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UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

WITNESS STATEMENT OF JOHN-PAUL MARKS

In relation to the issues raised by the Rule 9 request dated 20 June 2023 in connection

with Module 2A, |, John-Paul Marks, will say as follows: -

A. Background, qualifications and role during the Covid-19 pandemic

1. 1 am John-Paul Marks, St Andrew’s House, Regent Road, Edinburgh (professional
address). | took up post as Permanent Secretary of the Scottish Government on 1
January 2022, having previously been Director-General Work & Health Services in DWP.
| have therefore framed this response solely from the perspective of my time in Scotland,
relevant to the period from January 2022.

As Permanent Secretary my role consists of three main responsibilities:

- Principal policy adviser to the First Minister and Secretary to the Scottish Cabinet.

- Principal Accountable Officer for the Scottish Government. This includes the
management of the Scottish Government’s budget and the economic, efficient and
effective use of all related resources.

- Leadership of the Scottish Government Civil Service.

Prior to taking up post as Permanent Secretary of the Scottish Government in January

2022, | was Director-General Work & Health Services in DWP and Director General for

Universal Credit Operations. Previously, | held Senior Civil Service roles in the Universal

Credit Programme and Job Cenire Plus.

2. | have prepared this statement myself by reference to records and material provided to

me by the Scottish Government. | have also received assistance from the Scottish
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Government Covid Inquiry Information Governance Division, and Scottish Government

Legal Department.

Unless stated otherwise, the facts stated in this witness statement are within my own

knowledge and are true.

References to exhibits in this statement are in the form [JPM/number - INQO00000].

. As stated above, | took up post as Permanent Secretary of the Scottish Government on

1 January 2022.

In terms of decision-making:

-l attended the Scottish Government’s Cabinet from January 2022

- | chaired the Executive Team of the Scottish Government from January 2022

- | worked with my DG Health and Social Care, Chief Medical Officer and DG Strategy
and External Affairs particularly to ensure the advice provided to the First Minister
and Cabinet continued to meet expectations, including tight deadlines, as we
managed through the Omicron peak and transitioned to a new strategic framework,
published in February 2022, which set out Scotland’s approach to managing COVID-
19 and its associated harms effectively for the long term as we entered the next

phase of the pandemic.

| have leadership and Principal Accountable Officer responsibilities for the Civil Service
and the Scottish Government. With regards to decision making in the Scottish
Government, | attend Cabinet meetings and | chair the Scottish Government’s Executive
Team and Corporate Board. | took up post as Permanent Secretary of the Scottish

Government in January 2022, joining the organisation after Coronavirus (COVID-19):

framework for decision making - assessing the four harms [JPM/001 4 INQ000340094

was well established. Examples of the decisions | participated in related to the clearing of

Cabinet, Executive Team and Corporate Board meeting papers.

| attended weekly Devolved Administration meetings with the UK Government from
around 3™ February 2022 and provided Wednesday Morning Colleagues (the Cabinet
Secretary and Head of the Civil Service leadership team) verbal briefing updates when
requested from 12 January 2022. Furthermore | attended a Covid testing meeting with
Simon Ridley from the UK Government on 17" February 2022, as the Scottish
Government managed the transitioning away of Covid-related UKG funding, and

adjusted the testing regime accordingly in 2022.
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8. Liaison with Local Government was managed through normal Scottish Government /
Local Government forums, and the responsible Directors General. My understanding is
that there was ongoing engagement with local government, primarily coordinated

through DG Communities.

B. Initial understanding and response to Covid-19 (January 2020 to March
2020)

Initial understanding and readiness

9. The Inquiry will understand that for areas that relate to the period prior to my taking up

post as Permanent Secretary on 1 January 2022, | can offer no personal insight given

that | was not part of the organisation at that time.

