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Scottish Parliament

Thursday 19 March 2020

[The Presiding Officer opened the meeting at
11:45]

General Question Time

The Presiding Officer (Ken Macintosh): Good

morning, colleagues. Thank you for vyour
understanding—these are exceptional
circumstances.

We begin with general question time. Question
1 has been withdrawn, so we move to question 2.

Mental Health Services (NHS Lothian)

2. Jeremy Balfour (L.othian) (Con): To ask the
Scottish Government what action NHS Lothian is
taking to recruit additional clinical staff, in light of
recent ISD Scotland figures suggesting that one in
three young people in the area are waiting over a
year for mental health support. (S50-04295)

The Minister for Mental Health (Clare
Haughey): NHS Lothian has assured me that it is
committed to recruiting key clinical staff in order to
reduce waiting times for child and adolescent
mental health services. It has invested, and it will
continue to invest, £3 million of additional funding
in CAMHS annually. The funding aims to create
new capacity and will be ring fenced, as far as
possible, to start the treatment of those who have
waited the longest. To date, an additional 23 staff
have been recruited, with another 17 expected by
the end of April.

Currently, the CAMHS additional workforce
includes a range of clinical professionals from
psychology, nursing and occupational therapy,
and NHS Lothian will aim to recruit a cohort of
administration staff to support and develop local
service activities. All of that will ultimately improve
current waiting times for children and young
people who are seeking the services that CAMHS
provides.

Jeremy Balfour: | thank the minister for her
very full answer. My next question will be slightly
broader than | had intended it to be. Given the
change in circumstances that the First Minister
announced vyesterday, with regard to schools
closing, there will clearly be an effect on the
mental health of both children and adults,
particularly with social isolation. Will the minister
advise parents, in particular, how they should
monitor and deal with such issues and what help
will be available if they have to take matters to a
higher level?

Clare Haughey: Mr Balfour's question is very
pertinent and topical, given the circumstances in
which we find ourselves. Mental health can and
will be affected by social isolation, and the current
pandemic is, no doubt, having an impact on the
mental health of children and young people, as
well as across the general population. We are
developing strategies and advice, not only for
children and young people, but for the whole
population, on how to keep mentally healthy and
improve wellbeing, whether during self-isolation,
when having to go to work or just in the general
circumstances. We are progressing those pieces
of work and will announce them in the coming
weeks.

Neil Findlay (Lothian) (Lab): Does the minister
accept what we are being told repeatedly by
young people and their families who are going
through mental health crises, which is that the
system is failing them and the services that they
require are simply not there?

Clare Haughey: | am always open to hearing
about service users’ and their parents’
experiences. As a national health service, we
need to learn from their feedback about how we
can improve services right across the country.

Kenneth Gibson (Cunninghame North)
(SNP): | share many of the concerns about
younger people suffering from increased mental ill
health due to stress and isolation, but what about
the people who will look after them? | am talking
not just about parents, but about mental health
care workers. What steps are being taken to
ensure that those people are not overburdened in
the difficult weeks ahead, given the workloads that
they will obviously have to wade through?

Clare Haughey: That is another really important
issue. We are looking at it as we speak, including
at how we can develop support and guidance for
our mental health staff and NHS staff across the
piece. There will be changes to how services are
delivered, and we are working with NHS managers
to ensure that staff feel supported in dealing with
those changes.

The Presiding Officer: Questions 3 and 4 have
been withdrawn.

A801 Avon Gorge Crossing (Upgrade)

5. Angus MacDonald (Falkirk East) (SNP): To
ask the Scottish Government what progress has
been made on discussions with Falkirk Council
and West Lothian Council regarding upgrading the
A801 Avon Gorge crossing. (8§50-04298)

The Minister for Energy, Connectivity and
the Islands (Paul Wheelhouse): Falkirk Council
is leading the delivery of that scheme and, along
with West Lothian Council, is responsible for
ensuring that the business case remains robust
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and for setting the final timetable for delivery,
which is expected to come forward in 2021.

Transport Scotland officials remain in dialogue
with council officers to ensure that an agreement
can be reached between all three partners.
Nevertheless, my colleague the Cabinet Secretary
for Transport, Infrastructure and Connectivity will
seek assurances from the respective councils that
they remain committed to delivering the project
and that they have the necessary funding to do so.

Angus MacDonald: The minister might be
aware that another accident occurred recently on
the A801 near the Avon gorge and that one
person was taken to hospital. He will also be
aware that the “Strategic Transport Projects
Review Final Report”, which was published in
October 2009, advised that, if we upgraded the
A801—thereby improving Grangemouth’s
connectivity with the M8—there would be

“a reduction in the accident rate of around a third”.

Given the importance of Grangemouth to
Scotland’'s economy, the dire need to reduce the
number of accidents on that stretch of road and
the fact that, as part of Falkirk Council’s second
cluster of investment under the tax incremental
financing scheme, that shovel-ready project is
scheduled for a 2021 start, will the minister agree
to ensure the upgrade of that road as scheduled?

Paul Wheelhouse: | share Mr MacDonald's
concern about the serious accident that took place
on 10 March, and | recognise the point that he
makes about the importance of that road to the
local economy and the community in Falkirk.

Given the passage of time, it is important that
the business case for the scheme remains robust
and offers value for money in economic terms. We
must ensure that the project will still deliver its
anticipated benefits, which Mr MacDonald alluded
to, and the scheme’s objectives. Mr MacDonald
and local stakeholders might be aware that work
has been done to revise the costings of the
project. Scottish ministers wrote to Falkirk Council
in 2015 to confirm that we would provide a 50 per
cent contribution towards the scheme. The most
recent estimated cost that the council provided for
the scheme, in May 2018, was approximately £32
million. That cost has recently been reviewed, and
the cabinet secretary is awaiting further detail of it
before proceeding. In line with normal
procurement rules, the contract to construct the
scheme will be subject to a competitive tendering
process, which Falkirk Council will manage.

The Presiding Officer: Question 6 has been
withdrawn.

Potholes

7. Alex Rowley (Mid Scotland and Fife) (Lab):
To ask the Scottish Government what plans it has
for addressing potholes on Scotland’s roads.
(S50-04300)

The Minister for Energy, Connectivity and
the Islands (Paul Wheelhouse): We note the
challenges that face road maintenance across the
network and the importance of a safe, well-
performing road network. As set out in the budget,
the Scottish Government expects to invest £471
million in managing, maintaining and safely
operating the trunk road network in 2020-21.

Local road maintenance is the responsibility of
local authorities, which allocate resources on the
basis of local priorities. Despite a £850 million
real-terms cut by the United Kingdom Government
to Scotland’s discretionary resource budget since
2010-11, we have ensured that local government
receives a fair funding settlement that supports
vital public services.

Alex Rowley: Would the minister consider
discussions with the Convention of Scottish Local
Authorities to plan a strategic economic approach
that would pull resources together, work with
companies, create the jobs that are needed,
address the skills gaps and get our roads fixed?
There is something like £55 billion-worth of road
repairs that need to be done. The poorest people
have cars because they need cars; their cars get
damaged as a result of the potholes and they are
unable to fix their cars. We need a more strategic
approach to national planning, which goes back to
the Keynesian approach of investing in the
economy, planning jobs and delivering what is
desperately needed to fix our roads across
Scotland. Sometimes, it is like a third-world
country.

Paul Wheelhouse: | recognise the importance
of this issue at a local level. Mr Rowley touched on
a number of points with regard to the impact that
potholes have on individuals; we recognise that
there are impacts on vehicles and individuals.
From the point of view of encouraging active
travel, the road surface is important to ensuring
the safe conduct of cycling on our local roads. The
member might be aware that the National
Infrastructure Commission has looked at these
issues and at all Scotland’s infrastructure needs
and has made recommendations to the
Government. The Cabinet Secretary for Transport,
Infrastructure and Connectivity, Michael
Matheson, is looking at how we respond to that
National Infrastructure Commission report. | will
pass on the issue that Mr Rowley has raised today
for Mr Matheson to take forward.

Annabelle Ewing (Cowdenbeath) (SNP):
Potholes are a problem in many parts of my
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Cowdenbeath constituency, including Benarty.
Although it is understood that Fife Council's key
focus in the months ahead must of course be on
dealing with coronavirus, work in this area could
surely go on at pace. It would be outdoor work and
it would mean that contractors could stay in work
and get paid.

Paul Wheelhouse: | certainly recognise the
nature of the work that Ms Ewing accurately
described as outdoor work. These matters are,
obviously, led by local authorities, and we have to
trust that the local authority in this case will make
sensible decisions about how to take forward work
to repair the roads, which is a key priority.
However, as Annabelle Ewing recognised, local
authorities face a significant challenge at this time.
We have to trust them to make sensible decisions
as to how they deploy their resources at this most
challenging of times.

David Stewart (Highlands and Islands) (Lab):
What assessment has the minister made of the
role of potholes in accidents, particularly in rural
areas? Will he ask his colleagues in Transport
Scotland and the police to do specific
assessments of the role of potholes in accidents
across Scotland?

Paul Wheelhouse: David Stewart will
appreciate that such matters stretch across
portfolio boundaries. | note that the Cabinet
Secretary for Justice, Mr Yousaf, is sitting next to
me. | will certainly raise the matter with the
Cabinet Secretary for Transport, Infrastructure and
Connectivity, Mr Matheson, and indeed with Mr
Yousaf, who will have heard the points that David
Stewart made, to see how we can respond. | am
not aware of an evidence base that would give us
granular detail about how many accidents are
caused by potholes, but there may well be data
that we can draw on. We will come back to David
Stewart on the matter.

NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde (Meetings)

8. Adam Tomkins (Glasgow) (Con): To ask
the Scottish Government when it last met NHS
Greater Glasgow and Clyde, and what was
discussed. (550-04301)

The Cabinet Secretary for Health and Sport
(Jeane Freeman): At present, Scottish
Government officials are in daily contact with
national health service boards on planning and
preparations to respond to Covid-19.

At NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde, the
oversight board on infection prevention,
management and control continues—and will
continue—its work as we respond to Covid-19. Itis
chaired by the chief nursing officer and it met most
recently on 19 February and 5 March. The second
performance oversight group, which has been

established with the turnaround director, Calum
Campbell, and is chaired by NHS Scotland’s chief
performance officer, met on 7 February and 27
February, and its third meeting is today.

Adam Tomkins: | thank the cabinet secretary
for that answer and, indeed, for her round-the-
clock work on behalf of all of us as we prepare for
this unfolding crisis. The cabinet secretary and |
have corresponded before about the Yorkhill site
in Glasgow, which is largely, but not entirely,
decanted. What consideration is being given to
using that site which, although not in full use at the
moment, is still owned and managed by the NHS,
and other similar sites as facilities as the crisis
unfolds?

Jeane Freeman: We have talked about that site
before, and | am grateful to Mr Tomkins for raising
it again. | have asked my officials who are
currently working on increasing the capacity in the
NHS about it. | note that the committed increase in
capacity of 30,000 additional beds and the
committed doubling of intensive care units relate
to existing operational sites. However, we need to
look at what more we can do to maximise our
health service. The Yorkhill site and one or two
others are in that mix and are being considered as
we speak. | am very happy to ensure that
members are informed as we make decisions on
their viability and robustness as we go forward.

Covid-19 (Advice for Pregnant Women)

9. Richard Lyle (Uddingston and Belishill)
{SNP): To ask the Scottish Government what
advice is being given to women who are pregnant
regarding the coronavirus, Covid-19. (§50-04302)

The Minister for Public Health, Sport and
Wellbeing (Joe FitzPatrick): Current evidence
does not suggest that pregnant women are more
susceptible to the virus than the general
population as a result of their pregnancy, or that
they are more likely to be ill. However, we know
that pregnant women are, generally, more
susceptible to infection. Therefore, as a
precaution, it was announced on Monday that
pregnant women have been advised to take
particular care to minimise their social contact.

All pregnant women will continue to receive
high-quality maternity care throughout their
pregnancy. Guidance for pregnant women and the
maternity professionals who look after them has
been produced by the Royal College of
Obstetricians and Gynaecologists and is available
on the NHS inform website. Pregnant women who
have any concerns about their pregnancy should
contact their maternity care provider. If they have
concerns about worsening symptoms, or if they
need urgent medical advice, they should contact
NHS 24 on 111.
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Richard Lyle: A constituent of mine who is a
teacher is now at home, as per Government
advice. Are we advising other women who are
pregnant to do likewise?

Joe FitzPatrick: As | said, pregnant women
along with people over 70 and those who have
underlying health conditions are being strongly
advised to stay at home as much as possible and
to significantly reduce unnecessary social contact.
We expect employers to support preghant women
and others to do that.

