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6 May 2020 

Dear First Minister 

COVID-19 – A Framework for Decision Making 

I am writing on behalf of Transform Scotland in response to your document COVID-19 – A Framework for 
Decision Making. Transform Scotland warmly welcomes your encouragement of a dialogue with the people of 
Scotland in planning the processes of recovery and renewal from the current situation, and we strongly applaud 
the Scottish Government’s acknowledgment that fairness and sustainability must be central to its decision 
making in the crucial matters currently facing our nation. These, of course, include the approach to framing 
transport policy as we emerge from the initial phase of the emergency. 

The Scottish Government’s restatement of its commitment to social justice in managing the way forward is all 
the more important, because, as the document fully accepts, the impacts so far of the pandemic on society and 
on economic well-being have been unequal. It notes on page 7 that “the damaging effect on poverty and 
inequality may be profound”. This is as true of the effects of the current lockdown legislation as it is of medical 
outcomes. For example, the limitations on journeys for essential shopping, coupled with the discouragement of 
having to queue in many instances to enter a supermarket, bear less severely on car users who have the means 
to buy infrequently but in bulk than on those who are limited by what they can physically carry on foot or on 
public transport. Tesco’s chief executive has acknowledged that, despite the increased availability of home 
delivery services, 80% of food shopping needs will continue to be dependent on personal visits to shops.  1

Meanwhile, online shopping is limited to those with internet access and skills and thus excludes many older and 
less wealthy people. To give another example: the guidance from the Crown Prosecution Service in England 
issued to police forces on the enforcement of the parallel English legislation indicates that a journey by car for 
exercise should be regarded as reasonable grounds for travel provided that the period of exercise is greater 
than that of the journey.  Such an option is not suggested for public transport users, and is likely to be 2

impracticable because of the reduced availability of bus and train services during the current emergency. More 
immediately, recent estimates from Transport Scotland suggest that car travel has recovered to 40% of the level 
in the last full week before lockdown, whereas concessionary bus travel is now at 25% after slight recovery and 
rail travel as low as 15%.  3

Transform Scotland was encouraged by the statement of the Cabinet Secretary for Transport, Infrastructure and 
Connectivity to Parliament on 28 April and his announcement of measures to encourage active travel and to 
prepare public transport for the relaxation of current restrictions. Nevertheless, Mr Matheson was frank in his 
acknowledgement of the difficulties that both operators and users would face in adjusting to a situation in  

Transform Scotland 
5 Rose Street, Edinburgh, EH2 2PR    
t: 0131 243 2690   
e: <info@transformscotland.org.uk> 
w: <www.transform.scot>

SCOTLAND’S 
ALLIANCE FOR 
SUSTAINABLE 
TRANSPORT

We campaign for walking, cycling and public transport to be the easiest and most affordable 
options for everyone. Our diverse membership brings together public, private and third 
sector organisations from across Scotland. We are a registered Scottish charity (SC041516).

mailto:info@transformscotland.org.uk
mailto:info@transformscotland.org.uk


which social distancing would continue to be necessary. Similar concerns were expressed by the Cabinet 
Secretary for Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform the following day, when she stated in committee 
that “as we try to get back to some semblance of normality, if people do not want to go back to using mass 
public transport, we are not quite sure what things might look like”, and went on to warn of the risk of “very 
unintended consequences.” 

Transform Scotland of course welcomes the growth in active travel during the lockdown period and the 
measures that have recently been announced for further support for walking and cycling. Likewise we agree 
strongly that a continuance of home working and videoconferencing, where possible, should be part of the 
strategy for the next phase. We consider that this should be supported, as necessary, by an acceleration in the 
improvement of broadband access and capacity in Scotland. We are nevertheless very concerned that, without 
strong and proactive policy interventions, the relative deterioration in public transport users’ access to 
opportunities during the lockdown period will be perpetuated and probably increased after restrictions are 
eased, whereas car travel will be encouraged by quieter roads resulting both from lower economic activity and 
from measures to stagger working hours and retain more home working. At the same time, the trend towards 
more active travel could be jeopardised by increases in peak car commuting, especially in urban areas where 
concerns are already being expressed about some motorists’ disregard of speed limits. If in addition public 
transport users are further discouraged by PPE requirements, longer journey times because of social distancing 
requirements, or increased fares to compensate for the breakdown of the current financial models for providing 
bus and rail services, then the outcome would be completely contrary to the Scottish Government’s 
sustainability and social justice aspirations for the transport sector. 

The current situation has already undermined many of the fundamental planning assumptions that have 
informed transport policy in Scotland since devolution. Transform Scotland considers that urgent 
reassessments are required to ensure that future mobility requirements can continue to be met in a way that 
builds on some of the beneficial lessons of lockdown without jeopardising sustainability objectives and the 
Scottish Government’s vision of a fairer society. In terms of creating an environment in which active travel can 
be maintained and expanded, the new normal should require a hard look at speed limits in urban areas. So far 
as high-spending transport programmes are concerned, the immediate priorities for expenditure should be re-
equipping bus and light and heavy rail systems to respond to the requirements of social distancing, together 
with supporting the rebuilding of public transport service levels after a period when demand – and therefore 
revenue – has been deliberately suppressed. If necessary, planned longer-term capital investment projects 
should be deferred to provide financial headroom during the recovery period, while there is certainly no case 
for advancing “shovel ready” road schemes which would worsen the imbalance between sustainable transport 
and car use. 

We will be working with our member groups, which comprises the bulk of both Scotland’s public transport 
industry and the active travel community, to bring forward more detailed recommendations for the recovery. 
However, we make one proposal at this stage. We would ask that you ensure that your Advisory Group on 
Economic Recovery, and those groups involved in preparing the ‘green recovery plan’ and the Climate Change 
Plan, contains representation from within the sustainable transport sector. We would be happy to assist your 
officials with recommendations for appointments to such groups. 

I hope that these comments will be a helpful contribution to the public discussion you have invited. I am 
copying this note to the Cabinet Secretaries for Transport and for the Environment, to the Chief Executive of 
Transport Scotland, and to the contact email addresses given in the framework document. As always, we would 
be happy to discuss these matters in more detail with your officials. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Phil Matthews 
Chair, Transform Scotland 

  https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/may/03/how-tesco-doomsday-exercise-helped-it-cope-with-the-coronavirus1

  See p2 of https://www.college.police.uk/What-we-do/COVID-19/Documents/What-constitutes-a-reasonable-excuse.pdf2

  https://www.transport.gov.scot/publication/covid-19-transport-trend-data-20-26-april-2020/3


