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23 December 2020 
 
 
 

 
Dear Convener 
 
I am writing in reply to the letter of 6 November from the then Acting Convener, Anas 

Sarwar, regarding progress on the governance issues raised during the evidence sessions at 
the Committee on 9 January and 27 February this year. 
 
As I have made clear many times, the governance and accountability of policing in Scotland 

is something that I take very seriously and, despite the priority of responding to COVID-19, 
we have worked closely with partners to ensure that we are taking forward action to address 
any issues in this regard. 
 

I wrote to the Committee on 7 August outlining initial steps we had taken and I am happy to 
update the Committee on progress on these issues.  I have written in similar terms to the 
Justice Sub-Committee on Policing. 
 

In March I established the Policing Governance Roundtable, which I chair, and whose 
members include Audit Scotland, Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Constabulary in Scotland, 
the Vice Chair of the Scottish Police Authority, the Chief Constable, and the Police 
Investigations and Review Commissioner.  I established this specifically to: 

 

 consider issues of governance and accountability in relation to the policing of 
Scotland; 

 identify where improvements and refinements are required; 

 take forward action, either collectively or individually, to address any issues identified 
by the Roundtable.  
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I believe that it is an important forum to discuss continuous improvement in the system and 

to consider collective and individual actions where necessary.  I am open minded about its 
long-term future, it currently has important work to do to identify and address possible 
issues, and we will want to consider its role after it has done this. 
 

The work of all partners continues apace and I chaired the second meeting of the 
Roundtable on 12 November.  At that, members reflected on the very different context 
compared with its first discussion in March.  Our shared view, which I hope the Committee 
will also acknowledge, is that the COVID pandemic has tested the system and that it has 

withstood the pressures and responded successfully.  The accountability around the policing 
of this has been anchored firmly within the existing governance landscape, for example, the 
work of the Independent Advisory Group, chaired by John Scott QC, to provide oversight of 
the use of the extended policing powers introduced to address the pandemic. 

 
The Roundtable discussed the progress that has been made by partners since March.  All 
members also recognised that there are further improvements and refinements to introduce, 
building on the HMICS Thematic Review of 2019, and the recommendations made by the 

former Auditor General in her Section 22 report on SPA published in December last year, 
and following the discussions at both the Justice Sub-Committee and the Public Audit and 
Post-legislative Scrutiny Committee earlier this year. 
 

At the second meeting, the group considered a remit for its work around governance and 
accountability, which will be published shortly, and discussed the independent review by 
Robert Black, former Auditor General, of the time commitment required of the SPA Chair and 
Board members.  His report was welcomed, with some of the recommendations already 

being taken forward in some form.  It was agreed that it would be important to map these 
recommendations against activity, and to enable cross-referrals to the progress on the 
recommendations of the HMICS Thematic Review.  This will track progress on each and 
ensure that issues are being identified and addressed and to help identify any gaps.  I have 

asked my officials to conduct a similar exercise in relation to the issues raised at PAPLS 
earlier in the year for consideration by the Roundtable.  I would be happy to share this with 
the Committee once this mapping is completed. 
 

It was also agreed that a short two-page paper that describes the governance on which 
policing is based, and which defines roles and responsibilities, would be helpful and will be 
developed by the Roundtable.  I would expect this to address one of the issues raised by the 
Committee around the need for clarity about roles and responsibilities. 

 
Specific activities this year include: 
 

 The publication in October of a revised SPA Governance and Accountability 

Framework.  This is a key document in defining the governance relationship between 
Scottish Government and the Authority. 

