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PR/02/5/1

FIFTH MEETING OF THE PROCEDURES COMMITTEE
PARLIAMENTARY QUESTIONS

1. Attached is a memorandum submitted to the Procedures Committee by

the Scottish Executive covering: the availability of the Executive business

Directory to MSPs and Parliamentary staff; Parliamentary Questions to

Executive Agencies and NDPBs; setting an advisory cost limit for

Parliamentary Questions.

Witnesses

2. Patricia Ferguson, Minister for Parliamentary Business and Euan Robson,

Deputy Minister for Parliamentary Business will attend.

In attendance

3. Janet Seaton, Information and Research Group and Hugh Flinn, Chamber

Desk.

Action

4. The Committee will hear from and question the Ministers.

Clerking and Reporting Directorate
March 2002



PARLIAMENTARY QUESTIONS: MEMORANDUM BY THE SCOTTISH
EXECUTIVE TO THE PROCEDURES COMMITTEE

Introduction

1. The Scottish Executive undertook to report to the Procedures
Committee on certain topics arising from the Committee’s continuing inquiry
into the volume of Parliamentary questions and the Executive’s speed of
response.  This memorandum deals with the following issues:

� Review of the availability of the Executive business Directory to
MSPs and Parliamentary staff.

� Transparency of questions to Executive Agencies and NDPBs

� Setting an advisory cost limit for Parliamentary questions.

Executive Business Directory

2. The Executive Business Directory was made available in electronic form to
MSPs and Parliamentary staff on 23 April 2001.  It is intended to assist MSPs and
their researchers in making direct contact with the appropriate Executive official for
factual information which is urgently required and is not otherwise readily available.

3. An analysis undertaken by the Executive’s Central Research Unit covers the
period 23 April to 23 December 2001 (see Appendix). During this time, 112 inquiries
were received. Various Divisions were contacted. Seventy-five per cent of inquiries
took under half an hour to handle with nearly half (46%) of inquiries taking under 10
minutes to handle. Seven per cent of inquiries took between 1 and 2 hours to answer
and just under 5% of inquiries took between 2-5 hours to handle. The large majority
of inquiries were answered on the day on which they were received.

4. The Executive considers it to be helpful to both parties for the inquiry to
be submitted in writing (i.e., in hard copy or by e-mail) but recognises that
other means of approach e.g. by telephone may be appropriate in some
circumstances.  Furthermore, it would be helpful if MSPs and their assistants
were reminded that recourse to contacting Executive officials should be a last
resort when the information sought is not in the public domain or not readily
available from other sources, and when it is factual information that is
genuinely urgently required.  The Executive proposes to continue to monitor
use of this facility.

Transparency of Questions: Agencies and NDPBs, etc

5. In a report last year, the Committee suggested that further
consideration was required of the transparency of scrutiny of the affairs of
Non-Departmental Public Bodies (NDPBs), etc, and in particular how
information in replies relating to such bodies might be made more publicly
available.



6. The matter arose in discussion in Committee on 1 May 2001 (OR, col
728) and 29 May (OR, col 780).  On 1 May, the then Minister for Parliament,
Mr Tom McCabe MSP, noted that where a Minister undertakes to write to a
Member, the Executive would be content for the Minister’s substantive reply to
be included in the Written Answers Report.   It remains the Executive's view,
however, that information obtained direct from bodies such as NDPBs is not
appropriate for inclusion in the Written Answers Report, although the
Executive recognises that this is primarily a matter for the Parliament and the
body concerned.

7. Where a Parliamentary question relates to operational matters which
are the direct responsibility of an Executive Agency, the Minister will usually
respond attaching the text of the Chief Executive's reply to the question
raised.  In the case of a question relating to the day-to-day business of an
NDPB or other public body such as a local authority or NHS body, the
response will normally refer the Member to the relevant body.  This difference
in approach to questions concerning Executive Agencies and to NDPBs is
determined by a number of considerations.

