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RURAL ECONOMY AND CONNECTIVITY COMMITTEE 
 
CALL FOR EVIDENCE ON THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON THE RURAL ECONOMY 
AND CONNECTIVITY IN SCOTLAND 
 
SUBMISSION FROM NATIONAL UNION OF RAIL, MARITIME & TRANSPORT 
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8th June 2020 

Scottish Government Guidance for Transport Operators 
 
The Scottish Government’s guidance for transport operators on keeping staff and 
passengers safe during Covid-19, produced as part of the Transport Transition Plan 
was published on Tuesday 26th May, following the bank holiday weekend. The draft 
document was presented to RMT for consultation on Friday 22nd May and responses 
were required in 24 hours. While the RMT recognises that during the current crisis, 
matters can be fast-moving and responses required in shorter than normal timescales, 
we do not feel that this was sufficient notice.  Furthermore, it should also be noted that 
we are not aware of any attempt by the Scottish Government to involve the RMT in 
drawing up the draft document. If this had been the case, the concerns around the short 
timescale for reviewing the draft document would not have been so pertinent.  
 
In our response to the draft guidance, the RMT detailed a set of general principles that 
should and must be adopted by all transport operators:  
 

• If you’re not well – don’t come to work and don’t travel  
• If you’re at work wash your hands frequently with soap and water / hand sanitizer  
• Where possible work from home  
• Maintain at least 2 metres social distancing at work 

Furthermore, RMT believes that transport operators should ensure the following points 

are covered in their risk assessments:  

• Restrict passenger travel to essential journeys only, for as long as possible  

• If 2 metres social distancing can’t be maintained, other agreed protection must 

be in place  

• Non-PPE standard masks and face coverings are no excuse to allow over-

crowding or breaches of 2 metre social distancing  

• Tasks must be Risk Assessed and Safe Systems of Work created according to 

the circumstances and in order to protect staff and public in the current 

Coronavirus emergency  

• Risk Assessments and revised Safe Systems of Work may mean that PPE is 

required in order to protect the wearer, such as face masks, visors and gloves. 
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Where such PPE is required, it must be of a sufficient PPE standard to protect 

the wearer  

• Where provided, PPE must be adequate and always available  

• Such situations may include, but are not limited to, working on gatelines, 

providing passenger assistance and interaction with passengers on-board trains 

As part of the guidance published on 26th May, the Scottish Government announced 
that passengers on public transport ‘should and are expected to’ wear a face covering. 
The RMT also notes that on 4th June, the UK Government announced that it would be 
compulsory to wear face coverings on public transport in England from15th June. The 
RMT has long been calling for face coverings to be made compulsory on public 
transport, as they already are on Eurostar services. However, under no circumstances 
should non-PPE standard masks and face coverings be used as an excuse to allow 
over-crowding or breaches of two metre social distancing.  
 
Furthermore, there remains a lack of clarity over how and by whom the Scottish 
Government’s ‘expectation’ requiring face masks will be enforced. When questioned on 
this issue in the Chamber on 26th May, the Transport Secretary Michael Matheson did 
not give a sufficient explanation regarding whether here were any additional measures 
being implemented to enforce compliance. The RMT is clear that our members are not 
police and we will not allow them to be put in a position whereby they are put in danger 
or at risk of conflict due to non-compliance by members of the public.  
 
The Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations contain protections 
available to workers from serious and imminent danger. This is the ultimate protection 
for workers if their employer has failed to meet their responsibilities, and therefore the 
RMT requested that these protections be referenced in the Scottish Government 
guidance. At the time of writing, this had not been incorporated into the guidance.  
 
There are several references to the role of the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) in the 
Scottish Government’s advice for transport operators. In our feedback on the draft 
document, the RMT advised that the HSE has no responsibility for health and safety on 
the railways – and this function is performed by the Office of Road and Rail. Similarly, 
the HSE is not the enforcing authority for the maritime sector, including ferries, and this 
function is performed by the Maritime and Coastguard Agency.  

Scotrail  

Pay Talks 2020 The RMT has concerns around the impact on Covid-19 on the 2020 
pay award for Scotrail staff. RMT was informed by the company that it intends to pause 
pay talks for this year while it is operating under coronavirus emergency measures 
arrangements and that this was agreed nationally by the UK-wide Rail Industry 
Coronavirus Forum (RICF) which comprises Government, rail operators and the Unions. 
However, the RMT wishes to make clear that there is no national agreement regarding 
pausing pay talks within the RICF, and that we are not aware of any other Train 
Operating Company which has sought to pause the 2020 pay talks due to Covid-19. In 
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fact, the announcement issued by Scotrail CEO Alex White on 7th April, confirming the 
Scottish Government support for the company, explicitly stated ‘This agreement will 
have no impact on the pay or terms and conditions of our staff. All current arrangements 
remain in place.’  
 
