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Why do we have Members of the Scottish Parliament? 
 
Can you imagine what it would be like if everyone in the class were given the opportunity 
to have his or her say, and get to vote on every issue? Would this be practical? 
 
There are just over 5 million people living in Scotland today. 
 
What do you think it would be like if everyone in Scotland were given the opportunity to 
have his or her say and vote on every issue? Would this be practical? 
 
Many important decisions would never be made. 
 
This is why we elect representatives, a relatively small number of people who represent 
us and make decisions on our behalf.  In the Scottish Parliament these people are called 
Members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs).  They were elected to represent all the 
people in their constituencies or regions in the debates and decision-making of the 
Parliament.  
 
It is because our MSPs were elected that they have the right to act on our behalf. 

 
By being chosen in an election they were given the right to represent us 
 
As our representatives they act on our behalf in the decisions, debates and laws that are 
made at the Parliament. 
 
MSPs have a responsibility to work on behalf of their constituents.  They do this in two 
main ways: 
 

1The work they do in the Parliament 
 

2 The work they do in their Constituency or Region 
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1 The work they do in the Parliament 
 

On Tuesday mornings, Wednesday mornings 
and Thursday mornings 
 
MSPs may be members of one or two of the 
Committees of the Parliament. Committees 
usually meet during the times above. 
 
There are usually around 16 Committees that are 
made up of between 7 and 11 MSPs.  
 
They discuss in detail a particular area or subject. 
See 
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness
/committees.aspx for a list of the current 
committees and their remits.  
 
Watch a short video on MSPs in Committees. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
MSPs represent us in the Parliament's Committees by:  

 Scrutinising proposed new laws (known as Bills) 

 Proposing amendments (changes) to Bills 

 Conducting enquiries 

 Discussing and writing Committee reports for the Parliament to consider 

 Scrutinising Ministers and Officials 

 Asking the Committee to propose a Bill. 

 Asking outside groups to present evidence helping them to develop 
informed opinions and to represent the views of a wide range of people. 

 

  

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/committees.aspx
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/committees.aspx
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/visitandlearn/Education/56144.aspx
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On Tuesday afternoon, 
Wednesday afternoon and 
Thursday from 11.40 
 
The Chamber of the Parliament is 
where all 129 MSPs have the 
opportunity to debate, discuss and 
vote on the issues of the day. 
It is only during a plenary session of 
the Parliament that a Bill can be 
passed. 
 
 
 
Watch a short video on MSPs in the 
Chamber. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

MSPs might represent us in the Chamber by:  

 Speaking and voting in the Chamber 

 Putting forward a motion (idea) to be debated 

 Suggesting an amendment (change) to be made to a bill. 

 Questioning Ministers and the First Minister. 

 They may try to introduce a Members Bill (according to the Parliament's rules 
every MSP has the right to introduce two Bills in the term of the Parliament). 

 

  

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/visitandlearn/Education/56144.aspx
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2 The work they do in their Constituency or Region 
 
On Mondays and Fridays 

 MSPs will be writing replies to letters, emails and replying to phone calls 
 Attending meetings and events where they can discuss issues with groups 

of constituents and people from other organisations. 
 Attending special events in their constituency, for example, the opening of a 

new community resource centre. 
 Holding surgeries, i.e. a particular time and place where constituents can 

meet their MSP and raise any problems with them. 
 Our MSPs, MP and Local Councillor may meet to discuss areas of mutual 

concern and possibly to pass an enquiry to the appropriate representative. 
 MSPs are also involved in working with their Constituency Party seeking the 

views and help of party members. 
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Online Activities 
 
Watch Parliament TV to see MSPs in action!   
 
 
 
 
 

Key Points 
 MSPs are elected to represent the people in their constituency or 

region in the decision making of the Parliament 

 MSPs work on behalf of the people in two main ways:  
o The work they do in the Parliament, for example, speaking 

in debates, working in Committees, questioning the 
Government, proposing legislation, etc. 

o The work they do in the Constituency or Region, for 
example, responding to letters, working in their surgeries, 
attending meetings, etc. 

 Devolved Matters are areas in which the Scottish Parliament has 
been given the power to pass laws. Reserved Matters are areas in 
which the UK Parliament still has the power to make laws. 

 As well as our representatives in the Scottish Parliament we are also 
represented in the UK Parliament by our MP and at local council level 
by our Local Councillors.  We also have 6 Members of the European 
Parliament (MEPs).  

http://www.scottishparliament.tv/
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Powers of the Scottish Parliament 
 
Only some issues can be dealt with by the Scottish Parliament. The Scotland Act 1998 
was passed by the UK Parliament and set up the Scottish Parliament and the powers it 
would have. The powers and procedures of the Parliament were reviewed and resulted in 
the Scotland Act 2012 being passed by the UK Parliament. 
 
Issues the Scottish Parliament has the power to make laws on are known as Devolved 
Matters as the powers to make laws on these areas has been devolved (transferred) from 
Westminster and the UK Parliament. 
 
