
 
Inquiry into the Public Petitions Process  

A response to the Public Petitions Committee of the Scottish Parliament 
 
 

The Scottish Public Services Ombudsman  

The Scottish Public Services Ombudsman (SPSO) provides a 'one-stop-shop' for 
individuals making complaints about organisations providing public services in 
Scotland.  Our service is independent, impartial and free. 

We are the 'last resort' in handling complaints about councils, housing associations, 
the National Health Service, the Scottish Government and its agencies and 
departments, the Scottish Parliamentary Corporate Body, colleges and universities 
and most Scottish public authorities. 

We normally consider complaints only after they have been through the formal 
complaints process of the organisation concerned.   Members of the public can then 
bring a complaint to us by visiting our office, calling or texting us, writing to us, or 
filling out our online complaint form. 

The Scottish Public Services Ombudsman was set up in 2002, replacing three 
previous offices - the Scottish Parliamentary and Health Service Ombudsman, the 
Local Government Ombudsman for Scotland and the Housing Association 
Ombudsman for Scotland. Our role was also extended to include other bodies 
delivering public services.  

We aim not only to provide justice for the individual, but also to share the learning 
from our work in order to improve the delivery of public services in Scotland.  We 
have a programme of outreach activities that raise awareness of our service among 
the general public and promote good complaint handling in bodies under our 
jurisdiction.  

 
 

Further details on our website at: www.spso.org.uk 
 

Contact us at: 
SPSO       Tel:  0800 377 7330 
4 Melville Street     Fax:  0800 377 7331 
Edinburgh EH3 7NS    Text:  0790 049 4372 

 
E-mail us at:  ask@spso.org.uk 
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Inquiry into the Public Petitions Process  

 
1 GENERAL COMMENTS 
 
1.1 We understand that the Committee is conducting an inquiry into the public petitions 

process, prompted by the Committee’s consideration of petition PE1065. 
 
1.2 The Petitions Process is a valuable resource allowing people direct access to the 

Scottish Parliament.  We welcome the opportunity to support its significant role by 
responding to this inquiry.   

 
1.3 The SPSO and the Public Petitions Committee both provide routes for the public to 

pursue their concerns about the actions of public bodies.  We share challenges and 
opportunities.  In responding to this inquiry, we have set out some lessons we have 
learned from our own experience, and initiatives we have found helpful in attempting to 
meet these challenges.  The SPSO looks forward to learning from the Petitions 
Committee’s own initiatives.  

 
 
2 SPECIFIC QUESTIONS 
 
Investigate, identify and implement measures to improve awareness of, access to, and 
participation in the public petitions process  
 
2.1 On occasion an individual will come to the SPSO with concerns which we are unable to 

consider.  If we can, we will inform them of other methods by which they can raise their 
concerns.  This includes the right to petition the Parliament and we are aware of a 
number of individuals who have done so following contact with us.  We will continue to 
signpost individuals where appropriate.  

 
2.2 PE1056 raised particular concerns about the level of engagement with the Petitions 

Process by young people.  The Assessment of the Public Petitions Committee carried out 
in 20061 found that petitioners were disproportionately male, older, middle-class and 
better educated.  While it is positive that this group feel confident in accessing the 
Petitions Process, we support the Committee in their attempts to ensure the whole 
community feel similarly confident.  This is a challenge that not only affects the 
Committee.  It is the case that complainants who approach the SPSO with their concerns 
reflect a similar demographic.  As a result we are currently developing our approach to 
complaints brought to us directly by children and young people.  This will be supported by 
age-appropriate literature and a targeted awareness-raising campaign aimed at advocacy 
and rights groups.  If this approach achieves success, we intend to use this as a model 
for other groups who are also poorly represented.   

 
2.3  It is our experience the majority of complaints arise from local disputes.  These are best 

resolved as close as possible to the local community.  We are aware that local petitions 
processes are beginning to be used by Councils.2  This may well develop into a system 
which can mean that some petitions could be referred by the Parliament to bodies better 
placed to deal with the underlying issues.  

