
Analysis of Submissions to the Covid-19 committee’s Call 
for Evidence 

This briefing provides a high level  summary of the submissions following the 
committee’s call for evidence, which closed on 29 May.  The committee received 79 
separate responses during the second half of May from: 

• 49 individuals
• three councils (Shetland, Aberdeenshire and Highland), plus two community

councils and a joint submission from COSLA, SOLACE and CIPFA
• and 24 responses from other organisations, including a number of third sector

and representative bodies

This analysis picks out some of the responses to the committee’s specific questions 
under the following broad headings:  

Overall approach and decision making 
• The approach being taken by the Scottish Government in its COVID-19

Framework for Decision Making
• Could the current decision-making processes used by the Scottish Government

to respond to COVID-19 be improved and if so how;

Data and evidence base 
• How robust is the current data used to inform the on-going response and are

there areas where further development is required;

A differentiated approach to different areas of UK and Scotland 
• The scope for a differentiated approach to easing current restrictions on an area

by area basis across the UK and in Scotland;

Public support, involvement and messaging 
• How do we maintain public confidence and support in the public sector response

to COVID-19 as determined by the Scottish Government whilst easing current
restrictions;

• How should different interests in civic society and the economy be involved in the
decision-making process about amending restrictions and what would enable the
final decisions to be widely supported despite any necessary trade-offs that may
require to be made;

• How should the messaging strategy be developed by the Scottish Government as
we ease parts of the current lockdown (and may potentially need to create other
restrictions).

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/115116.aspx
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A number of responses did not directly answer these questions, and a selection of 
other points made are also highlighted. 
 
Overall approach and decision making 
The approach being taken by the Scottish Government in its COVID-19 
framework for decision making 

Most of the submissions that commented on this question generally spoke positively 
about the Scottish Government’s approach to decision making and the aim to base 
measures on scientific advice. They were generally praising of the Scottish 
Government’s handling of the pandemic and the way in which it had communicated 
with the public. 

Many submissions supported the overall aim of protecting the most vulnerable, 
protecting the NHS and a ‘cautious’ easing of lockdown. There was also a general 
acceptance of the need for the lockdown, although some took the opportunity to 
highlight some of the negative impacts. 

A few submissions were not supportive of the lockdown and these tended to believe 
that it would ultimately create more harm than it prevents. For some, they felt that 
because there was no vaccine - and no guarantee of ever having one - the lockdown 
was simply prolonging inevitable infections while also creating significant health, 
social and economic harms. 

Even with high levels of support, many of the respondents questioned the logic 
behind some of the measures (e.g. the closure of certain businesses) and criticised 
the adequacy of support provided. This is explored in more detail below. 

Could the current decision-making processes used by the Scottish 
Government be improved and if so, how? 

There were many improvements suggested with regards to the Scottish 
Government’s approach to decision making. However, the two most substantive 
themes to emerge were: 

- The need for greater consultation with stakeholders, and 
- The need for decisions to prioritise certain groups 

Consultation 

There was an understanding that the situation had required expedient action by the 
Scottish Government, but that this had been at the expense of adequate 
consultation. 

Respondents felt that the focus had been on short, sharp online consultations with 
little time to respond. There was also a feeling that changes were made but not 
properly communicated with stakeholders who are left to interpret and guide those 
they are supporting. 
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Others also highlighted the digital divide, with the focus on online consultations 
leading to the exclusion of certain voices due to the lack of access to the necessary 
technology. The elderly and those living in poverty were used as examples. It was 
pointed out that these groups also tended to be those most impacted by the virus 
and therefore their voice must be at the centre of the recovery, and we must seek 
additional ways of including those who face the greatest challenges. 

Local authority responses also urged the Scottish Government to include them in 
decisions making as they will be at the centre of the recovery. NFU Scotland 
stressed that “engagement and intelligence between governments and industry 
about the unlocking strategy must be facilitated”, so that industry can be proactive 
rather than reactive and all parts of the supply chain maintained. 

