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Dear John, 
 
In late April the COVID-19 Committee agreed that, as part of its work programme, it 
would take evidence on possible options for the Scottish Government’s exit strategy 
from the current restrictions. The Committee issued a call for views and, more recently, 
has taken evidence from a range of stakeholders as well as yourself on Scotland’s 
route map through and out of the crisis.  
 
We note that the route map will evolve as more about the pandemic becomes known 
and that the Scottish Government will also seek views on how the route map might be 
improved. As you explained “If people, organisations or businesses tell us that 
something in the route map, or the phasing, does not look right …. then we will listen 
and consider whether any change to our plans is appropriate”. 
 
A number of issues have arisen during the course of our evidence taking on which the 
Committee would seek further information. They may also inform further iterations of 
the Scottish Government’s route map and the Scottish Government’s decisions on 
how to move through the phases as it seeks to ease restrictions.  
 
Communication  
 
The written evidence the Committee received was generally praising of the way the 
Scottish Government’s had communicated with the public.  Written evidence also 
identified transparency and understanding why decisions are made as important to 
maintaining public support for the current lockdown restrictions. As observed by the 
Institution for Engineering and Technology public confidence and support can be 
reinforced through clear communication by the Scottish Government about the criteria 
and assumptions which inform its approach to the easing of lockdown restrictions. 



 

 

As you explained, the route map provides “headline information” but increasingly as 
statutory lockdown measures are eased, individuals will be required to exercise 
greater judgement to determine how guidance applies to their circumstances.  
 
As we heard, the use of guidance to inform of changes in restrictions will present new 
communication challenges. For example, COSLA/SOLACE and CIPFA highlighted 
that as restrictions are lifted with increasing frequency, conveying messages and 
instructions that may also vary in different localities will likely become more complex. 
Shetland Islands Council recognised that new phases for messaging would be needed 
to build confidence in the population to resume living, working and socialising given 
that the previous messages about staying at home may leave some people feeling 
anxious about leaving their home.  
 
Written submissions also highlighted the need for different approaches to be used to 
communicate with people in order to help them more quickly understand what changes 
in restrictions mean for them. The Health and Social Care Alliance (and others) called 
for specific, inclusive and accessible communications which provide tailored advice for 
groups such as people living with long term conditions and disabled people. We 
recognise that specific guidance has been developed for those who are shielding and 
for those living with specific medical conditions (such as cancer, diabetes, heart 
disease).  As we heard from Inclusion Scotland, however, some groups of people at 
risk including some disabled people are experiencing difficulties in determining their 
risk from the virus because they cannot find accessible and impairment-specific 
health-related advice.   
 
In relation to communicating about how sectors of the economy will reopen, you 
explained that the phasing proposed in the route map tries to give individual sectors 
as much of a line of sight as possible as to when they may conceivably restart their 
activities and what measures they may have to take to be in a position to reopen safely. 
 
Along with hearing about the benefits of this advance notice of phasing or reopening 
we also heard some concerns about how uncertainty in respect of the exact timing of 
when such restrictions may ease impacts on plans for safely reopening sectors or 
restarting services. Whilst NFU Scotland welcomed the early statement on the 
potential opening of tourism on 15 July as giving a degree of certainty on the pathway 
ahead and time for businesses to prepare to reopen safely, the Scottish Retail 
Consortium called for greater clarity around when retailers might open given the wide 
range of practical measures needed before doing so. Such measures included training 
for staff, investment in equipment, making sure their stock is in the right place, ensuring 
health and safety measures are in place and considering a pricing strategy. The STUC 
similarly stated that “the key is to have time to prepare, to conduct risk assessments 
and to build in an approach whereby staff know exactly what is required of them, 
understand how they are going to get to work and are confident about the approach.” 
 
As lockdown restrictions are lifted, greater transparency over how and why 
some restrictions are lifted over others will be important to maintaining public 
trust and adherence to the measures that remain in place.  
 
As we heard whilst the Scottish Government’s communication approach has 
been praised, there is a now a need for more tailored messaging on what the 



 

 

phased easing of restrictions means for different communities or sectors to 
enable them to exercise their judgement in an informed way and to provide 
greater certainty for business to prepare to reopen.   
 
We therefore seek information from the Scottish Government on: 

• how it provides specific, inclusive and accessible communications for at 
risk (but not shielded) groups on what the easing of restrictions mean for 
them; 

• whether its communication strategy will change to reflect the increased 
complexity and changing nature of guidance about which restrictions 
have been lifted and which remain in place and the reasons for that 
approach; 

• whether, as Scotland moves through the phases in the route map, it can 
provide greater certainty about the timing of when remaining restrictions 
might be lifted to provide businesses with sufficient time to plan for 
workforce training and to implement any necessary public health 
protection measures. 

