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Thank you for your letter of 22 September 2017 on behalf of the Public Petitions 
Committee seeking the Scottish Government’s views on the following petition: 
 

“Calling on the Scottish Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to 
prepare legislation revoking the terms of the Scottish Elections (Dates) Act 
2016 asp 13.” 

 
The practical effect of the proposal in the petition would be to change the date of the 
next Scottish Parliament election back to the first Thursday in May 2020 and the 
local government elections back to the first Thursday in May 2021. 
 
As the Committee will be aware, the reason that the Scottish Elections (Dates) Act 
2016, which received Royal Assent on 30 March 2016, was brought forward by the 
Scottish Government was to avoid a clash between the Scottish Parliament election 
and the UK Parliament election which were both due to take place on the first 
Thursday in May 2020.  It did this by extending the terms of the Scottish Parliament 
elected in May 2016 and the councils elected in 2017 by one year.  However the 
early UK parliamentary election on 22 June 2017, which was able to be called under 
the provisions of the Fixed-term Parliaments Act 2011, now means that the next UK 
Parliament election will take place on the first Thursday in May 2022, rather than in 
2020 as originally scheduled.   
 
This change in date for the UK Parliament election could, in theory, allow the 
Scottish Parliament and Scottish local councils to revert to a 4 year terms without 
there now being a clash of election in 2020.  On reflection however, we do not think 
that such a change is appropriate. 
 
As Joe FitzPatrick MSP, Minister for Parliamentary Business, said at the stage 1 
debate on the Scottish Elections (Dates) Bill which took place on the 7 January 
2016: 
 

“The Scottish and UK Governments both agreed on the importance of voters 
knowing the length of the parliamentary session that they were voting on 
before they went to the polls in May. As a result, the Deputy First Minister and 
the Secretary of State for Scotland agreed a section 30 order under the 
Scotland Act 1998 to transfer to the Scottish Parliament the power that 
enables us to bring forward this bill, and that order was approved by both the 
Scottish and UK Parliaments.” 

 
When they went to the polls in May 2016 and May 2017, voters chose their 
representatives for a 5 year Scottish Parliament and for 5 year local councils.  At 
those elections, candidates and parties set out their policies on the basis of 5 year 
terms.  The Scottish Government is therefore of the view that it would not therefore 
be appropriate to shorten the length of the current Scottish Parliament and local 
council terms mid-term.   
 



The Scottish Government appreciates that the date for the next scheduled UK 
Parliament election does now fall on the same day as the next Scottish local 
government elections.  However, section 43(1) of the Representation of the People 
Act 1983 gives the Scottish Parliament the power to change the date of the local 
government elections, by order made no later than 1st February in the year 
preceding the year in which the order is to take effect, i.e. before 1 February 2021 for 
the May 2022 elections. Such an order could set any other date in 2022 for the local 
government elections.  The Scottish Government will continue to monitor the co-
incidence of elections and will, if necessary, have appropriate discussions with 
political parties and others on any necessary action to avoid a clash. 
 
The Committee also asked about when we intend to launch our consultation on 
electoral law and whether this will include consideration of the date of the next 
Scottish Parliament general election. 
 
The 2016-2017 Programme for Government included a commitment on the back of 
the devolution of further powers in the Scotland Act 2016 to take forward a 
consultation exercise to find out what electoral reforms Scottish citizens would like to 
see taken forward in future legislation.  The publication of the consultation paper on 
electoral reform is planned for this year.   
 
We gave a commitment to consult on the long-term approach to term lengths when 
the Elections (Dates) Act 2015 went through the Scottish Parliament and this will be 
one of the issues covered in the consultation paper.  We will invite views on whether 
future term length for Scottish Parliaments and local councils should be 4 or 5 years, 
or any alternative term length that a respondent thinks appropriate.  The consultation 
responses will inform the Scottish Government’s consideration of any change to 
future election dates. 
 
I hope that the above information reassures the Committee that the Scottish 
Government is aware of the issues around the dates of future elections in Scotland 
and that we will take appropriate action to ensure that they run smoothly. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


