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CULTURE, TOURISM, EUROPE AND EXTERNAL AFFAIRS COMMITTEE 
 
INQUIRY ON THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON SCOTLAND’S CULTURE 
AND TOURISM SECTORS 

 
SUBMISSION FROM FÈISEAN NAN GÀIDHEAL 

 
 
1 INTRODUCTION 

 
1.1. Fèisean nan Gàidheal offers this response to the call for evidence on the 

impact of Covid- 19 on Scotland’s culture and tourism sectors and would be 
happy, if it would be helpful, to give further evidence to the Committee at a 
later stage of the inquiry. 

 
1.2. Scotland's Cabinet Secretary for Culture, Fiona Hyslop, has said: "We know 

that immersion in cultural activity can help bolster the resilience and 
wellbeing of communities and individuals. I’m thinking here of Fèisean nan 
Gàidheal which is at the forefront of Gaelic arts development, with research 
suggesting that participation not only increases skills in young people but 
also self-esteem and a sense of identity." 

 
1.3. Creative Scotland’s Time to Shine 0-25 Arts Strategy states: “The traditional 

arts sector and in particular the Fèisean movement spearheaded by 
Fèisean nan Gàidheal is looked at with envy from many other parts of the 
globe. There is much that Scotland’s young people’s arts sector can learn 
from it in terms of how it is networked, how it reaches out beyond its 
perceived usual participants, how it identifies and supports talent and how it 
supports the continued up-skilling of its workforce.” 

 
2 FÈISEAN NAN GÀIDHEAL’S CONTRIBUTION TO CULTURE AND 

TOURISM 
 
2.1 Fèisean nan Gàidheal is one of Creative Scotland's regularly funded 

organisations supporting a membership of 47 independent, local Fèisean. 
We offer access to funding, officer support, insurance, musical instruments, 
training, teaching resources as well as support to comply more easily with 
child protection and other legal requirements. Investment in Fèisean nan 
Gàidheal strengthens and develops cultural activities in more than 200 
communities across Scotland. 

 
2.2 For 40 years, the Fèisean have been tutoring young people in traditional 

music, Gaelic song and Gaelic drama. Over  7,000  young  people  annually  
benefit  from  such  tuition. Audiences for events and other projects in which 
we are involved enable us to reach over 70,000 people annually, that figure 
rising considerably when participation in television programmes, FèisTV 
livestreams and YouTube video views are accounted for. 

 
2.3 The current sense of vitality in the traditional music scene and Gaelic 

language development in Scotland is, in no small measure, due to the 
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success of initiatives such as the Fèis movement. A report published by the 
Traditional Music Forum found that the Fèisean provide around a third of all 
traditional music tuition for young people in Scotland. 

 
2.4 The creative, social, educational, linguistic and economic impacts of the 

work of Fèisean nan Gàidheal, and the network of Fèisean, has been widely 
recognised. Research has identified positive outcomes in individual and 
community confidence, skills development, 
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job creation and equality of access to creative experiences. Interest and 
ability in traditional music in Scotland has grown exponentially since the 
Fèisean began. They have been a driver in raising awareness of the Gaelic 
language, contributing to community and social cohesion in the process. 

 
2.5 It is interesting to observe support for more recent initiatives, such as 

Sistema Scotland, enabling Big Noise to work in socially challenged areas 
using classical music as the means of engaging young people in overcoming 
difficulties and building confidence in themselves and their communities. 

 
2.6 The Fèisean have being doing just that - using traditional music and Gaelic 

arts - over the 40 years of their existence. Of 37 Fèisean within the area 
covered by Highlands & Islands Enterprise, 23 are in what HIE terms Fragile 
Areas. Those communities may not have the same challenges as Raploch 
and Govanhill, but they have issues of socioeconomic deprivation which 
Fèisean have contributed to overcoming. Fèisean offer access to cultural 
activities in rurally isolated places and help address low income in areas 
where lower economic activity and higher unemployment may be a feature. 

 
2.7 Fèisean now employ hundreds of musicians and singers on a regular basis 

to teach in communities and schools. Fèisean have played a key part in 
producing a large number of excellent performers and players, some of 
whom are among the top flight of Scottish musicians who make their living 
from performing and teaching Scottish traditional music and Gaelic song 
across the globe. They produce content that helps to fill the schedules of 
radio and television programmes as well as contributing to the earnings of 
recording studios and record companies. They promote Scottish culture 
abroad which raises interest among tourists who visit and contribute to the 
economic wellbeing of Scotland. 