 
 The independent work of Robert Black, to which I refer above, who was 

commissioned to undertake a review of the role of the SPA Chair and Board 

members, and his report made a series of recommendations on the following issues: 
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 Oversight and governance of the policing system 

 The role of the Accountable Officer 

 Capacity of the SPA to support the Board 

 Co-operation and joint planning between the SPA and HMICS 

 Greater clarity in strategic reports and annual reports 

 Accountability to elected representatives 

 The time commitment and allowance system for Members of the SPA Board 
 

 The SPA outlined in detail the progress it has made this year, in a submission to the 

Justice Sub-Committee on Policing in September.  This includes a three year Corporate 
Plan, underpinned by an Annual Business plan, together with an Excellence Framework 
and a Risk Framework.  Further details are available: 

 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_JusticeSubCommitteeOnPolicing/Inquiries/SUB_2020
0928_SPA_Submission.pdf 

 

 Partners have continued with to make concrete progress around enhancing internal and 

external governance, for example SPA’s approach to addressing the recommendations 
contained within the HMICS Thematic review of 2019. 

 
I note that, in evidence to the Committee on 17 December, the Auditor General 

acknowledged the progress that has been made. 
 
The role of Accountable Officer has also been explored this year, at the first Roundtable 
meeting, and by Robert Black whose report recommended that the current arrangements 

should remain in place.  The Roundtable discussed this again at its 12 November meeting.  
The need to protect the independence of the Chief Constable and the principles of the 2012 
Act (namely that there should be appropriate distance between Ministers and the Police 
Service of Scotland) was recognised.  However, it was also recognised that this continues to 

be raised as an issue and I agreed to consider further. 
 
The Roundtable also discussed ways of reaching beyond the membership of the Group.  We 
are all clear that, in undertaking its work, the Roundtable should have due regard to others 

with an interest in the policing of Scotland.  There was unanimous agreement that 
engagement with civic society is essential but also that it is important to avoid the 
Roundtable becoming unwieldy and members were aware of a range of already existing fora 
that would be important to assist in reaching out to groups.  For example, the work of the 

Independent Advisory Group has created further opportunities for regular discussions with a 
range of interests, specifically around governance issues, i.e. of the use of the extended 
policing powers introduced to address the pandemic.  The Chair of Police Scotland’s 
National Independent Strategic Advisory Group (NISAG) is a member of this group.  Police 

Scotland has regular contact with local authorities through their Divisional command 
structure, and regularly liaise with COSLA and SOLACE – this has been enhanced this year 
as they have sought to work collaboratively to respond to the pandemic.  The six monthly 
COSLA Police Scrutiny Conveners Forum, which includes senior SPA officials and Police 

Scotland officers last met in September. 
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For all these reasons I do not believe that a broader, whole systems review is required at this 

time.  I believe that the system has been seen to function well this year, with the appropriate 
governance and scrutiny, and that there are mechanisms in place to deliver the required 
refinements without the potential upheaval of a major review.  Of course there will be a need 
to continue to seek improvements, and I acknowledge that some of these will follow on from 

our consideration of the work of Dame Elish Angiolini. 
 
I appreciate that the Committee may not agree with this view, and that it has written to the 
Auditor General asking him to undertake such a review.  I note that he has replied stating 

that he does not intend to undertake a review of the whole system of policing governance 
and accountability arrangements at this time. I also note that, in evidence to the Committee 
on 17 December, he made clear that, on completion of the steps that are currently 
underway, he would decide whether to take forward any further audit work around policing 

governance as he finalises his work programme in 2021. 
 
I also acknowledge the views of Susan Deacon, the former chair of SPA, who I invited to 
provide a further contribution to discussion on governance and accountability issues based 

on her experiences as Chair.  Her views are substantially the same as articulated when she 
resigned last year and, again at PAPLS in February.  I respect her right to have these 
opinions but they do not accord with the views of current leaders in the system and beyond, 
including those of Mr Black who I again remind the Committee made clear in his independent 

report that he does not believe that the governance and accountability arrangements are 
flawed and in need of further reform at this time. 
 
In summary, I will continue to take a keen interest in these matters, and will work collectively 

with all partners to consider and address any issues.  My officials are currently seeking a 
date for the next Roundtable meeting which will take place in March. 
 
The minutes of the 12 November meeting were published on Monday and can be accessed 

through the following link: 
 
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-policing-governance-roundtable-meeting-12-
november-2020/ 

 
 
Yours sincerely 
 

 

 
HUMZA YOUSAF 
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