8. While both Agencies and NDPBs deliver services and are to varying
extents at arms-length from the Executive, there are clear constitutional
differences. Agencies are part of Executive departments (a few are
Departments in their own right), undertaking discrete areas of work. They are
staffed by civil servants, set up by administrative action and discharge
functions on behalf of Ministers. While Ministers remain fully accountable for
the performance of Agencies, the arms-length relationship with them is
intended to enhance management responsibility and improve delivery, to the
benefit of both the customer and the taxpayer, as well as to the Agency and
the Executive. An NDPB has a role in the process of national government, but
it is not an Executive department or part of one, and operates to a greater
extent remotely from Ministers. Staff are employees of the NDPB. NDPBs are
set up by statute and discharge functions attributed directly to them by statute.
Ministerial powers to intervene in the activities of NDPBs are defined and
constrained by law.

9. The Executive is strongly committed to NDPB accountability and there
are various means by which NDPBs are open to Parliamentary scrutiny. The
NDPB Review document, Proposals for Change, published on 21 June 2001,
required of each public body that it comply with ‘upward accountability’ - to
Minister and Parliament - and extend ‘outward accountability’ - to
stakeholders and the public. In it the Parliament was also encouraged to use
its existing powers to hold public bodies to account, to highlight weaknesses
or failings, and to identify and encourage appropriate dissemination of good
practice. Opportunities include:

• scrutiny of Annual Reports and Accounts as the main vehicles by which
NDPBs regularly inform Parliament and the public about their activities and
expenditure; and

 



• inviting Chief Executive’s and Chairs of Boards to appear before
Committees of the Parliament.

10. For the reasons set out above, the Executive supports the present
arrangements whereby information on operational matters provided by the
Chief Executive of an Agency is incorporated in the Ministerial reply to a
question, but that for information sought from a Minister on operational
matters relating to other public bodies the Member should be advised to
contact that body direct.  As indicated above, the Executive does not regard
the replies from such third parties as appropriate for inclusion in the Written
Answers Report but acknowledges that this is primarily a matter for the
Parliament and the bodies concerned.

Advisory Cost Limit

11. A number of Parliamentary questions have been tabled over the last
year seeking information on the cost of answering questions. As a
consequence, Ministers undertook to conduct a detailed study into the costs
and report the results of this to the Parliament. An initial assessment was
carried out in September 2000 when questions were monitored over a period
of several weeks and information about the time staff spent working on each
question in the sample was collected. However as the Executive’s tracking
system and the administrative control systems employed were still in their
infancy at that time, it was decided to sample a further 500 questions and
carry out an extensive validation exercise. This has now been completed and
the report is in the process of being produced.

12 It is expected that the report will be published shortly after the Procedures
Committee meets on 12 March and will contain details of the average cost of
providing an answer to a written Parliamentary question. The preliminary findings of
this study will be available by 12 March and the Minister for Parliamentary Business
will therefore be able to discuss these with the Committee during the Committee
meeting.

Scottish Executive
February 2002
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INTRODUCTION

1. Following the Executive’s agreement to a recommendation contained
within the Procedures Committee’s Preliminary Report into the Volume of
Written Parliamentary Questions and the Scottish Executive’s Speed of
Response1 the Scottish Executive Business Directory was made available to
MSPs, their assistants and Parliament staff electronically on the Scottish
Parliament Intranet site.

2. Since Monday 23 April 2001, MSPs and their staff have been able to
access the Business Directory and contact Executive staff directly for factual
information otherwise unattainable from other sources. Scottish Executive
staff have been required to complete an electronic monitoring form providing
details of each request for information that they have received.

3. This report provides the Executive’s analysis of the monitoring forms
during the first eight months of operation and outlines an assessment of how
well the facility has worked.

                                           
1 Procedures Committee. (2000). Preliminary Report into the Volume of Written Parliamentary
Questions and the Scottish Executive’s Speed of Response.  Scotland: The Stationery Office Ltd



METHODOLOGY

1. A web-based electronic monitoring form was developed by the
Corporate Services Business Support Unit to record basic information about
the usage of the Scottish Executive Business Directory.  This may be
accessed at:

http://intranet/content/corporate/topical/news/sen2001_15/art02.asp

Responses for the first eight months of operation, from 23 April to 23
December, were considered. The electronic monitoring form can be viewed
at:

http://so106/directory/

2. The form was used to collate the following categories of information:

• the department/division/branch contacted
• the grade of the action officer involved with the inquiry
• the name of the MSP requesting the information and the name of their

researcher (if applicable)
• the dates and timescales involved in answering the inquiry

In total, 112 responses were recorded and analysed during this period.



RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

1. MSPs and/or their researchers approached nearly every Scottish
Executive Department via the Scottish Executive Business Directory.

2. The Development Department and the Health Department together
accounted for over half (52%) of the inquiries recorded between 23 April and
23 December. The Justice Department was contacted on the least number of
occasions, receiving fewer than 5% of the recorded inquiries.  The number of
inquiries made to each department is given in table 1.

1.1.1.1.1.1 Table 1: Departments approached
Department Number of Inquiries
Development 33
Education 10
Enterprise and Lifelong Learning 14
Environment and Rural Affairs 19
Finance and Central Services 6
Health 25
Justice 5
Total 112

3. Various Divisions were contacted within Departments (see appendix 1). The
most frequently contacted Division was Health Department, Primary Care A:7 which
received ten inquiries. However, it should be noted that all these inquiries were
submitted at the same time by the same MSP. The majority of Divisions involved
with inquiries were contacted on only one occasion, although an appreciable
proportion (one third) dealt with two or more inquiries.
4. Figure 1 shows the grade of the action officer handling the inquiry.
Respondents were asked to choose one of three categories to describe themselves:

• Head of Branch/Unit
• Head of Division
• Other

The majority of officials dealing with requests (57%) were Branch or Unit heads.
Nine per cent of action officers who handled inquiries were Heads of Division. The
remaining 34% of respondents who chose the category ‘other’ were not required to
elaborate further, but most were staff at Band B level.

Figure 1 Grade of Action Officer dealing with inquiries.
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5. Respondents were asked to specify the nature of the inquiry from four
categories:

• statistical information
• clarification of roles/responsibilities
• funding
• other

Ten per cent of inquiries sought a clarification of role/responsibilities. Six per cent
related to statistics.  Sixteen per cent of inquiries were concerned with funding and
68% of inquiries were classed as ‘other’. This is shown in figure 2. A full list of the
‘other’ inquiries received is provided in appendix 2. It should be noted that some of
these ‘other’ inquiries also dealt with issues of funding, statistics or clarification.
While the nature of these inquiries varied, many shared certain key characteristics, ie
were concerned with when or whether certain policies had been implemented, for
example:

Enquiry as to whether the Healthy Respect project proposals have been
implemented
Enquiry as to whether the Walk the Talk initiative has been implemented
Enquiry as to whether proposals for the NHS to work with young people are
being implemented

or sought specific factual information:

Enquiry regarding planning application to extend boundaries of Lingerton
landfill site
Request made for a copy of the Head Teachers Association report on teacher
vacancies
Enquiry made regarding an extradition case currently in progress

Figure 2 Nature of inquiry by category
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6. It should be noted that changes were made to the monitoring form in June.  It
was modified to enable text of up to 100 characters to be entered into the ‘nature of
inquiry – other’ data box.  Prior to this it had been too small to properly accommodate
all the information entered. In 28 cases, information had effectively been lost as a
consequence of this. The action officers concerned with these inquiries were duly
contacted and asked to provide the relevant details. The information was subsequently
used to amend the database records.  Accordingly, many of the text entries listed in
appendix 2 are not in their original wording.

7. The names of the MSPs responsible for making the inquiries (or on whose
behalf the inquiries were made) are given in appendix 3. Over the past eight months a
total of 55 MSPs, almost half the total number, are recorded as having made use of the
Scottish Executive Business Directory.  This included inquiries from 8 MSPs that
held Ministerial posts at that time (or their researchers) and the Presiding Officer.
There are a further three instances where the name of the MSP making the inquiry
was not recorded.  On one occasion an inquiry was received from a Member of the
European Parliament (Elspeth Atwooll). Of those named, just under two-thirds (33
MSPs) used the Business Directory only once. Of the remainder, 10 MSPs made use
of it twice, 6 MSPs used it 3 times, 3 MSPs used it 4 times, one used it 5 times, one
used it 6 times and one used it on 14 occasions. Again it should be noted that Mary
Scanlon MSP, who was responsible for the 14 inquiries, had made ten of these on the
same subject in a single approach. The Business Directory was used by MSPs ranging
across the political spectrum.

8. Fifty of the requests for information were registered as having been made by a
researcher on behalf of an MSP. In all other instances it has been assumed that the
inquiry had been made by the MSP personally.

