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CULTURE, TOURISM, EUROPE AND EXTERNAL AFFAIRS COMMITTEE 

CALL FOR VIEWS ON THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON SCOTLAND’S CULTURE 
AND TOURISM SECTORS 

SUBMISSION FROM WRITERS’ GUILD OF GREAT BRITAIN 

Since television and film production ceased at the start of lockdown, the screen and 
television writers that the Writers’ Guild of Great Britain (WGGB) represents in 
Scotland have been unable to work.  Many have families and dependents to support, 
no other source of income and looked to Screen Scotland and Creative Scotland’s 
emergency funds. 
 
However, the guidelines for Screen Scotland’s Bridging Bursary Program state that 
“Writers and producers are encouraged to apply to our development funds for project 
funding rather than to this bursary.”  Screenwriters are advised to look at Single 
Project Development funding routes.  However, the guidance on the application 
forms for those funds state that these routes are for “Scotland’s independent film and 
TV production companies”. The Broadcast: Single Project Development Fund states 
that it is only for production companies to apply for.  
 
Ideas for film and television scripts and the projects that flow from those scripts, 
come from writers.  Writers pitch these ideas to production companies or 
broadcasters.  Traditionally if a producer or a production company liked the idea they 
would ask for a short treatment – the story, characters, relationships, unique selling 
point, plot twists, tone and resonance of the idea in one or two pages of A4.  This 
would normally involve a writer working a week to ten days for nothing.  If the 
producer was still interested, they would pay for an option on the idea and then 
either pitch it to a broadcaster or pay to develop it further into a longer treatment or a 
full script.   Sadly, over the past thirty years the amount of work that producers and 
production companies ask, expect, or demand that writers do for free before they will 
consider an option, has increased dramatically.  It is now industry standard practice 
to expect writers to spend weeks and months producing treatments, first, second, 
third or more drafts of a script before production companies will option or spend 
development money on projects.  Often options are ‘free options’ which give the 
producer sole right to exploit the idea for a certain amount of time without paying the 
writer.  As the producers are the gatekeepers to broadcasters and those who hold 
funding purse strings, the writers have little or no leverage and often, for all intents 
and purposes, have no choice but to accept this.   
 
The WGGB’s Free is NOT an Option campaign has been drawing attention to this for 
several years but the practice remains widespread.   Given the prevalence of this 
situation, the only screenwriters who are likely to see any development money at this 
time are those who already had development in place with a production company 
before the COVID-19 crisis – writers who, in all likelihood have worked for weeks 
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and months for nothing.   Therefore, the new funding routes that Screen Scotland is 
offering are unlikely to benefit screenwriters impacted by the Covid-19 crisis at all, 
leaving them falling through the cracks.  
 
At the best of times – in the absence of any mechanism to ensure that producers 
follow WGGB best practice guidelines  -  the system of producer-led funding 
applications necessarily favours those screenwriters who have independent sources 
of income.  It disadvantages working class writers, will drastically reduce the diversity 
of voices in the national cultural landscape, and is not sustainable in terms of 
building the strong vibrant film and television sector that Scotland could and should 
have.   
 
In the current circumstances it is wholly inadequate and will not sustain the writers 
that sector will need when the industry starts to recover.   


