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UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

WITNESS STATEMENT OF AILEEN CAMPBELL

In relation to the issues raised by the Rule 9 request dated 24 April in

connection with Module 9, |, Aileen Campbell, will say as follows: -

1. I am Aileen Campbell of Personal Data . | am currently
the CEO of Scottish Women’s Football and have been since August 2021. Prior

to that | was an MSP in the Scottish Parliament serving the South of Scotland
region between 2007-2011 and then Clydesdale between 2011 and 2021.
Between 2011 and 2021 | served in various roles in the Scottish Government.
The positions were as follows: Minister for Local Government and Planning
(May 2011-Dec 2011); Minister for Children and Young People (Dec 2011-May
2016); Minister for Public Health and Sport (May 2016-June 2018); and finally
Cabinet Secretary for Communities and Local Government (June 2018-May
2021).

2. This witness statement relates to the matters addressed by Module 9 of the
Inquiry, which is considering the economic interventions taken by the UK
Government and Devolved Administrations in response to the Covid-19

Pandemic.

INQO000653412_0001



3. l'have previously assisted the Inquiry by providing a written statement dated 15
November 2023, in respect of Module 2a (core decision making and political
governance). Therefore, while this written statement is self-standing, it may be

helpful to refer to my earlier statement for further information.

4. My statement will only be applicable up until May 2021 when | chose not to

seek re-election and stepped down from the Scottish Government.

5. In the preparation of this statement, | have referred to records and material
provided to me by the Scottish Government. | have also received assistance
from the Scottish Government Covid Inquiries Response Directorate, solicitors
taking my statement via interview and other appropriate assistance to enable
the statement to be completed. | have also been assisted in identifying
documents and factual information relevant to the questions being asked to
assist in the preparation of my statement. However, any views or opinions

expressed in this statement are my own.

6. Unless stated otherwise, the facts stated in this witness statement are within
my own knowledge and are true. Where they are not within my own knowledge,
they are derived from sources to which | refer and are true to the best of my

knowledge and belief.

7. [References to exhibits in this statement are in the form [AC/number -
INQOOO00O00].

Overview of Roles and Relationships
8. | think it is important to say from the outset that as Cabinet Secretary for
Communities and Local Government | was not involved in the policy strategy,

design, implementation, or delivery of economic interventions administered by

the Scottish or UK Governments to support jobs or to support business. Nor
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did | have a role to play in discussions with the UK Government about the fiscal
framework and the need for increased fiscal flexibility in times of emergency.
The economic response sat largely with the Cabinet Secretary for Finance,
Kate Forbes, who went on to become the Cabinet Secretary for Finance and
the Economy, and Fiona Hyslop who was Economy Secretary before her. As a
Cabinet Minister | would have been made aware of these things at the point
where there were discussions in Cabinet or a paper about the measures that
were being proposed to support business, with recommendations about the
way forward. | would have had an opportunity to feed into that, but | was not

directly involved beyond that.

9. To assist the inquiry, | will set out in this statement further details of what my
role was during the pandemic. | will also highlight where | had indirect
involvement in the economic response and where | think there is room for a
wider consideration by governments of the steps that could be taken to support

the economy and mitigate the effects of a future pandemic.

10.As | have noted in my statement to the Inquiry for Module 2a, as Cabinet
Secretary for Communities and Local Government, | had responsibility for the
areas of life that make our communities vibrant and great places to be and for
trying to remedy some of our communities’ worst problems — poverty and

inequality. | had responsibility for the following: -

11.The relationship with local government — this was done primarily through
engagement with the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA) and
meant ensuring local government was properly and appropriately engaged with
and that sphere of governance in Scotland was respected. Local Government
is a critical partner to the Scottish Government and were crucial during
emergency responses across the country. While there might have been
instances, in the margins of conversations with local authorities, where they

might ask about why a certain scheme did X’ rather than ‘y’, or why one
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12.

particular sector did not fall within a scheme, | did not have any direct

communication with local authorities about economic interventions.

In relation to funds to support the third sector, social enterprises, and vulnerable
people, | was involved in and responsible for setting the strategic direction, as
would be the case in normal times. As a Minister, | would be responsible for the
final decisions on the allocation of funding, determining what should be
achieved from that funding in line with Government's priorities and policy
direction and working with officials on this. The fine tuning of the support
packages was done by officials who in turn would engage with stakeholders,
apply policy consideration, and then identify appropriate ways to get the funding
to the intended recipients. As a Minister, | would be asked to consider those
near finalised approaches to sign them off. | had overall policy responsibility for
the third sector, but | did not possess the budget that would represent the
totality of funding provided to the third sector from the Scottish Government.
That would also sit within the portfolio responsibilities of other Ministers, for

instance funding youth work organisations via the Education Budget.