The RMT fully appreciates that our transport networks are operating under significant 
pressure during the pandemic, and this is why the Scottish Government has 
implemented emergency changes to Scotrail’s franchise agreement in response to the 
reduction in revenue. The terms of the emergency working arrangements and level of 
funding have so far, not been made public by the Scottish Government. 
 
However, Scotrail’s frontline key worker staff, who have continued to work throughout 
the Covid-19 outbreak, must not pay the price for this crisis. Both the Scottish 
Government and Abellio Scotrail have publicly commended the dedication of Scotland’s 
transport workers, and the RMT expects that this is recognised with a timely and 
significant pay award reached by following the long-standing agreed procedures.  
 
By way of contrast, it was recently reported that senior managers in the Scottish 
Government, have been awarded a pay deal which includes a 3% increase across the 
board, and increases of up to 12% for some. It would be shockingly hypocritical if the 
same consideration were not given to Scotland’s frontline rail staff. 
 
Station staffing  RMT has longstanding concerns about the lack of station staffing 
across Scotland’s railways, and these are particularly pertinent in light of Covid-19, the 
need for social distancing and the importance of staff being present to advise 
passengers. Across the UK, just 11% of railway stations are fully staffed, and a further 
45% are only partially staffed. The remaining 44% are totally unstaffed. Scotrail’s latest 
accounts show that since the company took on the franchise in 2015, the number of 
station staff has reduced by 25%.  
 
Unstaffed and understaffed stations affect all passengers, and particularly the disabled 
and elderly, and those requiring additional assistance. Studies have shown that 
disabled people, who are less likely to use the railways than non-disabled people, would 
like to make use of them more, but feel there are significant barriers to them doing so. 
 
The RMT believes that cuts to station staffing are driven by a desire to maximise 
revenue, with little regard for the impact on passengers. Attempts to push passengers to 
buy tickets online or via apps, rather than in person, exclude large swathes of the 
population. For instance, just over half of people on low incomes in the UK do not have 
home broadband and 21% of the UK’s population do not have basic digital skills.  
 
RMT is particularly concerned about Scotrail’s proposals for the Travel Shop at the 
redeveloped Glasgow Queen Street Station. This is Scotland’s third busiest railway 
station with over 17m entries and exits in 2018-19. The station also serves many rural 
routes to the north of Scotland, and is a key transit hub. Scotrail is  proceeding with 
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plans to reduce the six ticket selling windows in the travel shop to just two open plan 
point of sale ‘pods’. 
 
In addition to concerns about the impact on passengers by reducing the number of staff 
able to serve by two-thirds, RMT also has concerns about the security and health and 
safety implications of the proposals, which have been exacerbated by Covid-19.Under 
these plans the ticket office staff will be moved from a secure position behind a Perspex 
window to an open plan setup where they are far more exposed. Reducing the number 
of windows by two-thirds will undoubtedly lead to more queuing for passengers and it 
will be far more difficult to enforce queue management due to the open plan setup. It is 
highly probable that under this design, queues will spill out of the station environment, 
making it hard, or virtually impossible, to ensure social distancing is maintained.  
 
In light of these concerns, RMT is seeking confirmation from Abellio Scotrail and 
Transport Scotland that these proposals for Glasgow Queen Street will be withdrawn.  
RMT believes that there should be no reduction in the number of service points 
available at the travel shop, and that staff and passengers should not be put at 
increased risk by a move from travel shop ‘windows’ to open plan ‘pods’, and the 
proposals must  be reviewed in light of Covid-19 and the need for social distancing. 
 
Scotrail performance In December 2019, following a long period of poor performance, 
which resulted in widespread delays, cancellations and overcrowding, the Scottish 
Government confirmed that it would not extend Abellio Scotrail’s franchise, and it would 
cease to operate the route in March 2022. The RMT welcomed this decision, and has 
called on the Scottish Government to commence plans to ensure it has a robust public 
sector bid in place to run the service from 2022.   
 
The level of public subsidy provided by Transport Scotland to Abellio Scotrail has 
increased year-on-year. Prior to the outbreak of Covid-19, the Scottish Government had 
allocated circa £100m in additional funding for Scotrail for 2020-21, which would have 
brought the total subsidy for the year to around £500m. In contrast, in 2016, the first full 
year Scotrail operated the franchise; it received less than £260m in public subsidy. 
When questioned on the reason for the significant increase in subsidy in February 2020, 
the Transport Secretary said:  “If revenue growth does not increase to the expected 
levels that were set out in the franchise agreements, we are required to provide 
further funding to the franchise provider.” 
  
