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Dear Convener, 
 
Thank you for writing to me on 11 November 2020 regarding the Rural Economy and 
Connectivity Committee’s pre-budget/financial scrutiny and for the points and 
recommendations in respect of connectivity. 
 
This year’s Scottish Budget is taking place in exceptional circumstances noting the timing of 
the UK Budget and the impacts of the pandemic and EU Exit. This uncertainty has had a 
serious effect on the Scottish Budget, and its introduction has been delayed as a result.  
 
As a consequence, the Scottish Parliament’s time for consideration of the Scottish Budget will 
be reduced if a new Budget Act is to be in force for 1 April 2021, which the Government 
considers essential.  
 
Scottish Ministers are appreciative of the Scottish Parliament’s understanding and flexibility in 
these circumstances. In keeping with this, I am providing this response to the committee’s pre-
budget scrutiny report today, on the day that the Scottish Budget is published, to inform the 
committee’s consideration of the Budget. 
 
I have responded to each point made by the Committee in turn as below.  
 
I trust that the Committee will find this useful. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

MICHAEL MATHESON 

http://www.lobbying.scot/


Scottish Ministers, special advisers and the Permanent Secretary are 

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

www.lobbying.scot 
 

St Andrew’s House, Regent Road, Edinburgh  EH1 3DG 

www.gov.scot 


  

 

The Committee calls on the Scottish Government to keep it updated of any impact on the 
delivery of future planned transport-related projects and services as a consequence of 
ongoing redeployment of funds towards supporting the continued operation of public 
transport during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
The financial support provided to support public transport to date has broadly been additional and 
has not had an impact on existing plans. We will update the committee should this situation 
change. 
 
Given the significant changes that have taken place as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic 
with regard to travel patterns and the use of public transport, some of which may be long-
term or even permanent, the Committee urges the Scottish Government and Transport 
Scotland to undertake a comprehensive review of transport-related spending priorities with 
a view to developing a revised financial strategy for Scotland’s transport sector that 
continues to meet the long-term needs of passengers and transport users. 
 
Our National Transport Strategy (NTS2), published in February 2020 sets the context for our 
funding priorities on transport and embeds taking climate action as a core principle. It sets the 
future direction for transport in Scotland over the next 20 years and provides the context within 
which decisions are made. At the time of publication we did not envisage the pandemic, however, 
it is clear that to aid recovery from impacts of Covid-19, our future transport system still needs to 
deliver all the priorities in the Strategy albeit in the new post-pandemic context. This includes 
capitalising on the benefits, and mitigating the ramifications arising from changes in travel patterns 
and transport demand. These impact both the short and long term given the global uncertainty on 
transport demand, travel trends and behaviours going forward. 
 
The NTS2 Delivery Plan was published on 17 December 2020 and brings together, for the first 
time, Scottish Government actions for delivering the NTS2 Priorities and Outcomes, taking 
account of the impact of COVID-19. This year, we will work with our partners to develop a Working 
with Partners document, setting out the wider-than-Scottish Government actions for achieving our 
shared Strategy. 
 
STPR2 Phase 1, to be reported on in this parliamentary term, will provide the rationale for 
transport investments in the face of uncertainty, focussing on priorities which promote active 
travel, recovery of public transport, looking after our assets and taking climate action. 
 
We are also taking forward a programme of work to analyse all aspects of public transport, 
including future options, in the light of the pandemic. 
 
The Committee requests an update from the Scottish Government concerning the timetable 
for the enactment of provisions in the Transport (Scotland) Act 2019, particularly those 
related to the operation of local bus services and the associated financial implications of 
these. 
 
The implementation of the Transport (Scotland) Act 2019 has been affected by the Covid 
Pandemic. This has impacted particularly on the development of guidance and regulations and the 
related consultation processes. I indicated at my appearance before the Committee on 2 
September 2020 that there is limited space in this current parliamentary session to implement the 
Act, meaning that not all provisions of the Act will come into effect until the next parliamentary 
session. 
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The provisions on the operation of local bus services are being taken forward as part of the wider 
implementation of the bus service provisions in the Act. Prior to the pandemic a good deal of 
preparatory work was being undertaken on the significant volume of regulations, guidance and 
related consultation processes required in relation to these. As with all other aspects of the Act 
officials have now recommenced that work, and Parliament will be kept updated accordingly. 
 