9. Figure 3 shows that over a third (34%) of inquiries were made during May,
with the number of inquiries fluctuating between 5 and 15% of the total for the
remaining months.

Figure 3 Number of enquiries by month
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10. Figure 4 shows that the majority of inquiries took no more than half an hour to
handle (75%), with nearly half (46%) of inquiries taking just 10 minutes to deal with.
Seven per cent of inquiries took between 1 and 2 hours to prepare answers for, and
just under 5% of inquiries required 2-5 hours to handle. Inquiries were not necessarily
dealt with on the day they were received. Inquiries that took over an hour to prepare
answers for tended to be either quite wide ranging, for example:

Information on community care
Request made for general information on urban regeneration in Glasgow and
Dundee

or highly specific:

Enquiry regarding the evaluation of Disability under the European Social
Fund
Specific scheme and tendering details

1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1 

1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.2 Figure 4 Times taken to deal with inquiries
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the longest case took six weeks, although in this case it is understood that
information had to be obtained from another source.

Table 2 : Time lapse for dealing with inquiries
Days (calendar) taken to answer inquiry Frequency
Same day 78
1 8
2 5
3 3
4 3
6 1
7 4
8 1
10 1
12 1
16 1
17 3
25 1
36 1
38 1
Total 112

12. It was envisaged by the Executive that enabling MSPs access to the
Scottish Executive Business Directory might lead to a drop in the number of
Written Parliamentary Questions lodged and in the level of Ministerial
correspondence. The volume of Parliamentary Questions between April and
December 2001 was compared with data from the same period for the
previous year.  Figure 5 illustrates variations in the volume of Parliamentary
Questions lodged per month.   There is no real trend in the numbers of
questions lodged each month except for a slight decrease during the summer
recesses.  Although there was a decrease in the number of Parliamentary
Questions during May and June 2001 compared with the same period in
2000, there was an increase in the number of questions lodged in September
to December 2001 over the same period during the previous year. Similarly,
the level of Ministerial correspondence was compared.  As not all
Departments were using the MCS system until June 2000 it is not possible to
compare figures for April or May.  There is a continuing upward trend in the
amount of correspondence received for each month in 2001 relative to the
same period in 2000 as indicated in figure 6.  The decrease in the November
level is attributable to there being only two weeks correspondence due to the
Cabinet re-shuffle.  Therefore, it does not appear that making the Scottish
Executive Business Directory more widely available has resulted in a
decrease in either the number of Parliamentary Questions lodged or in the
level of Ministerial correspondence received.

1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.3 

1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.4 Figure 5 Number of Written Parliamentary Questions lodged
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1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.5 Figure 6 Number of Ministerial Correspondence cases

CONCLUSIONS

The findings of the report are:

• From the Executive’s point of view, the system is so far working reasonably well
insofar as the volume of requests is manageable and the information sought can,
on the whole, be provided without undue difficulty. The majority of inquiries have
been dealt with promptly, normally on the day they were received and within
thirty minutes of receipt.

• Requests for information have been relatively few.  It is difficult to assess the true
impact of this new facility in such a relatively short timescale and there may be
merit in further monitoring.
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Appendix 1

1.1.1.1.1.1.1.2 Breakdown of inquiries by Departmental Divisions

1.1.1.1.1.2 Table 3: Development Department

1.1.1.1.1.3 Division
Number of Inquiries

Area Regeneration 1 1
Area Regeneration 2 1
Economic Advice and Statistics 3 1
Housing 1:2 1
Housing 3:1 1
Planning 1 5
Planning 2 3
Planning 5 5
Planning Services 2
Road Network Management and Maintenance 4
Social Inclusion Strategy 2
Transport 2:2 2
Transport 2:3 1
Transport 4:1 1
Transport 4:3 2
Trunk Road Design and Construction 3 1
Total 33

1.1.1.1.1.4 Table 4: Education Department
Division Number of Inquiries
Children and Families 1 1
Children and Families Branch 2 1
HMI Headquarters Division 1
HS Ancient Monuments Inspectorate 1
New Educational Developments Division 1
Pupil Support and Inclusion 1
Secretariat 1
Teachers and Schools 3 1
Young People and Looked After Children 3 2
Total 10

