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'[a]ll Parliaments work to a greater or lesser extent through committees' 
(Laundy 1989: 96) 
 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
1. Committees are widely acknowledged to be ‘where the work is done’ in 

any Parliament. 
2. Parliamentary Committees have been the subject of increased interest 

across liberal democracies; we can draw on many examples in trying to 
understand how they work most effectively. 

3. Committee chairs or conveners are crucial to the working of any 
committee. 

4. Qualities identified for good committee leadership include: competence; 
flexibility and adaptability; firmness and decisiveness; honesty and 
dependability; openness; fairness; tolerance; patience; humility; stamina. 

5. Committee Chairs/Conveners are chosen in a variety of ways across 
liberal democracy. An important distinction exists between formal rules (as 
stated in standing orders etc) and informal norms guiding how those rules 
are actually applied. Parties and party leaderships often play a significant 
‘informal role even where committee chairs/conveners are formally chosen 
by members. 

6. Strong committees were at the heart of the Scottish Parliament’s founding 
principles and ethos, though there was little recognition of the role of 
committee conveners in implementing these principles. 

7. While the Scottish Parliament was innovative and acted as a model for 
other Parliaments, it has been overtaken by developments elsewhere, 
notably the House of Commons which has undergone important reforms 
partly drawing on the experience of Holyrood. 

8. One of the most significant developments in the modernization of the 
Commons was the election of Committee Chairs, a reform which followed 
work by the Select Committee on Reform of the Commons (chaired by Dr 
Tony Wright) published in Rebuilding the House in November 2009. 

9. The Wright committee proposed that committees and committee chairs be 
directly elected by secret ballot, while taking account of party balance in 
the Commons in sharing out chairs proportionately between the parties. 
This reform was introduced in 2010. 

10. Members of committees are also now elected in secret ballots within their 
parties. 
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11. The authority and legitimacy of Commons’ committees has grown such 
that some MPs now see chairing some committees as more influential and 
more attractive than becoming a Minister. 

12. There is evidence of increased media coverage of Commons’ committees 
post-reform, increased self-confidence of Committees, and a greater 
vibrancy within many committees. 
 
 

Role of Parliaments and Parliamentary Committees 
 
In a classic work on parliaments and legislatures, Nelson Polsby defined a 
continuum from arena to transformative bodies (Polsby 1975). Arena 
legislatures offer somewhere in which debate can occur, but with little real 
prospect of having effect. An extreme example might be the Chinese People’s 
Assembly, which has next to no real influence; authoritative decisions are 
made elsewhere, with the Assembly offering an area, or public face, for these 
decisions.   
 
Transformative bodies can transform policy proposed elsewhere (notably the 
executive branch of government), and have real power to initiate proposals 
that can expect to have a reasonable prospect of being carried.  
 
In his study of Congressional Government Woodrow Wilson remarked that, 
‘Congress in session is Congress on public exhibition whilst Congress in its 
committee-rooms is Congress at work.’  (Wilson 1981 [1885]: 69, emphasis 
added). Wilson’s observation is just as true of Westminster and Holyrood as it 
is of Congress. Any would-be transformative legislature requires an effectively 
functioning committee system. 
 
The variety of committee types, practices and procedures is considerable. As 
one leading scholar on the subject has remarked, 
 

…anyone with the slightest knowledge of actual legislatures recognises 
that in reality there are all kinds of differences between members. Such 
differences take two general forms: hierarchy (vertical differentiation) 
and specialisation (functional or horizontal differentiation). These forms 
of differentiation are rarely laid down in the constitution, yet they can be 
found with amazing regularity and in intricate detail.’ (Strøm 1998: 23) 

 
While legislators are elected as equals with undifferentiated voting rights, 
privileged groups exist and none more so than Parliamentary committee with 
certain powers vested in committees. 
 
Parliamentary committees take many forms and Parliaments the organisation 
of committees varies according to: 
1. Types and size 
2. Numbers 
3. Size of legislative committees 
4. Jurisdictions and their correspondence with ministerial departments 
5. Restrictions on multiple memberships 
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6. Subcommittees (Strøm 1998: 29) 
 
The UK Parliament and the Irish Dáil are generally regarded as ‘deviant’ in 
European terms in that other European Parliaments have permanent law-
making committees to scrutinize legislative bills.  In the Commons Bills are 
assigned to ad hoc committees established for the purpose of the Bill under 
scrutiny. 
 
