Inclusion
Scotland

Lessons Learned? What has Scotland taken
onboard from the UK Covid-19 Inquiry Modules 1
and 2 recommendations in pandemic planning
with, and for, disabled people?

What happened?

Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, disabled people were marginalised and
excluded. In Scotland, disabled people had a higher likelihood of living
in poverty, lower average earnings and a higher likelihood of leaving
school without qualifications.! These economic impacts were
accompanied by increased isolation, hostility and experiences of hate
crime. Even before the pandemic, the UN had designated austerity as a
‘human catastrophe’ for disabled people in the UK. In April of 2020,
Inclusion Scotland surveyed over 800 disabled people about their
experiences of the pandemic and the resulting restrictions?. The report
identified ‘Rights at Risk’ during the pandemic, included those set out in
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (UNCRPD): the right to live independently, right to
education, right to an adequate standard of living and social protection,
right to employment, right to physical and mental health, and right to
life.

Multiple reports produced during the pandemic present clear evidence
of the ways in which this ‘'human catastrophe’ was exacerbated, and

" Scottish Government, 2019. Available from: Scotland's Wellbeing - Measuring the National Outcomes
for Disabled People

2 Inclusion Scotland (2020), Rights At Risk. Available at: https://inclusionscotland.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/05/Rights-At-Risk-Summary-Report.pdf
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https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2019/07/scotlands-wellbeing-measuring-national-outcomes-disabled-people/documents/scotlands-wellbeing-measuring-national-outcomes-disabled-people/scotlands-wellbeing-measuring-national-outcomes-disabled-people/govscot%3Adocument/scotlands-wellbeing-measuring-national-outcomes-disabled-people.pdf

new challenges created. In their ‘Supercharged’ report, Glasgow
Disability Alliance (GDA) identified the ways in which disabled people
experienced triple the risk during the pandemic.® These were identified
through member surveys and their experiences providing and adapting
support during the pandemic.

1. Disabled people faced greater physical risk.

2. Disabled people may be less able to respond and keep safe, and
more at risk from the social impacts of the pandemic and
restrictions.

3. Disabled people’s expertise was excluded from planning and
decision-making.

Crucially, risk to disabled people is just as likely to have come from the
response to the pandemic as the virus itself. Both Inclusion Scotland
and GDA's reports are filled with structural barriers, for example,
restriction of social care budgets, access to public spaces only for
‘exercise’, the employment impacts for those ‘shielding’ and
information not available in accessible formats, and the impacts of
isolation. Many disabled people were unable to get their medication
and dietary requirements were in many cases made inaccessible. Lack
of pain management services or mobility therapies, and cancellation of
planned treatments, all contributed to the deterioration of existing
conditions. Many disabled people feared low priority for treatment of
COVID-19 symptoms, and having ‘Do Not Attempt Resuscitation’
(DNAR) notices filed without consent, as happened. For many, vital
social care support was withdrawn without notice, leaving those reliant
on it unable to eat, wash and dress, or manage medication.

What is happening now?

Six years on from the start of the pandemic, the process is underway of
reflecting on decisions made. Now, the focus is on informing future
pandemic planning and examining the lasting impacts of actions taken.
Following calls from Disabled People’s Organisations (DPOs) and
others, official analysis for Scotland was published which evidenced
the disproportionate impact on disabled people, including the
devastating statistic that people with learning disabilities were over

3 Glasgow Disability Alliance (2020), Supercharged: A human catastrophe. Available at:
https://gda.scot/resources/supercharged-a-human-catastrophe/
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three times more likely to die from Covid-19 than the general
population.* The question remains unanswered as to why data around
the impact of Covid-19 on the number of deaths of disabled people in
Scotland was made available much later than that for England and
Wales.

UK Covid-19 Inquiry

The UK Covid Inquiry is an independent public inquiry established in
June 2022, to examine the pandemic response, and to make
recommendations to better respond to future pandemics. The Inquiry is
explicit in the aim to investigate ‘disparities of impact’. > Due to the
scope of the impacts of Covid, the investigations are being conducted
as a series of modules. Each module involves the Chair of the Inquiry
listening to evidence in a series of public hearings. Following the
hearings, recommendations are developed and shared in a module
report.

As of December 2025, reports on two modules have been published.

Module One

Module One was published in July 2024 and focused on central
government response and structures around preparedness, resilience
and response. The report concluded the following:

e The UK was inadequately prepared, and better preparation could
have reduced both the human and financial costs.

e Multiple institutions and structures made emergency planning
overly complex.

e The risk assessment process was flawed.

e The pandemic strategy was outdated and not flexible enough.

¢ The pandemic plan did not account for pre-existing health
inequalities and deprivation.

e Local organisations were not adequately engaged with the
pandemic plan.

4Henderson A, Fleming M, Cooper S, et al., COVID-19 infection and outcomes in a population-based
cohort of 17 203 adults with intellectual disabilities compared with the general population. J Epidemiol
Community Health 2022;76:550-555; Scottish Government, (2021) ‘Coronavirus (COVID-19) - disabled
people: health, social and economic harms - research report’. Available at:
https://www.gov.scot/publications/covid-19-disabled-people-scotland-health-social-economic-harms/
5 UK Covid Inquiry, Module One, p. xi
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e There was a failure to learn from past emergencies and outbreaks
of disease.