 
Collaboration 
 
Many of the submissions stated that the pandemic and ensuing response has 
exacerbated existing inequalities meaning that those who have been hardest hit by 
the pandemic and lockdown restrictions are those who typically suffer from inequalities 
during “normal times”. National Carer Organisations, for example, identified that 
restrictions had significantly impacted on the availability of care and support services 
and access to food and medicine.  
 
A common theme in the submissions was an acceptance that the route out of lockdown 
must be guided by the scientific advice, but also that the needs and rights of these 
groups should be prioritised before others to ensure they are not further 
disadvantaged. The STUC highlighted the impact of COVID-19 on workers in low-paid 
sectors who are much less likely to be able to work from home, to have access to sick 
pay and to be on standardised contracts, so they are more vulnerable to redundancy 
and less likely to be eligible for the UK Government’s coronavirus job retention 
scheme. They called for sector-by-sector discussions between employers and unions, 
facilitated by the Government, with “a focus on the fair-work approach that puts 
workers at the heart of the process”. 
 
In written evidence there was also wide support for guidance on easing lockdown 
restrictions to be developed collaboratively between relevant representative 
organisations and the Scottish Government to ensure that it worked in practice and 
best met the needs of that section of society. Such work is already underway for 
different sectors of the economy with sector specific guidance already produced for 
manufacturing, retail, construction, household waste centres, forestry and the food and 
drink sector. This collaborative approach was welcomed by those we spoke with. 
 
We heard, however, that there is also a particular need for those hit hardest by the 
pandemic to have a voice in the planning for easing of lockdown restrictions 
particularly in relation to how restrictions are eased and how tailored messages are 
communicated to ensure that such groups are not further disadvantaged. 



 

 

 
We heard of good examples of collaboration, for example, where Scottish Care and 
providers worked with clinical staff and Government to prepare guidance for visiting 
care homes. Others such as Inclusion Scotland highlighted the potential pitfalls of not 
involving those most affected, for example, lists identifying “vulnerable shoppers” 
prioritised those categorised as ‘shielding’ rather than the potentially greater numbers 
who were at risk and who already relied on online food deliveries. As a result some 
disabled people had food deliveries delayed. As Inclusion Scotland explained, “the 
involvement of disabled people and their organisations in emergency planning is vital 
to ensure that we do not see any further issues with access to food and medicine for 
disabled people.” 
 
We welcome the sector specific guidance being developed by the Scottish 
Government in conjunction with bodies such as businesses, trade unions and 
regulators on what the easing of lockdown restrictions means for different 
places of work. We seek confirmation from the Scottish Government of whether 
it will take a similar collaborative approach to developing guidance with other 
groups such as people with disabilities, BAME, older people, care experienced 
children and young people.   
 
We also seek further clarification of how the Scottish Government route map 
seeks to address concerns that restrictions imposed in response to COVID-19 
have exacerbated inequalities and the extent to which addressing this issue will 
be prioritised in the Scottish Government’s approach to the future easing of 
lockdown restrictions. 
 
Risk 
 
The Committee recognises that there are a number of factors that must be considered 
when assessing the risk of each easing of lockdown restrictions. As the Chief Medical 
Officer explained “There are four main harms that we would want to consider in this 
context: the direct and indirect health harms……, and the harms to society and the 
economy, which may have an indirect impact on health as well. We have to take all 
those elements into account when we are faced with how we present advice to 
ministers on our approach.” We also note that alongside considering individual steps 
to ease lockdown measures, the cumulative impact of such measures must also be 
considered in terms of direct and indirect harms to society.  
 
As we heard the public’s perception of risk may influence their readiness to re-engage 
with services, even after restrictions have been eased. As the CMO explained, data 
from the early stages of lockdown indicated that there had been a drop in emergency 
department attendances and in attendance at general practices for some potentially 
serious health conditions because people considered they could suffer serious harm 
as a result of visiting hospital or their GP. Professor Bauld also highlighted concerns 
about the longer-term consequences of the lockdown period for young people and 
jobs, noting that the health impacts of unemployment, for example, had the potential 
to emerge as far greater challenges than that posed by addressing the pandemic itself.   
 
The Scottish Retail Consortium highlighted the economic impact of lockdown 
restrictions with sales down by almost 30 per cent overall in May, and even worse the 



 

 

month before.  This continued loss of sales, the SRC explained, will lead to an impact 
on jobs, in retail and across the supply chain. Once the retail sector has reopened, the 
SRC considered that challenges for the sector would remain in generating income 
whilst adhering to public health measures such as social distancing.   
 