In some countries, such as France, the number of committees is limited by the 
Constitution.  This was a reaction to the perception that committees had 
proliferated under the French Fourth Republic. The perceived weakness of 
the executive branch of the constitution under the previous constitution has 
been addressed by weakening the legislature. 
 
The size of Parliamentary Committees varies significantly.  The French 
National Assembly may only have eight permanent committees (previously 
six)1 but with 72 members on each.  Committee allocation is made by party 
groups but chairs are appointed by the committees though the Finance 
Committee chair must be an opposition member.  An important role is 
accorded to rapporteurs appointed from amongst the membership of the 
committee.  
 
The functions of Parliamentary Committees have been identified in work on 
Parliamentary Strengthening involving the World Bank as including: 
 

 of their constituents 
yet to be brought for ratification 

budget and expenditures for the 
government’s policy agenda. 

 
Others have defined the purposes of Parliamentary Committees under five 
broad headings: 
 

Legislative Purpose 
 Purpose 

 
 

2 
 

                                                        
1 The eight committees are:  

– Cultural and Education Affairs Committee 
– Economic Affairs Committee 
– Foreign Affairs Committee 155 
– Social Affairs Committee 
– National Defence and Armed Forces Committee 
– Sustainable Development, Spatial and Regional Planning Committee 
– Finance, General Economy and Budgetary Monitoring Committee 
– Constitutional Acts, Legislation and General Administration Committee 
2
 This last may be least familiar.  But many committees exist in legislatures which range from 

powerful Rulers committee in the House of Representatives in the US Congress to 
committees responsible for administration of parliamentary staff or catering.  
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The effectiveness of Parliamentary Committees is widely acknowledged to 
depend on a number of factors.  The same work for the World Bank 
suggested the following: 
 

 A clear Mandate: clear roles and responsibilities of the committee 
 The Size of the committee: if a committee is too large or too small it 

renders it ineffective; large committees become unwieldy and small 
numbers limit the quality of ideas needed for effective work.  

 The skills of the committee Chair in managing activities and meetings 
of the committee 

 The quality of support staff and resources available to the committee  
 Consensus building.3 

 
The same World Bank research drew on work that identified the qualities of 
good leadership in committees: 
 
1. Competence – Demonstrate understanding of parliamentary process, 

have a solid working relationship with members and key staff and know 
the content of key matters assigned to the committee; 

2. Flexibility and Adaptability – Learn to adapt to new conditions when 
circumstances change; 

3. Firmness and Decisiveness – Stand firm when decisions are made; 
4. Honesty and Dependability – Be honest and forthright with committee 

members, staff and the media; 
5. Openness – Build strong communication links; 
6. Fairness – Treat committee members fairly; 
7. Tolerance – Understand and accept that members will not support 

committee leadership all the time; 
8. Patience – Recognize times when it is necessary to be patient; 
9. Humility – Accept responsibility for mistakes; and 
10. Stamina – Project high energy level however long it may take to address 

matters assigned to the committee (Ibid citing Ogle 2004). 

A key consideration is the appointment of committee chairs.  Committee 
chairs are appointed in a variety of ways.  They may be chosen by a 
committee of selection, appointed by Speaker/Presiding Officer, or member of 
the committee.  Generally, committees elected their own chairs, particularly 
law-making committees (Mattson and Strøm 1995: 277; Strøm 1998: 41). 

However, the formal decision often masks decisions made ‘already settled 
elsewhere’ (Ibid; Schellknecht 1984: 114).  A study in 2007 found that, ‘the 
choice of individual to chair each committee is therefore in practice decided in 
the parties, and indeed by the party whips. Nowhere are committee chairs 
elected even in their party groups, let alone in the chamber as a whole.’ 
(Russell and Paun 2007)  Occasionally, Members assert themselves, as 
occurred in the House of Representatives in Australia in 2004 when a 
committee elected a member as chair who had not been chosen by party 

                                                        
3
 See 

http://www.parliamentarystrengthening.org/committeesmodule/pdf/PARLIAMENTARY_COM
MITTEES.pdf 

http://www.parliamentarystrengthening.org/committeesmodule/pdf/PARLIAMENTARY_COMMITTEES.pdf
http://www.parliamentarystrengthening.org/committeesmodule/pdf/PARLIAMENTARY_COMMITTEES.pdf
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whips. As the vote was secret, the ‘rebels’ could not be identified (Ibid).  
Seniority traditionally played a major part in chair appointments in the US 
Congress, though that has changed.  Across Europe, while seniority is a 
factor it is not the sole reason anywhere for the appointment of committee 
chairs (Mattson and Strøm 1995: 278). 

