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Minutes of the ExCovid meeting, 06 October 2020

Present:

Shan Morgan (Chair)
Andrew Slade (AS)
Tracey Burke (TB)
Andrew Goodall (AG)
Des Clifford (DC)
Gawain Evans (GE)
David Richards (DR)
Natalie Pearson (NP)
Simon Brindle (SB)
Liz Lalley (LL)

Toby Mason (TM)
Andrew Gwatkin (AG)
Albert Heaney (AH)

Presenters

Emma Watkins (EW)

Duncan Hamer (DH)
i NR 5

Apologies
No apologies received.

1. Welcome and actions

NR
Andrew Jeffries (AJ)
NR
Gareth Williams (GW)
Helen Lentle (HL)
NR
Reg Kilpatrick (RK)
Jo Trott (JT)
Jo-anne Daniels (JD)
Peter Kennedy (PK)
Stephanie Howarth (SH)
Fliss Bennee

Secretariat;
: NR

NR

Observer

1.1 The Chair welcomed all to the meeting and noted that  NR Head of Energy
Efficiency and Fuel Poverty Branch, ESNR is observing today’s meeting to gain
insight into how SCS meetings operate and how people engage at a strategic

levele apologies received.

1.2 The Chair reminded the group to review draft minutes.
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2. Update from the Technical Advisory Group (TAC)

2.1FB gave an update. Positivity is increasing and ICU occupancy for Covid-19 is
up. Numbers of recorded deaths is low but the expectation is that numbers will
increase. The likelihood is that we are tracking close of 2 to 3 weeks of over
loading the NHS in Wales.

2.2 FB noted that within the higher education sector, although cases of Covid -19
have been identified, the behaviour of the students in Wales is on the whole,
exemplary.

2.3 The measures put in place recently are less restrictive than those earlier in the
year and FB noted the desire to keep schools open. FB suggested that it should
be possible to find a balance between keeping the R rate at 1, and continuing
everyday life. FB stressed that people need to remember the simple advice of
‘hands, face and space’ as we move into the winter months.

2.4 All non-pharmaceutical interventions such lead to other harms and FB suggested
that attention should be paid to what can do to mitigate against these harms.

2.5 FB noted that following the local restrictions put in place in Caerphilly, there is
cautious optimism over how people have responded to them, and the impact on
infection rates. The question is how to give hope to areas under local restrictions
without encouraging people to return to the behaviours that lead t the spread.

2.6 There is some positive news on a vaccine, with the expectation that supplies will
become available from December onwards. FB added that a vaccine will not be
a ‘silver bullet’ and cure Covid-19 in its first iteration. More likely, it will prevent
death but not illness from Covid-19. It is likely that we will have to live with Covid-
19 for some years to come. In Wales, the low-density population is a natural
defence and FB suggested that we should consider how we can support people
to live with less, rather than no, physical interaction.

2.7 The Chair thanked FB, adding that the presentation was an excellent, sobering
but necessary, overview of the situation.

2.8 AG agreed that the situation in Caerphilly and other areas does give some hope.
On hospital admissions for Cpvid-19, these are at 550, double on that of a
fortnight ago. These are not yet at the level seen in March and April but the
infection rate needs to stabilise within the next 2 to 4 weeks or we will see
hospitalisations exceed the figures from earlier in the year.

2.9 AG echoed FB’s suggestion that we need to look to the balance between

restrictions we can sustain in the longer term and keeping the rate of infection in
check.
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2.10 The Chair asked AG what approach Scotland are expected to take and AG
responded that it was not likely to be a full lockdown, but enhanced national
restrictions.

2.11 SB commented that in general, the regulations in England are less strict than
here in Wales. As a baseline, the Welsh measures appear between Level 2 and

noted the difficulty in taking some measures without a compensatory package
from the UK Treasury.

2.12 The Chair ended the discussion on this agenda item, noting that internally,
plans were in place to redeploy staff as necessary to meet the demands of
responding to Covid-19.

3. Headlines from the Dashboards and Data Monitor

3.1 Dashboards — LL gave an overview highlighting the following points: shielding will
not be imposed in the same way as earlier in the year; Higher Education remains
a concern and will be on the agenda for the winter summit with the UK
Government in w/c 12 October; announcements on the summer 2021 exams are
expected from Scotland and England shortly; officials in Wales are working with
the education sector to co-produce an approach to blended learning; and, Wales
is reporting a higher drop in exports than England, 35% to 26%.

3.2 Data monitor - following the discussion under Iltem 2, many of the local authorities
with high infection rates have stabilised but not reduced their numbers. Similarly,
the ONS Infection Survey is also reporting the prevalence of infections levelling.

3.3 On testing, around 10,000 tests are being carried out a day. The NHS Wales
laboratories continue to perform well but the number of tests returned within 24
hours from Lighthouse Laboratories has fallen.

3.4 Contact tracing — as the number of positive cases increase, the numbers and
timeliness of contacts has fallen as it becomes harder to contact people within 24
hours.