Inequalities and priorities 

Many of the submissions stated that the pandemic and the ensuing response has 
exacerbated existing inequalities. That is, those who have been hardest hit by the 
pandemic and the lockdown are those who typically suffer from inequalities already, 
including: 

- Women 
- BAME groups 
- People with disabilities 
- Lower socioeconomic groups 
- Older people 
- Lone parents 
- Care experienced children and young people 
 
A common theme in these 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. 

This was often linked to the need for a human rights-based approach to the 
framework. 

Some geographical areas were also singled out as needing greater prioritisation and 
support. For example, the Highlands was seen as being particularly hard hit due to 
its more elderly population and reliance on tourism. 

Other suggested improvements 

There was a variety of other, more specific changes to the Scottish Government’s 
approach to the pandemic suggested. These included: 

- Significant upscaling of testing and contact tracing 
- Reduce the 2m rule to 1m in line with the WHO guidance 
- More routine screening of certain people, including key workers, care home 

residents and those coming in to the country 
- Make face masks compulsory 
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- Introduce antibody testing 
- Allow house construction to resume 
- Open up self-catering accommodation earlier than phase 3 
- Allow people who live alone to see one other person 
- Protect Freedom of Information laws 

Data and evidence base 
Very few of the submissions answered the question on the robustness of the data 
and evidence. 
 
Of those that did, the comments tended to make suggestions about the need for 
clear and accessible sharing of data, rather than the quality of the data itself. This 
included a regional breakdown of the data and greater explanations of changes in 
trends.   
 
Some submissions highlighted the R number in particular and wished to see more 
frequent publication of the reproductive rate, as well as a clearer link to the different 
phases of easing restrictions. 
 
This was seen as essential for a shared sense of commitment to the pandemic 
response and to maintain public trust and confidence in the decisions being taken. 
 
Some criticised the 3-week review period as the mechanism for changing 
restrictions, believing instead that there should be clear thresholds based on the data 
for when the restrictions change. For example, when the R number or the number of 
infectious cases reaches a certain level. These submissions felt this would give the 
public confidence that decisions were based on science and not politics. Some also 
felt it would provide a clear incentive for the public to comply with the measures. 
 
The Equality and Human Rights Commission also stressed the need to fill data gaps 
with respect to protected characteristics, and that equality impact assessments of 
new or changed policies or processes should be undertaken, which will improve the 
design and inclusiveness of policies and processes and reduce the risk of 
discrimination. 
 
Turning Point Scotland highlighted the importance of learning from some of the 
experiences during lockdown to inform future policy making from positive increases 
in engagement through digital working to those approaches which didn’t work so 
well. 
 

A differentiated approach to different areas of the UK and Scotland 
Of the submissions that addressed this question, there was no discernible 
consensus of opinion. This was in relation to both a 4-nation approach within the UK 
and regional variation within Scotland. 
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UK vs Scotland 

Some submissions felt that we should have a UK wide approach as much as 
possible as we are an island without borders. Media coverage was also highlighted 
as sometimes failing to detail the differences between national restrictions which was 
felt to cause confusion in the messaging and erode public trust in decision making. 

However, others welcomed a Scottish specific approach. Sometimes this was linked 
to a criticism of the UK Government’s approach to the pandemic which some saw as 
more political. For others, it was based on a belief that the response should be 
tailored to the epidemiology and restrictions adjusted accordingly.  

Scotland vs regions 

The same lack of consensus was evident in the submissions which discussed the 
possibility of a more localised approach within Scotland. Arguments given in favour 
of keeping a Scotland wide approach included: 

- you should only go at the pace of your worst affected area 
- we need clear, consistent messaging to ensure compliance and public trust 
- people do not naturally operate within administrative boundaries 
- it may lead to people travelling to take advantage of greater freedoms 
- it may lead to a false sense of security in certain areas. 

Arguments in favour of a more regional approach tended to focus on the harmful 
nature of the lockdown restrictions and a belief they should therefore be targeted at 
those areas which need them the most and limited as much as possible elsewhere. 

