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Rùnaire a' Chaibineit airson Ceartais 

Cabinet Secretary for Justice 

Humza Yousaf BPA/MSP 

 

F/T: 0300 244 4000 
E: scottish.ministers@gov.scot 

 

John Finnie MSP  
Convener, Justice Sub-Committee on Policing 
The Scottish Parliament 

 

___ 
7 December 2020 
 
Dear Convener, 
 
Thank you for your letter of 7 October around the governance and accountability of Scottish 
Policing.  I am grateful for the Committee’s continued interest in these important issues. 
 
The work of all partners continues apace and I chaired the second meeting of the Policing 
Governance Roundtable on 12 November.  At that, members reflected on the very different 
context compared with its first discussion in March.  Our shared view, which I hope the 
Committee will also acknowledge, is that the COVID pandemic has tested the system and 
that it has withstood the pressures and responded successfully.  As I said when I provided 
evidence to the Sub-Committee in October, the accountability around the policing of this has 
been anchored firmly within the existing governance landscape. 
 
The Roundtable meeting discussed the progress that has been made by partners since it 
met in March.  All members also recognised that there are further improvements and 
refinements to introduce, building on the HMICS Thematic Review of 2019, and the 
recommendations made by the former Auditor General in her Section 22 report on SPA 
published in December last year, and following the discussions at both the Justice Sub-
Committee and the Public Audit and Post-Legislative Scrutiny Committee earlier this year.  I 
believe that the Roundtable is an important forum to discuss continuous improvement in the 
system and to consider collective and individual actions where necessary.  I am open 
minded about its long-term future, it currently has important work to do to identify and 
address possible issues, and we will want to consider its role after it has done this. 
 
At the meeting, the group considered a remit for its work around governance and 
accountability, which will be published shortly, and discussed the independent review by 
Robert Black of the time commitment required of the SPA Chair and Board members.  His 
report was welcomed, with some of the recommendations already being taken forward in 
some form.  It was agreed that it would be helpful to map these recommendations against 
activity, and to enable cross-referrals to the progress on the recommendations of the HMICS 
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Thematic Review.  This will track progress on each and ensure that issues are being 
identified and addressed and to help identify any gaps.  I would be happy to share this with 
the Sub-Committee once this mapping is completed. 
 
It was also agreed that a short two-page paper that describes the governance on which 
policing is based, and which defines roles and responsibilities, would be helpful and will be 
developed by the Roundtable.  
 
I note the Sub-Committee’s continuing interest in the role of the Accountable Officer which 
was again discussed at the meeting.  I agreed that Scottish Government will continue to 
consider this issue and will keep the Sub-Committee informed, addressing the issues you 
raise around accountability to Parliament.  Whoever the Accountable Officer is, and 
wherever they sit, they will most certainly be accountable to Parliament. 
 
The Roundtable discussed ways of reaching beyond the membership of the Group, as had 
been requested by the Sub-Committee in your letter of 7 October.  The letter was tabled for 
discussion.  It was strongly recognised that engagement with civic society is essential.  It 
was also agreed that it is important to engage with a broad range of existing fora to assist 
with this, avoiding duplication and placing too much pressure on third sector groups. 
 
For example, the work of the Independent Advisory Group, chaired by John Scott QC, has 
created further opportunities for regular discussions with a range of interests, specifically 
around governance issues, i.e. of the use of the extended policing powers introduced to 
address the pandemic.  The Chair of Police Scotland’s National Independent Strategic 
Advisory Group (NISAG) is a member of this group.  Police Scotland has regular contact with 
local authorities through their Divisional command structure, and regularly liaise with COSLA 
and SOLACE – this has been enhanced this year as they have sought to work 
collaboratively to respond to the pandemic.  The six monthly COSLA Police Scrutiny 
Conveners Forum, which includes senior SPA officials and Police Scotland officers last met 
in September. 
 
It was acknowledged that more could and should be done and the group agreed to consider 
further options. 
 
I can confirm that I have also written to the former Chair of SPA to provide her with the 
opportunity to provide any further contributions to this discussion based on her experiences 
as Chair. 
 
The minutes of the Policing Governance Roundtable second meeting will be published 
shortly, and my officials will inform the clerks when these are on the Scottish Government 
website.  
 
I will continue to engage with Sub-Committee members on these issues and would welcome 
further discussion at an appropriate time. 

 
      HUMZA YOUSAF 
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