee will note a referral from Alex Neil MSP.

6. The Management of Non-Executive Half-days:  The Committee will note
a referral from the Bureau.

7. Increasing the Effectiveness of Committees: The Committee will
consider the Conveners’ Group paper: “Increasing the Effectiveness of
Committees.”
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PR/01/2/1
TO NOTE

SECOND MEETING OF THE PROCEUDRES COMMITTEE

ENQUIRY INTO THE APPLICATION OF THE CONSULTATIVE STEERING
GROUP PRINCIPLES IN THE SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT

1. At its tenth meeting on 24th October 2000, the Committee agreed to the

appointment of an Adviser to its enquiry into the application of the Consultative

Steering Group principles in the Scottish Parliament (paper PR/00/10/3, heard in

private session, refers).

2. The Scottish Parliamentary Corporate Body (SPCB) approved the appointment

and David McCrone, Professor of Sociology and Convener of the Unit for the

Study of Government in Scotland at Edinburgh University, has accepted the post.

3. The Committee is invited to note the appointment.

Clerking and Reporting Directorate
February 2001



PR/01/2/2

FOR CONSIDERATION AND AGREEMENT

SECOND MEETING OF THE PROCEDURES COMMITTEE

TIMESCALES IN RELATION TO BILLS AND BILL AMENDMENTS;  DEADLINES
FOR EXECUTIVE AMENDMENTS

Background

1. At its meeting on the 19 December 2000 the Committee considered a paper on

timescales in relation to Bills (PR/00/14/2 – copy attached at Annex A).

Present paper

2. Attached is a further paper with additional changes.

Forward Look

3. The intention is to produce a draft report in due course reflecting the changes

agreed by the Committee on the 19th December and today.  There is likely to be a

further paper on the 3 April with a third tranche of changes and those too would

be taken into the draft report.

In attendance

4. Andrew Mylne from the Parliament’s Legislation Team will be present.

Conclusion

5. The Committee is asked to discuss and agree the recommendations in the

paper attached.

Clerking and Reporting Directorate
February  2001



TIMESCALES IN RELATION TO BILLS AND BILL AMENDMENTS

Introduction

1. The Committee agreed at its meeting on 19 December 2000 to a number of
changes to the timescales applicable in relation to Bills and Bill amendments.
Although the main explanation for the changes to the Standing Orders was
provided in the issues paper presented to the Committee at the 19 December
meeting (PR/00/14/2), there are some aspects of those changes that were not
explained in that paper.  Some of these are minor points of detail; others relate to
parallel changes to Chapter 9A (the new Standing Orders relating to Private
Bills).  Part 1 of this paper contains the relevant explanation.  (At the 19
December meeting, the Committee also considered whether to impose an earlier
deadline for the lodging of Executive amendments to Bills than for the lodging of
non-Executive amendments.  That issue is further considered in a separate
paper.)

2. In addition, it has become clear that there is a need for a fixed cut-off point for the
withdrawal of amendments before a Stage takes place, and for members adding
their names as supporters of amendments.  Part 2 of this paper contains a
discussion and recommendation on this issue.

3. Proposed changes to the Standing Orders to give effect to the decisions already
taken by the Committee, and the recommendations contained in this paper, are
attached in the Annexe.

PART 1: IMPLEMENTATION OF PREVIOUS DECISIONS

4. At its meeting on 19 December, the Committee agreed:

(i) that the period of notice for amendments at Stage 3 be extended to 3 days;

(ii) that the daily deadline for lodging amendments at all stages be brought
forward to 4.30 pm, except on the final day for lodging amendments at Stage 2 or
Reconsideration Stage, when it should be 2 pm;

(iii) that the minimum time interval between Stage 1 and Stage 2 be set at 7
whole sitting days;

(iv) that the minimum time interval between Stage 2 and Stage 3 be set at 9
whole sitting days if the Bill is amended at Stage 2, and 4 whole sitting days if the
Bill is not amended at Stage 2;



(v) that the minimum time interval between further Stage 2 proceedings and
resumed Stage 3 proceedings be set at 4 whole sitting days, but only if the Bill is
amended at the further Stage 2 proceedings.

5. The changes to Standing Orders required to reflect these decisions are as
follows:

(i) – paragraphs 6(a) and 7 in the Annexe to this paper;
(ii) – paragraph 6(b) in the Annexe;
(iii), (iv) and (v) – paragraphs 2 and 3 in the Annexe.

Change to daily deadline for lodging amendments

6. The Committee agreed on 19 December that the daily deadline for lodging
amendments should be brought forwards from 5.30 pm to 4.30 pm on most days,
and to 2 pm on the last day on which amendments may be lodged before a Stage
(or before a day at a Stage).

7. The Directorate believes that the deadline for lodging amendments can be
determined administratively if it is set at a time that is at or near the end of
“normal office hours”.  That includes a deadline of 4.30 pm instead of one of 5.30
pm.  However, it is felt more appropriate, in relation to a deadline much earlier
than that, to make specific mention of it in the Standing Orders.  This is the best
way of ensuring the deadline is widely known, and if the clerks are to refuse to
accept amendments submitted between 2 and 4.30 pm on certain days only, they
need to have a clear source of authority for doing so.   

8. This is reflected in paragraph 6(b) of the Annexe to this paper.

Additional minor changes to Rule 9.5.3

9. The changes to Standing Orders set out in paragraphs 2 and 3 of the Annexe –
which amend Rule 9.5.3 – have been drafted to resolve the following minor
difficulties with the wording of the present Rule:

• Although the business programme (defined in Rule 5.4.2) may include the
“timetable for consideration by … any committee … of any Bill or any
provision of a Bill”, in practice business programmes do not specify when
committees are to take Stage 2 proceedings (which may take place over a
number of days).  It is for the Convener of the relevant committee to
determine the committee’s agenda and such agendas do not, in any case,
usually specify the times at which individual items are to be taken.  The
revised wording of the Rule reflects this.

• The opportunity has also been taken to divide the present Rule into separate
paragraphs.  This is simply so that if it is necessary, in relation to a particular
Bill, to suspend the Rule on minimum intervals, it is not also necessary to
suspend the Rule about giving notice of when Stages are to take place.

Related minor changes to Chapter 9



10. It is proposed that three minor problems with the wording of Chapter 9 be
addressed along with the above changes.  These are as follows.

Title of “Reconsideration Stage”

11. Nowhere in Chapter 9 is there a convenient name for the Stage described in Rule
9.9 (reconsideration of a Bill after it has been passed).  This stage is referred to in
the Guidance on Public Bills as “Reconsideration Stage”.  It is proposed that this
name is now established in the Standing Orders – hence the change proposed in
paragraph 1 of the Annexe (and the changes proposed in paragraphs 4 and 5 are
consequential changes).  (An equivalent change to Chapter 9A is made by
paragraph 13 of the Annexe.)

Manuscript amendments at Reconsideration Stage

12. Rule 9.10.6 provides for manuscript amendments at Stage 2 and forbids them at
Stage 3.  But it does not specify whether they are permitted at Reconsideration
Stage.  Since that Stage is directly comparable to Stage 3, it would be consistent
with the present Rule to make clear that manuscript amendments are also not
permitted at Reconsideration Stage.  (It should be emphasised that making this
minor change now in no way prevents the Committee recommending in due
course amending this Rule to allow manuscript amendments at Stage 3 (and
perhaps also at Reconsideration Stage).)

13. Paragraphs 9 and 16 of the Annexe make the appropriate changes to Chapters 9
and 9A respectively.

Minimum intervals for Emergency Bills

14. Rule 9.21.4 disapplies the rule on minimum intervals between stages (Rule 9.5.3)
in relation to Emergency Bills.  Since Rule 9.5.3 would be amended by the
changes proposed above, some consequential change to Rule 9.21.4 would be
required.  However, the latter Rule is in any case unnecessary, since Rule 9.1
already ensures that a “general rule” (e.g. Rule 9.5.3) is superseded by any
conflicting “special rule” applicable to a specific type of Bill.  Rule 9.21.5 makes
provision about the intervals between Stages of an Emergency Bill which is
inconsistent with Rule 9.5.3 – so Rule 9.5.3 is automatically disapplied in relation
to such a Bill, without the need for any express provision to disapply it.  In other
words, Rule 9.21.4 can simply be omitted.  This is achieved by paragraph 12 of
the Annexe.

Consequential changes to Chapter 9A

15. The new Chapter 9A on Private Bill Procedure includes Rules on timing which
are the close analogue of those in Chapter 9 that the Committee has agreed
should be changed.  Although the Directorate was aware of this at the time the
Committee was being asked to consider the draft new Chapter, it was not
considered practical to ask the Committee to consider those issues in addition to
the large number of issues particular to Private Bills, given the tight deadlines to
which the Committee was then working.  It was therefore considered more



appropriate to make parallel changes to both Chapters as part of a separate
exercise.

16. It is therefore now proposed that similar changes to those that the Committee
agreed to on 19 December for Chapter 9 are also made to Chapter 9A.

17. However, although the main issues are the same in the two Chapters, there are
some differences in the ways in which they require to be addressed in the context
of Chapter 9A.  In particular:

• Chapter 9A does not include any equivalent of the “two weeks between
Stages” requirement in Rule 9.5.3.  There is also, perhaps, less of a general
case for establishing minimum intervals between Stages of a Private Bill,
since the overall timescale for such a Bill is not driven by political factors.  So
far as Consideration Stage is concerned, Rule 9A.9.7 already provides a
minimum interval of five sitting days between the evidence-taking part of the
Stage and the consideration of amendments.  However, it remains the case
that if members are to be able to exercise their right to lodge amendments at
the Final Stage, there needs to be a minimum period between that Stage and
completion of the previous Stage.  It is therefore suggested that there should
be the same minimum interval between these Stages as the Committee has
agreed there should be between Stages 2 and 3 of a Public Bill.

• Similarly, it would be useful to include a minimum interval between any
resumed Consideration Stage proceedings under Rule 9A.10.6, and the
resumed Final Stage proceedings under that Rule.  Again, the interval
proposed is the same as that the Committee has agreed to in relation to
Public Bills.

• Rule 9A.7.3 could usefully be amended to avoid the minor problems identified
in paragraph 9 above in relation to Rule 9.5.3.

• Rule 9A.12.2 is in identical terms to Rule 9.10.2, and therefore needs to be
amended in the same way.  In particular, it is recommended that the minimum
period of notice for Final Stage amendments should be changed from 2 days
to 3, in line with the Committee’s decision in relation to the period of notice for
Stage 3 amendments to Public Bills.

• In relation to Consideration Stage of a Private Bill, it is recommended that the
minimum period of notice for Private Bill amendments should remain at 2
days.  This is equivalent to the position agreed to by the Committee in relation
to Public Bills – i.e. to retain a minimum notice period of 2 days for Stage 2
amendments.  Unlike with a Public Bill, however, what is required is not 2
days notice before the Stage, but 2 days before the part of the Stage at which
amendments are considered (the first part of Consideration Stage consisting
of the leading and examination of evidence from the promoter and objectors).

• The Directorate proposes that the cut-off time during the day for lodging
Private Bill amendments should be the same as for Public Bill amendments –
that is, 4.30 pm, except on the final day for lodging amendments for
Consideration Stage (or a day at that Stage), when it will be 2 pm.



18. The Committee is invited to agree the above changes to Chapter 9A – which
are reflected in paragraphs 13 to 20 of the Annexe.

PART 2: DEADLINES FOR WITHDRAWING AND SUPPORTING AMENDMENTS

19. Rule 9.10.3 allows the member in charge of a Bill (if he or she is not the member
proposing an amendment) and up to 4 other members to indicate support for an
amendment.  Sometimes amendments are lodged with supporters’ names
attached.  More frequently, members indicate support only after they see an
amendment in print.  In either case, the supporter’s name appears below the
proposer’s name when the amendment is printed in the Marshalled List.

20. Sometimes, members add their names in support of an amendment simply in
order to indicate in advance of the Stage their support for it (and if the supporter
is the party spokesperson, this would usually give an indication that the member
of that party will vote for the amendment in any division).  However, as the
Guidance on Public Bills makes clear (paragraph 3.39), adding one’s name can
have a more practical consequence.  If member B adds his or her name in
support of member A’s amendment, B thereby prevents A from unilaterally
withdrawing the amendment before the Stage takes place.  This is because, if A
tries to withdraw the amendment without B’s consent, the amendment simply
becomes an amendment in B’s name.  For this reason, it is important that the
deadline for adding a name as a supporter is the same as the deadline for
withdrawing an amendment before the Stage.

21. As they presently stand, the Standing Orders do not specify any deadline before
a Stage after which amendments may no longer be withdrawn, or after which
supporters’ names may no longer be added. (Rule 9.10.15 deals with the
separate issue of amendments being withdrawn during proceedings at the Stage,
after they have been moved.)  In practice, therefore, the clerks have usually
allowed amendments to be withdrawn or names added until the text of the
Marshalled List is finalised.

22. This is not a satisfactory situation, however.  The Marshalled List is finalised
when the clerks send it for printing – something that will vary from one occasion
to the next and is arbitrary so far as members are concerned.  More importantly,
it is not a time that can be advertised in advance – so if a member wishes to add
his or her name on the day the Marshalled List is finalised, the only way of finding
out whether it is too late to do so is to contact the clerks.

23. To overcome this problem, it is recommended that the same deadline should
apply to withdrawing or supporting amendments as applies to lodging them.

24. The only possible disadvantage to this is that it prevents members adding their
names in support of amendments that were lodged on the final day (and which
would therefore only appear in print after the deadline for supporting them had
passed).  However, this should not matter greatly since the solution
recommended would not prevent members using the device of supporting an
amendment as a way of preventing the member who lodged it from withdrawing it



unilaterally.  The member who lodged the amendment would be prevented from
withdrawing it at exactly the same moment that other members were prevented
from adding their names as supporters.  As a result, it would remain open to
those other members to move the amendment (if the member who lodged it did
not do so).

25. The Committee is invited to agree to the above recommendation – and to
the changes to Standing Orders required to implement it, as set out in
paragraphs 8, 10, 18 and 20 of the Annexe.

