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Dear Mr Rennie 
 
15 December meeting 

Your letter of 15 December to the Presiding Officer and her reply have been brought 

to my attention. The Presiding Officer is of course correct to state that the conduct of 
Committee meetings is primarily the responsibility of the Convener, and I therefore 
considered that it would be appropriate for me to write to you separately.  
 

Conveners of Committees must ensure that Members conduct themselves in a 
courteous and respectful manner (Standing Orders, Rule 7.3.1). They must also 
ensure that Members conduct themselves in an orderly manner and do not act in a 
manner that would constitute a contempt of court (Rule 7.3.2). Additionally, Members 

ordinarily must not in Parliamentary proceedings refer to matters which are sub 
judice (Rule 7.5). In relation to the 15 December meeting, I consider that all these 
requirements were met. The Committee is very appreciative of DCC Richardson’s 
attendance at this and previous meetings, including meetings of the Sub-Committee 

on Policing. On 15 December, the questioning of DCC Richardson, and of other 
witnesses, was at times robust –quite properly so, given the importance of the 
matters under discussion– but I do not consider that he was treated with discourtesy 
or disrespect. Had any Member behaved in such a way, I would not have hesitated 

to rule them out of order. I should add that I expressly sought and obtained advice 
prior to the evidence session in order to ensure that proceedings were orderly in 
terms of the requirements in relation to contempt of court or sub judice. 
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It is always open to a witness voluntarily appearing before a Committee to indicate 
that they would prefer not to answer a specific question, and it is important to stress 
that I expressly notified DCC Richardson of this right in a letter sent in advance of 

the meeting. This underlines that a meeting of a Parliamentary Committee is not 
analogous to a court of law, where witnesses must ordinarily answer questions that 
are put to them. Another key difference that helps in part to account for the 
“protection” you refer to is that the court has before it a range of remedies and 

sanctions that it may use, none of which are available to a Committee. The fact that 
Parliamentary rules in general ban Committee Members from raising matters in 
respect of which there are live court proceedings further underlines that Committee 
evidence sessions are not a quasi-judicial process, but are entirely separate from 

legal proceedings. I am therefore not certain that the comparison you seek to draw 
between Committee evidence sessions and court proceedings is useful in terms of 
drawing lessons as to how Committee witnesses should be treated. 
 

I do agree with you that Committee Members should be mindful of individuals caught 
up in any matter under investigation, especially if they occupy sensitive positions 
and, to this end, should take care in framing particular questions. This must of 
course be balanced against the key role of any Parliamentary Committee: to ensure 

that matters are effectively scrutinised and that there is ultimately a proper 
accounting in relation to matters of legitimate public concern. In asking questions, 
Members are also entitled to take into account the extent to which certain information 
being elicited during a meeting would, in any case, be ascertainable by other 

methods. To give an example, I do not understand the identity of the head of the 
Counter Corruption Unit to be confidential information, or information otherwise 
excluded from the public domain. In my view, it flows from this that it is quite 
reasonable, in the course of a meeting, to clarify who that person is, if it is relevant to 

the matter in hand. Indeed DCC Richardson was, in my view, not pressurised to do 
so. 
 
In summary, the appropriateness of a particular line of questioning is always a matter 

for any Convener’s individual judgment, taking into account the issues outlined in the 
previous paragraph. It is my considered view that an appropriate balance was struck 
at the 15 December meeting.  
 

I hope the above is helpful and I am grateful to you and to the ASPS for your 
ongoing interest in the work of the Justice Committee.  
 
Yours sincerely 

 
 

Christine Grahame MSP 
Convener, Justice Committee 


