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FOR ACTION

TENTH MEETING OF THE PROCEDURES COMMITTEE

INQUIRY INTO THE APPLICATION OF THE CONSULTATIVE STEERING
GROUP PRINCIPLES IN THE PARLIAMENT

Summary

1. The Committee will take evidence from Dennis Canavan, Tom
McCabe, Minister for Parliament and Mike Watson, Convener of the
Finance Committee.

Timings

2. Mr Canavan – 09.30 – 10.00
Mr McCabe – 10.00-11.15
Mr Watson – 11.15-12.00

Written evidence

3. Written evidence submitted is attached at Annex.
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4. Mr McCabe will be accompanied by Colin Miller, Head of Constitutional
Policy Unit, Scottish Executive and Helen Clifford, Constitutional Policy
Unit; Mr Watson by Anne Peat, Directorate of Clerking and Reporting.
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PROCEDURES COMMITTEE ENQUIRY INTO THE APPLICATION OF CSG
PRINCIPLES IN THE SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT

MEMORANDUM BY THE SCOTTISH EXECUTIVE

Introduction

1. The Scottish Parliament came into being on 1 July 1999 with the
overwhelming support and good wishes of the Scottish people.  As a new
Parliament, it had to establish new procedures and ways of working: it could not rely
on any pre-existing body of custom, practice and tradition.  However the new
Parliament had the great advantage of the work which had been done by the
Consultative Steering Group (CSG), whose Report was published in January 1999.
That Report set out detailed recommendations on how the Scottish Parliament
should operate, and these formed the basis of the Parliament’s Standing Orders.
Perhaps even more important, the CSG Report identified 4 key principles which were
designed to infuse every aspect of the Scottish Parliament’s work.  These were:

•  Sharing the Power: the Scottish Parliament should embody and reflect the
sharing of power between the people of Scotland, the legislators and the Scottish
Executive;

•  Accountability: the Scottish Executive should be accountable to the Scottish
Parliament and the Parliament and Executive should be accountable to the
people of Scotland;

•  Access and participation: the Scottish Parliament should be accessible, open,
responsive and develop procedures which make possible a participative
approach to the development, consideration and scrutiny of policy and legislation;

•  Equal opportunities: the Scottish Parliament in its operation and its
appointments should recognise the need to promote equal opportunities for all.

2. The Scottish Executive is committed to working with the Parliament to ensure
that these principles are a reality, and underpin every aspect of the Parliament’s
work.  The Executive welcomes the Procedures Committee’s Enquiry into the
operation of the CSG principles.  This memorandum explains the contribution which
the Executive has made, and will continue to make, to ensure that the aspirations
and ideals reflected in the CSG principles become ever more firmly rooted in the day
to day work of the Parliament.

(1) Sharing the Power: the Scottish Parliament should embody and reflect the
sharing of power between the people of Scotland, the legislators and the
Scottish Executive

3. While the Scottish Parliament is the fulcrum of debate and decision on a
whole spectrum of issues that matter to the Scottish people - issues on which the



Executive is developing and implementing distinctive policies tailored to the needs of
the people of Scotland - the Executive fully agrees that input to the development of
those policies should come from the widest possible range of individuals and groups,
and this memorandum describes a number of initiatives which the Executive has
taken to that end.

4. In general, we consider that the relationship between the Parliament and the
Executive is a healthy and constructive one.  The essence of that relationship is that
it is for Scottish Ministers to exercise the powers and functions vested in them by the
Scotland Act and for the Parliament to hold the Executive to account for those
decisions.  There will inevitably, and properly, be tensions from time to time between
the Executive and the Parliament: that is a necessary and constructive part of the
democratic process.  However the Executive believes that both bodies have
generally succeeded in working together effectively for the good of the people of
Scotland, and the Parliament and its Committees have frequently been prepared to
work together with the Executive to improve and expedite legislation on a non-
partisan basis.

