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 18 February 2021 
 
 
Dear Cabinet Secretary, 
 
Scottish Government Budget 2021/22 - Scottish Government response to the 
COVID19 Pandemic 
 
Thank you for your letter of 12 February 2021 in response to the Committee’s pre-
budget scrutiny correspondence.  As you will recall from our letter of 4 November 2020, 
the Committee focused its pre-budget scrutiny on the Scottish Government's response 
to the Covid-19 pandemic. Following the recent publication of the budget, this letter 
highlights some outstanding issues and proposes areas where the 2021/22 budget 
might be used to meet the needs of the sector in light of the ongoing challenges posed 
by the pandemic. 
 
The scale of the challenge facing Scotland’s tourism sector and the need for a 
longer-term strategy 
 
Scotland’s tourism industry plays a proportionately larger role in the economy when 
compared to other nations and regions of the UK, directly contributing to around 
229,000 jobs, 8.8% of all Scottish employment. This reliance on the tourism sector 
makes Scotland particularly vulnerable to the consequences of a global pandemic, 
with many businesses experiencing an unprecedently challenging period. 
 
In written evidence to the Committee1, the Scottish Tourism Alliance (STA) cited a 
recent Scottish Tourism Emergency Response Group survey2 which found that of the 

                                                           
1 https://www.parliament.scot/S5_European/Meeting%20Papers/20210114_MeetingPapers.pdf  
2 https://www.visitscotland.org/news/2020/sterg-survey-results  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/growth-sector-statistics/
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_European/Meeting%20Papers/20210114_MeetingPapers.pdf
https://www.visitscotland.org/news/2020/sterg-survey-results


2 
 

nearly 3,000 responses, a fifth of businesses still in operation have no cash reserves 
left and 50% only have the finance to last the next three to six months. ONS workforce 
jobs data indicate that, in the period March to September 2020, employment in the 
accommodation and food services sector decreased by approximately 18,400 (-8.4%). 
This is the lowest level of employment recorded in the sector since March 2017. The 
Committee acknowledges that these figures may not represent the full impact of the 
pandemic on the sector, as those on the Job Retention Scheme are still counted as 
employed in the data. While the Committee recognises that the Cabinet Secretary is 
fully aware of the challenges being experienced by the sector as a result of the 
pandemic, the information provided above illustrates the severity of the outlook for 
Scotland’s tourism sector. 
 
With the likely continuation of both international and domestic travel restrictions, the 
truncated summer season will place further pressure on the sector in 2021/22. The 
Committee considers that the substantial downturn in business as a consequence of 
the pandemic could result in longer-term structural changes to the sector as certain 
businesses find operating under these conditions unfeasible. 
 
While the support offered to the industry to date is welcome, the Committee believes 
a longer-term strategy is required. It is encouraging therefore that the Scottish 
Government has committed, as part of the recommendations made by the STRT, to 
commission Enterprise Agencies and VisitScotland to develop a fully detailed and 
costed five-year recovery plan, as well as an investor plan for the sector. 
 
The Committee welcomes the proposals, as set out in your letter of 12 February 2021, 
for a five-year strategy which is based on green recovery, fair work, and place based 
principles. Although in its fledgeling stages, the focus on business support, skills 
development and the development of an improved evidence base to inform decision 
making, could address some of the issues raised in the Committee’s COVID inquiry. 
If the strategy is to be successful, however, it needs to be accompanied by 
sufficient financial support and industry expertise and the Committee looks 
forward to obtaining more detail in due course. As part of the Committee’s 
forthcoming legacy report, we intend to highlight this as an area of particular 
interest for the relevant successor  Committee. 
 
Delivery of support 
 
The Committee has welcomed the financial support provided by the Scottish 
Government, the most recent example being the additional £25 million of funding for 
VisitScotland schemes to support businesses announced on 11 February 2021. This 
builds on £104.3 million package of support for tourism and hospitality businesses 
announced on 21 December 2020. 
 