First Minister’s Question Time

12:00

Covid-19

1. Jackson Carlaw (Eastwood) (Con): In the
continuing spirit of asking questions that aim to
inform, in the first instance, | seek further
clarification from the First Minister on the issue of
testing. MSPs have been approached by
community pharmacists who have been serving
customers with flu-like symptoms. Community
pharmacists are often the first point of contact for
the elderly, but they will not know whether they
themselves have the virus. Members have also
been contacted by doctors who are at home with
what they think is probably just a cold but, without
a test, they cannot be sure. The Government's
objective is to expand testing capacity, but can the
First Minister confirm whether she believes that,
within that expansion, those in front-line service
roles should be prioritised?

The First Minister (Nicola Sturgeon): Before |
turn to the issue of testing, | advise Parliament
that, as of 9 o’clock this morning, a total of 266
positive cases have been confirmed, which is an
increase of 39 from yesterday. As | have done
previously, | stress that that is likely to be an
underestimate of the true prevalence of the
infection across our society. | am also extremely
sad to confirm that, as of 9 o'clock this morning,
there have been six reported deaths of patients in
Scotland who had tested positive for Covid-19,
which is an increase of three from yesterday. | put
on record that my thoughts are with their loved
ones at this incredibly painful time for them.

On testing, front-line critical and key workers,
particularly in the national health service and
social care, are the priority for our expanded
testing services. Broadly speaking, we are seeking
to meet three objectives with testing. The first is to
protect those who are most vulnerable and to save
lives. That is why those who are admitted to
hospital with Covid-19 symptoms or with upper
respiratory infection will be tested. Secondly, we
aim to allow critical workers to be at work unless
they are actually ill. Work is on-going in all four
nations to define the list of critical workers, but it of
course includes those at the front line of our NHS
and social care services. The third objective is to
allow surveillance to enable us to monitor the
prevalence of the infection across the population.

Right now, we have three laboratories that are
operational, in Edinburgh, Glasgow and Dundee.
Between them, they currently have the capacity to
do around 780 tests per day. Work is under way to
expand capacity, initially to enable up to 3,000
tests to be done every day. In the longer term—
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hopefully not too much longer—we hope that new
forms of testing will be available. That work is
being led by the United Kingdom Government.
The new tests will be dipstick tests rather than
swab tests, which will allow people to test
themselves much more quickly and tell whether
they have had the virus. Those are not available
right now, but | hope that the testing will be
expanded in that way as soon as possible.

Jackson Carlaw: That is a helpful clarification.
To respond to the First Minister's confirmation of
the additional lives lost, in our shared endeavour
as we confront this emergency, all our thoughts
will be with those who are suffering bereavement
as a result of it.

Turning to the broader economy, | acknowledge
that the chancellor, Rishi Sunak, has stated that
everything that has already been announced
constitutes but the first step of many and that there
is a pressing need for further detailed assistance
targeted in support of individuals. On Tuesday, the
UK Government unveiled a package of financial
measures to  support business.  Scottish
businesses face the toughest of times, but we
know that they can, will and must bounce back
and prosper with the right help and support. The
chancellor has backed business with more than
£330 billion. Can the First Minister update us on
how the Scottish Government will help Scottish
business through the weeks and months ahead?
In particular, in response to the many inquiries that
MSPs are receiving, can the First Minister confirm
to those who recognise the clear advantage of the
assistance being offered to their businesses that it
will be kept simple and how they should expect to
access it?

The First Minister: This is a statement of the
obvious, but we are in an incredibly difficult time
for businesses across our economy and for the
workers who staff those businesses.

| welcome, as does the economy secretary, the
support that was outlined by the chancellor earlier
this week. We have confirmed, and we will
continue to ensure, that every single penny of
funding that comes to Scotland to support
businesses is passed on to businesses in
Scotland. The economy secretary has already set
out some of the initial detail of that. For example,
all small businesses that receive the small
business bonus scheme or rural relief will be
eligible for a £10,000 grant. We will provide 12
months’ relief for properties in hospitality, leisure
and retail and a £25,000 grant if those properties
have a rateable value between £18,000 and
£51,000. On top of that, we have taken steps to
effectively halt the inflationary increase in business
rates that was due in April. Taken together, that is
a £2.2 billion support package to help sustain
businesses and, crucially, to help them pay their

staff and treat their staff fairly. As Jackson Carlaw
said, that is initial support. It is inevitable that
further support will be required and we continue to
discuss that constructively with the UK
Government.

| will be as brief as | can be on the point about
how businesses will access that support, which is
very important. We want to make it as simple as
possible, but given the different kinds of support
that we have announced, we are approaching the
situation in three different ways. | will briefly
summarise those. We are working to make sure
that the universal rates relief that is available for all
properties will be available automatically so that
businesses will not have to apply for it. The 100
per cent rates relief for retail, hospitality and
leisure will require some form of application from
the sectors involved, but we are working with the
Convention of Scottish Local Authorities and local
authority finance directors on how that can be
administered in the most straightforward way
possible. In the meantime, we will bring forward
legislation next week to enshrine that relief from 1
April.

Things are slightly more complicated when it
comes fo grant schemes. We have set out two
grant schemes: the £10,000 small business grants
and the £25,000 grants for retail, hospitality and
leisure. We are in discussion with COSLA,
councils and business associations about how
those can be efficiently distributed. | know that the
same challenges are being faced in England with
grant schemes there. There is no simple answer,
but we want to do this as straightforwardly and
quickly as possible, and | undertake to make sure
that information and guidance are distributed to
MSPs and business organisations as soon as the
detail is clarified.

Jackson Carlaw: That is all very helpful. That
clarification will be much valued by business, and
we will obviously lend our support to any
legislation that is required to give that assistance
effect.

The childcare sector faces an uncertain future.
This afternoon, John Swinney, will expand on
yesterday’s confirmation by the First Minister, and
by the Secretary of State for Education, Gavin
Williamson, that schools and nurseries across the
UK, including private nurseries, will close from
tomorrow. The medical advice is clear, and we
must keep people safe. We also know that
childcare is vital to keeping the UK working
through coronavirus and, once we have beaten
the virus, to returning to prosperity. We all fully
appreciate that closure is unavoidable, but could
the First Minister tell us what help we can give that
vital sector?

The First Minister: Jackson Carlaw is
absolutely right to highlight the importance of the
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childcare sector for the business reasons that he
set out and for the care of young children right
now and for the future, when we are on the other
side of this virus. Obviously, we have ambitious
plans to double the provision of early years
learning and childcare. We want to work to
mitigate the impact as far as possible, although |
have to be straight with people: we will not be able
to do that completely. John Swinney will set out
more details on that, among other things, in his
statement this afternoon.

However, | take the opportunity to confirm to
Parliament that we have decided, as the
Government, to guarantee the funding that private
and third sector nurseries currently receive from
the Scottish budget. That funding pays for the
statutory entittement that children receive in those
nurseries and across the private and third sectors,
and it is worth around £220 million. We will keep
that cash in place, even while children are at home
and not at nursery, so that we can help to support
businesses through what is a very difficult time.
That will be in addition to the work that we will do
with councils to maximise the use of private and
third sector nurseries to provide childcare to key
workers who need it. There will be more detail on
that when John Swinney makes his statement
later.

Jackson Carlaw: That confirmation of funding
will be hugely welcomed by the sector.

Key workers will be crucial in the battle with the
virus, but the definition of “key workers” needs to
be clarified. It is not as straightforward as it at first
seems because, however desirable it may be, if
everyone becomes a key worker we are right back
where we started. Yesterday, the First Minister
mentioned nurses, doctors and other critical staff.
Can she confirm that police officers will be
included, and will she tell us which other groups
will or may be part of the key worker plan?

Finally, will the First Minister join me in asking
people to be patient as information is confirmed
and made available? These are evolving
responses to a national emergency, and it is
unreasonable to expect every t to be crossed and
every i to be dotted on the detail with immediate
effect. The public should know that both
Scotland’s Governments are working to ensure
that as much clarity as possible is provided as
quickly as possible, and we should all support the
people who are working flat out to achieve that.

The First Minister: | absolutely echo those
comments.

On the issue of key workers, we are in difficult
and not straightforward territory, and we must get
the balance right. Jackson Carlaw asked me
directly about police officers. | fully expect police
officers to be included—in fact, | think that it is

inconceivable that police officers would not be
included. Indeed, | fully expect all who work in the
emergency services to be covered by the
definition of "key workers”.

Beyond that, work is being done across all four
nations to come to the right definition. | will make a
couple of points about that, the first of which is the
obvious one that Jackson Carlaw made. If we go
too far and end up having too many children in our
schools, we will undermine the public health
reasons for regretfully having to close schools.

Secondly, while we will try to get as much
national consistency on the matter as possible, it
will undoubtedly be the case that some local
flexibility will be required. The definition of who
might be considered to be key and critical workers
in a remote rural or island community might not be
exactly the same as that definition in the centre of
Glasgow or Edinburgh. It is important that we have
that flexibility.

Understandably, the focus is very much on
those workers who are required to keep our health
and social care services running to cope with the
Covid-19 crisis. Beyond that, there are the workers
in some obvious other areas, such as the energy
sector, who will make sure that we can continue to
heat our homes and keep the lights on. Those
workers who are required to get food to different
parts of our country are another example. That
work is on-going, and we will continue to update
Parliament on it as the definition of “key workers”
becomes clearer.

| began my answer by agreeing with Jackson
Carlaw’s final point, and | do so again. | have
given an assurance to people across the country
that the Scottish Government will be as open and
transparent as possible on an on-going basis. |
have never been as acutely aware as | am right
now of the inability of Government alone to deal
with the challenge that we face. As First Minister, |
will do my best to lead that operation in the
months ahead, but | need the help of everybody
across Scotland. What | can do is share as much
information as possible. That will sometimes
involve being frank about not knowing the answer
to something immediately or being honest about
the fact that certain things take some time to be
put in place.

| will give an example of that. John Swinney will
give as much detail as possible about the
alternative arrangements that we are putting in
place in the light of the school closures but, to be
frank, that planning work will continue over the
days to come.

This has to be a collective national endeavour. It
will not be easy, but if all of us—Government, the
public and all parts of the economy and the public
sector—pull together, | have confidence that the

INQO000573861_0010



13 19 MARCH 2020 14

country will be able to get through the current
situation, notwithstanding how incredibly difficult
and challenging it is.

Covid-19 (Personal Protective Equipment)

2. Richard Leonard (Central Scotland) (Lab):
First, | want to pay tribute to all our social care and
national health service staff, who are working
tirelessly under some of the most challenging
conditions that we have ever faced. | am sure that
| speak for all of us when | say that they have our
unwavering support and our unconditional
backing.

The First Minister is well aware that there is real
and growing concern that two thirds of front-line
Scottish Ambulance Service crews do not yet have
the personal protective equipment that they need.
Can the First Minister tell us when they will get the
safety equipment that they need and that they
have been promised?

The First Minister (Nicola Sturgeon): That
work is under way at pace as we speak. This
afternoon, the Cabinet Secretary for Health and
Sport will meet the Scottish Ambulance Service
and the trade union that is associated with it, the
GMB, to make sure that front-line workers’
concerns are being properly and quickly
addressed. | give an undertaking that we will do
everything possible to ensure that that is the case.

Health Protection Scotland has issued clear
guidance on the types of protective equipment that
is required in different circumstances, and we
have made supplies available. At the moment,
there are pressures on supplies of protective
equipment not just in Scotland but globally, but we
must do everything that we can to support people
on the front line.

We always owe those in our front-line health
and social care workforce an enormous debt of
gratitude, but | can say candidly that we will never,
ever owe them more than we will do in the weeks
and months to come. My job as First Minister,
along with the health secretary, is to make sure
that we do everything that we can do to support
them, and | treat that responsibility with the utmost
seriousness.

Richard Leonard: More supplies of personal
protective equipment were delivered to ambulance
stations across Scotland yesterday afternoon, but
they were not the full-face protection FFP3 masks
that are needed. What was received was another
batch of paper surgical masks with expiry dates of
April 2016. When we raised the concern on
Tuesday that that same batch of masks had been
supplied to general practitioners, the cabinet
secretary said that she was aware of the issue and
was taking steps to ensure resupply and that the

situation would not be repeated. Regrettably, it
has been repeated.

We all know that we cannot afford to put our
front-line NHS staff—our key workers—at
increased, unnecessary and avoidable risk. What
guarantee can the First Minister give that the
appropriate supplies will be made available, and
what advice can she give to workers, such as
those in the Scottish Ambulance Service, who
believe that they have been put at risk?

The First Minister: We will do everything that
we can to protect those on the front line. Health
Protection Scotland has issued guidance on the
question of the type of protective equipment that is
required by different categories of health workers.
In a service such as the Scottish Ambulance
Service, a mix of masks will be required, some of
which will be those described by Richard Leonard.
Other parts of the workforce will require other
types of mask. It is not for politicians such as me
or the health secretary to say what is required; it is
for Health Protection Scotland to do so. We will
continue to work with GPs and with the ambulance
service to make sure that those supplies are there.

| say again—it is important to understand this—
that, as is the case with ventilators, there is a
global demand at the moment for that type of
equipment. Supplies are under pressure, which is
why we are also looking at how we can get
alternative supplies.