¢ Relevant policy documents were outdated and overly
complicated: filled with jargon and complex procedures with took
too much time.

¢ Ministers received limited advice and often failed to challenge the
advice given.

e Advisors lacked freedom and autonomy to express different
opinions and their advice was undermined by ‘groupthink’, which
is where people in a group tend to think about things in the same
way.

In response, the Inquiry Chair recommended overhauling pandemic
planning in the UK. The recommendations are in Table 1.

Table 1: Summary of the UK Covid Inquiry Module One
Recommendations®

Recommendation | Description

1and 2 Simplified structure for whole-system
preparedness and resilience including single
person or committee accountable up to Cabinet
Office level.

3 Improved risk assessment procedures

This recommendation is explicit in including
assessment of the impact of each risk on
vulnerable people, and considering how each risk
interacts with each other. Additionally, it is explicit
in mitigating and preventing emergency rather
than just responding after the event.

4 Development of a UK wide whole-system civil
emergency strategy, which is regularly updated.
The specifics contained within this

8 An in-depth overview of the recommendations is available in the UK Covid Inquiry, Module One,
Appendix 4 (p. 211-217). Available at: https://covid19.public-inquiry.uk/modules/resilience-and-
preparedness/

o



recommendation should result in a consistent clear
response to future pandemics that considers the
infrastructure and social, economic and health
impacts.

Better data collection, sharing and synthesis in the
UK and specific to each nation. Importantly, this
recommendation has an explicit aim of using the
collated evidence to identify which groups are hit
hardest by the pandemic and why.

6and?7

Regular practice in the form of UK wide pandemic
exercises. Again, there is an explicit emphasis here
on considering how to best help different groups
that may be “vulnerable”. The results of these
exercises are to be published, supporting better
transparency and accountability.

Regular published reports in each nation reporting
on pandemic preparedness and resilience, with
specific guidelines on what this should include.

Regular scrutiny from specialists within the civil
service, who are not part of the team working on
the documents to be scrutinised.

10

Establishment of a UK-wide independent body for
pandemic preparedness and resilience providing
advice assessment and recommendations to
leaders. Importantly for DPOs, the report was
explicit in recommending an independent body
have mechanisms for consulting with voluntary,
community and social enterprise at a national level,
across all four nations, and making
recommendations. This mechanism could be
hoped to provide a formal platform for the
expertise of disabled people to be embedded in
policy and decision making.




Module Two

Module Two was published in November 2025, focusing on decision
making and political governance. The report concluded the following:

e Responses from all four UK governments were “too little, too
late”.

¢ The initial response to the pandemic was slow; affected by a lack
of information and a lack of urgency.

e Exiting the first lockdown lacked strategy with very little planning
for a second wave of infection.

e Emergence of the Delta variant in March 2021 saw better
planning and responses to slow infection whilst rolling out
vaccines.

¢ The impact of the pandemic was not experienced equally; older
people, disabled people and some ethnic minority groups faced
higher risks from the virus and increased harms influenced by
socio-economic factors.

Table 2: Summary of the UK Covid Inquiry Module Two
Recommendations’

Recommendation | Description

1 Improving consideration of the impact that
decisions might have on those most at risk in an
emergency: changes should aim to identify any
risks to vulnerable groups in both the planning and
response to emergencies.

2 Broadening participation in SAGE (the Scientific
Advisory Group for Emergencies), through open
recruitment of experts and representation of
devolved administrations.

3 Reforming and clarifying the structures for
decision-making during emergencies within each
nation.

7 Covid Inquiry, Module 2. P.8. Available at: Module 2, 2A, 2B, 2C Report ‘In Brief’ summary — Core
decision-making and political governance - UK Covid-19 Inquiry
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https://covid19.public-inquiry.uk/documents/module-2-in-brief-report/
https://covid19.public-inquiry.uk/documents/module-2-in-brief-report/

This included: “Regarding decision making that
profoundly affects disabled people it is important
that there is access to expert advice including
advice informed by disabled people themselves”.
And;

“the Govs of each UK nation must include a
minister with responsibility for representing the
interests of disabled people”

Ensuring that decisions and their implications are
clearly communicated to the public. Laws and
guidance should be easily understood and available
in accessible formats.

Enabling greater parliamentary scrutiny of the use
of emergency powers through safeguards such as
time limits and regular reporting on how powers
have been used.

Establishing structures to improve the
communication between the four nations during
an emergency to ensure better alignment of
policies where desirable and to provide a clear
rationale for differences in approach where
necessary.

Scottish Covid Inquiry

Scotland is conducting its own Inquiry, focused on devolved matters.
The Scottish Covid Inquiry takes a human rights based approach, and is
organised into four thematic areas: public-sector response, financial
and welfare support to businesses and individuals, the provision of
health and social care services, and education and certification. It is
designed to build recommendations around reported experiences of
people in Scotland. & Similar to the UK Covid Inquiry, the Inquiry in
Scotland is primarily based around a series of public hearings, and also

8 Scottish Covid Inquiry, https://www.covid19inquiry.scot/
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draws on expert witnesses, academic research, calls for evidence, and
open input of lived experience.