5. One of the many strengths of the legislative process at Holyrood is the
emphasis which the Executive has placed on proper public consultation before Bills
are introduced, together with the requirement for detailed scrutiny by the relevant
Committee before the Bill proceeds to the Parliament in plenary.  There are many
examples of proposals which have been substantially modified as a result of the
public consultation process, and of Bills which have been amended and improved
during their Parliamentary passage.  The Executive welcomes the strong emphasis
on consultation and scrutiny which has been built into the legislative process from
the outset.  In our view, the combination of strong Committees, a meaningful process
of public consultation and pre-legislative scrutiny and an Executive which is prepared
to listen has made for better legislation - and ensured that Scottish citizens and
interest groups as well as MSPs can have a direct influence on the legislative
process.

6. The Executive itself has done a good deal to promote the principle of
including the people of Scotland in the process of forming policy.  We have actively
sought to engage the public in the process of decision making and policy
development in a number of ways, in particular through effective consultation
processes and our support for the Scottish Civic Forum.

Consultation

7. Good consultation is an essential pre-requisite to effective policy-making.
Indeed, the Executive is required to include an account of the consultation which has
been undertaken and a summary of the outcome consultation in the policy
memorandum which accompanies each Bill which it introduces into the Parliament.
We have invested considerable efforts in improving the quality of the consultation
process and making it more inclusive (see paragraphs 25-28 below).  Good Practice
Guidance on consultation has recently been made available to all Scottish Executive
Departments.



8. Around 230 public consultation exercises have been carried out by the
Executive since July 1999.  These have spanned the full range of policy areas
covered by the Executive, including 48 consultations on agriculture issues, 38 on the
environment, 20 on housing and transport, 18 on justice, 15 on education and 14 on
health.  Currently there are some 30 consultation exercises in progress, with activity
in all of the main Executive Departments.

9. Consultation is not of course an end in itself, but depends on the value of the
input obtained from consultees and the extent to which the public continues to take
an active interest in the process.  A good example of such public participation was
the recent consultation on Public Attitudes towards the NHS. The Executive
commissioned a research company in Autumn 2000 to interview over 3,000 people
in one of the largest ever attitude surveys on the NHS in Scotland. These views were
incorporated in Scotland’s National Health Plan to ensure that it truly reflects what
matters to the people of Scotland. For example, 9 out of 10 people surveyed thought
the public should have influence over the way the NHS is run, but over half believed
they had no influence at present. This has led to a requirement, from April 2001, for
NHS Boards to show how they are involving the public, and what difference that has
made to the services they provide.

Scottish Civic Forum

10. The Scottish Civic Forum (SCF), which was established in 1999, is a further
demonstration of the value the Executive places on trying to reach a wider audience
and to encourage them to participate in the policy-making process.  The Scottish
Executive provides support to the SCF both in terms of funding and staff
secondments.

11. The Forum’s activities fall into 3 broad areas:

- providing a source of expertise on the process of participation;

- providing a resource for the Executive to carry out 'arms-length' consultation
and to identify contact organisations with interests in particular policy areas;

- enabling the development of innovative ways of working with civic society and
making connections between sections of civic society, particularly in terms of
trying to reach the 'harder to reach' groups, in order to facilitate wider input
into public policy development.

12. The Forum provides its members with regular information about current
consultation exercises, publications and events.  It also holds policy forums on
specific consultation exercises or on broad areas of policy, providing opportunities
for interested organisations to contribute their views.  In short, it seeks to provide a
mechanism for all the views expressed (not simply the majority view) to be fed into
the consultation process.  The Executive hopes that the profile of the SCF will
increase together with its capacity to make a significant contribution to the policy
development process.

Issues for further consideration



•  The Executive attaches high importance to timely and effective consultation
processes.  We would welcome comments from the Committee and others on
how these processes could be further improved.

•  The Public Petitions Committee is currently reviewing procedures for dealing with
petitions with a view to standardising and streamlining them.  The Executive
welcomes this initiative and will continue to work with the Committee to seek
ways of improving the way in which public petitions are dealt with.

