
 

Scottish Ministers, special advisers and the Permanent Secretary are 

covered by the terms of the Lobbying (Scotland) Act 2016.  See 

www.lobbying.scot 
 

St Andrews House, Regent Road, Edinburgh  EH1 3DG 

www.gov.scot 



  

 

Minister for Older People and Equalities 

Christina McKelvie MSP 

 

 

T: 0300 244 4000 
E: scottish.ministers@gov.scot 

 

 

Ruth Maguire MSP 
Convenor 
Equalities and Human Rights Committee 
Email: equalities.humanrights@parliament.scot  

 

___ 
25 February 2021 
 
Convener, 
 
Further to your request, I am writing to update you on the Scottish Government’s progress in 
ensuring that human rights in Scotland are respected, protected and fulfilled. 
 
Covid-19 
 
The Covid-19 pandemic has presented the whole of Scottish society with an unprecedented 
challenge. Both the impact of the virus itself, including the very real threat it poses to the 
rights to life and to health, and the measures we have had to adopt in response, have had 
significant human rights and equality implications.   
 
My officials have been working in close co-operation with colleagues across the exensive 
range of legislative and policy areas to ensure that human rights and equality requirements 
have been built in to Covid-19 response policies and initiatives. The Scottish Government’s 
work has been focused on ensuring that the response to Covid-19 works for all of Scotland’s 
people, in a way that is founded in fairness and dignity, delivers equality, and safeguards 
human rights. Some key initiatives to note include: 
 
• In recognition of the increased risk of the increased demand for support for adults and 

children facing gender-based violence, we provided £5.75 million of additional funding 
for charities and projects across Scotland to help with the response and recovery from 
Covid-19. This included £1.5 million.to Scottish Women’s Aid and Rape Crisis Scotland 
to support service redesign, expand National Helpline capacity and provide support for 
vulnerable women and children. 

• We have launched the £13m Delivering Equally Safe Fund which will provide funding for 
VAWG organisations and projects for the next three years. We have extended the 
application deadline to 28th April 2021 to allow extra time for the impact of Covid-19 on 
organisational capacity. The Fund will start on 1st October. 

• We established the Expert Reference Group on Covid-19 and Ethnicity to provide an 
improved understanding of the impact of Covid-19 on minority ethnic communities in 
Scotland, and to inform the policy responses we develop reflect this. 
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• We have provided specific advice and funding for the Gypsy/Traveller community to 
ensure their needs are met during this emergency, including specific funding for 
essential sanitation facilities for Gypsy/Traveller families. 

• Out of our £100 million winter funding package, we have invested nearly £6 million in 
promoting equality and tackling social isolation and loneliness. This includes £4.3 million 
additional funding for our Connecting Scotland Programme, specifically to get an 
additional 5000 older and disabled people online as well as funding for befriending 
helplines. 

• Throughout the Covid-19 pandemic we have been working closely with a large number 
of Disabled People’s Organisations (DPOs) to understand the impact of Covid-19 on 
disabled people, and issues as they have emerged, and develop solutions wherever 
possible.  

• The Social Renewal Advisory Board was established to focus on tackling poverty and 
disadvantage and advancing equality as we look towards renewing Scotland after the 
pandemic is over. We welcome the Board's independent report, published on the 21 
January, informed by a wide range of individuals, groups and organisations from all 
across Scotland. The calls to action in the report build on the firm foundations which we 
have already established in regards to tackling poverty, reducing inequality and 
embedding a human-rights based approach and we look forward to considering them in 
an official government response to be published in due course. 

 
This focus on equality and human rights has continued throughout our rollout of the vaccine 
programme. We know there is a significant overlap between the groups disproportionately 
affected by Covid-19 and those who are most likely to be vaccine hesitant. I have written to 
equality and human rights organisations and faith groups, to communicate our key messages 
and ask for their support to promote uptake of the vaccination. As part of our partnership 
activity we have consulted across policy, public and third sector partners to understand 
language and accessibility requirements, and have worked collaboratively to create and 
disseminate this information 
 
We have also provided financial support to organisations working with Minority Ethnic 
communities to carry out work to increase uptake. We are working to deliver flexible and 
accessible appointments for individuals, and to deliver vaccinations points close to home 
and/or in places that people know and trust. We are working with local authorities and NHS 
Boards to ensure that inequalities are recognised and addressed through local service delivery 
planning, and will continue to do so. 
 