Whilst many of the issues raised by DPQO'’s can be incorporated into the
Scottish Covid Inquiry themes, their research and that of other
organisations was more holistic. Rather than being focused on
pandemic response, their evidence looks at reducing broader
systematic inequalities, which in turn will avoid some of the inequality
in any future pandemic response. The research identified by DPOs
noted barriers, rather than themes. For example, the barriers identified
by GDA were to: information, food provision, health and social care
rights /provision, welfare rights, mental health support and social
connections and wellbeing.

The evidence from Inclusion Scotland highlighted that it is essential
that the links between factors are fully understood. They highlighted
the cumulative effect of one decision on disabled people’s rights: for
example, withdrawal of social care may prevent independent living,
which may then mean it is difficult to work, this may result in reliance
on social security, which will result in a reduced standard of living,
which then has a negative impact on physical and mental health, and so
on. In this way, the removal of one vital support has a broad negative
impact, far beyond the direct implications.

Through arranging Scottish Covid Inquiry evidence from DPOs and
other organisations supporting disabled people into themes, they can
be somewhat, although not altogether, aligned with the official Inquiry
themes. Three closely reflect those of the Scottish Covid Inquiry:
service delivery, education, employment. The remaining themes
highlighted in the evidence from organisations but not the headlines of
the Inquiry were communication, involvement, and loneliness.

Service Delivery

Disabled people were significantly let down through the removal of
essential care and support, as GDA's ‘Supercharged’ report powerfully
captured. In their Inquiry evidence, organisations questioned the
designation of essential services and evidenced the impact of service
closures and withdrawal of support. Cross Reach reported on the
removal of day services for people with a learning disability, and wider
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discussions about the relative value placed on social and community
support. Similarly, Cerebral Palsy Scotland noted a disconnect between
what policy makers believed to be essential, and the services people
required. Redeployment of physiotherapists and other allied health
professionals was particularly detrimental. Similarly, Down’s Syndrome
Scotland noted that the redeployment of speech and language
therapists led to a regression of language for some people.

LEAD Scotland advised that day service provision cut during the
pandemic had still not returned to the previous levels, particularly
impacting people with a learning disability.

Education

Inclusion Scotland'’s ‘Rights at Risk’ also highlighted the impact the
pandemic had for disabled children, particularly through removal of
educational and respite support. There were impacts on children’s
mental and physical health due to loss of structure, daily activity,
routine, face-to-face contact with friends, and access to the outdoors.
No help was provided to replicate these features at home. Children and
young people are likely to require support around trauma, and negative
impacts to mental health caused through the stress and disruption of
service provision throughout the pandemic. Cerebral Palsy Scotland
were among those advocating for school closures as a last resort, and
that other in-person educational structures be put in place.

Similarly, Down'’s Syndrome Scotland noted the impact of the
pandemic and restrictions on education across the lifespan, from
socialisation of babies, transitions into nursery and throughout school.
The impacts of these early mismanaged transitions and anxiety
continues to have a substantial impact on this generation of children
and young people, and some children have still not been able to return
to school.

Redeployment and lack of priority was also reported. The Scottish
Secondary Teachers Association shared that disabled pupils missed out
on education as their teachers were transferred to main classes or
larger groups of pupils and they no longer had the one-to-one support
they required. Down'’s Syndrome Scotland reported many children in
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mainstream education received the same online resources as the other
pupils and did not receive the adaptations they would have access to in
a classroom setting.

At a university level, evidence from both the National Union of
Students (NUS), and Glasgow Caledonian University noted that for
some students the move to online learning removed some barriers.
However, the return to campus has reinstated the barriers of travel,
access to campus, navigating busy, noisy spaces, and the social
aspects of university. NUS noted that it was important that all students
have the technology and skills to access any remote provision, and that
the chosen formats are accessible to all. LEAD Scotland also found that
for some learners, online provision resulted in challenges in both
motivation and wellbeing. For them there was a clear split between
those who welcomed the change, having been previously told remote
learning was not possible, and those who were digitally excluded.
Through LEAD's helpline they became aware of disabled young people
who were unable to access remote learning, dropped out of school, and
are now struggling to re-engage with education. This is a clear example
of a long-term impact of decisions taken during the pandemic.

Employment

Disabled people are more likely to be employed in public
administration, education and health, as well as the distribution,
accommodation and catering sectors, compared with the non-disabled
population.® These sectors were particularly impacted by restrictions
during lockdown with many workers losing their jobs, and businesses
closing. Virus transmission also added another layer of risk due to the
face-to-face nature of these roles. However, disabled people were
impacted across professions. In their membership survey, the Scottish
Artists Union found that of those who made a loss during the
pandemic, 46% were disabled artists.

