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Lobbying (Scotland) Bill Stage 1 Debate – the industry’s view 

Introduction 

 The Public Relations Consultants Association (PRCA) is the UK professional body representing 

lobbyists and communications professionals. Our membership includes consultancies (including 

around 75% of the “PR Week Top 150”), in-house teams (including banks, charities and the entire 

Government Communications Service) and also individual practitioners. We represent around 350 

consultancies and 250 in-house teams. We are the largest association of our type in Europe. 

 Of the 18,000 individuals employed by members of the PRCA, over 1,000 are lobbyists.  

 There are currently 100+ members on the PRCA Public Affairs Register. This includes the largest 

consultancies such as MHP Communications, Weber Shandwick, H+K Strategies, Grayling and 

Edelman, for instance. We also represent in-house teams for organisations as diverse as the 

NSPCC, AXA, Visa, Local Government Association and The Law Society.  

Executive summary 

 We believe that a Bill is necessary and support the establishment of a Lobbying Register in 

Scotland: this has been our longstanding position. The PRCA will continue to operate the industry’s 

Public Affairs Register alongside this and will continue to offer guidance and assistance to 

members on their regulatory requirements. 

 Individuals representing themselves to the institutions of government should not appear on a 

Lobbying Register in Scotland. It is, however, vital that those conducting lobbying in a voluntary 

or pro-bono capacity are captured: the current loophole is deeply undesirable. A lobbyist is a 

lobbyist is a lobbyist and there must be a level playing field.  

 Several stakeholders are strongly lobbying MSPs to include financial disclosure in this Bill. There 

are multiple reasons this is deeply flawed.  

 There is a real and pressing risk that this Bill, as it stands, could undermine the industry’s own 

ethical standards with a statutory code of conduct. 

 We do not believe a balance has been achieved between capturing information of value and 

ensuring access and participation in democracy are not discouraged: to remedy this, the amount 

of information required by registrants should be reduced to a number of essential categories. This 

ought to be framed by the fact that those who are lobbied already have access to a great deal of 

information. 
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Ensuring a level playing field 

 We welcome the inclusion of in-house professionals as well as those acting in a third party 

capacity. This is a major improvement on Westminster’s Lobbying Act, given an estimated 80% 

of lobbyists work in-house. Lobbying is carried out by a range of people, from executives at 

PR consultancies through to board members of trade associations.  

 Addressing the exclusion of voluntary work, this risks excluding important work done on a pro-

bono basis. To give a real world example, a number of lobbyists give their time and expertise 

by joining the PRCA at meetings with politicians and civil servants alongside helping us to plan 

this work. Turning specifically to lobbyists working as consultants, this would also exclude 

work counted as overservicing (time and activities carried out above and beyond the agreed 

project fee or retainer fee which may not be reclaimed from the client).  

 This exclusion also raises a number of unintended consequences. For example, it suggests that 

lobbying is confined specifically to what we might call the lobbying industry. Concurrently, it 

goes some way to suggest that there exists a class of paid lobbyists and a class of voluntary 

lobbyists whose work is so radically different that the former is required to register and the 

latter is not. 

 A lobbyist is a lobbyist is a lobbyist and there must be a truly inclusive Lobbying Register in 

Scotland with a level playing field.  

 For the sake of democratic engagement in Scotland, we cannot risk a situation where there is 

huge asymmetry in the transparency expected from one side of a campaign (whose lobbying 

might be conducted entirely by professionals acting in a pro-bono capacity) and the other 

(whose lobbying might be conducted by staff). Inequality must be avoided.  

 

Financial disclosure is unworkable, misguided and falsely equates spend with influence 

 A number of stakeholders throughout this process have argued for financial disclosure. There 

are a number of reasons this lobbying is flawed. 

