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ECONOMY, ENERGY AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

COVID-19 – impact on Scotland’s businesses, workers and economy 

SUBMISSION FROM FDF Scotland 

Introduction 
 
1. The food and drink manufacturing industry turns over £10.5bn, accounting for 

30% of total Scottish manufacturing.  
 

2. While demand for some companies and products has increased greatly, other businesses – 
particularly those who serviced hospitality or speciality retail and have seen their customers 
disappear – are now facing extremely difficult times. Where possible, food and drink 
businesses have been doing their best to adapt by suspending or reducing operations, 
cancelling non-essential investments, reducing spending and diversifying e.g. to producing 
hand sanitiser.  

 
3. Government action is needed to protect food suppliers adversely affected as a result of 

decreased demand in the foodservice sector and steps to enable takeaway and restaurant 
businesses to re-open whilst adhering to public safety advice. 

 
4. As one of the few Scottish industries who has in the main, maintained operations and 

production through the crisis, we believe that we have learnt valuable lessons which we hope 
will be of use to other industries as we begin to plan for a possible restart. 

 
5. FDF has submitted a response to the UK EFRA committee which details the food and drink 

industry‟s view of the UK Government response in more detail 

 

Food and Drink manufacturing workforce  

6. Food and drink manufacturers worked exceptionally hard to respond to the huge and 
unpredictable spikes in demand for food, particularly at the outset of the crisis, delivering 
unprecedentedly high production levels while managing increased absence and appropriate 
social distancing measures.  
 

7. Absence rates - Most companies typically report absence levels in single digit percentages, 
but the early stages of the crisis saw some members‟ absence levels exceeding 20%. Although 
absence levels are currently still higher than would be typical, three-quarters of members now 
have absence levels of 10% or lower and members are currently managing to meet demand. 
FDF will continue to monitor this on a weekly basis.  

 
8. Employee concerns - There are concerns from food and drink businesses across all sectors 

about the impact of COVID-19, „lockdown‟ and disruption on physical and mental health of their 
workforce.  Some food manufacturers took the decision to cease production during the early 
stages of the crisis to protect their employees, whilst others remained open and made physical 
and process adjustments at their premises to safeguard employees and meet social distancing 
requirements. In many cases this has resulted in positive outcomes. However, the lack of 
clarity early on regarding key worker status for food and drink sector employees in Scotland 
created tension between unions and companies that continued to operate, which has been 
reported in the press. 
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9. Furloughing - Almost all such businesses are utilising the UK Government‟s Coronavirus Job 
Retention Scheme to furlough workers, however the scheme is very much an “all or nothing” 
scheme, many food and drink manufacturers would like to see the scheme be more flexible, 
allowing for part-furloughing of workers. 

 

The Scottish Government and supporting agencies response 

10. Scottish Government funding - Business Support Funding – We welcome the Scottish 
Government‟s additional business support funds. At this stage FDF has limited information 
available about the uptake and successful application of these funds but we would be keen to 
share any insights with the Committee when available. 
 

 
11. FSS Guidance - We have been particularly impressed by the timely nature, quality of 

information and level of detail within Food Standards Scotland (FSS) guidance for food 
businesses. This guidance has proved to be useful for food and drink manufactures to 
implement social distancing for their employees. Businesses across the UK are using the FSS 
guidance.  

 
12. PPE - The continued lack of clarity about the need or otherwise of PPE has led to anxiety for 

many employers and employees alike. Nicola Sturgeon‟s announcement that, in some 
situations, face coverings could be useful led to a surge of enquiries from businesses seeking 
advice to pass on to their employees. Again, FSS was efficient in producing a statement to 
share with food companies. 

 
13. Key worker status - When lockdown was initially announced, we received a high number of 

enquiries from our members who were confused by the lack of clarity in Scotland on “key 
workers” and their access to the education hubs for their children. Passing the decision to the 
32 local authorities in Scotland to determine whether food and drink production staff were key 
workers was very unhelpful. Some local authorities listed food and drink production staff as key 
workers, others did not; leading to confusion, mixed messaging, and inconsistency. 

 
14. Public Communications - Daily updates from the Scottish Government in the public domain 

inevitably leads to „unforeseen circumstances‟. While most of these have been swiftly resolved, 
each case requires close work with government to unpick the issues and provide the necessary 
clarity and reassurance to businesses and more so, their employees.  

 
15. With respect to testing it seemed public announcements also ran slightly ahead of both 

capacity and the final procedure being in place, which caused confusion for companies trying 
to do the best for their staff.  

 
16. Testing - We strongly welcome the recognition of food and drink production workers as 

essential to the nation, and the recent extension of the antigen test to workers in our sector. 
This key worker status must also apply if and when antibody tests and vaccines eventually 
become available  

 
17. Disruptions in the food supply chain 
 
18. Storage cost and capacity – The lack of chilled and frozen storage has previously been 

raised by the industry when we were facing the prospect of a no-deal Brexit. As this has not 
yet been addressed, there is reduced capacity in chilled and frozen storage, freight, logistics 
and ferry capacity. The movements of goods take longer and costs are increasing, a member 
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who exports worldwide reported that the cost of a 40ft refrigerated storage container has 
doubled to £5,900.  
 

19. Logistics - There are concerns that further pressure on the supply chain could lead to 
disruption. Colleagues in the logistics sector report that just under half of the road haulage 
fleet is no longer in use, with a large share of its workforce furloughed. We believe that this 
situation needs to be carefully monitored to ensure the effective distribution of goods can 
continue, without a functioning logistics sector, we would see food not delivered and this 
would further threaten the functioning of storage facilities, ports and warehouses which are 
already reaching capacity. 

Financing  
 
20. There are major concerns from many members across most sectors about their immediate 

cash flow, liquidity and viability. We welcome the public commitment of retailers Sainsburys‟ 
and „Morrisons‟ who publicly announced a 40 days commitment to pay invoices. 

 

21. According to a survey conducted by The Grocer at the end of March, as retailers dealt with the 
initial stockpiling crisis, 37% of SMEs reported falling retail sales, with a further 15% having 
been contacted by supermarket stockists to advise of temporarily delistings. Companies have 
also reported cancellation of promotions for stock which has been produced but retailers are 
still charging small distributors „clearance fees‟ for unused promotion stock.  

 

 

FDF Hidden Heroes Campaign 

22. FDF has spearheaded industry efforts to identify and celebrate the highly valuable contribution 
being made by workers throughout the sector. We are primarily highlighting those workers 
across the food and drink supply chain who are keeping the nation fed through FDF‟s 
#HiddenHeroes campaign on Twitter. Rhoda Grant MSP has put forward a parliamentary 
motion supporting this initiative. 

 
 

http://t.marketing1.william-reed.com/r/?id=h49e8ae0e,417073e5,416be2b8
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