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Scottish Parliament
Thursday 26 February 2026

[The Presiding Officer opened the meeting at 11:40]
Point of Order

Douglas Ross (Highlands and Islands) (Con): On a point of order, Presiding Officer. | reiterate the
personal apology that | gave to you yesterday and extend it to other members and to the entire chamber. |
accept and acknowledge that, when | refused to leave when asked to do so by you on Tuesday night, my
behaviour fell well short of what should be expected of MSPs. | reiterate my sincere apologies to you and to
the chamber for my behaviour on Tuesday evening.

The Presiding Officer (Alison Johnstone): Thank you, Mr Ross.

General Question Time
Mark Scott Leadership for Life Award Programme (Funding)

1. Paul O’Kane (West Scotland) (Lab): To ask the Scottish Government for what reason it has reportedly
reduced the funding it provides to the Mark Scott leadership for life award programme for 2026-27. (S60-
05563)

The Minister for Victims and Community Safety (Siobhian Brown): Since 2012, the Scottish
Government has provided £1.4 million to the Outward Bound Trust to help to deliver the Mark Scott leadership
for life award. Although we recognise the positive impact that the project continues to have, it is one of many
that seeks financial support from the Government. Through our safer communities funding for 2026-27, we
plan to provide £3.24 million in direct grant funding to 19 partner organisations. The Outward Bound Trust will
receive £30,000 from that fund. As in previous years, that funding will help it to leverage support from other
funders to enable it to deliver its programme.

Paul O’Kane: That answer is simply not good enough. The Scottish Government has tried this before: it
tried to cut funding for that vital work a few years ago, but it was forced into a U-turn by cross-party opposition.
| pay tribute to the former First Minister, Humza Yousaf, who personally intervened to ensure that the funding
would be reinstated. However, we are back where we started.

The award commemorates the life of a man who was murdered in senseless sectarian violence. It provides
opportunities to hundreds of young people every year from Scotland’s most deprived communities to learn
and to come together. Niall and Judith Scott, Mark’s parents, have written to the minister and to the First
Minister but have received no response. That is outrageous. When will they receive a response? Does the
minister not agree that cutting investment in preventative youth work for the sake of saving £45,000 is short-
sighted? Will she look again at that decision?

Siobhian Brown: Apologies—I| am not aware of any such correspondence that has come in. | have not
seen it yet, but | will chase that up today.

Funding pressures across the Scottish Government have meant that difficult decisions have been made
and priorities have been identified. We continue to support the Mark Scott leadership for life award and look
forward to continuing to work with the Outward Bound Trust. However, the Scottish Government has to align
funding more closely to the vision of justice. That means reprioritising the initiatives that can be supported.

| highlight that the Scottish Government grant also provides part of the funding that is required to run the
programme, which does a magnificent job of raising the required funding so that it can run each year.
[Interruption.]

The Presiding Officer (Alison Johnstone): Let us hear the minister.

Siobhian Brown: We are in discussions with the programme to understand the impact, but we hope that
funding can continue to be raised from other sources.

Annabelle Ewing (Cowdenbeath) (SNP): | wish to add my total dismay at the situation that we find
ourselves in. | share Paul O’Kane’s anger on the matter. The Government’s approach is, indeed, very short-
sighted. The programme is a unique project that has been hugely beneficial to all the young people who have
taken part over the years, from all backgrounds. It has a proven track record of success, and it has ensured
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that young people can take the better path. | would have thought that that is what the justice team hopes for
for future generations. Surely, minister, a small amount of additional funding could be found to ensure that
this excellent project can continue.

The Presiding Officer: Always speak through the chair.

Siobhian Brown: We are all aware of the great work that has been done by the Mark Scott leadership for
life award programme. As | said to Mr O’Kane, we will continue to work with the organisation and see whether
funding can be found from other portfolios to support it. We will continue to give it £30,000 in this financial
year, which will provide it with levers for further funding avenues.

Motor Neurone Disease (Research)

2. Mark Griffin (Central Scotland) (Lab): To ask the Scottish Government what funding it provides to
support research into finding a cure for motor neurone disease. (S60-05564)

The Minister for Public Health and Women’s Health (Jenni Minto): Within the Scottish Government, the
chief scientist office supports health and care research through direct funding and infrastructure support. The
chief scientist office is currently funding two fellowships in motor neurone disease, with a total funding
commitment of £485,000. Further applications on motor neurone disease to the chief scientist office’s project
and fellowship funding schemes are welcomed.

The Scottish Government provides annual funding of £665,000 to the NHS Research Scotland
neuroprogressive disease network to support the delivery of clinical trials in Scotland for neurodegenerative
conditions, including motor neurone disease.

Mark Griffin: | met my constituent Mark Sommerville and other brave MND sufferers two weeks ago. They
were protesting outside the Parliament in the cold and rain because, despite writing to the First Minister on
multiple occasions, they had had no response from anyone in the Government.

Mark has a young family and is desperate to see investment in a cure or a treatment that could slow down
the progression of MND. He feels—as do the other people who were in the cold and rain that day—that, by
failing to meet them, ministers fail to understand the urgency of their situation. Can the minister say why Mark
and other people with MND feel ignored by this Government?

Jenni Minto: | thank Mark Griffin for his supplementary question and recognise the importance of
conditions such as motor neurone disease. The Scottish Government is firmly committed to increasing access
to new and innovative medicines, and | absolutely recognise the key importance of medical and scientific
research in finding a cure for MND, which is why more than 350 patients from Scotland have been recruited
to the United Kingdom-wide MND smart clinical trial.

| recognise the important work that Mark Sommerville is doing to ensure that more work is done in this area,
and | thank Mr Griffin for bringing the issue to the chamber. | will chase up any response to letters.

Victims, Witnesses, and Justice Reform (Scotland) Act 2025

3. Jamie Greene (West Scotland) (LD): To ask the Scottish Government what discussions it has had with
the Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal Service and other relevant criminal justice organisations regarding
the implementation of section 34 of the Victims, Witnesses, and Justice Reform (Scotland) Act 2025. (S60-
05565)

The Cabinet Secretary for Justice and Home Affairs (Angela Constance): The Scottish Government is
engaging with justice bodies and stakeholders across the sector on implementation of the Victims, Witnesses,
and Justice Reform (Scotland) Act 2025, including section 34, following royal assent. That includes
discussions with officials from the Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal Service. Implementation of the act is
being phased to ensure that operational implications and readiness are duly considered across the system.
We will continue discussions with COPFS and other justice bodies and stakeholders in that regard.

Jamie Greene: For the benefit of the public, | note that section 34 gives all victims the right to be informed
of any decision not to prosecute or to discontinue prosecution proceedings. It strengthens the rights of victims
in Scotland. | know that the Government did not support the provision, but it was agreed to by the Parliament
and is in the 2025 act, whether the Government likes it or not.

Other parts of the 2025 act have been implemented swiftly, such as the removal of the not proven verdict,
so, when it suits the Government, it can introduce parts of the act swiftly and act on implementation. Has the
cabinet secretary instructed COPFS to implement that change in the law? If so, when will it be implemented
in full?
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Angela Constance: | know that Mr Greene will appreciate the size and scale of the Victims, Witnesses,
and Justice Reform (Scotland) Act 2025. He rightly narrates that the first action of implementation was the
abolition of the not proven verdict. Further measures have either already been implemented or are in train. |
know that Mr Greene has a particular interest in section 55, which requires the Parole Board for Scotland to
consider whether a prisoner has revealed information about a victim’s remains, and section 56, on measures
around the safety of victims.

In relation to section 34 specifically, Mr Greene moved an amendment at stage 3—and, yes, it was agreed
to; that was the will of the Parliament. | stated then that the provisions are operationally complex and that
careful consideration of them is required. | assure him that we will keep the implementation of the provision
under review while we continue our discussions with the Crown Office. It is important that we consider
operational implications and readiness.

Good Food Nation (Scotland) Act 2022 (Alignment with Fair Trade)

4. John Mason (Glasgow Shettleston) (Ind): To ask the Scottish Government how it ensures that the
Good Food Nation (Scotland) Act 2022 aligns with fair trade principles for imported food and drink. (S60-
05566)

The Cabinet Secretary for Rural Affairs, Land Reform and Islands (Mairi Gougeon): Although the
Good Food Nation (Scotland) Act 2022 does not reference imported food and drink, the act sets out some
principles that are relevant to fair trade principles. In addition, our strategic approach to trade policy is a
values-based approach, as is set out in “Scotland’s Vision for Trade”. Our annual report on that, which was
published in January this year, sets out recent progress on putting those values into practice.

John Mason: Outcome 6B of the good food nation plan refers to
“positive contributions to global food system transformation.”

However, there are no indicators for it. | would have thought that that would have an impact on fair trade.
Could fair trade be used as part of the indicators?

Mairi Gougeon: | appreciate the concern that John Mason raises. When we were looking at the criteria for
the indicators that should be included in the good food nation plan, we were looking for indicators on which
information was readily available, understandable and accessible to a wide range of stakeholders. The
indicators also need to be sensitive enough for changes to be detected over time, cost-effective to use and
have low resource requirements.

| emphasise that, although the good food nation plan does not currently have an indicator in relation to this
outcome, it is the first plan. We can only look to build on it, to fill the data gaps where they exist and to find
data and evidence so that there are suitable indicators in the future. It is an important point that we need to
have indicators and a monitoring framework if we want to make sure that we are making good progress on
our good food nation ambitions.

Dyslexia Assessments for Adults (Free Provision Pathway)

5. Rona Mackay (Strathkelvin and Bearsden) (SNP): To ask the Scottish Government what progress it
has made towards the establishment of a pathway for free dyslexia assessments at the point of contact for
adults. (S60-05567)

The Minister for Social Care and Mental Wellbeing (Tom Arthur): As part of building a fairer, more
inclusive Scotland, the Scottish Government is committed to ensuring that all children, young people and
adults with dyslexia receive the support that they need to reach their full potential. There are clear duties on
education authorities to identify, provide for and review the additional support needs of school pupils.

In relation to adults and employment, our fair work approach ensures that disabled people, including those
with dyslexia, get the support that they need at work without an adult assessment, including through the
access to work scheme and working health services Scotland.

Rona Mackay: Around one in 10 people in Scotland are dyslexic. Without meaningful reform, too many
people will be disadvantaged in a perpetual cycle. Adult assessments and early intervention along with
teacher training and school support are key asks of Dyslexia Scotland’s manifesto. Can the minister confirm
that the Scottish Government will commit to addressing those issues in the next parliamentary session?

Tom Arthur: The Scottish Government is committed to ensuring that all children, young people and adults
with dyslexia receive appropriate support to reach their full potential. The Cabinet Secretary for Education
and Skills asked Janie McManus to conduct a short, sharp review of additional support for learning in schools.
That will report before the end of the parliamentary session.
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Local authorities spent more than £1.1 billion on additional support for learning in 2024-25, and additional
funding was provided in 2025-26 to support the ASN workforce and teacher numbers. That funding will be
sustained in 2026-27, following the passing of the Scottish Government’s budget.

The Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills and | recently met Dyslexia Scotland to discuss those
issues. We will have further engagement.

Walk-in General Practitioner Clinics (Location Criteria)

6. Kenneth Gibson (Cunninghame North) (SNP): To ask the Scottish Government what criteria are
applied in deciding on the location of the new walk-in GP clinics. (S60-05568)

The Cabinet Secretary for Health and Social Care (Neil Gray): As part of the First Minister’s visit to
Shetland this week, we were pleased to announce 16 planned centres, with 12 new sites from Stranraer to
Shetland being confirmed. That builds on the opening in February of the first walk-in centre, which is in
Edinburgh.

The criteria that were used to assess health board proposals were: readiness; workforce feasibility; benefit
to patients; estate suitability; integration and coherence; governance; evaluation capacity; funding estimate;
and commitment to collaboration. The centres, which will be open from 12 to 8 pm, seven days a week, in
accessible locations nationwide, are part of a package of measures to address the 8 am rush that has
frustrated so many of us. They will ease GP capacity pressures.

Kenneth Gibson: The three towns of Ardrossan, Saltcoats and Stevenston constitute the second largest
conurbation in Scotland not to have a hospital, and they include sizeable levels of deprivation. North Ayrshire
has high levels of drug and alcohol misuse, and people lose good health far earlier than the Scottish average.
How soon, therefore, can we expect to see a walk-in clinic in the three towns? Will the cabinet secretary meet
me to discuss the issue further?

Neil Gray: | very much recognise the issues that Mr Gibson has raised relating to the demographic profile
of his constituency and the services in it. | also understand why it could benefit from a walk-in GP service. |
would be more than happy to discuss the matter further in a meeting, which | ask him to contact my office to
arrange.

Sandesh Gulhane (Glasgow) (Con): | declare an interest as a practising national health service GP.

The First Minister's announcement of GP walk-in centres at the Scottish National Party conference was
simply an election stunt. He announced them without consulting stakeholders; indeed, he probably shocked
his own civil servants. His spin doctors clearly loved the title, and now the SNP is scrabbling around to backfill
the details. Even the health secretary was unable to answer my previous questions with any detail at all,
because there was none.

Will patients exclusively see GPs when they attend a GP walk-in centre? If not, in what percentage of
appointments will they see a GP, or has that not been discussed with the SNP campaign team yet?

Neil Gray: The walk-in services will provide appointments with GPs and other practice staff. They are
popular with the public because they come alongside the record investment that we are putting into core
general practice over the next three years, which | noticed that Mr Gulhane and his colleagues voted against
in the budget this week. It is a matter for shame that they not only refused to support but actively voted against
our record investment in core general practice services.

We are broadening the front door of our NHS through that record investment. We are making our NHS
more flexible through walk-in GP services, and we will continue in that vein to ensure that our NHS is fit for
the future.

Orthopaedic Services Waiting Times (NHS Lanarkshire)

7. Collette Stevenson (East Kilbride) (SNP): To ask the Scottish Government what steps are being taken
to reduce orthopaedic services waiting times across NHS Lanarkshire. (S60-05569)

The Cabinet Secretary for Health and Social Care (Neil Gray): We are making undeniable progress in
clearing waits of more than a year, with consistent month-on-month improvements. We know that there is still
more to do, but our plan is working—indeed, waiting lists have reduced for the eighth month in a row. That
has been driven by the provision of more appointments and the incredible efforts of our staff.

This year, we have allocated more than £135 million of additional funding to health boards to help them to
tackle the longest waits, including the targeting of orthopaedic waiting times in NHS Lanarkshire. That includes
recruitment to expand the consultant workforce.
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NHS Lanarkshire continues to receive additional orthopaedic capacity at the Golden Jubilee national
hospital to prioritise long-waiting patients, and, from April, it will have such capacity at NHS Forth Valley.

Collette Stevenson: Workforce statistics show that, since the SNP entered government, thousands more
doctors and nurses have been provided in Scotland’s hospitals. We have also avoided NHS strikes, unlike
other parts of the United Kingdom.

However, | have been contacted by constituents who are concerned about the waiting times for orthopaedic
procedures. How will the 2026-27 budget that was approved by Parliament yesterday support NHS reforms
and help NHS Lanarkshire to further tackle the waiting lists and deliver more appointments?

Neil Gray: Collette Stevenson is absolutely right. This Government has increased the workforce across the
NHS, and Scotland has been the only part of the United Kingdom to have avoided NHS strikes. That is
because we have taken an approach with our trade union colleagues that is collaborative and based on
compromise, unlike other parts of the UK.

Our budget investment in the coming year includes a record investment of £22.5 billion in our health service
and continuing targeted investment in reducing long waits so that the progress that we have made this year
can continue without interruption in the coming year, patients can be seen much faster and waiting times will
continue to reduce.

City of Edinburgh Council Housing Support

8. Miles Briggs (Lothian) (Con): To ask the Scottish Government, in light of the recent announcement
that the freeze on council housing allocation in Edinburgh will continue until March 2027, what support it is
providing to the City of Edinburgh Council to address the housing crisis. (S60-05570)

The Cabinet Secretary for Housing (Mairi McAllan): The Scottish Government is working closely with
the City of Edinburgh Council as one of the local authorities that is facing the most significant housing and
homelessness pressures. Edinburgh’s allocation of £28.7 million from our £80 million acquisitions fund brings
its total capital funding to more than £73 million this year, which is supporting it to acquire properties
immediately for affordable housing.

| welcome the council’s actions to meet its statutory duties, including directing stock to homeless
households. | believe that this, among many other approaches that we are working with the council on, will
help to reduce temporary accommodation pressures.

Miles Briggs: Yesterday’s budget will result in Edinburgh again receiving the lowest funding per head of
population from Scottish ministers, at the same time as it is the local authority that has the smallest amount
of social housing stock and a rapidly growing population. Given that the waiting list for social housing in the
capital is completely unsustainable, will the Government now commit to an Edinburgh-specific housing fund
to address the housing emergency?

