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Dear Ruth,
 
Thank you for your letter of 4 June 2020 on “COVID-19 (Impact on Equalities and Human Rights)”.
Equality and human rights are central to the Scottish Government’s COVID-19 strategy and the actions
we are taking. We are working to ensure that the systems and policies we are putting in place to
respond to COVID-19 work for all of Scotland’s people, in a way that is founded in fairness, delivers
equality and safeguards human rights. I am happy to provide further information and, as requested, I
have framed my response around the Framework for Decision Making with responses to your specific
questions contained in an additional annex attached to this letter.

The Framework for Decision Making document sets out seven core principles across all our work, one
of which was ‘Fair and ethical’, committing us to upholding the principles of human dignity, autonomy,
respect and equality, as we deal with the pandemic and its consequences. As you noted in your letter,
our Framework for Decision Making also recognises the following points:

i. Harms caused by Coronavirus do not impact everyone equally & the response to the pandemic
must recognise these unequal impacts;

ii. The Scottish Government must seek to advance equality and protect human rights in everything
[it does] and options for action must be assessed to see whether they promote equality; and

iii. In re-building Scotland’s economy, we must seek to overcome inequality and advance human
wellbeing.

i. Harms caused by Coronavirus do not impact everyone equally and the response to the
pandemic must recognise these unequal impacts;
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The Scottish Government recognises that COVID-19 does not affect people equally, and that it
magnifies and exacerbates existing inequalities prevalent throughout our society. Furthermore, the
harms caused by COVID-19 go beyond the impact on individuals’ health. The Scottish Government
response recognises these unequal impacts, such as the impacts on people in Scotland who have
some form of communication support need (estimated to be over one million individuals); those with
underlying health conditions (a large proportion of whom are older people); and women and girls at
risk of domestic abuse. More detail on our response to these specific issues is outlined in the annex.

ii. Scottish Government must seek to advance equality and protect human rights in
everything [it does] and options for action must be assessed to see whether they promote
equality;

The Scottish Government is committed to ensuring that human rights, children's rights and equality are
embedded in everything we do, and they are central to our response to the coronavirus outbreak. One
of the most fundamental tests for the functioning of an effective, democratic society is the way in which
it looks after the rights of the most at risk and marginalised in times of crisis.

Undertaking Impact Assessments is one of the mechanisms we use to ensure that our policies meet
the needs of all of Scotland’s people and recognise the impact on equality, human rights and
children’s rights. A range of support and guidance is available across the organisation to ensure we
consistently and thoroughly consider the impacts on human rights and equality during development of
COVID-19 policy. Wherever possible we aim to undertake impact assessment work using a
participatory approach with human rights, equality and sectoral-specific stakeholders. We are for
example working closely with the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC), health colleagues
NHS Scotland and Inclusion Scotland on CMO Clinical and Ethical Advice Guidance documents. It is
this collaborative approach that is helping to provide assurance that our work on the COVID-19
response continues to meet legal obligations under Human Rights Treaties and the Public Sector
Equality Duty.

Responses to your specific questions on impacts assessments are provided in the annex.
 
iii. In re-building Scotland’s economy, we must seek to overcome inequality and advance
human wellbeing. 
 
We face a major challenge in navigating the uncertainties that the virus has created and rebuilding our
economy and public services. But we want to go beyond rebuilding, and look to the social and
economic reforms necessary to achieve the best future for Scotland.

The Scottish Government has established an independent Advisory Group on Economic Recovery to
provide expert advice on how best to support different sectors and regions to recover from the impact
of COVID-19. As part of its remit the Scottish Government specifically asked the Advisory Group to
consider how changes arising from COVID-19 can be harnessed to support the transition towards a
robust, more resilient economy based on the principles of fairness and inclusivity. Dame Julia Unwin,
former Chief Executive of the Joseph Rowntree Foundation was specifically chosen to sit on the
Advisory Group to support the Advisory Group in delivering against this remit. The Advisory Group has
also engaged widely in developing its recommendations including with the organisations such as the
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EHRC, the Scottish Human Rights Commissions and the Poverty and Inequality Commission amongst
others whose insights have helped to inform the Group’s recommendations. The Advisory Group’s
report is due published on Monday 22 June, its report can be found here.

Furthermore, this month the Cabinet Secretary for Communities and Local Government and the
Cabinet Secretary for Social Security and Older People announced the creation of a Social Renewal
Advisory Board. The Board aims to build on the shifts in policy and practice that we have seen as a
result of working across portfolios and in partnership with frontline service deliverers in local
government, the third sector and communities during the response to COVID-19. The Board’s
programme aims to bank the policy and practice shifts and utilise our current practice and knowledge
with an emphasis on delivering equality and social justice. It will focus on reducing poverty and
disadvantage, embedding a human-rights based approach and advancing equality. In order to
progress the aims of the Board, Policy Circles will be tasked to work at pace on recommendations
and solutions. The Circles will be specific groups working on a series of key policy issues with equality
and human rights embedded within each.

The additional annex contains responses to the specific issues raised in your letter; I hope you find this
helpful. We continue to be open and transparent with the Parliament about how we are working to
ensure the COVID-19 response is fully compliant with human rights and children’s rights obligations,
and embeds equality. I look forward to discussing these matters further with you and your Committee
this month.
 
Yours sincerely

 
CHRISTINA MCKELVIE
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