 
2.8 Fèisean also play an important part in supporting the Gaelic language skills 

of young people, and engendering positive attitudes towards the language 
among participants, with many having gone on to achieving fluency in 
Gaelic. 

 
2.9 Fèisean nan Gàidheal established its Fèisgoil service to pull together the 

various strands of education work in which the organisation has been 
involved including the teaching of traditional music in schools through the 
Youth Music Initiative. The expansion of education work includes a Gaelic 
language teaching service providing further employment opportunities for 
Gaelic-speaking music tutors who have transferred their skills to language 
teaching but who continue to use song, music, dance and drama in doing 
so. 

 
2.10 Fèisgoil offers local authorities a valuable service that helps deliver Gaelic 

teaching and areas of the Curriculum for Excellence relating to Expressive 
Arts, Health & Well-being and Literacy & Gàidhlig. The service also assists 
local authorities and public bodies deliver commitments in their Gaelic 
Language Plans, notably relating to initiatives such as 1+2 languages. 
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2.11 Fèisean nan Gàidheal’s FèisTV service streams live events to a wider 
audience and offers online lessons in traditional music with the ability to 
access tuition in Gaelic or English. 

 
2.12 Our Gaelic song resource, Fuaran, encourages young people to research 

and collect Gaelic songs in their communities and offers them the 
opportunity to record new versions of them. For the 2020 Year of Coasts 
and Waters, with support from the Scottish Government, Fuaran has 
created a new strand featuring some of the hundreds of Gaelic songs 
connected with the subject of this themed year. Along with new recordings 
there are links to archive recordings as well as information about the 
composers and the places to which the songs belong. As well as being a 
useful resource for learners of Gaelic, this information would be beneficial to 
tourists visiting Scotland, 1 in 3 of whom have expressed an interest in the 
Gaelic language. 

 
2.13 We support domestic tourism through residential events for young Gaelic 

speakers, including the language enriching 5 Latha in Lewis and a fortnight 
long Gaelic Drama Summer School in Skye. Our summer Cèilidh Trails 
cater for tourists giving them an authentic flavour of Gaelic arts and culture 
through a programme of around 250 local cèilidhs, as well as employment 
opportunities for young musicians. Our annual Blas Festival gives young 
musicians the chance to perform alongside some of the best-known 
traditional musicians and singers from Scotland and Cape Breton, normally 
drawing around 45% of its audience from outwith the Highlands. 

 
2.14 Fèisean nan Gàidheal’s programme supports around 95 FTE posts with all 

tutors (individual artists) engaged by the organisation paid at least industry 
standard fees, all of which exceed the Scottish Living Wage. The overall 
turnover of Fèisean nan Gàidheal and its member Fèisean is just under £3m 
which produces economic benefits in excess of that sum. While these 
figures may be relatively small, the Committee will be well aware of the 
overall benefit to the Scottish economy from the creative industries, to 
which Fèisean nan Gàidheal’s work contributes. 

 
3 FÈISEAN NAN GÀIDHEAL’S IMMEDIATE RESPONSE TO THE COVID-19 

PANDEMIC 
 
3.1 A number of immediate impacts resulted from the cancellation of Easter Fèis 

activities: 
 

• Young people had to remain at home, cared for, when parents were 
expecting them to attend a local Fèis or our 5 Latha Gaelic medium 
activities week in Lewis; 

• Volunteer committee members had to go through the process of 
cancelling activities and issuing refunds; 

• Accommodation providers and venues experienced loss of revenue 
and the Fèisean were not able to obtain refunds in relation to some 
costs already paid; 

• Artists, reliant on expected income, were in danger of being left in 
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some degree of hardship without some kind of intervention. 
 
3.2 Tutors, as well as volunteers, are the lifeblood of the Fèisean. Most tutors 

are self- employed musicians, singers, dancers and actors who depend on 
the Fèisean for part - a considerable portion in some cases - of their annual 
income. The cancellations due to Covid-19 happened at short notice, 
leaving tutors with little prospect of picking up other work. On top of that, 
they lost work elsewhere through further cancellations by other 
organisations. 