The health secretary has considered, and will
continue to consider, the issue of expiry dates.
There will be circumstances in which supplies will
be revalidated for use—by experts, not by
politicians—because it will be judged that they are
safe fo use, notwithstanding the expiry date.

The priority in all of those decisions will be the
safety and security of those who are looking after
us. That is something that everybody has a right to
expect from Government. | am sure that Richard
Leonard will understand that my decisions must be
informed by the best expert advice. | am
conscious of that in every decision that | take on
the response to this situation, and that is what |
undertake to do.

Richard Leonard: The cabinet secretary for
health has confirmed that, no matter what
precautions are taken, rising absence rates are
expected during the next few weeks of the
outbreak. Absence rates of between 25 and 30 per
cent of the NHS workforce at any one time have
been predicted.

It is because of that that medics, nurses,
paramedics and other health professionals are
calling for the testing of key workers as swiftly as
possible. They do not want to spread the virus if
they have it, but they also want to be able to
continue to work to support their colleagues and to
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provide essential care for patients if all they have
is a cold or if they are no longer contagious.

| appreciate that the First Minister has
committed again today to expanding testing. Is
she able to tell us the timetable for that, how
frequently she expects front-line testing to take
place, and, if the possibility of self-testing has
been explored, when that is likely to be widely
available to key workers in Scotland?

The First Minister: | cannot answer the
question of when new and different kinds of tests
are likely to be available. That is one of the things |
must be honest about. It is a global issue.
Discussions are happening with pharmaceutical
companies in the United Kingdom about the
provision of new and quicker types of test. | hope
that that happens very soon. That is in everyone'’s
interests, but Richard Leonard will understand the
processes that must be gone through to provide
new approaches in that regard.

On the more general issue of testing, as | have
set out previously, we are committed to testing key
and critical workers. Itis in everyone’s interests for
that to happen, because we want those who care
for us to be at work whenever possible, and we
want them to be as safe as possible.

There is a need for us to be guided by expert
opinion with regard to how often key and critical
workers require to be tested, just as there is the
on-going work, about which | have already
spoken, to make sure that we are properly defining
that list of who is categorised as a key and critical
worker. Obviously, that list includes those on the
front line of our national health service and social
care services.

On timescales, we are working at pace. There
are large numbers of people quite literally working
around the clock on this. That includes the
Scottish Government, but that is the least of it.
People across our emergency services and health
and social care services, in particular, are working
to do all of this as quickly as possible.

| have already talked about the work on
expanding our testing capacity. That was
expanded at an earlier stage of this outbreak,
when we brought the laboratory in Dundee on
stream. We are now working to expand it beyond
that in order to ensure that we are using all
possible capacity that we have. We are working
hard to make sure that, as quickly as possible,
there is an understanding of which workers are
being tested and how that is to happen.

These things are happening at pace. | would go
back to Jackson Carlaw’s point: few people—
actually, that is not true. Everybody understands
the seriousness of this situation. | say to Richard
Leonard that he should take some assurance from
the fact that | absolutely understand the urgency of

all these issues and | want to make sure that all of
these things are put in place as quickly as
possible. | will continue to do everything that | can,
as head of the Scottish Government, to make sure
that we are taking all the necessary steps to do
that.

The Presiding Officer (Ken Macintosh): |
intend to allow some supplementary questions, but
after the party leaders have asked their questions.

Covid-19 (Voluntary Community Support)

3. Patrick Harvie (Glasgow) (Green): The
current crisis is an unprecedented challenge for
every level of Government. It is a challenge for all
of us to work together as never before, and it is a
challenge for our whole society to show that the
values of compassion, solidarity and mutual care
are what matter at a time such as this.

| want to join with others in expressing our
thanks to and concern for the dedicated people
working in our national health service and other
public services, and those people who have been
undervalued for a long time: every carer, cleaner,
supermarket worker and many more. Their work is
essential to help us all get through this, and they
need our support.

Like other members, | have heard from many
people who just want to help, whether that is
keeping in touch with family, looking out for a
neighbour or making sure that people in isolation
in our community have got what they need. As
social distancing measures become ever more
important, that kind of voluntary community help
might become more difficult. How can the
Government and MSPs make sure that people
know how to help one another—and how to do so
safely—in the weeks ahead?

The First Minister (Nicola Sturgeon): | thank
Patrick Harvie for his question and | agree with his
sentiment. Right now, we are learning a really
hard lesson about the fragility of life in the modern
world and all that we have come to take for
granted, whether that is hugging loved ones,
meeting friends for a coffee or jumping on a plane
to go on holiday.

Perhaps, at the same time, we are also being
reminded of what and who really matters in life.
We are reminded of the importance of good
health, the importance of love, friendship and
solidarity and the importance of looking out for
each other. In these difficult and dark times—there
is no doubt that they are difficult and dark—we
should hold on to those values, which are perhaps
coming to the fore.

| have heard so many heart-warming and
inspiring stories of communities not waiting to be
told or asked, but just getting on with it, looking out
for others and thinking about how they can play a
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part in the challenge that we all face. That is
happening probably in every corner of Scotland
and we, as the Government, are thinking very hard
about how we support and facilitate that, whether
through financial or other support.

That is why part of Aileen Campbell’'s statement
yesterday was about the provision of funding to
help with those voluntary efforts. We will provide
MSPs with  further information for wider
dissemination about how local groups can access
that, because it will be really important.

| visited Age Scotland yesterday morning. With
help from the Government, it is expanding its
existing helpline so that more older people have
somebody to phone if they need advice or help, or
if they just need to hear a friendly voice. There will
be examples of that activity all over the country
and we all need to play our part in supporting it as
well as we can.

Patrick Harvie: | hope that the Government
knows that the whole chamber will offer support
for those actions.

One group in our society that is most urgently in
need of help is those who are losing their incomes
but who still face continued rent demands. | have
heard from one constituent who has already seen
her full-time income disappear completely. Her
boss wants to be kind, but an events company
with no events to run simply cannot pay her. She
has no idea how she will pay her rent or other bills.
| have heard of some landlords who are being
responsible and recognising people’'s needs.
However, | have also heard from people who are
being forced out of their homes, or threatened with
that, on a range of existing grounds for eviction,
not just rent arrears.

The Scottish Government’s announcement
yesterday will still leave people facing a choice
between the threat of losing their home at this
dangerous time, or building up unpayable debts
over the coming months while, in many cases,
their landlords are benefiting from a mortgage
holiday. Is it not clear that we need a complete
ban on evictions—on any grounds—during this
crisis, and a rent holiday for those who need it?

The First Minister: We will continue to look at
the actions that we can take and those that we
need to take. | will rule nothing out, and want to
rule as much in as possible. However, | say
categorically, as First Minister, that nobody should
face eviction from their home because of rent
arrears that are accrued as a result of the
coronavirus crisis. | hope that everybody across
the chamber agrees with that.

Aileen Campbell set out actions yesterday, but
those are not necessarily the end of the road. We
continue to look at what more we can do. To put it
in context—it is not my intention to be political, or

to criticise the United Kingdom Government, | only
want to give context to what | am saying—the
Prime Minister set out emergency legislation so
that landlords will not be able to start proceedings
to evict tenants for at least a three month period.
We do not need to do that in Scotland, because
that is what our current law says. That is why
Aileen Campbell set out that we will extend the
existing provision to six months.

In any event, as housing tribunals are not sitting
right now, no proceedings will be taken forward.
However, | repeat that nobody should face eviction
because of the crisis that we are living through.
What | have just described applies to landlords in
the private rented sector. For completeness, | say
that the Government will take action if we find that
any social landlord is contemplating raising
eviction proceedings against anybody in these
circumstances. My constituency experience is that
we have outstanding social landlords and | would
not expect any of them to do that.

The Government will continue to ensure that if
issues arise that put people in an unfair position,
we will not hesitate to take the action that is
required.

Covid-18 (Emergency Surgery and Procedures)

4. Willie Rennie (North East Fife) (LD):
Jackson Carlaw, Patrick Harvie, Nicola Sturgeon
and | met yesterday. We agreed that we will keep
on meeting, and that we are going to work
together, because this crisis demands that we
work together.

| got this letter—which | opened here in the
chamber—from a constituent, who says:

“Right now, | am scared to death. After blood tests and a
scan by my GP, my GP has said | will be referred to a
surgeon to save my life after the next test, but now the
Scottish Government is saying that they are cancelling all
non-urgent surgery for three months due to the Covid-19
virus. As you can see, | might not get the surgery that |
require to save my life. | would like to live a bit longer”.

We know that it is not the case that the person
will not get the surgery. However, people are
worried about that announcement and what it
means for their operations and treatments. What
reassurance can the First Minister give to people
like my constituent, and others across the country,
who are worried about life-saving treatment right
now? We need to be clear about what we are
doing so that people are not afraid about their
future. What can the First Minister tell us?

The First Minister (Nicola Sturgeon): | would
appreciate Willie Rennie’s passing the letter and
the details of his constituent on to us.

Let me try to set this out really clearly. What has
been announced by the Cabinet Secretary for
Health and Sport—it is being replicated in all
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nations of the UK, | think—is a decision that we
have not taken lightly, but it is unavoidable and
essential because it will allow our national health
service, and in particular our critical care services,
to cope with what we know is coming down the
track. What has been announced is postponement
of non-urgent elective procedures in our NHS. We
want urgent emergency and life-saving
procedures, and cancer and maternity services to
go ahead. Without having seen the detail, | think
that what Willie Rennie has outlined sounds like
the kind of procedure that should not be
postponed and will go ahead.

It is important that we all take a responsible
approach, as | know we are doing. | appreciated
yesterday's meeting with party leaders; | am keen
to continue to hold such meetings. We all want to
work together, and part of working together will be
our being clear about what is changing and what
we are sftriving to ensure does not change. We are
facing a big challenge and | do not want to scare
people because, in my experience, scaring people
is not productive.

However, | want people to understand that this
is not a drill; this is real and it is happening. We all
have to take seriously our responsibility to follow
advice. | take this opportunity to remind people of
the advice that we are urging—not asking, but
urging—them to follow for their own sakes, and for
the sakes of their loved ones and everyone else in
Scotland.

If you have symptoms, stay at home. If you are
in a household with somebody who has
symptoms, stay at home. All of us are to cut down
on our social interactions. That is particularly
important if you are over 70, if you have a health
condition for which you get the flu vaccine or if you
are a pregnant woman. We have already said that
people who are the most vulnerable due to their
health conditions and those who have
compromised immune systems will get tailored
advice.

| repeat: the advice is not optional, and should
not be seen as being optional. It is about saving
lives. | have never before had to stand up in the
Parliament and say anything so blunt. My job right
now—it is not just me who is doing this; | am
leading an effort that is enabling everybody to do
it—is about saving lives, so we all have to follow
the advice for that purpose. [Applause.]

Willie Rennie: | appreciate the work of the First
Minister, the clarity that she is providing and the
professional way in which she is going about it.

It is really important that we flush out these
issues so that people understand what is
happening, are not afraid for their lives and get the
treatment that they urgently need.

There is little doubt but that the United Kingdom
Government will need to do more to provide
money to put food on the tables and keep the
roofs over the heads of our constituents. Using
existing Government tax and spend mechanisms
is the best way to get money to them speedily.
The Confederation of British Industry is
recommending reverse national insurance
contributions. We also need to boost the social
security system. Those are probably the best ways
to deliver some sort of citizens income.

Is the First Minister talking to the Prime Minister
about that? Does she agree that we need an early
statement on that from the Chancellor of the
Exchequer, because people are worried not just
about how exactly they will survive the virus, but
about having enough food and a roof over their
heads?

The First Minister: Across the Scottish
Government, we are talking to the UK Government
about all those matters. | am sure that Willie
Rennie and others will appreciate that most of my
and the Cabinet Secretary for Health and Sport's
interactions over the past couple of weeks have
been on the immediate health emergency that we
face. However, the health emergency is
undoubtedly fast becoming an economic
emergency for businesses, for the economy as a
whole, and for households and individuals around
the country. Willie Rennie is right to make that
point.

| welcome what the chancellor outlined earlier
this week. | perhaps did not expect to be saying
this, but the UK Government is, like the Scottish
Government, trying very hard to do all the right
things. However, UK ministers know, and we
know, that much more will be required. We will
work together on that. We will do everything that
we can within our powers and resources; we have
already set out a lot of initiatives, and there will be
more to come from us.

However, there undoubtedly needs to be more
from the UK Government, which holds most of the
relevant levers. To move through this situation to a
universal basic income or citizens basic income
approach is the right thing for us to seek to do,
and might be the necessary thing to do.