The Committee calls on the Scottish Government to give careful consideration to the 
impact of potential changes in transport demand in the coming months and to keep the 
Committee updated of any significant financial implications that may arise from these. 
 
Transport Scotland are publishing weekly data on the impact on transport demand 
(https://www.transport.gov.scot/publications) and are undertaking a programme of work to gain a 
better understanding of the longer-term impacts. 
 
As the way forward for Scotland’s rail franchises becomes clearer, the Committee calls on 
the Scottish Government to keep it regularly updated of its future plans for running rail 
services in Scotland and, in particular, the financial implications of these plans. 
 
Given the extremely challenging budgetary position and the current uncertainty as to future 
consequential funding from the UK Government in 2021-22, the Emergency Measures 
Agreements will be in place until March 2021. This will provide staff and suppliers of Abellio 
ScotRail and Serco Caledonian Sleeper with reassurance during this period. Discussions are 
underway with both operators to seek to agree a longer term plan for our contractual 
arrangements after this date and we will continue to work with the rail industry and the UK 
Government during the coming months to understand the ongoing impact of the Covid 19 
outbreak. 
 
The Scottish Government must maintain a public register of the franchise agreements and any 
amendments including the EMAs which were put in place to minimise disruption to rail passengers 
and employees caused by the pandemic.  Redacted versions of the EMAs in place from April to 
September have been published on the Transport Scotland website. 
 
Officials are considering all options for the future operation of ScotRail services after the current 
contract, which is expected to end in March 2022. 
 
The Committee calls on the Scottish Government to share with it at the earliest opportunity 
the detail of its plans to revise Transport Scotland’s transport project assessment tools so 
that these might ensure appropriate prioritisation of financial resources in the future in 
light of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on travel patterns and demand for transport 
services. 
 
Prior to the pandemic, Transport Scotland had identified that there is significant uncertainty in 
future transport demand, which has now intensified considerably due to Covid-19. Transport 
Scotland are using a Scenario Planning approach to the appraisal of transport interventions 
through STPR2 and other business case work. This approach was used in the development of 
NTS2 and provides information for decision makers to prioritise whilst facing deep uncertainty. As 
set out in the NTS2 Delivery Plan we are developing our appraisal guidance and decision-making 
processes and we will publish changes to Scottish Transport Appraisal Guidance by the end of 
2021. 
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The Committee is of the view that a combination of the change in transport use brought 
about by the COVID-19 pandemic and the level of ambition in the commitment that Scotland 
should become a net zero society by 2045 will require a radical rethink of future transport 
spending priorities, including a further prioritisation of investment in active travel, modal 
shift in freight transport and in favour of the repair and maintenance of existing transport 
infrastructure compared to construction of new infrastructure. The Committee would like to 
see this change in priorities already starting to be reflected in the Scottish budget for 2021-
22. 
 