 First, financial disclosure is unworkable. Practically, stakeholders who might be campaigning 

for financial disclosure are unable to show how it might be done. Lobbying, as defined by the 

Bill, forms part of a much wider communications brief and neither consultants nor in-house 

lobbyists are paid based on the number of face-to-face meetings. Meetings occur as-and-

when necessary according to changing political circumstances. It would be incredibly onerous 

– and achieve very little – to attempt to produce a cost by looking at every single meeting 

separately, consider each staff member present and then divide their salary, office overheads, 

employees’ costs (N.I. contribution and pension contribution, for instance) and travel costs by 

the number of hours that meeting took. This is completely unworkable and would deeply 

discourage engagement with Holyrood whilst having a chilling effect across democracy in 

Scotland.  

 Secondly, financial disclosure is misguided. It suggests that – even if we could narrow things 

down and focus solely on money spent on lobbying according to the Bill’s definition – money 

equates to influence. This does a great disservice to MSPs as well as the public. Lobbying is 

about informing and ensuring politicians and policymakers have all the information necessary 

from a range of stakeholders and that they can make an informed decision. Co-ordinated and 
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properly targeted campaigning on a small budget has the potential to achieve as much as a 

larger campaign which spends far more.   

 Thirdly, and most obviously, commercial confidentiality ought to be considered here.  

 

A statutory code of conduct risks lowering the bar 

 This Bill risks – unintentionally, we believe – undermining standards.  

 Whilst we welcome the fact that the Lobbying Register in Scotland will indicate if a registrant 

complies with a voluntary code of conduct – such as the stringent PRCA Code of Conduct and 

PRCA Public Affairs Register – we believe that the distinction between those who are 

committed to transparency and those who are not must be preserved.  

 By introducing a statutory code of conduct, there is a risk that this distinction is removed and 

those viewing the Lobbying Register in Scotland will have their ability to make an informed 

decision about the ethical standing of registrants hindered. 

 We believe a great deal could be achieved by improving the MSP Code of Conduct to ensure 

the responsibility does not entirely sit with those carrying out lobbying.  

 This code currently makes reference to “commercial lobbyists” (5.1.3 and 5.1.4). This ought 

to be changed to simply “lobbyists” to avoid any confusion and the suggestion that not-for-

profit organisations, such as the PRCA, or charities are somehow exempt. 

 In addition, the MSP Code of Conduct suggests the members keep a record of contact with 

lobbyists. This ought to be properly applied to all members. Compliance and disclosure should 

apply to both sides: MSPs know who is lobbying them and can provide a great deal of the 

information this Bill seeks. This would fit into Holyrood’s framework of transparency.  

 

The Lobbying Register in Scotland should capture information of value and not be burdensome 

 Our industry believes in a balanced and proportionate approach towards the information 

required will result in a Lobbying Register in Scotland that is both useful to the end user 

(ultimately, the public and politicians), not overly burdensome for the registrant (lobbyists) 

and which reflects the industry’s own successful voluntary models (the PRCA Public Affairs 

Register).  

 If we are concerned with capturing information of real value, the Lobbying Register in Scotland 

ought to include the following details: the registered name and (if applicable) any trading 

names to ensure that the end user has access to the same basic information as those being 

lobbied; the office(s) conducting lobbying activity; the best point of contact for any lobbying 

queries which would allow the public to see the designated employee for compliance and 

make contact with them if necessary; employees conducting lobbying; and whether or not the 

organisation complies with a relevant, voluntary code of conduct.  

 Specific transparency details – such as whether an employee is a councillor or whether they 

currently hold an elected role in a political party – ought to be considered.  
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 The Bill as it stands would require lobbyists to provide the name of the person lobbied; the 

date; the location; a description of the meeting; a statement as to whether it was done on the 

registrant’s own behalf or for a client; and the purpose of the lobbying. There is a significant 

cost to capturing all of this information. 

 The Government could meet a great deal of its own aims by, for example, ensuring that diaries 

are properly updated and published as mentioned previously in this briefing. Placing the onus 

solely on lobbyists discourages participation with Parliament and sits uneasily with the fact 

that democracy has never been stronger in Scotland.  
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