The Educational Institute Scotland (EIS) and UNISON noted that
following the switch to remote working their disabled members were

9 Scottish Government (2020) ‘Disabled People and the Labour Market in Scotland: 2018’
https://www.gov.scot/news/disabled-people-and-thelabour-market-in-scotland/
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often not supported with reasonable adjustments which would be in
place in their usual workplace such as the availability of equipment.

Members of the Union of Shop, Distributive and Allied Workers
(USDAW) were often redeployed to different departments and their
reasonable adjustments were not met, for example around shift length
and breaks. In their ‘One Thousand Women's Voices' Survey, the EIS
found that disabled women were more likely than non-disabled women
to have had their ability to carry out paid employment impacted by the
pandemic and responses.

The British Medical Association highlighted that disabled doctors felt
less protected than their colleagues and were more likely to experience
worsening mental health. This was especially true for female doctors
whose PPE was less likely to fit properly. Additionally, their report
suggested disabled doctors felt less able to raise concerns around their
PPE. Reflecting this trend in healthcare, The Scottish Healthcare
Workers Coalition noted that where adjustments were recommended
by Occupational Health, these were subsequently disregarded by
management, and individuals were berated, feeling their condition was
used to push them out of their job. Their evidence raises further
concerns that within the NHS there is limited awareness and
application of the existing policies to support disabled people. Risk
assessments for those in employed in the NHS were low quality, often
delayed, and described as a ‘box-ticking’ exercise rather than being
meaningful. They note that the NHS Attendance Policy is often
prioritised over other supportive policies, and that a culture of
presenteeism has been seen to result in burnout and long-term
sickness. All of this was exacerbated during the pandemic due to the
additional pressure, and staff shortages.

Scottish Artists Union also flagged cultural barriers, flagging an
instance of an individual attending a workplace function wearing a
mask, and receiving negative treatment around it.

Communication

Official communication throughout the pandemic sent a clear message
that it is less important that some people receive information than
others. Multiple organisations reported challenges with inconsistent
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and inaccessible communication regarding restrictions and risk. For
example, BSL was not available on live updates, although Scotland did
better in this regard.

Access to information, and accessibility is a clear theme. The Scottish
Commission for People with Learning Disabilities conducted research
with parents, carers and supporters of people with learning disabilities
and found that a quarter had not received any information, and nearly
as many (22%) found the guidance they were given contradictory and
unclear. Aberlour also reflected the challenges with accessing
guidance, and responding to frequent changes and inconsistencies, in
supporting young people. Their evidence highlighted the need to be
proactive in seeking information on supports for children with
disability; a clear barrier for those less able to navigate these systems
or unable to pursue this information. For disabled children in residential
care, this included inconsistent messaging on contact with their
parents.

Social Enterprise Scotland added to concerns about the use of DNAR
(Do Not Attempt Resuscitation). They particularly noted the acronym
being used in communications with young disabled people, including
those with learning disability without additional support, an experience
also observed by Downs Syndrome Scotland. Some young people
hearing this did not understand what these decisions were. This
represents a clear contravention of the right to life and sends abhorrent
messages to disabled people about their place and value within society
which must not be replicated.

The evidence given by the Alliance also noted the impact of
stigmatising language within pandemic reporting and guidance
highlighting the damaging messaging that it is ‘only the vulnerable’ at
risk. Alternately, evidence from British Geriatrics Society noted that
disabled people being indiscriminately referred to as ‘vulnerable’ could
lead to anxiety for people whose condition may not actually confer
higher risk of infection.

°The Scottish Commission for people with Learning Disabilities (2020) 'The Impact of Coronavirus on
People with Learning Disabilities and their parents, carers and supporters' Available at:
https://www.scld.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/SCLD-Coronavirus-Report-FINAL.pdf
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Broader challenges were also noted to communication, caused by a
lack of consideration for accessibility in the application of restrictions.
For example, the Alliance shared challenges that D/deaf people who lip
read faced due to the introduction of masks, and that people who are
blind or visually impaired reported in navigating shops without access
to a guide.

Involvement

A clear theme across the evidence was around the need to coproduce
and meaningfully engage with disabled people in the production and
planning of policy and guidance. University and Colleges Union (UCU)
reported that disabled people were not centred in policy decisions, and
it took continuous advocacy for experiences of disabled people to be
recognised in policy and guidance. Reflecting this, the NASUWT
reported that disabled teachers felt unheard by the Scottish
Government throughout the pandemic. This has resulted in ongoing
distrust of the government for their failure to address the
disproportionate impact on disabled people.

Down’s Syndrome Scotland also noted a lack of engagement when
policy was implemented, explaining that they felt they were being ‘told’
which services to close, rather than it being a discussion that drew on
the expertise of disabled people or professionals. An unequivocal 90%
of GDA members surveyed said they wanted to make sure that
disabled people’s voices were heard, and it is clear many of the harms
to disabled people could be avoided with meaningful involvement.