Mairi McAllan: As | have said, we are working closely with the City of Edinburgh Council, among many
other councils, to help it to tackle the multifaceted issue of homelessness and temporary accommodation
pressures.

Miles Briggs spoke about yesterday’s budget, which | am delighted to say was passed. It included £926
million for the affordable homes supply programme. That is the largest single allocation for affordable homes
on record. | only wish that Miles Briggs could have brought himself to vote for it.

War in Ukraine (Fourth Anniversary)

The Presiding Officer (Alison Johnstone): Before we move to First Minister's question time, | invite the
First Minister to make some remarks to mark the fourth anniversary of the war against Ukraine.

12:02

The First Minister (John Swinney): Scotland stands for democracy, human rights and the rule of law
here, at home, and around the world. That is why this Government will always resolutely condemn Russia’s
illegal war against Ukraine. Tuesday marked the war’s fourth anniversary, and my thoughts go out to everyone
from Ukraine who is involved in the conflict and in support of Ukrainians everywhere during this difficult time.

Since the war began, more than 29,000 Ukrainian people have arrived in the United Kingdom, sponsored
either by an individual in Scotland or by the Scottish Government. More than 21,000 of those came through
our supersponsor scheme. Many have started to rebuild their lives here and are making valuable contributions
to our communities.
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| continue to call for a properly constituted international peace plan that respects Ukrainian sovereignty,
independence and territorial integrity, and one that is agreed by Ukraine and restores peace in Europe. Until
that time comes, | say to our Ukrainian friends that they have our support for as long as they need it, that
Scotland remains their sanctuary and that, if they wish, Scotland remains their home. Slava Ukraini.
[Applause.]

12:03

Russell Findlay (West Scotland) (Con): Four years of war—it is impossible for us to imagine. Four years
of fear, misery and death. Four years of civilians listening for the sound of drones overhead, ordinary
Ukrainians being trapped in a state of horror and hundreds of thousands of ordinary men being sent to the
front, never to return home. There are so many statistics, but the cruellest of all is that more than 700 children
have been killed.

This is a war between good and evil, and a war of freedom, decency and democracy against the dark forces
of tyranny. For four years, the British people and their military have stood with the people of Ukraine, and our
support must remain resolute.

| pray that Putin’s war will not reach a fifth bloody anniversary and that, when it ends—as end it must—he
will pay the price for his crimes. [Applause.]

12:04

Anas Sarwar (Glasgow) (Lab): It is four years since the Russian invasion of Ukraine. | remember when
we first spoke in Parliament, just days after the invasion began, and | believe that, in our hearts, we all hoped
that it would end positively for the people of Ukraine within months. However, that tragedy has now continued
for four years. Countless lives have been lost and the people of Ukraine are living in absolute horror.

It is clear where the blame lies: with the despotic regime in Russia and with the war criminal Vladimir Putin.
| cannot wait for the day when he is put in front of the court in The Hague and made to pay for his horrendous
war crimes.

Yesterday, | had the honour of speaking with the consul general of Ukraine and passing on my thoughts
and love, not only for his family but for all Ukrainian families, be they here, in Scotland, or back in their homes
in Ukraine. | made a commitment—one that | know is shared by everyone in the chamber—that we will always
stand by the people of Ukraine, that they have our resolute support, and that we will not rest until they can
live in the democracy, peace, justice and freedom that they deserve. [Applause.]

12:06

Gillian Mackay (Central Scotland) (Green): Today, we recognise four years of Ukrainians’ brave
resistance of Russia’s illegal and immoral aggression. Putin’s war has caused immense suffering and
displacement, leaving tens of thousands—if not hundreds of thousands—dead, with civilians paying a heavy
price.

From the very beginning, this Parliament and the people of Scotland have stood in solidarity with Ukraine
and its people. Families all over our country have opened their hearts and doors, welcoming Ukrainians into
their homes and communities. | am hugely proud of the unwavering unity that we have shown and that we
must continue to show. Scotland and Europe must continue standing by Ukraine and its people, particularly
when the White House is threatening to walk away. [Applause.]

12:06

Alex Cole-Hamilton (Edinburgh Western) (LD): Over last year's Easter recess, Paul Sweeney and |
joined the Mighty Convoy charity in delivering seven ambulances overland to armed forces in Ukraine for
immediate use on the front line. What struck us both was the proximity, because the front line is just three
tanks of diesel away from here.

What also struck us was that the country is trying, and succeeding, to live as normal a life as possible.
There is no rationing and the burrito shacks are still offering happy hour. However, we were also given an
air-attack briefing and we saw the graves. The cemeteries around the Greek Orthodox churches of western
Ukraine are swollen with the corpses of the glorious defenders. In central Lviv, a garden not unlike Princes
Street gardens is given over for use as a war cemetery, where flags of the glorious defenders fly as far as the
eye can see. There were three funerals there on the morning of our arrival.
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On this fourth anniversary, | am particularly thinking of our student guide, Sasha, who has since been
drafted and is now serving on the eastern front, and of Father Taras, whom we met in Yavoriv army base. An
army veteran of 10 years, he has never carried a gun but serves on the front line. As we were approaching
holy week, | asked him whether the soldiers came to his services. He said, “No. Mostly, they just want me to
hear their confessions, because they think they are going to die.”

They are fighting for all of us. Glory to Ukraine. Glory to the heroes. [Applause.]

First Minister’s Question Time

12:08
Social Security (Cost)

1. Russell Findlay (West Scotland) (Con): We are blessed to live in a country that provides its people
with the safety net of social security. Any one of us, or our loved ones, might need a helping hand at some
point in our lives.

However, we have a duty as politicians to remind ourselves that that is paid for by taxpayers. Already, £1
of every £7 spent by the Scottish National Party Government is spent on benefits. Does John Swinney think
that that is fair and affordable?

The First Minister (John Swinney): | do believe that it is fair and affordable. The Government successfully
took a budget through Parliament that was passed with the support of members of different persuasions from
across Parliament and that puts in place the resources to enable us to provide the type of support that we all
designed when the social security legislation was passed unanimously. That legislation ensures that people
who require support are treated with dignity, fairness and respect.

Russell Findlay: John Swinney has just said that his benefits spending is fair and affordable. It is neither.
Hard-working Scots who are struggling with the cost of living are already forced to pay £1.8 billion more each
year in SNP income tax. That is £1.8 billion more than they would pay if they did the same job for the same
wage elsewhere in the United Kingdom. That is the only reason why John Swinney can fund his benefits
spending, and it is going to get worse.

A new report from the Scottish Fiscal Commission says that 1 million Scots will be in receipt of benefits by
the end of the decade. At the same time, 1 million Scots will be paying income tax at the higher rate of 42p
or more. Does John Swinney think that that is fair and affordable?

The First Minister: | think that the Government's approach in its budget and in its social security
expenditure is fair and affordable. What the Government is doing in relation to cost of living support, for
example, has a whole variety of different elements to it. It results in people in Scotland paying lower council
tax, on average, than people in other parts of the United Kingdom. It results in the abolition of peak rail fares,
which means that, if a person is a commuter between Edinburgh and Glasgow, their travel costs have been
halved as a consequence of the Government’s action. [Interruption.]

| hear a Conservative member talk about rural areas. The Government is piloting a £2 bus fare cap in the
Highlands and Islands, and | heard on my visit to Shetland that it is going down fantastically well as a measure
to support the cost of living.

Of course, if people live in Scotland, they also have access to the social contract, which means that they
do not pay prescription charges, they do not pay for personal care and they do not pay for tuition fees—as
we have heard this week, the whole issue of student debt in the United Kingdom is becoming such a significant
issue, but people living in Scotland do not pay tuition fees in Scotland.

I think that the Government has got the balance right in asking people on higher incomes to pay slightly
more in taxation. Of course, the majority of taxpayers in Scotland pay less in taxation than they would pay if
they lived in other parts of the United Kingdom and they get access to the social contract, which protects
people from the rises in the cost of living.

Russell Findlay: No one is asked to pay more tax—they are forced to pay more tax. This Government
should get people off benefits and into work, because that is how we improve people’s lives. Instead, the SNP
hammers workers and businesses to pay for its expensive benefits.

It is going to get even more unfair and even more unaffordable. An SNP Government report wants more
people to qualify for adult disability payment, which already accounts for more than half of all benefits
spending in Scotland. Astonishingly, that report even says that those whose condition is not serious enough
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to qualify should be paid the benefit. Implementing that report would add another £1 billion to the SNP’s
already bloated benefits bill. Does John Swinney think that that is fair and affordable?

The First Minister: The Government has not taken any decisions about those particular issues.

What this exchange highlights, once again, is that Russell Findlay has come into this Parliament to go after
disabled people in our country and to undermine their quality of life. [Interruption.]

The Presiding Officer: Thank you, members.

The First Minister: | am very pleased to put on the record that, while Russell Findlay goes after the benefits
of disabled people, my Government will stand shoulder to shoulder with disabled people in our society and
support them in their journey into employment and into activity. | simply point out—{[Interruption.]

The Presiding Officer: Let us hear one another.

The First Minister: | simply point out to Russell Findlay that the Government’s budget, which was passed
yesterday, contains significant support for employability schemes to enable people to access the labour
market. That is what | want people to do to help us to reduce child poverty, which is already falling in our
society. Of course, Scotland, under an SNP Government, has significantly lower unemployment than other
parts of the United Kingdom do. That is because this Government delivers for the people of our country.

Russell Findlay: The First Minister is doing what he always does—resorting to nonsense smears—
because he is in a state of complete and utter denial. [Interruption.]

The Presiding Officer: Let us hear Mr Findlay.

Russell Findlay: This entire place is in a state of denial. The SNP, the Greens, the Lib Dems, Labour and
Reform think that they can keep spending more money and giving more benefits while expecting Scottish
workers and businesses to keep paying for it. We cannot—we just cannot.

The Scottish Conservatives know that we must reduce the benefits bill so that we can cut taxes to help
people pay their bills, yet the SNP’s deeply irresponsible budget does absolutely nothing whatsoever to
address its benefits time bomb. John Swinney should be honest for a change. He should tell the public which
taxes he will raise and which services he will cut to pay for his benefits bill.

The First Minister: If | needed any lessons on how to smear people, | would take them from Russell
Findlay, who does it every single week in the chamber.

In the budget yesterday—which, of course Russell Findlay could not support—there was investment for
employability schemes to get people off benefits and into employment, which is what he is asking for, but he
could not even bring himself to vote for the budget yesterday.

Russell Findlay comes here with empty rhetoric about delivering tax cuts without telling us what services
are going to be cut as a consequence. [Interruption.]

The Presiding Officer: Let us hear one another.

The First Minister: To reassure Russell Findlay and the Conservatives about the situation that we find
ourselves in, | say that the Government asked the credit rating agencies to assess Scotland’s position, and
what did they tell us? They told us that we have prudent fiscal management here in Scotland. That is what
you get with an SNP Government.

Queen Elizabeth University Hospital

2. Anas Sarwar (Glasgow) (Lab): For years, families have been searching for answers to the Queen
Elizabeth university hospital scandal. As everyone in the Parliament now knows, the hospital was opened
before it was safe and, as a result, children and adults died. John Swinney said that the Government first
knew about problems at the hospital in March 2018, but, even after that date, the Government denied the
scale of the problem.

Although there has been understandable focus on the lives lost, many others were harmed. Prophylaxis
drugs, which are powerful anti-infection drugs, are typically used for short periods, but many children at the
hospital were prescribed them for prolonged periods—as long as nine months—with side effects. Patients
were told that that was standard treatment and was not connected to the hospital environment. Why were
they lied to?

The First Minister (John Swinney): Mr Sarwar has raised an important issue about clinical care for
children in the Queen Elizabeth university hospital. The inquiry that the Government set up, under the
leadership of Lord Brodie, is designed to provide families with answers on that material issue. | am not a
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clinician, but | accept that clinical judgments will be made in the care of individuals. The inquiry that the
Government established into the Queen Elizabeth university hospital is designed to provide families with the
answers that they deserve. That is why the Government set up the inquiry. | want to ensure that Lord Brodie
has every opportunity to provide his answers on that question.

Anas Sarwar: There is a group of victims whose story has not been told enough so far. Those families
believe that their children have been left with lifelong debilitating conditions as a result of prolonged use of
those drugs due to infection risks that were caused by the hospital environment.

| want to share some of those cases today. All of them took place after March 2018. Aneeka’s daughter,
Eshaal, who is 9, wakes up most mornings screaming and clutching her stomach in pain; Karen’s son, Caleb,
who is 10, has chronic tummy pains and incontinence issues and struggles to walk; Leann’s son, William,
who is 13, was so sick on those drugs that he burned all the enamel off his teeth; and Charmaine’s daughter,
Paige, who is 9, has pain in her limbs and severe stomach issues, so she cannot go to school. Her parents
told me that there is a culture of cover-ups and that people were playing God with these children’s lives.

| asked the families what they would ask if they were standing here, facing John Swinney. Mark, whose
daughter Charlie, who is 14, has to take regular hormone injections, simply said:

“I would ask John Swinney: how do you sleep at night?”

The First Minister: | cannot give an opinion on the clinical decisions that are offered in individual cases.
What | can do is express my sympathy to the families who are involved, recognise their suffering and provide
them with the reassurance that the inquiry that the Government has established, under the leadership of Lord
Brodie, is designed to capture the evidence and provide answers to those families. Lord Brodie has the remit
to do that. The Government has supported Lord Brodie in the provision of information to ensure that he can
undertake that task, and that is what we expect Lord Brodie to do.

| will always listen with care to the perspectives and interests of families who have been affected by the
national health service, and the circumstances that they face, and | will do all that | can to address their
suffering. That is the commitment that | give to those families.

Anas Sarwar: All the families whose tragic stories | have shared are here today in the Parliament. Each
and every one of the people who are standing right now has spent years having to stand up for themselves
against a system that has misled them and treated them appallingly. There have been cover-ups, secrecy,
misdirection and downright deception, with tragic consequences. They all want the truth about what happened
to their children, and they want no other family to suffer like they have.

John Swinney has twice referred to the public inquiry, but he knows that the public inquiry is not looking at
individual cases and, therefore, cannot give those families the answers that they deserve and are looking for.
Will he commit today to setting up a genuinely independent expert panel, not connected to the health board
or the Government, to look at each of those cases on an individual basis and to allow each of those families
to ask all the questions that they have, so that they can get the answers that they need and, finally, the truth
that they deserve?

The First Minister: | want families who have suffered to get the truth. That is why the Government
established the inquiry into the Queen Elizabeth university hospital, as it was asked to do by the Parliament,
and we have provided the inquiry with all the information that we have done to enable it to undertake its
activities.

Today, | will be meeting families who have been affected by the issues at the Queen Elizabeth university
hospital. | will also be seeing other families in the next couple of weeks, because | am absolutely committed
to making sure that families get the truth.

Mr Sarwar asked me to put in place a process. In all honesty, | have to reserve my position on that until we
get the report from Lord Brodie. The Parliament has asked for a public inquiry to be undertaken and, as First
Minister, | cannot prejudge its outcome. That is the rational thing to do. However, | will consider Mr Sarwar’s
point.

| give candid answers to the Parliament. That is my style as First Minister. That is what | want to do. Having
established a public inquiry, we have to enable that inquiry to take its course. That is the approach that the
Government will take.

I will consider Mr Sarwar’s request, and | will discuss those issues with the families | meet in the next few
weeks.

Childcare (West Lothian Council)
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3. Gillian Mackay (Central Scotland) (Green): High-quality, affordable childcare should not be a luxury in
Scotland, but the current system is not delivering. This week, West Lothian Council voted to cut all funding
for cross-boundary placements, meaning that parents where | live, Falkirk, who use private nurseries in
Linlithgow are set to be hit with a huge unexpected bill.

Parents who have applied for places for their children will be denied them from 1 April and will now have to
find alternative childcare at terrifyingly short notice. Children who are halfway through their current placement
will be forced to move in August. That is an unacceptable level of disruption for young children and families
who were promised funded childcare.

Will the First Minister intervene and help the families who will be impacted? Will his Government provide
an urgent solution to councils cutting funding for cross-boundary childcare?

The First Minister (John Swinney): | have every sympathy with the issue, which gets to the nub of some
of the dilemmas about the delivery of local authority services that the Government has to wrestle with.
Statutory guidance is clear that families accessing cross-boundary placements should be treated on the same
basis as families accessing local provision.

West Lothian Council—which is, | point out, a Labour-led council—is not following the statutory guidance
that is in place. That is a salutary warning to us all about what Labour does when it gets into power.

| want to make sure that people understand the financial circumstances in West Lothian Council. West
Lothian Council will receive an additional 7.8 per cent in its budget compared with its funding for 2025-26,
and the Government is fully funding 1,140 hours of high-quality early learning and childcare.

