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Dear Convener, 
 
As we approach the end of the Parliamentary session, I would like to take this opportunity to 
acknowledge the diligent work of the Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs Committee 
and highlight some key aspects of the Scottish Government’s ongoing engagement with 
Nordic, Baltic and Arctic partners. In particular, I would like to set out what has been achieved 
since the publication of the Nordic Baltic Policy Statement1 in September 2017 and offer some 
reflections on the legacy of this work, which extends well beyond the enhancement of bilateral 
relationships. 
 
The Nordic Baltic policy statement aimed to strengthen our engagement with the Nordic and 
Baltic regions in order to promote greater collaboration, cooperation, investment and policy 
transfer between our countries. The 2017 statement provided an updated framework for a 
changing international context, refreshing the version published in 2014. 
 
Scotland enjoys a long history of economic, social, cultural and political engagement with the 
Nordic and Baltic regions. These countries are established leaders across many areas, from 
digital technology and innovation to social policies and equality measures. The policy 
statement sought to reaffirm these connections, in line with the objectives of our International 
Framework2 and help to:   
 

 Strengthen our external relationships, partnerships, roles and networks; 
 Build our reputation and international attractiveness, boosting our trade and investment;  
 Enhance our global outlook to set the domestic conditions for success; and 
 Encourage engagement with the European Union and protecting Scotland’s place in 

Europe. 
  

                                            
1 Available at: https://www.gov.scot/publications/points-north-scottish-governments-nordic-baltic-policy-
statement/ 
2 Available at: https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-international-framework-9781788514033/ 
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Nordic engagement 
 
Scotland’s engagement with Nordic countries has progressed at pace over recent years, 
leading to a further expansion of our bilateral and multilateral collaboration with the region. A 
broadly held understanding of Scottish-Nordic similarities has led to intense academic and 
policy exchanges as well as joint participation in transnational cooperation projects, including 
– notably – those supported by the European Union. This has also translated into increased 
exchanges at a government-to-government level, allowing us to promote Scotland’s expertise 
internationally while capturing lessons that can be applied domestically. 
 
The signing of a Memorandum of Understanding on the decarbonisation of heating systems 
between the Scottish and Danish Government in June 2018 has been instrumental in 
promoting bilateral knowledge exchange on district heating and energy efficiency. The Heat 
Networks (Scotland) Bill approved by the Scottish Parliament in February 2021 made Scotland 
the first country in the UK to legislate on the development of heat networks, which will help us 
meet climate change targets and tackle fuel poverty. The above exchange of evidence and 
expertise with Denmark was instrumental in informing the content of the bill. 
 
Following a similar approach, Scottish Ministers have looked at the Danish policies on 
employment for disabled people – a theme singled out in the policy statement – and the 
Swedish legislation on commercial sexual exploitation, with Ministerial fact-finding missions to 
both countries. In addition, in line with another commitment made in the doucument, 
engagement with Swedish and Norwegian experts informed the design and development of 
our bottle return scheme. 
 
Digital health and technology enabled care are another important area of collaboration with 
Nordic countries. The Scottish Government coordinates the Digital Health Europe twinning 
project together with Agder Region (Norway) and works in close conjunction with Denmark 
through the ACSELL network to improve competences and innovation policy instruments for 
our digital health and care innovation ecosystems. Former Danish Health Minister Ellen Trane 
Nørby visited Scotland in August 2018 to learn more on our mental health services and the 
integration of health and social care. 
 
Collaboration with Nordic countries, with their strong reputation for progressive and innovative 
social policies, has also allowed us to accelerate efforts geared towards building a wellbeing 
economy, delivering on one of the key themes of our National Performance Framework. 
Scotland and Iceland are funding members of the Wellbeing Economy Governments (WEGo) 
network, launched in 2018 at the OECD’s World Forum. In May 2019, Icelandic Prime Minister 
Katrín Jakobsdóttir visited Edinburgh to open, together with the First Minister and OECD 
officials, the first of a series of economic policy labs promoted by the WEGo group. And we 
were delighted to welcome the Finnish Government to the network at the end of last year. 
 
In September 2019, during Iceland’s presidency of the Nordic Council, we had the pleasure of 
hosting Ministers for Nordic Cooperation from across the region. Minister Todd addressed the 
group and shared the experience we have developed through the implementation of the 
Getting it right for every child (GIRFEC) principles and instruments. To build on this successful 
exchange of knowledge and explore opportunities for greater and more regular Scottish 
involvement in the initiatives promoted by the Nordic Council of Ministers, Cabinet Secretary 
Russell met with Secretary General Lehtomäki in November 2020. They agreed that there is 
a strong case and value in closer collaboration around shared challenges and ambitions, 
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including clean energy, innovation and higher education. Discussions are now continuing at 
an official level.  
 