13.The conversations | was having with local authorities was largely around the

interpretation of Non-pharmaceutical Interventions (NPIls) and other
restrictions, the justification for restrictions and how the restrictions would
impact on a particular sector within that local authority area. Those
conversations, meetings and engagements were also useful in terms of being
able to more fully understand local impact and local dynamics. For instance, if
communities in authority ‘A’ had to rely on traveling to local authority ‘B’ for
services (e.g. hospitals, supermarkets etc). Regular engagement provided, in
real-time, quick, and useful understanding about the practical impact of
approaches to help shape decisions of government. | was always open to
feeding back information from local authorities to solve or fix issues. | saw one
of my key functions as almost being like a conduit for information from

communities to government to help inform government decision making.
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Outside of the pandemic, it has always been the case that local government
sought to be recognised as a distinctive sphere of governance in Scotland. Not
something that would simply be told by national government what to do. They
wished to have agency and autonomy and to appropriately shape policy where
they believed they had an interest. Therefore, during the pandemic, | had arole
in trying to make the case that local government should have a hand in the
design of the various economic interventions. Failing to engage with them could
disrupt the relationship between the Scottish Government and local
government, if they felt that they were having something imposed on them,

especially if there might be other legitimate ways to approach an issue.

14. 1t is important to note that the relationship with COSLA, | felt, was strong. While
we needed to ensure the relationship remained positive, the practical need of
tackling rapidly emerging issues arising from the pandemic was the key focus
of both national and local government. | had regular meetings with the COSLA
President and her team; engagement with the Society of Local Authority Chief
Executives (SOLACE) Chair and COSLA CEO; and directly with individual local
authority leadership teams when necessary [AC2/01 - INQ000250238]. This
latter engagement became more critical when restrictions moved to become

more localised in November 2020.

15. Faith and religion — ensuring religious and faith groups were engaged with and
supported. Given places of worship had restrictions placed on them during the

pandemic, it was essential that these relationships were nurtured.

16. The third sector and social enterprises- primarily, this was to drive government
policy in terms of strategically supporting the third sector and social enterprises.
During Covid-19 the third sector and social enterprise sector were nimble and
adaptable and able to respond to individual and community needs. That was
why policy in this area was critical to the Covid-19 response. Social Enterprises

by their very nature are businesses with social purpose and were well placed
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to adapt to the social needs emerging during the pandemic. They also required
financial support as businesses. Recognising the need to support the social
economy, part of the £350m covid support package | announced on the 18
March 2020 allocated £20m towards a Third Sector Resilience Fund, which
included support for social enterprises. The leaders within that sector were
critical in helping to shape government thinking about how to re-build the
economy from a less extractive model towards one that valued localism,

community wealth building and resilience in our communities.

17.Housing strategy — this included developing long-term housing strategy
(Housing to 2040) [AC2/02 - INQO00648162] (Kevin Stewart, Minister for
Housing and Planning, had lead responsibility for housing and homelessness
policy). This related to Covid-19, because the Communities and Local
Government portfolio was responsible for dealing with and supporting those
who were homeless. During Covid-19, being homeless, especially street
homeless, posed a risk most significantly to the individual themselves, and to
the spread of the virus more generally. As the prevailing message to the public
was to ‘stay at home’ the Scottish Government needed to ensure everyone had

somewhere safe to protect themselves in.

18. Asylum policy — this meant overall policy responsibility for asylum seekers and
refugees. Again, those that were seeking asylum were identified as a
vulnerable group and so required support via the third sector groups the

Scottish Government worked with given that asylum policy is largely reserved.

19.Poverty — the portfolio had lead responsibility for developing policies and
actions to reduce poverty, particularly child poverty, and ensuring dignity and
respect shaped approaches. This is particularly important given Covid-19
exacerbated inequality and there was a need to support the most vulnerable in

our society. | also worked with worked with food suppliers such as Brake
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Scotland and Food Standard Scotland and local government to ensure that the

logistics of getting food to those that were most vulnerable could be delivered.

20.There was quite a disparate collection of policy areas that fell within the
“‘umbrella” of communities, which were all very different. That meant that during
the pandemic, it was crucial that | was able to build on the good relationships |
already had with stakeholders. This allowed me to better understand the
challenges they faced and give them notice of the restrictions that were coming
down the line that would affect them. | felt that strengthening engagement with
stakeholders gave them a feeling that they had some kind of agency in

decisions that government was making.

21.1t quickly became clear that there would be a need for a huge community level
response to help keep people safe. There was a recognition within government,
that government could not do it all on its own, nor could local authorities or
health boards. We needed to rely on the resilience of our communities. That is
why there was more funding than ever before put through my portfolio to help

support that community drive to respond.

22.Before lockdown was announced by the Prime Minister on 23 March 2020, |
made a statement to the Scottish Parliament on the 18 March 2020 [AC2/03 -
INQO00249317] setting out £350m package of resources to support the third
sector, communities, and vulnerable individuals. The funding was allocated as
follows - £50m of Barnett consequentials were given directly to local
government; £45m was allocated to the Scottish Welfare Fund, doubling the
budget available to them at that time; £50m was allocated for increased
demand for Social Security benefits and increased costs of council tax
reduction scheme; £70m was allocated to support households (isolation and
food security etc); £50m was used to establish a Wellbeing fund for third sector
partners who had the capacity to respond directly and quickly to emerging

need; £40m was used to establish a Communities Fund to support local
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community effort; £20m was used to set up a Third Sector Resilience Fund
(‘TSRF’) to support the impact of the pandemic on third sector organisations
and to help ensure the health and continued viability of the third sector
organisations affected by cash flow and other problems; and £25m was
earmarked for flexibility to enable responses to other emerging challenges. |
will provide further detail of these support packages later in this statement

under the section on alleviating hardship.