The Government is limited in what it can do, because local authorities are self-governing organisations. |
simply point out to members that it would be helpful if West Lothian Council could deliver on the commitment,
which we are all signed up to, to provide affordable childcare to individuals in Scotland, so that it does not put
the difficulties that Gillian Mackay raised in front of families in West Lothian and Falkirk.

Gillian Mackay: The Scottish Greens want to deliver free places for every child in Scotland from six months
up, but the Scottish Government is not delivering the current commitment on funded childcare once a child
turns three, which is an issue that we raised with the First Minister ahead of this year’s budget.

Thanks to Scottish Green councillors, Glasgow City Council is now the only local authority left that offers
funded childcare to all children starting the week after a child turns three. Many families elsewhere have to
pay thousands of pounds out of their own pockets while they wait for the start of the next school term.

The Scottish Government promised free childcare at three, but it has not funded it. | appreciate the issues
with councils not passing on the funding, but councils are trying to plug the gap. When will the First Minister
come good on his party’s promise and make sure that childcare in Scotland really is free at three?

The First Minister: Since 2021, the Government has put in place about £1 billion a year to provide 1,140
hours of funded early learning and childcare for all three and four-year-olds. That is the Government’s
commitment. We have set out in the budget proposals other provisions that relate to extending some early
learning and childcare. The Government will have more to say in the coming weeks in relation to other
measures that we are able to take to tackle child poverty.

Adequate funding has been put into the local government settlement to deliver on the Government’s
commitment. This is supposed to be a partnership endeavour, but it does not help when local authorities do
not work collaboratively with the Government to deliver the Parliament’s aspirations.

Transmission Charges (Wind Farms)

4. Michelle Thomson (Falkirk East) (SNP): To ask the First Minister what assessment the Scottish
Government has made of warnings from industry leaders that high transmission charges are making wind
farms in the north of Scotland uncompetitive, including any implications for its work to grow the renewable
energy sector. (S6F-04717)

The First Minister (John Swinney): The current system of transmission charging is wholly unfit for
purpose and unfairly penalises Scottish generators, putting them at a commercial disadvantage and reducing
their viability. The levers to effect change are reserved to the United Kingdom Government, and we have
repeatedly called on it and Ofgem to set out equitable long-term solutions as well as immediate measures to
protect Scottish generators from unfair, high and volatile charges. Furthermore, we have been clear that the
views of Scotland’s renewables sector must be at the heart of any reforms.

Michelle Thomson: The First Minister will have noticed that, this week, Scottish Renewables published a
report setting out the damage that the Labour UK Government’s transmission charging regime is doing to
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Scottish generators. Westminster’s charging regime is fundamentally unfair and hinders renewables projects
in Scotland, and that is happening while Labour’s tax on Scotland’s energy is destroying around 1,000 jobs a
month.

Will the First Minister join me in calling on the UK Government to end the discriminatory transmission
charging regime for existing projects right now? Does he agree that Scotland needs full control over our
energy sector, which, of course, only Scottish independence can bring?

The First Minister: | very much agree that the transition charging regime is hindering renewables projects
in Scotland. It is wholly unfit for purpose and it unfairly penalises Scottish generators. Vast amounts of
renewable energy are being produced in Scotland, and there are many more prospective projects. However,
under the current United Kingdom arrangements, people in Scotland will not get the benefit of the renewable
energy that is being generated. | agree with Michelle Thomson that if Scotland wants to have lower energy
costs for households and businesses, its energy wealth must work for the people of Scotland. That will come
only when Scotland becomes independent.

Tess White (North East Scotland) (Con): Does the First Minister agree with his Cabinet Secretary for
Climate Action and Energy’s comment that, if people do not want pylons, battery storage or other destructive
infrastructure in rural Scotland, they are on the far right? If he does not agree with her, will he apologise for
her disgraceful remark?

The Presiding Officer: First Minister, please answer in relation to the substantive question.

The First Minister: | am interested in Tess White’s comment. Members of the public are free to express
their views on all questions. We all live in a democracy, and we are all free to express the points of view that
we hold. It is important that all opportunities for engagement on any issues in relation to renewables projects
are available to all members of the public through the planning process. That will always remain so.

Lord Advocate’s Role (Separation of Functions)

5. Liam Kerr (North East Scotland) (Con): | refer members to my entry in the register of members’
interests in that | hold a practising certificate as a solicitor.

To ask the First Minister, in light of reported renewed calls over the weekend to end the Lord Advocate’s
dual role, when the Scottish Government will publish its proposals and begin a consultation on separating the
prosecution function from the role of providing legal advice to the Scottish ministers. (S6F-04705)

The First Minister (John Swinney): The law officers operate with integrity and entirely independently of
any other person as they undertake their prosecutorial and investigation of deaths functions and provide legal
advice to ministers. Separating the functions would require legislation by the United Kingdom Parliament. A
draft research paper on the law officers’ roles and functions, which set out factual information, context and
analysis, was produced by the former chief executive of the Scottish Law Commission, Malcolm McMillan.
The paper was subsequently peer reviewed and will be published before the end of the parliamentary session.
Although the Scottish Government is exploring whether any change might be desirable, it considers that the
current position is appropriate.

Liam Kerr: | am pleased that we finally have a publication date for the research, but it is extraordinarily
late, given that Malcolm McMillan’s appointment to do it was more than three years ago. For the sake of the
system’s integrity, for public confidence and to achieve a clear separation of powers, the Lord Advocate’s
dual role must be split, which the Scottish National Party promised to do in its 2021 manifesto. The First
Minister will be pleased to note that Conservative MP John Cooper has tabled a bill in the UK Parliament that
would enable such a split. Will the First Minister instruct Stephen Flynn and the SNP’s MPs to support Mr
Cooper’s bill? If the bill should pass, will the First Minister immediately take the steps required to split the Lord
Advocate’s role?

The First Minister: There are a number of hypothetical elements to that question. However, for me to be
able to fulfil what Mr Kerr has asked of me, | will first have to win the forthcoming election and ensure that |
lead the Government after it. | am glad that Liam Kerr believes that that is exactly what | am going to be doing.

Jamie Greene (West Scotland) (LD): | hope that | say on behalf of the whole chamber that any language
that is used, by anyone in the Parliament or elsewhere, that suggests for a second that the Lord Advocate is
in any way corrupt does a huge disservice to the person who holds that role and to the independence of the
judiciary. We have to put that on the record as MSPs.

Mr Kerr makes a valid point. The issue has been rumbling along for many years. It has been four years
since Mr McMillan was tasked with finding a solution to the conundrum. | have always believed that the dual
role puts the Lord Advocate in an impossible position and that it should have been taken away many years
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ago. If the report is published in the coming weeks, is it likely that we will see some action and resolution to
the issue before the Scottish Parliament election, or is there a risk that the issue could be kicked into the long
grass of the next parliamentary session? | do not think that that would benefit anyone.

The First Minister: The first thing to say is that | very much welcome Mr Greene’s comments about the
language that must be used in Parliament. As | indicated in my original answer, the law officers operate with
integrity and entirely independently of any other person. That is what | believe, and, as | put on the record to
Parliament last week, the Lord Advocate—and, for completeness, the Solicitor General—carry my complete
confidence in being able to exercise those functions on the basis that has been set out.

| noticed yesterday that not all Conservative members support the kind of language that their leader used
in Parliament last week. That is both encouraging and depressing: it is encouraging that members of the
Conservative Party do not agree with their leader and the smears that he was putting out last week, and it is
depressing that the leader of the Conservative Party repeated the contemptible rubbish that he said in
Parliament last week.

On the substantive point that Mr Greene put to me, the issue is about the publication of the research paper.
| have committed that that will be undertaken. Mr Greene knows that parliamentary time is limited between
now and the election. The next session of Parliament will have to consider that issue, but it will be able to do
so with the benefit of the dispassionate research evidence that Malcolm McMillan has produced, which will
be available to inform debate.

There has to be thorough and substantial debate on the issue, because it raises significant constitutional
questions. The issue must be carefully considered by Parliament before it acts. Further, as | highlighted in
response to Mr Kerr’s question, interaction with the United Kingdom Parliament would obviously be required,
because this Parliament does not have the power to amend the Scotland Act in the fashion that Mr Greene’s
proposal would require it to do.

University of Aberdeen (Proposed Strike Action)

6. Mercedes Villalba (North East Scotland) (Lab): To ask the First Minister what the Scottish
Government’s response is to the outcome of the University of Aberdeen UCU ballot, which resulted in 83 per
cent of those voting in support of strike action and 90 per cent in favour of action short of a strike. (S6F-04709)

The First Minister (John Swinney): Although ministers cannot intervene directly, | encourage the
University and College Union and the University of Aberdeen to work constructively to seek a resolution to
the dispute. | am keen that all parties work together to minimise the risk of disruption for students.

My clear expectation is that staff and trade unions are consulted meaningfully on the potential impact of
any measures that would have an effect on the university’s workforce, in line with the fair work principles that
are taken forward by the Government.

Mercedes Villalba: Just two years after strike action was averted, thanks to trade union negotiation, UCU
members at the University of Aberdeen have voted overwhelmingly in support of industrial action. They voted
in defence of their jobs, their workplace and their students’ learning conditions, because, over the past two
years, more than 440 jobs at the university have been lost.

Elsewhere, the University of Dundee has seen more than 500 job losses since July 2024. Strike ballots
have been held at Heriot-Watt University, the University of Strathclyde and the University of Stirling, and a
new ballot opened today in Edinburgh. UCU members are having to fight the same battle, again and again,
up and down the country.

| am pleased to hear the First Minister urging university principals across the country to meet campus
unions. They must listen to their workforce, but what is his Government doing to address the financial crisis
in our higher education sector?

The First Minister: | reiterate the points that | made earlier to Mercedes Villalba. | want to make sure that
there is good dialogue between the university leadership and the trade unions to resolve these issues.

On the financing of universities, the Government has increased the resources that are available to the
university sector through the Scottish budget. We have also increased the budget that is available for colleges.

| welcome the launch of the framework for sustainability and success of Scottish universities, which will
explore options for securing a successful and sustainable future for the world-leading university sector that
we benefit from in Scotland. The Government is fully engaged in that activity.

Kevin Stewart (Aberdeen Central) (SNP): | share the First Minister’'s keenness for all parties to get round
the table to resolve the dispute, so that the impact on students in Aberdeen is minimised.



The rest of this Official Report will be published progressively as soon as the text is available.

Universities received a record sum of funding from the Scottish Government in the budget yesterday—a
budget that, of course, Labour did not vote for—and students in Scotland receive a much more comprehensive
package of support, including paying no tuition fees, than students in England do.

Can the First Minister confirm that the University of Aberdeen should be supporting students? Can he
further set out how students in Scotland are benefiting under the Scottish National Party?

The Presiding Officer: Please answer on the points that relate to the original question, First Minister.

The First Minister: As | indicated in my answers to Mercedes Villalba, | encourage dialogue to resolve this
dispute. The budget demonstrates that the Scottish Government remains firmly committed to the principle
that access to higher education should be based on the ability to learn and not the ability to pay.

The Government's commitment to free tuition ensures that Scottish students studying in Scotland do not
accrue the additional tuition fee debt of potentially more than £28,000 over three years that is owed by their
peers in other parts of the United Kingdom. Any of us observing the debate in the rest of the United Kingdom
can see the punishing burden of tuition fee debt that has been carried by individuals in our society. | am glad
that the leadership and commitment of the SNP Scottish Government have ensured that students in Scotland
are not carrying that burden.

The Presiding Officer: We move to constituency and general supplementary questions.
Sexual Crime Statistics

Pam Gosal (West Scotland) (Con): Crime statistics that were released on Tuesday show that sexual
crime is up by 10 per cent, rape and attempted rape are up by 12 per cent and domestic abuse is up by a
shocking 25 per cent. Those figures are a national humiliation and the result of 19 years of the SNP
Government and its soft-touch approach to justice. Last month, the First Minister refused to support my
Prevention of Domestic Abuse (Scotland) Bill. If he thinks that my bill was unnecessary, what plans does he
have to tackle those despicable statistics?

The First Minister (John Swinney): It is important that | put some context around the points that Pam
Gosal has made. Scotland is a safer place since this Government came to office. Recorded crime is down by
38 per cent since the Government came to office in 2006-07, and it has halved since its peak in 1991. This
country is a safer country but, within that data, there is a rise in a number of elements of sexual crimes and
domestic violence. Some of that is to do with the approach that has been taken, as | set out to Parliament last
week, by the Lord Advocate in making sure that significant progress is made on bringing crimes of violence
against women and girls to the courts with confidence and effective prosecutorial strength, to make sure that
more and more of those cases are prosecuted. | pay tribute to the Lord Advocate for what she has done in
that respect.

With regard to what Ms Gosal said about a soft touch, there are more people serving longer sentences in
Scotland because of the decisions of the Lord Advocate to prosecute and secure convictions on those cases.

Lastly, | am absolutely committed—and | give leadership on this across Government—to make sure that
violence against women and girls is tackled in our country, and that will always be at the heart of my
Government’s steps.

Cervical Cancer Screening (Uptake)

Ruth Maguire (Cunninghame South) (SNP): Colleagues may have read the article in The Herald this
week that gave figures from Public Health Scotland showing that fewer women are attending cervical cancer
checks in Scotland. According to Cancer Research UK, mortality rates for cervical and uterine cancer in the
UK are 47 per cent higher in the most deprived quintile, compared with the least deprived. Percentages and
phrases such as “deprived quintile” seem a bit dehumanising.

What will the Scottish Government do to urgently ensure that all women’s health services are accessible to
women with the most economic and social challenges? Will the First Minister join me in amplifying the
important message that, even when you have had the vaccination for human papillomavirus—HPV—you
must attend screenings when you are invited to them?

The First Minister (John Swinney): Let me begin by saying that Ruth Maguire has, not for the first time,
given very powerful advice to Parliament and to members of the public and women in our society about the
steps that we have to take. | unequivocally reiterate the message that Ruth Maguire has set out to Parliament
and | urge every woman, whether vaccinated or not, to attend their cervical cancer screening.

The uptake of screening is not where we want it to be—Ilet me be open about that with members. There are
complex reasons for that, but we must take steps to deliver services differently to make sure that we improve
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those rates of performance. One of the measures, which will begin this March, is the offering of the first self-
sampling tests, which will be focused on some of the most deprived areas of Scotland.

We have also recently provided funding to three health boards for patient navigators to directly encourage
underscreened individuals to attend screening. We continue to commit £1 million annually to tackle cancer
screening inequalities.

We will be resolute in taking forward those measures. | am grateful to Ruth Maguire for so powerfully putting
this issue on the parliamentary agenda, and | give her the assurance of my commitment and the commitment
of the Cabinet Secretary for Health and Social Care and the Minister for Public Health and Women'’s Health
to ensuring that the progress that Ruth Maguire demands is delivered in the period to come.

Poverty-related Attainment Gap

Paul O’Kane (West Scotland) (Lab): More than a decade ago, a former Scottish National Party First
Minister promised to close the poverty-related attainment gap, and, five years ago, the current First Minister
promised a parliamentary session that was focused on Covid recovery in our schools. This week’s attainment
and initial leaver destination statistics show that he and his Government have failed in that task. The gap
between those from the most and least deprived backgrounds who go on to positive destinations widened
compared with the previous year. The gap in relation to those leaving school with five or more passes at
Scottish credit and qualifications framework level 4 and level 6 also increased compared with both last year
and 2018-19. At all levels, the gap in relation to those leaving with one national, higher or advanced higher
qualification has widened since 2018-19.

Does the First Minister agree that that widening gap does not represent a strong recovery, as his cabinet
secretary appeared to claim? Does he also accept that, after 19 years in charge, his party is nowhere near
close to closing the poverty-related attainment gap?

The First Minister (John Swinney): | recognise that the statistics this week demonstrate that there is
further work to be done. However, what Mr O’Kane puts on the record—not for the first time—is not a complete
demonstration of the picture. Attainment levels are at record highs in literacy and numeracy in Scotland’s
schools. The poverty-related attainment gap across primary and secondary literacy and numeracy is at a
record low in our country. That is a consequence of the Scottish Government’'s commitment to invest in
education. In addition to all that, there were reduced gaps in each of last summer’s national 5, higher and
advanced higher results, as a consequence of the Government’s interventions.

| simply say to Mr O’Kane that, as part of its agenda in the aftermath of Covid, which has been a hugely
disruptive period of our lives in Scotland, the Government is focused on making sure that we support families.
We do that by reducing child poverty, which we, in Scotland, are doing, unlike the rest of the United Kingdom.
We are also putting the resources in the budget to support the closure of the attainment gap.