 
 
 
                                                 
1 Carman, C.J. 2006. Assessment of the Scottish Parliament Petitions Committee 1999-2006. (SPP654) 
2 Stirling and Renfrewshire Councils have established petitions procedures. 
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Identify and implement initiatives to assist in the effective and efficient processing of 
petitions, including what role ICT can play 
 
2.4 The theme for the SPSO 2006/2007 Annual Report was proportionality.  The 

Ombudsman, Professor Brown explained that the SPSO needed to not only apply this 
principle to the use of resources but also to determining which complaints should be 
pursued to formal investigation.  We have undertaken a number of initiatives to ensure 
that we not only pursue with full vigour those matters which need to be investigated but 
that we can more quickly identify matters which it would not be appropriate to pursue.  

 
2.5 We have reviewed carefully the literature we provide to complainants.  This has included 

revising our general information leaflet.  We have structured our complaints form to help 
complainants explain their concerns and ask what they would like to see as a result of 
their complaint.  We find this helps us to quickly gain an understanding of the problem 
and also to manage at any early stage any unrealistic expectations people may have in 
coming to us.   We have also developed specific literature about matters on which we 
receive a high number of complaints.3 

  
2.6 Since 2007 our gateway team sifts all complaints entering the office.  This allows us to 

quickly inform complainants who have come to us with complaints we are unable to 
consider because they have not yet fully exhausted the complaints process. A pilot 
project later this financial year will consider whether we can extend this to improve the 
speed with which we identify complaints which are out of our jurisdiction.  We also aim to 
highlight significant complaints which will require additional resource as early as possible.   

 
2.7 We have found these approaches of great assistance in managing our resources and 

would encourage the Committee to consider methods by which early assessments can 
be made to ensure petitioners are quickly told if their petition is not one the Committee 
intend to pursue and also to allow the Committee to ensure petitions which require 
additional resource are identified early.  

 
2.8 The Petitions Committee has already shown it is committed to innovation in its use of e-

petitions.  Earlier this year, the SPCB supported our submission for additional resource to 
improve our ICT system.  This will allow us to track the way complaints progress through 
our process more effectively and also to improve our knowledge management systems 
so that we can deal with them more swiftly.  The new system will allow us to complete our 
forms for members of the public who find form-filling difficult which we hope will help 
improve accessibility.  

 
2.9 It is a feature of systems designed to promote easy public access that they can be open 

to excessive use by some persistent, aggrieved members of the public.  This not only 
leads to delay in the consideration of concerns raised by others but has a clear impact on 
publicly-funded resources.  It is important that such systems also contain processes 
which allow them to resist unreasonable and persistent demands.  On this point, we are 
aware that SPSO and the Scottish Parliament will from time to time experience large 
numbers of requests from the same individual or group and there may be scope for us to 
agree a common handling approach that balances the key principles of access, fairness 
and proportionality.    

 
 
 

                                                 
3 Two planning factsheets and information explaining housing options produced with the co-operation of Shelter 
Scotland.  

3 



Investigate existing methods of scrutiny of petitions and implement new methods or 
practices to further improve scrutiny  
 
2.10 The Petitions Committee has a public, transparent system of scrutiny.  In the paper 

submitted to the Committee about the inquiry4 it has been suggested that the Committee 
both develop new approaches and consider the current system which relies heavily on 
requesting and reviewing written comment from other Committees, public bodies and the 
Scottish Government.  The SPSO also finds that written correspondence remains at the 
core of our work.  We do encourage the use of early telephone contact with bodies and 
have a network of liaison officers who we deal with regularly.  This can assist in ensuring 
responses are full and received quickly.  We have video-conferencing facilities though 
this has not yet been widely used.  Site visits are also made on occasion when it is felt 
this is required for an investigation.  In the future, we are intending to develop further our 
Knowledge Management systems to ensure we have ever more efficient access to 
relevant policies and procedures which may, in some cases, reduce the need for detailed 
written enquiry.  

 
2.11 We hope that these comments will be helpful to the Committee.  On these or other 

issues of detail, the SPSO would be happy to work with the Presiding Officer and/or the 
Public Petitions Committee. 

 
 
 
 
 
Scottish Public Services Ombudsman  
26 September 2008 

                                                 
4SP OR PE 24 June 2008. 
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