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11 November 2020 

 
Dear Cabinet Secretaries, 
 
The Rural Economy and Connectivity Committee has been undertaking financial 
scrutiny regarding the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on those areas of the 
Scottish Budget falling within its remit. 
 
In undertaking this scrutiny exercise, the Committee sought evidence on the 
following questions– 
 

• In relation to the rural economy:  
  

o In light of the impact of COVID-19 on the rural economy, how can 
future budgets best be deployed to develop resilient rural businesses, 
communities and supply chains? 
 

o Is Brexit likely to pose additional challenges for the rural economy in 
recovering from the impacts of COVID-19 and how should funding best 
be allocated to support recovery of the rural economy in this context?  

  
• In relation to connectivity:  

  
o What, if any, specific financial support should the Scottish Government 

provide to transport operators while social distancing measures remain 
in places and passenger-carrying capacity remains significantly 
reduced as a consequence? 
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o What are the implications for future Scottish budgets of action already 
taken to provide financial support to public transport operators during 
the COVID-19 lockdown and how could these implications be 
addressed? 

 
o How can future budgets best be deployed to lock in the shift towards 

active travel that has occurred during lockdown and to support the 
Scottish Government’s goal for modal switch, increasing the use of 
public transport and to reduce private car use? 

 
o In light of the specific impacts of COVID-19 on the ferries network in 

Scotland, what should be the Scottish Government’s long-term funding 
plans for vessel procurement to support a revised Ferries Plan?  

  
• In relation to both the rural economy and connectivity:  

  
o What are the implications for the Scottish budget related to these policy 

areas of the Scottish Government’s stated intention to ensure a “green 
recovery” and to build a “wellbeing economy” after the COVID-19 
crisis? 

 
o Are lessons learned during the pandemic likely to lead to major shifts in 

future Scottish Government spending in these areas and, if so, what 
should these shifts look like? 

 
The Committee took evidence from stakeholders, including those with economic 
expertise in areas such as fisheries, agriculture and transport as well as 
representatives of the two regional enterprise agencies in Scotland. It has also 
issued two calls for written evidence, the first looking at the broader impact of 
COVID-19 on the rural economy and connectivity in Scotland and the second 
specifically focused on the financial impact and implications for future Scottish 
budgets. The first of these calls for evidence received 42 responses while the 
second resulted in a further 16 responses. All responses to both calls for evidence 
have been published on the Committee’s web pages. 
 
Transport 
 
The Committee notes the response given by the Cabinet Secretary for Transport, 
Infrastructure and Connectivity when he appeared before the Committee on 7 
October that there are currently no plans by Transport Scotland to cancel any 
planned projects or services as a result of having to channel additional funds 
towards supporting the continued operation of public transport during the COVID-19 
pandemic. 
 
However, the Committee also notes that certain projects or services may be delayed 
or take longer to deliver as a result of the redeployment of funds in response to the 
pandemic. 
 
The Committee has received substantial evidence regarding the significant impact 
the COVID-19 epidemic has had on travel patterns and the use of public transport as 
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a result of increased home working and restrictions on social activities. Some have 
expressed a view that the resulting changes to transport use may be long-term or 
even permanent. 
 
The Committee has also heard calls for a greater focus to be given in the allocation 
of transport-related funding to improving connectivity in rural areas. In connection 
with this, the Committee notes the existence of provisions in the Transport (Scotland) 
Act 2019 which would give local authorities additional powers over running local bus 
services but which have yet to be enacted. 
 
The Committee believes that the long-term implications of the COVID-19 pandemic 
for future transport policy need to be actively considered by the Scottish Government 
to ensure that funding priorities continue to be aligned with the evolving needs of 
passengers and transport users. This should include giving active consideration to 
areas of transport investment that the Scottish Government may need to cut or 
withdraw from completely. 
 
The Committee is concerned that, with the end of the furlough scheme, there will be 
a greater expectation on employees from certain sectors to return physically to work 
and has noted the Cabinet Secretary’s suggestion that this could lead to an increase 
in demand for public transport in the coming months. 
 
The Committee has also taken note of the response provided by the Cabinet 
Secretary regarding ongoing uncertainty around the future operation of rail services 
in Scotland due to a lack of clarity from the UK Government concerning its plans for 
the replacement of rail franchising UK-wide. 
 
The Cabinet Secretary has provided a commitment to the Committee that Transport 
Scotland intends to revise its transport project assessment tools, which place 
considerable emphasis on work related journey time savings, in light of the rise in 
home working and greater use of virtual meetings that have been brought about by 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
The Committee has received evidence that there is a need for Scottish Government 
transport-related spending priorities to focus far more intensively on reducing 
demand for travel by car and to encourage greater use of active and sustainable 
modes. In particular, Professor Iain Docherty from the University of Stirling has 
suggested that meeting Scotland’s net-zero emissions commitments would require 
the removal of around 1 million vehicles from Scotland’s roads – equivalent to one 
third of Scotland’s existing road vehicle fleet. 
 
