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Summary

‘Intergovernmental activity’ refers to work between governments — in a Scottish context,
between the Scottish Government and the UK Government or other devolved
governments. It can include discussions on areas of mutual interest, policy development,
and policy implementation. Understanding intergovernmental activity, and how it may affect
policymaking, is an important part of understanding how devolution operates.

This short briefing gives an overview of issues that have arisen to date in relation to
intergovernmental activity and what implications these may have for Session 7.
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What is intergovernmental activity?

‘Intergovernmental activity’ refers to work between governments. It can include
discussions on areas of mutual interest, policy development, and policy implementation. In
the UK, intergovernmental activity relates to the UK Government and the devolved
governments of Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland working together.

In any system of multi-level government, there is likely to be some interdependence and
overlap of powers and responsibilities. In Scotland, where some matters are the
responsibility of the Scottish Government and others are the responsibility of the UK
Government, intergovernmental work is important for effective governance.

Intergovernmental interactions can take place through formal structures, often called
‘intergovernmental relations’ — more on these below — as well as informally. SPICe uses
the term ‘intergovernmental activity’ to include formal interactions as well as more informal
ways of working together, for example through common frameworks or bilateral meetings.

Intergovernmental relations

In 2022, the UK Government and the devolved governments agreed a new approach to
intergovernmental relations.

What do intergovernmental relations look like?

Top tier:
The Council

This is made up of the Prime Minister and heads of devolved governments.

Middle tier:

Standing committees
The Interministerial Standing The Finance Interministerial Additional interministerial
Committee (IMSC) Standing Committee (F:ISC) committees
Ministers responsible for IGR consider This committee comprises Finance Ministers  These committees might be formed
issues that cut across different policy areas,  and considers finance and funding matters.  temporarily to consider issues that would
and facilitate collaborative working otherwise be in the remit of IMSC, but
between groups in the lowest tier. which require special consideration.

Lowest tier:

Interministerial groups (IMGs) consider matters in specific policy areas such as transport or education.

Scottish Parliament Information Centre

The new structures also include an Intergovernmental Relations (IGR) Secretariat. The
IGR Secretariat is accountable to the Council, staffed by officials from all governments and
hosted and funded by the Cabinet Office. The IGR Secretariat’s role includes:

» providing administrative support across all intergovernmental tiers


https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/ResearchBriefings/Report/2026/6/12/2710eac4-9003-4842-a261-ae0e1376379f
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-review-of-intergovernmental-relations
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-review-of-intergovernmental-relations
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« facilitating handling and resolution of disputes

* publishing an annual report on intergovernmental activity.


https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/intergovernmental-relations-secretariat-annual-reporting
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Why is understanding intergovernmental
activity important?

A central function of the Scottish Parliament is to scrutinise the policies and actions of the
Scottish Government. As such, the Parliament has a role in ensuring that it is content with
the Scottish Government’s participation in intergovernmental activity.

Because many decisions about policy development and implementation take place in an
interdependent space shared between governments, arrangements such as common
frameworks and the UK Internal Market Act 2020 play a significant role in shaping how
decisions are reached. This makes awareness of intergovernmental activity an essential
element of effective parliamentary scrutiny. SPICe has published an explainer briefing on
common frameworks and will publish an explainer briefing on the UK Internal Market Act
2020.


https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/uk-common-frameworks
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/uk-common-frameworks
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2020/27/contents
https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/ResearchBriefings/Report/2026/6/12/2710eac4-9003-4842-a261-ae0e1376379f
https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/ResearchBriefings/Report/2026/6/12/2710eac4-9003-4842-a261-ae0e1376379f
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Key Issues

A central function of parliament is to scrutinise the policies and actions of government. The
ability of the Scottish Parliament to exercise its powers effectively requires it to consider
the full range of legislative and non-legislative options that fall within devolved
competence. Intergovernmental activity which includes discussion of policy choices has
the potential to influence the Scottish Government's consideration of these options. An
awareness of such activity is therefore an important element of parliamentary scrutiny.