 
The Constitutional Convention and the CSG 
 
The importance of Parliamentary Committees was emphasised in 
deliberations within the Constitutional Convention.  Expert advice and 
Westminster experience were drawn upon.  To a large extent, the 
Convention’s proposals were designed consciously to be different from 
Westminster, though drawing on Westminster experience. As the chair of the 
Convention’s Working Group on Procedures and Preparation for a Scottish 
Parliament in 1992 stated, 
 

Our scheme is intended to create a genuine balance at the heart of 
Scottish government.  Unlike at Westminster, Members of the Scottish 
Parliament will possess real political influence.  Through their 
membership of powerful parliamentary committees, they will be able to 
play key role in shaping legislation and acting as an effective critic of 
government.” (GD489/1/3) 

 
The Convention’s Working Group on Procedures and Preparation for a 
Scottish Parliament outlined a statement of principles and consultation paper 
in summer 1991 sought opinion and evidence on a series of questions that 
included: 
 

 how Parliamentary committees should be composed; 

 whether ‘permanent Parliamentary Committees’ should be created to 
‘shadow government departments and exercise legislative, 
investigative and scrutinising functions; 

 whether committees should have their ‘own expert resources or should 
they rely on the resources of the Civil Service’; 

 whether committees should be required to consult non-governmental 
organisations, and if so, which; 

 whether Parliament and/or the Executive should be able to establish 
independent ad hoc Committees; 

 whether individuals and voluntary organisations should have a right to 
petition Parliament and, if so, what procedures should be established; 

 whether Parliament or its committees be required to travel within 
Scotland to hear views and provide information 

 whether local councillors have a right to be heard by committees on 
behalf of constituents (GD 489/1/4). 

 
A clear consensus emerged from this consultation that the committee 
structure should play a major role in making Parliament as open and 
consultative as possible; that Committees should have the power to co-opt 
members; and that committees should travel around Scotland. In addition, 
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other working groups developed ideas that had relevance to the committee 
structure. The Women’s Issues Group noted the importance of the role and 
structure of committees and considered either a Ministry for Women or a 
Committee. The appointment of chairs of committees was discussed, though 
this appears not to have been a major concern. 
 
Specialist advice was provided especially by David Millar, former Clerk in the 
House of Commons and the late Sir Bernard Crick.  Making Scotland's 
Parliament Work, co-authored by Crick and Millar (1991, 1995 second edition) 
proved influential. The Scottish Parliament, they asserted, ‘will only work as its 
supporters want it to work, for and with the Scottish people, if from the word 
go it is bold enough to break from the Westminster mould and to invent and 
adapt procedures and working practices better suited to and arising from 
Scotland’s more democratic civic traditions’. They envisaged the ‘growth of an 
informal division of responsibilities between Ministers and powerful 
“Permanent Committees” of Parliament in agreeing on the need for and 
preparing legislation or sections of legislation’. 
 
While the final report was brief, the message was clear (Constitutional 
Convention 1995). It was anticipated that committees would be powerful 
institutions within the Parliament.   The Parliament would ‘operate through a 
system of powerful committees which are able to initiate legislation as well as 
to scrutinise and amend government proposals, and which have wide-ranging 
investigative functions’.  The Convention emphasised the importance attached 
to allowing the committees to initiate legislation though acknowledged that this 
raised relations with the executive given the latter’s right to initiate legislation 
but did not resolve this matter other that to insist that the Executive should not 
have total control over the legislative process.  At a discussion in September 
1991, it was agreed amongst participants that it was essential to build in a 
‘certain degree of controlled conflict into a Parliament which generated 
constructive debate’ (GD489.1.8). 
 
The Convention considered how best to ensure that the public could engage 
with Parliamentary Committees.  There were dissenting voices to a proposal 
that petitions signed by a stated minimum number of signatures should all a 
right of audience before a Committee.  An MP participant in the Convention 
suggested this would be a ‘recipe for disaster’ as it would be difficult to fix a 
number of signatures that MSPs would consider to be sufficiently significant 
and that MSPs would be closer to the people and that local government would 
have ‘stronger powers’.   
 