We will continue to have those discussions,
because we cannot allow this health emergency to
wreck the lives, livelihoods and incomes of so
many people. We all have to pull together. It is
really important that we do that in Scotland and
around the UK, but it also requires a global
economic intervention. | hope that countries will
work together to beat the virus and to ensure that
the rebuilding that will be required when we are on
the other side of this situation is not as difficult as
it will be if we do not take the right action now.
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The Presiding Officer: As members will
appreciate, there is a huge amount of interest in
asking supplementary questions, from members of
all parties. We will not be able to get through them
all, but | hope that members will be succinct.

Covid-19 (Air Ambulance Service)

Dr Alasdair Allan (Na h-Eileanan an Ilar)
(SNP): Can the First Minister confirm in more
detail what the arrangements will be for patients in
Scotland'’s islands who require the use of an air
ambulance? Is the service now equipped and able
to carry patients who have tested positive for
coronavirus?

The First Minister (Nicola Sturgeon): Yes it s,
and, as we develop our approach to coronavirus,
we will continue to take particular account of the
needs of our rural, remote and island
communities.

Everyone is feeling anxious about this, but it is
inevitable in any crisis that the people who live on
the margins of our country will feel that anxiety
even more acutely. We will continue to make sure
that that is at the forefront of our minds and
thinking.

Covid-19 (Private Sector Assistance)

Pauline McNeill (Glasgow) (Lab): Does the
First Minister agree that the private sector is
essential in dealing with the coronavirus? A
company in Glasgow has identified hundreds of
ventilators in China—! know that her ministers are
aware of that and that Scottish Enterprise is
working closely on such matters. | probably do not
need to ask this, but, for the record, does she
agree that we need to do everything that we can to
ensure that the sector gets all possible assistance
if it finds ways to help with the coronavirus?

The First Minister (Nicola Sturgeon): | agree
100 per cent. | hope that we know about the
company that Pauline McNeill is talking about, but,
just in case we do not, | would be grateful if she
passed on the details.

lvan McKee is chairing a working group that
involves officials from the Scottish Government,
the National Manufacturing Institute Scotland,
Scottish Enterprise and the national health
service, which is co-ordinating efforts to mobilise
the wider Scofttish manufacturing base so that it
can support work on NHS shortages of key
manufactured products. Ventilators are very much
at the top of the list of priorities, but, as | said to
Richard Leonard, other products will fall into that
category. Any company that feels that it has
something to contribute should contact us.

We have been inundated with offers from
individuals and companies. We have gin and
whisky distillers making hand sanitiser. | have had

offers of timber if we need to build things. | have
had offers right across the spectrum, of everything
that members could imagine. People in the
entertainment and events industry have offered
their skills and help if hospitals need to reconfigure
their physical base.

There is so much good will out there, and we
need to harness it. | am keen that there is, in the
Scottish Government, a central point at which to
collate all those offers, so that nobody's offer of
kindness or help falls through the cracks. | have
asked for some work to be done on that. If
members have been contacted in that regard, |
ask them please to pass the information on to us.

Covid-19 (Hospital Parking Charges)

Miles Briggs (Lothian) (Con): NHS
professionals in Scotland are rightly being told to
limit their use of public transport. A number of
nurses who work at Edinburgh royal infirmary
contacted me this morning to say that they are
now presented with a £7.50 daily parking charge
at the hospital. What discussions has the
Government had with parking companies here, in
Edinburgh, as well as in Glasgow and at Ninewells
hospital in Dundee, about suspending parking
charges while we are in this crisis?

The First Minister (Nicola Sturgeon): |
sympathise with those in that situation. We
removed parking charges for all NHS car parks
some time ago, but that does not apply for the
private finance initiative hospitals.

The health secretary is looking urgently at how
we can get rid of parking charges at those
hospitals during this period. | hope that we can talk
to the companies and ask them to suspend
charges, but, if that does not happen, the Scottish
Government will want to look at what we can do fo
take away those costs from the people who will be
working hard to keep the rest of us safe in the
weeks and months to come.

Covid-19 (Homeless Accommodation)

John Mason (Glasgow Shettleston) (SNP): |
think that the First Minister is aware of the Lodging
House Mission, which is based in my constituency
and which has run a winter night shelter since
December, in conjunction with Glasgow City
Mission. The charities are having to close their
daytime and nighttime care facilities. Is the public
sector able to take over some of the care that the
third sector has provided for homeless people and
rough sleepers?

The First Minister (Nicola Sturgeon): | know
that Glasgow City Mission, which runs the winter
night shelter, took that decision for the sake of its
guests’ safety. It was an understandable and
appropriate decision.
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The health and social care partnership and third
sector and registered social landlord partners have
made extra accommodation available to help
rough sleepers and people in temporary
accommodation to self-isolate. They are urgently
looking at how to increase capacity in the days to
come, including through the use of hotels and
perhaps vacant student accommodation.

Our £350 million welfare and wellbeing
package, which Aileen Campbell set out
yesterday, is all about ensuring that local partners
can support people in need, which very much
includes  people who are  experiencing
homelessness.

Covid-19 (National Health Service Staff
Testing)

Ross Greer (West Scotland) (Green): |
appreciate what the First Minister has said about
the testing of NHS staff, but, three times in the
past five days, NHS Lothian staff have received an
email telling them that, if they display symptoms,
they should stay at home for seven days from
when their symptoms started and that they will not
be tested.

From what the national clinical director told us
yesterday, | am aware that the new testing regime
will be operationalised imminently. Will the
Scottish Government relay that information to NHS
staff? They are panicking about the situation and
are sending substantial volumes of
correspondence to their MSPs because they
simply do not know what to do.

The First Minister (Nicola Sturgeon): Yes, we
will ensure that all NHS staff know exactly what
the testing arrangements will be and how they can
access them. As | have said, we are working at
pace to make sure that the arrangements are in
place and that we have the capacity to process the
tests.

| say to Ross Greer, to those in the chamber
and to every single one of our health and social
care workers that we know how valuable and
important those workers are. We want them to be
safe and well. We do not want them to be at work
if it is putting their health at risk, but we want them
to be at work if at all possible, because the rest of
us need them, as they will be looking after all of
us. We have a shared interest in making sure that
testing happens as quickly as possible, and that is
our absolute priority.

Covid-19 (Mental Health)

Jackie Baillie (Dumbarton) (Lab): The First
Minister will be aware that those with an existing
mental health condition—whether it is anxiety,
depression, psychosis or parancia—uwill have their
condition exacerbated by the circumstances of the

pandemic. Will she increase the resources and
capacity of Breathing Space, which provides really
valuable support? What other plans does she
have to take care of those with existing mental
health conditions and for the wellbeing of the
whole population?

The First Minister (Nicola Sturgeon): The
short answer is yes. If Breathing Space wants to
contact us, we will look at how we support it. Part
of the funding that was announced yesterday is to
support organisations on the front-line that are
providing crucial support.

| have already referenced my visit to Age
Scotland yesterday. We have given additional
funding to allow the expansion of its helpline, but
other organisations—Breathing Space is a very
good example—will have greater demand placed
on their services.

As people are social distancing and self-
isolating, the services will become more important
in ensuring that the human connections that are so
vital to all our lives continue. We very much want
to do everything that we can to make sure that
those vital organisations have the support that
they need.

Covid-19 (Immunity Test)

Alex Neil (Airdrie and Shotts) (SNP): | draw
the First Minister's attention to the statement that
the Prime Minister made vyesterday about a
reliable test being available imminently to identify
those who are immune from coronavirus. Is she
yet in a position to advise when such tests may be
available in Scotland? Who would be on the
priority list for them? The tests will be extremely
helpful in fighting coronavirus.

The First Minister (Nicola Sturgeon): | have
already alluded to that issue in some of my
answers today. Notwithstanding what might
happen in relation to a new test being made
available, | have made it very clear that key
workers will be getting tested to make sure that
they are not self-isolating unnecessarily and that
we can keep that workforce as intact as possible.

| have already said that discussions are on-
going about the possibility of new forms of tests,
rather than the swab tests that are currently being
used. Dipstick tests are quicker; they are not
available right now, but discussions are taking
place at United Kingdom level with companies
about whether it will be possible to make them
available in the near future. If so, that would allow
people to test themselves much more quickly and,
crucially, to tell whether they had had the virus—
that is, to see whether they had the antibodies that
suggested that they had had it.

| have set out the three objectives of our testing
arrangements: to protect the vulnerable and save
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lives; to test key and critical workers; and to carry
out population surveillance, so that we know what
is happening with the spread of the virus. The new
tests, if they became available, would enable
people to know whether they have had the virus,
which would be hugely important, particularly as
we try to get people back to normal in later stages.
The tests are not available right now, but | hope
that the on-going work will lead to their becoming
available as soon as possible.

Covid-19 (Testing for Healthcare Workers)

Maurice Corry (West Scotland) (Con): Will the
First Minister commit to prioritising testing for front-
line healthcare workers and ensuring that it is
accessible at local level?

The First Minister (Nicola Sturgeon): Yes. |
have been trying to do that repeatedly to date.
Front-line healthcare workers are the priority when
it comes to making tests available. We want to do
that as easily and as accessibly as possible. That
is exactly the work that is under way, and | am
grateful to Maurice Corry for giving me the
opportunity to reiterate that important point.

Covid-19 (Access to Ministers)

Monica Lennon (Central Scotland) (Lab): The
Covid-19 pandemic means that we will need to
look afresh at how we respond to Scotland’s drug
death emergency, and give fresh consideration to
the available capacity in Scotland's residential
rehabilitation centres and how we use them. There
are many urgent questions about vulnerable
people who are affected by substance misuse. |
agree with the First Minister that we need a
national collective endeavour, so | ask that
Opposition spokespeople can have regular access
to ministers. We all have ideas, and there are
ways in which we can help, so that we can work
together to deal with the issues in our country that
were already big but which have become even
more acute because of the outbreak.

The First Minister (Nicola Sturgeon): Yes, |
can give that assurance. | would hope that
Opposition spokespeople feel that they have
access to ministers. The Cabinet Secretary for
Health and Sport has told me that she is meeting
with Opposition health spokespeople after First
Minister's questions. As Willie Rennie said, |
convened a meeting of party leaders yesterday
and have given an undertaking to meet them
regularly.

Things feel a bit unusual to all of us, me
included, because these are unusual times.
Politics as normal is not operating right now—nor
should it be. The only thing that we should all be
focused on—the only thing that | am focused on—
is doing everything that we can to get the country
through this unprecedented, enormous challenge.

Government has a leadership role, but | will be
candid in saying that Government cannot do it all
on its own. We try to think of everything, but there
will be some things that we do not think of. The
questions that are raised in the chamber, and the
suggestions that are made, are therefore more
important than ever. Not only Opposition
spokespeople but members across the chamber
should feel that doors are open in the
Government. If they have ideas, if they hear
suggestions, or if they think that there are things
that we are not thinking of or not doing as well as
we should, | ask them to tell us. It is in everybody’s
interest that they do that, so that we can make
sure that we are doing absolutely everything that
we can.

Covid-19 (Business Insurance)

Mark McDonald (Aberdeen Donside) (Ind):
On the subject of the Government not being able
to do it alone, | have been contacted by a small
business in my constituency that provides
specialist inspection and training services to the
energy industry. Over the past few weeks, its
order books have ended up at less than 5 per cent
of the pre-Covid-19 level. The owner tells me that
he will have no alternative but to close operations
next week. As a responsible business owner, he
has business interruption insurance, and he has
provided me with a copy of the policy. It turns out
that the policy provides cover for smallpox, which
was globally eradicated before | was born, but not,
his insurance company tells him, for Covid-19.

Last week, the First Minister told Andy
Wightman that discussions were on-going with the
insurance sector. Where are those discussions at,
and does she agree that the insurance sector
needs to get a shift on? It could be the difference
between companies surviving the crisis or not.

The First Minister (Nicola Sturgeon): Yes, |
would absolutely send that message to insurance
companies. Fiona Hyslop made a comment about
the banks the other day, which | absolutely
endorse and extend to insurance companies. We
need everybody to play their part in doing the right
thing. If Mark McDonald wants to pass on the
details of the company, we will be happy to look
into the issue and to include it in discussions with
the insurance sector.

We made Covid-19 a notifiable disease a few
weeks ago. That is important for insurance
purposes. There has also been some debate
across the UK about whether it is necessary for
insurance purposes for businesses—in particular,
pubs, cafes and restaurants—to be ordered to
close. All those things are being carefully worked
through.

Through emergency legislation that will be
published at Westminster, new powers are being
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taken to try to deal with some of those things.
However, we should not always have to be
exercising legislative power; in this situation
everybody has an obligation to step up to the plate
and do the right thing to the best of their ability.
That undoubtedly includes insurance companies.

Covid-19 (Armed Forces)

Richard Lyle (Uddingston and Bellshill)
(SNP): There are unconfirmed reports that Army
units are setting up in Strathclyde park in my
constituency. What discussions has the First
Minister had with the armed forces high command
in Scotland regarding the emergency, and will
Army units be used during it?