23.The package of support was put together in recognition of the enormity of the
situation facing the country — that government needed to take steps to keep
people safe, fed and sheltered. With regards to support of the third sector,
specific funds also provided financial support to them. It provided a bit of clarity
about the actions that we needed to take and how that needed to happen, and
the reality of it not being wholly in government’s hands to deliver. The £350
million sought to ensure people and communities had what they need. It was
about getting money to people and keeping people financially secure where
they were living in poverty or entitled to certain benefits. We recognised that
local government had a massive role to play in the deployment of government
support and that the third sector would be able to respond in areas that
government and local government could not reach. Then there were the
communities themselves, who were able to see very clearly on their own

doorsteps what was happening and the support that was needed.

24.1n the early days, we did not know how long the pandemic was going to last
and therefore how long the financial support was going to be needed. We felt
that the £350 million package was an appropriate emergency response to help
people and communities get through the most challenging part of the of the
pandemic when we were initially locked down and before anything was really

understood about the scale of what was going to be required.
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25.1 felt the initial response by the Scottish Government validated the things that
I, in my portfolio, had been trying to do in government for a long time -
empowering communities, supporting the third sector, trusting local
government to do what it needed to do. The First Minister at the time, Nicola
Sturgeon, was clear in her statements that the government was doing its best
in difficult circumstances. She acknowledged that we might not always get it
right, but at the time, the decisions we were taking felt like the right ones. That
was, | think, true of local government and the community response too — they
did things in the best interests of their communities, but there might have been
mistakes along the way. It was important for the Scottish Government to “let
go” a little bit and trust in local government and the third sector to deliver in

areas where they were best placed to do so.

26.£350 million was a lot of money and a lot of money very suddenly. So, while
the priority was getting the funding out the door to the people, sectors and
communities that required it, | recognised that there needed to be some way to
track spending to ensure that we sensibly marshalled the use of public funds in
a fair way. | therefore asked officials to use the Scottish Government’s online
digital planning tool to give a “dashboard” of where the money had gone and
through what funds. This tool allowed us to reassure ourselves that funding
was reaching as many people as possible, across the whole of the country,

rather than, for instance, just deployed in one particular part of the country.

27.As Cabinet Secretary for Local Government and Communities, | did not work
in isolation. As | have noted in my module 2a statement, | worked closely with
the Cabinet Secretary for Social Security, Shirley-Anne Somerville, who had
lead responsibility around Social Security benefits and how they would be
deployed. Our portfolios were really closely linked. While my focus was around
the policy direction, hers was about giving that direction practical effect. We
shared a Special Advisor and both of our junior Ministers, Christine McKelvie

(Equalities) and Kevin Stewart (Housing and Planning) had responsibility for
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key policy areas that were important to the wider Scottish Government
endeavour to keep vulnerable people and communities safe and supported. It
made sense for us to collaborate where possible through our regular ‘huddle’
catch ups on the phone. This ensured that shared areas of our work (tackling
poverty, directing how to enhance social security payments or welfare support)
could be coordinated. We would often make decisions collaboratively given the
strong interactions between our areas of responsibility. | also co- chaired the
Social Renewal Advisory Board with Shirley-Anne Somerville. The Board was
tasked with considering how Scotland could emerge from the Covid-19
pandemic whilst reducing poverty and disadvantage. Board Members included
experts in housing, disability, poverty, homelessness and the third sector. The
group published its final report in June 2021 [AC2/04 - INQ000366046].

28.1 recall having meetings and engagement with Kate Forbes, Cabinet Secretary
for Finance, at the time, due to her central role administering the government
budget. Kate Forbes was always very receptive to any issues that | raised from
my portfolio around anti-poverty measures — for instance on issues such as
free school meals, food poverty and child poverty and requests | made for
additional funding in these areas and others. | remember how hard she had to
work at the time to design the schemes and co-ordinate the economic support.
She diligently applied herself to respond and adapt to a whole host of demands
that came her way. It seemed to me that there was always a sector or a
scenario that did not quite fit into the scope of schemes or fit neatly into criteria
and Kate Forbes had to respond to ensure that as many people and businesses
that needed it received financial support. Her great skill was in how clearly she
was able to articulate things. For example, her clear communication style
helped ensure there was a lack of ambiguity in the eligibility criteria for

schemes, and | think that is a real lesson for the future.

29. The Scottish Government recognised the impact the pandemic was having on

how government functioned and that with remote working there was a real risk
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that opportunities for discussion and collaboration would be lost. | cannot
remember exactly when it happened, but the Deputy First Minister at the time,
John Swinney, convened and chaired the Communities and Public Services
Ministerial Group. It brought together all the Education, Communities and
Justice Ministers, along with key Scottish Government officials that might have
cross over across different portfolios, which allowed for some joined up thinking
and let us consider solutions from a wider perspective. The group was a really
positive example of collaboration between Ministers and officials, and | think
having similar groups within government in the event of future emergencies

should be a real lesson for the future.