1.1.1.1.1.5 Table 5: Enterprise and Lifelong Learning Department
Division Number of Inquiries
Enterprise and Industrial Affairs Business Environment 1
Further and Adult Education 2 4
Further and Adult Education 4 3
Further and Adult Education Statistics 1



Higher Education Science  Student Support General 1
Higher Education Science and Student Support 2
Higher Education Science and Student Support
Science

1

Scottish Trade International 1
Total 14

1.1.1.1.1.6 Table 6: Environment and Rural Affairs Department

1.1.1.1.1.7 Division
Number of Inquiries

Animal Health and Welfare: 4 1
Countryside and Natural Heritage: Wildlife and
Habitats

1

Environment Group: Water Services 1
Environment Protection: Radioactive Waste 1
Farm Business Restructuring: B 1
Freshwater Fisheries: Aquaculture & Marine
Environment

3

Land Use and Rural Policy 2
Land Use and Rural Policy 2 3
Livestock Policy and Animal Welfare 1
Plants, Environment and Pollution: 3 1
Salmon and Freshwater Fisheries Inspectorate 1
Sea Fisheries J2: Structure and Regulation 1
Sea Fisheries J3: Trade Markets 1
Sustainable Development Team 1
Total 19

Table 7: Finance and Central Services Department
Division Number of Inquiries
Central Research Unit 1
Central Statistics Unit 1
European Structural Funds 1
Local Government Finance and Performance 2 3
Total 6

1.1.1.1.1.8 Table 8: Health Department
Division Number of Inquiries
Community Care 1A 1
Corporate Development / NHS Appointments 1
Corporate Development / NHS Governance 2
Health Policy 1: Health Education and Diet 2
Health Policy Directorate: Older People’s Unit 5
Primary Care A7 10
Primary Care B4 2
Public Health 4 1
Regulation of Care 1
Total 25



1.1.1.1.1.9 Table 9: Justice Department
Division Number of Inquiries
Access to Justice Diligence etc 3 1
Civil Law 2 1
Criminal Justice 2 3
Total 5



1.1.1.1.1.9.1 Appendix 2

1.1.1.1.1.9.1.1 Information currently recorded in the monitoring form database

under the ‘other’ category.

Enquiry regarding the evaluation of Disability under the European Social Fund

Request about published guidance

Prescription Charges & Exemptions

Factual info on Scotch whisky

Enquiry as to whether or not GPs would be eligible to serve on boards of new
NHS trusts.

Enquiry as to whether the Healthy Respect project proposals have been
implemented.

Enquiry as to whether the Walk the Talk initiative has been implemented.

Enquiry as to whether proposals for the NHS to work with young people are
being implemented.

Enquiry as to whether guidance has been issued about education of children
too ill to attend school.

Enquiry as to whether a new model of public health nursing has been
developed.

MSP Requested information on a notified planning application
(P/PP/75/96/SL/75).  I confirmed a case

Information on progress of the distribution of ex-gratia payments to Scottish
Transport Group Pension

Checking content of new regulations and guidance and recording
dissatisfaction with new measures.

Request for list of recipients in Aberdeen area of consultation paper on the
report of the working g

Clarification of legislative changes

Enquiry as to whether the school nursing service has been reviewed.

Enquiry as to what Family Centres are, and do they currently exist.



Enquiry as to what actions have been taken with regards to drugs education
for school pupils.

Enquiry as to whether a National Diet Action Co-ordinator has been appointed
yet.
Enquiry as to whether the Health Promoting Schools Unit has been
established yet.

Enquiry to determine position in dispute over siting of Orkney/Shetland ferry
berthing facilities.

Ports legislation

Date of publication of report

Request made for general information on urban regeneration in Glasgow and
Dundee.

Request for meeting to discuss impact on Scottish trade by enlargement of
European Union.

Enquiry regarding the position on changes of the law on unmarried fathers.

Enquiry as to where to find Executive guidance on minerals planning system.

Enquiry as to the date for merging NHS Primary, Acute Trusts and Health
Boards into a single body.

Status of consultation exercise

Enquiry regarding extradition cases

General information

Enquiry regarding extradition cases.

Enquiry made regarding an extradition case currently in progress.

Publication of Adult Literacy

Publication of Adult Literacy

Cannot remember nature of enquiry and all records have been destroyed.