Loneliness

Pre-pandemic, disabled people were twice as likely to be isolated.
During the pandemic, the removal of supports meant long periods
unable to access social support, with a substantial impact on wellbeing.
At the time, 82% of GDA members were worried about isolation, and
many reported fearing they would die and not be discovered for a long
period of time. LEAD Scotland also reported increased loneliness
amongst disabled people they supported, and an increased demand for
their befriending services.
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Down’s Syndrome Scotland also reflected one impact of the removal of
day services was loneliness and isolation. They reflected on the
ongoing impact on many people in terms of confidence in social
situations, and of residual trauma. The stress of the pandemic was also
shown to challenge relationships: One Parent Families noted the
challenge to relationships when support for a disabled parent or child
was withdrawn.

Loneliness was particularly prominent for those who are not digitally
connected. Whilst the Connecting Scotland scheme was consistently
found to be vital in reducing digital exclusion, some organisations,
including LEAD Scotland noted that assistive technology was not
always available, meaning some disabled people remained excluded.
They also recommended that awareness of assistive technology be
included in any learning programmes aimed at promoting digital
literacy.

Inequality

Module 2 of the Covid Inquiry highlighted many of the inequalities
detailed throughout this report. The document concludes that the
impact of the pandemic on disabled people was twofold; disabled
people were more at risk of suffering severe illness or dying from the
virus while also facing stark inequalities in terms of social, economic
and cultural consequences of imposed “lockdowns” and upon exiting
these.

The Inquiry concludes that disabled people were not considered
adequately or quickly enough across the UK, driven by a lack of data
collection and reporting, with a detrimental impact on planning for
disabled people throughout the pandemic.

Disabled people experienced the pandemic differently; with existing
barriers intensifying and new barriers created such as food insecurity,
difficulty accessing medicines, medical services, personal assistance
and support. Many disabled people lived in fear of contracting Covid-
19, lost essential care and social networks and felt forgotten about.

The Inquiry highlighted multiple groups who experienced inequalities
during the pandemic including people from ethnic minorities, people
experiencing deprivation, and digital exclusion barriers. Disabled people
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often face intersecting inequalities across these areas. For example,
disabled people are more likely to be both in poverty' and experience
digital exclusion. Module 2 noted that having a disability is one of the
strongest predictors of digital exclusion™. These layers of exclusion
pre-pandemic reinforced social isolation during lockdown periods.

The Inquiry directly addressed the particularly stark risks for people
with learning disabilities during the pandemic. A person with Down’s
syndrome was over 30 times more likely to die from the virus™.

Lack of diversity among decision makers was identified as a key
contributor to poor planning for and consideration of disabled
communities. Lee Cain, UK government Director of Communications
2019-2020 spoke to the lack of diversity among decision makers, that
it was “predominantly white, middle-aged men around the table"".
Module 2 also noted the lack of integration of the Minister for Disabled
People and Disability Unit into pandemic response bodies. The
devastating data showing severe infection and mortality rates for
disabled people demonstrates the grave consequences of not involving
disabled experts in early planning stages.

The Inquiry recommends that the UK and devolved governments
improve consideration of the impact that decisions might have on
those most at risk in an emergency. These changes should “aim to
identify, during the planning phase, any risk for vulnerable groups
during future pandemics and ensure these are revisited to ensure
relevance and validity”.

Robust pandemic planning is a welcome recommendation. Inclusion
Scotland urges the Scottish and UK governments to utilise meaningful

" The Health Foundation. 2024. Inequalities in poverty. Available at: Inequalities in poverty | The Health
Foundation

2 Digital Inclusion Research Hub. 2023. The Cost-of-Living Crisis and the Digital Divide. Available at: The
Digital Divide for People with Learning Disabilities

8 UK Covid Inquiry, 2025. Module 2. Volume 2. Chapter 10 Vulnerabilities and Inequalities. Available at:
Modules 2, 2A, 2B, 2C: Core decision-making and political governance - Volume |l: Key themes, lessons
and recommendations p.81

14 UK Covid Inquiry. 2025. Module 2. Volume 2. Chapter 10 Vulnerabilities and Inequalities. Available at:
Modules 2, 2A, 2B, 2C: Core decision-making and political governance - Volume ll: Key themes, lessons
and recommendations p.67

S UK Covid Inquiry, 2025. Module 2. Volume 2. Chapter 11 Government Decision Making. Available at:
Modules 2, 2A, 2B, 2C: Core decision-making and political governance - Volume |l: Key themes, lessons
and recommendations p.109
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https://www.health.org.uk/evidence-hub/money/inequalities-in-poverty
https://www.health.org.uk/evidence-hub/money/inequalities-in-poverty
https://www.digitalinclusionuk.org/research/the-cost-of-living-crisis-and-the-digital-divide
https://www.digitalinclusionuk.org/research/the-cost-of-living-crisis-and-the-digital-divide
https://covid19.public-inquiry.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/18102920/1435-HH-E03296643_UK-Covid-19-M2-%E2%80%A2V2%E2%80%A2-Inquiry_Volume-II_Accessible.pdf
https://covid19.public-inquiry.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/18102920/1435-HH-E03296643_UK-Covid-19-M2-%E2%80%A2V2%E2%80%A2-Inquiry_Volume-II_Accessible.pdf
https://covid19.public-inquiry.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/18102920/1435-HH-E03296643_UK-Covid-19-M2-%E2%80%A2V2%E2%80%A2-Inquiry_Volume-II_Accessible.pdf
https://covid19.public-inquiry.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/18102920/1435-HH-E03296643_UK-Covid-19-M2-%E2%80%A2V2%E2%80%A2-Inquiry_Volume-II_Accessible.pdf
https://covid19.public-inquiry.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/18102920/1435-HH-E03296643_UK-Covid-19-M2-%E2%80%A2V2%E2%80%A2-Inquiry_Volume-II_Accessible.pdf
https://covid19.public-inquiry.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/18102920/1435-HH-E03296643_UK-Covid-19-M2-%E2%80%A2V2%E2%80%A2-Inquiry_Volume-II_Accessible.pdf