30. There was a similar group convened for Economy Ministers. As my portfolio
was not considered to be explicitly covering the Economy, | was not initially part
of this group. However, | recall feeling that there was or could be an issue where
gaps may arise where there was crossover between these two groups. | was
invited to attend and subsequently did attend, due to my portfolio interests in
housing, town centres and social enterprise. | was also able to feedback on
issues from local government or relevant areas of my portfolio such as housing,
or town centres. This was also a crucial group, the aim of which was to discuss
measures to ensure that economic activity in Scotland could bounce back, and
to ensure that the right Government support was put in place. It was useful for
me to be on both of these main Scottish Government groups and provided a
useful link across both policy areas (social policy and economic policy).
However, | do not recall attending many meetings of this group and my
recollection is that my attendance came towards the end of my time in
Government. | do recall being able to update colleagues on my portfolio work
to refresh our town centre strategy and our Housing to 2040 work. This ensured
that ministers were all sighted on developments across different portfolios and
could link across to other areas of work. It also ensured there could be input,

where necessary and appropriate.

11
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31.Ordinarily the First Minister would be interested in hearing from Cabinet
Secretaries if there was an issue that needed to be resolved that was likely to
cause some kind of problem for government and where strategically important
work was progressing or happening well. That remained the case during the
pandemic. Significant issues would be raised in Cabinet meetings and
considered and discussed with necessary actions flowing from that. The First
Minister’s primary focus was initially around the health response and making
sure she had awareness of everything else with the ability to deploy her
attention on emerging strategic themes or focus on issues that required
resolution and her input. My interaction with her was therefore more limited, but
that seemed sensible to me because that enabled her to focus on the health

response and providing daily updates to the public, amongst other things.

32.Where the Deputy First Minister at the time, John Swinney’s strength has
always been is in the convening power that he has to bring people together.
Throughout my time in government during the pandemic, he made sure that
Ministers were working collaboratively, collegiately and in a task focussed way
to identify problems and work out solutions. So, the nature of my portfolio,
which was less around the health response and more about getting things done
in the community, meant that | really benefitted from his approach. As well as
helping deliver solutions, it ensured that his Ministers felt supported and

empowered.

33.1 understand that Paul Johnston was Director General Communities in March
2021 and was DG Education, Communities and Justice before that. | left the
Scottish Government in May 2021 so my engagement with him would have
largely been in his DG Education, Communities and Justice role. My main point
of contact with officials was with Stephen Gallagher, Director for Local
Government and Communities and Shirley Laing, Director of Housing and
Social Justice. | had regular meetings with them both and catch ups on the

phone, but this was mainly to discuss actions across the Scottish Government,
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rather than to discuss funding support or economic interventions. For example,
| would engage with Ms Laing on issues of poverty, while Mr Gallagher was
more involved in local government matters. | was in regular contact with many
officials across the entirety of my portfolio, including the Third Sector Unit as it
then was. My recollection was that there were different departmental leads that
looked after funding that was deployed to support policy interventions within
the gambit of their responsibilities, just as would be the case outwith the
pandemic years. | recall Paul Tyler being a key official due to his experience
and his abilities. | am unable to recall names beyond that. However, | would
say that all officials within my portfolio worked hard, ambitiously, collaboratively,
and imaginatively — all while also coping with the demands of the pandemic

restrictions.

34.Prior to the pandemic, | already had regular bi-monthly conversations with
Alison Evison, the then president of the Convention of Scottish Local
Authorities (COSLA). The frequency of these conversations intensified as a
result of the pandemic and were used to feedback to the respective spheres of
governance about decisions and challenges. If our conversations strayed into
economic territory, it would only be in relation to getting feedback from local
government on the support measures in place, or to get an understanding of

what was working or not.

35. | often had conversations with Sally Louden, who was the Chief Executive of
COSLA and Jim Savage who was the President of SOLACE. Again, our
conversations were not in relation to economic interventions. They were around
community resilience, the restrictions in place and the Local Government

response to immediate social pressures.

36.There was also portfolio engagement with different COSLA heads on things
like refugees and asylum and beyond that there was direct engagement with

all local authorities on the level of restrictions.
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37.As | said in my module 2a statement, | attended several UK Government led
meetings that were designed to consider issues that impacted upon the four
nations, to share good practice and ensure that there was a degree of synergy
across the islands. The main example of this was in relation to food security.
From memory many of those meetings were convened by Michael Gove. While
it was interesting to hear what was going on, | largely felt that it was more about
the UK Government deciding about what they were going to do in England. If
there was something in Scotland or the other devolved nations of relevance,
then we were able to suggest what we were doing and added value to
discussions that way. Everyone involved in those meetings recognised the
challenge posed by the pandemic. Maybe where the philosophical position of
how to solve certain issued differed, you could point to a difference in approach,
but largely, from my perspective, they were good meetings. For example,
around the issue of food poverty, the Scottish Government position was that it
was legitimate to get money into folks’ pockets to enable them to make choices
and that possibly was not the same position taken by the UK Government.
Nonetheless, everyone recognised there was a problem to be tackled. The only

direct, bi-lateral engagement | had with UK Government was around asylum

policy.

38.In addition to the stakeholders referred to above, | also had regular
engagement with those involved in work relating to my portfolio. For instance,
| had regular engagement with the Scottish Council Voluntary Organisations
(SCVO), Social Enterprise umbrella groups, local third sector interfaces, and
local organisations which helped me to hear granular details about issues
facing communities (geographic and sectoral), and religious groups amongst
other issues. | also engaged thoroughly with the housing sector, to develop our
housing strategy — Housing to 2040 [AC2/02 - INQ000648162] and in working
out our refreshed approach to town centre policy. Those latter points did stray
into economic territory insofar as house building is a boost to the economy and

our economy needs vibrant town centres and SMEs in order to thrive. As part
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of our Social Renewal work, we also engaged with those who had expertise in

community wealth building and wider social policy.