Information on Community Care

Request made for a copy of the Head Teachers Association report on teacher
vacancies.



Enquiry regarding planning application to extend boundaries of Lingerton
landfill site.

Enquiry regarding the display of political material on NHS premises during the
election period.

Enquiry as to likely time scale for secondary legislation on rates for
telecommunications sites.

Clarification of minimum study requirements contained in the Graduate
Endowment Regulations.

Request for information re. Pilot on repeat prescriptions

Seeking progress on Traffic Regulation Order

Information on mental health reference group

Request from MSP by email for information about a specific planning case

Specific scheme and tendering details

Availability of business rate relief

Note of seminar, web address

How transitional arrangements will work where masts have been vandalised.

Enquiry about how the Scottish Executive is proceeding with a possible
Natural Conservation Order for

Update on progress following meeting at Ms Jamieson’s constituency office in
January 2001.

Clarification/interpretation of legislation

Query re existence of code of conduct for telcos

Factual info on older people

New settlement proposals in the Draft Lothian Structure Plan

Information on general planning casework Proposed Women’s Refuge,
Newton Mearns (P/PP/75/96/SK/20.

Clarification of when forthcoming consultation on public involvement would
take place

Information on general planning matters relating to the Borders Structure Plan



Background to Police GAE review and likely timetable for completion

Seeking progress on A7 Route Action Plan

Nature of provisions in Water Services Bill

Briefing on a newly launched Healthy Living Centre - Stirling Health Hub

Question about constituency case

Effects - regulation of care acts

Registration and Inspection by the Commission
Request for copies of Older People’s Newsletter

Request for copies of Older People’s Newsletter

Request for copies of Older People’s Newsletter

Request for Copies of Older People’s Newsletter

Concerns regarding BEAR’s performance.  Meeting arranged for 11
December 2001.

Shetland Quota Scheme

Contact name in N. Lanarkshire council dealing with social justice report

Request for background info on selafield BNFL MOX plant, info on Ukaea
Dounreay

Status of consultation on Green Paper ’Scotland’s freshwater fish and
fisheries: securing their future

Salting/ gritting specifications used on trunk roads

Timescales for completion of Larkhall-Milngavie rail extension following
Railtrack being placed in a

Ports and harbours legislation at Stranraer and Loch Ryan.  Call received the day
before an oral question



Appendix 3

1.1.1.1.1.9.1.2 MSPs who have used the Business Directory and the number of inquiries
made

1.1.1.1.1.10 Table 10: MSPs who have used the Business
Directory
Name Number of Inquiries
Alexander, Wendy 1
Atwool, Elspeth (MEP) 1
Baillie, Jackie 1
Boyack, Sarah 1
Canavan, Dennis 1
Curran, Margaret 1
Craigie, Cathie 2
Eadie, Helen 1
Elder, Dorothy-Grace 2
Fabiani, Linda 1
Fergusson, Alex 2
Fitzpatrick, Brian 1
Gillon, Karen 3
Goldie, Annabel 1
Grant, Rhoda 2
Grahame, Christine 1
Gray, Iain 1
Henry, Hugh 1
Hughes, Janis 2
Ingram, Adam 2
Jackson, Sylvia 3
Jamieson, Cathy 3
Jenkins, Ian 3
Lamont, Johann 6
Livingstone, Marilyn 1
Lochhead, Richard 2
Lyon, George 4
Macintosh, Kenneth 5
MacMillan, Maureen 4
Martin, Paul 1
McAllion, John 4
McAveety, Frank 1
McCabe, Tom 1
McMahon, Michael 2
McNeill, Duncan 1
McNulty, Des 1
Morgan, Alasdair 1
Morrison, Alasdair 1
Munro, John Farquhar 1
Murray, Elaine 1
Quinan, Lloyd 3



Reid, George 1
Rumbles, Mike 1
Scanlon, Mary 14
Salmond, Alex 1
Scott, John 1
Steel, Sir David 1
Stephen, Nicol 1
Stone, Jamie 1
Swinney, John 1
Thompson, Elaine 2
Tosh, Murray 3
Wallace, Ben 2
Wallace, Jim 1
Watson, Mike 1
Wilson, Andrew 1
Name not recorded 3
Total 112