The RMT strongly believes that Abellio Scotrail has failed to provide an acceptable level 
of service for Scotland’s rail passengers and does not provide value for money for 
Scotland.  As recently as 5th June 2020, it was reported that Abellio was in breach of its 
franchise agreement after failing to pay its bills on time for over a year.  The Scottish 
Government has also confirmed that Scotrail has failed in part, or full to meet 39 of its 
committed obligations prescribed by the franchise agreement. When questioned on the 
financial penalty which resulted from these failures, the Scottish Government confirmed 
that Scotrail was penalised by just £1.34m in 2018-19. In contrast, Scotrail received 
over £480m in the 15 months between January 2018 and March 2019.  
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Public Sector Bid  Unlike in the rest of the UK, the Scottish Government has the power 
to put in a public sector bid for the Scotrail franchise, although it must still undergo a 
franchising process and put the service out to tender.  
 
Prior to the outbreak of Covid-19, the outcome of the UK Government’s long-awaited 
review of the railways, Chaired by Keith Williams was considered imminent. However, 
this was delayed due to the pandemic, and the UK Government has not said when the 
review will report and that ‘further work needs to be done now to reflect the impact of 
Covid-19 on the sector’.  
 
The RMT believes that the Williams Review should give the Scottish Government, and 
other devolved bodies with responsibilities for rail, the right to appoint a public sector 
body to deliver its passenger rail services, without the need to go through a tendering 
process, and this was made clear in the RMT’s response to the Review. However, the 
RMT resolutely believes that when Scotrail’s contract expires in 2022, it must be run in 
the public sector, and the Scottish Government should be putting plans in place now to 
be able to do this, including reconvening the public sector stakeholder liaison group, 
and to not delay until the Williams review reports at an unspecified date in the future.  
 
The need for the Scottish Government to run Scotrail in the public sector is even more 
important in light of Covid-19. It would be disastrous, environmentally and societally, if 
Covid-19 were to cause permanent shifts away from public transport to private vehicle 
usage – our cities would become even more gridlocked, worsening air quality, 
increasing carbon emissions sand exacerbating health inequalities.  
The impacts of Covid-19 have been felt unequally, with studies showing that people 
living in polluted areas are more likely to die from Covid-19. In Scotland, people living in 
the most deprived areas are more than twice as likely to die from Covid-19 than those 
living in the wealthiest parts.  
 
Running Scotrail in the public sector would make the railways more affordable and 
accessible. It would allow the Scottish Government to reinvest surplus income in 
expanding services and the capacity of the network, and in public transport 
infrastructure to make our networks more spacious, affordable and frequent. 
 
Network Rail enhancements RMT are deeply concerned that at this time the Scottish 
Government and Transport Scotland continue to ignore both Network Rail on behalf of 
the rail infrastructure contracting supply chain , and the RMT on behalf of the workforce 
with regards to rail infrastructure enhancement works which remain banned in Scotland. 
This is despite the most stringent additional rules being in place due to the COVID- 19 
health emergency and includes risk assessments, site risk control documents and RMT 
representatives being utilised as site marshals with ultimate control of safety on rail 
renewals sites.  

It is beyond irony that despite all of the above and the fact that the railway is completely 
different to any other workplace with its own unique set of rules and regulations the 
Scottish Government have deemed railway enhancement works as construction or 
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building site activity and this necessary work is out of bounds to our members with 
many currently furloughed and the risk of redundancy a very real next step due to a 
failure on the Scottish Government Ministers and Transport Scotland officials to grasp 
some very simple railway facts. 

FERRIES  
 
RMT are concerned about the excessive requirements to enforce face coverings, social 
distancing and other public health, including mandatory, travel and passenger 
restrictions. This affects our members at CalMac, Serco NorthLink and Orkney Ferries. 
 
There is also a risk that public health guidance for our members at private sector 
operators Stena Line and P&O Ferries from Cairnryan could be less stringent, 
particularly on ships such as the European Causeway which is registered in the 
Bahamas. This would also cover risk assessments. 
 
Dock workers in Cairnryan have been earmarked for redundancy and in March, early in 
the crisis Stena Line unilaterally scrapped the sick pay scheme agreed with the RMT for 
seafarers and dockers, leaving  self-isolating or Covid-19 workers reliant on the 
statutory minimum of £94.25 per week.1  
 
The routes operated by P&O and Stena Line from Cairnryan are also being  funded by 
the UK Government’s Critical Freight Grant for a nine-week period from 11 May to the 
tune of over £4.6m in order to keep supply chains running during the pandemic. RMT 
has demanded that the UK Government attach employment conditions to this public 
funding. 
 
As mentioned previously, RMT had to remind the Scottish Government that the 
Maritime and Coastguard Agency is the safety regulator on vessels and the Health and 
Safety Executive in the ports. 
  