(2) Accountability: the Scottish Executive should be accountable to the
Scottish Parliament and the Parliament and the Executive should be
accountable to the people of Scotland

13. The Scottish Executive places a great deal of importance on the
modernisation and opening up of the political process.  Accountability to the
Parliament and to the people of Scotland is central to this.  The lines of that
accountability are clear: civil servants are accountable to Scottish Ministers, who in
turn are accountable to the Scottish Parliament.  The duty of Scottish Ministers is to
exercise the powers and functions vested in them by the Scotland Act, and the
Parliament’s duty is to hold them to account for the decisions they take.  In this way,
the Executive is fully accountable to the Parliament and both are accountable to the
people of Scotland.

14. There are many avenues open to the Parliament to hold the Executive to
account for its actions and decisions.  Parliamentary debates are of course central to
the concept of democratic accountability.  Since devolution, 375 such debates have
been held - a huge increase compared to the number of debates on Scottish issues
held at Westminster prior to devolution.  Similarly, the Parliament’s strong and
influential Committee system, which lies at the heart of the Parliamentary process
and has attracted much praise, provides an important framework through which
proper accountability can be established.  The 17 Committees play a vital role in
scrutinising the work of the Executive by holding enquiries, taking written and oral
evidence from Ministers, officials, groups and individuals, and providing a forum for
scrutinising proposals for legislation both pre-introduction and during the passage of
Bills.

15. Oral and Written Parliamentary Questions provide an important means for
individual MSPs to obtain information from the Executive and to hold the Executive
to account.  Since devolution, the number of Parliamentary Questions lodged has
increased six-fold: Scottish Ministers were asked almost 8,500 Questions in the year
2000 alone.  The number of Questions asked by individual MSPs varies significantly,
but the overall volume of Questions demonstrates the desire on all sides for the
Executive to be held to account for its decisions, and be seen to do so.

16. There has also been a very substantial increase in the volume of
correspondence to Scottish Ministers from both MSPs and the public since
devolution.  In 1998, the former Scottish Office dealt with 19,856 letters from MPs
and the public.  During the period July 2000 to June 2001, the corresponding figure
was 32,062 - an increase of more than 60%.



17. The Executive understands and accepts the need to be accountable to the
people of Scotland as well as to the Parliament.  There is no doubt that devolution
has improved accountability by bringing political life closer to the Scottish people.  It
has also provided us with the flexibility to develop new and exciting policies to
improve all aspects of life in Scotland.  However, the Executive also recognises that
meaningful accountability requires it to develop and make public a clear set of aims
against which its performance can be judged, and against which it expects to be
judged.

18. With that in mind, we have published two detailed Programmes for
Government.  The first of those Programmes for Government, ‘Making it Work
Together’, was published on 6 September 1999, and a follow-up document ‘Working
Together for Scotland’ was published on 29 January 2001. These two publications
set out the main commitments and priorities of a devolved Scotland, clearly stating
what the Executive partners wanted to achieve and when.  Between them, they
contain some 327 specific commitments, about one third of which have already been
delivered.  ’Working Together for Scotland’ also reported on our achievements
against our original commitments; and further regular progress reports will be
published.  In this way, the people of Scotland have a clear and specific yardstick
against which it can judge how the Executive is performing and hold it to account.

Issues for further consideration

•  The Executive welcomes the Standards Committee's intention to bring forward
legislation to replace the transitional Members' Interests Order, which sets out
various requirements on the registration and declaration of members' interests.
The Committee has identified a number of issues which may need to be
addressed in developing legislation to replace the existing Members' Interests
Order and has published a consultation paper seeking views on these issues.
The Executive shares the Committee's wish to make progress on this matter.  We
consider that it is important in any democracy to have proper statutory
procedures in place to register Members’ interests, and we welcome the way in
which the Committee is taking this work forward.    