 
3.3 Given the number of posts its work supports, Fèisean nan Gàidheal takes 

seriously its responsibility to employees and contractors. Therefore, when 
the Covid-19 pandemic necessitated the curtailment of a lot of regular 
activity, we were particularly mindful of the impact on tutors and supervisors 
most of whom are self-employed and, perhaps, not due any payment in the 
event of cancellation of events. Legally, that may be correct. Morally, it is 
not. The Fèisean depend on good relationships with the people they 
engage. 
 

3.4 Support from both Creative Scotland and Bòrd na Gàidhlig has been 
exemplary. Grateful for confirmation of ongoing support and the comfort of 
flexibility in the use of funding from both organisations, Fèisean nan 
Gàidheal’s Board agreed recommendations to offer additional funding 
support to Fèisean to ensure goodwill payments could be made to artists and 
others who had work cancelled due to the Covid-19 pandemic. 

 
3.5 We recognise the payments we were able to make represented only a 

portion of the income lost more generally by musicians, singers, dancers 
and actors, but we hope they helped in some small way and believe they 
were important to freelance workers at a time when government support had 
not yet kicked in for the self-employed. We provided advice to our freelance 
workers on various government schemes through which they could try to 
access additional support. We will continue to do what we can to help those 
who have lost work but, as a small arts organisation, our support is 
necessarily limited. 

 
3.6 In line with many organisations, we had to arrange for our staff to work 

safely from home and ensure they were equipped to do so. None of our 
staff required to be furloughed and all have been busy moving online as 
much of our programme as is practical. All staff have enjoyed good health 
and we keep in regular contact via video conference calls which have 
become a feature of everyone’s lives. Fortunately, we had been moving in 
that direction for a number of years for reasons of cost and reducing carbon 
use, so our need to adapt has not been as dramatic, or traumatic, as that 
experienced by organisations with less experience of digital working. 

 
4 AN ONGOING PROGRAMME WHILE COVID-19 RESTRICTIONS ARE IN 

PLACE 
 
4.1 In ensuring an ongoing programme at this time, we aim to: 
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• Fulfil obligations to our funders; 
• Keep our local Fèisean engaged; 
• Ensure young people continue to benefit culturally and linguistically 

from Fèis activities; 
• Offer a range of activities for young people to enhance and 

complement formal education; 
• Keep our staff team in place and fully deployed; 
• Ensure ongoing employment opportunities for artists. 

 
4.2 The teaching of traditional music and acquisition of Gaelic language is 

necessarily interactive and the outcomes from face-to-face activity will 
always be much better than those which may be achieved through online 
tuition. Fèisean nan Gàidheal decided at an early stage of lockdown that it 
should strive to deliver as much as possible of its normal activities online, 
as an interim measure, accepting that the progress young people would 
make may not be as great as that possible with a tutor in a room alongside 
them. 

 
4.3 Bòrd na Gàidhlig was keen to work with partners to deliver an out-of-school 

programme of events for pupils in Gaelic medium education to ensure their 
continued use of the language during the lockdown period. Fèisean nan 
Gàidheal has played a full part in the #cleachdi aig an taigh initiative and, 
over the past 8 weeks or so, more than 1,300 young people have 
participated in entirely new activities curated by our team. This has led to 
employment opportunities for artists. 

 
4.4 As noted above a number of local Fèisean, run by volunteers with support 

from Fèisean nan Gàidheal’s development team, have adapted their 
activities for online delivery. These, too, are employing musicians and 
creating a limited revenue stream for the Fèisean, with additional financial 
support provided by Fèisean nan Gàidheal and its partners. 

 
4.5 Looking forward to the school summer holiday period, we intend to work 

with a range of local Fèisean in ensuring there is an online Fèis each week. 
In addition, there will be training and masterclass session for the more 
advanced young musicians who would normally have been taking part in 
Cèilidh Trails and we will curate some kind of online performance for 
livestreaming. We will also provide elements of our normal fortnight-long 
Gaelic drama summer school on digital platforms. We have currently made 
our online ‘Oide’ lessons open access, allowing people to benefit from 
music tuition free of charge. 

 
4.6 Beyond that we are planning for the Blas Festival to take place in 

November. Whether events can be live in venues, or online, depends on 
what may be permissible between now and then as well as the attitude of 
the public towards attending events even if they are allowed. 

 
5 CONCERNS FOR THE FUTURE 

 
5.1 Fèisean nan Gàidheal has a number of concerns about the longer-term 
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impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on cultural provision in Scotland. Due to 
keeping this submission as short as possible, we cannot go into a lot of 
detail but would be happy to do so at a later time if that would be helpful to 
the Committee. 