The Consultative Steering Group elaborated on the proposals outlined in 
Convention documents and debates. It proposed that the Committees should 
not distinguish between what were then referred to as Standing and Select 
Committee roles.  This followed publication of Scotland’s Parliament, the 
Government White Paper published in July 1997, which drew on the 
Convention’s deliberations and reports emphasizing the expectation that the 
Parliament would adopt modern methods of working, be accessible, open and 
responsive and that Committees would play an important role, able to initiate 
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legislation as well as scrutinize and amend Scottish Executive proposals, 
carrying out wide-ranging investigative functions. 
 
The intention was clear even if much detail remained to be worked out.  It was 
anticipated that the Committees of the Scottish Parliament would be key 
elements in the delivery of the CSG’s four key principles: 
 

 The Scottish Parliament should embody and reflect the sharing of 
power between the people of Scotland, the legislators and the Scottish 
Executive; 

 The Scottish Executive should be accountable to the Scottish 
Parliament and the Parliament and the Executive should be 
accountable to the people of Scotland; 

 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; 

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

 
 
Reforms of the House of Commons 
 
The House of Commons has undergone significant changes in recent years 
as far as its committees are concerned.  While the Constitutional Convention, 
Consultative Steering Group, and practice in the Scottish Parliament, are built 
in part on a belief that Holyrood should be an improvement on Parliamentary 
procedures and practices in Westminster, that understanding of Westminster 
can often be based on a caricature of Westminster practices and procedures. 
It fails to take account of significant changes that have occurred since the 
advent of devolution (Mitchell 2010). Some of these changes at Westminster 
drew on the experience of Holyrood; but in some areas of Parliamentary 
reform, Westminster has now overtaken Holyrood.  
 
This experience offers important lessons for Holyrood. While the two 
Parliaments are different in important respects, each has three key 
characteristics in common that mean that there is scope for lesson drawing 
from the other: 
 

 Both systems of government are Parliamentary government in which 
the members of the executive branch are both chosen from amongst 
and responsible to the legislative branch.  There is no separation of 
powers. 

 Secondly, a tight whipping system operates with strong self- or other 
discipline. 

 Thirdly, there remains a strong sense that success is measured more 
in terms of promotion to a party’s front bench or leadership than in 
Parliamentary office. 
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These conditions inhibit the aspiration for a more assertive, independent 
legislature, and rebalancing relations between executive and legislature as 
envisaged in debates prior to the establishment of the Scottish Parliament. 
 
Reforms at Westminster have occurred since the establishment of the 
Scottish Parliament; we suggest they have resulted in the House of Commons 
having become a more effective legislature as compared with previously and 
also as compared with Holyrood. 
 
The Parliamentary reform process can be dated back to the late-1970s, and a 
combination of pressures including the report of the Procedure Select 
Committee in 1978, and Parliamentary reformers led by the late Bernard 
Crick.  The report recommended the appointment of a series of select 
committees shadowing the work of Whitehall Departments, with wide remits 
and with a membership selected by the Committee of Selection, 
independently of party whips. Reforms were introduced by Norman St John 
Stevas, Leader of the House of Commons, in 1979, which the Minister 
described as ‘one of the most important parliamentary reforms of the century’ 
involving a ‘decisive shift of power from Whitehall to Westminster’ (quoted 
Beer 1982: 192). 
 
There was a shift but not as decisive as some hoped.  Formal institutional 
reform on its own may contribute to change but changing attitudes are also 
important.  Neither the hopes of many reformers nor the fears of 
Parliamentary conservatives were realized. In a 2007 report, it was noted that, 
 

Select committee chairs are formally chosen by their committees. Here 
again there is little in standing orders. Informal negotiations take place 
through the usual channels, and a broadly proportional share of chairs 
is given to the opposition party, and more recently to the Liberal 
Democrats.

 

When committee members are nominated this is obviously 
done with due consideration as to who will be chair.  The hand of the 
whips in selecting chairs can be quite visible, as on 25 July 2007, when 
the Leader of the House controversially bypassed the Committee of 
Selection and moved at short notice a motion adding former minister 
Keith Vaz to the Home Affairs Committee in order that he could be 
elected chair before the summer recess (as he duly was).  When the 
committees are established at the start of the parliament members will 
be informed by their whips who the ‘agreed’ chair is, and there are 
allegations that members are kept off committees if they are thought 
likely to vote for a different person, or even seek to become the chair 
themselves. (Russell and Paun 2007: 21). 