(3) Access and participation: the Scottish Parliament should be accessible,
open, responsive and develop procedures which make possible a participative
approach to the development, consideration and scrutiny of policy and
legislation

19. The Executive considers that the Parliament and its Committees deserve
credit for the way in which this principle has been embedded into the system of
governance in Scotland.  The Executive also fully accepts that it has its own part to
play in ensuring that the Parliament as a whole can continue to develop its
procedures and ways of working in a manner which fully reflects the principle of
accessibility, openness and responsiveness.



20. The Committee system has developed steadily since devolution, and is widely
recognised as a distinctive and successful aspect of the devolution settlement.
There is no doubt that the ambitious programme of legislation brought forward by the
Executive has imposed a substantial workload on many of the Committees.
Nevertheless, they have been prepared to work together with the Executive to
scrutinise, improve and where necessary expedite the passage of legislation.  In the
Executive’s view, there is no doubt that the quality of legislation has benefited from
the work of the Committees.

21. One of the strengths of the legislative procedure in the Scottish Parliament is
the strong emphasis on public consultation before Bills are introduced, followed by
further detailed scrutiny by the relevant Committee before the Bill proceeds to the
floor of the Chamber.  As already indicated at paragraph 5 above, the Executive
believes that the combination of strong Committees, meaningful pre-legislative
scrutiny and willingness on the part of the Executive to listen and modify its
proposals to take account of reasoned criticism has resulted in better legislation.  It
has also provided members of the public and interest groups, as well as MSPs, with
the means to influence the development, consideration and implementation of policy
and legislation.

22. By September 2001, the Parliament had passed 22 Executive and 4
Members' Bill on a wide and diverse range of subjects which reflect the Executive’s
key commitments to promote social justice, improve people’s lives, build for the
future, foster a competitive and wealth-generating economy and deliver modern cost-
effective public services.  Another 18 Executive Bills, together with several
Committee and Members' Bills, are expected to be brought forward in the year 2001-
02.  This demanding and wide-ranging legislative programme is proof that the
Parliament is delivering real change.

23. The Executive notes the establishment of the Parliament's Non-Executive Bill
Unit (NEBU) to offer drafting support for MSPs and Committees for Members’ and
Committee Bills.  This resource should reinforce the capacity of MSPs and
Committees alike to bring forward their own proposals for legislation.  There is, of
course, a need for the same process of consultation and careful scrutiny in relation
to proposals for legislation by Members - and for any such proposals to be properly
costed - as there is in relation to Executive Bills.  The Executive has offered
comments to the NEBU on how improvements could be made to the arrangements
for the selection of Members' Bills and the allocation of Parliamentary time for the
consideration of these Bills.

24. The Committees have also made an important contribution by conducting a
number of major enquiries, frequently appointing expert assessors to assist them in
doing so.  These enquiries, conducted in public wherever possible and with the
opportunity for interested parties to submit both written and oral evidence, once
again reinforce the emphasis the Parliament has placed on an open, accessible and
participative approach to its task of holding the Executive to account.

Consultation



25. For its own part, the Executive places a strong emphasis on consultation and
evidence taking both in the development of policy and in relation to specific
proposals for legislation.  We believe that meaningful consultation facilitates better
policy making and better legislation.  We are therefore committed to establishing and
improving good consultation practice throughout the Executive.

26. To that end, the Executive has been working to develop and enhance its
consultation procedures in line with its commitments to Civic Participation, and has
prepared Good Practice Guidance on consultation.  The Executive recognises that
consultation is essential in modern Government to ensure that policy decisions are
soundly based on evidence; that they take into account the views and experience of
those affected by those policies; that innovative and creative options are considered;
and that new arrangements are workable.

27. With that in mind, the Good Practice Guidance recommends, amongst other
things:

- providing consultees with a minimum of 12 weeks to respond;

- using summaries to make key issues more accessible;

- using sampling techniques to cover all relevant interests;

- using the internet as a consultative tool;

- research to determine the best ways of reaching the public; and

- working closely with the Scottish Civic Forum.

28. A dedicated team has been set up in the Executive’s Central Research Unit to
update this Good Practice Guidance regularly and to provide advice to policy areas
on how to consult effectively.  Further developments are also planned for the future,
including dedicated training and further Information Technology developments.

