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	PUBLIC PETITIONS COMMITTEE 14th MEETING 2008, SESSION 3


Scottish Public Services Ombudsman (PE1186)
The Convener: The final new petition is PE1186 by Jean Mullan, which calls on the Parliament to urge the Government to abolish the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman and replace it with a transparent organisation that is accountable to the people. Do members have any comments?

Rhoda Grant: I know that we recently considered a petition on this matter, but I have to say that a number of concerns have been raised with me about the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman. Surely I cannot be unique in finding that these cases have started to come out of the woodwork.

Concerns have centred on issues such as time limits. For example, the ombudsman insists that we follow the local authority complaints process before we go to it; however, the ombudsman puts a time bar on the referral of such complaints, which puts a lot of people between a rock and a hard place. Moreover, although the ombudsman puts time limits on individuals and groups submitting complaints, it does not put the same limits on its own responses.

There is something very unfair about the system. However, I imagine that, if we ask the Scottish Government whether it plans to abolish the ombudsman, it will probably say no. Instead we should ask whether it plans to review the ombudsman's work and to make it more accessible and responsive to people. After all, local authorities have lawyers, planners and so on at their disposal, whereas Joe Bloggs in the street has none of those things. We need to redress that balance, and perhaps consider whether the ombudsman should have more of an advocacy role so that it listens to people's concerns, takes their complaints seriously and makes things more accessible.

16:00

Nanette Milne: Fairly recently we considered a petition that called for an appeals process against ombudsman decisions. How far have we got with that? Similar issues are raised in the two petitions.

Fergus Cochrane (Clerk): The committee agreed to suspend further consideration of such petitions until the Government had announced what action it planned to take as a result of the Crerar review. We are still waiting for that announcement.

Col 1085

The Convener: I suggest that we group the two or three other petitions that we have received on the subject with PE1186. A broad range of petitions has been submitted to us, and we want to know whether there is a process for reviewing the conduct of the SPSO and other Government agencies. I do not want to get into the detail of the petitioner's concerns, because we cannot resolve them—clearly, they are matters for the petitioner and the SPSO. However, we should address the issue of how the rules of engagement are identified and seek a response to the petitions. Do members agree to that course of action?

Robin Harper: We should recognise that the SPSO reports to MSPs by e-mail on a fairly regular basis, to keep us up to date on what it is doing. Progress has been made in improving the service, which has responded to criticisms in the period during which it has been in business. I thought that we were of the opinion that there cannot be a court of final appeal on a court of final appeal. The SPSO is a court of final appeal; we need to make it even better than it already is. We should not set up another appeals system. Some of the cases that come before SPSO have been through two or three previous appeals procedures in which people have not received an answer that satisfies them. People should not automatically expect to be satisfied with the SPSO's judgment.

The Convener: I do not want to divide the committee on recommendations, so I suggest that we explore the issue further. To use an old cliché, the buck stops with the SPSO. However, given that there are issues outstanding from previous petitions, we should seek clarity in a couple of areas. As Robin Harper said, there must come a time when the appeals process is exhausted, but it would be helpful for us to seek further information on the matter.
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The Committee agreed to seek responses on the issues raised in the petition from the Scottish Government.  It also agreed to link further consideration of the petition with PE1076 and PE1163.