The First Minister (Nicola Sturgeon): The
Army often provides support when we need it. For
example, during previous terrorist incidents, the
Army has been able to provide support at the
request of the police. In terms of dialogue,
procedures are well-established between the
Scottish Government and the Army. We will take
help wherever we can get it.

| am happy to look into the specific issue that
Richard Lyle has raised, but we need to make
sure that all our resources are appropriately—I
stress “appropriately”—fully deployed to ensure
that our efforts against coronavirus are absolutely
what the public need them to be.

The Presiding Officer: | am conscious that
quite a large number of members did not get a
chance to ask a question, but we have already let
the session run on. | will suspend the meeting
there, and we will resume at a quarter to 2 for
portfolio questions.

12:49
Meeting suspended.

13:47
On resuming—

Portfolio Question Time

The Presiding Officer (Ken Macintosh): We
resume with portfolio questions on economy, fair
work and culture. Questions 1 and 2 have been
withdrawn.

Economy, Fair Work and Culture

Labour Market Strategy
(Employment Rights and Pay)

3. Sarah Boyack (Lothian) (Lab): To ask the
Scottish Government what steps it takes to ensure
that its labour market strategy protects the rights
and pay of people in sectors perceived as
undervalued or insecure. (850-04288)

The Minister for Trade, Investment and
Innovation (lvan McKee): The labour market
strategy sets out the Scottish Government's
approach to delivering a fair and inclusive labour
market that drives our country’'s economy. The
strategy, particularly its commitment to fair work,
reflects all aspects of labour standards and
supports the vision of Scotland becoming a fair
work nation by 2025.

The Scottish Government has repeatedly called
for the devolution of employment law, which is a
position that is supported by the Scottish Trades
Union Congress. Although employment law
remains reserved to the United Kingdom
Government, we will do all that we can within our
current powers to protect workers, including those
in precarious employment. For example, in 2019-
20, we have promoted payment of the real living
wage by increasing funding for living wage
Scotland to £380,000, and we continue to
encourage all employers to pay the real living
wage, including through our procurement powers.
We are targeting sectors with long-standing low-
pay cultures, and we continue to reduce the
gender pay gap to the smallest in any part of the
UK.

We want to create a successful labour market
that works for everyone by delivering fair work in
which all employees are treated well and are paid
a decent wage.

Sarah Boyack: | very much welcome the fact
that there is on-going work and that the STUC is
being made aware of it.

Over the past few days, we have reflected on
how the care sector is undervalued, with short-
term contracts, and there is a real challenge in
making sure that we are resilient over the next few
weeks. What work is the Scottish Government
doing to redesign such sectors of employment so
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that we create new career opportunities and make
employment that is currently perceived as
undervalued or insecure more secure and properly
valued so that, when have a shock such as we are
having at the moment, people will still be in work
and have jobs to go to?

| know that some work is being done in the care
sector to reshape opportunities there. Will the
minister undertake to look at that and to keep the
Parliament updated on developments in the care
sector and other sectors in which we could see
meaningful change over the next few weeks and
months?

lvan McKee: Of course, we all recognise the
huge importance of the social care sector,
especially in these particularly difficult times.
There are two parts to that. As Sarah Boyack will
be aware, the Scottish Government is committed
to rolling out the real living wage in that sector. We
have been delivering that for a number of years,
and we will continue to work with the trade unions
to ensure that people in that sector are treated as
they should be, according to fair work principles.
There is also the longer-term ambition, to which
we are hugely committed, of making those jobs
more valuable and secure. That can be done
through a range of activities, including innovation.
As more technology comes into the sector, those
jobs will become more valuable and more highly
regarded. We are all committed to that, and the
current situation drives that home.

The Presiding Officer: Four members want to
ask supplementary questions. If they are concise,
we will get through them.

Angus MacDonald (Falkirk East) (SNP): As
the minister alluded in his initial answer, many
aspects of employment are reserved, including
pay. Does the minister agree that the full
devolution of employment powers would better
equip the Scottish Government to protect and
improve workers'’ rights?

lvan McKee: Yes, of course | do. We have
repeatedly called for that to happen and, as |
highlighted, the STUC joins us in those calls. |
encourage those parties in the Parliament that
have not already done so to join us in making
those calls, because the more of those powers we
have devolved to the Scottish Parliament, the
better able we will be to deliver for the workers we
are talking about.

Neil Findlay (Lothian) (Lab): The minister says
that we all recognise the importance of the care
sector, but that is clearly not the case. If we did, it
would not be a sector that is defined by low pay,
insecure work and a lack of career structure. Care
workers will look at us when we say such things
and will want us to take action.

One way in which we could change the ethos
and culture of care would be by returning to
national collective bargaining. The employers and
the trade unions want that. Will the Government
facilitate that discussion with a view to returning to
national collective bargaining so that we never
again get in the position in which carers are
treated as they are at the moment?

lvan McKee: The issue of collective bargaining
is being addressed by my colleague Jamie
Hepburn through the work that is being done
around fair work first. A number of sectors have
been identified to work with the STUC to map out
the position on that and to understand how we can
make progress, and | know that Jamie Hepburn is
engaged in conversations to pursue that.

Sandra White (Glasgow Kelvin) (SNP): | want
to ask about insecure employment. | have just
received an email from workers at a large firm who
are on zero-hours contracts. They have just been
made unemployed and, naturally, they are very
stressed and worried about that. How is the
Scottish Government engaging with businesses to
promote fair work practices at this very worrying
time?

ivan McKee: With regard to zero-hours
contracts, that legislation is reserved to the United
Kingdom Government. The Scottish Government
firmly opposes the inappropriate use of such
contracts and other non-standard types of
employment that offer workers little or no security.
We continue to work to make progress on that
agenda, where we have the power to do so, but
the fact that the issue is entirely reserved makes it
difficult for us to move forward as far or as fast as
we would like to.

Claire Baker (Mid Scotland and Fife) (Lab):
On the subject of insecure and underpaid work,
the minister will be aware that people who work in
the creative sector are often expected to work for
nothing, by virtue of their performances being free,
or are extensively underpaid for the work that they
produce. Will the labour market strategy work
recognise the issues that have been identified in
that sector?

lvan McKee: Yes, that sector will be considered
by the labour market strategy. | refer to my earlier
comments: the Scottish Government is opposed to
the inappropriate use of zero-hours contracts and
other non-standard types of employment that offer
workers little or no job security. We intend to work
with the STUC and others to address that issue as
best we can, given the powers that we have in this
Parliament.

The Presiding Officer: Questions 4, 5 and 6
have been withdrawn.
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Employability Services

7. Michelle Ballantyne (South Scotland)
(Con): To ask the Scottish Government what role
it has in promoting the uptake of United Kingdom
Government employability services. (S50-04292)

The Minister for Trade, Investment and
Innovation (lvan McKee): Under the Scotland Act
2016, the Scottish Government’s duty is to make
sure that disabled people and those at risk of long-
term unemployment get the support that they
require to move into and towards work.

That is now being taken forward by fair start
Scotland. Fair start Scotland has already
supported more than 19,000 people, with more
than 5,000 people moving into work in a dignified
and respectful way. We work with the UK
Government and other partners to ensure that
services are aligned and delivered for the people
who need them most.

Michelle Ballantyne: | am aware that fair start
Scotland is the devolved employability service. It
recently released some ftroubling statistics
showing that only 276 people who had left the
programme had secured a job for a year. Even
more troubling is that in May 2019 the Scottish
Government said that fair start Scotland will
support 38,000 people over a three-month period,
but a month later the Scottish Government
published materials saying that the programme

“will reach a minimum of 38,000 people”

by 2023. In the answer to a parliamentary question
that | asked to follow up on the issue, it was
confirmed that the date would be 2023.

In the current crisis, many people who are
already struggling to get a job that meets their
needs will now be even more worried about that.
Can the minister clarify the numbers and explain
why the targets in relation to that important service
were moved?

lvan McKee: It is important that Michelle
Ballantyne acknowledges that the programme
addresses the needs of the most vulnerable
people and those who are furthest from the labour
market. It will take time to bed in.

| draw the member’s attention to a fact that |
already mentioned: 19,000 people have been
supported, with 5,000 of them having moved into
work. It is also important to recognise that a recent
evaluation report showed the 92 per cent of
participants in the programme felt that they had
been treated with dignity and respect, and that 80
per cent felt that they had a choice about the type
of support that they received. That shows this
Government's approach to employability services.

Scottish Enterprise (Suspension of Grants)

8. Pauline McNeill (Glasgow) (Lab): To ask
the Scottish Government what its response is to
reported concerns that the suspension of grants
by Scottish Enterprise is because of organisational
mismanagement and not success in stimulating
demand for strategic investment. (S50-04293)

The Cabinet Secretary for Economy, Fair
Work and Culture (Fiona Hyslop): Scottish
Enterprise always has to consider how best to
focus available resources, including grants.
Because of its success in stimulating demand for
strategic investment, it already has significant
commitments for 2021 and beyond. To the end of
February, 179 offers for large capital grants from
Scottish Enterprise, totalling £103 million, have
been accepted. That includes £66 million for 48
research and development projects, and £29
million for 82 regional selective assistance
projects. Those represent more offers and more
associated capital grant funding than in any of the
previous three financial years.

Scottish Enterprise is also committed to working
closely with customers and partners to understand
the impact of Covid-19, and it will tie in with the
£2.2 billion-worth of measures that the Scoftish
Government is introducing by supporting business
through the Covid-19 helpline, as well as through
the very fine findbusinesssupport.gov.scot
website, which is the best way for businesses to
find the information that they need.

Pauline McNeill: The cabinet secretary will
appreciate that the landscape has changed since |
lodged my question. | appreciate what she says
about the successes of Scottish Enterprise, but
she will be aware that it ran out of cash well before
the end of the financial year and that staff who
were supposed to be helping businesses have
been unable to travel without the authority of two
managers.

There are suggestions that 40 per cent grants
were offered when companies expected only 30
per cent. If that is not true, it is certainly heavily
rumoured. | caveat this heavily, but when the time
is appropriate, will the cabinet secretary look more
closely into the matter to make absolutely sure
that Scottish Enterprise did run out of money for
the reasons that she has given today?

Fiona Hyslop: It is very important that Scottish
Enterprise makes sure that every penny of public
funds is spent to develop business. That is what it
has done. | do not base things on rumour and |
certainly want to hold Scottish Enterprise to
account. That is my job, and | have already done
that. | am confident that it has managed to
maximise income, as has been reported. The
figures are much better than they have been in
previous years.
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At no point does Scottish Enterprise stop
supporting business. | want to reassure Pauline
McNeill on that.

Maurice Golden (West Scotiand) (Con): |
recognise the critical role of Scottish Enterprise at
this time. Can the cabinet secretary provide
additional information on efforts to upscale the
coronavirus business hotline?

Fiona Hyslop: As | have indicated, clearly there
is heavy demand on that hotline and, importantly,
on the website. | encourage all businesses to
access the website first. The findbusinesssupport
website includes many frequently asked
questions, most of which are about the United
Kingdom Government announcements of Tuesday
night and yesterday. Clearly, we want to ensure
that business rates will be applicable immediately
when they come in in April. The 100 per cent
reliefs will be very welcome.

In terms of the additional information that is
required, we want to focus efforts on the helpline,
which had 2,300 calls on Tuesday and 1,850 calls
yesterday. It has the resources that it needs. Five
thousand businesses have now received the
Covid-19 email newsletter, and we are upscaling
with 80 additional staff to help to screen calls.

| appeal to members to direct businesses to the
website in the first instance, because we
understand that the great majority of the questions
that are being asked are dealt with on it.

Covid-19 (Education)

The Deputy Presiding Officer (Linda
Fabiani): The next item of business is a statement
by John Swinney on education: Covid-19. The
cabinet secretary will take questions at the end of
his statement, so there should be no interventions
or interruptions.

14:02

The Deputy First Minister and Cabinet
Secretary for Education and Skills (John
Swinney): Responding to the coronavirus
pandemic is a matter of the greatest national
importance, and the scale of the challenge in front
of us is truly without precedent. Every aspect of
our national life has been affected by the crisis,
and sustaining our education system has been at
the forefront of my mind. My priorities are to
ensure the health and wellbeing of our children,
young people and staff, and to maintain teaching
and learning wherever possible, guided by the
advice of the chief medical officer and public
health experts.

| would like to place on record my sincere
appreciation for the extraordinary work that all of
the teaching and non-teaching staff in our schools
and early learning and childcare settings have
been doing to maintain educational continuity in
these unprecedented days. [Applause.]

