
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

23 September 2020 
John Finnie MSP 
Convener, Justice Sub-Committee on Policing 
Justice Sub-Committee Clerks 
Room T2.60 
The Scottish Parliament 
Edinburgh EH99 1SP 
 
Dear Convener 
 
Role of the SPA, the Chair and members: independent review 
 
Thank you for your letter of 21 August 2020 regarding my report on 
the role of the Chair and members of the Authority. 
 
You note in your letter that I commented on policing issues which 
were outwith my original remit.  As I explained in my report, the 
oversight and governance of policing in Scotland involves a number 
of different organisations.  This structure requires a clear and settled 
view about the role of these bodies and how they relate to each other.  
In the course of my conversations, it seemed increasingly clear to me 
that, at the time of my work, there were differences of perception and 
opinion about some of the boundaries between the organisations, 
their respective responsibilities, and how they each deliver public 
value.  This gave rise to the possibility of uncertainty regarding roles 
and capabilities which could significantly affect the Chair and Board 
members.  As a result, I offered comments on the underlying issues 
of roles and capabilities which might have implications for how the 
Chair and the members of the Board undertake their duties. 
 
 



In the introduction to my report, I explained that I had read many 
relevant documents and had discussions by telephone with a range 
of people who had important roles in the oversight of policing in 
Scotland.  They are listed in full in my introduction and were my only 
sources of information.   
 
Having offered some suggestions for changes which could improve 
the working of the overall arrangements I suggested the introduction 
of annual meetings between the Justice Committee, or the Police 
Sub-Committee, and the SPA members along with Police Scotland 
senior staff, at which the SPA and Police Scotland could outline the 
forward plan for reviewing and reporting the performance of Police 
Scotland.  Once these arrangements are working well I suggested 
that there might be a review of the role of the Police Sub-Committee 
to ensure that it complements the role and work programme of the 
SPA and avoids the risk of an overlap of activities.  I did not suggest 
that such an overlap had occurred and I apologise if I gave this 
impression. 
 
If I may expand upon the content of my report regarding this issue, it 
seems to me that an annual “forward look” by the Police Sub-
Committee, informed by the SPA and Police Scotland about their 
plans, would allow the Sub-Committee to offer comments and 
suggestions, and also to inform its own work programme which could 
be designed to complement that of the SPA.  This would also provide 
information which the Sub-Committee could use to inform its own 
assessment of the performance of the SPA. 
 
I should say in conclusion that I have consistently over the years 
been a strong advocate for the central role of the Scottish Parliament 
and its Committees in the oversight of policing in Scotland.  In 
February 2012 I gave evidence to the Justice Committee on the 
Police and Fire Reform (Scotland) Bill.  In my evidence I said that it 
was essential that the new legislation establishes a formal 
mechanism to give the Scottish Parliament, as the democratic forum 
covering the whole of Scotland, a major role in ensuring that there is 
open, participative and transparent oversight of policing in Scotland.  
The world has moved on since 2012, but one of my suggestions at 
that time was that there could be a new mandatory committee with a 
clearly defined responsibility for the oversight of policing matters in 



Scotland.  I noted at the time the heavy workload of the Justice 
Committee, and therefore I personally welcomed the subsequent 
decision to establish the Police Sub-Committee of the Justice 
Committee. 
 
I hope that my letter is of some assistance to the Sub-Committee and 
I would be very pleased to provide further information if this would be 
helpful. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
Robert W Black   
 
    
 
  