Freedom of Information

29. The Executive's commitment to the principles of openness, accessibility and
accountability is underlined by its introduction of proposals for an effective statutory
freedom of information (FOI) regime to which it is proposed the Parliament and its
Corporate Body will be subject.  A draft Bill was published in March 2001, which
proposed a straightforward, general right of access to information held by a broad
range of Scottish public authorities -  a right exercisable by anyone.  A Bill to give
effect to these proposals was introduced in September 2001.

30. The FOI Bill proposes to balance this statutory right of access with a limited
number of exemptions to protect information that should properly remain confidential.
The legislation will also establish an independent, powerful Scottish Information
Commissioner appointed by the Queen on the nomination of the Parliament. The



Commissioner will promote and enforce the legislation, and will have powers to order
public authorities to disclose information.

Scottish Youth Parliament

31. The Scottish Youth Parliament (SYP) is a good example of an initiative which
aims to engage a sector of the population who may have previously been somewhat
sidelined.  The SYP aims to offer youth organisations, youth councils and individual
young people the opportunity of a national voice, ensuring that their views can be
heard on all issues which are relevant to them.  The SYP currently comprises 180
members and is run entirely by young people.

32. Amongst other initiatives, the SYP has established 7 working groups based
on topics identified by members as the top 7 issues affecting young people in
Scotland today, including drugs, education, rural affairs, youth rights and citizenship.
The SYP is also working towards establishing a Scottish Youth Charter and
continues to develop as a resource for consultation and a means of encouraging
active citizenship.   The Executive has awarded the SYP £80,000 in the current
financial year and officials continue to work closely with them on a number of
initiatives.

Scottish Youth Summit

33. The Scottish Youth Summit was held on 19 June 2000, and was another good
example of young people participating in discussions on matters of importance to
them. It involved 1,200 young people from all over Scotland, debating 16 topics with
each other and with Scottish Executive Ministers.  200 of these young people
attended the main event in Motherwell, while a further 1,000 took part in “satellite”
events across the country which were connected to Motherwell by video links.  All
young people in Scotland were eligible to participate through e-mail.  The topics
debated, which were all chosen by the young people themselves, included housing
and homelessness, transport, drugs and unemployment.  14 Scottish Executive
Ministers attended together with the then Secretary of State for Scotland, John Reid.

34. The Report of The Scottish Youth Summit was issued on 12 June 2001 along
with the youth consultation toolkit “Re:action”, a practical resource for anyone
wishing to consult with young people, which was commissioned by the Scottish
Executive and developed by Save the Children .

Issues for further consideration

•  while welcoming the work of Committees both in scrutinising legislation and
conducting 'ad hoc' enquiries, the Executive considers that there is scope for
better co-ordination between Committees and their Clerks on issues which cut
across Committee remits.  Better use of the Reporter system might help to avoid
duplication of effort;

•  the Executive will continue to work with the Parliament and its Non-Executive
Bills Unit to consider how improvements could be made to the arrangements for



the selection of Members’ Bills and the allocation of Parliamentary time for the
consideration of these Bills.

(4) Equal opportunities: the Scottish Parliament in its operation and its
appointments should recognise the need to promote equal opportunities for all

35. Although the Scotland Act 1998 reserves the power to legislate on equal
opportunities to the Westminster Parliament, it does of course give the Scottish
Parliament the power to encourage equal opportunities and impose duties on
Scottish public authorities and cross border bodies operating in Scotland.
Accordingly the Parliament’s Standing Orders require all Executive Bills to be
accompanied by a policy memorandum containing, amongst other things, an
assessment of the effects of the Bill, if any, on equal opportunities.

36. Since devolution the Executive has been working to extend its work on
equality and to promote equal opportunities for all.  A clear commitment to equality of
opportunity has been made in both Programmes for Government, and it is one of our
key cross-cutting priorities.