Clerking and Reporting Directorate

February 2001



Annexe: Changes to Standing Orders

1. In Rule 9.5.2, after “Rule 9.9” insert “(Reconsideration Stage)”.

2. For Rule 9.5.3, substitute—

“The business programme shall set out the time or times at which each Stage,
or any part of any Stage, of a Bill is to be taken by a Committee of the Whole
Parliament or at a meeting of the Parliament. In the case of a Stage to be
taken in whole or in part by a committee, notice that the Stage or part of the
Stage is to be taken shall be given in the agenda for the relevant committee
meeting.”

3. After Rule 9.5.3, insert—

“3A The minimum period that must elapse between the day on which Stage 1
is completed and the day on which Stage 2 starts is 7 sitting days.

3B The minimum period that must elapse between the day on which Stage 2
is completed and the day on which Stage 3 starts is—

(a) 9 sitting days if the Bill is amended at Stage 2;

(b) 4 sitting days if the Bill is not amended at Stage 2.

3C The minimum period that must elapse between the day on which further
Stage 2 proceedings under Rule 9.8.6 are completed and the day on which
Stage 3 proceedings resume under that Rule is 4 sitting days (but only if the
Bill is amended at those further Stage 2 proceedings).”

4. In Rule 9.9.3, for “on reconsideration” substitute “at Reconsideration Stage”.

5. In Rule 9.9.4, for “on reconsideration of the Bill” substitute “at Reconsideration
Stage”.

6. In Rule 9.10.2—
(a) for “at any Stage” substitute “at Stage 2 or Reconsideration Stage”;
(b) at the end insert “On the final day on which notice of amendments may be
given before Stage 2 or Reconsideration Stage (or any day of proceedings at
those Stages), notice of amendments must be given by 14:00.”

7. After Rule 9.10.2, insert—

“2A Where a member intends to move an amendment to a Bill at Stage 3, he
or she shall give notice of the amendment by lodging it with the Clerk no later
than 3 sitting days before the day on which Stage 3 is due to start. Where
Stage 3 is being taken over more than one day, notice of amendments may
be given no later than 3 sitting days before each day of proceedings at that
Stage.”



8.  In Rule 9.10.3, for “by notifying the Clerk” substitute “(other than a manuscript
amendment) by notifying the Clerk at any time during the period when notice of
amendments for that Stage (other than manuscript amendments) may be given”.

9.  In Rule 9.10.6, after “Stage 3” insert “or Reconsideration Stage”.

10. After Rule 9.10.7, insert—

“7A  An amendment (other than a manuscript amendment) may be withdrawn
by the member who lodged it at any time during the period when notice of
amendments for that Stage (other than manuscript amendments) may be
given, but only with the unanimous agreement of any members who have
indicated their support for the amendment.  If such agreement is not obtained,
the amendment becomes an amendment in the name of the member who first
indicated his or her support for the amendment and who does not agree to the
amendment being withdrawn.”

11.  For Rule 9.16.4, substitute “The  requirements in Rules 9.5.3A to C as to the
minimum periods that must elapse between the Stages of a Bill shall not apply.”

12.  Rule 9.21.4 is deleted.

13.  In Rule 9A.7.2, at the end insert “(Reconsideration Stage)”.

14.  For the first sentence of Rule 9A.7.3, substitute “The business programme shall
set out the time or times at which each Stage or any part of any Stage of a Private
Bill is to be taken at a meeting of the Parliament. In the case of a Stage to be taken
in whole or in part by the Private Bill Committee, notice that the Stage or part of the
Stage is to be taken shall be given in the agenda for the relevant committee
meeting.”

15.  After Rule 9A.7.3, insert—

“3A  The minimum period that must elapse between the day on which
Consideration Stage is completed and the day on which the Final Stage starts
is—

(a) 9 sitting days if the Bill is amended at Consideration Stage;

(b) 4 sitting days if the Bill is not amended at Consideration Stage.

3B  The minimum period that must elapse between the day on which further
Consideration Stage proceedings under Rule 9A.10.6 are completed and the
day on which the Final Stage proceedings resume under that Rule is 4 sitting
days (but only if the Bill is amended at those further Consideration Stage
proceedings).”

16.  In Rule 9A.12.2—



(a) after “Private Bill” insert “at Consideration Stage or Reconsideration
Stage”;

(b) after “day on which” insert “consideration of amendments at”;

(c) after “proceedings” insert “on amendments”;

(d) at the end insert “On the final day on which notice of amendments may be
given before Consideration Stage or Reconsideration Stage (or any day of
proceedings at those Stages), notice of amendments must be given by
14:00.”

17.  After Rule 9A.12.2, insert—

“2A  Where a member intends to move an amendment to a Bill at the Final Stage,
he or she shall give notice of the amendment by lodging it with the Clerk no later
than 3 sitting days before the day on which that Stage is due to start. Where the
Final Stage is being taken over more than one day, notice of amendments may
be given no later than 3 sitting days before each day of proceedings at that
Stage.”

18.  In Rule 9A.12.3, for “by notifying the Clerk” substitute “(other than a manuscript
amendment) by notifying the Clerk at any time during the period when notice of
amendments for that Stage (other than manuscript amendments) may be given”.

19.   In Rule 9A.12.6, after “Final Stage” insert “or Reconsideration Stage”.

20.   After Rule 9A.12.7, insert—

“7A  An amendment (other than a manuscript amendment) may be withdrawn by
the member who lodged it at any time during the period when notice of
amendments for that Stage (other than manuscript amendments) may be given,
but only with the unanimous agreement of any members who have indicated
their support for the amendment.  If such agreement is not obtained, the
amendment becomes an amendment in the name of the member who first
indicated his or her support for the amendment and who does not agree to the
amendment being withdrawn.”



































FOR DISCUSSION                                                                                        PR/01/2/3

SECOND MEETING OF THE PROCEDURES COMMITTEE

AMENDMENTS TO STAGE 1 AND STAGE 3 MOTIONS – ANNOUNCEMENT BY
THE PRESIDING OFFICER

Background

1. At its ninth meeting on 12 September 2000, the Committee considered the

admissibility of amendments to motions at Stage 1 of the legislative process

(sometimes referred to as “reasoned amendments” - paper PR/00/9/8 refers).

What the Committee agreed

2. At that meeting, the Committee agreed that such amendments were admissible;

that it would be appropriate for reference to be made in a revision of the

Guidance on Public Bills to the use of amendments to motions on the general

principles of Bills; and that it would be helpful for an announcement to be made

by the Presiding Officer.

Presiding Officer’s announcement

3. The Presiding Officer has now announced the criteria he intends to apply when

selecting amendments to motions at both Stage 1 and Stage 3 (extract of the

Business Bulletin No. 26/2001 of 9 th February 2001 attached at Annex A).

Request to the Committee

4. The Presiding Officer has invited the Procedures Committee to consider, in the

light of his announcement, whether there is any need to amend the standing

orders.  Attached at Annex B is correspondence from the Presiding Officer

referring the matter to the Committee.

5. Members are invited to note the referral.

Clerking and Reporting Directorate
February 2001



ANNEX A

EXTRACT FROM THE BUSINESS BULLETIN 26/2001 - 9TH FEBRUARY 2001

BUSINESS BULLETIN 26 / 2001
Amendments to Stage 1 and Stage 3 motions

Debates in the Parliament at Stage 1 and at Stage 3 of a Bill take place on motions
lodged by the member in charge of the Bill. At Stage 1, the motion is "that the
Parliament agrees to the general principles of the [short title] Bill"; at Stage 3 it is
"that the Parliament agrees that the [short title] Bill be passed". Motions of either sort
may be amended and, as with other amendments to motions, it is for the Presiding
Officer to decide whether they are selected for debate (under Rule 8.5.6). Such
amendments are sometimes referred to as "reasoned amendments".

Points of order were raised about such amendments during the Stage 1 debate on
the Abolition of Poindings and Warrant Sales Bill, and during the Stage 3 debates on
the Transport (Scotland) Bill on 20 December 2000 and on the Salmon Conservation
(Scotland) Bill on 11 January 2001. In response to a point of order on the Transport
(Scotland) Bill, the Presiding Officer indicated that he intended to be stricter in future
on the selection of reasoned amendments (Official Report, cols 1240-1). The
purpose of this announcement is to set out the criteria that the Presiding Officer will
now apply.

On behalf of the Parliamentary Bureau, the Presiding Officer is also inviting the
Procedures Committee to consider, in the light of this announcement, whether there
is any need to amend the Standing Orders in relation to amendments to Stage 1 or
Stage 3 motions.

The Presiding Officer will only select for debate amendments which are so worded
that they cannot cast any doubt on what the status of the Bill would be if the
amended motion were agreed to. Such amendments will therefore only be selected
if—

(a) it would remain clear from the amended motion that the general principles of the
Bill would be agreed to (and the Bill would proceed to Stage 2), or that the Bill would
be passed, as the case may be; or

(b) it would be clear from the amended motion that the general principles of the Bill
would not be agreed to, or that the Bill would not be passed, as the case may be
(and, in either case, that the Bill would fall).

As an example, amendments in category (a) might be worded to add a reason why,
in agreeing to the motion, the Parliament does so with some regret or misgivings –
e.g. Insert at end "but, in so doing, expresses reservations about [etc.]".

Amendments in category (b) should be worded so as to reverse the terms of the
motion for a reason stated in the amendment – e.g. Leave out from "agrees" to end
and insert "does not agree to the general principles of the [short title] Bill because
[etc.]".







cov PQ papers

PR/01/2/4

FOR DISCUSSION

SECOND MEETING OF THE PROCEDURES COMMITTEE

PARLIAMENTARY QUESTIONS

WORK PREPARATORY TO A 2 ND REPORT

Introduction

1. Members will be aware that the Committee produced its 1st Report on

parliamentary questions last year and that report flagged the possibility of

a further report, if required.

2. A Summary of Recommendations from that report is attached to this

minute.

Topics

3. The following topics were selected by the Committee for further study.

Work on these could provide the raw material for a further report

later in the year. Those topics marked in bold have papers attached

which the Committee is invited to discuss today.  Those not in bold will

come forward as quickly as possible as a second suite  of papers.  The

main focus for today’s discussion is intended to be the paper entitled,

“Results of the Monitoring Exercise”.

• Results of the Monitoring Exercise

• Holding answers – publication of date given

• Admissibility and questions on areas outwith Ministerial responsibility

• Advisory cost limit



cov PQ papers

• Executive staff resources and internal parliamentary questions  tracking

system

• Quality of questions and answers

• Quantity of questions and answers

• Relevance issues

• Sources of information available to MSPs

• Report back on PQ seminars

• Oral questions about meetings held or planned by the Executive

• Questions in recess

• Parliamentary Questions as a means for Executive policy

announcements

• Length of question time

• Issues covered in “Annex E” of the Procedures Committee, 1st Report

• Transparency of answers involving third parties

Nature and stage of process

4. A number of the topics are closely inter-related.  For example, analysis of

the results of the Monitoring Exercise (thus far) with the utility of the

measures considered in the paper dealing with Annex E of the 1st Report.

In this case papers on both topics happen to be attached.  But where

papers remain to come forward this is likely to mean that final decisions on

particular issues will require to await a later Committee meeting and the

consideration of any draft report.  It is however important to have

Members’ views on issues in development and it is in that context, as

work-in-progress, that the attached papers are offered.

5. In all the work on this topic, and in particular when considering various

options for change, consideration has been given to the young age of the

Parliament.  Procedures are still “bedding in”.  Indeed, the work in hand is

a part of that process.  To date the Committee has taken account of this by

adopting an incremental and cautious approach to proposing changes to



cov PQ papers

the status quo and that has been welcomed by the Parliament when

considering the Committee’s reports so far.  The stress has been placed

on measures to gather evidence of how elements of the system in place

are working. For example, in the case of the first report on parliamentary

questions where the main outcome was agreement that a joint monitoring

arrangement between the Parliament and the Executive should be set up.

Next steps and timescale

6. Once the second suite of papers on parliamentary questions has been

produced and discussed by the Committee, and subject to its agreement

that a report is required, the clerks will circulate a draft which can be

discussed and on which the evidence of interested parties can be taken,

for example, Scottish Executive Ministers and officials.

7. We would hope that any draft report proposing changes to the standing

orders could be considered at the Committee’s May meeting with a

Parliamentary debate following very soon thereafter.

In attendance for this item

8. Michael Lugton, Head of Constitution & Parliamentary Secretariat, Scottish

Executive

Andrew McNaughton, Head of Parliamentary Liaison Unit, Scottish

Executive

Hugh Flinn, Chamber Desk, Scottish Parliament

Procedures Clerks

Committee Members’ action

9. Members are invited to discuss the papers attached.

Clerking and Reporting Directorate
February 2001
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Summary of Recommendations

1. That the Parliament notes and agrees the terms of the following proposed agreement
between the Parliament and the Executive.

Parliamentary Questions: Agreement between The Scottish Parliament and The
Scottish Executive

a. The objective of this agreement is to assist all those responsible for parliamentary
questions to match resources to demand in answering questions lodged; to seek
demonstrable improvements in the turn round time for answering questions; and to
monitor the number of questions lodged.

b. The following statistics will be published in the weekly Written Answers Report of
the Parliament every 4 weeks on a cumulative basis covering the preceding 4 weeks
for comparative purposes.

• number of written questions to the Executive and the Presiding Officer lodged

• number of written questions answered broken down into those answered
within 14 days; in 2-4 weeks; in 4-6 weeks; in 6-8 weeks; more than 8 weeks;
the number of unanswered questions where holding answers have been
given.

In all cases information will be based on the records of the Chamber Desk and will be
given separately for the Scottish Executive and the Presiding Officer.

c. The Written Answers Report shall list daily the numbers of those questions that
have received holding answers that day.

d. These statistics will be monitored jointly by the Parliament's Chamber Desk in the
Directorate of Clerking and Reporting (Chamber Office) and the Parliamentary Clerk
of the Scottish Executive pursuant to the objectives set out in paragraph a above.

e. That not later than the March 2001 meeting of the Procedures Committee, the
Committee will consider the accumulated statistics; take a view on the success or
otherwise of this agreement; and make any further report it feels is required to the
Parliament as quickly as possible thereafter embodying recommendations should it
see fit.

2. That a continuing seminar on the resources for obtaining information and the appropriate
use of parliamentary questions, and involving Members, the Executive and Parliamentary
officials, be organised by the Parliamentary authorities to assist those involved in the drafting
of parliamentary questions, primarily members' researchers and assistants.

