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Preamble 

After tumultuous years of two nationalistic referendums, lengthy Brexit negotiations 
and a pandemic, business seeks greater certainty to face whatever may come next.  
Small and medium sized (SME) businesses have demonstrated their ability to rapidly 
adapt and to innovate to manage significant change.  They are the engine room of 
the Scottish economy.   

We have heard from business owners that there is a fragility in the system and this 
paper aims to ensure that Scottish businesses are supported and well placed to reap 
the benefits once economy activity begins moving again, to aid our national 
prosperity. The proposals include fair banking solutions, provision of financial 
support coupled with expert advice to aid business growth, and improvements to the 
decision-making processes around this. 

If agreed, the proposals in this paper will sit alongside policies on the green 
economy, transport and digital infrastructure, and wider skills and education in a 
fully-costed manifesto for the 2021 Scottish Parliament election. 

This paper presents steps to put recovery first for business and employment but with 
the recognition that the challenges of the last 12 months will not be the landscape of 
the future. 

Planning forward for the next five years and beyond, there is an opportunity in the 
rebuilding and purposing economic activity towards climate friendly industry, 
pursuing and encouraging new green investments and recognising that local and 
SME businesses can often, by their nature, be quicker to adapt and can offer greener 
economic growth. This paper presents a focus of where and how to enhance 
industrial activity on that basis. The Liberal Democrat vision has always been based in 
a love of our natural environment, to trust in localism and to avoid over centralism of 
decision making. We seek to incentivise businesses and individuals to embrace the 
necessary and positive transition to a strong green economy.  

As we look to the future, we acknowledge the costs across borne by all in society but 
particularly by the young. The experience of the last 12 months has fallen heavily on 
their shoulders, as expectations of education, work, training or university life have 
been severely disrupted. At a time when young people could expect to build 



experiences, good and bad, take risks, try and succeed or fail but learn more about 
themselves and their talents, they have been curtailed.  

We recognise that in our member consultation, many older members were 
concerned for the outlook for the young knowing these years and experiences to be 
formative. In the years of young adulthood we can acquire resilience and optimism, 
positive risk taking and commitment, ready to become fully participating adults, 
good citizens investing in ourselves and our community. We note the experience of 
Japan, where long periods of slow or zero growth, combined with a lack of focus on 
equity in work for the young has led to a disenfranchisement between generations.  
Worse still that a mature yet economically scarred generation feels so unhopeful that 
the economy as a whole is flattened, even as the government attempts to stimulate 
activity. Our youth is very much our future. Post COVID, with a UK outside Europe, we 
believe we have great resource in our young people, and we will frame fair and 
equitable policies for skills and jobs to enable them to recover this lost period with as 
little harm as possible to their spirit and potential. 

Introduction 

Renewed confidence and ambition will be key to Scotland’s future growth during this 
period of significant challenge and change.  Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic and 
Brexit, Scotland’s economy was stagnant with limited opportunity for many people.  
Business turnover and employment are now falling rapidly which will limit the 
country’s ability to make investments into the public services we desire.  It is 
imperative to rebuild our business communities and support people to access work. 
In addition, town centres need to adapt to new demands supported by innovative 
planning processes. 

The impact of the pandemic has not been equitable across the population.  There 
have been differences between island, rural and urban communities.  Women and 
young people have experienced the greatest deterioration in employment 
opportunities.  2020 has also demonstrated very clearly how much we depend on 
certain sectors and that we should value much more highly the role of carers, 
educators and local suppliers in our communities.   

This policy paper argues that the recovery post COVID-19 should focus on three 
elements: (1) building confidence in our small to medium sized businesses; (2) 
upskilling all our citizens to play a full part in the transition to a modern and low 
carbon economy and (3) providing more support to business sectors that we now 



recognise as valuable and diverse, which employ significantly greater numbers of 
women and young people. 

The Evidence 

Economic Overview 

Scotland’s economic performance prior to 2020 was declining and COVID-19 has 
resulted in an additional fall of more than 20% since March 20201.  Scottish 
Government economists predict that scars to the economy will remain until at least 
2025 and confusion resulting from Brexit will compound the issue in the short term.   

Industrial sectors in Scotland have been affected differently by the pandemic with 
Accommodation and Food services; Arts, Culture and Recreation being the hardest 
hit.  This reflects the significant impact of the lack of international visitors on Tourism 
as well as difficulties with international trade on Food and Drink production.  The 
Financial Services sector in Scotland is more reliant on domestic markets post BREXIT.  
Currently 1 in 5 jobs in Scotland are within in-store retail, accommodation and food 
therefore a significant number of people are currently in vulnerable employment. 

COVID-19 has affected workers in an inequitable manner.  People under the age of 
25 years and women have been the worst affected by the reduction in jobs and 
hours during the pandemic2.  Women have also borne greater responsibilities for 
home schooling of children and caring for vulnerable relatives which has limited their 
ability to access work.   

