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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 FEDERATION OF SCOTTISH THEATRE 

Introduction 
 
The Federation of Scottish Theatre welcomes the opportunity to present views to the 
Committee. This submission provides the Committee with a brief overview of the 
impact of Covid-19 on Scottish live performing arts. We expect to present further 
information as the situation develops.  
 
The Federation of Scottish Theatre is the membership and development body for the 
professional performing arts in Scotland, bringing the sector together to speak with a 
collective voice, share resources and expertise and promote collaborative working.  
FST represents around 200 member professional companies and individuals, from 
the National Theatre of Scotland and Scottish Opera to individual artists producing 
their own work, and the independent producers who support them.  We count all 
Scotland's producing theatres as members and we operate in nearly all local 
authorities. Our members turn over more than £100M per annum on public 
investment of well under 20% of that amount. Moreover, the sector embodies the 
nation’s artistic and cultural talent, critical to the perception of the nation both at 
home and overseas. 
 
Impact of Covid-19 
 
The impact of Covid-19 has been immediate and devastating across our 
membership.  Our members have put public safety to the top of their concerns from 
day one.  International touring companies and producers were the first affected as 
their tours across South East Asia were immediately cancelled, with complete loss of 
income and no insurance payouts.  On 12 March when the First Minister announced 
plans to end gatherings of more than 500 people ticket refund requests began.  By 
17 March Scotland's theatres and companies had closed to protect their workers and 
communities, again with total loss of income and, at that point, no indication of what 
support might be available. They closed because it was the right thing to do.  
 
Ironically their success in reducing their reliance on public funding means they are 
exposed and vulnerable to this unprecedented shut down of demand. In addition to 
the loss of performance fees and box office sales, theatres and theatre companies 
have suffered loss of income from all associated/secondary income (including 
bar/restaurant/café sales, event hire fees, and theatre rental income). 
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Our venues and companies employ and contract with thousands of people, from 
artistic and creative practitioners to technical specialists to catering suppliers. Well 
over 1,000 people employed by our members are currently furloughed. Our 
members’ work contributes to health and wellbeing, combats loneliness, provides 
creative education and learning opportunities and attracts visitors and spend to 
towns and cities all over Scotland.  Without continued support jobs and livelihoods 
are at immediate risk. 
 
Support measures 
 
The introduction of the UK Government’s support measures for companies and self-
employed people has provided an initial lifeline for some. The extension of full 
furlough to the end of July is buying time to consider the changes that will need to 
come. We know there will be a prolonged period where pre-Covid business models 
cannot apply. Whilst there is zero income, the proposed and as yet unclear reduction 
in furlough will inevitably put more businesses and companies at critical risk of 
insolvency. 
 
The Scottish Government’s rapid translation and enhancement of UK Government 
measures addressed some of our initial concerns – for instance around those 
companies who did not benefit from the Covid-19 rates cut – but there are still many 
facing exceptionally hard times now and in the months ahead. We have previously 
made the case to the Committee on the impact that real terms cuts of 25% in core 
funding from Creative Scotland have made to sustainability over the past few years.  
The reality of financial precariousness and lack of reserves is now all too apparent. 
 
The Committee will be aware that Creative Scotland’s hardship bursaries for 
individuals closed after four days because of high demand, and that despite the 
welcome injection of additional funds from Scottish Government and the Freelands 
Foundation, they again had to close before everyone who needed to apply had the 
chance to do so.  Nevertheless our members welcomed the speed with which 
Creative Scotland moved to develop a clear, straightforward online application 
process and we look forward to this approach being rolled out across their funding. 
Flexibility in enabling funding recipients to honour commitments to freelance workers 
wherever possible was also welcomed.  
 
We are particularly grateful to our audiences for their support past, present and 
future; our members have been particularly touched by the numbers of loyal 
audience members donating the price of their tickets or agreeing to accept tickets to 
future shows. It is a clear signal of the value local people assign to the performing 
arts in their area and of their desire to come back together to share the experience of 
live work.  
 
