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Justice Committee 

Policing in Scotland 

Written submission from the Scottish Police Authority 

About the SPA 
 
The SPA was established in 2013 under the Police and Fire Reform (Scotland) Act 
2012 with the main functions of the Authority being: 
 

 to maintain the police service; 

 to promote the policing principles;  

 to promote and support continuous improvement in the policing of Scotland; 

 to keep under review the policing of Scotland; and 

 to hold the Chief Constable to account for the policing of Scotland. 
 

The SPA therefore has a key role in planning the strategic direction for policing in 
Scotland and ensuring that there is effective scrutiny and oversight of Police 
Scotland so as to ensure public accountability, confidence and trust. 
 
The scale and scope of that role is considerable. The SPA has oversight of both 
local and specialist policing, for an annual budget of around £1 billion, and a 
workforce of more than 22,000 police officers and staff. The Authority is supported 
by a team of staff based in Glasgow, and also has statutory responsibility for the 
delivery of Forensic Services, independent custody visiting, and the handling of 
complaints about senior officers. 
 
The SPA is also responsible for ensuring that policing delivers the strategic direction 
set out in the Strategic Police Priorities.  Set by Scottish Ministers, these priorities 
form the foundation for the planning system for police services and set out 
communities’ collective expectations for policing.  The current Strategic Police 
Priorities are localism, inclusion, prevention, response, collaborative working, 
accountability and adaptability. 
 
Future Strategy for Policing in Scotland 
 
The SPA has a responsibility to maintain and improve policing in Scotland and so 
ensure that the police service is equipped to meet changing needs, expectations and 
demands both now and in the future. The SPA has therefore worked collaboratively 
with Police Scotland to establish a long-term strategy for the development of policing 
in Scotland through to 2026, including how the service will achieve financial 
sustainability. 
 
With the emphasis now shifting towards oversight of Police Scotland’s 
implementation of that strategy, the role of the SPA will be to monitor and to help 
drive this ambitious programme of change with a final Implementation Plan due for 
consideration by the SPA Board in March 2018. 
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Development and Improvement 
 
The SPA is continuing to develop and there has been extensive critical examination 
of its operations and effectiveness to date.  In particular, a number of significant 
concerns have been raised about the leadership, governance and decision making 
processes of the SPA.  These include the findings of Parliamentary Committees; 
inspection reports by HMICS (notably the Review of Openness and Transparency 
published in June 2017); reports on financial management from Audit Scotland; and 
audit of SPA complaints handling by the PIRC. Concerns have also been expressed 
in Parliament, and more widely, that the SPA needs to do more to build confidence 
and trust in its role as the body overseeing policing in Scotland. 
 
The Cabinet Secretary for Justice has also made clear that he expects to see 
significant improvement in these areas. The review which he commissioned to 
identify the ways in which the SPA Board can be better supported to deliver its 
statutory functions will report shortly. This work has been led by SPA Deputy Chair 
Nicola Marchant and Comhairle nan Eilean Siar Chief Executive Malcolm Burr who 
have undertaken an extensive programme of engagement with key stakeholders. 
Their findings and observations will play an important part in informing the changes 
and developments within the SPA which are now underway.  
 
To drive forward the pace of change and improvement, there have been key 
changes in the leadership of the SPA.  A new Interim Chief Officer took up post on 
13 November 2017 and the new Chair of the SPA took up her post on 4 December 
2017.  Since taking up their respective roles the Interim Chief Officer and Chair have 
given careful consideration to identifying the priority areas for improvement and 
development within the SPA. They have engaged widely with key stakeholders and 
with the leadership of Police Scotland both to inform thinking and strengthen 
relationships, and have placed a significant emphasis in working to build capacity 
and capability within the organisation and to foster a collaborative approach to 
improvement and change.  
 