An outcome of the pandemic has been to highlight that certain aspects of our 
communities and economy have been previously undervalued.  Strong local supply 
chains and access to local hospitality, retail and leisure are in demand.  The provision 
of good care and education services are now recognised as critical to society.  An 
ageing population needs access to better accommodation and services for wellbeing 
in later years.  Young people need to be able to build a successful life in Scotland 
without the need to migrate for opportunities.   

For many years, Scottish Government has focused support for R&D, innovation and 
business growth on to sectors that are predominantly science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics (STEM) based.   Also the major public sector 
infrastructure investments have been to support industries such as Construction, 

 
1 State of the economy: September 2020 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
2 State of the economy: April 2020 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
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Utilities, Manufacturing, IT and Transportation.   Whilst this long-term support is 
helpful to ensure that Scotland remains internationally competitive and to attract 
investment, these industries are dominated by large corporations, continue to 
struggle with diversity and employ significantly more men than women.   More 
women than men are employed in the Health and Social Care, Education, Services 
and Accommodation, and Food Sectors.  More young people are employed in the 
Culture and Recreation sectors.  These sectors are equally valuable to Scotland but 
have had limited support to innovate and adopt new technologies.   

Once the impact of a COVID-19 vaccine enables a return to work, it is important to 
ensure that business opportunities exist for all people. There is a need to enable 
currently untapped talent to access work and to diversify government support to 
previously undervalued business sectors. 

Business and Employment Overview 

Scotland’s business community is dominated by small companies.  98% of Scottish 
companies have fewer than 50 employees and 43% have less than 10 employees3.  
Of the very few large companies (>250 employees), the vast majority are non-
Scottish owned.  Sustained changes to business operations following the pandemic 
are likely to include increased home/flexible working, increased reliance on digital 
connectivity and data, and increased on-line retail sales.  The Fourth Industrial 
Revolution for manufacturing and production is based on significant automation and 
data integration.  Transitioning to low carbon, data, digital and knowledge based 
economies is now accepted as the key driver for future economic growth.  The pace 
at which companies can transition and adapt to these changes will be key to their 
success.  However change is costly and requires access to the right infrastructure and 
to talent.   

People are in danger of being left behind at a time when we should be investing in 
their education and skills.  Children have missed out on a significant amount of 
schooling in 2020/21 and will need increased support to rapidly catch up.  60% of UK 
employers have cancelled work placements this year impacting on 30% of university 
graduates of the Class of 20204 and most graduates now have a negative view 
towards their future career5.  The number of Modern Apprenticeships started in 

 
3 Businesses in Scotland: 2020 - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
4 https://www.theguardian.com/money/2020/jul/29/majority-employers-cancel-work-experience-students-
graduates-covid-19 
5 https://luminate.prospects.ac.uk/survey-reveals-students-concerns-amid-coronavirus-crisis 
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Scotland in 2020 has dropped significantly due to COVID to around 4,000 with 40% 
/60% female/male ratio.  Sectors with the largest number of apprentices are in 
Construction, Engineering,; Sport, Health and Social Care and IT6.  1100 graduate 
apprenticeship programmes started this year in Scotland, of note is the majority in 
Engineering, Construction, Business or IT.  The numbers of young people supported 
are small and focused on a narrow range of industries. 

Scotland’s small businesses, rural and urban, need help to adapt and flourish.  
Significant support from the enterprise agencies has often focused on large 
corporations, collaborations with universities, inward investors, or those businesses 
seeking to raise equity-based investment.  The commercial business banking sector is 
seen as very challenging to small companies, rural communities and the self-
employed.  There is therefore a gap in the provision of appropriate support to our 
small independent businesses to help them to innovate, to grow and to provide 
good jobs. 

The Proposals 

Scotland’s economic potential is built upon its people and networks, its knowledge 
base and its natural assets.  Our ambition is to build a robust and diverse economy 
where businesses can thrive, and everyone can have access to work that has a 
purpose.  Economic growth will come from domestic business growth, inward 
investment and knowledge transfer.  Support of business growth and resilience is as 
equally important to support as entrepreneurship and company creation.  Efficient 
access to international markets and good relationships with our largest trading 
partner, England, are critical.  We recognise that public support of the private sector 
is required from time to time and when this occurs there should be a shared risk and 
reward approach with the focus on achieving business growth and tangible benefits 
to the public.  

There are several matters regarding fiscal policy that are reserved to Westminster 
(e.g. VAT, personal taxation allowances).  However, our party should ensure that 
Scottish Government exercises more of its existing and significant powers relating to 
taxation.  For example, opportunities to introduce a fair land (urban and rural) 
taxation policy and to introduce changes to council tax should be considered to 
unlock development and bring wider benefits. 