The Committee has also previously highlighted the need to prioritise the repair and 
maintenance of existing transport infrastructure ahead of the construction of any new 
infrastructure. In this context, the Committee welcomes the Cabinet Secretary’s 
commitment that the budget for the maintenance of Scotland’s existing road network 
will increase by £1.5 billion in the next five years. 
 
Furthermore, the Committee notes the commitments made by the Cabinet Secretary 
in relation to revenue and capital funding to support modal shift in freight transport 
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but is nonetheless concerned that, in light of Scotland’s zero carbon commitments, 
financial support in this area needs to be given even greater priority in future. 
 
Digital connectivity 
 
As already outlined in relation to transport policy, the Committee has received 
evidence that the COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in significant behavioural 
change which is predicted to result in long-term impacts on work behaviours where 
blended work models are likely to become the future norm. This has underlined the 
crucial importance of good digital connectivity as well as bringing into focus the 
‘digital divide’ with a significant number of premises in remote and rural areas of 
Scotland still unable to access high speed broadband. 
 
In this context, witnesses have also highlighted the importance of local access to 
‘shared workspace hubs’ and the need for much closer coordination in future 
between transport policy and policies governing digital connectivity. 
 
Giving evidence to the Committee, the Cabinet Secretary acknowledged in particular 
the importance of greater policy coordination between transport and digital 
connectivity and the need for more work to be done to enhance coordination 
between the two policy areas. 
 
Rural economy 
 
The Committee has received evidence supporting the case for reinforced 
conditionality of public funding for the rural economy as a mechanism for driving 
progress in tackling climate change, enhancing biodiversity, increasing technical 
efficiency and improving productivity – and thereby increasing the long-term 
resilience of rural businesses.  
 
The Committee notes that, in giving evidence on 7 October, the Cabinet Secretary 
for Rural Economy and Tourism indicated that reinforced conditionality would be an 
important component of new funding programmes to be implemented at the end of 
the current transition period for rural funding in 2024. However, the Committee is 
concerned that, particularly in light of the impact of COVID-19, there is an urgent 
need to achieve progress in tackling climate change, enhancing biodiversity, 
increasing technical efficiency and improving productivity in the intervening period. 
On this basis, the Committee is of the view that the Scottish Government should 
already be actively exploring opportunities for introducing greater conditionality in 
rural funding linked to these policy goals as part of short-term planning of the 
Scottish budget for 2021-22 and subsequent years. 
 
The Committee also recognises the challenges and opportunities facing the rural 
economy as future policy increasingly focuses on tackling climate change. In this 
context, the Committee welcomes recent commitments by the Scottish Government 
to provide £150 million to support forestry and £250 million over the next 10 years to 
support peatland restoration. At the same time, the Committee has received 
evidence supporting stronger recognition for the critical role agricultural businesses 
have to play in contributing to a green recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic and 
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the importance of these businesses being included in any budgetary stimuli to 
support that green recovery. 
 
The Committee acknowledges the crucial importance of the Less Favoured Area 
Support Scheme to many farmers and crofters in Scotland, as recently reiterated by 
NFU Scotland, and the urgent need for additional clarity regarding future funding for 
this scheme. 
 
The Committee has received evidence that, on a positive note, the COVID-19 
pandemic has resulted in a reinforcement of local food supply chains and has 
provided an opportunity for some farmers and fishers to sell produce and fish directly 
to the public. The Cabinet Secretary has acknowledged this and indicated a desire to 
look at ways of providing financial support to help rural businesses interested in 
pursuing direct selling to consumers into the future. Evidence submitted to the 
Committee suggests that this experience has also highlighted the benefits of 
applying more of a place-based approach to policy making and associated financial 
support to the rural economy. The Committee notes the particular success of the 
LEADER programme in this regard. 
 
The Committee welcomes the Scottish Government’s recent announcement of a 
Blue Economy Action Plan, which is partly intended to replace the European 
Maritime and Fisheries Fund scheme, to which Scotland and the rest of the UK will 
no longer have access as a consequence of leaving the European Union. The 
Committee notes the request made by the Scottish Government to the UK 
Government for a budget of £62 million annually to be allocated to the programme. 
 
The Committee is concerned about the implications of the Internal Market Bill, 
currently under consideration at Westminster, and specifically those provisions that 
relate to state aid as these may impact on any future rural funding programme to be 
implemented in Scotland from 2024. Providing evidence to the Committee, officials 
supporting the Cabinet Secretary indicated that there may be a risk that the Bill could 
cut across the ability to design a future agricultural subsidy regime for Scotland to 
replace the Common Agricultural Policy. 
 
Conclusions – transport and digital connectivity 
 
The Committee calls on the Scottish Government to keep it updated of any 
impact on the delivery of future planned transport-related projects and 
services as a consequence of ongoing redeployment of funds towards 
supporting the continued operation of public transport during the COVID-19 
pandemic. 
 