The National Transport Strategy (NTS2) sets the context for transport spending priorities. The 
Sustainable Travel and Sustainable Investment Hierarchies are at the heart of NTS2, and are 
used to inform future investment decisions. Under the Sustainable Travel Hierarchy, we will 
prioritise walking, wheeling, cycling and public transport over private cars. Under the Sustainable 
Investment Hierarchy, we aim first to reduce the need to travel unsustainably. We also aim to 
prioritise making best use of and enhancing existing infrastructure, before investing in new 
capacity. We published our first annual Delivery Plan for NTS2 on 17 December 2020. It brings 
together, for the first time, Scottish Government actions for achieving the priorities in NTS2, taking 
account of the impact of COVID-19. The priorities are: To reduce inequalities; take climate action; 
help deliver inclusive economic growth; and improve health and wellbeing. These priorities remain 
as, if not more, important, to aid recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic. The actions in the 
Delivery Plan are underpinned by the Sustainable Travel and Investment Hierarchies and are 
aligned with our emissions targets and the transport element of the Climate Change Plan Update, 
published on 16 December 2020. The Delivery Plan includes our world-leading commitment to 
reduce car kilometres by 20% by 2030. It also includes our £500 million commitment over five 
years for large-scale, transformational active-travel infrastructure projects, access to bikes and 
behaviour change schemes. It sets out that where appropriate and with due process, for example, 
in taking account of the implications for disabled people, we will support local authorities to turn 
temporary infrastructure, introduced during COVID-19, into permanent in the medium to longer 
term. It includes a new policy to encourage people back on to public transport, post-COVID-19, 
when it is safe and appropriate to do so. It states that we will push ahead with the Bus Partnership 
Fund and managed motorways work that make up the over £500 million commitment to long term 
funding for bus priority. The Rail Services Decarbonisation Action Plan sets out how we plan to 
decarbonise our passenger rail services by 2035. We will deliver on our rail freight strategy and 
continue to work with partners to grow rail freight in Scotland, supported by regulatory targets and 
an industry growth plan. To help facilitate modal shift, our dedicated £25 million Scottish Strategic 
Rail Freight Fund will help to unlock specific opportunities for rail freight across Scotland. Other 
actions in the NTS2 Delivery Plan include designing and delivering the programme of already 
committed trunk road improvement projects, supporting local and regional economies sustainably. 
 
The Committee also recommends that this change in transport use patterns should be 
reflected and addressed, from a policy perspective, in the forthcoming revision to the 
Scottish Government’s Climate Change Plan. 
 
The Climate Change Plan update (CCPu) was published on 16 December 2020 and outlines 
significant detail in relation to the Covid pandemic and its influence on transport, including a focus 
on a green recovery from the economic impacts. Building on the funding outlined in the last 
response, the CCPu includes significant new pledges – £120 million for Zero Emissions Buses 
over 5 years and £50 million for Active Freeways. Whilst not part of the 2021-22 budget, the Active 
Freeways  commitment will be allocated from the Low Carbon Fund. The transport measures in 
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the CCPu contain action across all modes, showing a comprehensive approach and outlining a 
bold package for the sector to play its part on Scotland’s journey to its net-zero targets. This 
includes technological advances, yet also mode-shift and behaviour change, in-line with the 
priorities we have set out in NTS2. 
 
We do not want to see a recovery from the Covid-19 pandemic that is grounded in the prevalence 
of private car use in the years to come. The policy outcome to reduce car kilometres by 20% by 
2030 is truly world-leading. Given that transport is a derived demand, this will require cross-
sectoral effort. 
 
There are potentially encouraging shifts during Covid. We have seen mass shifts to home working 
and reductions in commuter journeys for instance. We have already been moving to lock in the 
positives, such as: 

 £39 million Spaces for People initiative, setting up temporary walking and cycling routes to 
enable social distancing during the crisis 

 £10 million to support the rapid deployment of bus priority infrastructure by local authorities. 

 Increased focus on localism in the Programme for Government (PfG) with commitments on 20 
minute neighbourhoods and on Work Local Challenge Programme on local work hubs and 
office space solutions. 

 
We will build on this through the route-map for the 20% policy outcome. However, there is now 
global uncertainty on transport trends, demand and behaviours going forward. Attitudinal surveys 
show concerns about using public transport in relation to contracting the virus remain high. 
Moreover, the recovery of commercial transport operations, and people’s and businesses’ travel 
behaviours, as Scotland moves out of the pandemic will be key to reducing private car use. 
Assuming the pandemic has moved to a phase that allows more certainty on future travel 
forecasting, we will produce the route-map in 2021. 
 
In light of the far-reaching impacts the COVID-19 pandemic has had on working behaviours, 
the Committee urges the Scottish Government to create suitable structures to enable much 
closer policy coordination between transport and digital connectivity with a view to 
ensuring optimal use of finite financial resources to facilitate an anticipated long-term shift 
for many people towards a ‘blended work model’ combining an element of home working 
and an element of travel to work. 
 
Transport Scotland commissioned research through ClimateXChange (publishing 1st February 
2021) to gather evidence on how the pandemic affected work-related travel during and 
immediately after the first lockdown, and in the longer term as we recover from the pandemic. The 
findings will feed in to our policy development particularly around managing transport demand, in 
the context of NTS2 and the Climate Change Plan update (CCPu). 
 