Fiscal framework

39. Other than being aware of the Scottish Government feeling constrained by the
existing fiscal framework with the UK Government, | was not involved in
discussions around the framework or in requests for it to be adapted for
emergencies. My involvement from a funding perspective, would be around
looking for more money from the Finance Secretary to support communities for
example, but my portfolio did not pursue issues around the limitations of the
overall funding structure. Those conversations were being had by Kate Forbes

as Cabinet Secretary for Finance and the DFM.

40. Discussions around the funding settlement between Scottish Government and
Local government, negotiated through COSLA, was done by finance officials
and the Cabinet Secretary for Finance, Kate Forbes, at the time. My part in that
would be to listen to local governments and be the voice of local government
in the Cabinet discussion. In conversations around budget allocation, | would
be trying to make the case for local government to get its fair share. Whereas
Kate Forbes would then have to be the one balancing the books when there
was also health and education spends etc., to be taken into account. If the
settlement did not suit local government, then | would have to provide

explanations to them about how the settlement had been arrived at.

41.1 do not have any recommendations to make in respect of fiscal frameworks,
since this was outwith my portfolio interests. In relation to funding generally
from the UK Government, there was always a lack of consideration to longer
term strategic plans for finance. This meant that the Scottish Government often
had to work from year to year. There was never the real opportunity to consider

the longer-term strategic views on finance. This probably remains a challenge
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for governments. That longer-term strategic ability to plan funding and have
stability and certainty is desirable at all times, not just at points of crisis. What
did not help with the Covid response were the ongoing and significant
concurrent risks that the Scottish Government had to cope with, including the
pandemic, austerity, and the ongoing impact of Brexit — this caused significant
disruption. Politicians should reflect on the financial uncertainty and its impact
on the country’s ability to function and the knock-on impact on its ability to

respond adequately in a time of significant challenge.

UK and Scottish Government Support for Jobs

42.1 was not involved in the design or delivery of the furlough scheme or the Self-
Employment Income Protection Scheme (SEISS). As such, | do not have any
comments on how adequately or otherwise the Scottish Government was
consulted on these schemes. | think both schemes were examples of effective
economic interventions in Scotland. Anecdotally | heard of people’s jobs being
saved. | am sure there were gaps and anomalies, and | know that there were
issues around the fact that not all self-employed people were caught by the UK
scheme, but | have no knowledge of the detail as | was not directly involved. |
would hear about the schemes possibly on a constituency basis, but that was
it. | had left government by May 2021 and was not involved in discussions

around requests for furlough to be extended in late 2021

43.1 had no direct involvement in the design or delivery of the Scotland Furlough

Support Grant or the Newly Self-Employed Hardship Fund.

UK and Scottish Government Support for Business

44.] had no input into the design or delivery of loans administered by the UK

Government. | am unaware of the level of consultation between the Scottish
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and UK Governments. | do not know the detail around how they were

monitored, or how they might be improved.

45.1 was not involved in discussions around the policy rationale, or the strategy or
design of key schemes in Scotland to support businesses. This was not within
the remit of my portfolio responsibility. | do not recall any specific examples of
where there was an issue that | had to feedback on other than, possibly on
pace of delivery. Governments were operating in a time of crisis and uncertainty
and there were always calls on us to do more and to do it quicker. | had no
involvement in any cost-benefit analysis or value for money assessments
around these schemes. | had no involvement in the joint project group involving
the Scottish Government, local governments and COSLA that was set up and
chaired by Scottish Government in March 2020 to oversee the provision of

business support.

46.1 was not aware of any issues that might have arisen in terms of the Scottish
Government guidance to local authorities about how to deliver the schemes. |
cannot recall if there was an issue around inconsistencies in the delivery of
schemes across different local authorities. If this was an issue, | do not think
people would be shy about letting government know, in which case it would

have been remedied.

47.The only side interest | would have had in respect of transport schemes was in
relation to advocating for bus travel. People in Scotland, living with fewer
means, use the bus. | would have pushed for funding to support the bus
network. This would have been important for my portfolio strategically, as an

anti-poverty measure.
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Alleviating Hardship

Support administered by the UK Government

48.1 had no involvement in the decision to apply uplifts to Universal Credit and
Working Tax Credit or to the level of uplift. | had no involvement in the design
or the delivery of the uplifts. | think this would have been within Shirley-Anne

Somerville’s remit, as Cabinet Secretary for Social Security and Older People.

Funding for Communities and the Third Sector in Scotland

49.While | did not have any direct involvement in the design or delivery of key
schemes in Scotland, as | have noted above, | was involved in setting the
strategic direction in respect of funds the key objective of which was to alleviate
hardship for communities and vulnerable individuals. | will therefore provide
some further detail on these funds and the package of support that | announced
on 18 March 2020 [AC2/03 - INQ000249317].

50.The main aims behind the support was to ensure that: (i) people facing financial
hardship as a result of the economic impact of social distancing and self-
isolation measures had access to direct financial help, (ii) local authorities had
additional resource to provide the support needed for their localities, (iii)
charities, third sector and social enterprises were supported to meet new
demand caused by the pandemic, (iv) support was given to community
organisations to provide local level solutions and community led resilience, and

(v) measures were put in place to combat food insecurity as a result of Covid-
19.

