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15.  Although Containment remained the highest priority, it was likely that the
response to the outbreak would move into the Delay phase in the near future. The
objective during that phase would be to maximise the NHS’s ability to cope with the
outbreak by spreading the number of cases over a longer period. Ideally, it would be
best to delay the spread of the disease into the summer months, when it was thought
that the medical effects might be less severe (although this was as yet not proven).
Delay would also bring nearer the time when research into a possible vaccine might
be closer to bearing fruit.

16.  During the Delay phase, the authorities’ principal tool was likely to be ‘social
distancing’, which could include restrictions on large scale gatherings such as
sporting fixtures or cultural events, but it would be important not to implement such
measures prematurely.

17. Modelling would need to balance the direct effects of infection against the
negative social and economic impact of different measures. There would need to be
particular emphasis on the likely negative effects of a widespread outbreak on
groups such as the very poor or those on zero-hours contracts or the self-employed,
who might find it harder to self-isolate, and this was one of the topics that SGoRR(M)
was considering.

18.  Planning by essential services included ensuring that hospital capacity would
be able to be increased at short notice (for example, by postponing some elective
care that was not life-critical) and ensuring that emergency responders such as
NHS24 and the Scottish Ambulance Service were as ready as they could be. There
would be an emphasis on, for example, digital healthcare, so that people could
receive clinical assessments at home where possible.

19.  Indiscussion the following points were made:

(@) It would be important for the Scottish Government to remain
transparent and open about all data and the actions that were being taken to
contain the outbreak and mitigate its possible effects. Improving public
understanding and increasing confidence would be vital goals in themselves;

(b)  There was widespread misunderstanding of what a ‘reasonable worst
case’ scenario might mean in practice. For example, an estimate of 200,000
cases in Scotland could be spread over a number of months and did not imply
that they would all happen at once. This said, the impact on the health
service and wider society was likely to be significant, and the extent and
nature of preparations should not be concealed;

(c) It appeared likely that, over the next few months, there would be a
relatively slow increase in the number of cases from the current very low
base, given the efforts that were being put into containment. At present, there
was little evidence of community transmission in the UK, and new cases
tended to be in ‘clusters’ — hence the continued importance of contact tracing
as one of the main containment strategies. It was, however, likely that
containment would reach its practical limits over coming weeks;
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(d)  Once the delay phase began in earnest, the balance of social and
economic arguments would be critical in determining the extent of necessary
social distancing strategies. The impact on the economy could, some
maintained, be as great as the 2008 banking crash, but the nature of an
epidemiological emergency was different from a financial crisis: it might, for
example have far greater impacts on the physical supply chain and on the
availability of essential goods;

(e) COVID-19 would also have a differential impact on different groups
within society, such as the most vulnerable and older people (unlike influenza,
the new coronavirus appeared not to pose a serious risk to young people but
had a disproportionately serious effect on those in their 70s, 80s and over);

(f) Whatever happened over the near term, the reality was that the country
faced a very serious situation which would have long-term effects the nature
of which could not yet be predicted with any degree of certainty.
Collaboration across the UK, and farther afield, would be essential in facing
the coming months;

(9) Financial effects would also be serious — both at a macro-economic
level and for government spending and tax income — and Ms Forbes had
already spoken to the Chief Secretary to the Treasury, in advance of a
forthcoming Finance Ministers’ Quadrilateral meeting and the UK Budget (still
planned for 11 March). The impact on the 2019-20 Scottish Budget appeared
manageable, but estimates of costs for 2020-21 suggested that the UK
Budget would need to make provision for UK-wide assistance;

(h) Ms Hyslop was due to meet business representatives later that day. It
appeared likely that some of the preparations made for a ‘no-deal’ EU Exit, in
areas such as banking and payment systems, could be re-purposed and used
as part of a mitigation strategy to mitigate the economic effects of the current
outbreak. For example, businesses could be allowed more time to pay, and
particular account would need to be taken of likely sectoral difficulties in areas
such as airlines, the tourism industry, and supply chain management.
Continued liaison with HMRC would also be helpful;

(i) The implications of the outbreak for the social security system might
also be major. The Scottish Welfare Fund might need to be deployed to help
people (such as those on a zero-hours contract) who suffered economically
as a result of a decision to self-isolate: it might, for example, persuade more
people to take the right decision for their health by taking away the fear that
they might fall into poverty as a result. SGoRR(M) was already due to
consider these and other poverty-related issues;

0 The Scottish Government would also need to review its international
development responsibilities, so that aid could go where it was most needed,
should there be a major outbreak in countries such as Malawi;
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(k) COSLA was now participating fully in resilience arrangements led by
SGoRR and had offered helpful support for the necessary legislative changes
to ensure that all authorities would have the requisite powers;

) The police were working together with community groups, particularly
people of Chinese origin, to ensure that they felt safe. There were, however,
few indications of any coronavirus-related hate crime incidents in Scotland;

(m)  All Ministers should be encouraged to look across the range of their
own portfolio responsibilities in order to assess what actions could be taken
now that might be helpful in mitigating the likely future effects of the outbreak.

20. Cabinet agreed that the COVID-19 coronavirus outbreak should continue to
be treated as an urgent priority across all portfolios and that all necessary co-
operation should be facilitated.

(Action: Cabinet Secretary for Health and Sport; Deputy First Minister
and Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills; Population Health
Directorate)

Irrelevant & Sensitive
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