3.5 Covid-19 related admissions now account for some 7% of all hospital admissions
and the numbers in ventilated beds has increased back up to levels seen in June.
Attendance at A&E has started to fall, suggesting that people;s behaviours are beig
influenced by the virus.

3.6 Regarding shielding, there are 130,000 on the shielded list and the number of
people accessing priority booking slots has increased as those in vulnerable
groups look at ways of reducing their risk of infections.

3
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3.7 Discretionary assistance fund, this is back to June levels in terms of usage for
Covid-19 reasons.

3.8 Mobility data, Blaenau Gwent and Caerphilly have reported increases while
reported trips in other areas remain low.

3.9 Returns from the IPSOS MORI survey show people are increasing feeling anxious
about the situation with the pandemic and its impact on issues such as personal
finances. Support for the NHS Covid-19 App has increased, future rounds of the
survey will ask if individuals have downloaded the App.

3.10 The Public Health Wales Survey show that there is an increasing acceptance
of face coverings but people are less accepting of infection rates increasing in light
of the measures being imposed.

3.11 There has been a small fall in card spending overall. Service industries and
travel have seen a large decrease and are back at levels seen in late March.

3.12 School attendance is around 81% with small increases noted in recent days.

3.13 There are no recorded cases of Covid-19 amongst the prison population in
Wales. A small, but increasing, number of staff have tested positive for Covid-19.
The number of staff self-isolating has also increased but is tailing off.

3.14 The Chair thanked LL and SH and added that together with EB’s agenda item,
these present an excellent but sobering overview of the current situation.

3.15 i NR iechoed these comments and asked, given the increase in infections and

the lag before the impact of any measures is seen, when would be appropriate to
take further steps to mitigate against the spread of the virus be taken. Regarding

.........

asked whether it might be appropriate to harden the messages being put out on
the severity of the situation as a way of encouraging people to take more personal
responsibility to halt the spread of the virus.

3.16 On the communications point, FB responded that officials are working with an
organisation that specialises in risk-based communications to assess the level of
information that can be released given the potential impact on the mental health
and wellbeing of the population.

3.17 The Chair noted these points and offered her thanks to FB and colleagues
working on a daily basis with the reality of Covid-19. HL echoed these comments.
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4.8

Director General updates on key policy and delivery issues
The Chair asked DG to highlight the most pressing issues for their Group.

Health and Social Care — AG began by noting that ambulance usage has returned
to pre-Covid-19 levels, adding that around 1 in 10 calls are Covid-19 related.

The NHS’ response to Covid-19 over the winter months would not replicate that
taken in March, as there had now been time to prepare the system to deal with
Covid-19 alongside carrying on with routine work in hospitals and primary care, as
far as is possible

On NHS re-start and re-setting, AG referred to the recently report by the Royal
College of Surgeons on the impact of Covid-19 on waiting lists across the UK. In
Wales, the number of planned patients being treated is nhow much higher than in
June, but AG noted the continued impact of Covid-19 on hospital and emergency
services. For example, the clean down time of operating theatres and ambulances.

On testing and TTP, assurance has been given that no Welsh patients were
affected by the temporary loss of some 16,000 results from testing figures. The
number TTP staff to expand over the autumn. The system is delivering well despite
the increase in volume of cases.

There will be a ministerial statement in the coming weeks on Covid-19 and Care
Homes, reflecting on the report by Professor John Bolton on the response by the
care system to Covid-19.

Office of the First Minister - DC updated the group on discussions between the
UK Government and the devolved administrations, led by the Chancellor of the
Duchy of Lancaster. The FM is supportive of the proposed Three Tier System in
England as a framework for responding to Covid-19. At the meeting with the UK
Government, the FM reiterated his concerns over people crossing from England
into areas in Wales where local restrictions are in force. The FM is awaiting a
response from the Prime Minister to his letter outlining these concerns.

The four nations meeting also discussed the possibility of additional funding for
areas experiencing hardship due to Covid-19 restrictions; this is to be picked up in
discussions with the UK Treasury. GW responded that he was not optimistic on
additional finding being made available by the UK Treasury. AJ supported this
assessment, adding that Welsh Government would however continue to pursue
the matter with the UK Treasury.
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4.1
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4.16
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On Covid-19 related legislation, consideration is being given to the fixed penalty
notice regime to enable it to act as an effective deterrent to prevent people to acting
outside the regulations.

DC thanked: NR for her feedback on communications and added that careful
consideration needs to be given to the tone of messages around Covid-19.

DC noted the increase of Covid-19 related Government Business. In w/c 05
Octaber all bar one of the scheduled questions for the First Minister were on Covid-
19. DC observed that the dialogue around Covid-19 was changing and becoming
increasingly politicised.