The approach of the Scottish Government to the
crisis has been to deliver clear and open
communications with members of the public.
When circumstances change, we need to set out
the basis of that change, and we reached that
point yesterday in relation to our schools. First,
scientific advice now highlights that closing
schools will help to suppress the spread of
coronavirus. Secondly, as people follow the advice
issued on Monday, it is becoming increasingly
difficult to sustain education provision. As a
consequence of those two factors, the First
Minister set out yesterday that school and nursery
closures for pupils are now inevitable.

| want to be clear at the outset that what we are
advising is this: at the end of tomorrow, schools
and nurseries should, ordinarily, close for children
and young people. Teaching, learning and support
will continue, albeit in different ways for different
groups of children. For the majority, that will be
through distance learning and online learning, with
different forms of on-going contact with teachers
rather than in-school, face-to-face teaching.
Teachers and other staff who are well will continue
to work. Senior phase pupils with coursework for
national qualifications to complete will be informed
by their schools how to complete it. For vulnerable
children and those who have parents or carers
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employed as key workers, local authorities are
developing approaches to support them at this
time.

My statement today will provide more detail on
what those things mean in practice, and on how
our teachers and our education workforce can
refocus their work to support pupils in a range of
different ways in the weeks and months ahead.

We want our local authorities to be able to
exercise the necessary flexibility in the use of
school buildings and other settings to enable the
education workforce to operate in new and
different ways to support learners. There are three
ways in which that should be the case, and we
have discussed and agreed this approach with
local government.

The first is that we need to continue to support
vulnerable children. We will not cut adrift
vulnerable young people, who often rely on school
life for hot meals or for a safe, nurturing and
supportive environment.

The second is that we want to deliver as much
educational continuity as possible. We want local
authorities and teachers to do all that they can to
ensure educational continuity for our children and
young people, with a particular focus on
secondary 4 to secondary 6 pupils who need to
complete coursework for national qualifications.
Teachers can provide educational continuity for
children in the broad general education in a variety
of ways, for example through setting weekly
learning tasks and emailing those to families
where possible, or by using the Glow website and
other online learning platforms. | am confident that
the teaching profession will respond in a variety of
imaginative, creative and stimulating ways to
support continuity in learning for pupils.

The third way relates to key workers. We are
clear that we must support local authorities to put
in place arrangements that ensure that the
children of key workers who do not have another
parent or carer at home who can look after them
during the day have continuing access to all-age
learning and childcare that allows their parents or
carers fo participate in the national response to
Covid-19. For example, our doctors and nurses
must continue to be available to support the fight
against this virus.

| will go on to set out what that is likely to mean
in practice. However, | would like to be clear about
one thing—that may mean that local authorities
opt to keep some settings open with reduced
staffing, but operating in a very different way, or
they might create local hubs and use community
facilities in different ways. It might also mean that
they work with private and third sector providers of
childcare, including childminders, to deliver
childcare to key workers. Indeed, | would strongly

encourage them to prioritise the use of those
facilities to ensure continued support for that
critically important sector.

In all of those models, we will balance the extent
of physical provision in buildings with the risk of
undermining the health interventions. In doing so,
we will be led by the advice of the scientific
advisory group for emergencies.

Speaking specifically to parents and carers
whose children do not fall into those categories, |
say this: we know that this is a difficult time, and
there will be support for you, too. We know that a
lot of parents will be thinking about how they can
balance working from home with looking after
children. Those parents are not expected to be a
teacher or to recreate the school day. However,
we want to ensure that they feel supported o help
their children, and the support to do that will be
available through schools, through the provision of
resources and suggestions, as the first point of call
in providing that advisory support.

| highlight the excellent advice that has already
been provided to children and young people by
Young Scot. We will be working with a range of
partners to find the best way to keep children and
young people updated and supported with the
latest information.

I will, of course, take questions at the end of my
statement. However, | make clear now that we do
not pretend to have all the answers at this stage.

We are working with local authorities and
partners to ensure that vulnerable children and
young people can continue to benefit from the
learning, care and support that schools and
nurseries provide for them.

Local authorities will need to take into account
issues of child protection, welfare, poverty,
children with complex additional support needs
and the need to provide access to food for young
people who need it. | am not going to set a
definitive definition of what a vulnerable child is;
our schools and local authorities know our children
and families well and are best placed to identify
which children need care, protection and support
the most during the period that lies ahead.

In planning to support young people, the needs
of young people will be taken into account. Those
with complex additional support needs who are
learning and living in residential special schools
will continue to receive the care and support that
they require. Plans will specifically take into
account any long-term health conditions, in order
to protect the health and wellbeing of that group. |
know that local authorities are creatively
considering different ways of supporting young
people with different needs during this period,
such as using outreach models and joining up
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available staff to provide care, support and
continuity.

We have made great strides in recent years
through increasing multiagency working, and now
is the time for professionals and services to work
together in new, dynamic ways that meet local
needs.

All chief social work officers have been asked to
ensure that special consideration is given to
identifying and supporting vulnerable children at
increased risk, such as those with lone parents
who have become too unwell to look after their
children.

We have already stated our commitment to work
with local authorities to continue the provision of
free school meals, which reduce costs to families
and ensure the provision of healthy and nutritious
food. Multiple options are being planned for by
local authorities, including the successful model
that is already deployed in Shetland, where direct
payments and vouchers have been provided to
families whose children are entitled to free school
meals. Other local authorities are considering
opening community campuses to provide meals or
to enable young people or families to collect food.

A £350 million package of support for our
communities was announced yesterday, which
includes establishing a £70 million food fund to
support households who are worried about
accessing food. The additional funds will also
support the continued provision of free school
meals, ensuring the continued support, in their
communities, for families who need it.

Elsewhere, we will relax the guidance on the
use of pupil equity funding to provide further
flexibility for headteachers and local authorities to
support our most vulnerable children and their
needs during this time. That flexibility will also
apply to schools and local authorities that are in
receipt of challenge authority and schools
programme funding.

| believe that that approach, taken together with
our local authority children’s services and
community partners, will enable the continuation of
vital support for Scotland’s vulnerable children and
young people.

| turn to the 2020 exam diet. In all our history,
Scotland has never cancelled the exams. Since
1888, they have been held every May or June
without fail. In the midst of two world wars, the
exams went ahead. It is a measure of the gravity
of the challenge that we now face that | must
today announce that the exams will not go ahead
this year. | am aware of how significant a step that
is. Indeed, it is an unprecedented one in
unprecedented times. Scotland’s exam diet has
never been cancelled before.

Although the protection of life is our overriding
priority, we must do our utmost to ensure that we
protect the interests and life chances of our young
people who are due to sit exams from the end of
April this year. Their achievements must be rightly
and fairly recognised. | want the 2020 cohort to be
able to hold their heads high and gain the
qualifications and awards that they deserve after
many years of hard work. | know that they will be
very worried about the situation that they face and
| want them to be assured that we are doing all
that we can to deliver the best outcome for them.

Scotland’s chief examining officer has advised
me that, with the support of the wider education
system, a credible certification model can be put in
place that can command confidence in the
absence of the exam diet and can ensure that
young people in our schools and colleges who,
through no fault of their own, are unable to sit
exams are in no way disadvantaged.

| anticipate that the model will use coursework,
teacher assessments of estimated grades and
prior attainment as the basis of certification. In
order for such an approach to be effective, the
Scottish  Qualifications  Authority will require
relevant units to be completed, and coursework
and teacher estimates of grades to be submitted
by the agreed deadlines or sooner, where that is
possible. We are facing significant disruption at
this time, but | appeal to our teachers and
practitioners to do all that they can—safely—to
meet the deadlines to allow qualifications to be
awarded to their young people.

My ask is clear: schools should submit
coursework and teacher estimates as soon as
they can and certainly by the dates provided. |
stress that those elements form part of the suite of
materials that is provided to the SQA every year
when a full exam diet has been in operation.

In addition to thanking teachers for their hard
work and on-going commitment, | thank the chief
examining officer, Fiona Robertson, and all the
staff at the SQA for their significant efforts already
and for the efforts that they will deliver in achieving
this task. | am aware of the scale of the task that
they are facing, but | believe that it is in the best
interests of our young people. They deserve to
have their achievements recognised and to be
able to take their next step in learning, life or work,
and we cannot achieve that without the vital
contribution of the SQA.

The Scottish people are key to our efforts in
tackling this virus. Throughout the pandemic, we
will need to ensure that provisions are in place that
allow key workers, for example national health
service staff, to continue to play their vital role in
the national response. The workforces of our
health service, our care services and our
emergency services have led the way in
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addressing this challenge; enabling those staff to
continue to work will help to save and protect lives
across the country.

At a national level, we view key workers as
those who work in posts that ensure that essential
services can be delivered, or those who cover
tasks within the local community that support the
vulnerable and aid community resilience. To best
serve local priorities, the exact definition of a key
worker might vary across the diverse range of
localities in Scotland. Urban and rural communities
will rely on different key people doing their jobs in
order to keep them safe, healthy and with access
to the food and medicines that they need, for
example.

I am humbled by some of the early and highly
creative thinking of our local authority partners. It
was encouraging to see that, in a response to its
circumstances, Shetland Islands Council has been
able to implement a hub arrangement to provide
care and support for the children of key workers.

Another authority plans to create a number of
hubs to provide care, learning and a range of
stimulating activities for children who might be
vulnerable or whose parents are key workers.
Authorities are drawing together a range of staff—
teachers, active schools co-ordinators, community
learning and development staff and others—to
provide a high-quality experience for the children
who need us most during these unprecedented
times.

We will continue to work with local partners and
colleagues across the rest of the UK on provision
for key workers as the situation develops.

On early learning and childcare provision, it is
likely that many local authority nurseries will close,
as | said. However, we do not expect or want all
nurseries to close. Our priorities are to ensure that
key workers who need childcare can continue to
access it and that we sustain private and third
sector providers during this period of considerable
uncertainty and challenge.

We are advising private and third sector
childcare providers that they can remain open, as
long as they refocus their operating models to
support solely the children of critical workers and
families who are most in need of support.
Childcare providers can make a huge contribution
to enabling key workers to remain in work.

Local authorities are making plans for the
provision of emergency childcare services to
school-age children in their areas. In developing
those plans, | have asked authorities to make
maximum use of local childcare providers in the
private and third sectors, so that they can keep
their doors open.

The Scottish ministers are committed to
supporting our private and third sector childcare
providers to remain viable. We are reviewing the
package of general business support measures
that the United Kingdom Government announced
this week and we are working closely with our
partners in the sector to identify what other
support we can provide.

As a first step, the First Minister guaranteed
earlier today that the Scottish Government will
continue funding streams that allow contractual
payments to private and third sector providers,
including childminders, for statutory early learning
and childcare hours to continue. That is worth
around £220 million to the sector in the year
ahead. We are working closely with local
authorities to ensure that they can adopt that
position and provide assurance to providers that
funding will continue as we all work together to
respond to the pandemic.

The Care Inspectorate is today publishing new
operational registration guidance for all services,
including the children’s daycare and childminding
sector, which will confirm a range of regulatory
flexibilities to support the sector to function in
these unprecedented times, while ensuring that
the safety of children remains paramount.

Our response to the Covid-19 pandemic will
clearly have an impact on the delivery of our early
learning and childcare expansion commitment
from August. We will provide a more detailed
update to Parliament in due course. The Scottish
budget delivered additional revenue funding of
£201 million in 2020-21 to support local authorities
in delivering the expansion to 1,140 hours. | will
confirm to local authorities today that they can
deploy that funding as flexibly as they need to do,
to support families and childcare providers during
this period.

Colleges and universities operate in different
circumstances, combining learning and research.
We recognise that universities and colleges are
introducing measures that are intended to
minimise the potential disruption for students and
staff and to ensure their wellbeing. Many
universities and colleges are withdrawing face-to-
face teaching and are making arrangements,
where possible, for online teaching. The handling
of that transition on the ground—in extremely
challenging circumstances—is, obviously, key to
reducing stress on students and staff. We look to
our colleges and universities to make appropriate
decisions in relation to their operations, while
prioritising the health of staff, students and the
wider public.

On student funding, the Student Awards Agency
Scotland has robust business continuity measures
in place to ensure that its business services
remain functioning. We will endeavour to continue
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to fund students on time. Given the nature of these
unprecedented times, we will keep students
updated throughout.

We are working closely with the Scottish
Funding Council and institutions on business
continuity actions that will support institutions,
students and staff. This week, the Minister for
Further Education, Higher Education and Science
had additional calls with college and university
principals, campus trade unions and the National
Union of Students Scotland.

We will continue our engagement with local
authorities, and expect to work on further details
into next week. We would like to see the refocused
provision for the three key groups of children and
young that | have mentioned—those who are
vulnerable, those who have parents and/or carers
who are key workers and those who have
coursework to complete for qualifications—in
operation during next week.

Most, if not all, schools will have pupils in those
groups, and all headteachers and staff who are
well will need to be a part of the offer. Strong
partnership working and clear communication
between local authorities and their communities
about the arrangements being put in place will be
vital in the days ahead.

| understand that people will naturally want
clarity on how long these measures will last for
and when the education system will return to full
provision. The truth is that, at this stage, we
cannot know. People should not assume schools
and nurseries will reopen after Easter—as the
First Minister said yesterday, they may not be able
to do so before the summer break. We will keep
that under constant review.

| am also aware that, during holiday periods—
such as Easter—many schools, local authorities
and out-of-school care providers offer services for
children and their families. | would, again,
encourage colleagues leading those services to
look at how they can continue to provide for the
three key groups that | have highlighted today—
looking after vulnerable children and the children
of key workers; and, in the case of young people
completing national qualifications, continuing with
planned approaches to supporting Easter revision
activities.