My ‘virtual visit’ to Helsinki last week, during Finland’s presidency of the Nordic Council of 
Ministers, allowed me to encourage greater Scottish-Finnish cooperation in relation to rural 
depopulation and other shared demographic challenges, following the publication of our 
Population Strategy3 earlier this month. The successful experience of learning from Finland 
ahead of the introduction of the baby box here in Scotland provides an ideal stepping stone 
for further knowledge exchange. This is further exemplified by the work we are carrying out 
with Finland in relation to education and higher education policies, in line with one of the 
commitments that feature in the policy statement. 
 
Several Ministerial delegations have travelled in both directions to advance Scottish-
Norwegian cooperation in relation to fisheries and aquaculture, with a view to renewing joint 
efforts at growing both sectors sustainably. Norway continues to be one of our key partners in 
the energy sector, with intense knowledge exchange around renewable technology. Thanks 
to its strong track record on the introduction of electric vehicles, Norway is also a key partner 
in informing our ambitious decarbonisation plans for the transport system, including in the 
aviation sector. 
 
Nordic countries are also important trade partners and source of direct investments into 
Scotland. Minister McKee visited Oslo, Copenhagen and Stockholm in 2019 to reaffirm 
existing trade partnerships and encourage further cooperation. As a further instance of our 
strong economic links with Nordic countries, the First Minister was invited to address the 
annual conference of the Confederation of Norwegian Enterprise (NHO) in January 2020. 
 
These are just a few examples of a much broader list of engagements and exchanges with 
Nordic countries, which have continued unabated in spite of the restricted circumstances 
imposed by the Covid-19 pandemic. The list includes regular meetings with the London-based 
Diplomatic Corps, Ministerial-level bilaterals, attendance at conferences in the Nordic regions 
and intense official-level engagements. As well as advancing policy and knowledge 
exchanges, these two-way discussions have allowed us to promote Scotland’s values and 
image as an open, welcoming and outward-looking country.  
 
Working with our Nordic neighbours has helped us address together some of the biggest 
challenges our future holds, including that of promoting a green and fair recovery from Covid-
19 and tackling climate change to build a more sustainable future. The increasingly regional 
approach to our collaboration and engagement with the Nordic grouping has also informed our 
thinking around any future expansion of Scotland’s international network. 
 
Baltic engagement 
 
The establishment of bilateral and multilateral platforms to pursue collaboration on 
digitalisation and innovation has been a key theme of our engagement with Baltic countries.  
 
For instance, both Accelerate Estonia and Lithuania’s GovTech Lab have joined the CivTech 
Alliance, a Scottish Government initiative aimed at creating a global network of leading 
agencies in Civic Tech/GovTech. As a testament to this work, last month the Lithuanian 

                                            
3 Available at: https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotland-future-opportunities-challenges-scotlands-changing-
population/ 
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Minister for Economy and Innovation addressed the CivTech Demo Week 5.0, joining a 
number of Scottish Ministers in underlining the importance of transnational knowledge-
exchange. 
 
Last month, in a call with Vice-Minister of European Affairs Arnoldas Pranckevičius, we 
discussed shared goals and EU policy priorities4, such as ambitions for COP26 and Erasmus. 
Lithuania is one of the most recent countries to introduce a deposit return scheme and Zero 
Waste Scotland colleagues have undertaken a fact-finding visit to Lithuania as part of work on 
designing a Scottish version of the scheme. Other themes supporting this relationship include 
discussions around FinTech, life sciences and innovation. 
 
Human rights and equalities have been another important area of Scottish-Baltic cooperation. 
In 2018, Cabinet Secretary Hyslop travelled to Lithuania to participate in the Women Political 
Leaders Summit, where she met with the Director of the Vilnius-based European Institute for 
Gender Equality. The following year, Minister McKelvie was also in Vilnius for the International 
Human Rights conference, where she joined parliamentarians and Ministers from across 
Europe in debating the important role that governments and institutions can play in advancing 
LGBTI equality. 
 
To promote our relationship with Estonia, we have similarly cooperated on a number of digital 
transformation issues. For instance, during Estonia’s Presidency of the EU, we supported work 
with the Estonian Government on the Digital Health Society (DHS) Declaration and as part of 
our Electoral Reform consultation we look at Estonia’s experience of electronic voting. A 
number of recent Ministerial engagements looked at potential cooperation through our links 
on digital policies.  
 
To promote our relationship with Latvia we have explored opportunities for bilateral 
engagement in the fields of trade and investment, innovation, environment and culture. In June 
2019, the First Minister met with the Latvian Ambassador in Edinburgh, where they spoke 
about cultural links, investment and innovation. 
 
Scottish Ministers also join roundtable discussions with London-based Nordic-Baltic 
Ambassadors to explore strengthening our economic, cultural and diplomatic links and new 
opportunities for bilateral engagement, for example around higher education, gender equality 
and the blue economy. This will accelerate in the run up to COP26 in Glasgow. 
 
