Module 9 of the UK Covid Inquiry

Written Submission on behalf of the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities
{COSLA)

Introduction

1. COSLA is grateful for the opportunity to give evidence to the Inquiry in Module 2 in
respect of economic interventions undertaken in response to the Covid pandemic.
Nicola Dickie, COSLA’s Director of People Policy, has provided a witness statement to
the Inquiry for this Module and she also gave oral evidence to the Inquiry on 4
December 2025.

2. COSLA remains committed to engaging with and assisting the Inquiry in drawing out
the key lessons to be learned from the Covid pandemic and considering what
recommendations ought to be made. With that in mind, these written submissions will
focus on certain key aspects of the evidence which, in COSLA's view, are most relevant

to meeting those objectives.

COSLA’s role

3. As the voice of local government in Scotland, COSLA played an important role in
ensuring that local authorities received the additional funding which they required in
order to continue to provide essential services during the pandemic as well as those
additional services which they were called upon to provide as part of the pandemic
response. The provision of this additional funding during the pandemic was put into
effect using the existing structures and processes by which funding is normally
distributed from the Scottish Government to local authorities in Scotland. Although
these structures and processes were inevitably put under considerable stress by the
pandemic, they proved strong enough to stand up to that stress and continued to work

effectively throughout the relevant period.

4. COSLAwas also involved in the development and implementation of some grants that
were administered by local authorities in order to support businesses and individuals
suffering financial hardship as a result of the pandemic. Although this was a new area
for COSLA, the timely, efficient and effective delivery of these new schemes was

achieved through the establishment of new collaborative structures between the
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Scottish Government, COSLA and local authorities. These new structures, such as the
Rates Relief and Grant Payments to Businesses Project Group and the Covid-19
Business Support Steering Group proved invaluable in enabling local issues and

information to inform national decision making.

Key aspects of COSLA’s evidence

Relationship between Scottish Government, COSLA, and Scottish local authorities

5. As Ms Dickie explained in her witness statement, the procedure for distributing funding
from the Scottish Government to local authorities is overseen by the Settlement and
Distribution Group, which is a joint officer group established between COSLA, Scottish
local authorities and the Scottish Government (INQ00616704, paragraph 2.1). The
additional funding required for the pandemic response was negotiated in meetings
between COSLA, the Scottish Government and professional advisors drawn from local
authorities (e.g. finance directors, resilience leads) as well as relevant professional
bodies. This system was well established before the pandemic and continued to prove
effective during the pandemic. Although the volume of information being shared and
the frequency of interactions both increased substantially during the course of the
pandemic, the systems continued to operate as they had done before. Both Scottish
Government and local government officials were, therefore, already familiar with the
process. As a result, both Ms Dickie and Kate Forbes MSP (on behalf of the Scottish
Ministers) expressed the opinion in their evidence that communication between the
Scottish Government and Scottish local authorities regarding financial support

remained, in general, effective throughout the pandemic.

Local authority reporting

6. During his questioning of Ms Dickie, Counsel to the Inquiry (“CTI”) mentioned a
recommendation that was contained in the report prepared by David Phillips to the
effect that a “systematic” reporting system similar to that instituted in England and
Wales ought to be introduced to Scotland. Whilst Ms Dickie took no issue with Mr
Philips’ recommendation in principle, she was not taken to Mr Philips’ report itself, nor

was she taken to the particular recommendation that CTl was referring to.

7. Local government in Scotland is, of course, already subject to its own substantial audit

and accountability requirements; and it is important in COSLA's view that these
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requirements remain proportionate. Both Ms Dickie and Ms Forbes MSP were of the
view that the level and frequency of reporting requirements placed upon local
authorities was pitched at about the correct level in Scotland. In Ms Dickie’s view, to
have required local authorities to report data systematically on a weekly basis would
have placed an additional burden on local authorities’ resources, which must be
weighed against the limitations of relying on such raw data alone. As Ms Dickie pointed
out in her oral evidence, under the system in place in Scotland, COSLA was able to
explain the underlying reasons for the data it provided to the Scottish Government, and
those explanations were as important to the decision-making process as the data

returns themselves (Transcript 4/66/1 — 15).