Effective scrutiny depends on having access to sufficient information about the Scottish
Government’s part in intergovernmental activity. However, the information made publicly
available about intergovernmental activity is often limited:

* Minutes of meetings of intergovernmental forums are now routinely published on the
UK Government webpage, but they are often published with delays and vary in the
level of detail they provide.

* Minutes of intergovernmental activity outside formal forums, for example bilateral
talks, are not routinely published. The UK Government Intergovernmental Relations
Engagement Dashboard provides some information on the number of such
engagements, but no information about the content of discussions.

In addition to information published centrally by the UK Government, the Scottish
Parliament and the Scottish Government agreed a set of information requirements to
accompany legislative proposals in September 2023 to support committees to undertake
scrutiny post-EU, such as:

» whether the market access principles of the UK Internal Market Act 2020 may impact
on the policy objectives of the proposal

« whether an exclusion to the market access principles is considered necessary, and
whether such an exclusion has been discussed

» whether any relevant common frameworks may impact on the policy objectives of the
proposal (in areas of former EU competence).

The Constitution, Europe, External Affairs and Culture (CEEAC) Committee's legacy report
recommended amending Rule 9.3.3 of the Standing Orders to require the Scottish
Government to set out information relating to potential interactions with the UK Internal
Market Act 2020 and common frameworks alongside documents accompanying
Government Bills. The CEEAC Committee's report on the Transparency of
intergovernmental activity and its implications for parliamentary scrutiny made further
recommendations to strengthen reporting requirements on intergovernmental activity,
summarised in the next section.


https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/intergovernmental-relations
https://intergovernmental-relations.grid.civilservice.gov.uk/app/igr-dashboard
https://intergovernmental-relations.grid.civilservice.gov.uk/app/igr-dashboard
https://www.parliament.scot/-/media/files/committees/constitution-europe-external-affairs-and-culture-committee/guidance--final.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/-/media/files/committees/constitution-europe-external-affairs-and-culture-committee/guidance--final.pdf
https://bprcdn.parliament.scot/published/CEEAC/2026/3/24/195828a8-8050-434c-b958-21f2d54ed016/CEEACS062026R05.pdf#page=9
https://bprcdn.parliament.scot/published/CEEAC/2026/3/17/70658a2e-1fd6-45d5-aa1e-1f4b78a31992/CEEACS062026R03.pdf#page=11
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Parliamentary scrutiny in Session 6

The CEEAC Committee carried out scrutiny of the evolving intergovernmental
arrangements through a number of inquiries:

* February 2022 - UK Internal Market Inquiry
» September 2022 - The Impact of Brexit on Devolution
* October 2023 - How Devolution is Changing Post-EU

* March 2026 - Transparency of intergovernmental activity and its implications for
parliamentary scrutiny

The CEEAC Committee and the Scottish Government jointly commissioned research to
inform a review of the written agreement on intergovernmental relations between the
Parliament and the Government, which has been in place since 2016. The research,
carried out by Professor Nicola McEwen and Dr Coree Brown Swan and published in
December 2024, made a number of recommendations to strengthen reporting
requirements in relation to intergovernmental activity. These include requiring the Scottish
Government to:

 report on all formal intergovernmental meetings, including bilateral ministerial
engagements

» provide summaries of positions taken by the Scottish Government at
intergovernmental meetings

» provide information on intergovernmental engagement the Scottish Government
anticipates in advance, including alongside the yearly Programme for Government

» provide enhanced reporting during the process of seeking exclusions to market
access principles from the UK Internal Market Act 2020.