Extending and Enhancing Human Rights  
 
As we begin to work towards recovery we want to ensure that we extend and enhance 
human rights in a manner which results in long-lasting change for individuals and 
communities across the whole of Scotland. 
 
We have launched an Equality and Human Rights Fund, which offers core and/or project 
funding to support third sector and public bodies civil society partners in Scotland to deliver 
against equality and human rights priorities. It is rooted in the National Performance 
Framework (NPF) and organisations seeking to apply have been asked to specify how they 
contribute towards delivering NPF outcomes. The Fund launched for applications this week, 
and will provide £7 million funding during 2021/22. I look forward to seeing how this Fund 
supports our partners to further embed equality and human rights across their work.  
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National Taskforce for Human Rights Leadership  
 
The Cabinet Secretary for Social Security and Older People wrote to the Committee in 
November 2020, outlining the approach and work of the National Taskforce for Human 
Rights Leadership. The work of the Taskforce is groundbreaking and ambitious, and is 
underpinned by our fundamental commitment to respect, protect and fulfil human rights for 
people living in Scotland.  
 
Despite the challenges of the pandemic, the Taskforce has worked at pace to undertake an 
extensive range of collaborative work with stakeholders and partners, to help shape their 
recommendations. Across the whole of Scotland the real willingness from stakeholders, 
combined with the drive from members of the Taskforce, has meant that more than thirty 
roundtables on key human rights matters have been held. These have included discussions 
on environmental rights, the rights of older people, access to justice, health and social care 
and faith groups.  
 
Additionally, five standing Reference Groups were set up and these provided a vital 
opportunity to consider human rights matters across with stakeholders and partners from 
across the breadth of civil society and the public sector, as well as organisations engaged 
with women’s rights, the rights of disabled people and rights relating to race. In addition to 
these Taskforce led discussions, the SHRC, the Human Rights Consortium Scotland and 
Together have carried out significant work to gather views from rights holders who are 
seldom heard, and whose rights are least realised.  
 
All of the outcomes from this extensive engagement activity has been supplemented by a 
signficant amount of other evidence and material, including: the Report of the First Minister’s 
Advisory Group on Human Rights Leadership (FMAG); a range of briefing papers provided 
by the Taskforce’s Academic Advisory Panel; a report by the Bonavero Institute; the lessons 
learned from the development of the UNCRC (Incorporation) (Scotland) Bill and a range of 
extensive cross government work to support all of this. Professor Miller has met with 
representatives from across the Scottish political spectrum who are supportive of a human 
rights framework  
 
I am delighted to say that the Taskforce work is reaching its conclusion and is due to report 
its recommendations shortly. Those recommendations will be ambitious and progressive and 
I hope they will be welcome by everyone across the Committee and wider Parliament. I 
would be happy to provide a fuller update to Committee on the detail of the report and next 
steps, after it is published. The Scottish Government will continue to work collaboratively with 
stakeholders as the Bill develops. 
 
Independent Review of the Human Rights Act 
 
The Scottish Government will respond shortly to the UK Government’s Independent Review 
of the Human Rights Act, which was launched by the Lord Chancellor in December. The 
Review Panel has been asked to present its recommendations by the Summer. We will 
provide a copy of the Scottish Government response to the Committee, and will be in a much 
fuller position to discuss this with the Committee upon seeing the range of responses 
provided to the Review. 
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The Scottish Government welcomes the fact that the Review will not seek to re-examine the 
substantive rights set out in the Human Rights Act (HRA) and will not address questions 
relating to UK adherence to the European Convention on Human Rights or UK membership 
of the Council of Europe. The Panel has instead been asked to focus on sections 2, 3 and 4 
of the HRA and the questions posed in its call for evidence are concerned primarily with the 
relationship between the UK courts and the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR), the 
current duty on UK courts to “take account of” ECtHR case law, the extent to which the 
national “margin of appreciation” is used by the courts, and questions relating to the 
interpretation of legislation and the issuing of declarations of incompatibility. It also touches 
on the extraterritorial application of the HRA in contexts (such as in Iraq or Afghanistan) 
where the UK exercises effective control. 
 