Education and Public Services - just over 330 schools in Wales have reported
cases with some 300 pupils and 270 teachers testing positive for Covid-19. Over
80% of schools have no reported cases. The approach remains to keep the
response proportionate, and keep schools open. TB added that marinating
continuity of learning for pupils is a huge concern but schools have the technical
ability to support pupils unable to attend school. Welsh Government is working in
partnership with schools to maintain standards of teaching for those lessons
delivered outside of the physical classroom.

The independent review of the 2020 summer exam series is underway and
decisions on the summer 2021 series will be made once the findings of the review
have been considered.

Regarding childcare and childcare settings, the Covid-19 Childcare assistance
scheme as now closed and a ‘lessons learnt’ exercise is underway. Childcare
providers have been surveyed; overall, there has been a recovery following the
easing of the initial lockdown restrictions, but a drop in attendance and income is
of concern to some providers. By mid-September, almost 90% of all childcare
settings were open. Some 60 settings have closed. Work is underway on a
campaign to re-assure parents that childcare settings are safe for children during
the pandemic.

Regarding local government finance, the Auditor General for Wales published a
report on 06 October on the financial viability of local authorities in Wales

Work is ongoing on scoping out potential self-isolation payments. In particular,
issues in relation to the overlap between the proposed payments and statutory sick
pay and actions to limit the potential for fraud are being worked through.

Economy Skills and Natural Resources — AS noted that this week’s Deep dive
is on {e economic impact of Covid-19. HE remains a concern, both in terms of
managing the immediate impact of the virus and the longer-term impact on
universities as a result of more teaching being delivered online
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5. Communications

5.1. Recent opinion polling suggests increased levels of Covid-19 related anxiety
amongst the public together with lockdown-fatigue. TB observed that a balance
has to be struck in communications between using concerns over Covid-19 to
drive compliance, and the impact these massages may have on mental health
and wellbeing. Recent polls also suggest a drop in public confidence in Welsh
Government’s handling of the pandemic. TM added, that while the drop in a
confidence will not influence the Welsh Government’s response it does highlight
the difficult territory we are moving into over the next few months.

5.2. Comms teams are working on messaging around Halloween and the autumn
internationals as well as work to prepare for potential seasonal issues such as
adverse winter weather

5.3. TM added that the First Minister was scheduled to take part in a Facebook Live
session later on 06 October and that these event offer the opportunity to interact
with a different audience than through channels.

6. Deep Dive — economic risks to Wales — Covid-19 and Brexit

6.1. EW introduced the presentation noting the very sobering choices Welsh
Government has to make between protecting health of the nation and protecting
the economy, recognising the benefits being in employment has on wellbeing.
EW added that the economy is not the preserve of one minister or part of Welsh
Government. The Economic Resilience Fund is a cross-Welsh Government
activity and EW thanked colleagues for their input. EW finished by noting the
need for an honest conversation on Welsh Government’s contribution as well as
those by UK Government and the private sector.

economy, the impact of Covid-19 and the levers which the Welsh and UK
Governments have at their disposal to respond to the economic impact of Covid-
19.

6.3. DH added that early estimates suggest that the ERF has safeguarded around
100,000 jobs, with a multiplier of around 50%. Although Wales has recorded the
highest drawdown of emergency debt based finance, around £40 million of non-
Covid related funding has been awarded and bids continue to be made to the
Innovation Fund.

6.4. DH highlighted the difficulties in drawing a universal picture of the impact of
Covid-19, even within sectors, and developing a policy response. In the

7
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hospitality sector for example, restaurants, conference centres and Bed and
Breakfast establishments all had different experiences of government restrictions
and support. A recent survey of SMEs in Wales found that 1 in 4 business have
either no cash reserves or 3 months cash reserves available to them with 30%
predicted having problem paying bills in next three months.

6.5. The Chair thanked those presenting, noted the glimpses of optimism offered in
the presentation and commented that the First Minister and the Counsel General
would look to see projects around Green Growth in our approach to recovery.

6.6. Responding to the presentation,gNRi commented that it highlighted the scale of

the problem and congratulated officials working on economic recovery. [ NR
observed that although the GVA related to hospitality, health care and retail

sectors is relatively low, these sectors are a substantial part of the economy in

industries.

6.7. DH responded that not all businesses had seen a drop-off in trade as a result of
Covid-19, indeed for some it has accelerated growth. One of the biggest hurdles
to supporting businesses is the annualised budget cycle Welsh Government
works to, as well as the imminent loss of EU funding. DH commented on the
difficulty in identifying viable and non-viable jobs, for example, although currently
facing pressure the hospitality industry will recover. AJ agreed with DH, adding
that Welsh Government has to do what it can with the limited money it has
available.

6.8. AS reinforced the massage that this is a cross government exercise. This is an
extremely complex and complicated exercise and although the Welsh
Government has some leverage, this is not of the same magnitude as that of UK
Government. Supporting skills and infrastructure projects are beneficial provided
there is clarity on what is needed.

7. Any other business

7.1 The Chair brought the meeting to a close thanking all for attending and
participating in discussions
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