Yesterday, Mr O’Kane could not bring himself to vote for the Government’s budget and to invest in all those
public services. We will not be deflected by the empty rhetoric of Mr O’Kane and his Labour colleagues.

Energy Bills

Paul McLennan (East Lothian) (SNP): Despite the fanfare from the United Kingdom Government, the
latest energy price cap from the Office of Gas and Electricity Markets will see average energy bills from April
that are almost £400 higher than what the Labour Party promised voters. On the Labour Party’s watch, energy
bills in energy-rich Scotland have soared. That is an inescapable disgrace. Does the First Minister agree that
it is Scotland’s energy, and that only through a fresh start with independence can we build a wealthier, fairer
Scotland where our natural resources mean lower bills for our people?

The First Minister (John Swinney): | do not know whether | heard them properly, but | think that, in
response to Mr McLennan'’s question, members of the Labour Party said from a sedentary position that what
Mr McLennan was saying was not the case. Let me prove them wrong. The Labour Government pledged to
cut bills by £300, but even with the price cap from April, bills will be £73 higher than at the time of the election.
As | frequently have to do in the Parliament, | will provide members with an elementary lesson in arithmetic:
£300 and £73 makes £373, which is rounded up to £400. The Labour Party has failed to deliver on its
commitment to reduce energy bills for the people of Scotland, and it will not be forgiven for any of that.

Paramedic Training

Finlay Carson (Galloway and West Dumfries) (Con): Ambulance technicians in Dumfries and Galloway
have been left without meaningful career progression since the move to a university-only paramedic route,
despite warnings that removing internal pathways would harm recruitment, retention and morale. All
paramedic training now requires attendance at one of a small number of universities, meaning that rural
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technicians travel long distances—often several hours—to reach the nearest campus. The requirement to
physically attend a university leaves technicians in rural areas at a significant disadvantage, worsening the
challenges that rural and remote ambulance stations already face. Will the First Minister commit to reinstating
a supported internal progression route that includes blended or apprentice-style training, so that experienced
technicians can progress while remaining in employment and rural services are no longer left at a
disadvantage? When will you fix that?

The Presiding Officer: Always speak through the chair.

The First Minister (John Swinney): Mr Carson makes a reasonable point. No individual, regardless of
their geography in the country, should be prevented from developing career progression. If that is happening
as a consequence of the changes, | will look into it carefully with the Cabinet Secretary for Health and Social
Care.

Let us take the model of the University of the Highlands and Islands as an example. | saw personally how
it allows members of the public to remain in the communities in which they and their families live while
accessing initial teacher education in the UHI learning environment. Such models can work, and we have to
look at them for paramedics.

| will take that point away so that the health secretary and | can consider it, and the health secretary will
write to Mr Carson about what steps we can take.

Social Care Funding

Jackie Baillie (Dumbarton) (Lab): The Accounts Commission has reported a £450 million gap in funding
for social care in 2014. Fast forward a year, and the gap is a staggering £562 million. That is simply not
sustainable, and it has a devastating effect on vulnerable people and their families. Overnight support is being
removed from disabled people, respite care is being slashed and care packages for older people are simply
not available, leading to a spike in delayed discharge. The First Minister said earlier that he stood with disabled
people. Does he not think that that is the height of hypocrisy, when it is his Government that is slashing their
care packages?

The First Minister (John Swinney): | find that a very odd point for Jackie Baillie to advance, because her
party tried to remove the voices of disabled people from integrated joint boards when their inclusion was a
policy commitment of the Scottish Government. The Government is putting increased resources into the
health service and local authorities. As a consequence, social care should be effectively funded. Jackie Baillie
could not bring herself to vote for the Government’s budget yesterday, so this is just more posturing, more
empty rhetoric and more of the same from the Labour Party, which lets the people of Scotland down, including
people with disabilities.

GP Walk-in Centres

Emma Harper (South Scotland) (SNP): This week, the First Minister set out plans for a further 15 general
practitioner walk-in centres across Scotland, in both rural and urban areas, including in my region, in
Stranraer. Meanwhile, waiting times have fallen for eight months in a row, as we start to see our national
health service turn a corner. For some unknown reason, the Labour Party opposes GP walk-in centres and
wants to rip up the GP contract, with Anas Sarwar’s half-baked plans being referred to as

“flailing election hopes on life support”.

Does the First Minister agree that the Labour Party’s opposition to GP walk-in centres shows that it has no
ambition for our NHS and is completely out of ideas?

The Presiding Officer: | ask members to remember that questions should be on matters of devolved
responsibility. [Interruption.] Mr Stephen Kerr, | had not asked you to contribute to this discussion, so please
resist the temptation to do so.

The First Minister (John Swinney): Speaking in relation to my responsibilities, | am very pleased that we
have announced plans for 16 walk-in GP centres, and there are more to come. When | was in Shetland on
Tuesday, there was a very warm welcome for the proposals that | have put in place. The announcement in
Wester Hailes a few weeks ago was also warmly welcomed. The only people who seem to be disappointed
about the Scottish Government tackling the 8 am rush are members of the Labour Party, because the
Government is offering solutions where the Labour Party offers absolutely nothing.

Alongside that, | am very pleased that, as | promised the people of Scotland, long waits continue to fall,
and they have done so for eight months in a row. The public can be assured that the NHS is safe in the
Scottish National Party’s hands and that the SNP is delivering for the national health service in Scotland.
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The Presiding Officer: That concludes First Minister's question time. Our next item of business is a
members’ business debate in the name of Roz McCall. There will be a short suspension to allow people to
leave the chamber and the public gallery.

12:54
Meeting suspended.

12:56
On resuming—

Childcare Support for Parents

The Deputy Presiding Officer (Annabelle Ewing): The next item of business is a members’ business
debate on motion S6M-20786, in the name of Roz McCall, on improved childcare support for parents. The
debate will be concluded without any questions being put. | invite members who wish to speak in the debate
to press their request-to-speak button. | remind members that we will resume business at 2 pm and that we
must allow sufficient time for staff to come and clear the chamber. Therefore, | expect members to stick to
the speaking time that they have signed up to.

Motion debated,

That the Parliament believes that providing childcare support to parents not only supports the family unit but also helps to
grow Scotland’s economy by encouraging more parents back into the workforce; understands that families in Mid Scotland and
Fife, and across the country, still struggle to find affordable, flexible and accessible childcare; praises the work of organisations
such as Pregnant Then Screwed, which have campaigned to improve childcare provision across the UK; notes that its 2024
State of the Nation Survey concluded that around four in five parents (83.7%) found that childcare costs are the same as or more
than their income, and that 71% of mothers and 50% of fathers say that it does not make financial sense for them to work;
understands that its 2026 survey is due to conclude, with findings to be published in due course; further understands that the
Scottish Government’s Early Learning and Childcare expansion programme evaluation strategy has assessed the impact of the
expansion of provision covering the period 2018-25, and that it expects to publish its findings in early 2026, and notes the view
that the Parliament should have the opportunity to scrutinise this important review before the end of the current parliamentary
session.

12:56

Roz McCall (Mid Scotland and Fife) (Con): | thank members from across the chamber for supporting my
motion to allow this debate to take place. It is on a really important issue, and | am delighted that we have a
chance to debate it in the final few weeks of the parliamentary session.

The motion speaks to two connected truths with which we can all agree: childcare strengthens families,
which strengthens Scotland’s economy. Providing childcare is not simply a social policy; it is an economic
lever. When parents are able to access affordable, flexible and accessible childcare, they are better able to
return to work, increase their hours or pursue training and career progression, which supports household
income, reduces financial pressures and contributes to national productivity.

Every parent who is able to re-enter employment because childcare is available represents greater
economic participation and greater financial stability for their family, but families in Mid Scotland and Fife and
across the country continue to tell us that affordable and flexible childcare can be difficult to find. Availability
does not always align with working patterns, provision does not always match demand and costs remain a
significant barrier.

That is why the work of organisations such as Pregnant Then Screwed deserves our recognition. Through
campaigning and evidence gathering, Pregnant Then Screwed has ensured that the lived experience of
parents is heard in policy debates across the UK. Its 2026 state-of-the-nation survey produced sobering
findings. Two thirds of mothers said that childcare costs are the same as or more than their income, and more
than half of mothers stated that, after paying for childcare, it does not make financial sense for them to work.
Those are shocking statistics.

Too many families need both parents working to ensure that they have a roof over their head, heat in their
homes and food on their table. Working simply to afford the childcare that allows them to return to work does
not provide that security. When the majority of mothers say that employment does not pay once childcare is
factored in, we must ask ourselves whether the system is truly delivering for families. With 50 per cent of
fathers expressing the same concern, we see that it is a widespread societal issue and not a gender-based
one.
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Itis in that context that | will be clear about where we stand. The Scottish Conservatives are committed to
building a country that supports working families from the very start. We believe that no parent should be
forced to choose between financial stability and staying at home simply because affordable childcare is out
of reach. When parents tell us that it does not make financial sense for them to work, that is a signal that the
system is not functioning as it should. Work should provide security, independence and opportunity, not place
families under greater strain.

That is why we have proposed the introduction of means-tested childcare from the age of nine months. The
purpose is straightforward: to support parents, to ensure that every child has the best possible start in life and
to unlock workforce potential in order to reduce poverty. Many young children respond and develop well when
nurtured at home by their parents, but whether to do that is a choice that families should be able to make if
they can afford to do so. Too many families are forced into a different position and put under financial pressure,
because it is not possible for them to balance the cost of childcare with returning to work. By targeting support
to those who need it most, we can ease the financial pressures on families, support parents who wish to
return to employment and strengthen Scotland’s economy at the same time.

Another issue lies in the inflexibility of the system. It is pointless to offer state-paid childcare if parents
cannot access it at the hours that work for them. Being told by the local authority that the hours offered are,
to all intents and purposes, a take-it-or-leave-it situation makes it completely unmanageable. That is why we
propose to change the payment delivery system to ensure that money actually follows the child. Our system
would ensure that parents can directly select the childcare offering in their area that best suits their needs,
timings and availability. That might be a private nursery or a childminder but, in many cases, it could still be
the local authority nursery. That would allow real choice for parents.

The motion notes that Pregnant Then Screwed’s 2026 survey has just concluded, with its findings to be
published. Those findings are important. They will provide updated evidence on whether families think that
progress has been made or whether pressures persist. At the same time, the Scottish Government’s early
learning and childcare expansion programme evaluation strategy has been assessing the impact of expanded
provision, covering the period from 2018 to 2025. We are still waiting for the findings from that—I believe that
they are coming out in early 2026, but we are rapidly running out of time.

That evaluation represents a significant opportunity. The expansion of early learning and childcare has
been one of the most substantial public policy commitments in recent years, and it is right that we examine
the outcome carefully. Has it reduced the cost burden on families? Has it improved flexibility? Has it supported
workforce participation as intended? Has it delivered consistency across the regions and communities? |
would say that it has not.

The Parliament should have the opportunity to scrutinise that important review before the end of the current
parliamentary session. That is not about scoring points; it is about accountability and improvement. If childcare
support is to fulfil its dual role to support the family unit and strengthen Scotland’s economy, we must ensure
that policy is grounded in evidence and open to examination.

Families in Mid Scotland and Fife, and across Scotland, deserve a childcare system that works for modern
working lives. They deserve transparency about the impact of public investment and a Parliament that is
willing to engage seriously with the data. The motion asks simply that we recognise both the economic and
social importance of childcare, acknowledge the concerns raised by parents and commit to doing something
about it.

15:03

Christine Grahame (Midlothian South, Tweeddale and Lauderdale) (SNP): | thank Roz McCall for
securing this debate. It is important to see how the ELC system is working and how it can be improved.

It is worth remarking in passing that, in Scotland, ELC is free to all parents and carers of three to four-year-
olds, whereas in England it is means tested. The basic test is whether parents and carers take up the extra
hours of funded ELC—I know that there are some practical difficulties; | do not have time to get into them, but
| agree that there are some, across various councils—and what improvement that contributes to the wellbeing
and development of the children, to the family and to the economy. The policy also saves parents and carers
about £6,000 per child annually.

The 2022 ELC parents survey found that 74 per cent of parents of three to five-year-olds mentioned that it
had enabled them to work or look for work, and 71 per cent said that they were able

“to think about what they may do in the future”.

Overall, take-up of funded ELC among three and four-year-olds was 97 per cent in 2023. | understand from
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the Scottish Parliament information centre that, to date, it is about 100,000 per cent—I do not mean 100,000
per cent; | mean 100 per cent. What was | thinking?

However, in 2025, the estimated uptake for two-year-olds was 55 per cent, which represented a small
decrease on previous years. The 2022 ELC parents survey found that two-year-olds were less likely to access
the full 1,140 hours than older children. Access for two-year-olds is means tested—parents require to receive
certain benefits, such as income support or universal credit. There appears to be an issue with parents’
awareness of the availability of that provision, which | hope that the minister will address when she sums up
the debate. Currently, the Scottish Government provides about £1 billion per year in funding for ELC.

The Covid-19 pandemic had a profound impact on the lives of families in Scotland, and there is growing
evidence from a range of research studies that suggests—unsurprisingly—that many young children and their
families have been negatively affected. The benefits that are provided by ELC are extra; they do not come on
their own. We cannot assess the benefits of ELC on their own. There are other interventions, such as the
Scottish child payment, which helps low-income families with children under 16. Each child under 16 gets
£27.15 per week, which will rise to £28.20 from 1 April. There is no limit on the number of children in a family
who can get that payment. The Scottish child payment also helps families and carers. In fact, it supports 5,785
children in the Borders and 6,320 children in Midlothian.

Roz MccCall: | recognise what the member is saying, but that is not helping parents right now. How can we
support parents to access that childcare?

Christine Grahame: The point that | am making is that three and four-year-olds do not benefit only from
free nursery education. There are lots of other supports for children, especially for those of families that face
economic pressures. In this short debate, | do not have time to address the practicalities that | have
encountered, such as Edinburgh nurseries charging people from Midlothian. The member was quite right to
raise that issue, and the First Minister addressed that.

We have other new funding. There is the national breakfast club provision and the expansion of after-school
clubs. There is also the best start funding. In the Borders, 6,130 families have received best start grants and
food payments. That is worth more than £3.4 million.

| say to Roz McCall that it is right that we assess the benefits of ELC, but it is difficult to disaggregate the
benefits of ELC from those of the other support that is available to families. | would like to know how we might
do that. There are pressures on how ELC is delivered—that is a separate issue, which relates to competing
pressures in councils. It is difficult to disaggregate the wellbeing benefits of ELC from the benefits of other
support. In this short debate, | have been able only to take a glance at the issue.

13:07

Meghan Gallacher (Central Scotland) (Con): | declare an interest: | sit on the advisory board of Pregnant
Then Screwed.

| come to this debate not as a member of the Parliament but as a parent. Last year, my daughter began
her 1,140 hours of funded childcare. Like many parents, | was grateful for that support. If it works, it makes a
difference. It can ease the burden, and it may allow families to breathe a little bit easier when it comes to their
finances.

However, | have also experienced the first-hand reality behind the policy headline, which comes down to
the fact that, every month, parents face the dreaded calculation about whether they can afford to have children
and be in employment at the same time. | have done my own sums for my daughter. If she happened to be
at nursery full time, the costs would be just short of £1,000 per month. That is nearly £12,000 a year for just
one child. That is not a small household bill; it is the equivalent of a second mortgage payment every month.

Even once the 1,140 hours are available, the challenge for parents does not disappear, because, on its
own, the availability of funded hours does not guarantee flexibility or choice, as my colleague Roz McCall
rightly highlighted. Like many parents, my husband and | have sat round the kitchen table researching
nurseries and childminders and asking the same questions. Does it open early enough? Does it cover school
holidays? What happens if our work meetings run late? What happens if we do not finish work until after 6
o’clock at night? Can we juggle more than one care setting? Who will fill in for the drop-offs and the pick-ups?

That is the practical reality of modern life for working parents. Across Scotland, parents are juggling shift
patterns, commuting times and the part-time roles that have been stitched together just to make ends meet.
They are also making complex spreadsheets to work out whether, financially, they can stay in employment.
That is why we are seeing many parents reducing their hours—it is not because they want to; it is because
childcare structures leave them with no alternative.
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The work of Pregnant Then Screwed has consistently shown that childcare costs are pushing parents,
particularly women, out of the labour market. Some are delaying having children, and others are deciding
against growing their family entirely because the numbers simply do not stack up. There is too much month
left at the end of the money.

Christine Grahame: | am trying to be helpful. Does the member think that remote working, which is not
available to everybody, has helped to build in some flexibility for parents?