Some of the submissions were ambivalent to the idea of regional variation, 
recognising the potential for a more localised approach, but also some of the risks 
this may bring. Some respondents suggested a differentiation between national and 
local measures based on the inherent risk of particular activities. For example, giving 
local authorities the freedom to vary certain restrictions deemed less risky (e.g. 
opening recycling centres) while taking a national approach to measures viewed as 
higher risk e.g. opening schools. 

A common theme throughout the submissions was the need to provide clear 
reasoning for any differences in approach. 
 
Public support, involvement and messaging 
Responses covered a number of overlapping issues relating to how public support 
can be strengthened, the best approaches to messaging strategy, and how different 
sectors could be involved and reconciled in an exit strategy. 

 

Building public support 

Overall a number of the individuals expressed confidence in the Scottish 
Government’s approach and communications.  However for a number this was in the 
context of fear: 
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“People are afraid of what can happen, I know that I am! So Public 
Confidence is crucial” (individual response) 

A strong theme from the responses was the need for transparency and for people 
to understand why and how decisions have been made.  For example, the 
Campaign for Freedom of information said:  

“Enabling the public as well as organisations to freely access official 
information is a key tool to combat fake news as well as build public trust. 

Similar comments came from other bodies (such as Aberdeenshire Council, 
Castlehill and Pittodrie Community council, and the Institution for Engineering and 
Technology (IET), the latter saying:  

“Public confidence and support for the steps taken to ease restrictions can be 
reinforced through clear communication by the Scottish Government on the 
criteria and assumptions on which the steps are based”.      

But also that 

“a more detailed recovery plan than the one’s currently offered will allow for 
further confidence in the public sector response”  

 

The Government’s approach to messaging  

Several respondents emphasised the need for clear and consistent messaging.  
For example one individual said 

“It must retain the simple, honest and clear strategy that has been used to 
date 

The IET summarised its views:  

“Actionable, simple messaging with a clear call to action, backed up by a 
transparent decision-making process around the science available, will 
empower people to act in their best interests and for a common goal.” 

Whilst one individual suggested that repetition had set in and there is a danger that 
people stop “hearing” the message and “tune out”.   

Another theme was the suggestion that different approaches should be used to 
communicate with different people.  One individual said: 

“Communication must be concise and consistent, but the Government need to 
be mindful that not everyone is comfortable with technology, or indeed has the 
equipment to access it, this has the potential to make society less equal. Use 
all mediums to communicate” 

Age Scotland suggested that the messaging strategy has been good, being simple 
and repetitive.  They pointed out that there has been an influx of calls after any 
change in message, and there is a need to keep stakeholders updated quickly with 
additional information.  They noted that 
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“Some older people may not access information online, or will have access to 
daily newspapers.  If approaches diverge across the UK then important for 
announcements to stress where different measures apply.” 

About Dementia also made the point that a standardised message may not work for 
everyone: 

“We urge the committee, the Scottish Government and other public bodies to 
produce information and advice in a clear and accessible format. While we 
understand that guidance must be standardised and applicable to the whole 
population, this can make it harder to interpret if it does not reflect people’s 
lived realities” 

The Health and Social Care Alliance made a similar point: 

“Ensure specific, inclusive and accessible communications for and with 
people who access support and unpaid carers. This should not solely focus 
on blanket communications to the whole population but tailored advice for 
groups such as people living with long term conditions and disabled people” 

 

A number of respondents felt the next phases would present new challenges and 
would also mean new phases for the messaging. Citizens Advice Scotland for 
example said they would  

“emphasise the need for the Scottish Government to be clear, consistent, and 
supportive and provide clear reasoning if some areas are to have restrictions 
eased before others. [However public confidence] will become harder to 
maintain as time goes on and people continue to see their incomes and 
employment affected” 

Highland Council pointed out that: 

“Messaging will become increasingly more complex, and therefore 
incrementally challenging, as we move into recovery.  A gradual and 
incremental approach is important” 

Shetland Islands Council also suggested a changing focus of messages:  