The CEEAC Committee's report 'The Transparency of intergovernmental activity and its
implications for parliamentary scrutiny' stated that it was broadly in agreement with the
recommendations in Professor McEwen's and Dr Brown Swan's report. The CEEAC
Committee further recommended:

“*

+ establishing a formal, transparent and structured schedule of interministerial
meetings that is published in advance”

+ strengthening and better resourcing the IGR Secretariat, including improving its
online presence to enhance accessibility”

* bolstering reporting of interministerial meetings by the IGR Secretariat”

* revising the Written Agreement on the provision of information in relation to IGR
between the Scottish Parliament and the Scottish Government. ”

Subject committees also considered intergovernmental activity in their remit, such as
scrutiny of common frameworks or intergovernmental activity affecting policy
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https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/Committees/Report/CEEAC/2022/2/22/73682bfb-fb43-47e5-b206-b79ec5e28262-2#Introduction
https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/Committees/Report/CEEAC/2022/9/22/1b7a03d8-e93c-45a4-834a-180d669f7f42
https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/Committees/Report/CEEAC/2023/10/24/6692fb8e-0bf0-47cd-a1ba-cff461d9395d
https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/Committees/Report/CEEAC/2026/3/17/70658a2e-1fd6-45d5-aa1e-1f4b78a31992
https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/Committees/Report/CEEAC/2026/3/17/70658a2e-1fd6-45d5-aa1e-1f4b78a31992
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/agreement/2016/12/igr-agr-scotparl-scotgov/documents/igr-agreement-pdf/igr-agreement-pdf/govscot%3Adocument/IGR%2BAgreement.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/agreement/2016/12/igr-agr-scotparl-scotgov/documents/igr-agreement-pdf/igr-agreement-pdf/govscot%3Adocument/IGR%2BAgreement.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/-/media/files/committees/constitution-europe-external-affairs-and-culture-committee/the-scottish-government--scottish-parliament-written-agreement-on-intergovernmental-relations-still.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/-/media/files/committees/constitution-europe-external-affairs-and-culture-committee/the-scottish-government--scottish-parliament-written-agreement-on-intergovernmental-relations-still.pdf
https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/Committees/Report/CEEAC/2026/3/17/70658a2e-1fd6-45d5-aa1e-1f4b78a31992#Conclusion
https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/Committees/Report/CEEAC/2026/3/17/70658a2e-1fd6-45d5-aa1e-1f4b78a31992#Conclusion
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-intergovernmental-relations-secretariat/the-intergovernmental-relations-secretariat-function-and-role
https://www.parliament.scot/-/media/files/committees/constitution-europe-external-affairs-and-culture-committee/igr-agreement.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/-/media/files/committees/constitution-europe-external-affairs-and-culture-committee/igr-agreement.pdf
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developments. For example, the Net Zero, Energy and Transport Committee scrutinised
developments relating to an exclusion to the market access principles of the UK Internal
Market Act 2020 for the Scottish Deposit Return scheme. SPICe has published a blog that

provides background on how the exclusions process operated and when information was
made public.


https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/committees/current-and-previous-committees/session-6-net-zero-energy-and-transport-committee/business-items/deposit-return-scheme
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/committees/current-and-previous-committees/session-6-net-zero-energy-and-transport-committee/business-items/deposit-return-scheme
https://spice-spotlight.scot/2023/03/24/from-single-use-plastics-to-the-deposit-return-scheme-how-are-common-frameworks-and-uk-internal-market-act-exclusion-processes-operating/
https://spice-spotlight.scot/2023/03/24/from-single-use-plastics-to-the-deposit-return-scheme-how-are-common-frameworks-and-uk-internal-market-act-exclusion-processes-operating/
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Implications for Session 7

The need to scrutinise intergovernmental activity will continue into Session 7. However, the
lack of transparency around intergovernmental activity, including in common frameworks
and the exclusions process linked to the UK Internal Market Act 2020, will affect the
Parliament’s ability to scrutinise intergovernmental decision-making. The Session 6
CEEAC Committee's legacy report included work it felt should be a priority for its
successor in order to try to improve transparency of intergovernmental processes, as set
out below.

The Sewel Convention

Where the UK Parliament wants to consider a Bill which is within the legislative
competence of the Scottish Parliament, or which changes the powers of the Scottish
Parliament or Scottish Ministers, it asks the Scottish Parliament for its consent. This
process is called legislative consent. The political convention governing this process is
known as the Sewel Convention. Under the Sewel Convention, the UK Parliament should
not normally make a law within devolved competence unless the Scottish Parliament
agrees.