3. That internal departmental telephone directories of the Executive be made available to all
MSPs.

4. That to facilitate the tracking of parliamentary questions and the answers submitted, the
Parliamentary authorities should investigate now the feasibility of placing the date on which
questions are lodged in the relevant Parliamentary publications.



Issue

1. Volume of Parliamentary Questions and the Executive’s speed of response:

analysis of statistics as required by the Parliament on accepting the report of the

Procedures Committee (SP Paper 169).

Raised by

2. The Procedures Committee (enquiry into parliamentary questions).

Background

3. The Parliament agreed at its meeting on 23 November 2000 to the report entitled

“Preliminary report into the volume of Written Parliamentary Questions and the

Scottish Executive’s speed of response” (SP Paper 169).

4. This report embodied an agreement to publish certain statistics in the Written

Answers Report of the Parliament as follows:

• the number of written questions lodged to the Executive and the Presiding

Officer

• the number of written questions answered broken down into those answered

within 14 days; in 2-4 weeks; in 4-6 weeks; in 6-8 weeks; more than 8 weeks;

the number of unanswered questions where holding answers have been given

5. It is a requirement of the report that, not later than its March 2001 meeting, the

Procedures Committee should consider the statistics accumulated to date.

6. In his speech to the Parliament on 23 November 2000 seeking the Parliament’s

agreement to the recommendations of the Procedures Committee’s report the

Convener, Mr Murray Tosh, stated



“The Committee has committed itself to considering, in March 2001, what

conclusions can be drawn from these accumulated statistics and to make a future

report and recommendations to the Parliament if it sees fit”.

7. This report presents the accumulated statistics for the last five months to the

Committee.1

Consideration

Volume of Questions

8. Annex A shows, in both table and graph form, the total number of questions

lodged in each month covering the twelve month period February 2000 to

January 2001.  The totals cover both questions to the Executive and questions to

the Presiding Officer, although the overwhelming proportion of questions are to

the Executive.

9. It is difficult to draw definitive conclusions from the figures.

10. The figures peaked at over 1000 in March and May 2000, and there has been a

slight falling off since then.  However it is likely that there is an annual cycle of

questions with the highest number of questions lodged in months wholly outwith

recesses, March, May and November.

11. Until the figures from March and May 2001 have been monitored, it will be

impossible to say with certainty whether the volume of questions has peaked and

whether the slight falling off in recent figures represents a long term trend.

                                                
1 Work by the Executive and the Parliament on the validity of the data continues. We are confident
about the overall trends as set out in these papers.



Speed of Response

12. Annex B shows the figures for speed of response to questions broken down as

requested by the Procedures Committee for the five four-week periods

commencing 18 September 2000. 2

13. Annex B shows that after answering significantly over 50% of questions in due

period between 18 September 2000 and 8 December 2000, there has been a

decline in performance in the two most recent four-week periods.

14. In order to explore the position further, Paragraph 14 compares the mid-

September to mid-December figures with the equivalent period in 1999, and

Paragraph 16 considers whether there are any particular reasons for the

apparent recent decline in performance by the Executive.

15. The table below compares performance by the Executive in answering questions

within due period over three four week periods in 1999 and 2000.

1999 Number of

Questions Lodged

% answered

within due

period

2000 Number of

Questions

Lodged

% answered

within due

period

18/09/99 to

13/10/99

335 44% 18/09/00 to

13/10/00

490 53%

16/10/99 to

10/11/99

417 48% 16/10/00 to

10/11/00

716 63%

13/11/99 to

08/12/00

569 58% 13/11/00 to

08/12/00

688 58%

                                                
2 For technical reasons these four-week monitoring figures have not yet appeared in the Written
Answers Report but it is anticipated that they will in the very near future. In the meantime the figures
continue to be monitored by the Chamber Desk.



16. These figures show an improvement in performance by the Executive of up

to 10% against a background increase of 43% in total volume, which

represents significant progress.

17. While the apparent decline in performance in the period from mid-December

2000 to mid-February 2001 is therefore a matter for concern, it needs to be seen

against the background of volume of questions asked.

18. Two reasons may be advanced for this decline.  First, the period covered

included the Christmas recess when the Office of the Clerk, and indeed

Executive offices, were closed for an unusually large number of days.  In practice

questions asked in the run-up to Christmas, but before the beginning of the

recess when the 21 day period for answer applied, were most unlikely to receive

more than holding answers within the 14 day period because of Executive staff

leave over the holiday period.

19. Second, from discussions with the Executive it appears likely that these figures

have been distorted by a concerted attempt by the Executive to eliminate the

backlog of unanswered questions. At the end of each audit period reported on by

the Executive there has been a long trail of unanswered questions. The

Executive has been making considerable efforts to clear this backlog and as at

the end of January all but a small proportion of questions due for answer up to

the end of October were cleared; it is expected that all questions due for answer

by December will be cleared in the near future.

Conclusions

20. It is not yet possible to reach definitive conclusions on the trends shown in this

monitoring report both in respect of volume of questions and speed of response

by the Executive.



21. There has been a slight falling off in the volume of questions since the peaks

reached in March and May 2000 but it is possible that an annual cycle will

develop in the volume of questions lodged.

22. In relation to speed of response, the Executive’s performance in autumn 2000 did

show a significant improvement on the equivalent period in 1999, but there has

been a decline in the most recent four-week periods, although factors specific to

this period may well explain this decline.

23. As the Procedures Committee is not due to reach full conclusions on the review

of Parliamentary Questions until later in the year, it is suggested that the

monitoring of statistics should continue and an updated report presented to the

Committee at the end of May at the earliest.

Recommendations

24. The Committee is invited to note that monitoring arrangements have been

successfully put in place and that the publication of statistics in the Written

Answers Report is anticipated very soon.

25. The Committee is asked to discuss the figures presented in this report, and

to agree that joint monitoring by the Chamber Desk and the Executive

continues to inform further consideration by the Committee and any further

report later in the year.



Annex A

Month Lodged
June 1999 313
July 1999 378
August 1999 493
September 1999 456
October 1999 460
November 1999 541
December 1999 646
January 2000 536
February 2000 740
March 2000 1050
April 2000 544
May 2000 1003
June 2000 984
July 2000 509
August 2000 545
September 2000 623
October 2000 627
November 2000 880
December 2000 511
January 2001 736
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Annex B

Parliamentary Questions and Answers

18 Sep 00 to 13 Oct 00

Scottish
Executive

Presiding
Officer

Total

Questions Asked 477 11 488
Questions Answered 613 27 640

Non-recess questions answered

Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-14 days 269 56% 7 100%
2-4 weeks 113 23.5% 0
4-6 weeks 38 7.9% 0
6-8 weeks 0 0 0
8 weeks and over 60 12.5% 0
Total answered 480 7

Recess questions answered

Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-21 days 56 42% 18 90%
3-5 weeks 20 15% 2 10%
5-7 weeks 29 21.8% 0
7-9 weeks 10 7.5% 0
9 weeks and over 18 13.5% 0
Total answered 133 20

Percentage of Executive questions answered in due period 53%

Parliamentary Questions and Answers

16 Oct 00 – 10 Nov 00

Scottish
Executive

Presiding
Officer

Total

Questions Asked 706 13 719
Questions Answered 462 17 479



Non-recess questions answered

Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-14 days 157 49.8% 8 57.2%
2-4 weeks 88 27.9% 6 42.8%
4-6 weeks 26 8.3% 0
6-8 weeks 14 4.4% 0
8 weeks and over 30 9.5% 0
Total answered 315 14

Recess questions answered

Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-21 days 133 90.5% 3 100%
3-5 weeks 1 0.7% 0
5-7 weeks 0 0 0
7-9 weeks 2 1.4% 0
9 weeks and over 11 7.5% 0
Total answered 147 3

Percentage of Executive questions answered in due period 63%

Parliamentary Questions and Answers

13 Nov 00 – 08 Dec 00

Scottish
Executive

Presiding
Officer

Total

Questions Asked 683 5 688
Questions Answered 778 8 786

Non-recess questions answered
Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-14 days 454 64% 7 87.5%
2-4 weeks 68 9.6% 1 12.5%
4-6 weeks 52 7.4% 0
6-8 weeks 22 3.1% 0
8 weeks and over 111 15.7% 0
Total answered 707 8



Recess questions answered

Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-21 days 0 0 0
3-5 weeks 21 29.6% 0
5-7 weeks 26 36.6% 0
7-9 weeks 8 11.3% 0
9 weeks and over 16 22.5% 0
Total answered 71 0

Percentage of Executive questions answered in due period 58%

Parliamentary Questions and Answers

11 Dec 00 – 05 Jan 01

Scottish
Executive

Presiding
Officer

Total

Questions Asked 418 15 433
Questions Answered 368 1 369

Non-recess questions answered

Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-14 days 176 49.7% 1 100%
2-4 weeks 147 41.5% 0
4-6 weeks 16 4.5% 0
6-8 weeks 4 1.1% 0
8 weeks and over 11 3.1% 0
Total answered 354 1

Recess questions answered

Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-21 days 9 64.3% 0
3-5 weeks 0 0
5-7 weeks 0 0
7-9 weeks 0 0
9 weeks and over 5 35.7% 0
Total answered 14 0

Percentage of Executive questions answered in due period 50%



Parliamentary Questions and Answers

08 Jan 01 -  02 Feb 01

Scottish
Executive

Presiding
Officer

Total

Questions Asked 717 7 724
Questions Answered 712 18 730

Non-recess questions answered

Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-14 days 241 40.8% 4 80%
2-4 weeks 13 2.2% 1 20%
4-6 weeks 110 18.6% 0
6-8 weeks 110 18.6% 0
8 weeks and over 117 19.8% 0
Total answered 591 5

Recess questions answered

Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-21 days 62 51.2% 13 100%
3-5 weeks 27 22.3% 0
5-7 weeks 8 6.6% 0
7-9 weeks 0 0 0
9 weeks and over 24 19.8% 0
Total answered 121 13

Percentage of Executive questions answered in due period 43%



Issue

1. Volume of Parliamentary Questions and the Executive’s speed of response:

analysis of statistics as required by the Parliament on accepting the report of the

Procedures Committee (SP Paper 169).

Raised by

2. The Procedures Committee (enquiry into parliamentary questions).

Background

3. The Parliament agreed at its meeting on 23 November 2000 to the report entitled

“Preliminary report into the volume of Written Parliamentary Questions and the

Scottish Executive’s speed of response” (SP Paper 169).

4. This report embodied an agreement to publish certain statistics in the Written

Answers Report of the Parliament as follows:

• the number of written questions lodged to the Executive and the Presiding

Officer

• the number of written questions answered broken down into those answered

within 14 days; in 2-4 weeks; in 4-6 weeks; in 6-8 weeks; more than 8 weeks;

the number of unanswered questions where holding answers have been given

5. It is a requirement of the report that, not later than its March 2001 meeting, the

Procedures Committee should consider the statistics accumulated to date.

6. In his speech to the Parliament on 23 November 2000 seeking the Parliament’s

agreement to the recommendations of the Procedures Committee’s report the

Convener, Mr Murray Tosh, stated



“The Committee has committed itself to considering, in March 2001, what

conclusions can be drawn from these accumulated statistics and to make a future

report and recommendations to the Parliament if it sees fit”.

7. This report presents the accumulated statistics for the last five months to the

Committee.1

Consideration

Volume of Questions

8. Annex A shows, in both table and graph form, the total number of questions

lodged in each month covering the twelve month period February 2000 to

January 2001.  The totals cover both questions to the Executive and questions to

the Presiding Officer, although the overwhelming proportion of questions are to

the Executive.

9. It is difficult to draw definitive conclusions from the figures.

10. The figures peaked at over 1000 in March and May 2000, and there has been a

slight falling off since then.  However it is likely that there is an annual cycle of

questions with the highest number of questions lodged in months wholly outwith

recesses, March, May and November.

11. Until the figures from March and May 2001 have been monitored, it will be

impossible to say with certainty whether the volume of questions has peaked and

whether the slight falling off in recent figures represents a long term trend.

                                                
1 Work by the Executive and the Parliament on the validity of the data continues. We are confident
about the overall trends as set out in these papers.



Speed of Response

12. Annex B shows the figures for speed of response to questions broken down as

requested by the Procedures Committee for the five four-week periods

commencing 18 September 2000. 2

13. Annex B shows that after answering significantly over 50% of questions in due

period between 18 September 2000 and 8 December 2000, there has been a

decline in performance in the two most recent four-week periods.

14. In order to explore the position further, Paragraph 14 compares the mid-

September to mid-December figures with the equivalent period in 1999, and

Paragraph 16 considers whether there are any particular reasons for the

apparent recent decline in performance by the Executive.

15. The table below compares performance by the Executive in answering questions

within due period over three four week periods in 1999 and 2000.

1999 Number of

Questions Lodged

% answered

within due

period

2000 Number of

Questions

Lodged

% answered

within due

period

18/09/99 to

13/10/99

335 44% 18/09/00 to

13/10/00

490 53%

16/10/99 to

10/11/99

417 48% 16/10/00 to

10/11/00

716 63%

13/11/99 to

08/12/00

569 58% 13/11/00 to

08/12/00

688 58%

                                                
2 For technical reasons these four-week monitoring figures have not yet appeared in the Written
Answers Report but it is anticipated that they will in the very near future. In the meantime the figures
continue to be monitored by the Chamber Desk.



16. These figures show an improvement in performance by the Executive of up

to 10% against a background increase of 43% in total volume, which

represents significant progress.

17. While the apparent decline in performance in the period from mid-December

2000 to mid-February 2001 is therefore a matter for concern, it needs to be seen

against the background of volume of questions asked.

18. Two reasons may be advanced for this decline.  First, the period covered

included the Christmas recess when the Office of the Clerk, and indeed

Executive offices, were closed for an unusually large number of days.  In practice

questions asked in the run-up to Christmas, but before the beginning of the

recess when the 21 day period for answer applied, were most unlikely to receive

more than holding answers within the 14 day period because of Executive staff

leave over the holiday period.