 
There had been disquiet surrounding frontbench control of committee chairs.  
In 2002, the Modernisation Committee, chaired by Robin Cook as Leader of 
the House of Commons, proposed that a Committee of Nomination should 
replace the Committee of Selection with the new committee including the 
Deputy Speaker and senior backbenchers.  The parties in Parliament would 
make recommendations but the Committee of Selection would consider other 
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names.  This proposal was, however, defeated in May 2002 in a vote on the 
House of Commons. 
 
In 2009, the Commons appointed a Select Committee on Reform of the 
Commons, chaired by Tony Wright, to consider and report on four specified 
matters:   

 The appointment of members and chairmen of select committees; 

 The appointment of the Chairman and Deputy Chairmen of Ways and  
Means; 

 Scheduling business in the House; 

 Enabling the public to initiate debates and proceedings in the House 
and closely connected matters. 

 
Its report, Rebuilding the House, was published in November 2009. The 
Committee acknowledged strengths in the then existing system: 
 

 Membership was subject to approval by the House, and if necessary 
debate, which the events of 2001 [when an attempt by Government 
front bench to remove a committee chair failed] demonstrated is not a 
mere formality: in many parliaments the parties’ propositions require no 
endorsement; 

 Not only was party balance within each committee assured by the 
system, but also a balance of gender, experience, region and so on 
can potentially be managed; 

 The distribution of chairs between the parties ensured that opposition 
parties have a fair share of chairs, and that on a few specific 
committees there is an Opposition Chair: this is a feature of the 
Westminster system which is widely admired overseas; 

 The power of committee members to choose the Chair, although 
perhaps insufficiently exercised in practice, meant that Chairs enjoyed 
to some measure the confidence of their colleagues: and committees 
also had the power to remove a Chair; 

 All committees had a full or almost full complement of members (House 
of Commons Reform Committee 2009: 24, para.70). 

 
However, it was reported that there was ‘strong feelings that the system 
should be reformed’ (Ibid.: 24, 71). Three main arguments were put forward: 
 

 It should be for the House and not for the Executive to choose which 
of its Members should scrutinise the Executive: the House should 
also have a strong if not decisive influence on the identity of the 
Chair. 

 The system by which parties select names to put forward to the 
Committee of Selection, and by which the whips divide up chairs 
between the parties, was very far from transparent. 

 The credibility of select committees could be enhanced by a greater 
and more visible element of democracy in the election of members 
and Chairs. 
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What was sought was to keep what was deemed positive in the old system 
with reforms consonant with principles outlined at the start of the report; 
summed up as: 
 

‘Government should get its business, the House should get its scrutiny 
and the public should get listened to’ (Ibid.: 12, para 20). 

 
To this end it was argued that the Commons’ control over its own agenda, 
timetable and procedures should be enhanced; the collective power of the 
Chamber as a whole should be enhanced and non-adversarial ways of 
working promoted without impeding debate; individual Members should be 
given greater opportunities; the transparency of the House’s decisions to 
Members and the public should be enhanced; the Government should be 
guaranteed to have its own business, particularly Ministerial business, 
considered at a time of its choosing; while accepting that time in Committees 
as elsewhere is limited’ and that changes must be sensitive to ‘real-world 
political constraints’ (ibid.: 12-14, para.20-35). 
 
The Wright committee’s key recommendation, as far as Committee Chairs 
was concerned, was that, 
 

… an initial system of election by the whole House of Chairs of 
departmental and similar select committees, and thereafter the election 
by secret ballot of members of those committees by each political 
party, according to their level of representation in the House, and using 
transparent and democratic means. The committees within this system 
should be those appointed under SO No 152 [the departmental select 
committees] together with the Environmental Audit Committee, the 
Public Administration Committee and the Committee of Public 
Accounts. We have concluded that of the four options we considered 
this is the system most likely to demonstrate the determination of the 
House more effectively to hold the executive to account, to give more 
authority to the scrutiny function of Parliament and at the same time to 
preserve the effective functioning of select committees. (Ibid.: 26, para. 
80)  

 
In July 2013, the Political and Constitutional Reform Committee produced a 
report revisiting Rebuilding the House. Amongst those who commented on the 
changes were Dr Meg Russell, co-author of the influential 2007 report, The 
House Rules? Dr Russell maintained that elections for Select Committees had 
helped create a ‘kind of vibrancy and sense of an outbreak of democracy 
happening in the Commons’. Tony Wright stood down from Parliament in 
2010 and returned to his career as an academic.  He maintained that ‘huge 
gains’ had emerged from reforms. There was a cross-party consensus on this 
and especially the ‘indirect as well as direct effects on the self-confidence of 
Committees’, as Alan Beith MP suggested. 
 