The Devolved Matters are: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Devolved Matters  

Health Education  

Local Government Social Work 

Housing Planning 

Tourism Economic development 

Some Transport Courts and legal system 

Police and Fire Services Environment 

Natural and built heritage Agriculture, forestry and fishing 

Sport and the Arts Public Registers and Records 

The Scotland Act 2012 also added the following powers: 

Drink drive limits National Speed limits 

Misuse of Drugs Regulation of air weapons 

Borrowing powers Landfill tax 

Scottish rate of Income tax Stamp duty tax 

The Scotland Act 2016 also added the following powers 

Air passenger duty Income tax 

Some VAT revenues Consumer advocacy and advice 

Crown Estate Scottish Parliament elections 

Local Government franchise Onshore oil and gas licensing 

Abortion Employment programmes 

Gaming machine licensing Some areas of tribunals 

More areas of transport – including road 
signs, speed limits and transport police 

Energy efficiency and fuel poverty 
schemes 

Some welfare benefits outside of 
Universal Credits 
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Reserved Matters are issues where the power to make laws has been kept by the UK 
Parliament at Westminster in London. 
 
The Reserved Matters are: 
 

Reserved Matters  

Constitutional Matters UK Foreign Policy 

Defence National Security 

Economic and monetary policies Trade and Industry 

Some Transport Employment Law 

Welfare Some Gambling and National Lottery 

Data Protection Telecommunications 

Equal Opportunities Broadcasting 

Guns and weapons (except air guns) UK Elections 

Energy – coal, gas, oil, electricity and 
nuclear energy 

Immigration 
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How Laws are made in the Scottish Parliament 
 
The Scottish Parliament is a unicameral Parliament. The law making process 
differs from that of the UK Parliament which is bi-cameral. The process was 
designed to be as open and accessible as possible and to allow for power 
sharing between interested groups and Parliament and Government. 
 

Pre-legislative Consultation 
This part of the law making process allows anyone interested in the proposed 
law to have a say. The person proposing the law (an individual MSP, or a 
Minister or Cabinet Secretary on behalf of the Scottish Government, depending 
on the type of bill being introduced) will announce a consultation on the bill. The 
outcome of the consultation is attached to the draft bill and so the views of 
pressure groups and any opposition or support for the bill is known at an early 
stage.  
 
Although there are different ways laws can be proposed and therefore different 
types of bills, all legislation must pass through three basic stages: 
   

Stage 1 
The bill is sent to a Parliamentary Committee for consideration and the 
Committee writes a report after taking evidence from people who are interested 
in the issue.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Parliament debates the Committee’s report and then considers the general 
principles of the bill. The whole Parliament votes on whether the bill should 
proceed, taking the committee's report into account. If Parliament does not 
agree then the bill will fall. If Parliament agrees then the bill will proceed to 
Stage 2. 
  

Local Government and 
Regeneration Committee 
convener Kevin Stewart MSP 
launches the Committee’s 
call for evidence into the High 
Hedges Bill. 

Members of Who Cares? Scotland thank the 
Education and Culture Committee after they 
gave evidence to the Committee during 
stage 1 of the Children and Young People 
(Scotland) Bill.  
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Stage 2 
The bill then undergoes more detailed "line-by-line" scrutiny, either by the 
appropriate Committee, the whole Parliament, or a combination of the two. 
Amendments (changes) may be made at this stage 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Changes made to the bill are 
shown by a vertical line in 
the right hand margin 
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Stage 3 
The bill is considered by the whole Parliament. 
Amendments can be made at this stage by MSPs in the Chamber after a 
debate and vote on each section of the bill.  
Up to half of the sections of the bill may be referred back to stage 2 for further 
consideration. 
 

 
 
The Parliament then votes on the bill as it has been amended. 
If Parliament agrees, the bill is passed. If Parliament does not agree the bill 
falls. 
 
Once a bill has been passed there is a four week period when the bill may be 
challenged by the Advocate General, the Lord Advocate or the Attorney 
General or by the Secretary of State for Scotland. This would normally happen if 
the bill is thought to be outside the legislative competence of the Scottish 
Parliament (i.e. not a devolved matter) or if it would affect reserved matters. 
 
  

Nicola Sturgeon MSP , Cabinet 
Secretary for Health and Wellbeing 
makes her closing statements to 
persuade MSPs to vote to pass the stage 
three proceedings of the Alcohol 
(Minimum Pricing) (Scotland) Bill.  



 

12 
 

Royal Assent 
 

After the four week period has expired the 
Presiding Officer submits the bill for Royal 
Assent. Once the bill receives Royal Assent it 
becomes an Act of the Scottish Parliament. All 
bills passed by the Scottish Parliament must be 
signed by the monarch before they can become 
law. This procedure reflects the fact that Scotland 
remains part of the UK and all UK legislation 
must have Royal Assent.  
 
 

See Royal Assent and the Great Seal of Scotland for 
more information about the process of Royal Assent 
and the Great Seal of Scotland. 

http://external.parliament.scot/visitandlearn/Education/66524.aspx