19. Second, from discussions with the Executive it appears likely that these figures

have been distorted by a concerted attempt by the Executive to eliminate the

backlog of unanswered questions. At the end of each audit period reported on by

the Executive there has been a long trail of unanswered questions. The

Executive has been making considerable efforts to clear this backlog and as at

the end of January all but a small proportion of questions due for answer up to

the end of October were cleared; it is expected that all questions due for answer

by December will be cleared in the near future.

Conclusions

20. It is not yet possible to reach definitive conclusions on the trends shown in this

monitoring report both in respect of volume of questions and speed of response

by the Executive.



21. There has been a slight falling off in the volume of questions since the peaks

reached in March and May 2000 but it is possible that an annual cycle will

develop in the volume of questions lodged.

22. In relation to speed of response, the Executive’s performance in autumn 2000 did

show a significant improvement on the equivalent period in 1999, but there has

been a decline in the most recent four-week periods, although factors specific to

this period may well explain this decline.

23. As the Procedures Committee is not due to reach full conclusions on the review

of Parliamentary Questions until later in the year, it is suggested that the

monitoring of statistics should continue and an updated report presented to the

Committee at the end of May at the earliest.

Recommendations

24. The Committee is invited to note that monitoring arrangements have been

successfully put in place and that the publication of statistics in the Written

Answers Report is anticipated very soon.

25. The Committee is asked to discuss the figures presented in this report, and

to agree that joint monitoring by the Chamber Desk and the Executive

continues to inform further consideration by the Committee and any further

report later in the year.



Annex A

Month Lodged
June 1999 313
July 1999 378
August 1999 493
September 1999 456
October 1999 460
November 1999 541
December 1999 646
January 2000 536
February 2000 740
March 2000 1050
April 2000 544
May 2000 1003
June 2000 984
July 2000 509
August 2000 545
September 2000 623
October 2000 627
November 2000 880
December 2000 511
January 2001 736
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Annex B

Parliamentary Questions and Answers

18 Sep 00 to 13 Oct 00

Scottish
Executive

Presiding
Officer

Total

Questions Asked 477 11 488
Questions Answered 613 27 640

Non-recess questions answered

Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-14 days 269 56% 7 100%
2-4 weeks 113 23.5% 0
4-6 weeks 38 7.9% 0
6-8 weeks 0 0 0
8 weeks and over 60 12.5% 0
Total answered 480 7

Recess questions answered

Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-21 days 56 42% 18 90%
3-5 weeks 20 15% 2 10%
5-7 weeks 29 21.8% 0
7-9 weeks 10 7.5% 0
9 weeks and over 18 13.5% 0
Total answered 133 20

Percentage of Executive questions answered in due period 53%

Parliamentary Questions and Answers

16 Oct 00 – 10 Nov 00

Scottish
Executive

Presiding
Officer

Total

Questions Asked 706 13 719
Questions Answered 462 17 479



Non-recess questions answered

Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-14 days 157 49.8% 8 57.2%
2-4 weeks 88 27.9% 6 42.8%
4-6 weeks 26 8.3% 0
6-8 weeks 14 4.4% 0
8 weeks and over 30 9.5% 0
Total answered 315 14

Recess questions answered

Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-21 days 133 90.5% 3 100%
3-5 weeks 1 0.7% 0
5-7 weeks 0 0 0
7-9 weeks 2 1.4% 0
9 weeks and over 11 7.5% 0
Total answered 147 3

Percentage of Executive questions answered in due period 63%

Parliamentary Questions and Answers

13 Nov 00 – 08 Dec 00

Scottish
Executive

Presiding
Officer

Total

Questions Asked 683 5 688
Questions Answered 778 8 786

Non-recess questions answered
Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-14 days 454 64% 7 87.5%
2-4 weeks 68 9.6% 1 12.5%
4-6 weeks 52 7.4% 0
6-8 weeks 22 3.1% 0
8 weeks and over 111 15.7% 0
Total answered 707 8



Recess questions answered

Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-21 days 0 0 0
3-5 weeks 21 29.6% 0
5-7 weeks 26 36.6% 0
7-9 weeks 8 11.3% 0
9 weeks and over 16 22.5% 0
Total answered 71 0

Percentage of Executive questions answered in due period 58%

Parliamentary Questions and Answers

11 Dec 00 – 05 Jan 01

Scottish
Executive

Presiding
Officer

Total

Questions Asked 418 15 433
Questions Answered 368 1 369

Non-recess questions answered

Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-14 days 176 49.7% 1 100%
2-4 weeks 147 41.5% 0
4-6 weeks 16 4.5% 0
6-8 weeks 4 1.1% 0
8 weeks and over 11 3.1% 0
Total answered 354 1

Recess questions answered

Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-21 days 9 64.3% 0
3-5 weeks 0 0
5-7 weeks 0 0
7-9 weeks 0 0
9 weeks and over 5 35.7% 0
Total answered 14 0

Percentage of Executive questions answered in due period 50%



Parliamentary Questions and Answers

08 Jan 01 -  02 Feb 01

Scottish
Executive

Presiding
Officer

Total

Questions Asked 717 7 724
Questions Answered 712 18 730

Non-recess questions answered

Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-14 days 241 40.8% 4 80%
2-4 weeks 13 2.2% 1 20%
4-6 weeks 110 18.6% 0
6-8 weeks 110 18.6% 0
8 weeks and over 117 19.8% 0
Total answered 591 5

Recess questions answered

Answered Within: Scottish Executive Presiding Officer
0-21 days 62 51.2% 13 100%
3-5 weeks 27 22.3% 0
5-7 weeks 8 6.6% 0
7-9 weeks 0 0 0
9 weeks and over 24 19.8% 0
Total answered 121 13

Percentage of Executive questions answered in due period 43%



Issue

1. Sources of information available to MSPs: a summary.

Raised by

2. Procedures Committee (enquiry into parliamentary questions).

Background

3. The 1st Report of the Procedures Committees on parliamentary questions

suggested some alternative sources for MSPs seeking information.1

4. The Committee was clear about the resources for a system of parliamentary

questions 2 but remained of the view that alternative sources of information were

important.

5. Members and their staff need to be aware of all of the sources of information

available to them so that they can make informed decisions about the method

they use to obtain that information.  Parliamentary questions may not always be

the most appropriate or the fastest means of eliciting information required

urgently.

6. This paper reviews how and where MSPs can obtain information other than from

parliamentary questions.

Consideration

Internal sources of information: the Scottish Parliament Information Centre (SPICe)

                                                
1 Procedures Committee, 1st Report, 2000 Preliminary Report into the Volume of Written
Parliamentary Questions and the Scottish Executive’s Speed of Response, (SP paper 169)
paragraphs 34-38 (hereafter called the 1st Report).
2 “…the duality of information gathering and political rationale is central to the nature of questions in
democratic assemblies and parliaments…” (1st Report, paragraph 47)



7. The brief of SPICe, the main source of research and analysis provided by the

Parliament, is, “to assist MSPs and parliamentary committees in their

parliamentary work."  It is committed to providing information that is “accurate;

appropriate to [their clients’] needs; confidential; impartial; and timely”.3   

8. SPICe research papers are available electronically on the Parliament’s intranet

as well as in hard copy through the Document Supply Centre, in PHQ.  SPICe

also maintains a reference library.  SPICe services are explained in detail at

Annex A.

Parliamentary Questions Seminar

9. The 1st Report recommended that a continuing seminar on Parliamentary

Questions be arranged by Parliamentary Officials, “on the resources for obtaining

information and the appropriate use of parliamentary questions”.4  The first of

these seminars were held on 14th and 16th February.  There is a separate paper

reporting the seminars.

Scottish Executive

10. The main purpose of the parliamentary question process is to scrutinise the

Executive.  The Scottish Executive is required to answer questions asked.

11. Last year the then Deputy Minister for Parliament said “asking formal questions is

not always the quickest and easiest way of getting that information”.5   

12. The Executive itself however is taking steps to enable members to contact civil

servants directly as a means to assist MSPs, though this is seen by the Executive

as a method of last resort for example where the information cannot be obtained

from SPICe.  We understand that the Executive will roll out this facility shortly and

                                                
3 Research Services: A Brief Guide, published by SPICe.
4 1st Report, page 1, paragraph 2
5 Procedures Committee 20 June 2000, OR col 426



that guidance on its use will be made available to MSPs on the Executive’s

website.

13. Members also write to Ministers directly.  This method is particularly useful when

the issues are complex, or the MSP wishes to express a point of view (expressly

denied at Rule 13.3.3(f)).6

Other external sources of information

14. Members no doubt receive information from a variety of organisations which

approach them and which may draw attention to a specific topic on which

questions will be based.

15. All members and their researchers have access to the internet and the wealth of

information which it contains.

16. The Parliament’s website contains links to other Parliaments and Assemblies of

the United Kingdom, Europe and elsewhere, and to Scottish organisations.

17. Members are able to obtain information directly from local and central

government agencies.

18. There are, of course, publicly accessible information sources such as libraries.  A

list of partner libraries are available on the Parliament’s website.

Conclusion

19. Many sources of information are available to members and their researchers.

Knowledge of sources will increase as experience grows.  It is to be hoped that

all concerned share information about new sources with colleagues.

                                                
6 Rule 13.3.3(f) - A question shall not express a point of view.



20. SPICe will continue to develop innovative ways of meeting the demands of

members.  We hope that the Parliamentary Questions Seminar will prove helpful

enough to become a permanent feature of the Parliament’s life and provide a

means of bringing new sources of information and best practice to general

attention.

21. Members are invited to note the sources of information available to them.



A BRIEF GUIDE TO SERVICES

Our purpose is to assist MSPs, their staff, and the staff of the Parliament with expert
information and briefing for their parliamentary duties.  Our work and resources
concentrate on devolved matters, but we aim to provide reasonable and appropriate
coverage of all other subjects relevant to the business of the Parliament, at least at the
level of reference material.

Enquiry Desk   ( 85300
FAX 85378

Email: SPICe@scottish.parliament.uk

Our Enquiry Desk is located in G15 on the Ground Floor of Parliament HQ.  It is a one
stop shop for SPICe enquiries.

Here you will find:

• Reference Services
answer enquiries using a wide range of printed and electronic sources.  Our stock
includes general and parliamentary reference sources, focused on devolved
matters.  We have access to a range of external information databases and CD
Roms that are not networked.

• Research Services
assist MSPs and parliamentary committees with information and briefings necessary
for their parliamentary work.  We produce a range of research material which is
available in G15 and on the intranet.

• Document Supply
provides MSPs and their staff with copies of parliamentary papers and other official
documents (including EU material) that they need for their parliamentary duties.
Further information is available in the Document Supply service note.

• Newspapers & Journals
daily, Sunday and local Scottish newspapers and a wide range of journals are
available.  A full list is on SPEIR.  We can also search on-line news sources.



• Lending Services
can borrow books, reports, journal articles, theses and most other types of material
on other libraries.  We can also obtain video and audio tapes of current affairs
programmes and documentaries for individual viewing.  Further information is
available in the Lending Services note.

Other services:

Chamber Reference Point ( 86021
is in the Assembly Hall, at the rear of the Chamber, next to the Members’ Lounge.
This is staffed during Plenary sessions.  It holds a small collection of reference
material, and has documents relevant to that day’s business.

Electronic Resources ( 85366

We manage the delivery of networked information via the parliamentary Intranet and
CD ROM network.  We have developed the Scottish Parliament Profiles database,
which underpins the website and co-ordinates biographical, parliamentary and
voting information on MSPs. We also index the proceedings of the Scottish
Parliament on to the UK Parliament’s POLIS database (the Parliamentary On-Line
Indexing System).  Further information is available in the Electronic Sources service
note.

WHISP ( 85355

We produce a weekly publication, WHISP (What’s Happening in the Scottish
Parliament), which provides information on the work and business of the Parliament.
It includes details of previous and forthcoming business, Committee membership
and activities, a list of publications of the Parliament and summaries of research on
issues of the day.  It is also available on the Parliament’s website.

Partner Libraries ( 85357

We maintain close contacts with designated public libraries in each of the 73
constituencies.  These ‘Partner Libraries’ act as a focal point for information about
the Parliament and its documentation. A list of Partner Libraries is available on the
Parliament’s website.

If you have any comments about our services, please contact me or any of my staff.
Janet Seaton, Head of Research and Information Services  ( 85350



Research Services: A Brief Guide

The research team within the Scottish Parliament Information Centre is here to assist
MSPs and parliamentary committees in their parliamentary work. We can provide
you with specialist briefing, or advice on developing your own research. All our work
is impartial and non-partisan and any requests received from you are treated in
confidence.

Our Users

We are employed by the Parliament to provide research for MSPs, whether as
individuals or as members of parliamentary committees. We can help you across the
whole range of your parliamentary duties – in scrutinising legislation, developing
policy, representing constituents and participating in parliamentary proceedings. Our
services are available to you and to your staff, whether based in Edinburgh or in your
constituency or regional offices. We do not work for Ministers, who have civil
servants to assist with their parliamentary duties

Our Services

Our role is to provide you with the best available information and briefing on subjects
connected to your parliamentary duties. We cover in depth all subjects within the
Parliament’s legislative competence, and will cover other subjects to the level
required by parliamentary business. Our main products are designed to ensure that
briefing is available as soon as you require it.

• Research Papers: detailed analysis of all bills under consideration by
Parliament, and comprehensive analyses of other major subjects.

• Research Notes: concise briefing on any subject to be debated in plenary
sessions, and on other topical areas.

• Subject Maps: introductions to the main areas within the Parliament’s
competence and about the new system of devolution and the Parliament itself,
describing legislative, financial and administrative contexts and highlighting
current issues.



While all of these products will be produced in advance, it is not possible to
anticipate all of your research needs. Where advance briefing is not available, or
where you wish to explore a topic in more depth, we can respond to your individual
requests. Our aim is to meet all requests on matters within the Parliament’s
competence within one working week of receipt. Requests on other subjects may
require us to contact outside experts, and we aim to meet these within two working
weeks. Where these deadlines are too long for your immediate needs, let us know
so that we can provide you with some appropriate and useful information, or advise
you or your staff on exploring areas yourselves.

Our promises

We promise that all our work for you is:

• Accurate
• Appropriate to your needs
• Confidential
• Impartial
• Timely

How to find us

Our work is available in the Reference Centre (Room G9, PHQ) and is placed on the
parliamentary intranet and internet sites. When you wish to discuss issues with us or
need to place a specific request, you can find many of us in Room G9 Parliament
HQ, or you can contact us by phone.