Meghan Gallacher: | remember that, during the gender recognition reform debate, | broke my maternity
leave because it was important to me to vote on the issue. | had Charlotte in one arm and | was trying to vote
with the other hand. It can work, but not in all circumstances, although | take Christine Grahame’s point.

Pregnant Then Screwed has announced its latest state-of-the-nation report, which is important to what
comes next in terms of our childcare settings. It says that 66.1 per cent of childcare costs are the same or
more than the parents’ income, and 34.5 per cent of those who responded found themselves agreeing with
the statement “l often find myself choosing between paying for childcare and household essentials”. That
shows that something is broken in the system.

We need to reflect on the policies that we have spoken about in this chamber. In 2023, the Scottish National
Party made a commitment to expand funded childcare from nine months onwards. That never materialised
and we do not know what happened to the pilot programmes. That lack of ambition has prevented us from
pushing forward.

We need to be honest about delivery. My experience shows that choice and flexibility matter for parents.
That is why we need to look at the private, voluntary and independent sector and at what is not working right
now.

Presiding Officer, | know that | need to finish, but this is not a niche policy area for me. Parents sit at the
kitchen table, working out affordability, every single week. They tour nurseries, asking about hours and
flexibility. They worry about job stability and providing for their children. We owe it to them to do better than
broken promises, better than half-hearted ambition and better than a system in which going to work leaves
families barely breaking even.

Childcare will be an election priority for parents in May—

The Deputy Presiding Officer: Ms Gallacher, you are over your time. | move on to Davy Russell. |
indicated to members that we are under time constraints today. Please speak to your allotted time.

13:12

Davy Russell (Hamilton, Larkhall and Stonehouse) (Lab): | thank Roz McCall for bringing the debate to
the chamber.

Childcare is a matter dear to my heart. | am a grandpa, and my grandson is lucky that, as well as mum and
dad, he has grannies and grandpas—and great-grannies and great-grandpas—to fill the gap from time to
time. It is also a matter that comes up regularly in our caseloads.

The question at the heart of the motion is whether funded childcare can be a net contributor to the Scottish
economy. Nobody questions whether free public education for all is a valuable or necessary step for our
economy, and if that level of provision was adopted in early years childcare policy, perhaps we would not
question that either. The career benefit to parents is hard to calculate, but, depending on the number of
children that someone chooses to have, the lack of childcare provision in Scotland could cost them four, five
or six years of their salary over their career, not to mention the detrimental effect on promotions and pension
contributions.

We must be cognisant that the burden falls primarily on women now and in later life. There are long-term
impacts of having a parent leave work. It is harder to save on one income, and as has been said people have
to make conscious decisions when they are paying for kids. There is a strong correlation between someone,
as a child, having a parent who was not in work and that person growing up and not being at work.

Expanding funded childcare—

The Deputy Presiding Officer: Mr Russell, | am sorry to interrupt you, but could you please move your
microphone up? Thank you.

Davy Russell: | am sorry. Where were we?

There is a long-term impact when a parent has to leave work. It is harder to save on one income and non-
working parents pay rent or mortgage interest for far longer than they would have done if they were working.
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Childcare makes a big difference to ending generational poverty. | have a few cases from new mums in my
inbox at present. Some can choose to go back to work, but if someone does not earn enough, they do not
have a choice, because they just cannot afford childcare. They feel that the Government is playing a game of
chicken with them. Sometimes they blink and pay the childcare costs themselves; sometimes they do not
blink and leave their jobs for three, four or five years, which means that the Government loses the income tax
that they would otherwise have paid during that time. According to Pregnant Then Screwed, the Scottish
economy loses out 71 per cent of the time for mums and 51 per cent of the time for dads.

There is much more to say on the matter, including about the cognitive development of toddlers, who benefit
from professional enrichment and from mixing with others. It is obvious that the most common response from
parents is not to swallow the cost of childcare themselves or to decide not to work, but to choose not to have
children. Scotland’s fertility rate should be 2.1, but it is 1.2 at the moment, which does not bode well for the
future. We are stacking up problems and will be looking to fewer people to sustain an ever more costly welfare
system in the future.

Many Governments are choosing to act on the issue, but Scotland is not one of them, which is an
unfortunate and sad state of affairs.

13:16
Gillian Mackay (Central Scotland) (Green): | thank Roz McCall for her motion and for this debate.

We have heard from parents up and down the country not only about how expensive childcare is but about
how difficult it is to find a place and how inflexible the hours are. At the heart of the issue must be a recognition
that the world has changed since those of us here were little. The days of being able to survive, let alone
thrive, on one income are gone and parents must go to work to provide. We also often live further from family
members and the so-called village feels distant from many young families. The constant pull between
providing for wee ones and being there and present for them is exhausting.

We have heard much from families about how difficult it can be to find a place. We recently experienced
with our son Callan how much of a rush there is to find any childcare, let alone the right childcare. We are
extremely lucky to have a wonderful childminder lined up to look after him, but trying to find a place was pretty
wild. As first-time parents living outside a major city, we thought, perhaps naively, that getting a place would
be relatively easy, but several nurseries had no spaces and childminders had long waiting lists.

We must ensure that the mix of childcare across the sector meets the demands of parents and children
across Scotland and that places are of high quality and deliver learning opportunities that allow children to
flourish. There must be high-quality jobs that value the expertise of those who work in the sector, and we
must provide further development opportunities as we look to expand funded hours.

Childcare is an investment in the next generation, but it also supports women back into the workplace. |
have friends who have two small children and have spaced them in age so that they will have some funded
hours for their older child by the time their second maternity leave ends. Despite that, they will still pay the
best part of £2,000 in childcare. No one should be paying so much and funded hours should not be serving
as a family planning mechanism.

Scottish Greens want to establish a simple, universal and free childcare guarantee so that all children in
Scotland have access to funded childcare hours from the age of six months and until they start school. We
want to extend the 1,140 hours of funded childcare to all two-year-olds in Scotland as soon as possible, with
provision starting from the Monday after their second birthday. That should be a priority during the first half of
the next session of Parliament. Following that, we want to expand funded childcare for all children aged six
months to two years, with the aim of providing a universal 570 hours of funded childcare by the end of the
next session of Parliament. That will be accompanied by capital funding to expand the number of places
available to meet that increased demand, and there will be significant investment in the workforce to ensure
that we have well-trained staff.

We will also ensure that the increase in funded hours enables greater flexibility in childcare provision so
that parents can access the childcare that they are entitled to. That includes delivering more wraparound care
to suit existing work and school patterns, increasing flexibility in council-run nurseries—in particular, to
accommodate shift workers—and reviewing and expanding childcare models. [Interruption.]

The Deputy Presiding Officer: The member will shortly conclude her speech.

Gillian Mackay: Other things that we need to resolve include the issue that | raised at First Minister’s
question time on cross-boundary placements. It is not an easy picture, but | hope that, given the consensus
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across the chamber, we can make progress on the issue in the next session. | again thank Roz McCall for
securing the debate.

13:21

Tim Eagle (Highlands and Islands) (Con): |, too, congratulate Roz McCall on securing the debate. It is
interesting to hear, from across the chamber, about situations that | found myself in years ago. | am lucky in
having three children, the youngest of whom is now 10, so the immediate, early years of childcare have gone;
I am now just a waiter to my youngest, who, as he watches TV in the morning, looks at me and asks what
sort of continental breakfast | will provide. [Laughter.] That is what he wants. However, | remember those
early days.

| do not think that my wife and | really thought about it. We decided to have children, looked out a pram, a
cot and everything else, then suddenly thought, “Hang on a minute, what do we do with this child when we
go to work?” That child needed us. They do not need me so much any more, but they were following me to
the toilet every day—to wherever | went. Suddenly, we needed to know, “Where am | going with this child?” |
had not thought about it.

It might have been naivety on the part of my wife and me, but not until that point did we realise—suddenly—
the importance of childcare. That is why | agree with a lot of the points that were made by Gillian Mackay,
Meghan Gallacher and Davy Russell. Childcare is so important. We no longer live in an age in which one
parent can stay at home all the time. By the way, it is important that, if a family wants to do that, the
Government should try to facilitate it, because looking after children is incredibly important. However,
childcare is incredibly important, too.

| was privileged to chair the children and young people’s services committee in Moray Council when the
early learning and childcare extension came in. | give credit to the Government for that, because it was a
really good thing to do. We in Moray Council tried our best to make sure that local authority providers as well
as private providers had the capacity to deliver across the area.

Unfortunately, however, it did not work. Although great stuff is now going on in Moray, there are pockets
across most of our communities—particularly in the most remote rural patches—where provision is not
happening. That causes complexities and leads to significant financial difficulties, on which Meghan Gallacher
touched at length.

| remember that one of my first conversations with Roz McCall was on this subject, and we have had several
conversations since then. | am not an expert. | have been to events that were organised by Pregnant Then
Screwed, which is doing fantastic work. If I am lucky enough to come back after the election, | will continue
to support everything that it does, everything that Roz McCall does and everything that anybody else does
on this.

All that | wanted to say today, and the reason that | wanted to speak, is that | have lived and breathed the
subject myself. We still live and breathe it, even though my children are older. My wife and | are still battling
with part-time and full-time hours to work out who is at home when the children get home from school, for
example.

The subject should be absolutely at the forefront of the mind of the next Government, whoever its members
are.

The Deputy Presiding Officer: | call the Minister for Children, Young People and The Promise, Natalie
Don-Innes, to respond to the debate for up to seven minutes.

13:23

The Minister for Children, Young People and The Promise (Natalie Don-Innes): Seven minutes is not
enough time in which to deal with all the points that have been raised, but | am more than happy to follow up
with members after the debate. | thank members from across parties for taking part in it and Roz McCall for
bringing it to the chamber.

I, too, recognise the hard work and dedication of our partners in delivering high-quality childcare across
Scotland. The Government remains absolutely committed to developing an accessible and affordable
childcare system that meets families’ needs and supports our mission to eradicate child poverty.

We have already come a long way. Our commitment to supporting children and families is evident in our
continued investment of £1 billion per year to deliver 1,140 funded hours of high-quality ELC for all three and



The rest of this Official Report will be published progressively as soon as the text is available.

four-year-olds, eligible two-year-olds and five-year-olds who have deferred. We remain the only part of the
UK to provide that offer regardless of the working status of parents.

That offer is saving parents £6,000 a year, so for Meghan Gallacher to say that it is a half-hearted ambition
does not do justice to the system that we have at the moment. However, | do not overlook the fact that the
system does not work for everyone, and | want to get to a place where it does.

Meghan Gallacher: To clarify, my point was not about the funding that the Government has putin. In 2023,
the Government promised to expand childcare from the age of nine months, but nothing has materialised.
That is the half-hearted ambition.

Natalie Don-Innes: | will come on to that point, but it is not the case that nothing has materialised; a lot
has materialised.

| know that families are still facing challenges. Last year, | met Pregnant Then Screwed to discuss the
impacts that a lack of childcare can have on parents, who want the flexibility that increased childcare can
offer. The Government is sensitive to those challenges.

Alongside our funded 1,140 offer, we are exploring ways to expand the provision of childcare through our
early adopter communities programme. We are also delivering wraparound school-age childcare services to
families who are most at risk of living in poverty.

We recognise that one of the most effective ways of tackling poverty is to enable parents and carers to
enter sustainable work. Through our no one left behind approach, parents receive parental employability
support from a dedicated key worker, which includes one-to-one tailored support to help to reduce barriers to
employment. Since April 2020, more than 99,000 people have started to receive that support, of whom more
than 30,000 were parents.

In addition, our investments to deliver funded wraparound school-age childcare in some of Scotland’s most
deprived communities demonstrate the ability of expanded access to childcare to support the Government’s
priorities of tackling child poverty and achieving economic growth.

More than 7,000 children and families who are most at risk of living in poverty are benefiting from funded
or subsidised school-age childcare activities and related services through our investment in the early adopter
communities programme, the extra time programme and the access to childcare fund. We are seeing positive
outcomes from those programmes.

Improved outcomes for children are also being reported from people being able to access a range of
activities that support physical and mental health. In 2026-27, we will continue to invest more than £5.5 million
in our extra time programme. We will also invest an extra £2.5 million to test the delivery of a wider after-
school activities offer for primary school children.

Roz McCall: | whole-heartedly accept all the points that the minister is making about where the Government
has spent money. However, will she accept that, if that spending was working, two thirds of parents would
not be questioning why they are working just to earn enough to put their children through childcare?

Natalie Don-Innes: | understand that things are not working for everybody, but the point of the investment
is to improve things. As | have laid out, increased investment year on year is leading to improvements for
parents, although | appreciate that we have further to go.

Several issues came up in the debate, and | will try to address them in turn. | whole-heartedly understand
the point that Gillian Mackay raised about early start dates. | will set out a bit of information and then give
members an indication of where | think that we should go next.

Arrangements for when children become eligible for funded ELC are set out in the Provision of Early
Learning and Childcare (Specified Children) (Scotland) Order 2014. Those arrangements are intended to
enable small groups of children to start at phased points, which makes the system more manageable, and
many local authorities are going above and beyond that. However, it is extremely disappointing that decisions
are being made to reduce local flexibility, and the Government will need to consider that in the next
parliamentary session.

That sits alongside some of the issues that were raised earlier about cross-boundary provision. Statutory
guidance sets out that, where possible, children who receive their funded hours in a setting that is outside the
local authority in which they reside should be treated on the same basis as those who access provision in
their own local authority area. However, there is not a specific statutory duty to make ELC available to children
who reside in different authority areas.
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| want all families across Scotland to benefit from the ambition that we have jointly set out with our local
government partners in guidance on the funding follows the child approach. As | said, it is extremely
concerning to hear of local decisions that are reported to reduce flexibility, choice and provider sustainability,
and that will need to be considered in the next parliamentary session.

| hear what members are saying about affordability and, again, | hope that what | have set out today shows
that the Government is trying to improve that. One issue around affordability that concerns me greatly is that,
as we know, many families find it incredibly difficult to access the childcare benefit support that they need and
to which they are currently entitled. We know, for example, that the uptake of universal childcare benefit in
Scotland is very low, which means that many families who could have up to 85 per cent of their childcare
costs covered are not currently accessing that support. Statistics show that those benefits are being taken up
in only around 11 per cent of universal credit households. The same goes for tax-free childcare; it looks as if
that is taken up by around 21 per cent of the total population requiring childcare. There is money available
that is not being utilised, and | encourage members on all sides of the chamber to encourage local parents to
take up those benefits.

| am sorry, Deputy Presiding Officer—I am aware that | am over time, so | will bring my remarks to a close.

As | set out at the beginning of my speech, | am happy to discuss further with members individually the
points that they have raised. The Government is clear that we will go further in supporting families and
children. | mentioned the fact that we are delivering more funded after-school and holiday activities, which,
together with our free new national breakfast club offer, takes us closer to providing families with the
wraparound school-age childcare that they need. We are currently focusing our efforts on the families who
need it the most, recognising the importance of accessible, flexible, free childcare.

Once again, | thank all members for their contributions and for their commitment to improving childcare for
all families across Scotland.

13:31
Meeting suspended.

14:00
On resuming—

Portfolio Question Time

Climate Action and Energy, and Transport

The Deputy Presiding Officer (Liam McArthur): Good afternoon. The next item of business is portfolio
question time, and the portfolios this afternoon are climate action and energy, and transport.

Wave Energy Scotland (Funding)

1. Ash Regan (Edinburgh Eastern) (Ind): To ask the Scottish Government what assessment it has made
of any impact that withdrawing funding for Wave Energy Scotland from March 2026 will have on Scotland’s
ability to leverage investment, including through horizon Europe, and on confidence in the marine energy
sector. (S60-05571)

The Cabinet Secretary for Climate Action and Energy (Gillian Martin): We are working closely with
Wave Energy Scotland, Highlands and Islands Enterprise and other partners to sustain operations in 2026-
27 while alternative sources of future funding are identified. That will give WES the opportunity to explore
longer-term funding solutions while enabling on-going project work to continue.

The Scottish Government has invested more than £70 million in Wave Energy Scotland since 2014, which
demonstrates a clear commitment to the marine energy sector. However, as the sector moves to its next
phase, the main levers to enable the commercialisation of these emerging technologies lie with the United
Kingdom Government, and | urge it to take immediate action to bring down the barriers to that
commercialisation.

Ash Regan: | do not think that we can credibly speak of a just transition while confidence in our existing oil
and gas sector is eroded by policy uncertainty and while emerging technologies, including those that are
supported by Wave Energy Scotland, are denied the stable investment and the time required for them to
become established and scale up.
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Withdrawal of the funding might force WES to withdraw from EuropeWave, which would risk project
collapse, legal exposure, financial penalties and reputational damage with European Union partners. Does
the cabinet secretary accept that the decision to defund WES after 11 years threatens jobs, future investment
and Scotland’s international reputation and competitive advantage in marine energy?

