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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 CULTURE ABERDEEN 
 
Culture Aberdeen is grateful for this opportunity to respond to the Scottish 
Parliament’s Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs Committee call for views 
on the impact of COVID-19 on the cultural and tourist sectors. 
 
Culture Aberdeen is a network of cultural organisations across Aberdeen supporting 
creative practice, artists and audiences. Our members represent multi arts 
performance venues, theatres, concert halls, cinemas, media centres, art galleries, 
digital art spaces, dance studios, museums and libraries, and include a number of 
City Council services. Our members survive on a combination of public sector 
support, fundraising and self- generated income and are variously constituted 
including independent charities, SCIO’s and companies or are public sector 
organisations. 
 
As a result, we believe Culture Aberdeen is well placed to offer comment on the 
impact of COVID-19 across a wide representation of the city’s cultural sector. 
 
Member organisations are grateful for the support and resources offered to date. 
We recognise the invaluable support provided through: 
 

• The UK Government’s Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme: a number of 
members have only been able to continue to operate through this scheme, 
however the revisions to the scheme from 1st August and its ending at the 
end of October will pose significant risks for organisations unable to reopen 
fully whilst physical distancing measures remain in place. This will lead to an 
increased risk of redundancies; 

• The Scottish Government’s Newly Self-Employed Hardship Fund; Creative, 
Tourism & Hospitality Enterprises Hardship Fund; and, the Pivotal Enterprise 
Resilience Fund: again, a number of members have made use of some of 
these schemes but as is noted the cultural sector is currently without its own 
dedicated scheme the need for which is becoming urgent.; 

• Creative Scotland’s Bridging Bursary and Sustaining Creative Development 
Funds and flexibility in confirming and advancing 20/21 grant to Regular 
Funded Organisations (RFO’s): many of our members are mindful of the role 
they play as cultural organisations in supporting artistic endeavour and 
individual practice at this time but are also constrained by their own financial 
circumstances. 

 
Notwithstanding, 11 weeks into lockdown and with the prospect of social distancing 
measures in place for several months to come, we are extremely concerned at the 
absence of any additional emergency government funds for the cultural sector. 
 
Following on from recent discussions with members, seven key points related to the 
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impacts of COVID-19, and the emergence from lockdown surfaced. These are: 
 
1. Building-based cultural infrastructure; 
2. How best to implement social distancing measures; 
3. The role of local authorities as funders of cultural organisations while recognising 

the extreme pressure on their own budgets; 
4. How to best support freelance practitioners and artists; 
5. Concerns around EDI, accessibility, and vulnerable audience groups; 
6. The role of culture during lockdown; and 
7. The role of culture in post-lockdown recovery. 
 
1. Building based cultural infrastructure 
 
Scotland’s building-based cultural infrastructure is the beating heart of creative 
practice. Theatres, cinemas, concert halls and performing arts spaces rely on a 
combination of public subsidy and income generation. The ability to generate 
income has been wiped out overnight and many companies are now facing the 
prospect of mass redundancies and insolvency, despite making the most of the job 
retention scheme and offers of advancing grant from Creative Scotland and local 
authorities. This is jeopardising the future of many RFO’s, independent arts 
charities and adversely impacting most seriously on the organisations who rely 
heavily on self-generated income. 
 
We are particularly concerned about the impact of COVID-19 on Aberdeen 
Performing Arts, which relies on 88% self-generated income and is currently facing 
insolvency. 
 
Aberdeen Performing Arts is a vital part of the cultural infrastructure in North-east 
Scotland, making a significant contribution to place and people, a strategic partner 
central to the visitor economy, a community resource, talent pipeline for artists and 
a network hub for more than 50 cultural venues and festivals across the North East. 
The loss of such a significant resource to artists and audiences in a region that has 
very few RFO’s, no national companies and no producing theatre will be 
catastrophic. 
 
It is simply not feasible for many performing arts and cinema venues to re-open as 
long as there are social distancing measures in place and no vaccine. It is not 
financially viable, practical or the experience of live arts that audiences want. 
Aberdeen Performing Arts is not expecting to be able to re-open venues in 2020 
now. Work undertaken to model the implications of social distancing measures 
applied to HMT auditorium indicate that as long as the 2-metre rule is in place 
audience capacity is 17.5% and with one metre it rises only to 37%. Added to which 
audience confidence is at an all-time low with audience research confirming that the 
key concern for audiences is safety. Culture Aberdeen would take this opportunity 
to highlight that many organisations’ long-term recovery plans may not matchup 
with Government timeframes regarding various forms of funding support. 
 