The CEEAC Committee noted in its 2023 report How Devolution is Changing Post-EU that
since 2016 “there has subsequently been considerable and continuing disagreement
between the UK Government and the devolved governments and parliaments regarding its
effectiveness.” The CEEAC Committee also highlighted that "this level of disagreement on
a fundamental constitutional matter is not sustainable particularly within the context of an
increasing shared space at an intergovernmental level."

In August 2024, the UK Government stated that “the Sewel Convention and the way the
UK Government legislates is certainly a priority area” and that it intended to strengthen the
convention with a new Memorandum of Understanding (MoU). A revised MoU has not, at
the time of publication (12 June 2026), been published. Minutes of the most recent
meeting of the Interministerial Standing Committee, on 17 February 2026, state that work
on the MoU was ongoing.

In its session 6 legacy report, the CEEAC Committee recommended that consideration of
any revised MoU should be a priority for Session 7, reiterating its earlier call for a new
Memorandum of Understanding and supplementary agreements addressing how
devolution now works , supported by updated Devolution Guidance notes and operational
guidance.

UK Internal Market Act 2020

The UK Government carried out a review of the UK Internal Market Act 2020 (UKIMA) in
the first half of 2025, including the operation of the exclusions process. The UK
Government committed to implement all exclusions agreed by all governments through a
common framework. It also confirms that two additional processes for considering
exclusions will operate alongside the common framework process, and that environmental
protection and public health considerations will be taken into account when assessing
potential exclusions.
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https://bprcdn.parliament.scot/published/CEEAC/2023/10/24/6692fb8e-0bf0-47cd-a1ba-cff461d9395d/CEEACS062023R5.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/-/media/files/committees/constitution-europe-external-affairs-and-culture-committee/correspondence/2024/response-from-rt-hon-nick-thomassymonds-mp-minister-for-the-cabinet-office-and-paymaster-genera.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/-/media/files/committees/constitution-europe-external-affairs-and-culture-committee/correspondence/2024/response-from-rt-hon-nick-thomassymonds-mp-minister-for-the-cabinet-office-and-paymaster-genera.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/communiques-from-the-interministerial-standing-committee-august-2024-august-2028/interministerial-standing-committee-meeting-communique-17-february-2026
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/communiques-from-the-interministerial-standing-committee-august-2024-august-2028/interministerial-standing-committee-meeting-communique-17-february-2026
https://bprcdn.parliament.scot/published/CEEAC/2026/3/24/195828a8-8050-434c-b958-21f2d54ed016/CEEACS062026R05.pdf#page=7
https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/Committees/Report/CEEAC/2023/10/24/6692fb8e-0bf0-47cd-a1ba-cff461d9395d
http://The UK Government carried out a review of the UK Internal Market Act 2020 (UKIMA) in the first half of 2025, including the operation of the exclusions process, and its response includes a commitment to implement all exclusions agreed by all governments through a common framework. It also confirms that two additional processes for considering exclusions will operate alongside the common framework process, and that environmental protection and public health considerations will be taken into account when assessing potential exclusions. An exclusion for single‑use glass bottles as part of a Welsh Deposit Return Scheme was agreed in February 2026 through the Resources and Waste Common Framework, with the UK Government stating that economic, environmental and public health impacts were considered in line with the updated processes. It remains to be seen how these revised exclusions processes will operate during Session 7, particularly the two new routes for considering exclusions, and what information about their operation will be made available to the Parliament.
https://spice-spotlight.scot/2025/10/27/outcomes-of-the-uk-internal-market-act-review/#Exclusions_to_the_market_access_principles
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An exclusion for single-use glass bottles as part of a Welsh Deposit Return Scheme was
agreed in February 2026 through the Resources and Waste Common Framework. The UK
Government stated that in accordance with the updated processes set out in the UKIMA
review, it considered economic impacts, environmental protection and public health
impacts, as part of its decision-making. It remains to be seen how the updated exclusions
processes will operate during Session 7—particularly the two additional routes for
considering exclusions—and what information will be made available to support
parliamentary scrutiny.

