
 
Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 

 
Petition Number: PE1306
 
Main Petitioner: David Park
  
Subject: Public petitioning process for local authorities 
 
Calls on the Parliament to urge each local authority to put in place an open, 
accessible, accountable and participative public petitions process.   
 

Local authority petitions systems in Scotland 
The following three local authorities in Scotland currently operate formal 
petitions systems: 
 

• East Lothian Council 
• Renfrewshire Council 
• Stirling Council 

 
Although these petitions systems are based largely on the Scottish Parliament 
model (i.e. prescribed admissibility criteria, committee based decision-making, 
deliberations held in public), each has adopted slightly different procedures.  
For example, Renfrewshire Council allows all petitioners to present their case 
to its Scrutiny and Petitions Board (where the Board has determined the 
petition to be valid); in Stirling, petitions must be supported by at least 25 
signatures from people living within the council area (or have the support of 
the relevant community council or local elected member); and in East Lothian, 
relevant council officials contribute to the deliberations and can respond to the 
petition on behalf of the council.   
 
Renfrewshire Council conducts an annual survey of its petitions system.  The 
current survey closes on 31 January 2010. 
 
Petitions may be presented to other local authorities in Scotland.  However, 
these local authorities do not have any formal process for considering and 
responding to petitions. 
 
The table below highlights the very small number of petitions that have 
actually been considered by those local authorities that have established a 
petitions system.  It is understood that there has been limited, if any, 
promotion of these petitions systems, which may explain the relatively small 
number of petitions raised. 
 
 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/petitions/docs/PE1306.htm
http://www.eastlothian.gov.uk/site/scripts/documents_info.php?documentID=762
http://www.renfrewshire.gov.uk/ilwwcm/publishing.nsf/Content/cs-jb-petitions-information
http://www.stirling.gov.uk/index/council/petitions_panel.htm


 

 
 
Local authority date 

commenced 
number of 
petitions 
lodged 

frequency of 
meetings 

East Lothian 
Council 

29 January 2009 4 Quarterly 

Renfrewshire 
Council 

13 September 
2007 

201 13 meetings per 
annum (approx) 

Stirling Council 19 February 
2009 

5 5 per annum 

 
From the evidence presented above, the administrative burden of running a 
petitions system would appear to be minimal.  However, establishing such a 
system is likely to involve some initial resource outlays and procedural 
adjustments. 
 

Petitions Committee Inquiry 
In its recent report on its Inquiry into the public petitions process, the Public 
Petitions Committee (PPC) observed that many public petitions are driven by 
the experience of petitioners at a local level (para 179).  The PPC wondered 
whether some of the petitions that come before it could not be considered at a 
local level if local authorities put in place their own local petitioning processes 
(para 182).  The report stated that the Committee would welcome the 
introduction by local councils of locally based public petitioning processes 
(para 185).  The Committee’s report was debated by Parliament on 23 
September 2009.  In responding to the debate, the Minister for Parliamentary 
Business (Bruce Crawford) stated: 
 

“Councils are independent corporate bodies in their own right and it is 
up to them to determine whether a local petitions process would be 
appropriate in their local circumstances.” 

  
However, he added: 
 

“Such good practice [establishing petitions systems] should be shared 
and other local authorities might look to see how they could bring it on 
board in their localities.” 

 

England and Wales 
The Local Democracy, Economic Development and Construction Act 2009 
requires all local authorities in England and Wales to establish a scheme for 
handling petitions.  The petitions duty in the 2009 Act requires councils to 
respond to petitions and tell local people what action is going to be taken to 
address their concerns.  The 2009 Act requires petition schemes to meet 
certain minimum standards in order to ensure minimum entitlements which all 
                                                 
1 Five petitions have been considered by the Scrutiny and Petitions Board. 
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http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/s3/committees/petitions/reports-09/pur09-03.htm
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/officialReports/meetingsParliament/or-09/sor0923-02.htm#Col19840
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/officialReports/meetingsParliament/or-09/sor0923-02.htm#Col19840


 

citizens can expect.  Beyond these basic requirements, local authorities have 
flexibility in how they approach the duty – leaving scope for local 
determination. 
 
In the consultation process preceding the 2009 Act, the Local Government 
Association in England and Wales agreed with the government’s premise that 
local petitions play an important role in British democracy but did not accept 
that there was any evidence of widespread public dissatisfaction with the way 
petitions were previously handled by local authorities. 
 
The UK Department for Communities and Local Government is currently 
consulting on draft statutory guidance on the duty to respond to petitions.  The 
consultation closes on 24 February 2010.  Annex A of the draft guidance 
provides a model petitions scheme which local councils can choose to adopt 
or adapt.    
 

Scottish Parliament Action 
Inquiry into the public petitions process by the Parliament Public Petitions 
Committee
 
 
Richard Hough 
Senior Research Specialist 
December 2009 
 
 
SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition 
briefings with petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have 
any comments on any petition briefing you can email us at 
spice@scottish.parliament.uk
 
Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition 
briefings is correct at the time of publication. Readers should be aware 
however that these briefings are not necessarily updated or otherwise 
amended to reflect subsequent changes. 
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http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/communities/petitionsresponseconsultation
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/s3/committees/petitions/reports-09/pur09-03.htm
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/s3/committees/petitions/reports-09/pur09-03.htm
mailto:spice@scottish.parliament.uk
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