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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 NORMAN BISSELL 

I am a freelance writer and co-editor of the Scottish Centre for Geopoetics annual 
journal Stravaig which is on its eighth issue. I received a Creative Scotland artist’s 
bursary in 2014 to research and write my first novel Barnhill which was published in 
hardback by Luath Press in July 2019. It was well received and is on its second 
edition. Unfortunately, four of my scheduled book events to promote it have been 
cancelled or postponed due to the Covid-19 pandemic lockdown at Aye Write! Book 
Festival in Glasgow on 19 March, at an Orwell event in Rothesay on 30 May, at a 
West Dumbartonshire Council Booked event at Gartocharn on 15 June and at 
Tayvallich in Argyll on 28 June. This means I’ve lost about £800 in fees and book 
sales. In addition, the publication of the paperback version of my novel has been 
delayed until later this year leading to further loss of income for me and my 
publisher. 
 
I’ve looked at the Argyll and Bute Council self-employed support schemes and the 
various Creative Scotland schemes but their criteria exclude me since my earnings 
from my writing are much less than half my income. I’m a member of the Scottish 
Committee of the Writers GuildGB who are campaigning for a better deal for writers 
in our Free Is NOT an Option campaign. 
 
The continuing efforts of the Scottish Government to plug the gaps in emergency 
funding for artists who have lost income as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic are 
most welcome. However, many writers like me are still falling through the gaps. It is 
especially difficult for authors whose books are being published in the spring and 
summer of this year. Since actual book launches are not possible, some virtual 
launches have been taking place and are planned, but these do not generate as 
many sales, meaning a loss of income for authors and their publishers. 
 
The criteria of many emergency funds, particularly those administered by Creative 
Scotland, are unclear, restrictive and too complicated. Assistance and feedback from 
Creative Scotland is not as available as it should be. The serious failings of Creative 
Scotland that I identified in my submission to the Committee of 12 April 2019 (REF 
NO. CTEEA/S5/19/AF/46), and which the Committee set out in its report Putting 
Artists in the Picture on 10 December 2019, have not been sufficiently addressed 
and the situation facing writers generally, and Scottish screen and television writers 
in particular, has not improved. 
 
The most recent funding information from Creative Scotland shows that only 7 Open 
Project Funding awards totalling £208K were made to the film and television art form 
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in 2018-2019, the second lowest next to design. No figures are available of how 
much of this went to writers. Literature and publishing received 56 awards, a total of 
£925k in 2018-2019 but again there is no breakdown of how much of that went to 
writers rather than to publishers and literature organisations. 
 
The current situation requires bold measures to ensure that it’s not just a return to 
business as usual for writers, artists and Creative Scotland. Here are some 
immediate steps that should be taken: 
 

1. There must be full disclosure of the annual amounts of Creative Scotland and 
Screen Scotland funding which go to writers and producers in film and 
television and to writers, publishers and literature organisations to ensure 
transparency and accountability. 

2. Screen and television writers must be funded directly instead of their 
applications requiring to have a producer attached to their project. This 
practice means that the limited amount of available funding goes to producers 
who then decide how much to pay writers, and they can insist on 
unfavourable and exploitative contracts which do not adhere to industry-wide 
agreements, and can ask writers to work for nothing on multiple drafts of 
scripts. This also reduces diversity amongst scriptwriters since this kind of 
situation is unaffordable for most. In the current crisis this issue must be 
addressed as a matter of urgency. 

3. In line with the recommendation in your report Putting Artists in the Picture, 
writers should be included in the ongoing Universal/Citizens Basic Income 
pilots and, as an interim Covid-19 measure, they should be given a Universal 
Basic Income for one year starting as soon as possible. This would generate 
much more and better artistic work than requiring them to prepare onerous 
funding applications, the majority of which are unsuccessful. The results of 
this, including its costs, should be compared to the costs of the current 
bureaucratic application process administered by Creative Scotland. 

4. Literature, film and television, and writers in particular, should be allocated a 
greater share of the total available arts budget if we are to advance our 
reputation for the quality of our writing. 

5. Scottish Enterprise should establish economic accelerator funding to support 
writer-entrepreneurs in areas such as writer-led films, independent film and 
publishing and show-running to stimulate creative entrepreneurship and 
creative micro-businesses with growth potential, similar to the Highlands and 
Islands Enterprise creative industries support model. 

 
Scotland’s writers are a key element in the future of its creative industries. If they are 
supported now, they will make a substantial contribution to the recovery of these 
industries which will bring tangible benefits to the economy and society as a whole. 
 
Norman Bissell 
15 May 2020 
 