We also heard some evidence that maintaining some lockdown measures for too long 
could have a disproportionate impact.  Scottish Care explained the importance of 
balancing the need for safety and virus protection against the need to restore 
relationships and the need to attend to the psychological health of individuals. As such, 
they expressed concern about the devastating impact of isolation, silence and loss on 
care home and explained that “at times, throughout the care home response in the 
UK, we have erred too much towards infection control and prevention. At this stage, I 
think that, proportionately, we need to err and be more risky in the activities that we 
are prepared to permit.” 
 
We recognise that, early on in the pandemic, it was essential that lockdown 
restrictions were brought in to save lives and reduce the infection rate. However, 
as we heard, the risks posed from the indirect harms will likely increase (such 
as from people delaying seeking medical attention for other serious medical 
conditions) as restrictions are maintained. In those circumstances public 
understanding of the risks of both direct and indirect harms will be important to 
maintaining trust and confidence.  
 
We therefore seek confirmation from the Scottish Government of whether it will 
regularly publish the economic and public health evidence (in addition to the 
range of core national surveillance measures currently published) used to 
assess the risk of indirect harms to the economy, society and public health of 
maintaining lock down measures. 
 
We also recognise that the level of risk from direct and indirect harms may not 
be uniform across Scotland, within business sectors or across different groups 
in society. We therefore also seek clarification of whether the Scottish 
Government plans to publish more detailed information disaggregated by 
region, business sector or groups sharing protected characteristics.      
 
We expect to return, in future evidence sessions, to the issue of how the risks 
of the public health harms of COVID-19, and wider social and economic harms 
of restrictions, influence which restrictions are eased and when (and where the 
balance of risk should lie).    
 
Test and protect 
 
As lockdown measures are eased the route map explains that a key tool in controlling 
the virus will be the test, trace, isolate and support system - or Test and Protect - which 
will test people in the community who have symptoms consistent with COVID-19.   
 
The route map explains that Test and Protect will be most effective when levels of 
infection are low – lower than now – and stay low, and that its success relies on 
everyone knowing and adhering to the guidance on what to do if they have symptoms 
and being prepared to self-isolate when advised to do so. As the Chief Medical Officer 



 

 

recognised “One of the worst things that we could do after enduring restrictions for 
many weeks is to move too quickly and find that we lose control of the transmissions 
in our community and start to see growth in the disease and in the number of infectious 
cases, which, of course, puts pressure on the ability of services to be able to respond 
in a way that is helpful.” 
 
Under the Scottish Government’s route map moving from phase 1 to phase 2 will 
depend, in part, on the WHO 6 criteria for easing restrictions being met. This includes 
“Sufficient public health and health system capacities are in place to identify, isolate, 
test and treat all cases, and to trace and quarantine contacts”.  
 
We heard that there have been significant improvements in how the test and protect 
system is working in the social care sector with Scottish Care highlighting that the 
testing of residents in homes where there have been outbreaks has also improved. 
However, they (and others) have highlighted concerns about the pace and consistency 
of that testing. Scottish Care explained that at present the care home sector is not 
confident about moving into phase 2.  
 
The STUC also highlighted concerns about how job and financial security could 
compromise the effectiveness of test and protect “We want to make sure that proper 
contract tracing is being done and that workers feel confident enough to self-isolate 
and know that they will have an income if they do so.” 

 
We recognise that the health protection measures of social distancing, hand-
washing and cough hygiene remain key ways in which we can all help to control 
the virus. The test and protect system is designed to complement those 
measures, particularly when levels of infection are low.  
 
However, as we heard, there remain issues with the pace and consistency of 
testing which need to be addressed. We therefore seek clarification of: 

• the level of infection at which the test and protect system will operate 
most effectively; 

• The extent to which current issues will require to be addressed before 
Scotland can move through the phases; 

• the expectations of employers and employees in relation to managing 
and supporting staff who are self-isolating as a result of the test and 
protect system. 

 
Conclusion 
 
The unprecedented restrictions introduced to control the COVID-19 pandemic have 
been a necessary imposition in order to save lives, control the virus and protect the 
NHS. The messages communicated to the public during that time have generally been 
praised by those we heard from.  As the virus becomes more controlled and the levels 
of infection fall, the easing of restrictions will bring with them greater complexity in the 
messages conveyed and in judging the appropriate level of risk to public health, to the 
economy and to society of continuing restrictions.   
 



 

 

As we heard, more nuanced communication, Government working in collaboration 
with groups and sectors to develop guidance, as well as greater transparency in 
respect of the evidence used to inform Scottish Government decision-making are key 
ways to maintain confidence and public trust as Scotland moves through and out of 
lockdown. 
 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 

 
Murdo Fraser MSP, 
Convener 

 