“Widening the conversation from protecting the NHS and slowing the spread 
of the virus to balancing the wider societal and economic harm will be 
challenging because it has been such an effective message that any shift 
from it will be seen negatively.  ….  The key messaging strategy must be one 
of building the confidence of the population to resume living, working and 
socialising in this new world and recognising that the original message has 
(perhaps necessarily) left many people anxious about leaving their homes. 
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Councils emphasised the vital role they are playing generally and in terms of 
messaging suggested a joint approach across the public sector.  The submission 
from COSLA/SOLACE/CIPFA suggested that  

“A joint national and local approach will also be essential to make sure that 
public messaging is clear and concise as lockdown measures begin to ease.  
This will be particularly important in conveying messages and instructions 
which will likely become more complex, which may vary in different localities 
and which are also likely to be amended with increased frequency. Clear 
communication in the development of this messaging between Scottish 
Government, Local Government and partners across Scotland will be a key 
factor in its success 

Aberdeenshire Council said that “clear and consistent messaging is essential, 
supported by national messages which local agencies can adapt to reflect local 
circumstances” 

Whilst another individual proposed that messaging should be developed in 
consultation with local councils and police, “because it is they who must implement 
the changes and manage the public’s expectations” 

Some more specific issues raised on messaging, included   

Messaging on masks which some thought should be clearer, with one individual 
saying: 

“Guidelines need to be very clear.  Already, many shoppers in supermarkets 
behave exactly the way they did before the pandemic. The fact, that most staff 
do not wear masks and are not social distancing, is not helpful.  In recent 
weeks, I felt like an alien behind my mask, when I did the weekly shopping in 
Tesco” 

Others suggested a need for some quite specific messaging to feature.  For example 
NFU Scotland said it is  

“vital that industry and governments work together to ensure a clear and 
consistent message continues to be received by the general public of the 
important role played by farmers, crofters and growers 

Coeliac UK stressed the need for  

“clear guidance is required on who is considered to be “clinically vulnerable” 
and clear recommendations are needed for this group to support them in 
keeping them well” 

Scottish Renewables highlighted the case that  

“Clear and effective government communications are essential for maintaining 
the confidence of the renewable energy industry in the government response 
to the COVID-19 public health emergency” 

Whilst the Association of Scotland’s Self Caterers said that  
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“The tourism sector will require clear messaging from government and 
industry that visitors are welcome again in Scotland following the strong and 
necessary anti-travel advice during lockdown” 

 

Involving different interests in decision making 

The committee asked for views on how different interests in civic society and the 
economy should be involved in the decision-making process about amending 
restrictions, and what would enable the final decisions to be widely supported 
despite any necessary trade-offs that may require to be made; 

There was widespread support for such a dialogue.  For example, Shetland Islands 
Council said  

“Wide consultation on the scale and nature of impacts is essential so 
Government can take these into account and balance them in their decision 
making” 

The Common Weal agreed that 

“Scottish Government needs to consult widely – with a range of health and 
scientific experts, with business organisations, with the STUC and relevant 
trade unions, with representatives of the sports and leisure industries and, just 
as importantly, with members of the public” 

Whilst an individual agreed and pointed out many small businesses have ideas 
about how to progress 

Some respondents started to set out how this might take place.  Castlehill and 
Pittodrie Community council for example suggested deliberative discussions: 

“conversation to be facilitated between sectors and between the local and 
national levels by encouraging and facilitating a deliberative model of 
discussion and decision making, with flexibility for locally tailored delivery 
based on the unique of circumstances and requirements of each region or 
locality” 

Citizens Advice Scotland suggested Citizens Assemblies 

“We suggest that the Scottish Government considers convening virtual forums 
such as Citizens Assemblies to better involve the Scottish public. Such 
measures would of course be lengthy and resource-intensive but would 
maintain public confidence and help to give the widest possible picture of 
Scotland’s views and experiences. Final decisions must be firmly rooted in 
easily understood and well-communicated evidence. 