co-production methods in the planning process to capture nuances of
previous pandemic experiences and work with communities to develop
solutions to mitigate these in future.

What is missing?

The Scottish Covid Inquiry Thematic areas focus on actions taken
during the pandemic, but their remit does not extend as far as the DPO
research would consider necessary. For example, there is reference to
the need to consider existing inequality in future pandemic responses,
but the Scottish Inquiry stops short of recommending action to
address this inequality. It must be argued that whilst there remain
systemic barriers to equality, any future pandemic response would
continue to replicate this inequality. Recommendations around this
topic may be published in the forthcoming “Let’s Be Heard" lived
experience of the pandemic report.

Both the UK and Scottish Covid Inquiry have provided an open
opportunity for anyone to share their experiences during Covid-19. In
the UK Covid Inquiry, this is through ‘Every Story Matters’ where adults
are invited to share their experiences through in person or online
interviews, an online or paper form (both of which have easy read
versions available), and a series of pop-up listening events in public
places, with a virtual option A research project has been commissioned
looking at the experiences of children and young people. The UK
inquiry is incorporating public input into the findings from Module 3
and 4 onwards. For now, standalone reports have been published which
provide a narrative analysis of key messages. These reports will be fed
into each future module and in this way lived experience will be
included alongside professional testimonial, and practice wisdom. The
Inquiry has not yet reached modules which will include lived
experience, so the effectiveness with which this is incorporated into
the recommendations and the relative weighting given to lived
experience and ‘expert’ evidence is yet to be seen. This is, however, a
clear commitment to inviting lived experience input and a hopeful sign
for the priority given to engagement and involvement in future
pandemic planning.
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In Scotland, the Inquiry frames itself as prioritising lived experiences
and building responses and policy from this. They invited public input
through the ‘Let’s Be Heard' strand of work where anyone was invited
to share their experiences during the pandemic through digital or paper
forms, or by sharing existing reports from their group or organisation.
The open engagement was followed by a period focused on hearing
from groups of people who were not yet represented including
business owners, and people involved in education. As a core function,
this aimed to investigate any ‘unequal or disparate impacts for
particular groups and individuals'.'® The interim report published in
November 2023 revealed that 25% of responses were from disabled
people, and it is hoped that the final report will therefore reflect the
experiences of many disabled people during the pandemic. Already
featured in the interim report is the importance of clear, evidence-
based communication, and the importance of considering the balance
between the harm of closing services and the importance of stopping
the virus spreading. The interim report also makes direct reference to
the reports compiled by Inclusion Scotland and GDA, showing that this
information had been considered at that stage.

Let's Be Heard stopped collecting stories and moved towards
producing the final report in November 2024, and it is hoped that the
final report will be suitably aligned with the stories gathered from
DPQ'’s and other organisations. Once collated, it is hoped that the input
gathered here will be represented in a meaningful way in the overall
Scottish Covid Inquiry findings, as the Inquiry claims they plan to do.

What progress has been made?

The Standing Committee on Pandemic Preparedness was formed, with
the purpose of ensuring the Scottish Government is better informed
when the next pandemic occurs. The final report from the committee,
issued in November 2024, set out the report’s aim as being ‘to ensure
that learnings and new knowledge can be synthesised and
communicated quickly and effectively when the next pandemic

6 Scottish Covid Inquiry (November, 2023) ‘Let’s Be Heard: Interim Report’. Available at:
https://www.covid19inquiry.scot/report/lets-be-heard-interim-report, p.14
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arrives'.” Within the report the key recommendations are around better
communication between experts and data sharing, which should result
in clearer, evidence-based and decisive information given in a future
pandemic. This is supported by a recommendation for a mechanism for
tackling misinformation. Additionally, the group recommended that a
rapid assessment process be developed which scrutinises the impact
on ‘marginalised and deprived communities’.”® Finally, there is a
recommendation that community groups be involved with the group to
ensure there are processes in place for effective engagement in a
pandemic response.” If realised, this would be a positive step forwards
in supporting clear communication.