Gillian Martin: | very much welcome Ash Regan’s new-found enthusiasm for renewable energy.

Our support for Wave Energy Scotland is designed to give it the opportunity to transition to a more
sustainable financial footing, and WES is putting plans in place and working with us on how to do that. It has
not been defunded. | have agreed that the Scottish Government will provide it with business-as-usual funding
for the next year, subject to its providing a credible plan, including provision for its payment obligations to the
EuropeWave and Mocean Energy projects. That will give WES the opportunity to explore longer-term funding
solutions while enabling the projects and programmes that it is currently supporting to continue.

Sarah Boyack (Lothian) (Lab): What is happening to the employees of Wave Energy Scotland? They are
distressed and worried that they will be made redundant. We absolutely need to save WES. Does the cabinet
secretary agree that defunding it when we possess an estimated 10 per cent of Europe’s wave potential is
absolutely the wrong way to go?

Gillian Martin: As | said, we have put £70 million into Wave Energy Scotland since 2014. The obligations
to other companies that it has put in place as a result of the grant funding that we have given it are a matter
for WES.

On Sarah Boyack’s main point, which was about those who work for Wave Energy Scotland, that is why |
am working with it and why we are funding it for the next year. There are other funders out there, including
Great British Energy, which | have written to, because it is supposed to support nascent technologies, too. |
am helping and reaching out to other funders. | am also looking at other ways in which WES can be supported
in kind in the future to allow it to have more diverse funding. However, as Sarah Boyack will appreciate, the
Scottish Government has faced a very difficult fiscal landscape this year.

Foysol Choudhury (Lothian) (Ind): How many jobs will be lost throughout Scotland, in both the short term
and the long term, as a result of the withdrawal of funding for Wave Energy Scotland from March 20267

Gillian Martin: As | have said, support for WES will be in place for the next year. | believe that 10 people
work for WES, and we are looking to secure their jobs by helping it to source alternative funding to keep it as
a going concern.

Mercedes Villalba (North East Scotland) (Lab): In a statement to the press, the Scottish Government
said that it is

“working closely with Wave Energy Scotland, Highlands and Islands Enterprise and other partners to sustain operations while
future alternative sources of funding are identified.”

However, workers at Wave Energy Scotland have been unable to secure a meeting with the cabinet secretary
to highlight their concerns about the withdrawal of funding, despite attempting to do so three times.

The Deputy Presiding Officer: Question.

Mercedes Villalba: Will the cabinet secretary meet workers and their union—the Public and Commercial
Services Union—to hear their concerns?

Gillian Martin: My officials are having almost daily discussions on how WES can be best supported in the
future. | am well aware of the concerns and of the very difficult decisions that | had to make as part of the
budget process. | am looking at ways to secure money to help WES during the next year, and, with the help
of my officials, | am considering how we can secure money from other funding sources in the future. WES
should be a going concern and should be helped to secure funding, but, given the strained fiscal environment,
sadly, we cannot commit to reliance on Scottish Government money year after year.

Local Transport Franchising
(Strathclyde Partnership for Transport)

2. Bob Doris (Glasgow Maryhill and Springburn) (SNP):) To ask the Scottish Government what
discussions it has had with Strathclyde Partnership for Transport regarding its plans to deliver a franchising
framework assessment to support the potential introduction of local franchising, as required under the
Transport (Scotland) Act 2019. (S60-05572)

The Minister for Agriculture and Connectivity (Jim Fairlie): Strathclyde Partnership for Transport has
commenced work on its franchising proposals to enhance bus provision in the wider Strathclyde area. My
officials remain in close contact with SPT on that work. Most recently, they met on 26 January to discuss
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SPT’s feedback on the draft franchising guidance, which will inform the development of SPT’s franchising
framework and assessment.

As part of the process, SPT is expected to undertake early engagement on its proposals with various
stakeholders, such as local authorities and operators, including those in Mr Doris’s constituency.

Bob Doris: | welcome SPT progressing plans for bus franchising, which | support. There will be a phased
delivery of the franchising framework assessment, with a full business case anticipated for 2030, so we have
time. A robust business case is crucial, but, whatever form that takes, substantial additional investment will
be required. Given that there is likely to be a need for a strong partnership funding model if we are to deliver
on bus franchising, will the Scottish Government continue its dialogue with SPT on potential funding models?

Jim Fairlie: Bob Doris is right that it is a partnership arrangement, so my officials will remain in close contact
with SPT as it proceeds with the franchising process.

In a climate of increasing fiscal pressure, it is important that the business case for improving bus services
is made robustly and in an evidenced way. That will support future considerations and decision making on
funding, including the provision of funding in future years.

| am pleased that, as part of the Scottish budget, we are investing £4 million to support local transport
authorities to build business cases for bus improvement through franchising. We will develop appropriate
governance arrangements and details on administering the fund in consultation with stakeholders, including
the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities and regional transport partnerships such as SPT.

Paul Sweeney (Glasgow) (Lab): It seems incredible that Scotland’s Highlands and Islands region, which
has a population of fewer than half a million people, has been awarded £10 million for a flat fare trial, which
has already been tested for years in England with great success, while SPT, which covers a population of
more than 2 million people, now has to compete with other regional transport authorities for a pot of just £4
million to support the development of a business case for bus franchising. That is despite the fact that SPT
has clearly stated that it will need between £6 million and £6.5 million to follow the complex development
processes that are set out in the 2019 act. That is not good enough.

Does the minister agree that bus franchising in greater Glasgow has been delayed for far too long, and will
he promise to commit the full £6.5 million that SPT has said it needs to develop the business case? It should
have been happening six years ago.

Jim Fairlie: Yet again, what we hear from Mr Sweeney is that everything is bad. No, it is not. We have
given powers to local authorities, and we have put in place funding to allow people to make a business case.

It is absolutely appalling for a Labour politician to slight people in the Highlands and Islands by suggesting
that a bus project in their community is not warranted.

SPT and the Scottish Government are working together to develop bus franchising proposals, and we will
continue to do so.

Energy Infrastructure
(Impact on the Natural Environment)

3. Sharon Dowey (South Scotland) (Con): To ask the Scottish Government how people who are
concerned with the impact on the natural environment of energy infrastructure can make their concerns
known. (S60-05573)

The Cabinet Secretary for Climate Action and Energy (Gillian Martin): The public have opportunities
to raise concerns during the development of policies and plans that set national or local priorities for energy
infrastructure and the natural environment. Our planning and consenting systems ensure that local
communities can have their voices heard on potential developments.

In addition, | have tasked officials with taking forward plans to establish a forum to hear directly from
communities on issues that matter to them across the energy landscape. The Scottish Government is
committed to protecting our natural environment and achieving our net zero targets through careful, balanced
decision making.

Sharon Dowey: My inbox is flooded with emails from constituents raising concerns about the lack of
transparency during the consultation process for energy projects, with little to no consideration given to the
needs of local residents. That situation has only been exacerbated by the decision to remove the right to
object to the energy consents unit by email. | am informed by constituents that there are several issues with
the new portal, which is making it harder for elderly residents, in particular, to make their voices heard.
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Will the cabinet secretary commit to improving transparency in the consenting process, and will she
guarantee that, in the future, energy projects will proceed only with the express consent of local communities?

Gillian Martin: | would be very interested to get direct feedback on the specific issues that Sharon Dowey
raised about individuals having difficulty with the portal, because, if there is a technical or accessibility issue
with it, | imagine that that can be fixed. The portal, which is quite new, is there to make it easier for people to
put forward their opinions—indeed, they can submit up to 20 pages of material.

We have also made it easier for communities to participate in planning and consenting systems. In the
Planning and Infrastructure Act 2025, the United Kingdom Government has afforded the Scottish ministers
new powers to make regulations that mandate developers to engage with local communities and stakeholders
at the pre-application stage for large-scale energy proposals. The national planning hub has provided
additional grant funding to Planning Aid Scotland for training on renewable energy community engagement
and place-based planning.

Bill Kidd (Glasgow Anniesland) (SNP): Moving towards net zero, electrification and the upgrading of
energy infrastructure are essential. Can the cabinet secretary say any more about the Scottish Government’s
work to strike that balance for communities?

Gillian Martin: As | said, we have put in place a number of things as a result of having more powers
associated with us. Just this morning, | had a meeting on the refresh of the good practice principles. We are
refreshing the principles, which are seen as leading in the UK and, indeed, in Europe, particularly in relation
to community benefit and engagement.

However, the principles are not mandatory. | am pleased that the current UK Government is working with
me on a consultation to make a lot of the principles mandatory; the previous UK Government was not
interested in doing so.

A96 (Inverness to Aberdeen)

4. Douglas Ross (Highlands and Islands) (Con): To ask the Scottish Government when the transport
secretary, acting in her ministerial capacity, last travelled on the A96 between Inverness and Aberdeen. (S60-
05574)

The Cabinet Secretary for Transport (Fiona Hyslop): Ministerial journeys are published quarterly in the
proactive release. Routes taken by drivers are the most appropriate for the journey and are not captured in
detail. | have travelled the A96 on many occasions, both in a ministerial and a personal capacity, and | have
heard directly from those who rely on that vital route, including at the Nairn bypass event that | attended and
at numerous other north and north-east engagements that | have attended in Inverness and Aberdeen. | am
fully aware of the challenges and the reality of living with a trunk road such as the A96 cutting through the
heart of towns such as Nairn, Elgin and Keith.

Douglas Ross: The Nairn bypass event was almost two years ago. If that is the last time that the cabinet
secretary travelled on the A96 in her ministerial capacity, it is shameful and shocking, because that road is
getting worse. More people are dying, more accidents are occurring, and the entire length between Inverness
and Aberdeen needs to be fully dualled.

We heard again in the answer about the Nairn bypass and other parts. We very rarely hear about Moray,
although the minister mentioned Elgin and Keith. When will the Moray sections of the A96 be fully dualled,
and when will the road be completed to dual standard, as was promised by the Scottish National Party?

Fiona Hyslop: It is important that | reference the Nairn event, because one of the requests there was to
advance the Nairn bypass as one of the early and stand-alone sections. That was done in direct response to
requests that were made.

There will be funding in the budget for the ground works for Inshes to Smithton and the Nairn bypass next
year. Funding will also be provided for construction on those two sections—Inshes to Smithton for 2028-29
and the Nairn bypass for 2029-30.

It is clear that the Government's commitment is to improve the wider A96, and that commitment is
unwavering. We want to see the A96 dualled, but the next steps—it is moving in the right direction—are to
continue to progress improvements eastwards, including taking forward an Elgin bypass, which will include
further route development and preparatory considerations. Douglas Ross will be aware that there are different
views on the best approach, although work has been done to date.

The Elgin bypass is most definitely on the agenda, but we are doing things in a progressive way and when
funding is available. The member will know that, after 14 years of austerity and continued fiscal challenges,
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securing funding for the A96 from the budget and the comprehensive spending review has been one of my
achievements, on top of securing other funding for major roads, such as the A9 dualling.

The Deputy Presiding Officer: Question 5 has been withdrawn.
Public Transport Workers (Safety from Assault)

6. Richard Leonard (Central Scotland) (Lab): | refer members to my voluntary register of trade union
interests.

To ask the Scottish Government what action it takes to ensure that public transport workers can go to work
without the fear of assault. (S60-05576)

The Cabinet Secretary for Transport (Fiona Hyslop): The safety of public transport workers is a priority
for the Scottish Government. The rail enforcement powers working group has published its report, which aims
to improve safety for passengers and staff, and | recently accepted all its recommendations. We are already
progressing several of those recommendations. Subject to parliamentary approval, secondary legislation will
seek to increase the level of antisocial behaviour fixed penalty notices and widen the scope of offences
covered to include the offence of threatening or abusive behaviour.

| recently met National Union of Rail, Maritime and Transport Workers general secretary Eddie Dempsey,
who was very positive about our approach and expressed a wish to see similar progress across the United
Kingdom.

Legislation to enable the suspension of access to the national concessionary travel scheme for those who
behave inappropriately on buses is also advancing, supported by bus operators, who view that as an
important step to improve driver and passenger safety.

| have also raised funding concerns directly with the British Transport Police, and my officials are exploring
options to support greater visibility and safety of policing across Scotland’s railway.

Richard Leonard: | thank the cabinet secretary for that comprehensive answer. Let us turn to the facts.
There has been a 43 per cent annual increase in assaults on workers on Scotland’s railways. Two thirds of
rail workers have experienced workplace violence, 90 per cent of them multiple times.

Securing stronger legal protections for public transport workers through the creation of a stand-alone
offence is essential, but rail workers are telling me that what we also need is an end to driver-only operated
trains, an end to the practice of lone working, a reversal of the cuts to staffing at ticket offices and in stations
and a reversal of the cuts to British Transport Police. Will the cabinet secretary restore funding, restore staffing
and back the demand of RMT’s action against assaults campaign for a stand-alone offence to be a priority
for the next Scottish Government?

Fiona Hyslop: Richard Leonard will know from his membership of the RMT that issues around driver-only
trains particularly apply to the rest of the UK and that we have a policy in place with ScotRail.

On the funding of British Transport Police, the member is best to direct his attention to the UK Labour
Government and, as | have done, to the British Transport Police board, whose decisions have not been
positive for Scotland. They are the ones who have closed the offices, and, along with my colleagues and the
rail operators, | am trying to see what we can do to rectify what | think is the wrong decision.

Rail safety teams are expanding, as is the use of body-worn cameras. The 11 measures recommended by
the working group, including exploring the potential for primary legislation to create a railway banning order,
the work on antisocial behaviour orders and the work on fixed-penalty notices will provide greater protection.
However, | agree with the member that the central issue is that the public must not treat our public sector
workers—including our railway workers, as he has set out—in a way that causes them harm, either through
assault or through criminal behaviour. We need British Transport Police to take action, and we need proper
funding.

Sue Webber (Lothian) (Con): Figures that were released last year revealed that there were up to nine
incidents of antisocial behaviour on Lothian Buses in Edinburgh a day, with smashed windows and assaults
on drivers the most predominant incidents.

In addition to the suspension of concessionary bus travel, which the cabinet secretary mentioned in her
original response, can you outline how you and the Cabinet Secretary for Justice and Home Affairs are
working with Police Scotland and the bus companies to ensure that such incidents are quickly responded to
and that offenders feel the full force of the law?

The Deputy Presiding Officer: Members should speak through the chair.
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Fiona Hyslop: The member will appreciate the difference between antisocial behaviour and criminal
behaviour. Those are operational matters for the police, who work closely with our bus companies. | know
that the Minister for Agriculture and Connectivity also engages on the wider issue.

Bus operators can operate conditions of carriage. We already operate the travel safe initiative in our train
stations, and there is interest in whether that could be applied to buses or bus stations. Buses are set up
differently, on a deregulated basis, which means that the approach needs to be more co-operative, particularly
with the bus companies. However, if there is criminal behaviour, that needs to involve the police.

Wull Muir Wind Farm (Court of Session Ruling)

7. Alexander Burnett (Aberdeenshire West) (Con): To ask the Scottish Government how the recent
Court of Session ruling on the Wull Muir scheme in the Borders will impact on its energy policy and strategy.
(S60-05577)

The Cabinet Secretary for Climate Action and Energy (Gillian Martin): The Scottish Government notes
the opinion of the Court of Session, which was delivered on 17 February. It would not be appropriate to
comment further, as it is a live case and could be subject to further legal proceedings.

Alexander Burnett: | note my entry in the members’ register of interests regarding renewables.

It has not been a good week for the cabinet secretary, who has called people who do not want their
communities destroyed by pylons “far right” and has deliberately misled constituents by trying to blame
Westminster when she has confirmed in writing to me that the final decision lies with the Scottish Government.
Will the cabinet secretary confirm that it is misleading for developers to exclude grid connection details and
associated infrastructure when making applications? Will she support a moratorium until honesty is restored
in the consenting process and the Scottish National Party’s overdue energy strategy reflects that?

Gillian Martin: This is the second time that a Conservative MSP has made misleading comments about
my article in The National this week, in which | was responding to the anti-net zero rhetoric that has been
weaponised. Indeed, | was referring to Reform UK, which said that it would dismantle the Department for
Energy Security and Net Zero. Frankly, it is desperate for the Tories to misrepresent my words and claim that
they refer to constituents who have legitimate concerns about the siting of developments, which | completely
and utterly understand.

On the ways in which constituents can get in touch about energy developments, as | said in my previous
answers, we are trying to make it easier for people to get in touch and put forward their views. Training is
available on that. | have mentioned the work of the planning hub and the new powers that are available to us
through the Planning and Infrastructure Act 2025. We are doing all that we can, but developers are best
placed to engage with communities, as they should be respecting the views of communities when they put
their plans forward.