Now will be a time when we must pull together
and harness the strength of our local communities
and the various professional groups that support
children and families across Scotland. The
continuation of education, and the continuation of
the health and wellbeing for our children and
young people, should be at the centre of all that
we do.

In summary, to the teachers or other education
professionals listening to this, | encourage them to

channel their professional knowledge and skills in
different ways over the weeks and months that lie
ahead. That may include teaching and learning in
different ways, for example, through the use of
technology. It may be that their school will operate
a skeleton staff to continue to support vulnerable
children or children whose parents are key
workers, or their local authority may offer those
services through local hubs, examples of which |
have cited today.

We need our teachers and our education
workforce more than ever over the weeks and
months ahead, and | am confident that they will
rise to the challenge with determination, creativity
and, above all, with the interests of the children
and young people who need them most at heart.

Following this statement, | will send a letter to all
local authority chief executives and directors of
education and children’s services setting out the
expectations that | have discussed during this
statement.

I, again, offer thanks to the local authorities for
their efforts to take decisive action in the best
interests of children and young people, teachers
and staff. Those foundations will be invaluable as
we strive to deliver the education that our children
need in the most difficult of times.

Jamie Greene (West Scotland) (Con): | thank
the cabinet secretary for advance sight of his
statement. |, too, thank staff who work in all places
of childcare and learning.

Yesterday, the First Minister commented that
closing schools and nurseries is arguably one of
the most difficult decisions that a Government will
ever have to take. To that, | would add that a huge
light has been shone on the importance of schools
and nurseries and their role in society, especially
in these extraordinarily difficult times.

| do not envy the Government for some of the
difficult decisions that it has had to take today, and
| know that not everyone will be happy with them.
However, Conservative members commit their full
support to the Government on the issue. We do
that today and we will do that tomorrow and every
day in this unprecedented crisis. [Applause.]

| would like to pick up a few important points
that have been raised in the statement. The first
point relates to early years. On the assumption
that the majority of publicly controlled nurseries
are indeed closing, providers will be looking for
absolute clarity on whether private, voluntary and
independent sector nurseries are being told that
they must close, and that they are able to stay
open only if they offer assistance with childcare for
key workers.

That leads me to the children of key workers in
Scotland, which | accept is a fluid issue. Local
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authorities will have some flexibility, but parents
will be asking where they will send their children
and when, and how they will know whether they
qualify.

My final point is about the important issue of
SQA examinations. Given that exams are now not
taking place, many parents and pupils will want to
know how awards will be given, when grades will
be awarded and whether that will be done in time
for pupils to make the important move into further
and higher education in the next academic year.

John Swinney: | thank Jamie Greene for the
expression of support for the Government on
these questions. He is absolutely right that the
decisions are difficult to take. | am certain that my
decision on the SQA exam diet in particular will
not be universally welcomed. However, having
weighed up carefully the three options that |
expressed in my answer to Graham Simpson in
the Parliament on Tuesday, | consider that it is by
far the most robust option that we can take
forward.

On early years, in my statement | tried to be as
clear as | can be. We expect state schools and
nurseries to close in respect of the ordinary
learning activities that are undertaken there, but
the buildings may of course be used to provide
support for vulnerable young people and for the
children of those who are key workers in the anti-
virus effort.

| cannot direct PVI sector nurseries to close, but
| ask them to follow the advice, which means that
they should close. However, | am encouraging
local authorities to work closely with the PVI
sector, to identify how the children of key workers
and of families with vulnerability could be
supported in a different operating model in the PVI
sector, if that is possible. | recognise that that
alone would not provide sustainability to the PVI
sector, which is why | have set out our
commitment to maintain the payments to the PVI
sector, despite the fact that children will not be
there, to sustain income. | have also set out some
flexibility around the resources that are inherent in
the 2020-21 budget, which are to be deployed
flexibly to try to provide sustainability. That is in
addition to the measures that Fiona Hyslop set out
yesterday in relation to business support in
general.

Out of all that, | hope that we are able to actively
support the PVI sector. The minister responsible
for early years is at my side, and she will be
actively engaging with the sector to ensure that we
understand the difficulties and challenges.

On the second point, in relation to key workers, |
would encourage any individual who has a critical
contribution to make to our economy to talk first to
their school or early learning setting, to identify

whether they can be provided with some support
to ensure that their children can be educated or
cared for in this period. That will be the first port of
call, and our local authorities will be supporting
that effort.

On the point about the exam diet, as | set out in
my statement, the chief examiner's current
thinking is that the material that will be used as
part of the assessment will include the coursework
that young people are ordinarily required to
contribute for their exams; assessments by
teachers of young people’s expected performance,
which should be submitted to the SQA annually;
and information about prior attainment, which is
particularly relevant to higher candidates. The
chief examiner will set out further details of the
approach that will be taken.

On the dates, the chief examiner is working on
the basis that the awards will still be made on 4
August 2020 at the latest, which will enable young
people to secure university entrance. It may well
be that the results can be posted at an earlier
stage. If that is possible, we will try to do that.
However, we will be aiming to achieve that on 4
August.

lain Gray (East Lothian) (Lab): We supported
the cabinet secretary in the difficult decision that
he took to keep schools and nurseries open when
many thought that they should be closed. That
was right, and we support him in the equally
difficult decision to close them now that it is right to
do so. | also echo his tribute to teachers and other
school and nursery workers who have kept our
education establishments open in difficult times.

Many pupils have already been provided with
study packs and access to online teaching
resources, which will perhaps be critical given the
decision on the exam diet and the importance of
coursework. However, that varies from school to
school and even from teacher to teacher. Surely
there is a role for Education Scotland to provide
some consistency of curriculum and learning
opportunity  nationally. What is Education
Scotland’s role in this crisis?

Secondly, with regard to key workers, | hear
what the cabinet secretary said—and indeed what
the First Minister said earlier—said about flexibility
of definition, but there is widespread confusion.
Surely there is a case at least for a core list. Will
key workers include supermarket workers, for
example?

Finally, in the welcome agreement to continue
public funding for private and independent
nurseries, what assurances has the cabinet
secretary sought and received from the sector
regarding commensurate protection of
employment and pay for those who work in those
establishments?
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John Swinney: | am grateful to Mr Gray for his
support for the difficult decision that we have
made and for his ftribute to teachers and all the
other workers in the education system, because
these have been very challenging days for them,
given the level of anxiety and the fact that we have
managed to sustain education provision to the
extent that we have. The fact that, today, we have
only 16 schools closed out of 2,500 is a significant
tribute to the efforts of those individuals.

In response to Mr Gray's questions, | note that
Education Scotland is fully involved in supporting
individual schools and local authorities in the
continuation of educational provision. Indeed, in
my letter, which has probably now been issued to
local authorities on my behalf, | have set out the
support that is available from Education Scotland
at the local level. It is important that it provides that
support to individual schools and local authorities
in order for the approach to be effective.

On Mr Gray’s point about key workers, we have
to be careful to strike the right balance, and | tried
to address that in as much detail as | could in my
statement. There will be different challenges and
different requirements in different parts of the
country. There will be a universal requirement for
healthcare workers to be involved because of the
nature of the challenges that we face, but it is
important that we provide sufficient flexibility for
local communities to be able to take decisions that
will enable individuals to make their contributions
to the efforts that we need to be undertaken.

Local authorities have asked us for that degree
of flexibility, and we are actively working to make
sure that that is clearly understood at the local
level so that we can maximise the number of
individuals who can be supported to make the
contribution to the efforts that we need them to
contribute to.

The Deputy Presiding Officer: An inordinate
number of members want to ask questions and |
do not think that we are going to get through them
all. | suggest that, if people feel that their question
has been answered in response to a previous
questioner, they withdraw. That might help. | also
ask members to make their questions as short as
possible.

Clare Adamson (Motherwell and Wishaw)
(SNP): | thank the cabinet secretary for his
statement and the commitment on the funding to
deliver Government commitments from the private
sector.

Can we have a bit more detail about the advice
that will be given when people are being asked to
change their practices? We do not want to move
the risk that is associated with keeping the schools
open into a different place in the community. What
advice will be given to private nurseries, after-

school clubs and childminders, who might be
expanding or changing their model of working from
today? What impact—if any—will there be on
parents who enter into pooling arrangements for
their childcare under legislation on disclosure or
child protection?

John Swinney: A key point to be observed in
all the issues that Clare Adamson raises is the
general health advice that was given on Monday.
At First Minister's question time, the First Minister
went into detail on the components of that general
health advice, and | reinforce the point that, in all
settings and circumstances, it must be followed.
That will be critical in enabling us to overcome the
coronavirus outbreak.

In relation to individual settings, careful account
must be taken of the health advice by anybody
who is operating in them, whether that be a
headteacher in a school or a childminder in their
own home.

On Clare Adamson’s final point about parents
providing childminding facilities for a number of
children, that would have to be considered very
carefully by individual families, because of the
general health advice.

The Deputy Presiding Officer: There will be a
little change to what | said. | will take Willie
Rennie, followed by Ross Greer.

Willie Rennie (North East Fife) (LD): | thank
the education secretary for advance sight of his
statement, especially as he prepared it during
difficult personal circumstances.

With a 15-year-old son who is preparing for his
nat 5s right now, | have a bit of a window into the
practical as well as the emotional issues that are
at play. However, | want to press the education
secretary a little bit further on the issue of key
workers, because it is important. Will there need to
be a bit of self-declaration, or will line managers
and employers have a role? Will councils make
the designation if it is not going to be made
centrally?

On nurseries, we have talked about the flexibility
of the regulations. Does that mean that we are
changing the ratio of nursery teachers to pupils? Is
there any limit on that change if it is the case?

John Swinney: | am grateful to Mr Rennie for
his opening remarks.

On the first point, about key workers, we must
be able to leave room for local flexibility in
establishing the key skills that will be required in
individual localities around the country. We also
have to balance that against creating a list of key
tasks that does not narrow down those who might
be eligible.
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That leads to the second point that Mr Rennie
raised. There will be limited provision available to
accommodate children within the education and
early learning system. If we do not limit provision,
we will defeat the object of closing schools and
nurseries. There is a fine balance to be struck
there, and what must be the controlling influence
in that judgment is scientific opinion about what
will help to tackle the virus and what will hinder
tackling it. Mr Rennie should not therefore think
that there will be a dramatic change to the
operating model, to somehow allow more children
to be accommodated; it will be quite the reverse.

Ross Greer (West Scotland) (Green): Like my
colleagues, | thank the Deputy First Minister for his
work.

| appreciate the work that councils are doing to
look at cash and voucher systems and collection
points for free school meals, but | emphasise the
need for home delivery capacity. Whether it is
because of chaotic households where barriers to
feeding children are more than just financial,
restricted access to shops without public transport,
the need for self-isolation, or the stigma of having
to go and collect a meal, direct delivery provision
will be essential for some children and families.
Does the Deputy First Minister agree with that,
and will the Scottish Government work with
councils and others to ensure that direct delivery is
available?

John Swinney: The approach that we have
taken, which has been welcomed by local
authorities, is to give local authorities the
maximum amount of flexibility to determine what
will work. Mr Greer raises very fair points about
the necessity of ensuring that food gets to young
people. One of the biggest issues that | have
worried about in making this decision is getting
food to young people for whom, without a word of
exaggeration, school is the only place where they
get a decent meal. We have to make sure that that
provision is maintained for the wellbeing of
children and young people.

| know that local authorities are exploring the
option that Mr Greer has put forward, and there is
no barrier to their pursuing that option in the steps
that the Government is taking. | use this
opportunity to encourage local authorities to
consider the suggestions that Mr Greer has made.

Stuart McMillan (Greenock and Inverclyde)
(SNP): The cabinet secretary will be aware of the
significant impact that home learning can have on
parents and guardians. Will he provide further
assurances on the support that will be made
available to them?

John Swinney: A variety of forms of support
will be available from individual schools. Yesterday
morning, before the Government made it clear that

we intended to close schools, my wife and |
received an email from my son’s school, advising
us of further details about access to home-learning
materials, in case the schools were going to be
closed. | know that that approach has been
replicated around the country. Such mechanisms
will be available, but, of course, some young
people will not have access to digital materials.
Schools must understand that and ensure that
those young people have access to the materials.

Some very good advice is available online
through Parent Club, which is a superb resource
that gives good, practical and constructive advice
to parents about home learning and other aspects
of supporting children. | encourage parents to use
that resource.

Jamie Halcro Johnston (Highlands and
Islands) (Con): | am sure that the cabinet
secretary and others will join me in welcoming the
many offers that have been made on social media
by current and former teachers to provide advice
and support to parents who are helping to educate
their children at home throughout this situation.