51.The allocation of funds was decided by me in collaboration with officials, SpAds
and the Social Security portfolio, including the Cabinet Secretary for Social

Security, Shirley-Anne Somerville. It sought to deliver meaningful impact by
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supporting community endeavour, recognising local government’s critical role,
and empowering the vital third sector. Oversight of the spending was carried
out by Scottish Government officials with usual Ministerial input. | had regular
engagement with my then officials along with SpAds. The usual checks and
balances of parliamentary scrutiny still applied. And as previously indicated in
my statement for Module 2a, and earlier in this statement, | made active use of
the Scottish Government Digital Planning tool so we could visibly see the
spread of resources to ensure it was even. We sought to ensure a balance
between making swift decisions in response to emerging need with being
mindful of good and appropriate deployment of public funds. For example, |
recall steps being taken to ensure that in funding applications, the applicant
had to disclose whether they were already in receipt of funds from an

alternative source.

52.£50 million of Barnett consequentials was allocated to a Hardship Fund and
was given directly to local government. My recollection is that we gave local
authorities some flexibility to determine best local use to support community

need and was in-keeping with our relationship built on parity.

53.£45 million was allocated to the Scottish Welfare Fund (SWF), doubling the
budget available to them at that time. The fund made Community Grants and
Crisis Grants available to those in immediate need. This fund was administered
by local authorities, who again were given more flexibility about how it could be
used to ensure people in financial crisis, including workers in the ‘gig economy’,
could be supported. £50 million was also allocated to provided additional
funding to be used in anticipation of an increase in demand for Council Tax
Reduction and Social Security Benefits. | think these funds were overseen by
Shirley-Anne Somerville, Cabinet Secretary for Social Security and Older

People.
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54. The SWF was established on 1 April 2013 and was an essential source of
occasional support. The fund is administered by Local Authorities and
underpinned by legislation and Statutory Guidance. The SWF provides two

forms of discretionary award, Crisis Grants and Community Care Grants.

55.As previously stated, | announced on 18 March 2020 additional money to
support communities at risk as a result of the pandemic. This included a £45
million boost to the SWF — my recollection is that £22 million was allocated
immediately to local authorities and increased the budget for awards in that
year (2020/21) to £57.5m. The remaining £23 million was reallocated to local
authorities and empowered them to use that flexibly to support financial

insecurity interventions.

56.A Crisis Grant can be awarded to meet expenses that have arisen as a result
of an emergency or disaster to avoid serious damage or serious risk to the
health or safety of the applicant or their family. The key test for a Crisis Grant
is the severity of the applicant’s situation and the likely impact on them and
their family. To obtain a Crisis Grant an individual needs to be on a low income
— this does not mean they need to be in receipt of benefits — and have no
access to alternative appropriate sources of financial support. Understandably,
during 2020-21 there was a significant increase on the awards made on the

previous year.

57.Community Care Grants help support people in particular situations to live
independently or to continue to live independently — such as, if someone is
fleeing domestic abuse, leaving prison, transitioning to or from a care setting.
My understanding is that these grants also saw an increase during the

pandemic.

58.Both grants were in line with the Scottish Government’s approach to tackling

poverty in that they sought to get money to people’s pockets, help prevent an
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escalation in crises and were decided upon swiftly. | did not have routine or
direct engagement on these policy areas, but they did form an overarching

approach to tackling inequality and poverty.

59. The SWF was separate to the changes that were made by the UK Government
to benefit those facing financial hardship during COVID, such as increasing

Universal Credit and Working Tax Credit.

60. Local Authorities were given flexibility in order to distribute the SWF which
aligns with general policy principles of the Scottish Government at the time (to
set the outcome desired and allow local agencies to deliver how best they see
fit). During my research on this point Scottish Government officials have noted
that there is statutory guidance in place in relation to the SWF and the most
recent version of it can be found [AC2/08 — INQ000652136]. with previous
versions available online [AC2/09 — INQO000652137] and [AC2/10 -
INQO00571345]. In the design of (and in terms of any updates to) the statutory
guidance the usual approach to this would be that Scottish Government officials
would be tasked to develop approaches in close collaboration with

stakeholders.

61.In terms of the SWF’s flexibility, it is a discretionary fund, and local authorities
have extensive discretion over how the scheme is delivered in their area,
ensuring that the fund is tailored to the specific needs of that locality and that
the links to other public and third sector services which may exist in specific
local authority areas, can be made. This is, as noted above, in line with general

policy principles of the Scottish Government operating during my time in office.

62.0ne of the key aims of the Scottish Government during the pandemic was that
those in urgent need had access to funds quickly to use as they deemed
necessary. | believe that the SWF went some way to achieve this aim. In terms

of overall reflections on the success or otherwise of the SWF, and lessons
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learned, | understand that since | left office a Report on the key outcomes has
been published which can be found [AC2/11 — INQO000652138]. As this was
commissioned after | left office (and indeed, by the time | had left the Scottish

Government) | have not been involved in any analysis of the report’s outcomes.