37. As part of this commitment, the Executive has established an Equality Unit
with responsibility for taking forward work across the range of equality interests.  This
work includes the mainstreaming of equality and the promotion of equal
opportunities.  The Unit has adopted and promoted a style of work which is inclusive
and which has sought to engage fully with the statutory equality bodies, equality
interests and communities in the development and delivery of the equality agenda.

38. The Executive has also established an Older People’s Unit to develop, with
the involvement of older people, a strategic and forward looking framework for older
people’s issues, and has an Equal Opportunities and Diversity Unit within the
Directorate of Personnel and Pay to ensure that it is promoting equal opportunities in
its employment and provisions for staff.  These Units are complementary to and work
closely with the Equality Unit.

Equality Strategy

39. The Executive’s Equality Strategy Working Together for Equality was
published in November 2000.  This is an overarching strategy providing a framework
for equality work to be developed systematically and over the long-term.   It includes
proposals in the following main areas:

- mainstreaming equality into the formulation, design and delivery of policy and
services;

- the promotion of equality of opportunity, including awareness raising;

- work to improve research, baseline data, information and statistics;

- work with external interests looking at the development of practical tools to
assist in the mainstreaming process in both policy and spending;



- examining efficient ways of sharing and disseminating good practice; and

- developing strategies and mechanisms for consultation, communication and
partnership working.

40. The successful delivery of the equality strategy and the extension of equal
opportunities require effective mechanisms for engaging with a wide range of
external bodies, equality interests and communities.  One example of such
engagement has been the establishment of the Race Equality Advisory Forum
(REAF) which has provided valuable input to the development of the Executive’s
race equality work.  REAF, whose membership was drawn from a range of different
sectoral interests, adopted an inclusive approach to its work with the engagement of
wider external and grassroots interests.  Lessons learned from this process will
assist the Executive in its efforts to improve its consultation with minority ethnic
communities and other equality interests.  The REAF report and action plans were
published on 12 October 2001.

Mainstreaming

41. The Equality Strategy emphasises mainstreaming - integrating equality
perspectives into every aspect of the Executive's work.  This is a long-term strategy
which we believe will:

- lead to improved policy making through better information, greater
transparency and openness in the policy process;

- tackle structures, behaviours and attitudes which contribute to or sustain
inequality and discrimination;

- avoid policies being adopted which continue existing inequalities or make
them worse; and

- complement lawful positive action that is designed to address long term
historic disadvantage experienced by specific groups.

42. The Equality Unit is working to build on equality work which is already in
place, for example in relation to transport and public appointments.  Pilot projects are
also underway in Housing and Education where joint working will help develop
equality mainstreaming across the Executive.  For example, staff in Housing Division
and the Equality Unit worked together on the Housing Act to ensure that equality
issues were effectively considered and addressed.   The pilot areas provide an
invaluable forum within which effective mainstreaming can be developed across the
Executive.
Public Appointments

43. The Executive is committed to ensuring that the membership of public bodies
reflects the whole of Scottish society.  With this in mind, we published proposals for
modernising the public appointments system in June 2001.  These proposals
represent a significant step forward towards ensuring that all levels of government
serve the people of Scotland and make real and lasting change.



44. At present, disproportionately few women, disabled people, people from
ethnic minorities, different socio-economic groups or from outwith the central belt are
appointed to public bodies.  Progress has been made over the past
year – particularly in appointing more people from minority ethnic backgrounds.
However, much more needs to be done to make public appointments more
representative of contemporary Scottish society.

The Scottish Executive as an employer

45. The Executive recognises the importance of leading by example.  As an
employer, the Scottish Executive is committed to promoting equal opportunities and
to achieving a significant increase in the diversity of its staff.  To achieve that aim, a
long-term diversity strategy for the Executive was launched last year. The strategy
sets out a five-year programme designed to promote equal opportunities and
diversity within the Executive.  We recognise that we have a responsibility to ensure
that all areas of our work, practice and policy should respect and reflect diversity.
The Equality Strategy and the Diversity Strategy provide a framework within which
these aims can be achieved.