The administration of grants by local authorities

8. In her evidence Ms Dickie was asked about the process by which local authorities dealt
with applications for the Newly Self-Employed Hardship Fund. That process allowed
local authority officers to apply their training and experience and exercise a measure
of discretion when determining an applicant’s eligibility and guarding against fraud. As
Ms Dickie pointed out in her oral evidence to the Inquiry, local authority officers are
highly-experienced in assessing applications for a wide range of benefits (e.g. housing
benefit, rates reduction schemes, etc), so they were particularly well placed to
administer Covid grants such as the Newly Self-Employed Hardship Fund (Transcript
4/78/16 — 4/79/10). The skill, experience and local knowledge that local authority
officers were able to bring to bear in the administration of these applications, as well
as their ability to access local information from multiple sources, were strengths of the
system and important safeguards against fraud and error. These conclusions are
supported by the findings of the subsequent report prepared by Audit Scotland, as
referred to by Kate Forbes MSP in her witness statement (INQ000273982, paragraph
82).

Lessons learned

9. In her witness statement, Ms Dickie made reference to the business rates relief
schemes that were put in place by the Scottish Government (INQO00616704,
paragraphs 5.1 — 5.7). In particular, she described the importance of local authorities’
knowledge of the businesses in their area in ensuring that such schemes were
appropriately targeted. This is one of many examples highlighting the effectiveness of

using local knowledge to drive economic interventions successfully. Similarly, the need
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for flexibility to ensure that funds met particular local needs was recognised during the
pandemic and resulted in the creation of the Local Authority Discretionary Fund by the
Scottish Government (INQ0O00616704, paragraph 6.11).

10. As Ms Dickie explained in both her written and oral evidence, one difficulty faced by
local authorities arose as a result of central government publicly announcing the
provision of a new grant scheme before the necessary guidelines and procedures by
which that grant was to be administered were in place. Ms Dickie gave the example of
the announcement of grants to be made available to the hospitality sector, which did
not specify a date in the future after which applications for the grant could be made.
This resulted in local authorities being inundated with questions from businesses in the
hospitality sector about eligibility for the grant before local authorities were in a position
to answer those questions. This placed an additional and unnecessary burden on local
authorities’ resources. In some cases (for example the £500 “thank you” payment to
health and social care workers) there were significant policy and practical issues that
required to be resolved before the payments could be made, resulting in a delay in

issuing the payments.

11.In Ms Dickie’s opinion, the difficulties associated with the announcement of grant
funding were largely due to the speed at which circumstances changed and decisions
had to be made. Since the pandemic, COSLA and the Scottish Government have
entered into a formal agreement (the Verity House Agreement) which, by putting their
collaborative way of working together on a stronger footing, will make it less likely that

similar co-ordination difficulties will arise in the future.

12. At a more general level, as Ms Dickie described in her witness statement, the question
of local government funding and its effect on local authorities’ resilience was brought
into sharp focus by the pandemic (INQO00616704, paragraphs 2.22 and 8.2). This
echoes the conclusions arrived at by David Phillips (INQ000588134, paragraph 18.17),
where he recommended that a plan should be put in place to ensure that local
authorities are properly funded in order to improve the resilience of the sector as a

whole, in preparation for a future pandemic.

Recommendations

13. COSLA's experience was that, in terms of financial interventions, the systems and

procedures that were already in place in Scotland before the pandemic continued to
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function well throughout the relevant period. The existing processes by which funds
are distributed from the Scottish Government to local authorities and, in turn, from local
authorities to businesses and individuals proved adequate to deal with the
considerable additional demands placed upon them by the Covid pandemic. Any
proposed changes to those procedures ought, in COSLAs view, to remain
proportionate and in keeping with the current systematic monitoring of local

government finance in Scotland.

Post-Script

14. COSLAhopes that its evidence and these submissions will assist the Inquiry in fulfilling

its terms of reference.
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