
 

 

Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 

Petition Number: PE1341 

Main Petitioner: Dr R. A. Rahman 

Subject: Public audit of annual expenditure by the Scottish Public Service 
Ombudsman 

Calls on the Parliament to conduct an annual audit of the public expenditure 
on the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman (SPSO) and establish public 
complaint channels to examine the public dissatisfaction at the SPSO in 
managing complaints raised by members of the public. 

 

SPSO – background and establishment 

The office of the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman (SPSO) was 
established in 2002 by the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman Act 2002 
(“the Ombudsman Act”).  The SPSO is appointed by Her Majesty on the 
nomination of the Scottish Parliament.  Jim Martin is the current SPSO 
(having taken over from Professor Alice Brown on 1 May 2009). 

The SPSO provides a 'one-stop-shop' for individuals making complaints about 
organisations providing public services in Scotland.  The SPSO deals with 
complaints about councils, housing associations, the National Health Service, 
the Scottish Government and its agencies and departments, colleges and 
universities and most Scottish public authorities.  The bodies the SPSO can 
receive complaints about are listed in Schedules 2 and 3 to the Ombudsman 
Act. 

The SPSO looks into complaints where a member of the public claims to have 
suffered injustice or hardship as a result of maladministration or service 
failure.  The SPSO is effectively the ‘last resort’, investigating cases only when 
the complainant has already exhausted the formal complaints procedure of 
the organisation concerned.   

SPSO – operation and procedure 

The SPSO is directly accountable to Parliament through the laying of annual 
and other reports (but is independent of the Scottish Government, members of 
the Scottish Parliament and the SPCB in the exercise of its functions).  It is 
the practice of the Local Government and Communities Committee to take 
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evidence from the SPSO each year on its Annual Report.  The Committee last 
took evidence from the SPSO on 26 May 2010. 

For the year to 31 March 2010, the SPSO received 4,210 complaints and 
enquiries and investigated 143 complaints (not all complaints are investigated 
by the SPSO, the majority are resolved or closed at a preliminary stage).   In 
2009-10, 110 complaints were upheld or partially upheld (SPSO Performance 
Update 2009-10).  

Inevitably, some individuals who do not agree with the SPSO’s decision in 
relation to their complaint will remain aggrieved.  If a complainant is unhappy 
with a decision not to investigate all or part of a complaint, the SPSO website 
provides details of the process to be followed (Asking for a review of an SPSO 
decision).  The SPSO will not normally look at a complaint again solely 
because a complainant does not agree with its decision.  If, however, the 
complainant is of the view that the SPSO has not considered something, or 
there is new evidence or information, the SPSO may reconsider its decision.  

SPSO expenditure 

The petition calls on the Scottish Parliament to conduct an annual audit of the 
public expenditure on the SPSO. 

The petition In 2009-10, the SPSO operated on a budget of £3.27 million 
(figures provide by SPSO).   

Budget year Expenditure (£m)                              Budget (£m) 

2005-06 2.711                                    2.727 

2006-07 2.744                                2.882 

2007-08 3.036                                      3.098         

2008-09  3.274                                       3.275 

2009-10 3.251 3.277                

 

Reviewing the SPSO 

From 2006, a number of reviews have taken place which examined the 
operation of the SPSO.  These reviews were primarily concerned with 
accountability, governance and budgetary issues, rather than public 
satisfaction with the management of complaints raised by members of the 
public (these reviews are described more fully in the SPICe briefing on 
petitions PE1342, PE1343, PE1344, PE1345, PE1346, PE1347, PE1348 and 
PE1349). 

 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/s3/committees/lgc/or-10/lg10-1602.htm#Col3272
http://www.spso.org.uk/webfm_send/2527
http://www.spso.org.uk/webfm_send/2527
http://www.spso.org.uk/how-complain/complaining-about-spso/challenges-casework-decisions
http://www.spso.org.uk/how-complain/complaining-about-spso/challenges-casework-decisions
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefingsAndFactsheets/Petitions%20briefings%20S3/PB10-1342-49.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefingsAndFactsheets/Petitions%20briefings%20S3/PB10-1342-49.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefingsAndFactsheets/Petitions%20briefings%20S3/PB10-1342-49.pdf
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Of particular note to the current petition, in June 2006, Scottish Ministers 
commissioned Professor Lorne Crerar to evaluate the current systems of 
regulation, audit and inspection and complaints handling of public services in 
Scotland. His report, the Crerar Report, was published in September 2007.  
To take forward the work arising from the Crerar Report the Government 
established a series of action groups to consider and report on discrete 
aspects, including accountability and governance.  The Fit-for-purpose 
Complaints System Action Group (FCSAG) considered complaints handling. 
The group, chaired by Douglas Sinclair, considered how to improve the 
complaints handling system in Scotland, taking account of the 
recommendations made in the Crerar Report (chapter 11). The FCSAG report 
(the Sinclair Report), published in July 2008, provided Ministers with 
proposals for simplifying public service complaints handling processes and 
streamlining the complaints handling landscape, including amalgamation of 
some complaints handling bodies. 

The Public Services Reform (Scotland) Act 2010 and the Scottish 
Parliamentary Commissions and Commissioners etc Act 2010 impact on the 
SPSO in a number of ways.1 The two pieces of legislation took up 
recommendations made in the report from the FCSAG which followed 
publication of the Crerar Report. 

Other petitions 

Previous petition relating to the SPSO (including PE1212, PE1163, PE1186, 
PE1076) are now closed. 

 
Richard Hough 
Senior Research Specialist 
July 2010 
 
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. 

 

                                            
1
 For example, they extend the role of the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman to take over 

the functions of the Scottish Prisons Complaints Commission 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2007/09/25120506/0
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http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Government/PublicServiceReform/IndependentReviewofReg/ActionGroups/FCSAG
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/923/0063564.doc
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/petitions/docs/PE1212.htm
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/petitions/docs/PE1163.htm
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/petitions/docs/PE1186.htm
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/petitions/docs/PE1076.htm
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