The new Chair has set out a number of guiding principles for the development and 
improvement of the SPA going forward: 
 

 simplification, transparency, and clarity around the SPA’s governance 
processes; 

 

 a more collaborative approach, where the SPA reaches out to engage more 
actively with interested individuals and bodies on policing issues and works 
more closely with key stakeholders; 

 

 enshrining a strong public service ethos throughout the SPA and its decision-
making; 

 

 robust decision making underpinned by effective process and enhanced 
professional advice; 

 

 building trust and relationships within policing and beyond; 
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 ensuring the SPA Board’s structure, practices and behaviours are more 
strategic and that Board members are more non-executive in their work and 
contributions; 

 

 continuous and accelerated improvement to reflect the scope of the 
challenges the SPA faces, with Board and staff working at pace to make 
rapid, visible change. 

 
The SPA has acknowledged the need for improvement in its decision-making 
processes, and the new leadership team has moved quickly to begin to deliver 
change and improvement: 
 

 the previous practice of holding public meetings and closed meetings has 
been replaced and from now on there will simply be meetings of the SPA 
Board with consideration of items of private business as necessary, in line 
with established practice by other public bodies; 

 

 the Board is being strengthened and developed.  Five new members are 
currently being recruited and work is in progress to review performance and to 
provide greater training and development for Board members, in particular 
with regard to the roles, duties and responsibilities of a public authority;  
 

 a dedicated Complaints and Conduct Committee has been re-established to 
bring focus to the often complex issues that surround senior officer 
complaints.  It has already met, underpinned by improved support, process 
and enhanced professional advice. 

 
These changes mark the beginning of an ongoing process of accelerated 
improvement.  Further work is underway to develop the structure, processes and 
practices required to ensure good governance across the SPA’s activities and this 
work is being supported by HMICS.  
 
The new Chair has signalled her determination to develop the key role of the SPA as 
the public body which oversees and scrutinises Police Scotland in a way that 
supports and challenges their work in the wider public interest. 
 
Developing the appropriate trust and relationships; clarifying roles and 
responsibilities and establishing effective communications, process and practice in 
key interfaces - with Police Scotland, Scottish Government, the Scottish Parliament, 
HMICS, Audit Scotland, PIRC and other stakeholders - is of fundamental 
importance.  
 
Complaints and Conduct Issues  
 
The SPA has a statutory responsibility to deal with complaints and misconduct 
allegations regarding senior officers of Police Scotland.  This is an important function 
and it is incumbent upon the SPA, as with other bodies with a role in the complaints 
and investigations process, to act in accordance with the appropriate legal and 
regulatory frameworks and to have due regard to a range of often complex and 
sensitive issues.  
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Significant current cases, including allegations relating to the Chief Constable, are a 
matter of public record and are being considered through due process.  The SPA, 
given its statutory functions in complaints handling and its responsibilities as an 
employer, will not comment further on this or other live cases. Where and when it is 
deemed appropriate and lawful, and in the public interest, decisions and 
developments will be formally announced. 
 
The SPA recognises that the public, Parliament, the Scottish Government and many 
other stakeholders have an interest in these matters and have a legitimate 
expectation that such decisions will be carefully considered and underpinned by 
sound process.  The Chair of the SPA has set out her commitment to work to ensure 
that the SPA’s decision making processes are robust.  She has also signalled a 
desire going forward to work with others involved in the area of complaints and 
conduct to bring about improvements to the existing system, including to ensure that 
the confidentiality of complainants, and those complained about, can be best 
protected in the future. 
 
Conclusion 
 
It is vital that the SPA works to build confidence and trust.  This is a prerequisite to 
delivering its statutory functions and to providing effective scrutiny, support and 
oversight of Police Scotland. Improvements in leadership, governance and 
management are key and this will be an area of significant effort and change in the 
year ahead.  
 
Policing is one of our nation’s most important public services. Going forward, it is 
vital that the SPA, and all those with a role and an interest in shaping the future of 
policing of Scotland, stay focussed on the overarching objective which is to ensure 
that the people of Scotland have a police service which is fit for purpose and fit for 
the future. 
 
Scottish Police Authority 
18 January 
2018 
 