63.£70 million was allocated to a “Food Fund” to ensure support was in place for
people whose access to food had been affected by Covid-19, including
shielded groups, others who were having to self-isolate including older people,
and families entitled to free school meals. Again, Councils had the flexibility to
use this additional resource to best meet local needs and circumstances,
working with community groups and businesses, including Social Bite, to
support home delivery, provide financial help and meet dietary requirements.
As | noted in my statement for Module 2a, we worked with food supplies such
as Brakes and Food Standards Scotland, together with local government, to
ensure that the logistics of getting food to the most vulnerable could be
delivered. We encouraged a “cash-first” approach to ensure that those who can
get to the shops have the money they need to buy food and other essentials.
A cash first approach was in keeping with the Scottish Government's view of
the time, and what poverty advisers would recommend, that you want to give
people the chance to be able to make their own decisions and give them their

own autonomy.

64.£50m was used to establish a Wellbeing fund to help third sector partners,
including charities, social enterprises and voluntary organisations who had the
capacity to respond directly and quickly to the emerging needs of at-risk people.
This included funding to help projects deliver mental health support and
wellbeing services for people that were feeling isolated as a result of the
pandemic and making sure that people were ok. This fund enabled people who
were unable to leave the house to get support i.e. with their shopping or
collecting prescriptions etc. By the end of September 2020, £4 million had been

made available through small grants to support local charities, £2 million

22

INQ000653412_0022



provided a 25% funding boost to all 32 Third Sector Interfaces (TSls) and £10
million was allocated to support national priorities, including support to 70
organisations across Scotland, including Age Scotland, Women’s Aid and
Chest, Heart and Stroke Scotland [AC2/05 - INQ000648165].

65.£40 million was allocated to the Communities fund for local community groups
supporting people in their communities impacted by the pandemic. We made
funds available to Community Anchor Organisations enabling the funds to
reach smaller community organisations and mutual aid groups that would not
otherwise have been able to access funding and who were an essential part of
the response. We also worked with national partners and a wide range of
community networks including Third Sector Interfaces and COSLA to ensure

that the fund reached communities in need across the country.

66.£20 million was used to set up a Third Sector Resilience Fund (‘TSRF’) to
support the impact of the pandemic on third sector organisations and to help
ensure the health and continued viability of the third sector organisations
affected by cash flow and other problems. TSRF was administered by FirstPort,
Social Investment Scotland and the Corra Foundation and supported
organisations that were already delivering services and products but found
themselves in financial difficulties as a result of the pandemic. The fund was
for charities, social enterprises or voluntary organisations based in Scotland
and/or primarily delivering services/activities in Scottish Communities. By the
end of September 2020, this investment had helped save organisations that
have a collective turnover of approximately £0.51 billion, safeguarding 14,000
jobs. A Scottish Government report on the evaluation of the TSRF published in
August 2023 concluded that the fund generally succeeded in its aims of
providing crucial financial support to organisations in the immediate aftermath
of the pandemic and while there was scope to do more to reach organisations
in need, the fund had a far-reaching impact on a large and diverse range of
third sector organisations [AC2/06 - INQ0O00648163].
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67. £25 million was also earmarked for flexibility to enable responses to other
emerging challenges. As costs increased, this fund supported where demand
was felt. For example, an additional £5 million from this contingency went into

topping up the TSRF.

68.In addition to the funds noted above, throughout the pandemic we observed
the growing importance of access to digital technologies for individuals. To
tackle this, funding was used to launch the Connecting Scotland programme to
help bring the digitally excluded online. The programme not only provided the

devices it provided access to training and online support.

69. As we transitioned from the emergency response to the recovery and renewal
phase, a Third Sector Recovery Programme was initiated. | do not recall the

details of the package of support behind this programme.

Inequalities and Vulnerable Groups

70.There was not a Minister in Cabinet that did not think about the needs of the
most vulnerable when decisions were being made. Everybody has a
constituency and has got into politics to serve the public. | would point back to
that £350 million package that was announced at the very start of the
pandemic, which | provide details of above, that was designed from the outset
to make sure that there was recognition for those that would be suffering the

most.

71.We worked collaboratively across government to tackle inequality and support
vulnerable groups. However, in my portfolio we acutely recognised that the
messages of staying at home only worked if you have and a safe, secure, and
warm home. Therefore, the need to secure tenancies and provide shelter for
those in most need drove activity in my portfolio. We set out and enacted the

appropriate legislative actions required to ensure tenants were protected from
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eviction, we supported the third sector to help those that suffered from street
homelessness, we provided food to those that needed it, and we tried to ensure
money got into the pockets of those who lacked it. Furthermore, we needed to
connect people digitally when those usual methods of keeping in touch were
removed — ‘Connecting Scotland’ was designed to help plug the digital gap and
support those with less means to be digitally empowered through having a
computer [AC2/07 - INQO00648164].

Part G: Data and Modelling

72.1 am aware that there might have been issues around the Scottish Government
not having HMRC data that would have been helpful in the economic response.
It is not clear to me why there would be a reason not to share that information,
provided the relevant safeguards around data sharing were put in place, but |
am unable to comment further on this issue as | was not involved in the design

of the various schemes.

