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Scottish Council for Development and Industry

Response to the Scottish Executive Consultation Paper on Appointments to
Public Bodies in Scotland: Modernising the System

Introduction

1.The Scottish Council for Development and Industry (SCDI) is Scotland's
leading independent public policy and economic development organisation
with a membership of over 1,000 organisations drawn from business,
education and economic development agencies throughout the country.

2.SCDI welcomes the initiative taken by the Scottish Executive to engage in
a consultative process about appointments to public bodies, believing that
this raises a number of broader points about the nature of political
processes, public bodies and accountability.

General Principles

3.The Consultative Steering Group laid out four principles for the new
dispensation which are worth repeating as a benchmark for policy
initiatives:

sharing of power between the people of Scotland, the legislators and the
Scottish Executive;
accountable to the people;
accessible, open, responsive and developing procedures which allow a
participative approach;
recognising the need to promote equal opportunities. (CSG 1999: 3)

4.We think that these general principles are worthy of being used to
measure the effectiveness of all public appointments.

5.The consultation paper draws up a specific range of issues, which it
believes are worthy of consideration:

enjoy public confidence

be proportionate
provide clarity and structure
secure quality outcomes
encourage a wider range of people to apply for public appointments to
reflect the diversity of Scottish life
be accessible and informative (para 2.1)

6.SCDI believes that in addressing these issues - the building and
maintenance of public confidence should be paramount in all decisions and
considerations. In recent years, the growth of the unelected state and
quangocracy has seen much public ill-ease about conflicts of interests,
standards in public life and accountability.


7.We welcome the acknowledgement that proactive steps are needed to broaden
the range and experience of people on public bodies (para 3.4). Significant
communities in Scotland are sizeably under-represented across the range of
public bodies. The Executive proposes a range of pro-active steps such as
information and awareness campaigns with talks, presentations and adverts.

8.However, we need to develop a wider idea of pro-active action than that
contained within the document. One option might be to hold consultative
days with specific communities to investigate why they do not apply in
proportionate numbers for bodies and what actions they would consider
relevant to remedying this.

9.Another issue, which needs to be addressed, is who is represented and
under-represented on public bodies. The Executive paper constantly refers
to the undoubted under-representation of women, ethnic minorities and
people with disabilities (para 3.5;3.12). However, other groups which face
discrimination or issues of social inclusion could also be considered
across a range of agencies such as community activists and community
leaders in deprived areas. Many people are also put off from applying by 

the perception that only academic qualifications or impressive CVs count 

for such appointments, rather than a track record of doing things or real life

experience. 


10.One area, which should be tackled in terms of representation, is the
contribution from people in the private sector and business people
in particular. A wide range of skills and expertise from across the
Scottish business community is not fully utilised, particularly in small 

businesses, because people have neither the time and/or money to be able to

make a contribution. This also links into how we change attitudes of 

employers to employees serving on public bodies (para 3.9).

11.We also believe a number of improvements need to be made at different

stages of the appointments process. At the consultative process of
nominations, greater effort needs to be put on raising awareness at
different levels about the availability of posts. This should involve more
than general advertising, but information on what the posts entail, experience 

required, support and training offered, and remuneration levels. Given proper 

lead in times, organisations like SCDI and others in civic Scotland could have

a pivotal role in disseminating information. The use of gateway organisations 

may help in this process and this is addressed in more detail below (see paras 20-

21 of this paper). 


12.We believe that there needs to be a more transparent selection process 

which is less intimidating and confusing. This should involve within
the deliberative process of selecting candidates a more understandable and
open system, which offers more reflective feedback to candidates who fail
and support to those who succeed. The current processes of nominating and 

selection with minimal feedback and information at each stage do not encourage

people to participate in Scottish public life. Each stage of the process – from 

finding out about the post, identifying candidates, explaining the post’s 

responsibilities – could be reconsidered with more information and feedback offered.

 13. One option would be to have an introductory period whereby successful

 candidates got to know their posts and their responsibilities. Another option

 would be time-limited posts with the possibility of a rotating system, although

 we recognise this has to be counter-balanced with building up the required 

expertise to do the job effectively.


Targets

14.SCDI welcomes the 50% target for women for 2002 (para 3.12), but we
believe that much more ambitious targets should be set now, given we are
allowing two years to achieve a three percent increase from 47% to 50%. It
should also be noted that taking away the large group of women appointees
in tribunals, the current figures are much less than 47% and so the future
target will be substantially below 50%.outside of tribunals. 

Payments

15.There is currently an ad hoc system of paying salaries and allowances
across Executive and Advisory NDPBs, with 17 out of 38 Executive and 2 out
of 57 Advisory NDPBs paying a salary. The paper rightly calls on the need
for common rules of remuneration. As important, are commonly understood
criterion for differences in remuneration between different agencies, and
the need to cover the costs of childcare.

Improving the Appointments Process

16.There are concerns that the 27 Independent Assessors appointed by 

Ministers to assess appointment procedures are not as independent as 

they could be (para 5.3). The document proposes as options changing 

the methods of appointing assessors and increasing their number in
appointment panels (para 5.4). These would not address the genuine concerns
that people have that assessors are still part of the Executive, rather
than truly independent, and one way to address this would be to choose
truly independent external assessors.

17.A Scottish Commissioner for Public Appointments should have a broadly
similar role and powers to that of the UK Commissioner (para 6.1). However,
given that we are just considering the new arrangements under which he/she
would operate it is important that he/she should be Scotland based and
independent of other agencies. We do not think it would be appropriate to
combine the post with the UK responsibilities or combine with another
regulator (para 6.7;6.8).

The Scottish Parliament

18.SCDI believes that the Scottish Parliament and its committees should have a
central role in the evolution of new arrangements between the Scottish
Executive and public bodies (para 7.3;7.5). This should involve the
Parliament being able to express its views pre-appointment and
post-appointment, via interviewing potential nominees and appointees.

19.The paper rejects the possibility of the Parliament being able to veto
Ministerial decisions or hold confirmation hearings (para 7.4). We think
that the option of setting up a specific Public Appointments Committee
given the scale and number of public appointments which come under the
Scottish Executive's responsibility should not be ruled out in the future.

Gatekeeping Agencies and Concluding Remarks

20.SCDI welcomes the broad thrust of proposals contained within the
Scottish Executive consultation paper. It would, in particular, wish to
indicate its willingness to act a as gatekeeper organisation for certain posts

on public bodies. We be pleased to establish and maintain a Directory of  

SCDI Members’ Interests which could indicate what areas of expertise and 

interest members have a wish to contribute to public life.

21. We envisage that other gatekeeper organisations would establish a database 

of potential candidates and cascade appointments to those on the database. In turn 

those on the database would supply details on their experience and qualifications and 

would also be informed about the requirements, eg: in the form of a code of conduct, that 

they have to meet to be considered for appointments. Such an initiative would 

help to streamline the selection process, aid transparency and more fully involve civic 

organisations in Scottish public life. We would see it as a potential model of good 

practice for more fully utilising the skills, energies and enthusiasm of citizens in the 

work of public agencies.
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