Research Team 
Research Assistant - General Contact Steve Tallach 85362
Civil Law & Parliament Fiona Killen 85374 Frazer McCallum 85189
Economic Development & Lifelong Learning Simon Wakefield 85372 Terry Shevlin 85087
Education, Family Law, the Arts Sue Morris 85371 Camilla Kidner 85190
Environment & Transport Patsy Richards 85370 Graeme Cook 85086
Health, Public Finance Murray McVicar 85377 Murray Earle 85364
Housing, Planning & Social Inclusion Stephen Curtis 85373 Alan Rehfisch 85158
Law & Order, Legal Aid Denis Oag 85369 Graham Ross to start
Local Government, Social Work, Voluntary Sector Morag Brown 85376 Kate Berry 85157
Rural Affairs & Conservation Rebecca Badger 85375 Tom Edwards 85198
Senior Research Assessor Connie Smith 85416

Working together

We are constantly monitoring and refining our services to ensure that we are
meeting your needs. We would be grateful for feedback from you on how our service
is working. Comments on individual products should be directed to the appropriate
researcher; general comments or queries should be directed in the first instance to
either of the research office heads, Sue Morris or Patsy Richards.



Issue

1. Report from the Parliamentary Questions Seminars held on 14th and 16th

February 2001.

Raised by

2. The Procedures Committee (enquiry into parliamentary questions).

Background

3. The Procedures Committee, 1st Report, 2000 approved by the Parliament on 23

November 2000, recommended

“that a continuing seminar on the resources for obtaining information

and the appropriate use of parliamentary questions and involving

members, the Executive and Parliamentary officials, be organised by

the Parliamentary authorities to assist those involved in the drafting of

parliamentary questions, primarily members’ researchers and

assistants”.  1

Timing

4. The seminars were hosted and chaired by Murray Tosh, Convener of the

Procedures Committee, and held on Wednesday 14th and Friday 16th February

2001 invitations having been issued to all MSPs’ Researchers (based in the

Parliament and in constituency offices - a total of 138 invitations); members of

staff from the Clerking and Reporting Directorate; and SPICe.

                                                
1 Procedures Committee 1st Report 2000, Preliminary Report into the Volume of Written Parliamentary
Questions and the Scottish Executive’s Speed of Response, SP Paper 169, p. 1 paragraph 2.



Attendance

5. 71 people attended of whom 1 was an MSP, 33 were Researchers, 19

Parliamentary Assistants, 5 Constituency Assistants, 12 members of staff and 1

member of staff from the Scottish Executive.  All attendees will receive a copy of

the presentations made by the speakers who fielded a variety of points from the

floor: SPICe facilities; Executive facilities; and information systems.

6. Attached are:

• the Seminar programme and the Seminar pack issued to all participants

including the presentations made by the Speakers (Annex A)

• a synopsis of the questionnaire completed by 55 of the 70 participants

(Annex B)

7. Members are invited to note the position;  and that further seminars will be

held when required.



ANNEX A

Parliamentary Questions Seminar : Aims

To ensure that all participants are fully aware of

• the rules and procedures for lodging and answering parliamentary
questions

• the ongoing work to ensure the continuing appropriateness of existing
practice and procedures in respect of parliamentary questions, and

• all the sources of information available to Members and their research staff
in the course of their work

SEMINAR : WEDNESDAY, 14TH FEBRUARY 2001, COMMITTEE ROOM 2,
COMMITTEE CHAMBERS

From 2.30pm Tea/Coffee
2.45 – 3.00pm Welcome and remarks from Murray

Tosh MSP, Convener of the Procedures
Committee

3.00 – 3.15pm Chamber Desk:  Revised Guidelines on
parliamentary questions (Hugh Flinn,
Clerk Team Leader, Chamber Desk)

3.15 – 3.30pm Scottish Executive Perspective:
internal procedures for processing
parliamentary questions; sources of
information available to the Executive.
New service for internal directories.
(Andrew McNaughton/Johann
MacDougall).

3.30 – 3.45pm SPICe: information sources/liaison with
the Scottish Executive/assistance they
can provide.  (Janet Seaton, Head of
SPICe)

3.45 – 4.00pm How to find Questions and Answers
using IT: and other search techniques.
(Bethan Hubbard, Head of Information
Services)

4.00 – 4.20pm Panel Session: Chaired by Murray
Tosh.  General Questions fielded by
Hugh Flinn, Andrew McNaughton/Johann
MacDougall, Janet Seaton and Bethan
Hubbard.

4.20pm Close



Parliamentary Questions Seminar : Aims

To ensure that all participants are fully aware of

• the rules and procedures for lodging and answering parliamentary
questions

• the ongoing work to ensure the continuing appropriateness of existing
practice and procedures in respect of parliamentary questions, and

• all the sources of information available to Members and their research staff
in the course of their work

SEMINAR : FRIDAY, 16TH FEBRUARY 2001, COMMITTEE ROOM 2,
COMMITTEE CHAMBERS

From 9.45am Tea/Coffee
10.00 – 10.15am Welcome and remarks from Murray

Tosh MSP, Convener of the Procedures
Committee

10.15 – 10.30am Chamber Desk:  Revised Guidelines on
parliamentary questions (Hugh Flinn,
Clerk Team Leader, Chamber Desk)

10.30 – 10.45am Scottish Executive Perspective:
internal procedures for processing
parliamentary questions; sources of
information available to the Executive.
New service for internal directories.
(Andrew/McNaughton/Johann
MacDougall).

10.45 – 11.00am SPICe: information sources/liaison with
the Scottish Executive/assistance they
can provide (Janet Seaton, Head of
SPICe)

11.00 –11.15am How to find Questions and Answers
using IT: and other search techniques.
(Bethan Hubbard, Head of Information
Systems)

11.15 – 11.35am Panel Session: Chaired by Murray
Tosh.  General Questions fielded by
Hugh Flinn, AndrewMcNaughton/Johann
MacDougall, Janet Seaton and Bethan
Hubbard.

11.35am Close   



ANNEX B

Parliamentary Questions Seminars

Summary of information obtained from questionnaires.

1. 55 Questionnaires were returned showing the following statistics and comments.

Content of the seminar

2. Of the 55 returns; 46 found the content valuable; 46 found it interesting; and 46
found it relevant.

Presentation of the seminar

3. 12 considered the presentation “very good”; 39 marked it as “good”; and 2
marked it as “poor”.

Venue

4. 50 found the venue “suitable” and 2 did not; 31 found it “comfortable”.  There
were some comments on the first day that the venue was too hot.

Catering

5. 48 found the catering adequate; 3 did not.

Administration

6. 17 marked the administration as “very good”; 33 marked it as “good”.

Comments

7. Some of the positive comments indicated a welcome of the new database;
suggestions that similar sessions should be given explaining motions and
debates; the seminar should be run for MSPs also; and requests for hard copies
of the presentations.

The negative comments mostly related to the powerpoint or overhead slides
being difficult to read and the venue being crowded.  There were two comments
that the seminar should have taken place a year ago.  Apart from these there
were comments from only 2 people who did not find the seminar of use.



Searching Parliamentary
Questions via the Intranet
(SPEIR)

Bethan Hubbard
Head of Information Systems



Why PQs?

• A PQ asked by Christine Grahame MSP
• Suitability of the content for piloting database development



The existing search engine is Oracle Intermedia

It is a free text search - it tries to match words or phrases.  It is fast
and flexible, but has a major limitation.

It can only point to webpages; it cannot extract the information from
them



The new search facility holds the various elements of the PQ in
a database.

Each element can be searched singly or in combination.



PQ ID

• Unique PQ number
• Supports searching for a

single number, or finding all
questions within a range of
numbers



Asked by

• Drop-down list of all MSPs
• Speed scrolling by entering

an initial letter

• PQ ID



Party

• Drop-down list of all political
groupings in the Parliament

• One of the ways to search a
'range' of MSPs as opposed
to an individual member

• PQ ID
• Asked by



Constituency or Region

• Drop-down list of all
constituencies and regions

• Regions appear on a shaded
background

• Select a constituency to get
a result for an individual
member

• Select a region to search a
geographical range of MSPs

• PQ ID
• Asked by
• Party



Question

• text which occurs in the PQ
• Supports all the features

present in the Intermedia
free text search - exact
match, truncation, Boolean
operators

• PQ ID
• Asked by
• Party
• Constituency or Region



Answered by

• drop down list of ministers'
names plus global option
'The Executive' which
includes all ministers

• PQ ID
• Asked by
• Party
• Constituency or Region
• Question



Answered between ...

• Enter either a single date or
a range

• Drop-down of available
months/years

• PQ ID
• Asked by
• Party
• Constituency or Region
• Question
• Answered by



Answer

• Text which occurs in the
answer to the PQ

• Supports all the features
present in the Intermedia
free text search - exact
match, truncation, Boolean
operators

• PQ ID
• Asked by
• Party
• Constituency or Region
• Question
• Answered by
• Answered between...



Options for Results

• Exclude any which have received only holding replies
• Order them either by PQ ID (highest first) or by date replied to

(most recent first)
• chose to see results 10 at a time, 20 at a time or all at once -

use this last option with care!





Phase II

• Subject description - a major piece of work involving use of a
controlled vocabularly/thesaurus and thereafter continuous
indexing effort to apply terms correctly to all PQs

• Extension of 'Answered by' to include SPCB and departments, as
well as individual ministers

• Separating out 'Constituencies' and 'Regions'
• Integration of Oral PQs
• A 'Refine Search' button



Issue

1. Is there an argument for restricting the volume of questions lodged during recess,

or even prohibiting questions during this period altogether?

Raised by

2. The Executive (enquiry into parliamentary questions).

Background

3. Standing order Rule 13.5.2 requires that, “in the case of questions lodged during

a period when the Parliament is in recess for more than 4 days, an answer shall

be lodged normally within 21 days of the question being lodged.”  In non-recess

periods an answer is required within 14 days.

4. This rule came into effect in December 1999 when standing orders were

reviewed to take into account the high number of questions lodged since the

opening of the Parliament.1

Consideration

The Scottish Executive’s reasons for raising the issue of a restriction on the number

of questions

5. The Executive’s principal concern relates to the volume of questions lodged

during recess periods of four days or more and its ability to manage the sizeable

workload effectively.  For example, the Executive’s records show that the number

of written parliamentary questions lodged in July and August 1999 and 2000 was:

                                                
1 Procedures Committee, 1st Report 1999, Draft Standing Orders of the Scottish Parliament, SP Paper
28, paragraph 25.  The reason given for the increase from 14 days to 21 was the high number of
questions lodged since the opening of the Parliament and the possible implications for the speed and
quality of answers of the current deadlines.



Month and
Year

Number of
Questions
Lodged

Month and
Year

Number of
Questions
Lodged

July 1999 413 July 2000 503

August 1999 545 August 2000 531

TOTAL 958 TOTAL 1034

6. The high number of questions lodged over the summer of 1999 was not expected

to be replicated in succeeding years.2  The figures show that this has not proved

to be the case and the volume of questions asked during the summer recess of

2000 increased  over 1999.

7. The Executive’s main difficulty is providing answers to questions within the 21

day deadline at a time when both Ministers and officials are likely to be on annual

leave, combined with the volume of questions lodged.  (The Parliament

specifically arranges recess periods to coincide with school holidays as part of its

“family friendly” ethos.)

8. Options which the Committee may wish to consider are:

• no parliamentary questions to be lodged during recess periods of 4

days or more;

• to restrict the number of questions lodged either per session, per

party, or per individual member during recess periods of 4 days or

more; and

• to increase the time period for answering questions during a recess

period of 4 days or more.

                                                
2 Letter from the Presiding Officer to the Minister for Parliament, 26 June 2000, “the high volume of
questions asked last summer was probably due to the particular circumstances of 1999, and that it
may not be repeated in subsequent years”.



No parliamentary questions to be lodged during recess periods of 4 days or more

9. The key function of the parliamentary question process is to hold the Executive to

account.  Were a matter of importance to occur during recess, that accountability

could be undermined were a blanket ban on questions during recess periods to

be in operation.  For example, a number of the questions lodged seeking

answers to the SQA crisis were lodged between 16-25 August 2000.  The

topicality of questions could well be lost if a ban was in place. 3

10. On the other hand, arrangements could be contemplated in such a case to

arrange for a question to be asked in circumstances which were agreed to be

exceptional.

Restrict the number of questions lodged either per session, per party, or per

individual member during recess periods of 4 days or more

11. The above argument (paragraph 9) also holds true – although to a lesser degree

- for any limit on questions whether per session, per party or per individual

member.  A restriction on members’ ability to ask questions will have a

corresponding reduction on the Parliament’s ability to scrutinise the Executive.

Any limit would require to be carefully administered either formally through

standing orders or as a voluntary limit administered by Business Managers or by

Parliamentary officials to ensure that the limits are not breached.  Considerable

work on guidance to establish the precise limits and how they should be applied

would be required.

12. Nevertheless, there could be an argument for the procedures for parliamentary

questions to reflect the general lessening of political activity in the UK during the

summer period even more than at present.

Increase the time period for answering questions during a recess period of 4 days or

more.

                                                
3 A total ban on questions could seriously increase the workloads of the Parliament and the Executive
both immediately before and after a recess period, as members’ lodge questions that they are unable
to lodge during recess.  This build-up of work could well affect the whole parliamentary questions
process if the Executive is faced with a large backlog of questions which will lengthen its speed of
response and affect the quality of its answers. Imposing a restriction on the number of questions
lodged would also increase workloads at these times.



13. The Parliament has previously responded to Executive concerns about the

volume of questions lodged over recess periods by increasing the period for

answer.

14. Extending the period for answer by a further 7 days to 28 days would allow the

Executive a greater margin of flexibility without implications for the Parliament’s

ability to hold the Executive to account.

15. In order to reduce the possibility of an increase in workloads for both the

Executive and the Parliament in the week immediately before and after recess

periods, the extended 28 day period could come into effect one week in advance

of any recess period of 4 days or more.

Alternative means for members to obtain information.