Academic research has shown significant growth in media coverage of the 
work of committee, especially in the work of four committees: Culture, Media 
and Sport, Home Affairs, Public Accounts and Treasury (Dunleavy 2013; 
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Dunleavy and Muir 2013).  While this could not all be credited to reforms, the 
reforms had created conditions making the committees more significant.  The 
review of the reforms concluded that ‘there have been advances in the 
effectiveness of commons committees since 2010, but some issues remain 
and they must be addressed if the momentum for reform is to be maintained’ 
(Political and Constitutional Reform Committee 2013: 11, para24).  The 
Director of the Constitution Society described the impact, ‘There is no doubt 
that the authority and legitimacy of Select Committees have grown in 
consequence, to the point where some ambitious MPs now see the chair of 
one of the more influential Committees as an attractive career goal, as an 
alternative to ministerial office.’ (Le Roux 2014). 
 
Other research on the new committees found that there were six key factors 
determining the nature of a committee’s working practices: 
 

 The background and approach of the chair of the committee; 

 The nature of the department that that the committee is shadowing; 

 The character of the Secretary of State and other ministers within the 
department; 

 The nature of the wider policy community; 

 The nature of the policy agenda; and  

 The reputation and culture of the committee itself (Russell and Benton 
2011). 

 
Interviews with those who had experience of Select Committees suggested 
that the ‘character of the committee chair’ was the key feature associated with 
effective successful or influential committees (Ibid.: 40). Chairs were the ‘most 
visible face’ of a committee in the media, in the Commons Chamber and the 
wider world and one interviewee suggested that the committee is ‘in the 
image of its chair’ (Ibid.). This confirms the importance of committee 
conveners in the business of any Parliament. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The Wright reforms included changes in how Select Committee chairs were 
selected and these, amongst other changes, are deemed to have worked 
well.  The House of Commons, however, is not standing still and while reform 
has been and continues to be slow, there is evidence that the Commons is 
emerging as a modern legislature.  In its first phase, the Scottish Parliament 
led the way within the United Kingdom in becoming a model of a modern 
Parliament.  Its achievements are well documented and key figures in the 
House of Commons learned from Holyrood.  The evidence suggests that 
Holyrood could learn much from the House of Commons.  Its founding 
principles remain as valid and have as widespread support now as at its 
establishment.  The application and institutional form these principles should 
take requires some attention. 
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Hebert Döring (ed.), Parliaments and Majority Rule in Western Europe, 
Frankfurt, Campus Verlag.  
Mitchell, James (2010), ‘The Narcissism of Small Differences: Scotland and 
Westminster’, Parliamentary Affairs, vol.63, pp.98-116. 
Ogle, D. B. (2004), National Parliament-Republic of Timor-Leste: Manual for 
Parliamentary Committee, New York, The United Nations Development 
Programmed.  
Polsby, Nelson (1975), ‘Legislatures’, in F.I. Greenstein and N.W. Polsby 
(eds), Government, Institutions and Processes, Reading MA, Addison-
Wesley. 
Russell, Meg and Paun, Akash (2007),  The House Rules? International 
lessons for enhancing the autonomy of the House of commons, London, 
Constitution Unit. 
Russell, Meg and Benton, Meghan (2011), Selective Influence: the policy 
impact of House of Commons Select Committees, London, Constitution Unit. 
Schellknecht, H. (1984), ‘The System of Parliamentary Committees’, 
Constitutional and Parliamentary Information, vol.139-140, pp.86-158. 
Shaw, M. (1979), ‘Conclusions’, in J.D. Lees and M. Shaw (eds.), Committees 
in Legislatures: A Comparative Analysis, Oxford, Marti Robeertson. 
Strøm, Kaare (1998), ‘Parliamentary Committees in European Democracies’, 
Journal of Legislative Studies, vol.4, pp.21-59. 
Wilson, Woodrow (1981 [1885]), Congressional Government, Baltimore, 
Johns Hopkins University Press. 
  

