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Dear Convener, 
 
Scottish Public Pensions Agency: Update on management of PS Pensions project – 
Follow-up points from Evidence session on 26 September 
 
I would like to thank the Committee for the opportunity to attend the Committee session on 
Thursday 26 September. I would also like to thank the Committee for the opportunity to send 
this further information which we were not able to provide full detail of on the day.  
 
We do prepare carefully for appearances with the Committee, including seeking advice on 
the best witnesses to send, and likely areas of interest for the Committee.  On this occasion, 
we had understood that, although none of us invited had direct experience of this project 
before 2017, our more recent experience would be relevant.  That process clearly did not 
work as effectively as it should, and we have already reflected with colleagues in Parliament 
to improve for the future. 
 
I hope that the responses in this update provide the Committee with the information and 
detail you require.  We have processed the information for this request in compliance with 
GDPR guidelines.  To help provide a clearer picture, I have also provided web links to 
relevant information relating to roles and responsibilities, which can be found in information 
available in the public domain:  
 

 SPPA Annual Report and account (legacy and current): 
https://pensions.gov.scot/corporate-publications/annual-report-and-accounts 

 SPPA Management Advisory Board:   
https://pensions.gov.scot/corporate-publications/management-advisory-board  

 Fraser Figure: 
https://www.gov.scot/publications/board-guide-members-management-advisory-
boards/ 

 
 

https://pensions.gov.scot/corporate-publications/annual-report-and-accounts
https://pensions.gov.scot/corporate-publications/management-advisory-board
https://www.gov.scot/publications/board-guide-members-management-advisory-boards/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/board-guide-members-management-advisory-boards/
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Background to the initial recruitment for the CEO in 2015 
The Scottish Public Pensions Agency (based in Galashiels) administers pensions on behalf 
of the Scottish Government for Teachers, the Police and Firefighters, as well as for 
employees of the National Health Service in Scotland. 
 
Between 2 August 2004 and 31 March 2015, the Agency was led by the same Chief 
Executive. During that time, the number of pension scheme members administered by the 
Agency grew considerably.  In late 2014, the Chief Executive made clear their intent to leave 
the Agency and Civil Service. 
 
This request was considered, supported and subsequently authorised by the Cabinet Office.  
This was confirmed on 15 December 2014 and a three month notice period was put in place 
and worked. 
  
After consultation with the Chair of the Agency and dialogue with the Cabinet Secretary, it 
was recognised that the skill-set required for a materially larger Agency necessitated a 
recruitment that would be offered to both external and internal (Scottish Government) 
candidates.  
 
The recruitment period for a senior position is typically lengthy, more so if the successful 
candidate is external and an extended notice period and /or relocation is required.  
Therefore, whilst preparations were made for a combined internal/external recruitment, a 
parallel search for an internal (Scottish Government) staff member to become an interim 
Chief Executive took place to provide continued oversight of Agency activity. 
  
Appointment of an Interim Chief Executive: March - June 2015 
On 18 February 2015, a preferred interim candidate was identified with the relevant skills 
and experience. This individual was employed as a 'managed move' from Revenue Scotland 
to the Agency on 27 March 2015, and held this interim role until 30 June 2015 (before 
starting a new role on 1 July outside of the Agency and Scottish Government). 
  
Appointment of the Chief Executive: May 2015 - May 2017 
During the period that the Interim Chief Executive was in place, interviews for the substantive 
permanent Chief Executive post were held (on 20 April 2015) and the successful candidate 
took up the position on 26 May 2015, moving from a UK Government post (which included 
oversight of the administration of the MoD's pensions as the Chief Executive of the Service 
Personnel and Veterans Agency).  
 
A one month handover period was in place from 26 May 2015 to allow for a smooth 
transition.  The new substantive Chief Executive took over as accountable officer on 22 June 
2015.  This Chief Executive was in post for around two years until 31 May 2017. 
 
Information on the period the CEO was seconded to the Scottish Government: 
September 2016 - January 2017 
While in role, the Chief Executive of the Agency worked for the Scottish Government 
between 5 September 2016 and 9 January 2017 to undertake a pivotal short-term strategic 
review of the Scottish Government’s financial delivery services in the core Finance 
Directorate.  This was because of his experience in the MoD and it was assessed that he 
had the appropriate skills for this role.  
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The Chief Executive retained overall responsibility and accountability at the Agency during 
this secondment because of the short-term nature of the project and was still being paid by 
the Agency. At the Agency, the Chief Executive was supported by a senior manager, who 
was given temporary promotion to oversee day to day operational activities.  The Chief 
Executive remained in regular contact on the Agency’s key change programme and actions.  
 
The Chief Executive, for personal reasons, then decided to stand down soon after the 
completion of the temporary role with the Scottish Government. 
 
Acting Chief Executive: March - August 2017 
Whilst preparations were again made for a combined internal/external recruitment, the senior 
manager then responsible for day to day operations at the Agency became acting Chief 
Executive from 20 March 2017.  This was to provide a handover with the outgoing Chief 
Executive who left at the end of May 2017, and to provide continuity until a new Chief 
Executive could be appointed.  The acting Chief Executive left the Agency on 25 August 
after a handover period with the newly appointed Chief Executive (as below), at which point 
the Agency stopped paying their salary. 
 
Appointment of the Chief Executive: July 2017 to date 
A combined internal and external recruitment started in March 2017 and the successful 
candidate, and the current Chief Executive, Penelope Cooper, took up post on 3 July 2017.  
The current Chief Executive brought experience from her previous role as the Chief 
Operating Officer of OneLife, SA Luxemburg. 
 
Overall Governance: Key points 
Throughout the period in question: 
 

 The Agency had a Board with a Non-Executive Chair and Non-Executive 
members.  

 The Agency also had a designated ‘Fraser Figure’. 

 All of the Chief Executive recruitment rounds set out above have been led by a 
Director General. 

 
To confirm, the Agency also holds quarterly Management Advisory Board meetings and 
Audit and Risk Committees – and Board members are regularly updated on all of the 
Agency’s key activities. 
 
The role of the Minister in recruiting Agency Chief Executives 
For external recruitment, Ministers may be consulted in the early planning stages and 
informed of the original ‘sift’ outcome (to achieve a shortlist) and final panel decision.  They 
may also meet the shortlist if they wish in order to suggest areas for the panel to probe and 
focus on during the interview process.   
 
The panel must assess the candidates on merit, testing any issues raised by the Minister. 
The panel must also recommend the best candidate for appointment.  If not satisfied with the 
panel’s recommendation, the Minister may ask the panel to reconsider, setting out the 
reasons for this.   
 
 
 



 

Victoria Quay, Edinburgh  EH6 6QQ 

www.gov.scot   
 

The panel may revise its order of merit; the reason for this must be recorded and the panel 
must obtain the approval of the Board of the Civil Service Commission before any 
appointment can be made.  
 
In the case of these specific appointments, our files indicate that the Deputy First Minister 
was consulted before the external competition began and again after the interviews that 
resulted in the 26 May 2015 appointment.  The Cabinet Secretary for Finance and the 
Constitution was informed of the 2017 appointment. 
 
In relation to the interim appointments, these were regarded as internal staff moves on a 
temporary basis and the files are unclear on whether Ministers were consulted.  However in 
2015 the Chair of SPPA was informed about 27 March 2015 move and indicated that he was 
content. 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 

 
 
 
Lesley Fraser 
Interim DG Organisational Development & Operations 