Review of the Intergovernmental Relations: written
agreement between the Scottish Parliament and the
Scottish Government.

As explained above, the CEEAC Committee and the Scottish Government began a joint
review of the written agreement on intergovernmental relations which both organisations
agreed to in 2016. This review was paused pending the outcome of the CEEAC
Committee's inquiry into transparency of intergovernmental activity and its implications for
parliamentary scrutiny. The legacy report states:

“ Our recommendations are intended to inform a revised written agreement early in
Session 7. This includes our broad support for the 8 recommendations in the research
we jointly commissioned with the Scottish Government to examine whether the written
agreement on intergovernmental relations between the Scottish Parliament and the
Scottish Government is fit for purpose. The Committee recommends that concluding
the joint review of the written agreement on intergovernmental relations between the
Parliament and the Government is a priority for our successor early in Session 7 as a
means to improve transparency and accountability of intergovernmental activity.”

A revised agreement could have a positive impact on the Parliament’s ability to scrutinise
intergovernmental decision-making. Enhanced reporting requirements would give
committees clearer insight into how intergovernmental activity shapes policy options and
decision-making.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/welsh-government-deposit-return-scheme-uk-internal-market-act-exclusion-policy-update
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/welsh-government-deposit-return-scheme-uk-internal-market-act-exclusion-policy-update
https://www.parliament.scot/-/media/files/committees/constitution-europe-external-affairs-and-culture-committee/igr-agreement.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/-/media/files/committees/constitution-europe-external-affairs-and-culture-committee/igr-agreement.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/committees/current-and-previous-committees/session-6-constitution-europe-external-affairs-and-culture-committee/business-items/transparency-of-intergovernmental-activity-and-its-implications-for-parliamentary-scrutiny
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/committees/current-and-previous-committees/session-6-constitution-europe-external-affairs-and-culture-committee/business-items/transparency-of-intergovernmental-activity-and-its-implications-for-parliamentary-scrutiny
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Where can | find more information?

Minutes of intergovernmental meetings are published on the UK Government's webpage.

SPICe maintains an intergovernmental activity hub that collates information on
intergovernmental activity. The hub includes:

» a dashboard, which supports parliamentary scrutiny by making information on
intergovernmental activity easier to find and navigate

+ two tools for tracking legislative consent at the Scottish Parliament

+ information on common frameworks, which are intergovernmental agreements on how
governments will work together in certain policy areas, and parliamentary scrutiny of
them.

SPICe also publishes quarterly updates on intergovernmental activity. These updates
collate information on intergovernmental meetings, common frameworks, exclusions to the
market access principles of the UK Internal Market Act 2020, and legislative consent at the
Scottish Parliament.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/intergovernmental-relations
https://scottishparliamentinformationcentre.org/
https://scottishparliamentinformationcentre.org/legislative-consent-at-the-scottish-parliament/
https://scottishparliamentinformationcentre.org/common-frameworks-hub/
https://scottishparliamentinformationcentre.org/quarterly-updates-on-intergovernmental-activity/

S PI C The Information Centre
e An t-lonad Fiosrachaidh

Scottish Parliament Information Centre (SPICe) Briefings are compiled for the benefit of the
Members of the Parliament and their personal staff. Authors are available to discuss the contents
of these papers with MSPs and their staff who should contact Annie Bosse on telephone number
85352 or Annie.Bosse@Parliament.scot.

Members of the public or external organisations may comment on this briefing by emailing us at
SPICe@parliament.scot. However, researchers are unable to enter into personal discussion in
relation to SPICe Briefing Papers. If you have any general questions about the work of the
Parliament you can email the Parliament’s Public Information Service at info@parliamemt.scot
Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in SPICe briefings is correct at the
time of publication. Readers should be aware however that briefings are not necessarily updated or
otherwise amended to reflect subsequent changes.
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