 
6 https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/47247/modern-apprenticeship-statistics-quarter-2-
2020-21.pdf 



There are three sets of policy proposals within this paper: 

1. To build greater business confidence and position Scotland as the most 
business friendly and supportive community in Europe  

a. We will reform business rates to take the burden off high street retailers, 
who are unfairly hampered compared to purely online retailers who have 
lower premises costs.  We support a land value element for this new tax to 
avoid penalising businesses that improve their properties, install renewables 
or make their customers safer from the virus.   

b. We will restart the cross-party process to replace the unfair council tax that 
has been left dangling by the SNP for 14 years. We will explore if the new 
system can include a valuation process in common with business rates to 
make it more efficient and cut costs for taxpayers.   

c. Public sector procurement policies should be overhauled to ensure they 
support local suppliers, micro-bidders, fair employment practices and to take 
note of the level of state aids in non-Scottish bids.  

d. Adequate digital and phone connectivity is critical for business success. The 
major geographic communication inequities must be urgently addressed.  
Utility companies, landowners and planners will be incentivised to deliver 
significant progress by 2023. 

e. Empower local business growth partnerships to work directly with 
businesses and communities to allocate funding and support in a rapid and 
efficient manner. These local partnerships should collaborate as a national 
network to pool expertise and share knowledge. 

f. Ensure the mission for Scottish National Investment Bank, SNIB is much more 
ambitious and diverse i.e. beyond long term, low carbon projects.  It should 
maintain the supply of risk capital into early-stage businesses and act as a 
guarantor in low income, rural, under-banked business opportunities working 
in partnership with enterprise agencies to ensure wrap around support.  

g. Support the development of a “Made in Scotland” quality standard (i.e. 
beyond foods) to support consumer choice and aid exports. 

h. Launch a consultation on how to support local retailers to maximise the 
opportunities around on-line retail and to reduce the environmental impact 
of deliveries.  



i. Provide specialist low carbon advice free of charge to businesses on how to 
minimise the impact of their work on the environment7.   
 

2. Support people to up-skill and access work experience.  Develop Scotland’s 
reputation as the most highly skilled, adaptable workforce in Europe. 
a. Provide funding for a training bond coupled to careers advice that can be 

used to support people of all ages to pay for further skills development 
throughout their career.   

b. Expand the apprenticeship programme with colleges, universities and 
businesses to enable more young people to access places, particularly in 
target sectors such as low carbon; care; education and AI8.   

c. Support those who have unconventional CVs (no formal certification, 
extended periods of absence from workplace etc) to build a recognised 
career passport.   

d. Develop a national accredited internship programme for graduates.  
Opportunities to include short term, “bite sized” placements with Scotland’s 
SMEs. Taking experience from the last nine months, online collaborative teams 
can create and enhance learning and sharing knowledge hubs between 
interns across companies whilst on placement. 

e. Make the commitment to Equal Pay for equal level of work (irrespective of 
age9, gender etc) which will be required of the public sector and its suppliers  

 
3. Increase support for business sectors and that have demonstrated their value 

during COVID-19.  Develop Scotland’s reputation as supporting the most 
diverse business culture in Europe. 
a. Encourage enterprise agencies to recognise the value (beyond traditional 

economic measures) of more diverse sectors and to increase their support of 
innovation activity and adoption of new technology in businesses that provide 
services such as care, education.  

b. Encourage enterprise agencies to value and support more small and micro 
businesses, taking account of local community impacts.  Current support is 
often tailored to those businesses that generate significant turnover or are 
likely to raise risk capital. 

 
7 Projects are currently required to have a carbon impact assessment before approval, often difficult for 
applicants to determine 
8 https://www.apprenticeships.scot/become-an-apprentice/graduate-apprenticeships/ 
9 21-24 year olds, 18-20 year olds and < 18 year olds have different hourly minimum wage.   



c. Encourage support of businesses beyond the start-up phase to include 
expansion, collaboration and diversification.  

d. Direct support from government agencies to include measures to enable 
more employee and community ownership of businesses particularly when 
the government divests equity  

e. Develop a centre of excellence for carbon capture and efficient energy 
generation working closely with the construction, utilities and renewables 
industries in partnership with colleges, universities and planners to ensure that 
communities are fit for the future.  The centre to develop and test prototypes, 
provide training.  

f. Change support of land owners and managers10 to stimulate innovation, 
diversification and support new entrants.  Government support should enable 
carbon reduction, reduced tillage, good water management, knowledge 
exchange and public engagement measures.  Implement reverse auctions to 
ascertain the incentives required to implement change. 
 

 
10 This encompasses farming, estates, forestry, aquaculture etc 



Ending Homelessness in Scotland 
Policy report from the Policy Committee 

This report, and its accompanying motion, has been prepared by the Policy 
Committee in response to the motion on homelessness that was referred-back to it 
by the Scottish party conference held on 31st October 2020. 