16. Extending the answer period will, of course, lengthen the time taken for a

member to receive a response to his or her question.  Members are however not

without alternative sources of information over recess periods.  Briefly, these are

• writing directly to the appropriate Minister (the Executive advises that this

may prove a faster way to obtain information during recess periods

particularly if complex matters are raised);

• contacting officials (the Scottish Executive’s electronic internal staff

directory will be available in the near future); and

• seeking information from SPICe.

Comparison with other Parliaments

Finland

17. The Finnish Parliament allows questions to be lodged during recess.  The

Parliament can, however, decide to impose a limit on the number of written

questions that may be submitted during a parliamentary session or a specific

period.  (We are seeking information on whether such a limit has ever been

imposed.)



Westminster, House of Commons

18. The Table Office in the House of Commons at Westminster accepts questions

throughout the summer recess.  These questions are not answered during the

recess but the Table Office does continue to issue an Order Paper (the

equivalent of our Business Bulletin) on a periodic basis. This details questions

tabled since the last Order Paper and allows Ministers and government

departments to prepare answers.  These answers are then issued when the

House returns after the recess.  (Ministers can answer a question by way of a

letter although there is a difficulty with this in that the letter does not appear in the

Official Report and is not therefore as publicly accessible, even if a copy is placed

in the House of Commons Library.)

19. The Commons do not accept questions in an electronic format therefore the

number of questions tabled diminishes when members are not physically in the

House during the recess.  The Scottish Parliament is strongly committed to

electronic methods of working and questions are routinely accepted in electronic

format.

Summary

20. An absolute ban on questions lodged during a recess period of 4 days or more

could seriously affect the Parliament’s ability to hold the Executive to account.

21. A lesser restriction on the number of questions - whether per session, per party

or per individual member -  could have a similar, though lesser, effect and could

also prove highly complex to administer.

22. Workloads of both the Parliament and the Executive are likely to be redistributed

as a result of the options in paragraphs 21 or 22  creating a heavy volume of

questions to be processed just before or just after recess.  The Westminster

system of allowing questions to be lodged but not answered during recess would

have a similar effect.

23. Extending the time period for answering questions from 21 days to 28 days would

give the Executive an additional weeks’ flexibility without limiting the Parliament’s



ability to hold it to account.  The extended period could come into effect the week

before any recess of 4 days or more to maintain the workload levels of staff at a

manageable level.

24. Alternative means of obtaining information are available should a member require

an answer quickly.

Issues for initial Committee consideration

25. The issues which the Committee may wish to consider are:

• Banning the lodging of questions during recess periods of 4 days or

more;

• Restricting the number of questions lodged during recess periods of

4 days or more either by session, by Party or by individual member;

and

• Extending the time period for answer to 28 days come into effect the

week before any recess period of 4 days or more.

• Maintaining the current position.



Issues

1. The issues for the Committee to consider are:

• Is a parliamentary question an appropriate way for the Executive to make a

policy announcement?

• Should such questions be identified, or should the current position be

maintained?

Raised by

2. The Procedures Committee (enquiry into parliamentary questions).

Background

3. Rule 13.3.1 of the standing orders states that, “any member may put a question

to the Scottish Executive for answer in the Parliament”.  The content of any

answer is solely a matter for the Executive.

4. When the Executive uses the parliamentary questions process to make policy

announcements by arranging for a parliamentary question to be asked on a

particular subject that question has been referred to by the Executive as an

“inspired question”.1

5. An example is written question S1W 8655: “To ask the Scottish Executive when it

proposed to make regulations to introduce a system of tagging of sheep and

goats in Scotland”.2  The Minister then announced his policy couched in terms of

an answer to the question,  “… I can announce that the draft Scottish legislation,

which will be similar to that planned for England and Wales, will issue for

consultation shortly”.3

                                                
1 The Executive may also of course decide to announce policy in the Chamber by way of a Ministerial
statement; or as part of an Executive or Committee debate.
2 Question lodged by Karen Gillon and answered on 13 July 2000; referred to as an inspired
parliamentary question by the Minister for Parliament in his letter to Murray Tosh of 9 November 2000.
3 Written Answers Report 13 July 200, answer to Question S1W 8655



6. These arrangements are formally recognised by parliamentary standing orders

and guidance as a valid and effective technique used by the Executive as a

means to announce policy. 4  A total of 68 questions identified as “inspired” were

lodged between 29 February and 10 August 2000.  An inspired question will

usually be answered within 24 hours of being lodged.

Consideration

What are the effects of announcing policy by way of such questions?

7. Announcements made by “inspired” questions enable the Executive to inform the

Parliament in advance of the general public without the need for a Ministerial

statement in the Chamber.  If all policy announcements were made in the

Chamber, time for other business would be constrained.  Announcements made

this way, however, are not immediately identifiable as Executive policy initiatives

because they are not distinguishable from the normal parliamentary question

process whose main purpose is to obtain information in response to questions by

members.

What are the variables that lead to such a question being chosen over a

straightforward Executive policy announcement?

8. The Executives’ Guidance on Scottish Parliamentary Questions states that:

“There are occasions when it is most convenient for the Executive to bring a

matter of policy to the attention of the Parliament by means of an inspired

written parliamentary question”.5

                                                
4 The Presiding Officer has indicated his support for the practice.  Letter from the Presiding Officer to
Fergus Ewing, 31 July 2000, “I do consider it perfectly appropriate for announcement to be made via
answers to parliamentary questions and it may sometimes be appropriate for Executive inspired
questions to be lodged to enable this to happen”.
5 Guidance on Scottish Parliament Questions, Executive Secretariat, May 2000, paragraph 65



9. These occasions are identified in the Guidance as follows:

• to announce the outcome of a consultation exercise;

• to announce the publication of a report; and

• for matters which are not so significant as to require a Ministerial

statement.

10. Clear reasons must be given to the Minister to authorise the use of the inspired

question route.

Which takes precedence: the answer to an MSP or a so-called inspired question on

the same topic?

11. Confusion has arisen where 2 questions (one inspired) have been lodged on the

same topic but action is being taken by the Executive.

12. In the case of the so-called inspired question S1W 8655 (paragraph 5 above),

question S1W 8606 on the same subject matter was answered on the same day.

The Minister for Parliament advised:

“My Ministerial colleagues are aware of the importance of answering

Parliamentary questions timeously.  Departmental guidance has

recently been issued to officials concerning the use and handling of

inspired Parliamentary questions.  The guidance will stress the

importance of considering the need for an inspired Parliamentary

question if an Opposition question on the same subject already exists,

or for simultaneous answer to similar questions” (emphasis added)6

13. To avoid confusion we understand that in practice Executive staff will not arrange

for such questions where another vehicle already exists.  A policy announcement

                                                
6 Letter from the Minister for Parliament to Murray Tosh, 9 November 2000



might, therefore be made in response to a question from a member of the

Opposition.7

Transparency of inspired questions

14. Iain Smith, then Deputy Minister for Parliament, discussing the need to keep the

public and the Parliament properly informed said,

“Steps are being taken to improve that, including new procedures for advising

all members when what is known as an inspired question is tabled, and a

Government announcement comes out.”8

15. The new procedure referred to is where answers to questions are made available

on the Parliament’s Intranet and website between 1pm and 4pm on the day

before the answer is publicly available in the Written Answers Report.

Comparators with other Parliaments

16. Government policy announcements made by the inspired question route are not

unusual.

17. In the House of Commons, Westminster the 3rd Report of the Select Committee

on Procedure on Parliamentary Questions specifically identifies the use of

parliamentary questions as “a way of enabling the Government to disseminate

information about particular policy decisions”. 9

                                                
7 The Executive has incorporated a new “search/find facility” as part of its new electronic tracking
system to provide a means to search the question database and identify questions on similar subjects
which should help ensure that an inspired question is not arranged in preference to another question
already lodged.
8 Procedures Committee, 15th February 2000, OR col 316.
9 HC (1990-91) 178, published 22 May 1991 paragraph 26



18. The Australian House of Representatives acknowledges the practice of making

policy announcements through inspired questions (called Dorothy Dixers).10

Identification of policy announcements made by so-called inspired questions

19. As noted, the present arrangements do not distinguish a policy announcement

made via an answer to an inspired question from all other questions.

20. This is not to say that most “inspired” questions and answers cannot be identified

(usually by the speed of the answer and its completeness.)  It is not however

clear why such questions should not be clearly identified as policy

announcements to members and the public and therefore a priori noteworthy.

21. Tagging “inspired” questions could achieve appropriate transparency.  This could

be effected by marking the question when it appears in the Business Bulletin and

similarly, marking the answer when it appears in the Written Answer Report.

(Alternatively, inspired questions could form a sub-section of Section E of the

Business Bulletin).  A protocol would be required to ensure that all policy

announcements made via the parliamentary questions system were identified for

inclusion which should help to ensure that announcements made using questions

lodged by an Opposition member are also tagged.  It would be appropriate for the

responsibility for tagging such questions to lie with the Executive, not the clerks.

Summary

22. Standing orders do not differentiate between questions and inspired questions

nor do they prescribe how a particular question should be answered.

                                                
10 Parliament of Australia House of Representatives Factsheet No. 1



23. Both the Presiding Officer and the Executive regard a system of “inspired”

questions as providing a useful means to make policy announcements.

24. The system as operated at present, however does not lend itself particularly well

to the Parliament’s commitment to openness and transparency. Its principle

disadvantage is that members and the public may not be immediately aware that

a policy is being announced.  Introducing a system whereby such questions could

be identified would enable policy announcements to be located more easily within

the parliamentary questions process.  More importantly they would be

transparent to all.

25. The Executive’s internal tracking system may help to prevent “inspired” questions

being lodged and answered in preference to questions from Opposition parties.

26. Guidance will be required to identify announcements made in response to

Opposition questions.

Issues for initial consideration

27. The issues which the Committee may wish to consider are:

• Whether the so-called inspired question procedure is an appropriate way for

the Executive to make policy announcements.

• Whether a tagging system be introduced into the Bulletin and WAR which

would clearly identify such a question (the answer could also be tagged).  As

an alternative, the Business Bulletin could contain a separate section for this

category of questions and answers.

• Maintain the current position

28. Members are invited to discuss



Issues

1. The time available for Question Time is not long enough to ensure that all

questions selected are answered; is Question Time the correct length?

Raised by

2. The Procedures Committee (enquiry into parliamentary questions).

Background

3. The purpose of Question Time is to provide an opportunity for members to hold

Ministers to account and to obtain information.

4. In preparing standing orders for the Parliament in late 1999, the Committee

recommended that Question Time be extended by 10 minutes to 40 minutes to

allow supplementary questions from all members and to extend the period of the

renamed First Ministers’ Questions from 15 to 20 minutes.1

5. Standing orders provide for questions for answer at Question Time to be selected

randomly. 2  They do not limit the number of questions selected by this process,

but the detailed guidance states that 30 questions will be selected (this number

was approved prior to the Committee’s consideration in 1999 when Question

Time lasted for 30 minutes).

6. The number of questions to be answered by the First Minister is set at 6.3

                                                
1 Procedures Committee, 1st Report 1999, Draft Standing Orders of the Scottish Parliament, SP Paper
28, paragraph 22
2 Rule 13.6.7
3 Rule 13.6.6



Consideration

Present position

7. Between May to December 1999 (when Question Time was 30 minutes) the

number of questions answered varied between 16 and 22.  Between April 2000

and January 2001, the number of questions answered has varied between 11 –

17, almost certainly reflecting the new rule enabling all members to ask

supplementaries.4

Effect of reducing the number of questions selected

8. A decision to reduce the number of questions selected could give the impression

that the scope of the Parliament’s ability to scrutinise the Executive in public

session was being constrained.  That the opportunity for supplementaries would

also be reduced would have the same effect.5

9. There is also the possibility, albeit remote, that reducing the number of questions

selected could result in Question Time running out of questions.  Questions are

regularly withdrawn or not called because Members are not present in the

Chamber to ask them.  Questions do not always attract supplementaries.

(Transport difficulties, due to for example inclement weather, could reduce

attendance in the Chamber.)

Effect of increasing the length of Question Time

10. The time available for Question Time at present is not sufficiently long to ensure

that all 30 questions selected are answered in the Chamber.

                                                
4 Rule 13.7.5.  Questions selected but not reached during Question Time are answered according to
the rules relating to written questions (Rule 13.5).  In practice, because the Executive has prepared
answers for all oral questions, the answers to those not reached almost always appear in the Written
Answer Report (WAR) the following day.
5 The number of questions that would receive quick answers as a proportion of the whole would
therefore reduce very slightly if the overall number selected was reduced.



11. That members are asking longer supplementary questions and receiving longer

answers is a contributory factor.  On the 8th February 2001, the Presiding Officer

reminded members of the rules relating to supplementaries specifically to

address the problem of the number of selected questions not being reached

(extract at Annex A).  Merely increasing the length of time alone may not

therefore allow all selected questions to be taken unless coupled with a

disciplined approach to timekeeping by the parties involved.

Comparators with other Parliaments.

Australia

12. The duration of Question Time in the Australian House of Representatives is at

the discretion of the Prime Minister.  In practice, Question Time occurs on almost

every sitting day and in recent times it has usually continued for over an hour.

The average number of questions asked is 19.6

Sweden

13. In the Riksdag, Question Time is held once a week and is scheduled to last about

an hour.  The Speaker decides who will be allowed to ask a question.  The

question and answer should be brief and in principle no longer than one minute.

A questioner has the right to put another question or comment and the Speaker

may even allow further contributions.7

House of Commons, Westminster

14. Question Time lasts for 1 hour and takes place 4 days a week, with Prime

Minister’s Question Time taking place once a week.  An MP may ask up to 2 oral

questions a day, although he or she may only ask one oral question of a

particular minister on any day.  Supplementaries from the original questioner and

other members are allowed.

                                                
6 Parliament of Australia House of Representatives Factsheet No. 1



Issue

15. Question Time was lengthened to “ensure that Question Time meets the

expectation of the Parliament and public as a key part of the democratic

accountability process.”8  It was considered that to allow supplementaries from

members other than the original questioner would assist in meeting this objective.

The number of questions answered during the extended period has not

substantially changed however.

Options

16. The options the Committee may wish to consider include:

• Reducing the number of questions selected

30 questions are selected, yet since April 2001, at best only 17 receive oral

answer.  The remainder receive a written reply.  Reducing the number to 25

for example might only reduce the number of questions receiving a written

response rather than increasing the number dealt with during Question Time,

unless the proceedings were conducted briskly.  Reducing the number of

questions might risk the impression that the Parliament’s ability to scrutinise

the Executive was being constrained, at least in public session.  This has

been considered by the Presiding Officer who we understand has

agreed that there should be no reduction in the number selected.

