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Roles and Relationships 

3. My role as Cabinet Secretary for Social Justice, Housing and Local 

Government required overseeing the key priorities of reducing child 

poverty, delivering 100,000 affordable homes, managing the relationship 

with, and being the point of contact for, local government. My role included 

portfolio responsibility for the following areas: welfare policy and social 

security, social justice, local government, child poverty, housing and 

housing strategy, homelessness and rough sleeping, building standards, 

tackling inequalities, violence against women and girls and domestic 

violence, poverty action measures, third sector and social economy, 

mainstreaming equality, human rights, kinship carers, minimum income 

guarantee, equalities, refugees and asylum and Office of the Scottish 

Charity Regulator. I did not have any finance or economy portfolio 

responsibilities during this time; therefore, I had no direct role in the 

economic response to the pandemic. 

4. The point at which I commenced my role as Cabinet Secretary for Social 

Justice, Housing and Local Government, in May 2021, meant that the 

Scottish Government was entering into the Covid recovery phase of work. 

This involved looking at how to move from the urgent response to the 

pandemic to the recovery phase. There was a need to ensure that the 

collective resources of the Scottish Government and local government 

were beginning to face in the direction of Covid recovery, with my specific 

focus on working to get housebuilding back on track and to address the 

impact on child poverty of the pandemic. 

5. I worked closely with the Director-General Communities, Paul Johnston 

with whom I would meet on a regular basis to discuss the work within my 

portfolio which he had responsibility for. I considered this to be a good 

working relationship. 
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6. I also worked closely with the Cabinet Secretary for Finance, Kate Forbes, 

in relation to budget negotiations, the Cabinet Secretary for Education and 

Skills, Shirley-Anne Somerville in relation to education, skills and the 

impact that had on child poverty and the Cabinet Secretary for Health and 

Social Care, Humza Yousaf in relation to the impact on child poverty. I also 

worked closely with the Deputy First Minister, John Swinney in his 

capacity as Cabinet Secretary for Covid Recovery. I consider that I had 

good, collegiate working relationships with all Ministers and officials I 

worked with. 

7. I attended the Covid Recovery Cross Ministerial meetings which were 

referred to as the Public Services and Economy Ministerial Group and 

were chaired by the Deputy First Minister, with input from all Cabinet 

Secretaries in relation to their portfolio areas. The First Minister took an 

active interest in key policies, such as reducing child poverty and 

delivering affordable homes, and I consider that I had a good, collegiate 

working relationship with the First Minister. I understand that the Inquiry 

has been provided with the minutes from these meetings. 

8. I had limited engagement with Ministers in the UK Government, mainly in 

relation to my work on reducing child poverty and pushing the UK 

Government to do more in that respect. I also attended four nations 

meetings which were attended by Ministers and officials from the Welsh 

and Northern Irish administrations. 

9. In relation to my work in the Covid recovery response, I met with COSLA 

(Convention of Scottish Local Authorities) and individual local authority 

representatives on a regular basis, including Chief Executives from local 

authority areas. This was to discuss matters such as affordable housing 

and tackling child poverty. 
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Fiscal Frameworks 

10. I was not directly involved in formulating an economic response to the 

pandemic from March 2020 onwards therefore, I do not feel able to 

comment on the funding arrangements that were in place between the 

Scottish Government and the UK Government at that time. 

11. The funding arrangements between the Scottish Government and Local 

Governments are negotiated between COLSA and the Scottish 

Government at each budget. The agreed position is referred to as the 

local government settlement. Local Government also decides upon and 

sets local council tax rates. The funding arrangements remained the same 

during the pandemic, however, there was some additional flexible funding 

made available to local authorities to respond to the pandemic. 

12. I don't believe the funding arrangements between the Scottish 

Government and Local Government impacted the ability to formulate and 

maintain the economic response to the pandemic. 

13. My impression is that local government welcomed the increased flexibility 

around funding during Covid as it enabled them to work in different ways. 

It seems that during the Covid recovery period there has been a return to 

more siloed ways of working rather than continuing to work in this flexible 

way therefore, I would invite the Chair to consider making a 

recommendation that during any future pandemic that flexible funding for 

local government should be provided. 
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Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (CJRS) 

14. Having only rejoined the Scottish Government in May 2021, I was not 

involved in the design, delivery or monitoring of this UK Government 

scheme which was introduced in March 2020. Consequently, I am not able 

to comment on the workings of, or the effectiveness of, this particular 

support scheme. 

Scotland Furlough Support Grant 

15. I had no role in the design, delivery or monitoring of this scheme 

introduced by the Scottish Government in October 2020 as the 

introduction of this scheme predates my time in Government. Therefore, I 

am not able to comment on the effectiveness or otherwise of this scheme. 

Self Employment Income Support Scheme (SEISS) 

16. I had no role in the design, delivery or monitoring of this UK Government 

scheme which was introduced before my return to Government. 

Therefore, I am not able to comment on the effectiveness or otherwise of 

this scheme. 

Newly Self-Employed Hardship Fund 

17. I understand that this fund was introduced by the Scottish Government on 

10 April 2020 to provide support for self-employed individuals who were 

not eligible for the UK Government SEISS. Similarly, the introduction of 

this fund predates my time in post therefore, I had no involvement in the 

design, delivery or monitoring of this scheme. 

