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The role and functions of the Bill Office

The Bill Office supports Members, the Speaker, Assembly committees, and departments in
navigating the process of making laws in the Assembly.

It does this by providing them with advice on:

e The procedures which govern the legislative process, including the Assembly’s
Standing Orders;

e The mechanics of how each plenary stage works in practice, including developing
amendments to legislation;

e The requirements of their specific role during each plenary stage.

The Bill Office also oversees the proofing, printing and circulation of all key bill documents, to
ensure that Members have the most up to date information to support them in making
decisions on bills. For example, the Bill Office provides updated versions of Bills which
incorporate the relevant changes made at amending stages. Accessing this information before
debates is key to enabling Assembly Members to determine how they intend to vote.

Where do bills come from?

The majority of bills are initiated by Executive Ministers and drafted by the Office of the
Legislative Counsel (‘OLC’). This is a team of specialist legal professionals dedicated to the
drafting of legislation. Other bills may be initiated by Members, committees and the Assembly
Commission. These Bills are normally drafted by external drafters with experience in
developing legislation.

Amendments proposed by Ministers are drafted by OLC, whereas amendments proposed by
Members and committees are supported by the Bill Office.

What is a Private Member’s Bill?

A Private Member’s Bill is a proposal for a new law introduced by an individual Member. Bills
brought to the Assembly by individual Members have an important role to play in shaping the
public debate, influencing policy and making law, for example, where a Minister has no plans
to legislate to address a particular social problem which the Member thinks is necessary.

Procedurally, there is no difference between a bill brought forward by an Executive Minister
and a bill brought forward by an individual Member. That is, all public legislation must follow
the same procedural requirements, once it has reached Introduction.



What support does the Bill Office provide to Private Members’ Bills?

The Bill Office has a dedicated unit, the Members’ Bills Development Unit, which assists
Members in developing and drafting a Private Member’s Bill with the support of Assembly
resources.

The Unit provides guidance and advice to Members on developing their proposal for
legislation, ensuring it meets a range of requirements to access Assembly resources. Officials
in the Unit help Members wishing to bring forward a Private Member’s Bill to access research,
legal advice and specialist drafters. The Member is required to conduct a public consultation
and is provided with advice on key principles of effective consultation.

The Speaker makes decisions on how the service operates, including the requirements placed
on the Member to research, consult and reflect on their proposal for legislation. The Speaker
decides which proposals have met the criteria to access Assembly resources and are thereby
drafted for the Member to introduce to the Assembly.

Sometimes Members will seek to have a bill which has been drafted outside the Unit
introduced.

How long does it take for a bill to become law?

This depends on a range of factors including the complexity of the issues being dealt with in
the bill, the size of the bill, the level of public interest in the subject matter, and the degree
of political consensus on the bill. Proposed amendments will require careful consideration
and the range of issues arising at Committee Stage will be an important factor.

Some Bills may be passed in a number of weeks, but most will take many months
to pass all their stages in the Assembly and receive Royal Assent. Bills going through
by accelerated passage (other than Budget Bills) require appropriate justification to
the Assembly and the relevant committee to explain the reasons for its urgency and
the repercussions of a bill not being progressed at pace.

How many bills does the Bill Office process?

This depends on the Executive’s Legislative Programme and the number of Private Members’
Bills that are developed and introduced.

During the 2017-2022 mandate (in practice January 2020-March 2022), 56 bills were
introduced to the Assembly, 19 of those being Private Members’ Bills. Of these, 46 completed
all of their stages and became law.

The general trend is that there has been an increase in the number of Private Members’ Bills
introduced to the Assembly. The Committee on Procedures conducted an Inquiry on Private
Members’ Bills within the Assembly to consider how the Assembly should best manage this
increasing demand whilst delivering a fair service which provides value for money.



Some bills do not complete all their stages for a number of reasons. The most common reason
is that the Assembly does not support the principles of the bill and votes it down. For other
bills, it can be the case that the sponsor introduces it very late in the mandate, and there is
simply not enough plenary time available for it to complete all of the necessary stages.