• Increasing the time available for Question Time

The length of Question Time was increased by 10 minutes in December 1999

                                                                                                                                                       
7 The website of the Swedish Parliament, interpellations and questions.
8 Letter from Murray Tosh to Sir David Steel 15 October 1999.



but the number of questions selected remained at 30.  The additional time has

not increased the number of questions answered.  It is to be doubted whether

any further increase of time without strict regulation of the time spent on

individual questions and answers would guarantee that more questions

received an oral response.  Increasing the time allocated would inevitably

effect the time available for other business.

• Managing Question Time within the present structure

The Presiding Officer is responsible for allocating time in the Chamber and it

is therefore within his power to decide how long is spent on individual

questions and answers.  As noted, the Presiding Officer reinforced this point

at Question Time on 8th February (see Annex A).  Speedier questions and

answers would undoubtedly ensure that more questions received an oral

response within the present time constraints.

17. Question Time as currently constituted has been operating for 15 months.  On 8th

February 2001 when the Presiding Officer issued his reminder on the rules

relating to supplementary questions and the need for brief and specific answers,

17 questions were answered which is at the top of the scale for the number of

questions reached.  The co-operation of members in setting a brisk pace,

coupled with shorter answers and well-targeted supplementaries, may result in

more questions being reached without the need for an extension of time.  The

Committee may feel that that is all that is required at this time.

18. Members are invited to consider the matter.



ANNEX A

EXTRACT FROM THE OFFICIAL REPORT  8 TH FEBRUARY 2001

Col. 1110

The Presiding Officer (Sir David Steel): Before we begin question time, I would
like to draw members' attention to the fact that, in general at question time, we are
reaching fewer than half the questions tabled. In addition, I am unable to call many
members who wish to ask supplementary questions—last week there were 14
disappointments.

I would like to remind members of the rules on supplementary questions. Under the
standing orders—which are binding for me as well as for everybody else—questions
must be brief and on the same subject matter as the original question. They must
also be in the form of a question, not a statement and must have no preamble.
Although the standing orders do not contain any rules on how questions should be
answered, I remind ministers that brief and specific answers are also desirable. If we
adhere to those principles, we will get more questions in, and therefore more topics
will be covered each week.
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Issue

1. The utility of pursuing the further options for exploration contained in

Annex E to the Procedures Committee 1st Report, 2000, “Preliminary

Report into the Volume of Written Parliamentary Questions and the

Scottish Executive’s Speed of Response (SP Paper 169) p.22.

Raised by

2. Procedures Committee (enquiry into parliamentary questions).

Background

3. The Committee agreed to include consideration of Annex E in the ambit of

its 2nd Report.1  The report was clear however that detailed consideration

of the points at Annex E would be required only if, “progress [was]

not…maintained by means of such agreement as….. proposed in Annex

D,2  i.e. the main heads of agreement between the Parliament and the

Executive (copy attached to minute covering this suite of papers).

4. We consider that progress in devising a monitoring system for

Parliamentary Questions and in clearing the backlog has been made and

that as a consequence very detailed work is not required at present on any

issues in Annex E.  It may nevertheless be helpful for the Committee to

consider these briefly and for any report to reflect that consideration.

The Further Options

5. Annex E to SP Paper 169 listed 5 further options which had been carried

forward from an earlier Committee consideration

• Priority written question system

                                                
1 Procedures Committee, 1st Report 2000, pp 3 and 22.
2 Procedures Committee, 1st Report 2000, p12.
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• Revision of the timescale for answering written questions/notice period

• Possible review of the rules on lodging parliamentary questions

• Members’ ability to raise [within the Chamber] their concerns regarding an

unanswered written question

• Limiting the number of parliamentary questions

Consideration

Priority written question system

6. In Annex E of its 1st Report the Committee considered that, “while it may

still wish to look at [a priority written question system it took] the view that

there are likely to be grave difficulties in achieving the desired speed and

quality of overall improvements through any such system.”3

7. The fundamental object of the committee in all its work on Parliamentary

Questions is to help to achieve improvements in the overall smoothness,

speed and quality of the process of parliamentary questions and answers.

8. Any system whereby some questions – however categorised – were

routinely given priority over others would, the Committee may consider,

amount to a failure by the Parliament and the Executive to cope with the

totality of questions and answers in a way in which the general public was

likely to consider reasonable.

9. The Committee may think that a test of reasonableness in this context

would be a system which ensured that the question of one MSP would not

take precedence over that of another, within an even application of the

rules of admissibility laid down in the standing orders of the Parliament

(Rules 13.3-13.9) including the Emergency Question provision.

                                                
3 See also letter from Murray Tosh to Sir David Steel, 15 October 1999, reproduced in
Procedures Committee 1st Report, 1999, Draft Standing Orders of The Scottish Parliament
(SP Paper 28), p.25.
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10. The Committee may take the view that the implementation of any priority

system would be a priori incompatible with the pursuit of overall

improvements in processing all parliamentary questions because it would

be bound to involve the imposition of criteria which would lead to the

,speedier answering of some questions over others.  Further, the creation

of such criteria would have been the result of the system’s incapacity to

cope with the volume of questions, and not on factors intrinsic to the

questions themselves (for example, urgency, importance – however

defined).  For that reason the Committee might feel that the

recommendation of such a system should be approached with great

caution

.

11. It is not immediately obvious how any priority system able to command

universal agreement in the Parliament and the Scottish Executive could be

devised and what the prioritisation criteria would consist of.

12. An argument for a priority system might be that provision for very urgent

questions will arise periodically.  The standing orders already provide for

so-called Emergency Questions 4 much in the form of Private Notice

                                                
4 Standing Orders Rule 13.8.  Such arrangements are common among legislatures.  For
example, in the New Zealand House of Representatives they are called “Questions of the
day”.  Up to 6 of these questions for same day answer can be asked, this category of
question having been introduced in 1986 by the House, “in order to permit matters of up-to-
the-minute concern to be raised regularly…” (Parliamentary Practice in New Zealand (2nd

Edition), David McGee, 1994, p.426).  The questions are required to be lodged in the morning
twice weekly on the days in question to enable the Minister to have time to prepare an
answer.  In addition, however, the House has a category of questions called “urgent” which
can be submitted to the Speaker and the relevant Minister and which, if accepted as such by
the former, may be answered immediately (McGee, p.427).
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Questions (PNQ) in the House of Commons.5  Such questions are by their

nature oral questions. There is no priority system for written questions in

the Scottish Parliament.

13. The Committee has already noted the system for written questions in the

House of Commons.6

14. Briefly, the House of Commons has a twin track system for written

questions: ordinary written questions and questions for written answer on

a named day.

15.  But as the House operates a convention that answers to questions for

ordinary written answer should normally be given within one week of their

appearance on the Order Paper of the House, and the minimum time for

answers to named day questions which may be required is three sitting

days, there seems in principle anyway, relatively little time advantage to

the members in such arrangements and the advantages of the system

may be more apparent than real.  (It is the case however that the

convention of answering questions within a week is just that, a convention,

and that it is possible for Departments not to maintain the convention at all

times.)

16. A priority system for written questions the Committee might

conclude should only be contemplated where it has proved

institutionally impossible to maintain the flow of the majority of

                                                
5 A PNQ is a question which has not appeared on the order paper of the Commons but which
is of an urgent and important nature, or relates to the business arrangements of the House.
See Handbook of House of Commons Procedure, Paul Evans (Vacher Dod, 2nd ed), Chapter
8, 8.26.  The use to which these provisions for urgent questions in the House of Commons
and the Scottish Parliament are put is somewhat distinct in practice.  For example, in the
House of Commons the only regular weekly PNQ is asked by the Shadow Leader of the
House and is an opportunity to question the Government’s business for the following week,
(Erskine May, Parliamentary Practice, 22nd ed., p.306).  In the Scottish Parliament such an
opportunity can be accessed through the provisions of Rule 8.11 and not the Emergency
Question route.  The Chamber Desk estimate that around 30 Emergency Questions have
probably been lodged since May 1999; but only one has been accepted by the PO (Jamie
McGrigor, 25 May 2000).  Source: Chamber Desk records.
6 Letter from Murray Tosh to Sir David Steel, 15 October 1999, Procedures Committee 1st

Report, 1999, p.24.
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substantive answers to parliamentary questions within the agreed

timescales laid down in the standing orders with the result that, by

any reasonable criteria, the process was being brought into general

disrepute.

17. The figures from the monitoring exercise presented elsewhere in this

report indicate this is by no means the case; that while the Executive’s

drive to reduce the backlog was hampering very recent  progress

somewhat, there is evidence over the last few months that the Executive

was answering an increased proportion of questions substantively within a

progressively shorter timescale.7

18. In these circumstances the Committee might conclude that there is

no clear justification at this time for pursuing the option of a priority

written question system in the Parliament.

Revision of timescale

19. The Committee undertook,  “to keep under review the option of

investigating the timescale for answering written questions in the light of

further work.”8

20. This issue is raised in the context of Parliamentary Questions in

Parliamentary recesses.  Consequently brief mention only is made of

it here.

21. The Committee considered the deadlines for answering written

Parliamentary Questions previously in 1999.  In its 1st Report, 1999 it

concluded that there should be a change to the deadline of 14 days during

recesses, and the Parliament agreed that in recesses of 4 days or more,

                                                
7 See separate paper on Monitoring.
8 Procedures Committee, 1st Report, 2000, SP Paper 169, p.22.
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the appropriate deadline should be 21 days.  It saw no reason to change

the deadline of 4 days at other times, i.e. when the Parliament is sitting. 9

22. The issue of deadlines for answering questions arose in the context of

some members’ frustrations during the Parliament’s first summer recess

(1999) at the rate of substantive answers and the number of holding

answers.

23. A parliamentary question from Alex Neil was asked as to whether the

Executive would give a timescale for substantive reply when a holding

answer was given.  The then First Minister replied in the negative, but

assured Mr Neil that “on each occasion every effort will be made to

provide the requested information as soon as possible.” 10 The Presiding

Officer wrote to the Convener on 12 August 1999 about the matter.11

24. Evidence heard from the Executive by the Committee in 1999 was to the

effect that the Executive believed that the present deadline was

appropriate taking into account the need to balance resources available

with the requirement for a timely response to members’ questions.

Evidence was heard from the SNP that a substantive answer should be

available within “a fortnight”, that Ministers should be sparing with holding

answers, and should be prepared to justify them.12

25. The Committee will have noted evidence elsewhere that the Executive’s

speed of response in answering parliamentary questions is holding up

reasonably,13 achievements within the present deadlines of 14 days when

the Parliament is sitting and 21 days during recesses of 4 or more days.

                                                
9 Procedures Committee, 1st Report, 1999, SP Paper 28, p.25.
10 Written Answers Report, 8 July 1999 Question No. S1W-223.
11 Letter from the Presiding Officer to Murray Tosh, 12 August 1999 “In the light of
this…whether there would be a limit on the number of written Parliamentary Questions which
could be called during recess.”
12 Procedures Committee paper, PR/99/5/2, Issues 25 and 26.
13 Paragraph 16 above.
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26. The Committee is considering one aspect of this further in the

context of deadlines during recesses. The Committee may consider

that while it will wish to look for further improvements in the

performance of the Executive, the present performance does not

require at this time the relatively drastic remedy of an alteration to

the present deadlines for answering Parliamentary questions during

periods when the Parliament is sitting.

Rules on lodging parliamentary questions

27. The Committee noted in its 1st Report, 2000 that, “the Chamber Desk is

currently preparing an updated version of the detailed guidance circulated

to members in June 1999, and that it is intended to incorporate in this

guidance advice about other sources of information.”14

28. The Committee’s major concern was that members should have in mind

that alternative sources of information are available to them at the point

when they are be contemplating framing a parliamentary question.  The

report states: “The Committee encourages members to reflect on their use

of parliamentary questions and the availability of all sources of information.

(emphasis added)”15

29. The revised guidance on parliamentary questions has recently been

issued by the Chamber Desk after approval by the Parliamentary Bureau

and was circulated to those attending the seminars hosted by the

Committee and chaired by the Convener on 14th and 16th February and

ahead of publication.16  The Guidance has been sent to all MSPs in hard

copy and it is also available to members on the Parliament’s Intranet.  The

relevant part states…  “it is for individual members to take responsibility for

                                                
14 Procedures Committee, 1st Report, 2000, SP Paper 169, p.7.
15 Procedures Committee, 1st Report, 2000, SP Paper 169, p.7.
16 The two seminars chaired by the Convener were primarily for members’ researchers in
order to ensure that members and their staff are fully aware of the alternatives to asking a
parliamentary question and are also alive to the current system of parliamentary questions.
The event is a “continuing seminar” and  the Committee intends to hold it again when
appropriate, for example to update members and their researchers
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the quantity, quality and relevance of their questions and to take account

of the availability of all other sources of information so that the

parliamentary question system is used in the most efficient and

appropriate manner.” (emphasis added)17

30. The Committee is invited to endorse the point made in the Guidance

and underlined above.

31. The Committee may wish to agree that the revised Guidance, given

the primary purpose of the document, does embody its earlier

aspiration that members should be alerted to the need to consider all

available sources of information.

Members’ ability to raise their concern within the Chamber regarding an

unanswered written question.

32. Members can on occasion wait some time to receive answers to

questions.18  This indeed is a main reason why the Committee is

conducting its present enquiry.  The Committee’s report might usefully

reflect the hope that the example of a fairly recent very long wait for a reply

noted at footnote 18 will become a thing of the past.

33. As noted, all the measures looked at by the Committee are being

examined with the object of deciding whether or not their application may

assist the Parliamentary Question process to run more smoothly.

34. The present proposal was considered from that perspective: would the

ability of an MSP to raise the matter in the Chamber be likely to contribute

to improving the process?  Would the disadvantages of adding to the

public business of the Chamber (albeit a short and exceptional item) be

offset by the process advantages?

