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Written evidence submitted by Rt Hon Alison Johnstone MSP (Presiding Officer of the Scottish Parliament) (BBB0018)


Thank you for your letter of 27 March 2026 inviting me to provide a written submission, on behalf of the Scottish Parliament, in relation to time allocated to debates initiated by Backbench Members and on e-Petitions. The responses to the specific questions contained in your letter are set out below.

Do you have a mandated number of days or hours per week allocated to backbench Member initiated debates and e-petitions initiated debates? If so, has this changed over time?

The Scottish Parliament’s Standing Orders (Rule 5.6.1) requires the Parliamentary Bureau to ensure that time is set aside for the following special cases of Parliamentary business in each Parliamentary year:

In proposing the business programme, the Parliamentary Bureau shall ensure that—

(a) on 12 half sitting days in each Parliamentary year, the business of committees is given priority over the business of the Scottish Government at meetings of the Parliament;

(b) on 16 half sitting days in each Parliamentary year, meetings of the Parliament consider business chosen by political parties which are not represented in the Scottish Government or by any group formed under Rule 5.2.2;

(ba) on 2 half sitting days in each Parliamentary year, priority is given to debating a
report of a People’s Panel;

(c) at each meeting of the Parliament there is a period of up to 45 minutes for any
Members’ Business; and




(d) time is available to allow any committee to make an announcement on matters in connection with the activities of that committee.

For the purpose of this rule, a half sitting day is that part of a sitting day between 14:30 and 17:00 on a Monday, between 09:15 and 12:30 or 14:30 and 17:00 on a Tuesday, Wednesday or Thursday or between 09:30 and 12:00 on a Friday.

Members’ Business debates are the key means by which backbench MSPs can secure debates on motions they have lodged. Members’ Business debates normally take place at the following times for 45 minutes, although the debate can be extended if there are a large number of speakers:

· Tuesday – following Decision Time at 17:00
· Wednesday – following Decision Time at 17:00/17:10
· Thursday – following First Minister’s Questions at 12:45

Thus, two hours and 15 minutes is allocated to Members’ Business debates each week that the Parliament sits and this approach has not changed over time. Members’ Business debate slots are allocated to the political parties and to any independent MSPs on a proportionate basis using the d’Hondt formula. The Parliamentary Bureau selects motions for Members’ Business debate using the following criteria:

Motions─
(a) must be explicitly of only local or regional relevance; or
(b) must raise issues of policy in a local or regional context and have cross-party support (this is the support of three parties or groupings represented on the Parliamentary Bureau); or
(c) must raise issue-commemorating anniversaries or mark national “weeks” or special events and have cross-party support; and (d) must not “call on” anyone or any organisation to do anything, which includes taking or reversing decisions. This means avoiding the use of calls on, urges, encourages, asks etc and even should and hopes in cases in which it is clear who or what organisation is expected to take action.

For (a) and (b) above, the motion must contain an explicit local or regional reference in Scotland.

Debates on Petitions are proposed by the Public Petitions Committee and are accommodated within the 12 half sitting days per Parliamentary allocated to Committee debates. If these debate slots are over-subscribed the Conveners Group considers debate proposals and agrees which ones should go forward.. There is no signature threshold at which a petition is guaranteed to be considered for a debate, it is solely a matter for the Committee and, in general, the Committee only requests debates for a small number of petitions over a parliamentary session.

From the start of Session 7, in addition to the 12 half sitting days for Committee debates, there will also be two half sitting days to debate the report of a People’s Panel. In Session 6 the committee dealing with petitions also looked at ways to encourage and embed citizen participation, becoming the Citizen Participation and Public

Petitions Committee. There will be four People’s Panels over the course of the next session, linked to the work of committees. The allocation of two half sitting days for debating People’s Panel reports is intended to help embed the work of these Panels in the work of the Parliament.

Are there any calls in your legislature to change the allocation and/or organisation of backbench Member initiated debates and e-petitions initiated debates?

The approaches to Members’ Business have remained largely unchanged since the 1999 and are an established part of parliamentary business with many debates very well  attended  with  a  number  of  speakers  participating  in  the  debate.

The Scottish Parliament agreed revisions to Rule 5.6 on special cases of parliamentary business at the end of the parliamentary session in March 2026 in order to prioritise debating a report of a People’s Panel on two half-sitting days. No other changes to backbench Member initiated debates were sought at the time these changes were being considered.
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