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STANDARDS, PROCEDURES AND PUBLIC APPOINTMENTS COMMITTEE 
 

INQUIRY INTO THE ELECTION OF COMMITTEE CONVENERS 
 

WRITTEN SUBMISSION RECEIVED FROM DAVID STEWART MSP 
 
 

Elected Conveners 
 
Basis of Report 
 
Convener of Public Petitions Committee 2011-2015 
 
Member Conveners Group 2011-2015 
 
Members SPCB 2011-2015 
 
Member House of Commons Scottish Affairs Committee 1997-1999 
 
Member House of Commons Select Committee Work & Pensions 2001-2003 
 
The following report is prepared on a personal basis and does not represent the 
views of either Scottish Labour Party or any previous committee that I have served 
on. 
 
(i) Devolution is a constantly evolving process and it is crucial that our 
Parliament grows and develops in line with the new powers and responsibilities that 
have been laid on its shoulders. 
 
(ii) It is for this reason that I welcome the Presiding Officer’s initiative in calling for 
elected conveners. 
 
(iii) However I do acknowledge that this is only one aspect of the parliamentary 
architecture that requires reform. There are others; the size and numbers of 
committees, the failure by and large to carry out post-legislature scrutiny, the 
difficulties on keeping the executive in check with majority Government, the lack of a 
revising chamber post Smith Commission, and the work-overload experienced by 
key committees such as the Justice (and the lack of, as in Westminster, of a 
backbencher business committee). In my view it is a mistake to do nothing on the 
basis that you cannot do everything. The journey of a thousand miles starts with the 
first step. 
 
(iv) There is a case for change: The Wright reforms in the House of Commons, 
brought in 2010 have been widely praised, not least by the Liaison Committee 
Legacy Report.  
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The reforms do not change the political colour of the select committee but allow a 
secret ballot of all members of parliament on which Conservative, Labour or Liberal 
Democrat MPs should chair the committee. This provides an enhanced status, 
independence and authorities for the committee chair. The chair is more able to 
provide a countervailing force to strong ministerial inputs to committees. Chairs in 
the Commons are also paid which provide an alternative career structure for 
members.  
 
It is interesting to note that Committee chairs have rarely moved since 2010 and this 
“term-permanency” provides a security and the building up of expertise and 
experience which aids committee development. 
 
(v) Recommendations:  
 

a- I recommend that the current method of selected conveners continue 
for the rest of the session. 
 
b- From the new session in May 2016 that the number of committees 
allocated to each political party continues to be allocated on the basis of the 
d’hondt method. 
 
c- Once the allocation is complete, then there should be a call for 
candidates to put themselves forward for each committee convener. However, 
only SNP MSPs can stand for SNP allocated committees, only Labour MSPs 
can stand for Labour allocated committees, and only Tory MSPs can stand for 
Tory allocated committees. This principle holds true for another Party 
allocated a convenership under d’hondt. 
 
d- In the event of more than one MSP standing for convenership there will 
be an election by secret ballot. All MSPs (bar Presiding Officer) can vote. 
Hustings may be held both within the political parties and across parliament 
as a whole. 
 
e- The MSP with the greatest number of votes will be elected for the full 
term of the parliament by a simple majority. 
 
f- In the event of a resignation, the same process as described above 
should take place, for the committee in question. 
 
g- Deputy-conveners and members of individual committees will not be 
subject to election but will be selected in the same manner as currently 
operated. The conveners group should continue as a Supra-Committee in the 
manner of the House of Commons’ Liaison Committee made up of all elected 
conveners. 
 

(vi) Conclusion: 
 
Now is the time for change. Conveners elected by parliament as a whole will provide 
a greater degree of authority and esteem for those chair committees and reflects 
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their level of seniority within parliament and provides a check on the executive, 
irrespective of which Party is in power. 
 
A growing, dynamic Parliament with new powers and responsibilities deserve a new 
breed of independent, single-minded and committee oriented conveners enhance 
with new democratic authority from Parliament as a whole. 
 
 
DAVID STEWART MSP 
2 APRIL 2015 