Issues for further consideration

•  the Executive is committed to effective implementation of its Equality Strategy in
partnership with a wide range of interested parties.  We welcome the contribution
which the Parliament's Equal Opportunities Committee has made, and look
forward to continuing to work closely with the Committee as well as the statutory
equality bodies and wider equality interests in promoting equal opportunities for
all.

Conclusion

46. The Scottish Parliament came into being in July 1999 with high aspirations
and a clear vision, which found tangible expression in the principles identified by the
Consultative Steering Group.  Two years on, much has been done to turn these
principles into day to day reality.  It is right that the Parliament - and the Executive -
should look constantly at ways in which they can continue to improve.  But we should
not lose sight of how much progress has been made, and how much has been
achieved, in a very short period of time.

47. The Executive is committed to playing its own part in this process, by working
in partnership with the Parliament and by reflecting the CSG principles in every
aspect of our own work.  The Executive accordingly welcomes the enquiry which is
being undertaken by the Procedures Committee into the CSG principles and looks
forward to its Report.  We will continue to do everything we can to live up to the high
hopes which accompanied the establishment of the Scottish Parliament; the high
standards which it has been set; and -  perhaps most important of all - the high
expectations of the Scottish people.



Scottish Executive
October 2001



Procedures Committee Inquiry into the application of the Consultative Steering
Group (“CSG”) Principles in the Scottish Parliament

Background

At its meeting on 5 June, the Finance Committee agreed that it would submit oral
evidence to the Procedures Committee for its inquiry into the application of the
Consultative Steering Group (CSG) principles in the Scottish Parliament.  This paper
is intended to supplement the oral evidence to be provided by the Convener.

As a mandatory committee of the Scottish Parliament, the Finance Committee remit
was determined by reference to the recommendations made by the Financial Issues
Advisory Group (FIAG).  FIAG was established to assist the then Scottish Office in
offering advice to the CSG on financial aspects of its remit, specifically to assist in
the development of proposals for the rules, procedures, standing orders and
legislation for the handling of financial issues in the Scottish Parliament.

Sharing of Power

The Finance Committee’s principal role is to co-ordinate the Parliament’s response
to the Scottish Executive’s budget proposals.  In line with what was proposed by
FIAG, the budget process is a three-stage one, the central tenet of which is that the
pre-legislative scrutiny provided by stages 1 and 2 mean that the budget bill itself,
when introduced, can follow a fast track procedure as laid down in the Parliament’s
standing orders.

As well as the Finance Committee, all subject committees have a role to play in
ensuring that planned expenditure properly reflects priorities and is of a sufficient
level.  At stage 1, subject committees are encouraged to consult and forward their
recommendations on priorities to the Finance Committee.  The Finance Committee
co-ordinates all the committee responses then produces a report for the Parliament.
At stage 2, the Executive presents its draft budget proposals and should provide
more detailed information about planned spend for the next financial year taking into
account subject committee recommendations from stage 1.  Again subject
committees have the opportunity to make alternative proposals and when
considering the comments of those committees and making its report to the
Parliament, the Finance Committee may propose an alternative budget.

The principle of power sharing in relation to expenditure considerations is recognised
in Standing Orders.  Rule 5.8 requires the Parliamentary Bureau to ensure that
sufficient time is set aside for each of the stages of the budget process.  In practice it
is clear that this arrangement is not yet working as it should, as many subject
committees find that they have insufficient time to devote to scrutiny of the budget,
given the demands of the legislative programme and other necessary work such as
inquiries.  Partly as a result of this, Committees have not generally utilised their
ability to suggest alternative spending proposals and have, to date, concentrated on
the style and presentation of the budget documents.



It is inevitable that with a new system, such as we have in the budget process, there
will be a period of bedding in.  Committees undertaking inquiries and making
proposals for bills may only now be making the connections between that work and
the setting of priorities for expenditure and it is important that the opportunity for real
budget scrutiny is taken and that subject committees allow sufficient time for this
aspect of their work.