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmpolcon/uc1062-iii/uc106201.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmpolcon/uc1062-iii/uc106201.htm
http://www.democraticaudit.com/?p=1106
http://www.democraticaudit.com/?p=2797


 14 

Appendix 1: Extract from Consultative Steering Group report 
 
Sharing the Power: the Role of Parliamentary Committees 
 
9. The White Paper "Scotland's Parliament" signalled the Government's 
intention that Committees would have an important role to play in the work of 
the Parliament. It envisaged that these Committees might, for example, 
initiate legislation, scrutinise and amend the Scottish Executive's proposals, 
and have wide-ranging investigative functions. Such a role for the Committees 
would 
ensure that the legislative and policy proposals of the Executive would receive 
appropriate scrutiny.  The White Paper also indicated that the Committees 
might meet from time-to-time at locations throughout Scotland so that people 
in all parts of Scotland could see how their Parliamentarians worked and 
interact with them. It was against this background, and the background of the 
Scottish 
Constitutional Convention's proposals for a Scottish Parliament with a strong 
Committee structure, that we conducted our deliberations. 
 
10. We propose that the Scottish Parliament should have the capacity in 
Committees: 
• to consider and report on the policy and administration of the Scottish 
Administration; 
• to conduct inquiries into such matters or issues as the Parliament may 
require; 
• to scrutinise primary and secondary legislation and proposed European 
Union legislation; 
• to initiate legislation; 
• to scrutinise financial proposals and administration of the Scottish Executive 
(including 
variation of taxes, estimates, appropriation and audit); and 
• to scrutinise procedures relating to the Parliament and its Members 
(including adherence to those procedures). 
 
11. In all cases, Committees should report to the Parliament with 
recommendations. 
 
12. There are a few Committees which Standing Orders should require to be 
established, including a Business Committee, an Audit Committee and a 
Procedures Committee (see section 3.2). Their functions and maximum size 
should be prescribed in Standing Orders. Beyond that, Standing Orders 
should set out certain basic criteria for Committees, such as a maximum 
membership, a quorum and arrangements for deciding membership. 
 
13. On the shape of the Committee structure we recommend that the Scottish 
Parliament should have all-purpose Committees, combining the Westminster 
Select and Standing Committee role. This would enable Members to develop 
an expertise in particular areas and to bring an informed view to the 
consideration of legislation and scrutiny of the Executive. 
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14. We believe that the Parliament needs to be able to address cross-cutting 
issues, and to ensure that matters which cross conventional departmental 
boundaries are properly handled. We recognize the benefits of a Scottish 
Parliament structure coinciding with the structure of the Scottish Executive, 
which would facilitate close scrutiny of Executive actions and in particular of 
financial matters. We support the proposal made in some submissions to us 
that the Parliament should be able to establish ad hoc Committees to look at 
cross-cutting issues as required (public health, social inclusion and 
environmental sustainability were cited as 3 possible examples). Additionally, 
Committees should be empowered to conduct joint meetings and inquiries. 
 
15. We considered the model of the reporter (or "rapporteur") used in many 
continental Parliaments.  The reporter shares with the Committee Convener 
the responsibility for supervising the progress of deliberations on a particular 
issue, drawing up the results of deliberations on the topic in question and 
preparing the Committee's report to the Plenary. The role of the reporter is 
essentially a political one, with the reporter leading the Committee's 
discussions and identifying the key issues which need to be considered. 
 
16. We concluded that Standing Orders should be left sufficiently broad to 
allow, but not compel, Committees to appoint a reporter who might fulfil a 
similar role in the Scottish Parliament, both in respect of consideration of Bills, 
and in respect of Committee inquiries. We recommend (section 3.2) that 
Committees should be encouraged to appoint reporters, who, among other 
things, would act as a focal point for interest groups and individuals who wish 
to make representations to the Committee, and who would seek to identify 
consensus…. 
 
98. The Business Committee, having due regard to the balance of parties 
within the Parliament, should propose the political party from which a 
Committee's Convener should be elected. The Committee's members would 
then elect their Convener subject to that limitation. 
 
99. Should an MSP who is a member of a Committee no longer be able or 
wish to fulfil that role, the Business Committee should recommend a 
replacement member, again having due regard to the balance of parties within 
the Parliament. 
 
100. Should the Committee Convener no longer be able to fulfil his or her role, 
the Committee should elect a new Convener from the same party. If there is 
no other representative of that political group on the Committee, the Business 
Committee should indicate the party or political grouping from which a 
new Committee Convener should be chosen, having due regard to the 
balance of parties within the 
Parliament. 
 
 