DPO research conducted during the pandemic had concerns around
Coronavirus legislation and the impact on human rights, especially for
disabled people. All temporary provisions of the UK Coronavirus Act
2020 have now expired. In September 2022, the last of the temporary
Scottish Coronavirus Acts expired, having been replaced in June by the
Coronavirus (Recovery and Reform) (Scotland) Act 2022 with the
remaining act solely related to the justice system. 2°

Reflecting widespread experiences of isolation, campaigners have
progressed ‘Anne’s Law’, which aims to ensure that residents in care
homes are allowed one designated visitor, and the give family carers
the same rights as paid staff. A consultation revealed widespread
support for Anne’s Law, and it has been progressed as part of the Care
Reform (Scotland) Bill. 2! This is currently at stage 2, and progress
continues towards making this law. Whilst this appears to be progress,
it is disappointing to note that the act allows for each care home to
refuse visitors if they believe it is essential to prevent a serious risk.
This caveat is likely to undermine the usefulness of these changes in

7 Standing Committee on Pandemic Preparedness (2024) ‘Pandemic Ready: Safeguarding our future
through preparedness’. Available at: Pandemic Ready: Safeguarding Our Future Through
Preparedness - gov.scot (www.gov.scot), p.3

'8 1bid, p.8

% 1bid, p. 8

20 Scottish Parliament ‘Coronavirus (Recovery and Reform) (Scotland) Act 2022’ Available at:
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2022/8/contents/enacted

21 Care Reform (Scotland) Bill. Current progress available at: https://www.parliament.scot/bills-and-
laws/bills/s6/care-reform-scotland-bill
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the event of a future pandemic, with many people still refused essential
social support from visitors.

Some progress has been made on recommendations aimed at
protecting the rights of disabled children. The United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (Incorporation) (Scotland) Bill
was passed on 16%" January 2024.22 As a result, public authorities or
publicly funded service have a legal obligation to protect the rights of
children in Scotland including around health and education, leisure and
play, fair and equal treatment, protection from exploitation and the
right to be heard. This is accompanied by mandatory reporting and
powers to take legal action against those who do not act to uphold
children’s rights. It is hoped that this move will mean that in future
pandemics education and other activities remain accessible for
disabled children as their rights are upheld.

Getting it Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) is Scotland’s approach to
supporting every child to fulfil their potential.>> GDA recommended
that GIRFEC be future proofed to avoid any removal of support during
future pandemics.?* In 2022, co-production working groups made up of
representatives from public sector, health boards, third sector and
national organisations produced refreshed policy and practice materials
but there is further progress needed to fully secure children’s rights in
the event of another pandemic.?®

During the pandemic, there were also renewed calls to tackle rising
hate crime against disabled people. There has been some policy
progress around this, with the introduction of the Hate Crime and
Public Order (Scotland) Act, 2021. This act created a provision for
‘aggravation of offences by prejudice and the stirring up of hatred
against people of protected characteristics including disability’. % It is
yet to be seen whether this legislation will be effective.

22 https://www.parliament.scot/bills-and-laws/bills/s5/united-nations-convention-on-the-rights-of-the-
child-incorporation-scotland-bill

2 Getting it Right For Every Child (GIRFEC). Information available at:
https://www.gov.scot/policies/girfec/

24 Glasgow Disability Alliance (2020) ‘Supercharged: A human catastrophe’ Available at:
https://gda.scot/resources/supercharged-a-human-catastrophe/

25 GIRFEC Policy and Practice Materials: https://www.gov.scot/policies/girfec/

% Hate Crime and Public Order (Scotland) Act, 2021. Available at
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2021/14/contents
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The National Performance Framework sets out shared goals for
wellbeing in Scotland across social, economic and environmental
factors?. In their report, GDA recommended that participation be built
into the National Performance Framework?8, The National Outcomes
contained within the Framework were due to be updated, as part of a
periodic review, and the update process began in 2023. Following a
campaign, involving over 70 organisations across Scotland, alongside
extensive consultation, in May 2024 the Government proposed adding
a new theme: ‘care’?®. This theme aimed to make visible the work of
those that care and receive care. However, in early 2025, the
government announced another review of the National Performance
Framework. While a broader review around the framework and
measures of wellbeing in Scotland has been largely welcomed, and may
provide some more robust consideration of participation, the decision
to delay the formal adoption of ‘care’ as a National Outcome is less
positive. Campaigners and advocates are continuing to seek clarity
around this amidst fears that the role of care support will be
undermined once more.

Central to recommendations from DPOs and others following the
pandemic, was the importance of maintaining any positive flexible and
accessible working policies established during the pandemic, to ensure
work is more accessible to disabled people. In relation to this, the
Flexible Working (Amendment) Regulations 2023, which covers
Scotland has established the right for employees to request flexible
working from their first day of employment. 3° Additionally, employers
are required to explain their reasoning for rejecting any request. Whilst
this is positive, there are some concerns that this is not always met
with a culture that accepts and understands the benefits of flexible
working, and there is continued work required in this area.

There has also been considerable disappointment. The risk to the rights
of disabled people in Scotland, exacerbated by the pandemic, added to
the calls for the UN Convention on the rights of persons with

%7 National Performance Framework <https://nationalperformance.gov.scot/>

28 Glasgow Disability Alliance (2021) ‘Supercharged: A human catastrophe’ Available at:
https://gda.scot/resources/supercharged-a-human-catastrophe/

2 A Scotland that Cares. More information available at: https://ascotlandthatcares.org/

% Flexible Working (Amendment) Regulations. https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2023/1328/made
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disabilities to be incorporated into Scots Law. 3' The Human Rights Bill
for Scotland disappeared from the latest Programme for Government,
meaning that the Scottish Government is not going to deliver this
during the remainder of this Government.