As a specific example of the impact of COVID-19 on a cinema, the Belmont 
Filmhouse, Aberdeen’s only independent cinema and a charity, will be allowed to 
reopen under phase 3 of the Scottish Government’s route map. However, its 
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modelling of reopening has identified that there is a potential gap between income 
and expenditure of up to £20,000 per month (of which up to £17,000 would be 
payroll costs). This is down to four factors: reduced capacity (a strict 2m distancing 
within the screens would reduce capacity by between 80% and 85%); audience 
demand (all evidence suggests that older audience members in particular will be 
reluctant to risk going into confined spaces); supply of content (film distributors 
are obviously concerned about releasing films into a market where capacities are 
limited and audiences may be reluctant to attend); and increased costs (for 
installing and effectively supervising physical distancing and hygiene measures in a 
building that does not lend itself to easy adaptation). The risk therefore in 
attempting to reopen is that the charity would become rapidly insolvent, without 
additional financial support to underwrite potential losses. 
 
In respect of our building-based companies in the North East, the costs of failure to 
act now and put in place emergency government funds, will be much greater in the 
long run - to the North East, the cultural sector, the economy, the community, artists 
and audiences our considerable combined workforces. 
 
Audiences, artists and arts spaces are an inextricably linked ecology. In the short 
term, Creative Scotland is currently repurposing funds to support artists and 
creative practice. In the longer term, without the physical infrastructure to nurture 
artists and provide opportunities to make and create work, the future is bleak for 
artists and audiences in the North East 
 
In response to our concerns to safeguard the future of our building-based 
infrastructure in the North East we ask that the Scottish Government to create an 
emergency funding package for the cultural sector. This package must recognise 
the reality that many organisations will be unable to open under the current Scottish 
Government’s recovery plan until phase 4 of the relaxation of the lockdown likely to 
be many months after the end of the UK Government’s furlough scheme (see point 
2 below). This emergency plan must also take account of the significant value of 
local authorities’ contributions to the cultural sector and the pressure on local 
authority budgets (see point 3 below). 
 
2. How best to implement social distancing measures to ensure the safety of 
audiences, staff, and performers. 
 
Members welcome the clarity of the Scottish Government’s approach to the 
relaxation of the lockdown as laid out in “Scotland’s route may through and out of 
the crisis”. This document makes clear that it is not until  phase 3 and 4 of the 
recovery plan that elements of the cultural sector will be allowed to open: 
 

• Phase 3: Museums, galleries, cinemas, and libraries can open, subject 
to physical distancing and hygiene measures and live events permitted 
with restricted numbers and physical distancing restrictions; 

• Phase 4: There would be a further relaxation on live events in line with 
public health advice. 

 
As made clear in the section above depending on the nature of the social distancing 
required the capacity of some of Aberdeen’s venues could be cut to under 20% and 
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even the best-case scenario to under 40%.  These capacities mean that cultural 
organisations which have a heavy reliance on ticket sales will enter administration 
as soon as they open. This underscores our call for an emergency funding package 
for the cultural sector in the point above. It also suggests that it is critical that the 
range of support which is currently provided through the UK Government’s furlough 
scheme should continue for particular sectors at the current funding levels (80% of 
employee salaries) rather than start to taper off from August.  There is a strong 
case for the hospitality, leisure, tourism and cultural sector to be viewed differently 
given the problems that social distancing will create. It is the belief of Culture 
Aberdeen that the furlough scheme ought to be maintained at the current funding 
levels for the cultural sector until the new year or whenever it is possible to fill 
venues to close to full capacities, whichever is later. Additionally, the ability to revise 
the furlough scheme to become a wage subsidy scheme, where staff were paid to 
work rather paid not to work, would enable some of the venues to consider 
reopening with the key cost of payroll being substantially underwritten. An example 
of this type of scheme operates in the Netherlands: 
https://www.lexology.com/library/detail.aspx?g=45309cb0-715c- 4042-8070-
9e9c6e383056. 
 