The Scottish Government will provide everyone in Scotland with access to superfast broadband by 
the end of 2021, reducing the need to travel for face-to-face meetings. 
 
Transport Scotland is working across Government to understand the impact of new business and 
working behaviours on travel demand. Transport Scotland is reviewing its Appraisal Guidance, 
and will use this opportunity to restate that non-transport solutions to transport problems should be 
considered in an appraisal of options to address transport problems, including the use of digital 
connectivity. 
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Transport Scotland is leading a senior management group to discuss cross-government 
approaches to policy development relating to transport, planning and place in order to maximise 
linkages between transport and connectivity. 
 
We also recognise the opportunity that further deployment of fibre infrastructure throughout the 
road and rail network offers in delivering our wider digital connectivity objectives and in delivering 
benefits to proximal communities. 
 
The Committee is concerned that the experience of the COVID-19 pandemic has further 
highlighted the urgent need to address the impact of the ‘digital divide’ on many people 
living in rural and remote areas of Scotland. It calls on the Scottish Government to give 
careful consideration to any additional financial resources over and above those already 
committed to the R100 programme and the Scottish Broadband Voucher Scheme that may 
be required to ensure those currently affected by the digital divide are not placed at a long-
term economic disadvantage.  The Committee notes that the UK Government also has 
responsibility for funding digital connectivity improvements. It therefore calls on both the 
Scottish and UK governments to coordinate activity as appropriate to deliver this 
commitment. 
 
The Scottish Government is committed to increasing digital participation and ensuring that all of 
Scotland is able to enjoy the social, cultural and economic benefits of the internet. Home internet 
access has increased steadily over time, reaching an all-time high of 88 per cent of households in 
2019.  
 
We will invest almost £100 Million in delivering future-proofed digital infrastructure across Scotland           
Work has now started in the Central and South lots of the £600 Million Reaching 100% (R100) 
programme with detailed survey work expected to begin in the North lot imminently. A significant 
proportion of connections being delivered through R100 will be full fibre, capable of speeds over 
30 times faster than our superfast commitment. 
 
Scotland’s Digital Participation Charter has secured commitment from over 600 public, private and 
third sector organisations to build the digital skills of their workforce, customers and service users 
and to support each other to achieve that aim. We have invested £1.5 million in the Digital 
Participation Charter Fund. There have been seven rounds since 2014 which have supported 189 
local projects and will reach over 22,000 people to gain or improve their essential digital skills.  
 
The Charter Fund, which is administered by the Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations, 
directly supports third sector organisations to increase digital inclusion. Information about projects 
supported by the Fund can be found at https://scvo.org.uk/funding/digital-participation-charter-fund 
 
The Connecting Scotland programme was set up in May 2020 in response to the Covid-19 
pandemic. It aims to provide a national, human-centred, consistent and comprehensive approach 
to reducing the rates of digital exclusion and digital marginalisation due to low income. 
 
Phase one of the programme provides up to 9,000 digitally excluded people at high clinical risk of 
Covid-19 with access to a device, internet connection and data, and training and support to be 
online for up to a year. This was subsequently extended to 2 years as a result of increased 
funding.  
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Phase two of the programme provides funding for low income families with children and young 
care leavers and will reach up to 23,000 households. This phase launched on 18 August with the 
first round of applications for Phase 2 closing on 5 October with awards and delivery of devices to 
take place from December onwards. Applications for the second round of Phase 2 will close on 18 
January 2021.   
 
An additional £23 million of funding was announced in this year's Programme for Government. 
This announcement brings total funding of the programme to £43 million. This will allow the 
Connecting Scotland programme to reach up to 50,000 by the end of 2021 and to extend the offer 
of unlimited data, training and support from one year to two years.  
 
Beyond the £600 million investment in the Reaching 100% broadband programme, and the further 
investment in the Scottish Broadband Voucher Scheme, the Scottish Government continues to 
push the UK Government for detail of how and when Scotland will get its fair share of the £5bn 
promised investment in Gigabit capable infrastructure. 
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