Background information 

During the Covid-19 lockdown the Scottish Government managed to immediately 
find shelter for every homeless person in Scotland, despite previous protestations 
that it was not possible.  The system used had many flaws but it represented the 
single largest investment in homelessness ever made. 

According to Scottish Government figures, 31,333 households were assessed as 
homeless, or threatened with homelessness in 2019/20. There were 51,365 people in 
these households, including 35,654 adults and 15,711 children. 

There is a perception that homelessness is primarily an issue which affects single 
men. This is not the case. In fact, 55% of homeless households are single women, 
one-parent-families, or couples, either with or without children. 

For those under 24 there are more single women homeless than there are single 
men.  However, there are more services available to women so male homelessness 
maybe seriously undercounted.   

Homelessness often leads to problems of addiction.  

There were an estimated 195 deaths of homeless people in Scotland in 2018, a third 
of them in Glasgow. 

Public policy in Scotland and elsewhere 

The Homelessness (Scotland) Act 2003 had an aim of ensuring that by 2012 everyone 
assessed as being unintentionally homeless will be entitled to permanent 
accommodation, but has not fulfilled its objective.  No central list of housing stock 
has even been completed. 

Homelessness is on the increase in all countries in Europe and has reached crisis 
point in many of these countries. A notable exception is Finland which has all but 
eradicated it. Similarly, Norway has had success. 

Finland and Norway use a different approach to most other countries. Rather than a 
staircase system, where people are provided with accommodation in a series of 
stages once they have proven their worth, they use a combination of the Rapid 
Response and Housing First approaches.   



Housing First deals with the emergency situation of people finding themselves on 
the streets, by immediately providing accommodation, backed up with a suitable 
support package to maintain the individual.   

Rapid Response is designed to deal with situations in which homelessness can be 
averted by the provision of suitable long term accommodation and the resolution of 
the problems which could lead to homelessness.  If Rapid Response is effective, the 
need for Housing First should all but disappear. 

The Scottish Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action Group reported in 2018 and 
recommended Housing First and Rapid Rehousing, and this report was accepted by 
the Scottish Government and CoSLA. 

The most recent homelessness statistics show that the problem is still a long way 
from resolution and deserves a bigger effort by government to increase the pace of 
change. 

Principles that Liberal Democrats apply to tackling homelessness 

Liberal Democrats believe that everyone in Scotland has the right to have a roof over 
their head. 

The current way that we are tackling homelessness in Scotland is not working and 
needs to radically change. 

In particular, the burden currently placed on local councils to fund emergency 
accommodation for homelessness can lead to an inconsistent approach from local 
authorities. Often homeless people migrate to the cities to find greater help for 
rough sleeping and greater footfall for begging, which creates a further burden for 
those councils.  

Consequently, there is a strong argument that the funding for providing such 
accommodation should be provided by central government and not the local 
authority on a temporary basis, until the housing policies reduce the need for 
emergency accommodation. 

A Housing First model is the way to tackle Scotland’s urgent homeless problem. This 
concept says that solutions to a person’s social and health problems should not be a 
pre-condition for organising them safe accommodation. It takes the contrary 
approach, and is based on the premise that safe accommodation is a requirement 
which facilitates the resolution of the problems associated with homelessness. 

A Rapid Rehousing strategy is required to prevent homelessness becoming a fact of 
life for many people.  Available housing should be accessible for people who are in 
danger of losing their current accommodation, whether for financial, personal or 
health reasons.  Access to suitable permanent accommodation, and support to 
maintain the tenancy, should be the responsibility of local authorities. 



The experience of young people who are homeless needs to be dealt with in a 
distinct way to make sure that young, and often vulnerable, people are not forced 
into unsuitable shared accommodation or left out of support services. 

Action demanded from the Scottish Government 

We call on the next Scottish Government to consider these detailed proposals and to: 

1. End rough sleeping immediately;   

2. Commit to increase support in order to enable a quicker transition to a 
Housing First and Rapid Rehousing system, working towards the end of 
homelessness in Scotland; 

3. Support a plan to build at least the 37,100 new homes for social rent in the 
next five years as recommended by Shelter; 

4. Change, on a temporary basis, funding for emergency homeless 
accommodation to make it a national responsibility, not a local authority 
one, returning responsibility to local authority level once the current crisis 
in numbers has been abated;   

5. Conduct an urgent review of the reasons properties are left vacant, to 
assess the steps needed to bring more of them into use, with the specific 
aim of increasing the housing supply, and to make any necessary changes 
to planning regulations to allow this to happen; 

6. Endorse a commitment to a no eviction policy for asylum seekers, refugees 
and immigrants whose rights are exhausted. 

 