Rachael Hamilton (Ettrick, Roxburgh and Berwickshire) (Con): Gillian Martin attended the first quarter
of the rural Scotland convention on major energy infrastructure on Tuesday, so she will know that communities
are concerned that the SNP is not listening to their concerns about the energy industrialisation of communities
across Scotland. Can the Government tell us how community participation will be strengthened while it
simultaneously removes the automatic trigger for a local public inquiry?

Gillian Martin: There has been no removal of a public inquiry option; that has not been relayed by the
Government at all. | have outlined the new powers that have been given to the Government in order to
strengthen community engagement. | am keen to strengthen good-practice principles around engagement
and community benefits, so that communities can have more say and so that more communities can benefit
from the revenues that come from energy projects.

| listen to the views of communities all the time. In the energy consents unit, all statutory consultees can
raise their opinions, and anyone can raise any opinions on any development. | go back to my initial point,
which is that it is incumbent on developers to engage with communities early and meaningfully. That is the
best way for them to introduce plans for consent that are reflective of the views of communities.

Craig Hoy (South Scotland) (Con): Parliamentary business meant that the minister could spend only 30
minutes with rural campaigners in Parliament this week, but is she aware that the south of Scotland
convention will potentially be hosting two meetings in April, one most likely in Moffat? | extend an invitation to
her to attend a meeting and speak to those community representatives, and | will issue a personal invitation
to that effect.
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Gillian Martin: Those meetings will be held during the purdah period, | believe. This week, | met the
convention of community councils, and we are establishing a forum for communities across Scotland to put
forward their views on reforms that can take place.

The Deputy Presiding Officer: Question 8 has had to be withdrawn, which means that we have concluded
portfolio business. There will be a brief pause to allow front-bench members to change over.

Cost-effectiveness of Scottish Public Inquiries

The Deputy Presiding Officer (Liam McArthur): The next item of business is a debate on motion S6M-
20893, in the name of Kenneth Gibson, on behalf of the Finance and Public Administration Committee, on
the cost-effectiveness of Scottish public inquiries. | invite members who wish to participate in the debate to
press their request-to-speak button.

| call Kenneth Gibson, on behalf of the Finance and Public Administration Committee, to speak to and move
the motion. You have a generous eight minutes, Mr Gibson.

14:26

Kenneth Gibson (Cunninghame North) (SNP): | thank you, Presiding Officer, and members of the
Conveners Group, for helping to enable this debate to take place.

| am delighted to open the debate on behalf of the Finance and Public Administration Committee. In the
short time that is available, | can but touch on what is an in-depth and detailed 73-page report, which |
recommend to all members.

Our scrutiny, which was completed over nine months last year, marked the first time that a Scottish
Parliament committee has examined statutory public inquiries in depth. We sought to bring greater
understanding of the current position of public inquiries in Scotland, looking at their purpose, terms of
reference, timescales and costs, as well as their recommendations and their cost-effectiveness more
generally. The merits or recommendations of individual public inquiries were not considered as part of our
scrutiny.

In addition to written evidence, we held 10 oral evidence sessions and two informal engagement sessions,
hearing from stakeholders and academics from elsewhere in the United Kingdom, Sweden, Australia and
New Zealand, from people with lived experience of public inquiries and from civil servants and public inquiry
staff. We again thank all those who provided evidence to help to shape our conclusions and
recommendations. | also thank my committee colleagues and our hard-working, dedicated and effective
clerking team for their sterling efforts throughout this process.

Statutory public inquiries are a powerful and important mechanism of accountability. They investigate
issues of major public concern, which are often triggered by disasters, systemic failures or circumstances that
can erode public trust. They have the power to compel evidence.

In the past 18 years, Scottish ministers have commissioned 11 statutory public inquiries, with six continuing.
Another was announced only yesterday, albeit with no apparent budget or timescale. Of the on-going
inquiries, four have been running for more than four years. Indeed, the Scottish child abuse inquiry has been
on-going for more than a decade. The cost to Scotland’s public purse has been more than £258 million since
2007. Across the UK, the figure is six times that much.

Our scrutiny found that public inquiries remain an essential mechanism for holding public bodies to account,
reviewing past wrongs, identifying solutions and recommending policy changes. Nevertheless, the current
system is overstretched and poorly defined. Inquiries often lack a core objective, whether that is in forensic
investigation, policy reform or truth telling. Instead, they often attempt to perform all those functions with ever-
expanding timescales, costs and expectations.

John Mason (Glasgow Shettleston) (Ind): The member suggested that we should be learning lessons,
but if an inquiry such as the Edinburgh trams inquiry takes nine years, it is too late for those lessons to be
learned, is it not?

Kenneth Gibson: John Mason makes an important point. That is one of the reasons why we are looking
to have public inquiries on shorter timescales and with defined budgets. As | will go on to say, that happens
in other countries.

We have asked the Scottish Government for clear guidance to set out the core purpose, scope and
limitations of public inquiries and to inform defined timescales and budgets at the point of establishment.
Ministers have limited ability to control expenditure and limit spiralling costs once an inquiry is up and running.



The rest of this Official Report will be published progressively as soon as the text is available.

Indeed, it appears to be the only area of public expenditure in which costs and timescales are of little
importance.

International examples show that that does not have to be the case. In Sweden, since 1982, public inquiries
have been expected to conclude within two years and within a set budget. That includes very detailed
inquiries—not least, for example, the inquiry into the MS Estonia ferry disaster, in which 852 lives were lost,
and, of course, Sweden’s own Covid inquiry.

We therefore asked the Scottish Government to amend the Inquiries (Scotland) Rules 2007 to require
defined budgets and timescales for inquiries, and for Parliament to be notified, with justification, of any
extensions that are provided. In the longer term, we have asked Scottish ministers to work with the UK
Government to update the Inquiries Act 2005, to make that a primary legislative requirement. It is
disappointing that our recommendation has not been accepted. Instead, ministers will continue to consider
on a case-by-case, ad hoc basis whether terms of reference need to be explicit on anticipated timescales.

The Scottish Government’s response suggests that there is a statutory duty for the chair to avoid
unnecessary costs and to ensure that the running of the inquiry is adequate. Our evidence is clear that current
rules are insufficient to contain spiralling inquiry costs. We ask for better information and greater transparency
around the running of public inquiries and the decision-making processes that lead to their establishment,
including a clear framework that requires alternatives to be considered first.

The committee is also concerned that the current practice of appointing serving judges to chair public
inquiries places significant strain on Scotland’s civil and criminal courts. If three or four of our 36 judges are
taken out of circulation to preside over inquiries, 10 per cent of criminal cases are likely to face delays. When
one considers that a judge handles, on average, 34 criminal cases a year, that is a substantial number of
cases that will not be heard when they should be. Therefore, greater consideration of an inquiry’s opportunity
costs is essential, and | will touch on that again shortly.

Evidence has shown that trusted policy experts have successfully chaired inquiries in the UK and
internationally. We therefore recommend that the Scottish Government strengthen its guidance to ensure that
all options—Ilegal chairs, expert chairs and expert panels—are considered when launching an inquiry.

Although we welcome the Deputy First Minister's openness to appointing inquiry chairs who are not serving
members of the judiciary, that has not been the practice of the Scottish Government to date. We ask that,
when establishing future inquiries, ministers clearly set out the reasoning behind their choice of chair and the
criteria and alternatives considered, which should reflect the purpose of the inquiry and the skill set that is
required.

We further ask for enhanced guidance on drafting terms of reference and better support for chairs once
they are appointed. Chairs sometimes reinvent the wheel, so there is a clear need for proper induction and
training, adoption of best practice and adequate support for both inquiry teams and the public bodies that are
impacted by public inquiries. The Scottish Government’s response is positive on reviewing guidance and on
improving transparency, but it does not commit to making the specific changes that we seek. That includes
carrying out a short research project on drafting and amending terms of reference in advance of the next
parliamentary session.

Redirecting funds to inquiries can impact on public service delivery. The Scottish Government should
establish a central budget for public inquiries to avoid further strain on specific public services. For example,
the Scottish Police Federation was very clear in evidence about the impact that inquiries can have on front-
line policing, so we disagree with the Scottish Government’s position that the administration of public inquiries
should be funded via the sponsoring ministerial portfolio, and we do not accept that moving to a central budget
arrangement would risk reducing incentives for public bodies to manage costs and be the most efficient
manager, as the Government suggests. Where is the evidence for that?

Finally, but importantly, we are concerned about the serious lack of transparency in how public inquiry
recommendations are implemented, if at all. We urge the Scottish Government to establish a robust,
transparent system for tracking and public reporting on the implementation of inquiry recommendations.
Members can learn more about the Scottish Government’s response when the deputy convener winds up for
the committee.

Our findings and recommendations were designed to strike a balance between allowing flexibility to meet
the unique circumstances of individual public inquiries while strengthening financial control and promoting
fiscal sustainability. | welcome the Scottish Government’s generally positive reception to our report, but | am
disappointed that it has fallen short of accepting many of the concrete, practical and evidenced actions that
our committee recommended.
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| move,

That the Parliament notes the findings and recommendations in the Finance and Public Administration Committee’s 14th
Report, 2025 (Session 6), Report on the Cost-effectiveness of Scottish Public Inquiries (SP Paper 943).

The Deputy Presiding Officer: | call Kate Forbes, the Deputy First Minister. You have a generous seven
minutes.

14:34

The Deputy First Minister and Cabinet Secretary for Economy and Gaelic (Kate Forbes): | begin by
thanking the committee for its detailed scrutiny of this important issue and for the considered set of
conclusions and recommendations that it delivered in its report. There is a lot in the report that the Scottish
Government agrees with, and | hope that, in the course of today’s debate, all parties across the chamber will
be able to find common ground on how to improve the cost effectiveness of the public inquiry system in
Scotland.

| hear what the convener says about the areas where he is disappointed that more recommendations have
not been accepted or have been only partially accepted. | will address aspects of those in my comments, but
| want to set out that there is a much longer-term opportunity to implement some of those recommendations,
particularly in the light of the fact that there will be a new parliamentary session and, indeed, a new
Government after the election—albeit, | hope, a Parliament with the same representatives.

Michael Marra (North East Scotland) (Lab): It would be interesting for the committee to know where the
report was considered. Did the Cabinet discuss the strategic impact of public inquiries on public services, and
were the recommendations considered in full by the Cabinet?

Kate Forbes: Generally, when a committee writes to a cabinet secretary, the cabinet secretary takes
responsibility for the response. It will be carefully considered by officials, and we then compile the response.
I never think that the initial response is the end of the matter. There is always quite a lot in my response that
identifies how we will explore or consider things further. My hope is that we will be able to provide an update
on the recommendations that are being taken forward.

Liz Smith (Mid Scotland and Fife) (Con): | understand what the Deputy First Minister is saying, but Mr
Marra has asked an important question. If there is to be radical change, as the committee has suggested and
as the Deputy First Minister talked about in her evidence, decisions must be taken pretty soon—not least
because of the fiscal implications, which | know the Scottish Government has concerns about. Does she
agree with that?

Kate Forbes: It is a general, long-standing protocol that ministers should not disclose their conversations
at Cabinet, so | am trying to recognise that. | can reassure members that | have had conversations with my
colleagues on these matters. However, what is discussed at Cabinet remains within the minutes of Cabinet
until it is disclosed 15 years later, as a general rule.

Craig Hoy (South Scotland) (Con): | cannot wait. [Laughter.]

Kate Forbes: | was going to say at the outset, before the interventions, that | want to put on record that my
written response to the committee and my contribution today do not signal any change to the terms of
reference or operational arrangements for any current Scottish public inquiry. | hope that that will avoid any
misunderstanding about our absolute commitment to the completion of those extremely important inquiries
and to their operational independence, which, as inquiry chairs frequently remind ministers, is paramount.

John Mason: Will the Deputy First Minister give way?
Kate Forbes: | will, because | love a good debate.

John Mason: The Deputy First Minister says that she does not want to interfere in existing public
inquiries—which is fair enough—but we started a new one yesterday, and | asked whether a timescale and a
budget could not be placed on it. Basically, the answer was no. Why could we not have done that for new
inquiries?

Kate Forbes: | think that Jenny Gilruth might have alluded to this yesterday—if she did not, | hope that this
is not breaking news—but we want to ensure that any new inquiries are extremely focused and are able to
take into account the points that the committee has identified on timescales and budget. That has certainly
been a matter of discussion.

Michelle Thomson (Falkirk East) (SNP): [Made a request to intervene.]

Kate Forbes: Why not? | will give way to Michelle Thomson.
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Michelle Thomson: | think that | just beat Craig Hoy to it in making an intervention. John Mason has made
a valid comment. In addition to having a tightly drawn scope, which | think is what she is alluding to, would
the Deputy First Minister be prepared to take on some of our other recommendations, principally on the
publication of all costs and moneys paid to individual lawyers, so that the public can see how much money
they are making from these inquiries?

The Deputy Presiding Officer: Deputy First Minister, | can give you the time back.

Kate Forbes: | have some sympathy with the point about maximum transparency in the publication of
costs. There will be some areas that are more sensitive than others in that regard, which is why, in our
response, we identified that point. However, my commitment is to look at where we can go further on
transparency, even if some areas are slightly more complex than others.

Would Craig Hoy still like to make an intervention?

Craig Hoy: The minister had moved on from it slightly, but | will go back to the issue of costs, and
specifically to the case that we heard about from the Scottish Police Federation. The new public inquiry that
was announced yesterday will put additional strain on police resources. Does the minister accept that the
police perhaps have a special case to plead, because they seem to be drawn into almost all public inquiries?
If the Government will not look at the sponsor framework arrangement, will it perhaps look at a specific budget
line for Police Scotland to be able to deal with the significant costs of dealing with public inquiries?

Kate Forbes: Those issues certainly need to be taken into account in the annual budget debates, and there
should also be a recognition of the costs that the police face. It is worth repeating what | said at committee:
for the past few months, the Parliament has been relatively united in pushing the Government to hold another
public inquiry. When | put that to the committee, Michael Marra said that it is ultimately for the Government to
take responsibility for the decisions that it makes. That is fair, but it also bears repeating that the Parliament
should take responsibility, on all budget matters, for what it calls for and how that is to be funded.

| am probably out of time, having not really commenced my speech at all—
Kenneth Gibson: Will the minister take an intervention?

Kate Forbes: | hate to let the convener down, but | probably need to make some progress. | will do that
first, and then if the Presiding Officer is feeling generous—

The Deputy Presiding Officer: | reassure you, Deputy First Minister, that we have adequate time in hand,
so you can take another intervention, if you are so minded.

Kate Forbes: In that case, | would love to take another intervention from the convener.

Kenneth Gibson: My understanding is that, for some three years, the English inquiry has been focused
for on completing its findings and that it has a £65 million budget. It is dipping its toe in the water of timescale
and budget limitations. We should surely do the same.

Kate Forbes: | will come to the committee’s recommendations, because | am aware of the committee’s
call on that time-limited aspect. There are good examples that demonstrate that that is not always the best
idea, such as the one that | provided in committee: | absolutely support the fact that the Scottish child abuse
inquiry has taken longer than three years. When it was first established, it probably did not envisage the scale
of the evidence that would come forward. It was vital that the inquiry was allowed to run its course and to take
all the evidence that it did. Few among us would not be horrified by what has been uncovered in that regard.

Kenneth Gibson: | thank the minister for taking a record number of interventions, but one of the points that
the committee has made is that the Government can set an initial budget and timescale and, if necessary,
can always come back to the Parliament to explain why additional funding or a longer timescale is required.
Would that not be a better methodology than letting the inquiry last as long as it wants and letting it cost as
much as it wants to spend?

Kate Forbes: The example that | gave of the Scottish child abuse inquiry entirely meets those criteria.
Members might recall that there was a relatively fixed timescale at the outset, which was then extended. My
officials have provided me with other examples in which ministers have sought to specify, in an inquiry’s terms
of reference, a fixed date by which it must report, but then the time limit has then had to be extended, as
happened with the Vale of Leven hospital inquiry. We are conscious that that can be done currently.

The legislative basis on which the system is founded is the Inquiries Act 2005, which is intended to provide
a comprehensive statutory framework for inquiries to be set up. As the committee notes, that is a UK-wide
act, which confers powers not only on the Scottish ministers but on their UK, Northern Irish and Welsh
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counterparts. If it is considered necessary or desirable, the Scottish Parliament can legislate to amend the
current statutory framework for public inquiries on devolved matters in Scotland.