Issues associated with social distancing are complicated. Many of our members are 
small is size and where some organisations are in a position to re-open post-
lockdown it will be critical that this re-opening is achieved safely. For these 
organisations there are pressing questions around best practice and how to ensure 
the safety of (for instance) audiences, customers, staff, and performers, whilst 
ensuring the cultural offer of re- opened organisations is of a high level. With this in 
mind, Culture Aberdeen would welcome some form of co- ordinated and practical 
support and guidance on how best to implement social distancing in venues such 
as: art galleries and museums, libraries, and other public spaces. 
 
3. The role of local authorities as funders of cultural organisations while 
recognising the extreme pressure on their own budgets 
 
While Scottish Government and Creative Scotland funds much cultural and creative 
endeavour across Scotland, a significant portion of funding for the nation’s cultural 
infrastructure is funded through local authority budgets. These have been under 
considerable pressure for a number of years and Culture Aberdeen members 
continue to be grateful for the support that they receive from Aberdeen City Council 
on an annual basis for activity which supports culture engagement across the city 
and contributes to the creation of a vibrant city for residents and visitors alike. The 
current pandemic has put even greater strain and pressure on local authority 
budgets in order to provide critical and essential services. In this regard we 
recognise the immediate priorities that must be resourced, while expressing 
concern the risk that many of our members may face in continuing to operate as we 
recover from the pandemic if further significant cuts have to be made to local 
authority budgets. 
 
In order for the cultural sector as a whole to emerge from lockdown and continue to 
provide a high-quality cultural offering it remains important – perhaps now more 
than ever – that funding to the cultural sector across all levels of government is 
recognised in any cultural sector recovery plan and not merely focuses on funding 

https://www.lexology.com/library/detail.aspx?g=45309cb0-715c-4042-8070-9e9c6e383056
https://www.lexology.com/library/detail.aspx?g=45309cb0-715c-4042-8070-9e9c6e383056
https://www.lexology.com/library/detail.aspx?g=45309cb0-715c-4042-8070-9e9c6e383056


5 

CTEEA/S5/20/C19/C037 

 

from national sources. Without additional funding being made available to local 
authorities to continue to support essential cultural infrastructure across different 
parts of the country we are fearful of a reality whereby many cultural organisations 
outwith the central belt find it impossible to survive the current pandemic. 
 
4. How to best support freelance practitioners and artists. 
 
Culture Aberdeen acknowledges the support of Creative Scotland for artists and 
freelance practitioners though repurposed Open Project Funding and the Artists 
Bursary scheme. Many Culture Aberdeen members engage with freelance artists 
and practitioners as part of their cultural offer – whether that be in the form of 
artists-in-residence or commissioned practitioners, for instance. COVID-19 and the 
subsequent lockdown and halting of cultural activity has had a great impact on 
these practitioners. Many have lost funding and opportunities. 
 
Culture Aberdeen members want to draw attention to the precarity many artists and 
practitioners face and are keen to develop ways to ensure support is appropriately 
directed to these freelance artists and practitioners in and beyond any COVID-19 
lockdown(s). We would also commend the funding opportunities, and support, that 
have been made available at a national and local-authority level for people facing 
hardship and take this opportunity to suggest that support for freelance artists and 
practitioners is taken into account beyond the lifting of any lockdown as the 
implications of any lockdown (cultural organisations' ability to house artists and offer 
paid work) may very well extend beyond a lockdown period. With this in mind 
Culture Aberdeen calls for additional Scottish Government funding to ensure the 
continuation of the current support Creative Scotland is providing for individuals 
until the end of the pandemic. 
 
5. Concerns around EDI, accessibility, and vulnerable audience groups. 
 
Culture Aberdeen members are also acutely aware of the impact of COVID-19 and 
any emergence from lockdown could have in terms of ensuring best EDI practices, 
accessibility for staff and audiences and care for vulnerable audience groups (for 
instance the elderly and those with complex health needs). It is essential the 
organisations are able to provide support and necessary pretentions to all 
audiences and ensure their cultural offer is accessible to all. 
 