As you mentioned in your recent oral evidence to the Committee, the £104.3m support 
package for the sector is designed to provide a lifeline to various segments of 
Scotland’s tourism industry, such as wedding venues, bed and breakfasts, self-
catering accommodation and the coach, ski, outdoor tourism and destination and 
marketing sectors, as well as the events industry.  Although the Committee 
appreciates the measures taken by the Scottish Government to provide “lifeline” 
support to the industry we would also ask that the Scottish Government, in conjunction 

https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/query/construct/components/stdListComponent.asp?menuopt=3&subcomp=120
https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/query/construct/components/stdListComponent.asp?menuopt=3&subcomp=120
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with local authorities and enterprise agencies, reflect on how the delivery of this 
support might be improved. 
 
Throughout the Committee’s scrutiny of the impact of the pandemic on the tourism 
sector, we have received evidence citing examples of where funding fell short of what 
was required, either because the sums were insufficient or application criteria too rigid. 
It is, for example, extremely concerning that after months of responding to the 
pandemic, 18% of businesses who replied to the STERG group survey, stated they 
did not qualify for any financial support.  In discussions with you on 21 January 2021, 
the Committee raised concerns about particular businesses who failed to meet the 
criteria associated with certain support funds, such as campervan businesses. While 
the Committee appreciates your commitment in evidence to bridging these gaps, we 
also believe that more needs to be done to ensure support is both responsive and 
flexible to the needs of the sector. 
 
When the Committee spoke with representatives from some of Scotland’s enterprise 
agencies (HIE and SOSE) they acknowledged that despite positive progress more 
needed to be done to support struggling businesses.  For example, HIE Chief 
Executive, Charlotte Wright, commented in her evidence to the Committee that— 
 

“We need to learn from what we have done to date and take the opportunity to 
review it so that, when we are building our response to continuing resilience 
issues—which I think will continue for some time as the pathway to recovery is 
created— we make funding as easy and accessible as possible.” 

 
While those responsible for the distribution of funds should be commended for their 
efforts, the Committee recommends, as a matter of urgency, that the Scottish 
Government review how these services are being used and what more can be done 
to ensure support is provided in a straightforward and timely fashion. For example, the 
Committee has raised on several occasions the use of local authority discretionary 
funding to bridge gaps in support in instances where businesses do not meet the 
criteria for existing support packages.  Furthermore, the Committee recommends 
that work be carried out to understand the underlying trends associated with 
the delivery and uptake of support services to identify potential gaps in support 
and refine how these services are delivered. 
 
Local Authority capacity to delivery funding  
 
The Committee is aware of concerns that have been expressed regarding the capacity 
of local authorities to administer support funds. Notes from the STERG meeting of 10 
December 2020 highlight comments from Business Gateway and COSLA about the 
number of new funds announced by the Finance Secretary on 9th December, some 
of which will be administered by local authorities. According to the STERG meeting 
notes, 90% of local authority resources are now focused on grant support work and 
just 10% on core activities. However, according to Business Gateway and COSLA 
these core activities have not reduced and this is causing enormous pressure on local 

https://www.visitscotland.org/supporting-your-business/advice/coronavirus/sterg/updates
https://www.visitscotland.org/supporting-your-business/advice/coronavirus/sterg/updates
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authority staff across Scotland. As COSLA note in their written evidence to the 
Committee of January 2021 -  
 

“The original Rates Based Scheme was a challenge to set up in the timescale 
required and to administer at scale. However, Local Government was able to 
resource this and is justifiably proud of the response from their Teams, the 
speed at which it was delivered and the scale achieved. 
Since then though it has been relentless with more and more schemes and 
the need to address other financial requirements such as getting Rates bills 
out and Council Tax. Local teams are exhausted and there is ongoing 
concern as to the lasting health and wellbeing issues this may have wrought 
on Council staff. We cannot forget that Council employees have the same 
concerns as other citizens in terms of health, schooling and care 
responsibilities.”3 

 
The 2021/22 Scottish Government budget includes new non-recurring consequential 
funding for local government and communities to support the ongoing costs associated 
with the pandemic. Given the additional pressure placed on local authorities and those 
agencies who administer funds, we recommend that the Scottish Government 
review the capacity for these bodies to adequately administer these funds and, 
put in place further resources to support them.  The Committee notes, for example, 
that Visit Scotland will be responsible for administering 13 of the funds associated with 
announced £104.3 million packages of tailored support for the industry. As part of this 
review, the Scottish Government may consider how the administration of funding 
support might be equitably distributed across local authorities and agencies to alleviate 
some of the capacity issues identified in the Committee’s evidence. 
 
