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Dear Chief Executive 

COVID-19 

I am writing on behalf of the Local Government and Communities Committee. The 
Committee appreciates that these are difficult times for everyone and hopes that you 
and your colleagues are staying safe and well during the current public health 
emergency.  

The Committee’s general approach to its scrutiny function in the coming weeks and 
months will focus on COVID-19 and its impact on areas within the Committee’s 
remit. This will include actions being taken in the local government, housing, 
planning, licensing and communities’ sectors to deal with the crisis. The Committee 
recognises the need not to overburden councils at this time but is aware that the 
COVID-19 emergency is seeing substantial challenges placed on local authorities.  

At its remote meeting held on 22 April 2020, the Committee discussed how well-
placed stakeholders are to amend procedures in order to maintain business 
continuity while keeping proceedings open and accessible. The Committee is 
interested to hear how well council committee business is being managed generally 
and more specifically how planning and licensing departments have been forced to 
alter their working practices in order to meet these challenges.  

The Committee is aware, for example, that The Coronavirus (Scotland) Act 2020 
made various adjustments to the Licensing (Scotland) Act 2005 to enable the alcohol 
licensing system to function during the COVID 19 crisis including extending various 
deadlines and expanding the options available to local authorities to hold hearings. It 
notes, however, that various licensing decisions still require to be made while the 
crisis is ongoing as a result of statutory deadlines. 

The Committee has further noted very recent changes to aspects of the planning 
process provided by The Town and Planning (Miscellaneous Temporary  
Modifications) (Coronavirus) (Scotland) Regulations 2020 which amends some 
aspects of the process in the light of public health rules and guidelines. (We have 
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sought views from planning stakeholders specifically on that Order). The Committee 
is accordingly interested in exploring what challenges councils are facing as a result 
of these developments.  

The Committee agreed therefore to write to each local authority and to COSLA in 
this regard and would be keen to hear views on any of the following (and any other 
issues arising) and how these issues may be more effectively addressed:- 

• Are councils and their committees still meeting, and in what format.

• How has this affected decision making processes.

• Specifically what has the impact been on planning and licensing departments.

• Were councils prepared for digital working, or have investments had to be
made and if so what impact has this had on budgets.

• What business relating to planning and licensing has had to be suspended
and what impact has this had.

• Are planning and licensing applications still being processed, and if so, have
changes been made to processing deadlines.

• Are there areas of work where the council expects there to be a backlog of
work once social distancing measures ease.

• Can councils share and examples of innovation and new working practices in
these areas.

The Committee should be grateful if you could provide it with a response by Monday 
11 May.  

Cosla, who have already undertaken to write to the Committee with an update on the 
impact of the Covid-19 emergency, are being sent a copy of this letter. 

Finally, please be assured that the Committee is keen to assist in any way it can at 
this challenging time such as by providing a forum for councils to share good 
practice and highlight pressure points, in exchanges of correspondence such is this 
one. 

Yours sincerely, 

James Dornan MSP 
Convener of the Local Government and Communities Committee 