Culture Aberdeen, therefore, takes this opportunity to highlight these concerns (and 
possible implications for well-being going forward) in the context of asking how best 
to exit lockdown and manage an emergence from the present restrictions with 
social distancing measures a potential requirement. 
 
6. The role of culture during lockdown. 
 
Culture Aberdeen would like to highlight the excellent work our members have done 
throughout the lockdown period in response to COVID-19. Many organisations, 
where possible, have met the impacts of COVID-19 head on. For instance, the 
network itself has adapted to the working-from-home context by hosting regular 
meetings to continue with business as best as possible. We have also been running 
weekly lunchtime ‘blethers’ which provide members a space to chat in an 
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unstructured, friendly environment. This has been a positive in terms of mental well-
being and network morale. Individual members have generated a great deal of 
digital and online content for audiences to engage with during lockdown, including: 
 

• Aberdeen Art Gallery & Museums’ virtual tours and online archives; 
• Aberdeen Performing Arts’ ‘Armchair Audiences’, ‘Keep The Lights On’, 

‘Stepping in Screen’, and ‘Here For You Telephone Club’; 
• Sound’s ‘Sound @ Home Creative Projects’, curated new music shows, 

podcasts and drop-in sessions for composers; 
• Citymoves Dance Agency and Big Noise Torry’s transition to online teaching.; 
• Belmont Filmhouse’s ‘Belmont Recommends’ publication and partnerships 

with streaming platforms; 
• GHAT’s ‘Feelgood Friday’ newsletter; 
• Aberdeen Arts Centre’s various arts competitions; 
• SHMU’s ‘Emergency Community Support Fund’; 
• Aberdeen City Council’s creative Learning Teams work: 

 on running the employability programmes No One Left Behind with 
Young people and 
Sustaining Life As A Creative for Creative Practitioners fully on-line 

 Contributing to Very Sheltered Housing Covid-19 Action Plan to support 
tenants’ emotional wellbeing through creative approaches 

 Showcasing local practitioners via social media #CreativesInQuarantine 
 Delivering arts and creativity input to front line Education/Social work 

Hubs 
 
7. The role of culture in post-lockdown recovery. 
 
Culture Aberdeen would also take this opportunity to emphasise the important role 
culture will play in post- lockdown recovery. Cultural organisations act as a hub for 
the public to gather, meet, and enjoy the rich cultural offer. They have an important 
part to play in both the social and economic recovery post-lockdown. The public will 
want to re-engage with live music, art, theatre and dance, and cinema, for instance. 
The public’s ability to experience this will be central for social recovery. The cultural 
sector will, therefore, occupy a key role in people’s well-being and mental health, as 
well as their contribution to, and support of, the various supply-chain industries that 
feed into the sector. 
 
Culture Aberdeen takes this opportunity to request the establishment of a ministerial 
taskforce to provide leadership for the cultural sector through the transition from 
lockdown, and to provide critical support and reflection on the impacts of policy on 
organisations in a variety of circumstances. It is vital that there is strong – and 
visible - leadership to support the sector. The question should not just be: “how do 
cultural organisations exit lockdown and enter a period of recovery?” A larger 
question should also be: “how do we even get to a recovery stage?” 
 
For the reasons addressed above, the sector will not be able to simply ‘bounce 
back’ from lockdown. Many organisations will remain on the precipice of insolvency, 
finding it financially untenable to re-open with social distancing measures in place. 
This highlights the gap between the circumstances faced by many organisations in 
the cultural sector and government timeframes and support packages available. 
Organisations that are able to re-open will face challenges implementing social 
distancing measures; ensuring the safety of staff, performers, and audiences; and, 
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maintaining an excellent cultural offer. The cultural sector will not be able to return 
to normal immediately, and it is therefore essential that the sector receives long-
term investment and support, not just to keep people employment and the 
infrastructure in-tact, but as a good unto itself and for the wider recovery at large. 
The work carried out by cultural organisations throughout lockdown showcases the 
adaptability of the sector and our commitment to audiences and our cultural offer. 
As a sector we provide opportunity, well-being, entertainment, occasions for 
reflection and engagement. Culture is about who people are, what they experience, 
what they create. We will play a vital role in the social recovery post- lockdown, and 
in order to do this we will need to support, in order to tackle the challenges outlined 
above. 
 