 



  CTEEA/S5/20/C19/C009 

3 
 

Immediate needs  
 
Research indicates that at least half the people in our industry are freelancers. Many 
are also employed elsewhere.  As the Committee will know, this means that some 
earn more than 50% of their income from PAYE, which in turn means they are not 
eligible for any support for their lost freelance income. We have members who earn 
51% of their income on PAYE.  If they are on furlough they have lost 20% of half 
their income, and have no access at all to support for the other half. They are in 
desperate circumstances. Whilst we welcome the support for newly freelance 
people, more support is urgently required for this large and vital part of our industry.  
 
Creative Scotland has repurposed its Open Fund into a new ‘sustaining practice’ 
fund.  Their focus during this period was very much on individual hardship bursaries 
and this repurposed fund has caused confusion and distress among our 
membership.  We have provided specific feedback on this to Creative Scotland and 
will work with them as they review the fund next month.  
 
Community and contribution 
 
Despite the fact that in some theatres and companies more than 90% of staff are on 
furlough, our members are continuing to provide vital outreach services to their local 
and national communities.  In addition to streaming live and recorded work, usually 
freely, our members are telling stories for children, contacting isolated young parents 
and elderly people, sharing memories and designing futures with towns and villages, 
establishing remote ‘film nights’ across rural communities and designing artworks to 
be made at home and brought together when people can again assemble.  The 
creativity and impact of their work in these circumstances reminds us once again 
how vital arts and culture really are to everyone in our country.   
 
Our members are also supporting one another: not only commissioning new work 
but also offering their time freely to provide advice and mentoring, opening up 
discussion spaces for directors and online casting sessions for actors, offering 
bursary places to help imagine new ways of making and sharing work in the post-
Covid environment.  They are providing regular online catch-ups and check-ins, 
sharing resources and advice and helping one another to access funding and 
support. 
 
Restart, adaptation and recovery 
 
We know how important our industry will be to bringing people back together, and as 
visitors back to Scotland, after this crisis. Our members will need significant support 
to survive long enough to play this role.  
 
At this point we know we need: 
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• Extended support for full furlough, further grants for businesses and more 

support for self-employed people until it is safe for audiences to return in 
numbers sufficient to make theatres viable.   

• Close and clear communication between the industry and Scottish 
Government around the lifting of restrictions and the impact of banning or 
allowing gatherings of particular size. Audiences of 30, as being implemented 
now in the Netherlands, cannot sustain businesses who rely on selling 1,000 
seats. 

• Clear understanding that live performing arts will need support during the 
period that work is being made or re-staged, well before audiences can return.  
Our workers need to be as safe as our audiences. Theatres are rightly subject 
to rightly subject to mandated safety checks and there will be significant 
pressure on those providing equipment hire and contractor services, 
assuming these all survive the crisis, to deliver across the country as theatres 
seek to return to business.  Realistic estimates on lead times for theatres to 
open to audiences from when they can re-open to workers range from 2- 4 
months, during which they will incur significant costs while their income 
continues to be severely limited.  

• Shared work on messaging to develop public confidence in attending events.  
We know that audiences are anxious about being in enclosed spaces and 
long queues.  Developing clear, nationwide guidance and signage to indicate 
compliance with the new safety standards will help people to feel safe. That 
work needs to take place in consultation with industry and with local 
authorities. 

• Recognition that the risks of continued surges in illness, further shutdown and 
illness of key workers are extremely high, and commitment to strong 
government support in the development of a functioning insurance industry. 

• A coherent strategy around international production and touring.  The 
combined impact of Brexit and Covid is an existential threat to many of our 
members, particularly in the dance sector.  

• Support from Creative Scotland and Scottish Government as we develop and 
adjust to new business models.  We know that our industry cannot emerge 
from this crisis as we went into it. We need sustained and strategic support to 
adapt to the new reality, working with others in arts and culture and those in 
associated industries including hospitality and tourism as well as across 
national and local government.  Our membership is committed to working 
collectively and inclusively to develop new and sustainable approaches which 
allow our sector and those working in it to thrive and to make the work for 
which we are renowned at home and all over the world. 