10. N/A

11. N/A

Initial strategy and decision making

12. N/A

13. N/A

14. N/A

C. Role in relation to non-pharmaceutical interventions ("NPIs")

15. N/A

16. N/A

17. N/A

18. N/A

INQO000339032_0003



19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

N/A

N/A

Divergence

N/A

N/A

N/A

Role in relation to medical and scientific expertise, data and modelling

N/A

N/A

N/A

Role in Covid-19 public health communications

The Inquiry will have access to the DG Corporate Statement which sets out the role of
the Communications and Marketing teams, which DG Corporate was responsible for. As
Permanent Secretary from 1 January 2022, | had no general role in managing public
health communications activity. On 6 January 2022 | was sighted to proposed public
engagement activity linked to self-isolation and testing rule changes announced by the
First Minister and | noted that | was content.

N/A

Clearly any breach or perceived breach of rules and standards could have an impact on
public confidence and during my time as Permanent Secretary (from 1 January 2022} |
was determined to ensure the Scottish Government operated with integrity and in
adherence with all guidance in place in Scotland. The only incident | recall around

potential breaches was well reported in the media in April 2022 when the First Minister,

Nicola Sturgeon, was reported to police. Ms Sturgeon noted that she had forgotten to put
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30.

31.

32.

33.

her face covering on “within a few seconds” of entering a shop. She admitted the error
and Police Scotland stated that they had reminded her of the legal requirement to wear a
face mask and deemed that no further action was necessary. This occurred just before
restrictions eased and | do not judge that they had a material impact on public

confidence, given restrictions were ending anyway.

Role in public health and coronavirus legisliation and regulations

The Coronavirus (Scotland) Act 2020 was clearly enacted before | took up role as

Permanent Secretary in January 2022 and | am therefore unable to offer comment.

As above.

Key challenges and lessons learned

| provided oral evidence, along with the Scottish Government’s Chief Financial Officer,

Jackie McAllister, Director for Economic Development, Colin Cook, DG Corporate,

Lesley Fraser and DG Scottish Exchequer, Alyson Stafford at the Scottish Parliament’s
Public Audit Committee on 24 February 2022 on the 2020/21 audit of Scottish

not a key area of interest, the issue of transparency and financial reporting on Covid-
related spending was raised. As documented in the official record, | noted that my first
impression was that the Scottish Government was “in a robust place with regard to the
fundamental quality, prudence and professionalism that is going into the annual
reporting, and which, fo an extent, has been covered in the Auditor General’s opinion.” |
also noted that the First Minister made regular statements to Parliament “setting out the
latest data and highlighting the business support and other investments that we have
been seeking to make to maximise value for money in our response.” | also noted that
that week the Scottish Government had published its strategic framework, which set out

the latest position in detail.

At Corporate Board, a forum which provides an opportunity to focus on the fundamentals
of how the organisation is designed and equipped to deliver on Ministerial priorities, |
discussed the importance of learning lessons from the pandemic. On 29 March 2022, |
noted the following, “The organisation had continued to apply lessons learned from the
Covid-19 response, particularly in relation to staffing and resilience but there is still work

to embed sustainability in SG’s structures, systems, and culture” and had confidence that
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my Directors General were taking this forward across their portfolios [JPM/003 -

34. My observations from those first three months in role as Permanent Secretary {o the
Scottish Government were that the decision making processes and framework approach
was well established and understood clearly by Ministers and senior officials. From my
experience | observed the advice provided to Ministers was informed by data and
evidence, with officials working closely in partnership with UK Government counterparts,

Health Boards and delivery partners.

I. Informal communications and Documents

35. During my time as Permanent Secretary, advice to Ministers was submitted through
formal channels with decision making recorded for the corporate record. | did not
observe or participate in any WhatsApp group for Covid decision making. My WhatsApp
messages will be provided to the Inquiry by the Scottish Government.

36. N/A

37. N/A

Statement of Truth

| believe that the facts stated in this witness statement are true. | understand that proceedings

may be brought against anyone who makes, or causes to be made, a false statement in a

document verified by a statement of truth without an honest belief of its truth.

PD

Signed:

Dated: 02/11/2022
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