 
5.2 We are concerned about the potential for further reductions in public funding 

for arts and culture, including Gaelic, which could result from the need to 
repay funds borrowed by government to tackle the Covid-19 crisis as well as 
the possible reprioritisation of public spending. This would come at a time 
when the cultural sector has emerged from more than a decade of decline in 
public funding. 

 
5.3 There will be a need to reassure the public about the safety of attending live 

events, once it is safe to do so, and to ensure parents feel comfortable 
enough to allow their children to participate in cultural activities. They will be 
understandably nervous of this for some time to come. While it is incumbent 
on all organisations to ensure as safe an environment as possible for 
learning and performing, it will be for relevant public bodies and the health 
service to offer advice and encouragement when the time is right. 

 
5.4 We have seen a marked decline in support for Gaelic education and cultural 

activities among some local authorities over the past 12 years. We would 
not wish to see further diminution or retreat from commitments in Gaelic 
Language Plans in the post-Covid period due to a lack of funding, real or 
perceived. 

 
5.5 As a provider of arts and cultural activities for Gaelic speakers and Gaelic 

learners Fèisean nan Gàidheal’s position is that although Gaelic speakers 
are not specifically protected under the Equality Act 2010, they are 
nevertheless a minority in Scotland and we believe it is right to focus on 
their needs, which are different from the needs of people who do not speak 
the language. Fèisean nan Gàidheal promotes Gaelic language and culture 
to those who have not experienced it before and facilitates the learning 
about, and celebration of, a unique aspect of Scotland’s diverse culture. It is 
critical to the future of Gaelic that an inclusive approach is taken to 
accessing cultural activities. It will be essential that the contribution Gaelic 
makes to Scotland’s cultural life and the economy is fully understood and 
recognised. 

 
5.6 Many bodies across Scotland which already support arts, culture and 

tourism - including the Scottish Government, Scottish Parliament, HIE, 
Creative Scotland, VisitScotland and a number of local authorities - have a 
statutory requirement to support Gaelic, primarily through their agreed 
Gaelic Language Plans. In turn, these should assist in implementing the 
National Gaelic Language Plan which underpins Bòrd na Gàidhlig’s support 
for the sector. There is now a National Plan for Scotland’s Islands which 
includes further commitments relating to Gaelic language and culture 
specifically in island communities. It is the duty of the Scottish Government 
and Scottish Parliament to ensure the provisions of the Gaelic Language 
(Scotland) Act 2015, Education (Scotland) Act 2016 and the Islands 
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(Scotland) Act 2019 are promoted and upheld. All those Acts of Parliament 
have an important role in supporting Gaelic language and culture. 

 
5.7 Minority language revitalisation requires opportunities to learn and use the 

language. In the case of Gaelic, many of the opportunities are created 
through formal education and cultural activities. It is of concern that in the 
recently-published Scottish Government strategic framework relating to the 
reopening (following the Covid-19 lockdown) of schools, early learning and 
childcare provision in Scotland, there was no mention of the specific needs 
of Gaelic education, primarily sustained immersion and parity of resources 
with English language education. 

 
5.8 We would hope that, as we move towards whatever normal will mean in 

years to come, cognisance is taken of the special measures needed to 
ensure Gaelic has a secure future. 

 
6 CONCLUSION 

 
6.1 At a challenging time when many of them have experienced difficulties 

making a living, traditional musicians, singers, dancers and actors have 
contributed to people’s  wellbeing. Efforts have been made to support those 
artists during the lockdown period, but it could be some time before they 
have regular, secure employment opportunities again. Fèisean nan 
Gàidheal will continue to do what it can to support them and with much of our 
work having been adapted for online delivery, we continue to employ many 
individual artists. 

 
6.2 Gaelic culture is important to the economy. It provides jobs, contributes to 

equalities and wellbeing as well as language revitalisation and is key to 
increasing interest among tourists, for example, in visiting Scotland and 
enhancing their experience when they do. Despite progress, Gaelic remains 
fragile and momentum is important in revitalising any minority language. In 
discussions about the kind of life we will all lead in the future, it will be 
important to address the needs of Gaelic, those who speak it and promote it 
- including artists. 

 
Arthur Cormack 
Chief Executive 
Fèisean nan Gàidheal 
June 2020 