Will the cabinet secretary outline the role that
online learning will play, where additional support
might be needed to facilitate it and whether
organisations such as the Open University and
other remote learning providers will be utilised?

John Swinney: | very much welcome the offers
that have been made by various members of the
teaching profession. Obviously, we are in a
completely different position in handling such an
event compared with where we would have been
10 or 20 years ago, due to digital connectivity. We
have very extensive connectivity in our country—it
is not universal, but it is very extensive. A whole
range of digital learning supports are available,
alongside the direct support that will be available
from individual schools. If that support for young
people is reinforced by other providers, sources of
learning material and teachers who are living in
communities, that will be very welcome.

Of course, there will be active participation in
learning by teachers who remain well throughout
and who can sit at their own keyboards. From my
personal experience, | know that we get materials
on support mechanisms at all times of the evening
and in the early morning from teaching staff who
are at home. Going forward, there will be an
opportunity to pursue such an approach, and |
know that many members of the teaching
profession will be committed to doing exactly that.

Monica Lennon (Central Scotland) (Lab): Our
schools are really good at supporting young
people who are transitioning from primary to
secondary school. Tomorrow, there will be lots of
primary 7 pupils wondering whether it is the last
time that they will walk through their school gates.
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That will be an emotional issue for some members
in the chamber.

What support will be in place for those young
people and their families? With regard to the
brilliant access to free period products in our
school estate, what arrangements are in place to
ensure that young people can access such
products?

John Swinney: Monica Lennon’s point on
transitioning is really significant. Our schools have
done a superb job in changing the ways in which
we support young people to move from primary to
secondary school, to make it as seamless as
possible. It is one of the issues that we will have to
deal with.

Monica Lennon will understand that | am not yet
thinking about the end of June. | have barely got to
the end of Thursday. We must think carefully
about that dialogue with local authorities, because
we cannot have young people missing out on the
precious experience of leaving their primary
schools, celebrating that and moving seamlessly
into secondary school. If she will forgive me, | say
that in response to both of her questions. We will
have to get round to thinking through the issues of
transition.

The issue of free period products illustrates the
pivotal role that schools play in our society and is
a perfect example of how schools do more than
just deliver education. Our local authorities are
focused on ensuring the wellbeing of young
people, and, as part of that approach, | will ensure
that such issues are reflected in their priorities.

Mark McDonald (Aberdeen Donside) (Ind):
My question follows Monica Lennon's point about
transition. | declare an interest as the parent of a
child with additional support needs who is moving
from P7 to secondary 1.

For children with complex additional needs, the
transition process is often long and needs to be
handled carefully to enable acclimatisation to a
new school environment, timetable and way of
working. My son recently had his first transition
meeting at school, but that process has now been
put into limbo. | appreciate that it is a longer-term
consideration, but will the cabinet secretary
consider flexibility at the start of the coming
educational year for those pupils who require a
longer lead-in for transition than mainstream P7
pupils require?

John Swinney: Before | answer the specific
point that Mark McDonald raises, | acknowledge
the significance of the general disruption that the
school closures will bring for pupils with additional
support needs. | saw that over the summer, when |
was dealing with the issues at St Ambrose high
school in Coatbridge and the associated
secondary school that provides education for

young people with additional support needs. The
young people were disorientated by the loss of
their school, which was an anchor in their
educational experience. We have to be mindful of
that.

As | look at the transition issues, | will give
consideration to the specific point that Mark
McDonald has raised, to ensure that we minimise
the disruption for young people and maximise the
continuity of their education, which is so important
to young people with additional support needs.

Emma Harper (South Scotland) (SNP): The
cabinet secretary has mentioned that many pupils
will feel anxious during this time, which could have
an impact on their mental health. Can he provide
assurances of the support that will be available for
young people’s mental health?

John Swinney: We are in a difficult place as a
country, because, as a consequence of the advice
that we are all having to follow, people will have
less social contact and less opportunity to access
support services. Within our communities, it is
important that we do everything that we can to
support individuals, and, where it is safe and
practical to do so, that we give the young people
whom | cited—in relation to their anxiety about the
examination process or the changes that |
announced today—access to the support
mechanisms that are available around our
schools.

Our schools are broad and diverse communities
that provide a range of services to young people.
We should ensure that young people can access
those services where it is safe to do so, but we
must always be mindful of the health advice in that
respect.

Michelle Ballantyne (South Scotland) (Con): |
have two quick questions. Many workers in the
early learning PVI sector will also be parents, or
they might be self-isolating or off sick for other
reasons. Has the cabinet secretary given any
thought to whether state sector workers who will
be off if their settings are closed can backfill in the
PVI sector?

Will the children who do not pull their socks up
until the last minute for their exams get a chance
to resit them?

John Swinney: Michelle Ballantyne sometimes
has a beautiful turn of phrase. Edward Mountain is
confessing that he is one of those people. |
encourage him to try harder. [Laughter.]

In all seriousness, Michelle Ballantyne has
raised a very significant issue, and the chief
examiner will be mindful of all those questions as
she considers the approach to take. In all the
judgments that we take, it is important that we give
due consideration to whether young people are
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being given a fair opportunity to have their work
and contribution assessed. If we do not judge that
to be the case, we must find other ways of
ensuring that young people are able to progress in
their learning. | will relay that particular point to the
chief examiner.

On the first point that Michelle Ballantyne raised,
about the sustainability of the PVI sector, | hope
that | said enough in my statement about the
Government's keenness and enthusiasm to
ensure that we sustain it through what |
acknowledge will be a very difficult period.
Michelle Ballantyne made a suggestion about how
that might be made practical and possible, which
we will add into the discussions. The Minister for
Children and Young People will also take that
forward in the dialogue that will happen with local
authorities.

Kenneth Gibson (Cunninghame North)
{SNP): With so many teaching and ancillary staff
likely to be at home, probably for some months,
what steps are being taken to maintain the skills of
those staff? In addition, is the Scottish
Government examining how staff could be
redeployed in the meantime to help their
communities during the current crisis?

John Swinney: Last night, | saw the director of
education of Glasgow City Council being
interviewed on television. It was interesting to hear
her talk about how the council had invited offers of
volunteering from members of the teaching staff
and had an overwhelming response.

Some members of the teaching profession will
not be well and some will have commitments that
make it impossible for them to contribute,
However, where it is possible and where they are
able to do so, | am certain that members of the
teaching staff will make that contribution to our
wider community.

One of the issues that we are always wrestling
with in the education system is finding enough
time for teachers to take forward professional
development. Well, there will certainly be a bit
more time available in the weeks ahead, and there
are plenty of digital learning opportunities through
which professional development can be taken
forward. Once we get the model stabilised and
operating, | am certain that there will be an
appetite among members of staff to continue to
develop their professional practice, for which they
can of course achieve accreditation with the
General Teaching Council of Scotland.

Johann Lamont (Glasgow) (Lab): The cabinet
secretary will be aware of my grave concern about
the decision. Although | know that he will have
taken it in the best of faith and with real
seriousness, | confess that | am very froubled and
upset about what | fear will be its long-term and

serious consequences for the life chances and
opportunities of some of our young people. There
is not only a digital divide; there are also all sorts
of other inequalities that | fear will be reinforced
over this period.

Will the cabinet secretary confirm that he will
keep the decision under the closest review and, in
the medium term, will he plan for addressing those
consequences when this is over? Specifically,
does he—as | do—recognise that individual
schools matter to individual families? Will he
confirm the benefits of keeping open as many
local schools as possible, because they are seen
by many families as a source of support and
advice that they can trust? Will he also confirm
what he believes to be the responsibility of
individual schools to communicate directly and
regularly with all families for whom they have a
responsibility?

John Swinney: | recognise the strength of
feeling that Johann Lamont has on that question. |
think that she knows how difficult it was for me to
take this decision. Johann Lamont also knows of
the policy commitment of the Government to work
to close the poverty-related attainment gap. That
is my policy focus today, it will be my policy focus
at the end of this crisis, and it will be my policy to
protect that focus throughout the handling of this
crisis, because | want to see no damage done to
the life chances of any young people in Scotland,
particularly those who come from the most
deprived areas.

We will be working hard to sustain education
provision as effectively as possible. There is an
argument that schools should be able to provide,
in a more limited way, the support that Johann
Lamont has talked about in their localities. In the
approach that we have taken, we have left
sufficient flexibility to enable that to be taken
forward at local level. It is important that schools
communicate with individual families. Schools
know their people, and they must support them as
effectively as possible. We will create the
assistance and support and deliver the flexibility to
enable that to happen.

Alex Neil (Airdrie and Shotts) (SNP): |
particularly welcome the cabinet secretary's
commitment to set aside £220 million for the PVI
sector, because it is extremely important that we
maintain capacity for the longer-term expansion of
early years nursery education. However, can he
give a commitment that the payments will be made
timeously and indeed urgently? Will he consider
sending the payments directly to individual
nurseries rather than through local authorities,
because that could involve unnecessary delay?

John Swinney: | will explore that, but the
existing payment channels are through local
authorities, and my judgment is that we might slow
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things up if we were to make payments on their
behalf. However, | will stress the urgency of the
issue that Mr Neil raises. There is no good reason
for any delay, because the money is in the system
and is committed, so it should be possible to
distribute it. | will endeavour to ensure that the
payments are made timeously to address the
significant point that Mr Neil makes.

Edward Mountain (Highlands and Islands)
(Con): These are, indeed, exceptional times. |
want to mention the exceptional support that is
given to vulnerable and additional support needs
pupils in the Highlands, which is held in high
regard. School closures have caused concerns
among pupils in those groups and their parents.
The cabinet secretary has indicated what he
intends to do, but will he shed a bit more light on
what support he would like to be given to those
pupils and their families during this time?

John Swinney: Some of the additional support
needs provision should be able to operate in a
manner that is fairly consistent with the existing
model, as long as that is consistent with the health
advice that is being issued. To go back to the
answers that | gave to Mark McDonald and Ross
Greer about additional support needs pupils, the
situation is disruptive for everybody, but it is very
disruptive for young people with additional support
needs. We therefore have to ensure that we do
everything we can to minimise the disruption. The
opportunities exist. As | have done in my
statement today, we will encourage local
authorities to maintain as much continuity as
possible.

Lewis Macdonald (North East Scotland)
(Lab): Given that, as the cabinet secretary has
said, we are going to need our teachers more than
ever, will he talk to the General Teaching Council
for Scotland about the requirement for probationer
teachers to complete a full school year in order to
achieve full registration and join the teaching
workforce permanently in the autumn? In the
meantime, will he ensure that probationer teachers
continue to be employed and paid?

John Swinney: There is absolutely no reason
why probationary teachers should not continue to
be employed, but | do not have the answer to that
at the front of my head, so | will check for Mr
Macdonald and write to him after the meeting.
Certainly, those probationary teachers should be
paid—there is no way that they should suffer
disadvantage of that type.

On the regulatory requirements, this is probably
trespassing on territory where | should not be, but
I will just say that | think that it would be
unreasonable for the General Teaching Council
not to accredit probationary teachers with a full
year of probation because, through no fault of their
own, their opportunity has been interrupted. On

Monday, the General Teaching Council and the
Scottish Council of Deans of Education withdrew
teachers who were on placement and said that,
provided that they have achieved the necessary
standard, they will be judged to have completed
their placement activity, even though it has been
concluded early. The logic of that decision is that
probationary teachers should be confident that this
year has been secured, but | will confirm that in
writing.

The Deputy Presiding Officer: | have decided
to allow questions to run until 10 past three, but no
later.

Andy Wightman (Lothian) (Green): The
cabinet secretary will be aware that the quality of
prelims varies hugely from school to school and
from subject to subject. His statement refers to

“coursework, teacher assessments of estimated grades
and prior attainment”

being used. | have two questions. Can the cabinet
secretary confirm that no pupil will be
disadvantaged because of such variation, and that
some form of quality assurance will be put in
place?

Secondly, can he confirm that any difficulties
that are faced by pupils in submitting coursework
due to home or family circumstances will be taken
into account?

John Swinney: Quality assurance will have to
be an intrinsic part of the alternative certification
model. The chief examiner is exploring all such
questions as she develops the process that will
give us a diet about which we can be confident.
That was the standard that | asked that it be tested
against, and | have been given the assurance that
that is possible, but it will require that quality
assurance be put in place.

The second issue is important. We need to
make sure that the situation is tackled in a way
that recognises the contribution that young people
have made. There might be issues of performance
that have to be taken into account in assessment
of the coursework that young people have
completed. Obviously, there must be mechanisms
in place for young people to question the results
that emerge from the process, as there is in any
exam diet that we take forward. Further details on
that will be issued in due course.

Alex Cole-Hamilton (Edinburgh Western)
(LD): | declare an interest in that | am married to a
primary school teacher. Provision for key workers
will need to continue throughout the Easter
holidays and, probably, the summer holidays. How
will we provide teachers and pupils with a break
during that time, and how will it be decided which
teachers will provide cover in person?
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