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18th March 2010
Dear Iain,
DRAFT CENSUS (SCOTLAND) ORDER
Thank you for your letter of 12 March following the Committee’s discussion of the draft Order on 10 March.

I am grateful for your remarks about the way in which I engaged with the Committee.  As you record, I very much agree that there is scope for more effective procedures in the Parliament to improve scrutiny of this important Order.  In particular, there could be a real benefit in having one responsible Committee - and I appreciate there has been some discussion over which Committee that should be - identified in advance to maintain a role in relation to the census and which would allow the chosen Committee to keep in touch with the progress of preparations for the census and take evidence at appropriate times.

Despite the short time given to the Committee to consider the draft Order, it seemed to me that we had a very useful exchange of views last week.  I got a clear idea of the points which members felt strongly about and I felt that I also had a chance, with my officials, to answer fully and effectively many of the points which were put to us.  I agreed to withdraw the draft Order to allow me to amend it in a number of respects to meet the points raised by the Committee, and by interested members in previous discussions.  The census preparations have a long lead time and, in particular, the final questionnaire needs to be sent to the printers in the middle of May.  Because of the intervention of the Easter recess, it was necessary for me to re-lay the draft Order on 12 March to be sure that we have Parliamentary approval for the questions in time to meet that deadline – which, if missed, would certainly impose significant extra and unnecessary costs and might endanger the broader census timescale.

I enclose a paper, covering the points which you listed in your letter, explaining the changes which I have incorporated in the new draft Order and why we cannot go further.  I enclose also a redraft of the census questionnaire.  I hope that that will give a good basis for further consideration of the new draft Order.
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