Given the significant changes that have taken place as a result of the COVID-
19 pandemic with regard to travel patterns and the use of public transport, 
some of which may be long-term or even permanent, the Committee urges the 
Scottish Government and Transport Scotland to undertake a comprehensive 
review of transport-related spending priorities with a view to developing a 
revised financial strategy for Scotland’s transport sector that continues to 
meet the long-term needs of passengers and transport users. 
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The Committee requests an update from the Scottish Government concerning 
the timetable for the enactment of provisions in the Transport (Scotland) Act 
2019, particularly those related to the operation of local bus services and the 
associated financial implications of these. 
 
The Committee calls on the Scottish Government to give careful consideration 
to the impact of potential changes in transport demand in the coming months 
and to keep the Committee updated of any significant financial implications 
that may arise from these. 
 
As the way forward for Scotland’s rail franchises becomes clearer, the 
Committee calls on the Scottish Government to keep it regularly updated of its 
future plans for running rail services in Scotland and, in particular, the 
financial implications of these plans. 
 
The Committee calls on the Scottish Government to share with it at the earliest 
opportunity the detail of its plans to revise Transport Scotland’s transport 
project assessment tools so that these might ensure appropriate prioritisation 
of financial resources in the future in light of the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on travel patterns and demand for transport services. 
 
The Committee is of the view that a combination of the change in transport use 
brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic and the level of ambition in the 
commitment that Scotland should become a net zero society by 2045 will 
require a radical rethink of future transport spending priorities, including a 
further prioritisation of investment in active travel, modal shift in freight 
transport and in favour of the repair and maintenance of existing transport 
infrastructure compared to construction of new infrastructure. The Committee 
would like to see this change in priorities already starting to be reflected in the 
Scottish budget for 2021-22. 
 
The Committee also recommends that this change in transport use patterns 
should be reflected and addressed, from a policy perspective, in the 
forthcoming revision to the Scottish Government’s Climate Change Plan. 
 
In light of the far-reaching impacts the COVID-19 pandemic has had on 
working behaviours, the Committee urges the Scottish Government to create 
suitable structures to enable much closer policy coordination between 
transport and digital connectivity with a view to ensuring optimal use of finite 
financial resources to facilitate an anticipated long-term shift for many people 
towards a ‘blended work model’ combining an element of home working and 
an element of travel to work. 
 
The Committee is concerned that the experience of the COVID-19 pandemic 
has further highlighted the urgent need to address the impact of the ‘digital 
divide’ on many people living in rural and remote areas of Scotland. It calls on 
the Scottish Government to give careful consideration to any additional 
financial resources over and above those already committed to the R100 
programme and the Scottish Broadband Voucher Scheme that may be required 
to ensure those currently affected by the digital divide are not placed at a long-
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term economic disadvantage.  The Committee notes that the UK Government 
also has responsibility for funding digital connectivity improvements. It 
therefore calls on both the Scottish and UK governments to coordinate activity 
as appropriate to deliver this commitment. 
 
Conclusions – rural economy 
 
Pending the outcome of the work of the Farming and Food Production Future 
Policy Group, in the process of preparing the Scottish budget for 2021-22 and 
subsequent years, the Committee calls on the Scottish Government to 
consider mechanisms for reinforcing conditionality of funding to help drive 
progress in tackling climate change, enhancing biodiversity, increasing 
technical efficiency and improving productivity, thereby increasing the 
resilience of rural businesses. 
 
The Committee also highlights the significant contribution the agricultural 
sector can potentially make towards achieving the Scottish Government’s goal 
of a green recovery and therefore requests that any additional funding 
allocated in the 2021-22 budget towards achieving that goal should be focused 
accordingly. 
 
Recognising its crucial importance to many farmers and crofters in Scotland, 
the Committee urges the Scottish Government to continue to work with the UK 
Government to provide additional clarity on future funding of the Less 
Favoured Area Support Scheme. 
 
The Committee calls on the Scottish Government, as part of its consideration 
of the 2021-22 Scottish budget, to explore opportunities to provide financial 
support to rural businesses that have taken the initiative during the COVID-19 
pandemic to sell their produce or fish directly to local consumers or that may 
be interested in doing so in the future. The Committee would also wish to see 
the benefits of a place-based approach to policy and associated funding, as 
demonstrated for example by the LEADER programme, carried forward into the 
Scottish budget for 2021-22 and subsequent years. 
 
The Committee calls on the Scottish Government to keep it appraised of 
further developments in relation to the Blue Economy Action Plan, the precise 
level of funding secured from the UK Government to support the Action Plan 
and the development of any specific pilot projects under the Action Plan. 
 
Finally, the Committee highlights concerns that the Internal Market Bill, 
currently under consideration at Westminster, could curtail the design of a 
future agricultural subsidy regime for Scotland to replace the Common 
Agricultural Policy and asks the Scottish Government to be mindful of this 
potential risk and to communicate these concerns to the Farming and Food 
Production Future Policy Group. 
 
The Committee looks forward to receiving your responses to the points it has raised 
in due course.   
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Kind regards, 
 

 
 
Edward Mountain 
Convener 