                                                
17 Scottish Parliament Detailed Guidance on Parliamentary Questions - paragraph 2.1 p.2.
18 Procedures Committee, 1st Report 2000, pp. 3 and 4.  Fiona McLeod’s question S1W-5058
received a holding reply on 20 March 2000; and an answer on 24 November 2000.
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35. First, what measures are available at present to members who wish to

draw attention to the failure of the Executive to answer a question?

36. There are a number.  Briefly, it is open to members to ask the Procedures

Committee to consider the matter.  Members are free to write to the

Presiding Officer. 19  They may complain directly to the Executive itself.

They could also ask a question (for written or oral answer) about the non-

appearance of an answer to a previous question,20 though the successful

selection of the oral variety  (effectively the proposal under consideration)

would depend on random selection.

37. The purpose of raising the matter in the Chamber would presumably be as

a measure of last resort, using a public forum and potential

embarrassment to try and obtain an answer more quickly than might

otherwise be the case.

38. There is a danger in such a procedure of bringing the parties and the

process into disrepute.  It is unlikely that public opinion would approve of

time being taken on such matters in the Chamber.  The public would be

more likely to consider that the arrangements in which all the parties were

stakeholders should be sophisticated enough to deliver complete answers

within the agreed timescale.  The Committee may feel that MSPs

themselves are likely to share this view.

39. There would also be the question of devising a form and procedure in

which the matter could be raised. This appears unnecessary when

provision exists already for members to lodge questions enquiring after a

late answer.

                                                
19 Kenny Gibson and Dennis Canavan, Procedures Committee, 1st Report 2000, Annex B and
Annex C, pp. 18-20.
20 For example, Alex Neil’s question S1W-10697 asking after S1W-4411; Michael Russell’s
S1W-12287 asking after S1W-11696; and Adam Ingram’s S1W-12464 asking after 4 previous
questions.
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40. The Committee may conclude that there is little justification for

instigating such a procedure at this time.

Limiting the number of parliamentary questions

41. The Committee stated in its 1st Report, 2000 that it would, “require the

most compelling evidence that the present arrangements were broken to

pursue the option of limiting the number of Parliamentary questions,”21

further, it was to be contemplated only in circumstances where,

“reasonable and effectively deployed Executive resources were unlikely to

prove capable of coping with questions.”22

42. The selection of up to 30 questions for answer at Question Time; and up to

6 at First Minister’s Question Time is itself a rationing of oral questions.

The option for present consideration applies only to the written questions

therefore.

43. In the Westminster House of Commons a member may give notice of any

one oral question to each Department answering, up to a maximum of two

per day.

44. There is no such limit, ration or quota on written questions (ordinary or

priority) in the House of Commons, but a limit has been discussed (though

it was not pursued) and concerns expressed over what might be perceived

as the abuse of the priority written question system.23  Some MPs

expressed strong views that no limit should be contemplated.24  The Select

Committee on Procedure reminded members that priority questions should

be used sparingly.  This reflected the Committee’s view that the main

concern expressed to them was on the “use or misuse” of the priority

written question system, not any desire for a blanket restriction (limit) on

                                                
21 Procedures Committee 1st Report, 2000, p. 22.
22 Evans, p.69.  See also, Select Committee On Procedure, Third Report, Parliamentary
Questions, House of Commons, Session 1990-91, xxx.
23 HC (1990-91) 178, published 22 May 1991, paragraph 56.
24HC (1990-91) 178, published 22 May 1991, paragraph 63.
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mmbers’ ability to ask questions.25  (This suggests that the difficulties

inherent in considering a priority written questions arrangement are very

real and that once set up it can itself be a source of dissatisfaction.)

45. Any move to ration the number of written questions would be highly

controversial and the delivery of any consensual arrangements would be

fraught with problems.  It is reasonably clear even now when the

monitoring of parliamentary questions is in its infancy that the criteria

(paragraph 41 above) set by this Committee earlier for looking at this

option in detail have not been met and that progress is being made in

setting up a Parliamentary Question monitoring system in which we are

able to have confidence.

46. In those circumstances the Committee is invited to agree that no

further work be done on this option.

                                                
25 HC (1990-91) 178, published 22 May 1991, paragraph 69



FOR DECISION
PR/01/2/5

SECOND MEETING OF THE PROCEDURES COMMITTEE

TIME FOR CONVENERS TO SPEAK TO COMMITTEE REPORTS IN THE
CHAMBER

Referral from Alex Neil MSP

1. Correspondence has been received from Alex Neil requesting that the

Procedures Committee review the role of Committee Conveners during Stages 1

and 3 of debates on Parliamentary Bills.  He considers that the time allocated to

Conveners is inadequate and should be the same as for the front bench

spokesman for the parties.  A copy of his letter is attached at Annex A.

Correspondence to the Presiding Officer

2. Rule 7.2.2 1 states that the allocation of time to speakers in the Chamber is a

matter for the Presiding Officer.  The Convener wrote to the Presiding Officer,

copied to George Reid, seeking views.  A copy of the Convener’s letter is

attached at Annex B.

3. Members are invited to agree to commission an issues paper for

discussion in due course once replies to the Convener’s letter have been

received.

Clerking and Reporting Directorate
February 2001

                                                
1 “The Presiding Officer may allocate speaking time, whether for proceedings in relation to a particular
item of business or for a particular speaker in any proceedings, and may do so whether or not the
proceedings have started or the speaker has started to speak.  The Presiding Officer may not allocate
speaking time in a manner which would disrupt any timetable of business set out in the daily business
list”.







FOR DECISION PR/01/2/6

SECOND MEETING OF THE PROCEDURES COMMITTEE

THE MANAGEMENT OF NON-EXECUTIVE HALF-DAYS

Background

1. The Parliamentary Bureau allocated 1½ hours for debate in the Chamber on the

morning of 8th February to the Scottish Socialist Party (Rule 5.6.1(b))1 which

chose to have 3 debates of 30 minutes each.

2. Concern was expressed by Tavish Scott, the Deputy Minister for Parliament, Lord

James Douglas-Hamilton and Tricia Marwick when the Business Motion

proposing these arrangements was moved in the Chamber on 1st February.

(Extract from the Official Report is attached at Annex A).

Correspondence

3. The Convener wrote to the Presiding Officer on 13th February noting that this

Committee had considered the matter previously and suggesting it may have a

contribution to make to any future discussion on the issue.  A copy of this

correspondence is attached at Annex B.

Referral

4. We understand that the Parliamentary Bureau considered the issue of good

practice in debate management at its meeting on 13th February and agreed to

refer that matter to the Procedures Committee.

5. Members are invited to agree to commission an issues paper for

discussion in due course.

Clerking and Reporting Directorate
February 2001
                                                
1 Rule 5.6.1(b) – In proposing the business programme, the Parliamentary Bureau shall ensure that
on 16 half sitting days in each Parliamentary year, meetings of the Parliament consider business
chosen by political parties which are not represented in the Scottish Executive or by any group formed
under Rule 5.2.2” (Members of the Parliamentary Bureau).



ANNEX A

EXTRACT FROM OFFICIAL REPORT –
1ST FEBRUARY 2001 Cols: 860-861

Lord James Douglas-Hamilton (Lothians) (Con): I want to restrict my remarks to
the three half-hour debates in the name of Mr Tommy Sheridan during non-
Executive business on Thursday 8 February. This will be the first time three half-hour
debates in non-Executive business time will have taken place and there is a danger
that a precedent with further implications will be set. We have serious reservations
because speeches from the back benches will be restricted; more than that, back
benchers will be squeezed out.

I understand that there is nothing in the standing orders to prevent such
arrangements. I therefore request that the subject be referred to the Procedures
Committee, as such ordering of business seems to disadvantage back benchers
substantially. However, despite our strong reservations, the Conservatives will not
oppose the motion.

The Presiding Officer: I call Mr Scott to reply.

Tricia Marwick (Mid Scotland and Fife) (SNP) rose—

The Presiding Officer: Only one speech is permitted, I am afraid.

Tricia Marwick: On a point of order, Presiding Officer. I understand that only one
member may speak against the motion. However, I add my voice to what Lord
James has said.

Col 861 The Presiding Officer: I am sorry—

Tricia Marwick: The SNP also has serious concerns that back benchers are being
disadvantaged.

The Presiding Officer: I am sorry, but speeches cannot take place on points of
order.

The Deputy Minister for Parliament (Tavish Scott): I share the concern that Lord
James has raised. I understand that the bureau discussed the issue on Tuesday
afternoon. The bureau would consider taking the issue to the Procedures Committee
for a determination.
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PR/01/2/7

INCREASING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF COMMITTEES

1. The attached paper sets out the agreed views of the Conveners’ Liaison
Group on a number of working practices which, if adopted by committees, the
conveners believe will increase effectiveness.

2. Whilst recognising that in some circumstances committees will require to meet
at least weekly (for example when considering legislation) and that the system of
scheduling meetings must be flexible, the Group believe that, where possible,
committees should aim to meet on a fortnightly cycle thereby making more time
available for work outside the formal setting of committee meetings.  This would
enable the committees to undertake work by other means including civic participation
events and fact-finding visits.  It would also enable committee members to act more
effectively as reporters and to obtain support from clerking staff when exercising that
function.

3. The paper deals with:

• The scheduling and frequency of meetings

• Business planning

• Pre-legislative scrutiny

• The development of best practice amongst conveners.

4. The Committee is invited to consider this paper and agree to adopt these
working practices.

ELIZABETH WATSON
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CG/1/01

INCREASING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF COMMITTEES

Background

1. As can be seen from the first annual report of the Corporate Body, the
Committees have played an important and effective role in the work of the
Parliament.  A total of 117 reports were produced and 352 meetings took place.

2. The Conveners’ Liaison Group has, however, been considering what steps
might be taken to make the committees operate even more effectively.  The Group
has identified a number of working practices which, if implemented, should facilitate
the work of the committees and improve further their effectiveness in holding the
Executive to account.  This paper sets down these working practices for
implementation in the committees.

3. Separately, the Group has also identified a number of areas where it
considers that Standing Orders should be reviewed and these have been referred to
the Procedures Committee who are taking them forward as part of their review of
committee operations.

4. In addition, the Group is continuing consideration of whether there would be
benefit in a  change to the Standing Orders to enable committees to meet at the
same time as the Plenary.  A further paper on this subject will be brought to the
Group at the earliest possible date.

Working practices

Scheduling and frequency of meetings

5. It was agreed that:

• Routine committee meetings should continue to be scheduled for
Tuesdays and Wednesday mornings.

• Exceptionally, meetings could be scheduled on Mondays, Fridays and
Wednesday evenings, but this should be avoided if possible.

• Further consideration should be given to whether there would be
benefit in amending Standings Orders to allow committees to meet at the
same time as the Plenary.

6. During the first year of operation, many committees found it necessary to
meet weekly to complete their planned work programmes.  When handling Bills, it
was often necessary to meet more than once a week in order to meet the timescales
for completion of stages 1 and 2 agreed with the Bureau.
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7. When conducting inquiries, committees have, in the main, obtained the bulk of
their information through formal evidence taking sessions during their weekly
meetings.  Working to this pattern has left little flexibility in the system to allow
members to undertake work relevant to the committee outside the formal setting of
the committee meetings.  This includes work as reporters.  The effective use of
reporters, supported by clerks could enable a committee to handle a wider range of
work and has proved an effective use of members’ time in committees such as the
Equal Opportunities Committee.

8. Time is also required to allow members to undertake fact-finding visits.
Where these have occurred (for example Justice and Home Affairs Committee
members visiting prisons; Local Government Committee members visiting local
authorities; Audit Committee members visiting ambulance stations) these have
provided valuable sources of information relevant to the subject of inquiries.

9. The Group also saw great benefit in making time to enable committees to
obtain relevant information by methods which encourage civic participation such as
the “Business in the Chamber” event hosted by the Enterprise and Lifelong Learning
Committee and the Open Space event currently being organised by the Social
Justice Committee.

10. All these working practices have been difficult to accommodate in the current
working pattern and it was recognised that some adjustment to the programme of
weekly meetings is required to enable these activities to take place.  The Group,
however, also recognised that committees would require to continue to hold weekly
(or even more frequent) meetings when considering legislation or dealing with
matters that were time critical.

11. It was, accordingly, agreed:

• Committees should, where possible, carry out more work outside the
setting of formal committee meetings including fact finding visits and civic
participation events.

• Committee should make more use of reporters, supported by clerking
staff.

• In order to provide sufficient time and staffing resources for these
activities, the forward programme of committee meetings should be based on
fortnightly meetings.

• Exceptions should be made for committees handling Bills or other work
which requires completion in a fixed timescale and such committees should
continue to meet at least weekly.

• For committees meeting on a fortnightly programme, if necessary
short, focussed meetings should be called to deal with subordinate legislation.
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• The forward programme of meetings should be sufficiently flexible to
allow any committee to schedule additional meetings to accommodate
fluctuating workloads.

Business planning

12. It was agreed that all committees should develop and agree a forward
programme with meetings scheduled according to the principles set out above which
should take into account all known calls on committee time (for example the
allocation of time to consider budget proposals; Bills announced in the legislative
programme; SSIs renewed annually).  In their planning, committees should be
sufficiently flexible to allow priorities to be altered if required.

Pre-legislative scrutiny

13. It was agreed that the pre-legislative phase presented a committee with an
excellent opportunity to familiarise themselves with issues arising from a draft Bill or
consultation paper.  In some cases, it might prove useful to enter into a dialogue with
the Executive and to take evidence at this stage.  However, the Group also agreed
that any work done at this stage should clearly be seen to be at arms length from the
Executive and that nothing should be done that might be viewed as collusive.  It was
important that the committees should maintain their independence and that nothing
should impinge on the key role of the committee at stage 1 in scrutinising the general
principles of an Executive Bill.  The importance of the pre-legislative phase was
recognised in terms of gathering information to prepare a committee to deal
effectively with stage 1 consideration.  In the circumstances, it was not considered
appropriate to formalise arrangements for pre-legislative scrutiny or to develop any
form of protocol with the Executive.

Conveners awayday

14. It was agreed that there was much to be gained from conveners discussing
their experiences with a view to promoting consistency and best practice.  A
facilitated awayday should be arranged as a first step in this process.

Conclusion

15. The Group is invited to note the areas of agreement outlined above and,
where appropriate, to implement these practices in their committees.

Committee Office
10 January 2001


































































