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About SCVO 
The Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations is the national body 
representing the interests of the voluntary sector in Scotland. It does so 
through its policy committee which is elected from its membership of around 
1300 Scottish voluntary organisations. SCVO’s mission is to advance the 
values and shared interests of the voluntary sector to provide them with 
information and assistance; to improve their effectiveness and efficiency and 
to represent their views to Government and other public bodies. Further 
details about SCVO can be found at www.scvo.org.uk.  
 
SCVO itself has used the public petitions system to call for increased support 
for village halls. We also discussed this inquiry at a meeting with the Policy 
Officers Network*, and are taking into account the views of the PON, and also 
the sorts of questions asked by voluntary sector participants in SCVO’s 
introductory training sessions to lobbying and the Scottish Parliament.  
 
*The Policy Officers Network (PON) is an informal network of Policy Officers 
in the voluntary sector which is co-ordinated by SCVO. Some PON members 
have used the petitions system, and others spoke about why they had not as 
yet used it. 

Introduction 
The Public Petitions process has been widely recognized as the ‘jewel in the 
crown’ of the Scottish Parliament, as it offers to all in Scotland a potential 
means to communicate with policy makers and influence policy development. 
The voluntary sector has perhaps made limited use of the petitions process as 
voluntary organisations have often established other means to contact 
politicians and communicate their needs to government and parliament, that 
they perceive to be more effective - eg through PQs and motions, 
backbencher debates, cross party groups, briefings, Parliament and 
Government consultations and Scottish Government working groups etc. This 
is particularly true of the larger, more established organisations, and umbrella 
organisations. Smaller grassroots organisations that do not as yet enjoy that 
level of access may be more inclined to make use of the petitions system, and 
younger people’s organisations have made use of e-petitions. Some larger, 
more established organisations have also made use of the petitions process 
as one tool amongst others in their lobbying activity, to raise awareness, or to 
highlight a very specific issue. SCVO found it a very useful means of raising 
the profile of a very specific campaign on support for village halls. 

• Are you aware of the existence of the Parliament’s public petitions 
process?  

• How did you find out about it?  
• Would you say you found this easy or difficult?  
• How do you think we might improve awareness of the petitions 

system?  

http://www.scvo.org.uk/


• In terms of the material produced about the petitions system, do you 
think this is helpful, understandable and easily accessible?  

• What improvements do you think we could make to the information we 
make available about the petitions process?  

• What other information do you think we should provide and why?  
• In terms of information, has anything hindered your access to, or 

participation in, the public petitions process?  

Awareness – There is generally a good degree of awareness of the public 
petitions process amongst voluntary organisations, and this is certainly so 
amongst the Policy Officers Network. However, delegates on our training 
sessions are not always aware of the difference between the systems in the 
Scottish Parliament and at Westminster – eg that all admissible petitions will 
be considered by at least one committee in the Scottish Parliament, that a 
petition requires only one signature, and a large number of signatures may 
not be necessary in order for a petition to achieve a result.    

Information – Overall, the information is good and plentiful, but there may be 
scope for improved accessibility:  

• The guidance on how to submit a petition is clear and helpful and there 
is a choice of video or document format. However it does presume a 
certain amount of familiarity with terms such as ‘oral evidence’, or 
‘subject committee’.  

• The web navigation could be simplified. Currently petitions guidance, 
Public Petitions Committee information, and e-petitions all have 
different links from the homepage. If you go to the guidance first you 
need to go back to the homepage to get to e-petitions. If you want to 
get into all petitions from the e-petitions page, the link currently takes 
the user to session 2 information, which is confusing, although a link to 
current petitions is available from this page.  

• The links to the different sources of petitions information are 
themselves quite low down on the left-hand menu of the homepage. A 
clearer, more prominent link (eg from the horizontal toolbar) to a central 
point where all the information concerning petitions can be accessed 
could make it easier for potential petitioners to find all the information 
they need. 

• SCVO in its village halls petition collected 1,200 e-signatures, and over 
4,000 hard-copy signatures, but it is not always clear that having both a 
hard copy version and an e-petition version of a petition is possible. 
This is clarified in the e-petition information, but not in the guidance. 
Possibly the separation of e-petitions from other petitions, and 
reference to an e-petitions system, as though it were a separate 
system, adds to the confusion.  