73.While | was not directly involved in the analysis of the economic data that
informed the economic response, | was kept up to date on the health data, that
informed the decision making around restrictions, which in turn resulted in
economic impacts. | cannot recall the detail, but | would have regular meetings
with Jason Leitch or one of his officials who would discuss the covid figures for
a particular local authority and explain what the longer term picture for that area
might be. It was useful getting that health data analysis for a local authority so
that | could then have quite an open, honest conversation with the local
authority about the figures to get their views. And for those discussions to be
underpinned by data. Local authorities were generally not looking to have
further restrictions, but they could recognise and understand that Government
needed to put them in place and were generally collaborative, pragmatic and
offered helpful local insight. The Scottish Government applied a ‘four harms’

approach to the decisions that were made. Those harms assessed decisions
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against: 1) the immediate health harms caused by the pandemic; 2) the broader
implications and harms caused to the functioning of the health and social care
services; 3) the societal harms; and 4) the economic harms. When government
looked at making a decision on restrictions, there was prior work done with the
local authority that | would be leading, with support from health colleagues. The
rounded impact, social and economic, would be discussed and would help

support cabinet decision on restrictions.

Housing as an economic lever

74. Although it does not fall squarely within the outline of scope for this module, |
think it is important to note the importance of house building to both the
economic recovery from the Covid-19 pandemic and as a measure to help
mitigate the effects of any future pandemic. Before | left government, we
published the Housing to 2040 Strategy [AC2/02 - INQ000648162] which sets
out a longer-term strategic approach to housing in Scotland. Housing uniquely
straddles across all the priorities of government — it is an anti-poverty measure
through supporting people to have good, efficient and secure housing, it helps
raise attainment insofar as it is far easier to study and feel secure as a young
person in a house that is safe, warm and secure, and it helps boost the
economy through providing jobs, employment, training and investment during
the building phases and beyond. That, for me, means that housing should be
a priority for government, both in terms of building new homes and improving
existing stock and to achieve its aims and ambitions for the country. And when
you have a population that lives in secure and safe housing, it means
communities can flourish and show resilience which, in the face of another
future pandemic or emergency, will be important in order to cope with what that

brings.

75.0ne of my big reflections is around the position of housing within government.

It sat within the communities and local government portfolio, which is not
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inappropriate when you are dealing with people living in poverty and housing
is an important part of how to tackle that, but housing is a big economic lever
too. It is a big driver of how the economy performs. The point | am making is
that it is vitally important for Government not to lose sight of house building as
a real economic lever for recovery and should be viewed with significant

strategic importance.

Analysis and reflections

76. Community resilience was found in lots of different places during the pandemic,
from a football club to the local corner shop. If we do not value place and
community appropriately or view it as expendable and think it is something that
can be cut away at, then over the longer term, not just for a pandemic, the
wellbeing of the country will deteriorate, and that includes the economic
wellbeing of the country. | think the risk is, that for any retrospective look at the
pandemic, the role of communities may get lost, just as it may do during more
regular times and be viewed as less important than more high tariff policy

areas.

77.Community resilience was critical to the pandemic response and should be a
big lesson to everybody that if you make cuts to local community and third
sector support, then, if adversity strikes again, you will have less to rely on to
help you get through it. | hope the role of communities continues to be
recognised by Governments because Governments needed to lean in to the
resourcefulness and expertise of communities to get through the pandemic and
this should not be forgotten. This is a real lesson about why we need to be
mindful of our communities, mindful of third sector, and mindful of local
government’s role in the governance and good running of the country. National
Government does not have a monopoly on good ideas or interventions, it
should empower and give agency to others. The country stands to lose much

if that is not recognised or supported adequately.
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78. A lot of the Scottish economy is built on the SMEs, but Government can tend
to focus on the big corporate players quite a lot. Greater recognition and
understanding of what small enterprises deliver for the local economy will be

important for the future.

79.As we moved into the renewal phase of the covid response, town centre
renewal became an important focus. During the pandemic, people reconnected
with their local place and their town centre and the shops and businesses there.
Those ‘gains’ of the pandemic were not behaviours we wanted to lose once the
pandemic was over. Imagining the country that would emerge from the
pandemic led us to refresh our existing approaches and policies relating to town
centres and helped guide our approach within the Housing to 2040 strategy too
[AC2/02 - INQO00648162].

80.1 wish to underline the importance of House Building and the
building/construction sector. Housing at the time of the pandemic sat in my
portfolio due to its importance as a social policy intervention. But it is crucial
economic importance cannot be overstated — in terms of training, employment,
job creation, monetary contribution amongst other things. Governments, at all
levels and tiers, should prioritise housing (renovations, building) to support
economic and social policy ambitions. It also supports wider wellbeing and
resilience which are critical to support future responses to adversity, challenge,

and pandemics.

81.1 think there was real value in the power of convened Ministerial Groups within
Government. Cabinet gave us that theoretical place where everyone came
together but that was very high level, it needed to be supplemented by more
granular discussions and Ministerial groups helped to facilitate that. | think that
these groups really contributed to the decision making process and is a model
that should be used to tackle future challenges. The meetings helped break

down silos — often a legitimate criticism of governments — and ensure rounded
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decision making and discussion. It brought together ministers and officials in
common purpose and provided space to be imaginative and creative and focus

on delivery for the people of Scotland.

Documents

82.1 have provided the inquiry with documents relative to my module 2a statement,
including my Ministerial diary [AC2/01-INQ000250238]. | hold no further
documents falling within the provisional outline of scope for Module 9, other

than those exhibited in this statement.

Statement of Truth

| believe that the facts stated in this withness statement are true. | understand that
proceedings may be brought against anyone who makes, or causes to be made,
a false statement in a document verified by a statement of truth without an honest
belief of its truth.

Personal Data

Signed:

Dated: 09 September 2025
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