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12 March 2020 
 
 
 

Dear Steve 
 

COVID-19 BUDGET MEASURES 
 
I am writing in response to the announcements made in yesterday’s UK Budget in response 
to the COVID-19 outbreak.  
 
I welcome the support that is being provided to public services and the economy. I also 
recognise that the UK Government will have had to move very quickly in response to 
dynamic circumstances, and this will have had an impact on the amount of clarity that can be 
offered on supporting budget processes. As such, this letter seeks further, urgent clarity on 
the implications for Scotland. 
 
The Scottish Government is also working quickly and comprehensively to ensure appropriate 
action is taken in Scotland, including a very significant mobilisation of our health and social 
care services and additional support for business. As I emphasised at our Finance Ministers’ 
Quadrilateral this week, it is essential that there is strong inter-governmental engagement on 
the funding and public finance elements of this work, mirroring the co-operation that exists in 
other aspects of our collective response to the outbreak. 
 
You will appreciate that I must take funding decisions now and very quickly over coming 
days. The purpose of this letter is not to criticise, but to clarify how I am interpreting the 
announcements made yesterday for immediate budgeting purposes and to progress our joint 
consideration of the funding detail. 
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I am advising Scottish Government portfolios that they should, for operational purposes now, 
use a Barnett calculation as a proxy for a confirmed consequential allocation flowing from the 
UK Budget. In doing so, I recognise that some of the funding announced yesterday may be 
drawn down incrementally over time and that there may be instances where costs fall 
disproportionately in different parts of the UK or at different time.  
 
On this basis, I have advised portfolios to work on a funding assumption, that we will receive 
further funding of at least £500 million in relation to the £5 billion public services fund and at 
least £370 million in relation to support for business and the local authority hardship fund, but 
with clear guidance that we should not be limited by these proxy amounts in considering 
what measures best protect public health and safety and support our economy. 
 
As this situation develops our understanding of the needs of public services and the 
economy will develop. This will require continued flexibility and there may be a case that 
simple application of the Barnett Formula is inadequate to meet Scotland’s needs within our 
fixed budget.  
 
NHS and public services 
 
We will be taking all necessary steps to ensure our public services can respond as 
effectively as possible, on the understanding that the additional costs arising from the 
COVID-19 response will in the first instance be met from additional funding associated with 
the £5 billion fund announced yesterday – recognising however that costs may run well 
beyond the emergency fund and that there may be a disproportionate impact for Scotland. I 
would welcome clarification of how such a situation will be handled to ensure Scotland’s 
NHS gets the funding it needs. 
 
Support for business 
 
The Scottish Government will announce very shortly a package of additional support for 
business, including appropriate interventions through the business rates regime. As you 
would expect, we are considering the nature of the measures announced in the UK Budget 
as well as the distinctive needs of business in Scotland. I will be working on the basis that, in 
the absence of a clear funding allocation or methodology, the focus of this work should be on 
achieving a comparable or better outcome for business in relation to COVID-19, rather than 
operating solely on the basis of a fixed level of funding. My initial assessment is also that 
applying identical measures in Scotland would be more costly than the consequential figures 
that have so far been mentioned. 
 
Local authority hardship fund 
 
I support the principle of this funding and will be engaging with local government in Scotland 
to consider what support mechanisms will be most effective. 
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I need urgent clarification from you in order to make decisions in each of these areas, as a 
result I would welcome a response to this letter by close on Friday this week. 
 
I would be pleased to discuss if that would be helpful. 
 

 
KATE FORBES 
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