The delivery plan for disabled people’s human rights, A Fairer Scotland
for Disabled People was followed by the commitment in the 2023
Programme for Government, to deliver an Immediate Priorities Plan,
and the 2024 Programme for Government promised a co-produced
Disability Equality Plan. 3? Despite considerable effort and time
commitment from DPOs in engaging in extensive consultation
processes, the plans have not materialised, and no action, or
meaningful commitment to action has been realised. This resulted in
calls that this was a tokenistic exercise rather than a move towards
meaningful change and a set of recommendations of areas to focus
resource. 3

A central theme running through the Covid-19 reflections, is around the
importance of welfare support being adequate and robust during
future pandemics. There have been changes made in this area since the
pandemic, some of them positive, and others concerning for disabled
people in Scotland. A positive point is that The Independent Living
Fund reopened to new applicants in Scotland in 2024. 3* This means
that many disabled people are now able to purchase additional support
to facilitate independent living within the community and provides
additional safeguards in the event of future pandemics.

Additionally, in 2022, the Adult Disability Payment (ADP) was launched
in Scotland, aiming to support people with the extra costs of living with
a health condition in accordance with the principles of dignity, fairness
and respect. It replaced the Personal Independence Payment (PIP) for
disabled people of working age in Scotland. In November 2024, the
Independent Review of ADP published an interim report, focused on

81 UN Convention on the rights of persons with disabilities, available here:
https://social.desa.un.org/issues/disability/crpd/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities-
crpd

32 A Fairer Scotland for Disabled People (2021) https://www.gov.scot/publications/fairer-scotland-
disabled-people-delivery-plan-2021-united-nations-convention/

33 Disabled People Demand Justice: https://inclusionscotland.org/news/disabledpeopledemandijustice
3 More information on the Independent Living Fund here: https://ilf.scot/independent-living-fund/what-
is-it/
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whether ADP was effectively meeting its objectives. 3> Communication
was a key issue identified in the report, with many disabled people not
knowing their eligibility, or not applying due to negative experiences
with the DWP in the past. Recommendations were around better
communication around the ADP and pre-application support, a more
accessible application process including an eligibility checker.
Particular challenges were identified for those with fluctuating
conditions, and in evidencing daily living activities. However, some
improvements have been noted in the system including removing the
requirement for intrusive assessment, and the need to reestablish
entitlement reduced. Whilst there are improvements to be made, the
ADP represents some progress around providing financial stability to
disabled people who use it.

However, as this briefing is being prepared, welfare and benefits for
disabled people are under threat. In her Spring Update on 26" March,
2025, the chancellor Rachel Reeves advised that there would be cuts to
disability benefits. Holyrood Finance Secretary Shona Robison has
confirmed that although many social security decisions are devolved,
this will likely mean a cut in the grant available to deliver welfare in
Scotland. This represents a time of fear and uncertainty for many
disabled people and suggests that the lessons learned during the
pandemic have not been carried forwards across the welfare sector.
The Scottish Campaign on Rights to Social Security have been
campaigning for nearly twenty years for a system that is guided by
human rights and dignity, ensuring that the benefits system prevents
poverty and individuals accessing it are treated with respect. Guidance
on creating and maintaining an equitable welfare system is available as
part of the campaign, however despite some progress, the welfare
system remains inadequate for and inaccessible to many disabled
people. The evidence gathered during the Covid-19 pandemic was
unequivocal in the need to address systemic inequality to respond to a
future pandemic in a way that is fair and equitable, and this is an area
where substantial progress is needed.

% Independent Review of Adult Disability Payment: Interim Report. More information at:
https://www.gov.scot/groups/adult-disability-payment-independent-review/
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What needs to happen now?

The research and policy reviewed, leads to the following
recommendations:

Ensure the lived experience of disabled people is embedded in all
future planning

Core funding for DPOs, appropriate for non-profit organisations
to enable them to continue their involvement and support they
provide to disabled people

Continue work to incorporate the UNCRDP into Scots law
Strengthen social care support

Take action to reduce and eradicate barriers to employment for
disabled people

A thorough review should be undertaken to ensure that welfare
support is adequate and administered effectively, guided by the
principles of human rights, and dignity.3¢

Implement the recommendations of the review of Adult Disability
Payments in full.

Work must continue around improved communications
accessibility. Communication for any future pandemic must be
inclusive and accessible

As the Right to Food (Scotland) bill progresses, feature
accessibility for disabled people.

Accessible support with connecting digitally to minimise digital
exclusion, including support around staying safe online where
needed.

Improve data collection to better understand the unequal
impacts, including health impacts, on disabled people.

Continue to support and enhance flexible working arrangements.

36 Scottish Campaign on Rights to Social Security (2020)
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