As we seek to address the challenges created or compounded by the Covid-19 pandemic, the 
strong partnerships we have established with Baltic countries will be key in developing new 
solutions, for instance in relation to e-Health and the digitalisation of public services. 
 
Arctic Connections 
 
The Nordic Baltic Policy Statement underscored the potential for greater engagement and 
cooperation between Scotland and the Arctic region. Shortly after the publication of the policy 
statement, in November 2017, Edinburgh played host to the Arctic Circle Forum, which allowed 
us to raise awareness of the important contribution that Scotland can bring to addressing Arctic 
issues and of Scotland’s status as the world’s northernmost non-Arctic nation. 
 

                                            
4 See The European Union's Strategic Agenda 2020-2024: Scotland's Perspective - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
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To explore these opportunities, build on existing links and set out avenues for renewed 
Scottish-Arctic collaboration, in September 2019 the Scottish Government published Arctic 
Connections5, Scotland’s first Arctic policy framework. 
 
The document reflects on the challenges that Scotland shares with Arctic countries – many of 
which stem from rurality and low population density – and commits the Scottish Government 
to opening opportunities for new knowledge exchanges with Arctic partners, with a view to 
developing joint solutions to common challenges.  
 
Arctic Connections is not a geopolitical statement but a calling card and a prospectus for new 
partnerships, aimed at strengthening the wellbeing and resilience of our communities. It 
addresses a diverse range of policies and areas – from marine science and connectivity, to 
creative industries and the space industry. 
 
Since the launch of the framework, we have worked extensively with domestic and 
international stakeholders – both in Europe and in North America – to promote relevant 
Scottish expertise while showcasing our appetite for more intense collaboration. Regular 
Ministerial attendance at some of the most important Arctic conference in the world – including 
the Arctic Circle Assembly in Iceland and the Arctic Frontiers conference in Norway – has 
allowed us to strengthen Scotland’s Arctic credentials and set out the case for greater 
involvement of Scottish experts in Arctic dialogue. It also served as an opportunity to engage 
with Ministers and senior stakeholders from Arctic nations. 
 
In November 2019, we submitted a contribution to the public consultation promoted by the 
European Commission to inform their new Arctic policy, currently under development. In our 
response we emphasised the important role that Scotland’s membership of the EU had in 
advancing Scottish-Arctic cooperation, including by means of the Northern Periphery and 
Arctic programme. This is a message I reiterated during a call with EU Ambassador at Large 
for the Arctic Michael Mann in September 2020. 
 
Between October 2019 and February 2021, in the absence of in-person engagements, we 
promoted a series of virtual events to advance Scottish-Arctic discussions around some of the 
key themes of the policy framework. Often opened by Scottish Ministers, these webinars 
focused on topics such as the circular economy, mental health services in remote areas, 
community-level climate action, rural repopulation and the promotion of indigenous languages. 
To develop and deliver these events, we joined forces with prominent and respected 
international partners including UNESCO, the Washington-based Wilson Centre, Nordregio, 
the Sami Council, the Inuit Circumpolar Council and the Royal Canadian Geographical 
Society. 
 
Engagement and cooperation with Indigenous peoples has been an important component of 
our Arctic work. We are committed to taking an open and inclusive approach that places 
Indigenous peoples and Scotland’s local communities at its heart. Indigenous speakers joined 
most of our virtual panel discussions and officials are exploring opportunities for further 
knowledge exchange going forward. 
 
We have worked extensively with our domestic stakeholders – from community groups to the 
academic cohort – to open new avenues for collaboration with their Arctic counterparts. For 
instance, we have facilitated intense discussions between Scottish academic institutions and 
                                            
5 Available at: https://www.gov.scot/publications/arctic-connections-scotlands-arctic-policy-framework/  
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the University of the Arctic, an international and multidisciplinary network of universities that 
aims to advance the many ramifications of Arctic science. We have also promoted breakout 
sessions at Arctic conferences, giving visibility to Scottish experts – from fisheries innovation, 
to islands sustainability and climate action.  
 
To coordinate the implementation of the Arctic Policy Framework and the extensive 
programme of engagement that accompanies it, at the end of 2020 we established a Nordic 
and Arctic Unit within our Directorate for External Affairs. Working with policy areas from 
across the organisation, as well as our external network of offices, the Unit will continue to 
promote Scotland’s involvement in Arctic fora, raising awareness of our expertise and policy 
solutions, while identifying international best practices and encouraging two-way discussions 
with international experts. 
 
These activities underpin the Scottish Government’s strong and steadfast commitment to 
European values6 and demonstrate how our international work will continue to support the 
Government’s central purpose of creating a more successful country. 
 
Yours Sincerely,  
 
 
 
 

         
 
 
 
                                 JENNY GILRUTH  

                                            
6 See Steadfastly European, Scotland's past, present and future - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
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