5 

INQ000653424_0005 



18. I believe the Scottish Government introduced a second round of this fund, 

which was introduced on 16 February 2021, with applications for the fund 

closing on 23 March 2021. I was not working in Government at this time 

therefore I am not able to comment on the design, delivery or monitoring 

of this particular fund. 

Support Administered by the UK Government 

19. The UK Government introduced a number of loan schemes in 2020 to 

support businesses including the Bounce Back Loan Scheme, the 

Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan Scheme, the Coronavirus Large 

Business Interruption Loan Scheme and the Covid Corporate Financing 

Facility. I had no involvement in the design or delivery of these loan 

schemes as I was not working in Government during this time. 

Support Administered in Scotland to Support Businesses 

20. I am aware that the Scottish Government introduced a number of key 

schemes to support businesses during the Covid-19 pandemic including, 

non-domestic rates relief and the Local Authority Discretionary Fund. 

These support schemes were introduced by the Scottish Government prior 

to my return to Government therefore, I am unable to provide any insight 

into the work involved in the design, delivery or otherwise of these 

schemes. Any queries on these funds should be directed towards my 

Ministerial colleagues and officials working within the relevant portfolio 

areas at the time. 

21. The Local Authority Covid-19 Economic Recovery Fund was introduced by 

the Scottish Government and announced on 21 February 2022 by my 

Ministerial colleague. Kate Forbes, then Cabinet Secretary for Finance, 
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who had portfolio responsibility for the fund. As I had no direct involvement 

in the design, delivery or otherwise of this fund I am not in a position to 

provide any further details. 

Transport Schemes 

22. I was not involved in any of the support schemes introduced to assist the 

transport sector, such as the Covid-19 Support Grant, Covid-19 Support 

Grant Restart and the Network Support Grant. I believe these would have 

been taken forward by Michael Matheson, who was the Cabinet Secretary 

for Transport at the time. 

Alleviating Hardship 

23. Universal Credit and Working Tax Credits are reserved to the UK 

Government. I was not involved in the design or delivery of these schemes 

as they are reserved benefits. In general terms, I think the uplift to 

Universal Credit and Working Tax credits provided a much needed boost 

to the family incomes of some of those on the lowest incomes. However, I 

think the decision of the UK Government to remove the uplift at short 

notice was problematic. If an uplift is to be offered to address financial 

difficulties caused by a pandemic, then I consider that it needs to be in 

place for a longer period or time. Alternatively, a gradual wind down of the 

uplift would have been preferable to avoid the creation of a cliff edge for 

families, as a sudden removal of the uplift simply results in hardship again. 

Therefore, I think the means by which the benefit is removed has to be 

thought through very carefully. My responsibilities as Cabinet Secretary 

included overall portfolio responsibility for welfare policy and social 

security. The details of the payments predated my return to government, 

for example the agreement that local authorities would provide a Low 
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Income Pandemic Payment (LIPP) of £130, details of which were 

published in April 2021, before I returned to government. My predecessor 

had importantly agreed a disregard with the DWP for these payments so 

that they were additional to any payments received by the DWP. The 

Scottish Government collectively expressed concern at the reduction to 

universal credit by the UKG [SR2/001 — INQ000653422 ]. The Scottish 

Welfare Fund provided important support to low-income recipients through 

the pandemic. The administration of the fund was led by local authorities. 

Before I took office, in response to the Covid-19 pandemic, the Scottish 

Government acted to increase funding to the Scottish Welfare Fund in 

2020/21 by £22 million [SR2/002 - INQ000653423 . 

24.On 31 August 2021 I wrote to the Rt Honorable Therese Coffey MSP, 

Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, along with Jane Hutt, Minister 

for Social Justice of the Welsh Government and Deirdre Hargey, Minister 

for Communities for the Northern Irish Executive to raise our shared 

concerns about the decision of the UK Government to end the £20 per 

week increase to Universal Credit and Working Tax Credits [SR2/003 — 

INQ000620528]. In this correspondence we raised our grave concerns 

about the impact of this decision upon the poorest in our society, 

particularly during a period where society was easing out of a public health 

emergency. The UK Government ended the uplift on 6 October 2021. 

Inequalities and Vulnerable Groups 

25. I was acutely aware of the unequal impact of the pandemic and of the 

need to make sure that the needs of the most marginalised and those 

most impacted by the pandemic were elevated and given key importance 

in terms of the recovery. 
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Data and Modelling 

26. I was regularly provided with recommendations from the policy officials 

supporting me which were based on economic modelling data and 

analysis. This was a broad range of data which covered local authority 

data also. This would act as the evidence base upon which I would base 

my decisions. I do not recall facing any challenges or difficulties with the 

data and information that I was presented with. 

Analysis and Reflections 

27. An important lesson to learn from the economic response to the pandemic 

is there is a real benefit to permitting local government as much flexibility 

as possible in terms of how they respond to the pandemic. I think that 

local government was very much of the view that this flexibility was 

extremely helpful as it enabled there to be recognition of the fact that each 

local authority will have a different population, some are very rural whilst 

some are more urban. This flexibility, in terms of how local government 

responded, was helpful and, in my view, should continue beyond the 

response to the pandemic. 

Documents 

28. I have already provided to the Inquiry any emails, text, diaries, notebooks I 

hold therefore, I do not have any further documents to provide to the 

Inquiry in respect of this module. 
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Signed: Personal Data 
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