The current process allows for the Finance Committee, the Scottish Executive,
subject committees and the public to work together to produce an annual budget
which addresses and meets the needs and priorities of the Scottish people, however
the balance of power in this process at present is in practice weighted in favour of
the Executive in part due to pressure of work of Committees and in part due to the
complexity of the budget documents themselves.

The Finance Committee is working with the Minister for Finance and his officials to
improve the budget documents further and the amount and flow of information
provided and there appears to be consensus on the longer-term direction in which
the budgeting process should be moving.

Accountability

There has been a change to the way in which the Finance Committee scrutinises
draft legislation.  Up until May this year, the Committee was solely responsible for
scrutinising the financial memorandums of any proposed Bills, from the Executive,
another committee or an individual member.  On the suggestion of the Finance
Committee, it was agreed that subject committees were themselves in a better
position to examine the financial implications of bills when considering the policy
implications.  As a result, amendments to Standing Orders were proposed and
effected to provide for subject committees to consider the financial implications, with
the Finance Committee retaining the right to report its views to subject committees if
it so decides.   The Finance Committee is of the view that this change improves the
accountability of the Executive during the passage of legislation, providing an
opportunity for subject committees to relate policy to cost more carefully.

Although no longer obliged to consider financial memorandums, the Committee feels
strongly that all proposed legislation should be fully costed, with as much information
as possible being provided in the memorandum.  The Committee frequently took
evidence to supplement the information included in the financial memorandums and
as a result of representations made to the Minister by the Committee about the
quality and lack of information in the memorandums themselves, clearer guidance on
information to be included was produced by the Executive for its own officials.

Another way in which the Finance Committee holds the Executive to account is by
the requirement upon Ministers to submit any proposals to enter into contingent
liabilities for more than £1 million to the Finance Committee for prior approval.  The
Finance Committee has been asked to approve seven such applications and has
again frequently taken evidence from officials to seek further clarification before
approving the agreements.

Accessibility, Openness, Responsiveness and Participation



All public papers, agendas, reports and official reports of proceedings are available
on the Parliament’s website, together with press releases and calls for evidence. The
meetings of the Finance Committee are held, as far as possible, in public session
and the Convener takes particular care to ensure that items considered in private are
kept to a minimum.

The committee recognises that this is not enough to promote accessibility and has
held two meetings outside Edinburgh, one in Aberdeen at stage 2 of the 2001/02
budget process, and another in Perth at stage 1 of the 2002/03 budget process with
a further meeting planned next month for the south west of Scotland. The Aberdeen
and Perth meetings involved evidence taking from a number of organisations to
obtain a local view of national expenditure proposals and evidence from the Minister
or Deputy Minister.

Equal Opportunities

This is a particular area of interest for the Committee and we are keen to progress
the equality proofing of budgets as part of the wider mainstreaming of equality
considerations when developing policy.  There is a real opportunity for Scotland to
become one of the international leaders in this field and the Committee has called for
incremental improvements to be made in next year’s budget documents to
demonstrate the Executive’s stated commitment.

Conclusions

The work of the Finance Committee is very much dominated by the budget process.
The guiding principles of the CSG are reflected in the procedures laid down for that
process together with the provisions in Standing Orders.  The following issues
represent areas where more work needs to be done in order to ensure that the CSG
guiding principles can be seen to be applied more rigorously: -

� It is important that all budget documents are accessible, meaningful and
intelligible to the non-expert and provide relevant and timely information in
relation to planned spend and or expected outcomes.  Improvements to the
budget documents are therefore required.

� Sufficient time must be set aside throughout the Parliament for each of the stages
of the budget process.

� The Committee believes strongly that the people of Scotland should engage with
the budget process and the decision making on spending priorities and aims to
do so by meeting outside Edinburgh at stages 1 and 2 each year.

� The Committee welcomes the moves towards equality proofing of budgets and
expects to see incremental improvements in future budget documents.

Mike Watson
Convener of the Finance Committee