Passenger and vehicle numbers were already falling at CalMac in January (see 
Appendix 1) but collapsed by over 90% in April, compared to the same month in 2019. 
In response to these exceptional pressures, 147 CalMac staff are on furlough - 100 
ratings and officers, 30 shore based staff and 17 port staff. All furloughed staff receive 
100% of basic salaries and full pension contributions. 
 
According to CalMac’s written evidence to the committee, there will be a staged return 
by passenger category. This is particularly important at CalMac where a Coronavirus 
testing regime for employees has been in place since mid-April. 
 
Island residents and off duty crew must remain priority travelers and, to all intents and 
purposes be considered to be taking ‘essential journey’s’ beyond the end of the 
Government’s own restrictions. We must avoid crew being stranded or exposed to 
greater risk from increased or inappropriate responsibilities going forward.  

                                                           
1 SSP increased to £95.85 per week on 6th April 2020.  
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CalMac is committed to training 20 ratings apprentices in each year of the current 
contract (2016-24). This is the most ambitious Ratings training programme in the 
Scottish or UK ferry sector and increases the resilience and economic benefit to local 
communities from CalMac’s operations. It must be re-started as soon as circumstances 
permit.  
 
CalMac’s written evidence to the REC Committee also, rightly acknowledges that staff 
will need to ‘exercise judgment and interpretation as guidance evolves’ and that this 
‘could cause tension with customers.’ This underlines RMT’s position that transport 
workers should not be expected to enforce post-Covid measures. Police Scotland 
presence at busier ports on the CalMac network is welcome but may not be possible on 
all, especially smaller ferry routes.  
 
No staff have been furloughed at Serco NorthLink. We remain concerned at the further 
extension of Transport Scotland’s contract with Serco NorthLink which will shortly enter 
its eighth year, when it was only intended to last for six years from July 2012. 
 
The Minister, Paul Wheelhouse MSP has provided guarantees to the Union during this 
crisis over the continuation of work on two new CalMac ferries at the now publicly 
owned Ferguson Marine Engineering facility on the Lower Clyde. RMT have raised our 
members’ concerns over the much delayed projects for Hulls 801 and 802 as part of the 
REC Committee’s separate inquiry into construction and procurement of ferries in 
Scotland. It follows that the economic and social impacts from Coronavirus  could create 
further delay in completing that project which would further pressure on the Scottish 
Government’s Ferries Plans, Vessel Replacement and Deployment Plan and staff 
working on CalMac’s ageing fleet. 
 
We are also concerned at the impact Coronavirus is having on the Scottish 
Government’s capacity and ability to build a successful case to bring all public sector 
ferry contracts permanently in-house, including those currently operated by local 
government such as Orkney Ferries. 
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Appendix 1 
Monthly CalMac Carrying statistics – changes between Jan-Apr 2019 and Jan-Apr 
2020 
 
January  
 

Routes Period Pax Cars Coaches Coach 
m* 

Com. 
Vehicles 

Comm. 
Veh m 

All 
Routes 

2019 
Jan 

214,352 66,492 155 1241 5,387 65,079 

All 
Routes 

2020 
Jan 

185,243 59,681 201 1558 5,057 61,281 

Change n/a -29,109 -6,811 +46 +317 -330 -3,798 

% 
Change 

n/a -13.5% -10.2% +29.6% +25.5% -6% -5.8% 

*Metres 
 
February 
 

Routes Period Pax Cars Coaches Coach 
m* 

Com. 
Vehicles 

Comm. 
Veh m 

All 
Routes 

2019 
Feb 

239,254 72,191 204 1677 5,634 66,357 

All 
Routes 

2020 
Feb 

176,063 59,057 176 1418 5,506 66,401 

Change n/a -63,191 -13,134 -28 -259 -128 +144 

% 
Change 

n/a -26.4% -18.1% -13.7% -15.4% -2.2% +0.004% 

 
March 
 

Routes Period Pax Cars Coaches Coach 
m* 

Com. 
Vehicles 

Comm. 
Veh m 

All 
Routes 

2019 
Mar 

290,077 87,603 346 3048 6,429 77,078 

All 
Routes 

2020 
Mar 

169,377 60,194 184 1534 6,242 76,279 

Change n/a -
120,700 

-27,409 -162 -1,514 -187 -799 

% 
Change 

n/a -41.6% -31.2% -46.8% -49.6% -2.9% -10.3% 

        
April 
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Routes Period Pax Cars Coaches Coach 
m* 

Com. 
Vehicles 

Comm. 
Veh m 

All 
Routes 

2019 
April 

550,228 141,516 773 7466 7,125 84,045 

All 
Routes 

2020 
April 

21,770 12,203 42 266 3,416 43,100 

Change n/a -
528,458 

-
129,313 

-731 -7,200 -3,709 -40,945 

% 
Change 

n/a -96% -91.3% -94.5% -96.4% -52% -48.7% 

 

 