• It is also not always clear at exactly what point the petitions are closed 
to further signatures.  

Information about effective petitioning - Voluntary organisations 
considering drafting a petition could be helped by information on what could 
make a successful petition. A petition may well be admissible but unlikely to 



achieve results, because of the unsuitability of the topic for the petitions 
process, or the way in which the petition is framed. We appreciate that the 
committee would need to avoid giving advice which might discourage some 
people from submitting admissible petitions, and encourage others, but it 
could be helpful if some examples of petitions that have been successful were 
accessible to view, along with the outcomes, eg parliamentary debates and 
changes to policy triggered/ influenced by petitions, and information on the 
length of time that the petition was in process. SCVO could make good use of 
such examples to encourage effective use of the petitioning system within the 
sector. 

Feedback from voluntary organisations that have enjoyed success with the 
petitions process says it can be a lengthy process, with the petition going 
between committees and Executive/ Scottish Government, even for years, 
before achieving the desired result, although the effort is often worthwhile in 
the long run. Some indication that the petitions can sometimes be in process 
for a long time, and why, could also be helpful in managing people’s 
expectations.  

• How can the processing of petitions be improved?  
• What further methods could the Public Petitions Committee implement 

to process petitions more effectively?  
• What role can ICT play in making the processing of petitions more 

effective and efficient?  
• In relation to e-petitions, how can the Scottish Parliament’s e-petitions 

procedure be enhanced?  
• What additional features would you like to see on the e-petitions 

website?  

Processing/ keeping petitioners informed – SCVO and other voluntary 
organisations have found the clerks to the Public Petitions Committee to be 
very helpful. But when the process of consideration of a petition has been 
lengthy, with movement through different committees, some have not been 
kept informed as to what has happened with their petition. Some sort of 
system for tracking where a petition is at in the process and providing the 
petitioner with an email alert whenever there is movement, eg to another 
subject committee, would be helpful in preventing the perception that petitions 
get ‘lost’ in the process.  

Admissable format - There was disappointment expressed in discussions 
with the PON, that it is not possible to submit a petition in BSL. We would like 
to see as much flexibility as possible in the format in which a petition may be 
submitted, while accepting that there should also be a version available in a 
format accessible to the wider public.  

Investigate existing methods of scrutiny of petitions and implement new 
methods or practices to further improve scrutiny  

• What are your views on the current methods of scrutiny that are used 
by the Public Petitions Committee?  



• What further initiatives and methods could the Public Petitions 
Committee use to improve the scrutiny of petitions?  

• From your experience as a petitioner, what would you like to have seen 
done differently?  

• What do you think worked well and how do we improve that further?  

Scrutiny - There has been concern from the PON that sometimes the 
witnesses called in to give evidence on a petition have not presented a 
balanced range of views. There has also been concern that a group that is 
mentioned in a petition should be informed of this as early in the process as 
possible. During discussions PON members asked –  

• How is it decided who will be invited to give evidence? Is there any 
discussion of this with the petitioner, who may be aware of groups that 
may not be known to the committee who could usefully provide a say?  

• How do we respond if we see petitions that contain unfair assumptions 
or inaccurate information?  

• Do/ could discussions take place with petitioners concerning which 
subject committee a petition gets sent to?  

• When does a petition go to full Parliament to debate, instead of to a 
subject committee? How is this decided/ triggered?  

• Could or should there be a way to empower petitions with a very large 
number of signatures demonstrating a great deal of support?  

Conclusion - In its own experience SCVO found the petitioning process to be 
quite straightforward and very useful in raising the profile of a specific issue. 
Some PON members found that they lost track of where a petition had got to, 
and were keen that the potential for a tracker system should be considered. 
As much clarity as possible in the web navigation maximises opportunities for 
participation, and the message that petitions to the Scottish Parliament are 
treated very differently to petitions to Westminster could be amplified through 
a more prominent and direct link to all petitions and relevant information. 
Some examples of the outcomes could help people get a ‘feel’ for the sorts of 
petitions that are likely to be effective. There may also be scope for more 
information and awareness-raising about e-petitioning as part of the 
petitioning process. PON members have raised some questions about the 
detail of the scrutiny process. 
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