Whilst the Panel is conducting its work independently of UK Ministers, the fact that the 
Review is taking place at all is a source of significant concern. The Scottish Government 
regards the HRA as a successful, effective and very necessary safeguard for human rights 
across all four nations of the UK. Any attempt to erode or undermine the protections 
provided by the HRA would be robustly opposed. As you know, the Scottish Parliament has 
also made clear its own support for the HRA. The focus in Scotland is firmly on extending 
and enhancing human rights (for example through the UNCRC Bill and the forthcoming 
National Taskforce for Human Rights Leadership report) so that every member of Scottish 
society can enjoy their rights in full and live with dignity.     
 
Equality and Human Rights Mainstreaming Strategy 
 
The 2020-21 Programme for Government contained a commitment to ‘develop an equality 
and human rights mainstreaming strategy, which is underpinned by a comprehensive 
approach to improving data collation and analysis, and will ensure that the voices of those 
impacted shape our approach and policies’. Initial work has been undertaken to develop the 
approach, reflecting our desire to further embed human rights approaches throughout all 
work undertaken across the Scottish Government.  
 
This commitment also noted that we would draw on the expertise of key stakeholders in 
developing the strategy. Engagement has been undertaken with a number of stakeholders, 
to draw on their thinking to inform the first stages of the strategy. The response to these 
discussions has been positive, and there is a strong appetite for continued engagement as 
we continue to progress this work.  
 
International Obligations 
 
I wrote to the Committee on 8 February drawing attention to the Scottish Government’s 
response to a letter sent to the UK Government by the the UN Special Rapporteur’s on the 
right to food and on human rights and extreme poverty. Our response highlights Scotland’s 
human rights approach to tackling food insecurity. That approach is founded on principles of 
dignity and respect and forms part of our overall strategy to tackle inequalities and build a 
fairer, more equal Scotland. 
 
I also wrote to you last week to provide a fuller update in relation to wider Scottish 
Government engagement with international human rights institutions and systems since April 
2019.  My intention is that such updates should be provided in future on an annual basis, in 
line with the recommendations in the Committee’s November 2018 report, Getting Rights 
Right. 
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My letter provides details of forthcoming activity over the course of 2021. Any successor 
Committee may wish to give consideration to international human rights monitoring and 
reporting activity following the election. Of particular note during the first year of the new 
parliamentary session will be the issues identified for further examination in connection with 
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the UN Convention on Rights of 
the Child. 
 
Scottish Human Rights Defender Fellowship 
 
I also want to update the Committee on our Human Rights Defender Fellowship programme, 
which we jointly deliver with the University of Dundee, Front Line Defenders, and Amnesty 
International.  
 
The purpose of the Fellowship is to enable human rights defenders in difficult conditions to 
spend several months in Scotland, where they can rest but also continue their work, develop 
their skills and extend their networks in a place of safety. By sharing the skills, experience 
and contacts they gain during the Fellowship, it is intended that the Fellows will contribute to 
long term change in their communities. Having seen the benefits of the Fellowship for both 
the Fellows and for Scotland, I was pleased to be able to increase our financial support for 
the programme this year.  
 
The impact of the current pandemic has resulted in inevitable disruption and the two Fellows 
selected for the 2020/21 programme have, at this stage, been unable to travel to Scotland. 
We have however been working with the University of Dundee and other partners to develop 
an innovative virtual component to the programme which can deliver important aspects of 
the Fellowship to each of the Fellows whilst they are still in their country of origin. I remain 
hopeful that we will still be able to welcome our 2021 Fellows to Scotland in person later in 
the year, subject obviously to a full Covid risk-assessment.  
 
I welcome the interest of the Committee, and the opportunity to share further information. I’d 
also like to let you know that I will be on medical leave from Monday 1 March and Shirley-
Anne Somerville, Cabinet Secretary for Social Security and Older People, will assume my 
Ministerial duties from that date. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Christina McKelvie 
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