Funding announcements and delivery 
 
The Committee is aware of stakeholder frustration surrounding the delivery of 
financial support in part stems from a lack of detail following the announcement of a 
particular support package.  For example, the Scottish Tourism Alliance (STA) were 
critical of the lack of detail in the 9 December funding announcement stating in 
evidence to the Committee that— 
 

“Our industry has been left in limbo for an unacceptable period of time with no 
clear or helpful indication of when support will land, forcing many business 
owners into temporary and permanent closure to stem the daily haemorrhage 
of outgoings which are required to remain even partially operational during this 
period of restrictions. 
 
Despite the announcement of a total package of support, I know there will be 
widespread disappointment and frustration from many across the industry that 
the detail on what level of funding businesses can expect to receive, how these 
funds will be distributed and when, was not made clear in today’s 
statement.  This is what businesses had hoped for and expected from the 

                                                           
3 https://www.parliament.scot/S5_European/Inquiries/20210120_COSLASubmission.pdf  

https://scottishtourismalliance.co.uk/press-statement-tourism-industry-responds-to-scottish-governments-latest-funding-allocation-announcement/
https://scottishtourismalliance.co.uk/press-statement-tourism-industry-responds-to-scottish-governments-latest-funding-allocation-announcement/
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_European/Inquiries/20210120_COSLASubmission.pdf
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Finance Secretary; they have been left to make hugely difficult decisions within 
a continued context of unknowns.” 
 

In oral evidence to the Committee on 14 January 2021, the STA proposed that future 
funding announcements be made only when the relevant mechanisms and processes 
are in place. The Committee recommends that the Scottish Government reflect 
on the timetable for delivery of funding and ensure that processes are in place 
before announcements are made to avoid further confusion. 
 
Misuse of support schemes and conditionality 
 
Finally, in evidence with you on 21 January 2021, the Committee raised concerns 
regarding the misuse of funds by businesses in receipt of public support, following 
evidence the Committee received from Unite. The Committee understands you have 
been in regular contact with the unions but I would draw your attention to Unite’s  
written evidence to the Committee, which is provided below— 
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_European/Meeting%20Papers/20201217_MeetingP
apers.pdf 
 
In oral evidence, Unite emphasised the ‘Better than Zero Campaign’ and the need for 
the awarding of public funds to be contingent on fair working practices, in line with the 
Scottish Government’s fair work agenda.  In your oral evidence to the Committee, you 
reflected on the need for funding designed to support the retention of employment to 
achieve its stated objectives. The Cabinet Secretary will be well aware of the issues 
surrounding fair work practices across the sector and the unfortunate exploitation of 
some workers, particularly those in lower-skilled roles. 
 
The Committee believes this is an opportunity to reflect on these practices and work 
in tandem with the UK Government to ensure that both the furlough scheme and other 
public sector support schemes do not support employers not implementing fair working 
practices.  The Committee recommends that the Scottish Government undertake a 
review, taking into consideration the specific concerns raised by Unite, to ensure that 
Scottish Government support to the tourism sector during the pandemic is aligned with 
the Scottish Government’s fair work agenda. 
 
In order to inform the Committee’s legacy report, the Committee requests a response 
to this letter by Friday 5 March.  I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Yours sincerely  

 
Joan McAlpine MSP, Convener, 
Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs Committee 
 
 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_European/Meeting%20Papers/20201217_MeetingPapers.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_European/Meeting%20Papers/20201217_MeetingPapers.pdf