The Health and social Care Alliance stressed the importance of evidence of how 
equalities and human rights have been central to decision-making: 

“For example, we would welcome information on how Equality Impact 
Assessments and Equality and Human Rights Impact Assessments are being 
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used, and by whom. Guidelines and decision-making frameworks should 
contain concrete commitments to embedding human rights within these 
processes, with specific detail on how this is to be achieved.” 

Whilst the IET proposed that a national risk register for Scotland, covering all 
economic and civic sectors should be created from the framework provided in the UK 
wide risk register and The Highland Lib Dems proposed that a health risk matrix 
could be a useful tool.  The EHRC stressed the need to monitor the financial 
wellbeing of civil society organisations in order to enable such a dialogue to happen. 

Some others stressed the role of local government.  One individual highlighted the 
role of elected members “to engage with residents and businesses and to canvass 
ward views”.  And the COSLA/SOLACE/CIPFA response stated 

“Local Government will be central to delivering the services and policies that 
will support the transition from lockdown and in maintaining public confidence 
and support in the public sector response to COVID-19.  It is therefore 
essential that Local Government is significantly involved in the decision-
making process as to how lockdown measures are eased.”   

 

A recurring theme was that in any dialogue about the future direction of policy, it is 
essential to include those who are most vulnerable or otherwise not heard 

For example the Scottish Human Rights Commission highlighted those groups 
disproportionately impacted by lockdown: 

“It is already clear from existing evidence that different parts of society are 
disproportionately impacted by “lockdown” and related measures. For example, 
the following groups will be hardest hit financially, impacting upon their right to an 
adequate standard of living and their access to other rights:   

• Low earners  
• Younger people  
• Women  
• Minority ethnic people  
• Disabled people  
• Those living in more deprived areas  
• Lone parents  

The Commission therefore recommends that a human rights impact assessment 
should be developed and undertaken by Government at each phase where 
possible”.  

The Equality and Human Rights commission said that public bodies must proactively 
consider the need for, and how they can make, reasonable adjustments in their 
pandemic responses, including in relation to their communications.  
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Some specific examples were provided by:  

Staf (care and justice experienced young people) 

“we are concerned that as participation work becomes more difficult and as 
children may not be fully involved in decision-making as a result of 
coronavirus, we will see the voice of those who are already often the least 
heard reduced. In particular, as part of any recovery, we need to ensure that 
the voice of care and justice experienced young people is listened to and 
acted upon.” 

 

Inclusion Scotland (Disabled people) 

“Disabled people's voices were almost totally absent from national and local 
Emergency Planning prior to the current emergency. That issue must be 
addressed to ensure that they are not similarly excluded from Recovery and 
Resilience Planning, and must be addressed quickly, consistently and in ways 
that genuinely account for what we have to say.” 

Shetland Islands Council (young people) 

“The voice of young people will be important too as it is already being 
recognised that they are being differentially impacted by the restrictions and 
will experience the consequences of this response for the rest of their lives” 

Health and Social Care Alliance (disabled people) 

“Consult disabled people, people living with long term conditions and unpaid 
carers about the implications of using the powers of the Coronavirus 2020 Act 
and the impact these powers will have on those who continue to provide and 
access support during the pandemic. Extend these consultations to any 
changes to the Framework and public advice. Ensure the incorporation of 
international human rights and stronger use of equalities provisions through 
all decision making processes, guidance, and future Frameworks. The 
ALLIANCE recommends greater detail in future decision making on equalities, 
intersectionality and human rights, including legislation and its practical 
application.” 

 

Finally, NFU Scotland highlighted the need for any decisions on exit to incorporate 
stability and enable forward planning out of lockdown 

“A phased approach could provide as much instability if there is a lack of 
forward-planning in terms of logistics (haulage, storage) and supply and 
demand dynamics for all parts supply chain from primary producer through to 
point of purchase. So that industry is enabled to be proactive rather than 
reactive, engagement and intelligence between governments and industry 
about the unlocking strategy must be facilitated” 
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