
Budget process– Subject Committee Guidance 
 
Introduction 
 
1. The aim of this paper is to provide guidance to parliamentary committees 
on the budget process based on the Budget Review Group’s review of the 
budget process1 and revised the Written Agreement2. 
 
2.  The budget process has the following four core objectives— 

 
• To have a greater influence on the formulation of the Scottish 

Government’s budget proposals; 

• To improve transparency and raise public understanding and awareness 
of the budget; 

• To respond effectively to new fiscal and wider policy challenges; and 

• To lead to better outputs and outcomes as measured against 
benchmarks and stated objectives. 

3. The revised process introduces a more strategic year-round approach to 
budget scrutiny, with more emphasis on what spending is achieving. The 
increased focus on outcomes involves parliamentary committees building up 
an evidence base over time on the impact of spending. This is a significant 
change from how the budget has been scrutinised in the past. 
 
Impact of Covid-19 
 
4. One of the consequences of the public health emergency is an 
unprecedented volatility and uncertainty in the public finances and a rapidly 
evolving fiscal environment.  Given this fast-moving scenario it inevitably means 
that budget scrutiny this year will be more challenging.   
 
5. An initial consequence is that the Committee agreed with Ministers that 
the publication of the Medium Term Financial Strategy (MTFS) and updated 
Scottish Fiscal Commission (SFC) economic and fiscal forecasts in May would 
not have been appropriate.  This was both due to the unprecedented levels of 
volatility and unnecessarily diverting Scottish Government resources away from 
the focus on responding to COVID-19 at a critical juncture.   

 
6. The Committee is in discussions with the Scottish Government and the 
SFC about the timing of the MTFS and the updated economic and fiscal 
forecasts and will aim to provide an update before the end of June.   

                                            
1http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S5_Finance/Reports/BPRG_-
_Final_Report_30.06.17.pdf 

2https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Finance/General%20Documents/20180517
WA_with_SG.pdf 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S5_Finance/Reports/BPRG_-_Final_Report_30.06.17.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S5_Finance/Reports/BPRG_-_Final_Report_30.06.17.pdf


 
7. The SFC have also agreed to publish an update to their April 
supplementary publication on the impact of COVID-19 after summer recess 

 
8. The Scottish Budget is normally published within 3 working weeks of the 
UK Budget.  The UK Budget is now normally published in the Autumn but HM 
Treasury have yet to announce a date for this year.  Ministers will agree a 
timetable for Budget 2021-22 with the Finance and Constitution Committee 
once the date of the UK Budget is known and this will published and shared 
with other committees.   

 
9. The Finance and Constitution Committee has published a call for views 
on the impact of COVID-19 on the public finances as part of its pre-budget 
scrutiny and this is available here. 
 
  
Pre-Budget Reports 

10. Each Committee should write to their respective Portfolio Minister at least 
6 weeks prior to the publication of the Budget setting out their views of the 
delivery, impact and funding of existing policy priorities and any proposed 
changes.  Any proposals for increased expenditure also require a proposal or 
range of options setting out how the additional spending will be funded.  
 
11. In the Budget document, the Scottish Government will include a summary 
of how the Parliament’s committees have influenced the formulation of the 
Budget.  Ministers will then provide a more detailed response to individual 
committees’ pre budget reports within five sitting days from the publication of 
the Budget.  Each committee will then have the opportunity to hear oral 
evidence from their respective Ministers on the detailed response.   

 
Equalities 
 
12. The scrutiny of equality issues was a core consideration for the Budget 
Process Review Group in considering the structure of the budget process and 
in recognition of the importance of equal opportunities in the founding principles 
of the Scottish Parliament.  It is vital that the link between equality and 
budgetary considerations is maintained under the new budget scrutiny process.  
 
13. Parliamentary committees should undertake public engagement on policy 
priorities and equalities issues, within their remit, prior to the publication of, and 
in order to inform, the Scottish Government’s budget. They should also engage 
with service users as well as service providers in evaluating the impact of 
previous budgets.  
 
14. As part of their scrutiny, committees should consider the Equality and 
Fairer Scotland Budget Statement which has been developed by the Scottish 
Government and the Equality and Budget Advisory Group and is published 
alongside the Budget document. 

 

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/115303.aspx


15. The Statement refers to the Public Sector Equality Duties, aimed at 
eliminating discrimination, advancing equality, and fostering good relations, and 
the Fairer Scotland Duty aimed at reducing socio-economic disadvantage. Both 
sets of duties apply to public authorities and the Scottish Government. 
 
Budget Bill and detailed revenue and spending proposals 
 
Budget Bill - Stage 1 
16. The new approach to scrutiny means that the Scottish Government will 
no longer publish a Draft Budget prior to publishing the Budget documents. 
The Scottish Budget will normally be published no more than three working 
weeks after the publication of the UK Budget.  

17. Once the Budget documents and responses to pre-budget reports are 
published, Committees should consider whether they are content with the 
Scottish Government’s response. Following oral evidence from their respective 
Minister, Committees may consider in private at that meeting whether they are 
content with the evidence or whether the Committee may wish to agree to 
propose alternative revenue and spending proposals by lodging a reasoned 
amendment to the Scottish Government motion on the general principles of the 
Bill.  

18. Prior to the Stage 1 debate there will be a debate in the Chamber on the 
committee pre-budget reports and the response of Ministers in the Budget. 
Speaking slots will be provided for each committee convener or a 
representative of the committee.  The debate will be led by the Finance and 
Constitution Committee. 

19. The Finance and Constitution Committee will also produce a Stage 1 
report on the Budget.   

Conclusion  
 
20.  The Committee recognises that the public health emergency will 
inevitably have an impact on the budget process this year.  Not least the high 
levels of uncertainty and volatility will make it very challenging for the Scottish 
Government and Scotland’s public bodies to plan and manage public 
expenditure.  It will also be challenging for the Parliament’s committees to 
scrutinise budgets in your respective remits.  Nevertheless it is essential that 
there is robust budget scrutiny and sufficient transparency and Ministerial 
accountability in a rapidly changing fiscal environment.  
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