The committee called for information to be made clear and accessible to the public. That is absolutely right,
especially when it comes to managing public expectations around the purpose of inquiries. Some of the
committee’s recommendations are very easy to accept, such as having a dedicated web page that brings
together published information on public inquiries and on conflicts of interest. Ministers and civil servants must
comply with existing codes of conduct, but we will review the guidance to ensure that risks are clearly identified
and well managed.

| agree that ministerial statements establishing a public inquiry should set out the rationale clearly, and |
can confirm that any relevant ministerial interest will be declared.

On the appointment of chairs, we are very open to candidates who come from both judicial and non-judicial
backgrounds.

I note that we have already discussed the comments on reporting timescales. We think that it is absolutely
right that, on some occasions, there should be a clearer approach to requiring explicit anticipated timescales.
Where the terms of reference are set, it is up to the chair to consider how an inquiry fulfils its terms of
reference. There is a balance in ensuring that the inquiry chair is free to follow the evidence wherever it leads;
where a timescale has been indicated and the chair then feels that they do not need to use the full amount of
time, or that they need to extend it, a discussion with ministers is needed.

Interim reports can be invaluable—those in the Scottish child abuse inquiry have certainly been
invaluable—instead of waiting until the final module for the full report.

We will come back to the Finance and Public Administration Committee on any other ways in which we can
strengthen the point around timescales, because | can see the argument on that.

There was a recommendation to establish a central public inquiries unit. That requires careful consideration,
given the unpredictable nature of inquiry work, but we will consider where we can streamline to a greater
extent the support from across Government that is given to inquiries.

Public accountability in this area is essential. Although inquiry independence prevents us from reporting on
performance, | accept the need for clearer reporting on expenditure, as Michelle Thomson just outlined, and
on progress in implementing any recommendations from a public inquiry. In response to Michelle Thomson
and the committee, | say that we will explore more options for a public-facing resource that outlines what the
costs are. That will be subject to some of the sensitivities, but we will set that out.

That was my speech, given at record speed, Presiding Officer. | hope that that indicates that we are open,
transparent and accessible to the scrutiny of the Parliament.

The Deputy Presiding Officer: It also confirmed that your interpretation of generosity was closer to
matching mine than Mr Gibson’s was. With that, | call Liz Smith to speak for around six minutes.

14:47

Liz Smith (Mid Scotland and Fife) (Con): | declare an interest in that | am a witness to the Eljamel public
inquiry, which began in 2025.

The Finance and Public Administration Committee’s report makes it very clear in paragraph 77 that
“Public inquiries are an essential mechanism for holding public bodies to account”,

because they are designed to get to the truth about certain harms and failures to support victims, and because
they make valuable recommendations about future policy.

The convener has rightly outlined that there is a particular concern about the spiralling costs of public
inquiries and the burden that that is placing on the taxpayer. It is not just about the direct costs but, as the
convener said, the opportunity costs. My colleague Craig Hoy mentioned the concern that, for some inquiries,
there is so much work being done by Police Scotland in the backroom that that is taking officers away from
preventing crime and catching offenders.

We know that the spiralling cost of inquiries is becoming excessive, with inquiries having cost nearly £260
million since 2007. My perspective on the whole debate has always been that it is important to try to
understand why the number of public inquiries has increased and why the accompanying costs have
increased to such a degree, especially in recent cases.
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| was very taken by the evidence that was given to us in relation to all that by John Sturrock KC. He said
that he felt that there were basically four reasons for the increasing demand for public inquiries: an increasing
“culture of blame” among the public; diminishing trust in public institutions; a lack of understanding about the
role of public inquiries; and an increasing tendency for the Government to think that such inquiries might be
the best way to address a complex problem. He offered the view that, in principle, inquiries engender a high
degree of trust among the public, most especially those that are judge led. They are often regarded as one of
the only means of holding a Government to account when there have been serious breaches of trust.

John Mason: Will Liz Smith take an intervention?

Martin Whitfield (South Scotland) (Lab): Will the member give way?

Liz Smith: If | am allowed to take both interventions, | will take Mr Mason’s first.
John Mason: Thank you.

Liz Smith makes the reasonable point that there is a lot of trust in public inquiries. Would she say that there
is a risk that, if there are too many and they take too long, such trust might be lost?

Liz Smith: | agree entirely. | will come on to the point about why we are in danger of losing trust because
of the increasing number of public inquiries, but | will turn to Mr Whitfield first.

Martin Whitfield: My intervention is almost a follow-on: Liz Smith talked about the confidence that the
public have in judge-led inquiries. There is very little evidence of access in Scotland to non-judge-led inquiries.
One challenge is that the public seek judges to lead inquiries because of their independence from the
Government, the Parliament and society. How do we square that circle?

Liz Smith: That is an excellent point. It gets to the nub of the issue that we face, which is that a lot of the
reason why we have seen an increase in the number of public inquiries comes down to failing trust in public
institutions—not only in the Government, but in the agencies that operate on its behalf. That means that those
people who are victims or the families of victims see the only way forward as being to have a judge-led public
inquiry—which, in some instances, might not be the best thing to do. Martin Whitfield is spot on with that
comment.

With your indulgence, Presiding Officer, | refer again to my initial statement that | am a witness in the
Eljamel inquiry. The points that John Sturrock made are relevant to the situation that we find ourselves in. He
mentioned the increasing culture of blame among the public and the diminishing trust in public institutions. |
am firmly of the view that one of the biggest factors is—sadly—the belief among many members of the public
that the Government and its agencies are failing to provide victims with the answers that they need. No doubt,
that is the reason why another public inquiry into grooming gangs was announced yesterday.

I am not able to comment on what | have submitted in my witness statement to the Eljamel inquiry. However,
| will say what | have repeated many times in the chamber and to the media: a decade on from when | became
involved in the inquiry, and after literally hundreds of letters, emails, meetings and engagements with the
Government and its agencies—including no fewer than five health secretaries, three First Ministers and a
health board that has had seven different chief executives in that time—I was not able to provide answers to
key questions that the patients had asked me. From listening to recent exchanges in the chamber about the
Queen Elizabeth university hospital issue, | think that that is happening in that situation, too.

That lack of transparency within the Government and public bodies is one reason why there is increasing
demand for public inquiries. Alongside that, and just as importantly, there is the time factor. It is little wonder
that, when you attend a public inquiry—as | have done twice—the audience is replete with lawyers, with their
expenses running up, on the clock. As the convener made clear, there is a concern that, too often, we see
the reinvention of the wheel when it comes to background support. If we could do something to ration that, it
would be immensely helpful in trying to reduce costs.

The other issue that John Sturrock mentioned is just as concerning: namely, that some public inquiries can
be seen by the Government, for whatever reason, as a convenient excuse to get difficult and complex issues
off its desk in order to buy time. The Deputy First Minister and | had an exchange on that issue in committee—
she is aware of that situation and | hope that she will take on board the concern.

This is an important issue and we have to decide what we are going to do about it. Obviously, it will be the
next Parliament that will decide how to reform the system—assuming that that is what it will do. It is important
to reflect on the changes that could be made closer to home, to stem the need for public inquiries and to
reduce their timescales and costs—including looking at other jurisdictions, as the convener mentioned. As |
said at the start, public inquiries are an essential part of our democracy because of the way in which they hold
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the Government to account. However, it is clear that, before the leviathan gets completely out of control,
reforms are necessary so that victims can get the truth that they deserve.

The Deputy Presiding Officer: | call Martin Whitfield. You have a generous five minutes, Mr Whitfield.

14:54

Martin Whitfield (South Scotland) (Lab): On behalf of Scottish Labour, | am pleased to open this
afternoon’s debate in support of the Finance and Public Administration Committee’s excellent report. | thank
the committee and all those who contributed to the inquiry.

It is right that we begin where this Parliament always begins—with the people who sit at the heart of such
inquiries. Public inquiries matter because they give victims, families and communities a voice when the system
has failed them. As | mentioned in my intervention, public inquiries are potentially on the cusp of losing the
confidence of communities because, at the moment, many individuals see them as a last resort for getting an
answer when a system appears to have closed its doors to them.

Liz Smith: Martin Whitfield knows that | entirely agree with that point. Does he feel, as | do, that, because
the Government and other agencies, such as—this was true in the case that | described—health boards, have
dragged their feet, that problem has been exacerbated, as it has meant that we have not been able to get the
answers in the timescales that were promised?

Martin Whitfield: | absolutely agree. Wearing a different hat, | heard the Scottish Information
Commissioner give evidence this morning, in which he talked about the need for people to come to him just
to get an answer to their problem. They come to him not in the interests of freedom of information or to find
out about the process; they simply want to get, for example, a planning certificate, but they have been unable
to do so. They see the whole system as being closed against them, and the situation becomes increasingly
infuriating. That leads to what we have all withessed—a growth in the anger that people feel when they cannot
get answers.

Showing victims respect demands that inquiries are effective, timely and credible. It demands—as we have
already heard—that lessons are learned before the harm is repeated. It demands that public money, which
could otherwise be spent on health, policing or local services, is used responsibly.

Michelle Thomson: Martin Whitfield says that inquiries must allow solutions to be found—I am
paraphrasing—before the harms are repeated, but does he recognise that some inquiries have taken years
and years, and that, as a result, by the time they have come to their conclusions, events have moved on and
the situation has changed significantly? How does he propose that we address that point?

Martin Whitfield: That was a valuable intervention. As we have heard, some inquiries have taken upwards
of a decade to solve a problem that would, one would have hoped, already have been solved. However, |
suggest that particularly lengthy inquiries talk to the existence of a culture that may not have changed. That
culture tends to be one of silence and one in which evidence has gone missing. We all hope that that culture
will have changed since the events that occasioned the inquiry, but experience tells us that, unfortunately, in
many cases, it will not have done. That brings us back to the confidence that the public have in the
Government and the Parliament in that respect, which is being seriously questioned.

Kate Forbes: Does the member agree that inquiries all have very different purposes? The Covid inquiry
has a very different purpose from the Scottish child abuse inquiry, which is seeking to deliver justice, and the
Eljamel inquiry.

Martin Whitfield: | thank the Deputy First Minister for that intervention, because it goes to the crux of why
we find ourselves here today. In its report, the committee made the very strong suggestion that careful
consideration be given to what an inquiry is for. We have had inquiries that have developed as the leader of
the inquiry has followed the evidence down various paths. There have also been some highly successful
inquiries that have had the tight remit of trying to get to the facts of a specific problem or responsibility. Such
inquiries are incredibly valuable, not just for the individuals who have been victims of the situations that led to
those inquiries, but for the learning experience that Michelle Thomson talked about in relation to how we can
improve things. Such inquiries tell us what to look for when things are going wrong.

Craig Hoy: | fully accept that there are many different types of inquiries and that, therefore, a one-size-fits-
all approach will not work. For example, a death in police custody is very different from a public procurement
exercise that has gone wrong. However, one thing that should be common to them all is that the inquiry’s
recommendations are implemented. Where does the member think that we should go in creating a statutory
legal framework for the implementation of statutory inquiry recommendations?
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Martin Whitfield: Craig Hoy’s intervention speaks to the committee’s recognition that we cannot design
one inquiry for everything, but we can set in place blueprints—a shared or centralised resource—to feed out
the responsibility for setting the costs and inquiry definitions early on, and sticking to them.

On the application of inquiry considerations and thoughts, it is dangerous for a Government, Parliament or
society to ignore recommendations—that point will allow me to drift back into my speech. They do so at their
peril, because huge investments in time and emotional commitment are made to inquiries. It is universal
across inquiries that the recommendations that they make come from the evidence that they have heard.
They are evidence led, and the recommendations are strong suggestions about how to avoid or prevent a
repetition of the problem.

| am desperately conscious of the time. | had many fascinating and interesting things to say, but | want to
pick up on one point that | hope the Deputy First Minister will return to, which is about addressing conflict of
interest. That is a prescient part of the committee’s report, to which the Government’s response was basically
to fall back on existing codes and responsibilities. | accept that codes matter, but there is a chance to
strengthen confidence through clear and comprehensive guidance. If the Government is to seek to rely on
the codes but the codes have already been questioned, simply restating the status quo is not good enough,
and it is an opportunity. | echo the committee’s calls for much more guidance, particularly on funding, terms
of reference and conflicts of interest.

| once again thank the committee for a genuinely excellent piece of work that we should recognise the value
of encompassing as we go forward, because that would help a great deal to renew confidence in the
organisations and systems that act for the public, and to do so in the right way.

The Deputy Presiding Officer: We now come to the open debate. We still have a fair amount of time in
hand, and | call Michelle Thomson, who has around four minutes.

15:02

Michelle Thomson (Falkirk East) (SNP): | wanted to begin my remarks, but my laptop has just flipped to
show something else entirely. Please give me a second, Presiding Officer.

Martin Whitfield: Will the member take an intervention?
Michelle Thomson: | would be very happy to do so.

Martin Whitfield: | refer back to the member’s intervention on me about the length of public inquiries and
the learning opportunities that go by the wayside. Does she agree that the use of interim reports, as we have
seen in a number of significant inquiries—

Liz Smith: Will the member take an intervention?

Martin Whitfield: | am not sure that | can take an intervention in an intervention. Does Michelle Thomson
feel that one of the roles of interim reporting may be to assist with learning?

Michelle Thomson: Absolutely, and | thank Mr Whitfield for his kind intervention. | am not going to touch
my laptop, because it has gone into what | would describe as a technical fankle. | am just going to play it safe.

| start by noting how valuable | considered the inquiry to be. Indeed, | contend that it was one of the most
valuable inquiries in this parliamentary session. Its incredible importance is backed up by the number of
members who are in the chamber today, because it talks to who we are as an institution.

We have already had some excellent comments about the need for inquiries to occur in the public realm
and how we choose to deal with them. | will go on to make comments about the cost-effectiveness of public
inquiries, which is the title of the debate, and we have heard some interesting reflections on how important
they are to our public realm. It is a dry topic for some, but certainly not for me.

My first comment is that we set out clearly the scope of our inquiry and said that we would not comment on
the relative merits of individual public inquiries. That seemed to be misunderstood and | felt that there were,
at times, attempts to deflect legitimate parliamentary criticism. We cannot accept that. We had a job to do and
| believe that we fulfilled it in good faith.

My next comment is about conflicts of interest. | strongly agree with the comment that it cannot be good
enough just to refer to the ministerial code and to say that ministers should follow that when we have clear
evidence that the code has been breached. Something more must be done, because, if nothing is done, it is
a zero-sum game for us all.
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Kate Forbes: | was going to make this point at the end, but in response to Martin Whitfield and Michelle
Thomson, | will say that we will come back to the committee before the pre-election period to indicate how we
will strengthen that.

Michelle Thomson: It is heartening to hear that, with regard to not only conflicts of interest but our
additional comment about declaring personal or professional relationships. That is utterly fundamental
because it speaks to the issue of trust, which was a recurring theme throughout the inquiry.

Our point about transparency is related to that. Recommendation 82 says that

“statements to Parliament announcing the setting up of a public inquiry should fully explain Ministers’ decisions and the reasoning
for launching a public inquiry”

but | did not feel that we got to that point yesterday, although my colleague John Mason asked some questions
about it. We absolutely need to see that explanation and | hope that the Deputy First Minister will not mind
my expressing disappointment that, in the face of our report, that did not happen yesterday, when doing so
would have shown rapid change.

| do not know how much time | have left.
The Deputy Presiding Officer: My generosity is not yet close to being exhausted.
Michelle Thomson: There we go. Let the excitement commence!

We also talked a lot about budgets. | consider it to be absolutely fair that budget lines are phased and are
signed off throughout a public inquiry. However, during our inquiry, several of us commented on the fact that
there is no other area of public life where there seem to be unlimited budgets and no cost control. That is
absolutely outrageous. | am sympathetic to what lawyers say about following the evidence, and it is correct
to do that, but it seems to me that we have thrown up our hands and said that it is too difficult and that we do
not want to upset some lawyers by introducing controls. There is no other walk of life where we would accept
that. Budgets are utterly fundamental and | have been heartened by what the Deputy First Minister said.

We must also be able to publish costs. Let us be clear: some law firms have made millions and millions of
pounds from the public purse and we do not know about that. That cannot be acceptable. In recommendation
223,

“we ask that public inquiries record and publish costs in a consistent manner”
and that those costs are itemised.

| am sorry for not having expended your generosity, Presiding Officer, as | now come to my final comment.
The point is important because | am aware that the Deputy First Minister will not be in her current role after
this session—indeed nor will |, nor Liz Smith, while the future for many other members remains to be seen.
Recommendation 278

“asks the Parliament to consider adding oversight of public inquiries to an existing parliamentary committee’s remit”.

| consider that to be important. My personal judgment is that adding the public administration remit to that of
the finance committee has been a great success and should continue. The cost-effectiveness of public
inquiries, along with their transparency and governance, are vital, so | consider it imperative that that should
happen.
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