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UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

MODULE 5 WITNESS STATEMENT OF SIR JOHN MANZONI

1, Sir John Manzoni, will say as follows:

A. INTRODUCTION

1. I make this statement in response to the Request for Evidence under Rule 9 of the Inquiry
Rules 2006 dated 2 August 2004 made on behalf of Baroness Heather Hallett, the Chair
of the UK Covid-19 Inquiry (“the Inquiry”).

2. | make this statement on the basis of my personal knowledge, as refreshed by documents
which have been made available to me. | have been assisted in the preparation and

drafting of this statement by the Government Legal Department.

3. | exhibit documents that answer, support, illustrate, assist in understanding or provide
important context for a matter addressed in this statement. [ shall refer to such exhibits in

this statement by “JM” followed by a sequential number.

4. By this statement, | intend to set out my role(s) and responsibilities in relation to the public
procurement of key equipment and supplies across the UK public sector in relation to the
Covid-19 pandemic and the onwards distribution of the key equipment and supplies in the
period from 1 January 2020 to 14 April 2020. | understand that the Inquiry is concerned
with the period of 1 January 2020 to 28 June 2022. However, | have not worked for the
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Cabinet Office since 14 April 2020 and | am therefore unable to properly comment on the
period after 14 April 2020.

5. Further, as | left the Cabinet Office in April 2020 and the passage of time, | highlight that,
in preparing this statement, | am heavily reliant on documentation which has been made
available to me. In the time available, | have not been able to review all the documents

made available to me. However, | have endeavoured to have the key documents
identified.

6. | have also had access to, and this statement should be read in conjunction with the
Corporate Witness Statement of Gareth Rhys Williams dated 5 July 2024.

B. BACKGROUND AND EXPERIENCE

7. Prior to joining the Cabinet Office in 2014, | spent more than 30 years’ working in the
private sector including as President and Chief Executive Officer of Canadian oil and gas
company Talisman Energy Inc.; Chief Executive, Refining & Marketing for BP PLC; Chief
Executive, Gas and Power for BP PLC and a Non-Executive Director at SABMiller PLC.

8. In February 2014, | first joined the Cabinet Office as the Chief Executive of the Major
Projects Authority. From October 2014 to April 2020, | was the Chief Executive of the Civil
Service (“Chief Executive”). In August 2015, | also became the Permanent Secretary for

the Cabinet Office (“Permanent Secretary”).

9. In April 2020, | formally left both my roles within the Cabinet Office.

10. Since leaving the Cabinet Office, | have re-joined the private sector. | am currently a Non-

Executive Director (and Chairman Elect) of Diageo PLC, Non-Executive Director of KBR,

Inc. and Chairman of SSE PLC and Atomic Weapons Establishment.
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C. ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES

11. My role of Chief Executive was introduced for the first time in 2014. Thus, my
responsibilities necessarily evolved over time. In essence, | defined my role as building
executional capability across government, as well as overseeing administrative and
commercial performance. This included, amongst other things, improving commercial
decisions made by government departments, the recruitment of new civil servants,
maintaining and optimising government-owned property, overseeing and assisting
government major projects, setting cross government standards for fraud prevention,
government shared services, government security, leading digital reforms across

government, and government communications.

12. My role as Permanent Secretary of Cabinet Office included, amongst other things, making
sure that the domestic activities of the Cabinet Office were working property, negotiating
the budget with HMT and allocating it between different parts of the Cabinet Office,
chairing the Cabinet Office Executive Committee (which principally related to the domestic
activities of Cabinet Office) and creating the Cabinet Office Single Departmental Plan
("SDP"). A copy of the Cabinet Office SDP for the period from 2015 to 2020 is annexed
hereto.” In my role as Chief Executive, | also introduced SDPs for other government
departments which were an attempt to join up the outputs of departments with the inputs
they had available; in other words, to help them prioritise and plan their activities within

the resources available to them from HMT.

13. As Chief Executive, | progressively established a cross government functional structure. |
appointed all of the government functional leads, as well as establishing the cross
government functional structures which they led, under my command. Those cross
government functional structures continue to exist today. In terms of who reported to who,
this is best illustrated by reference to the organisational charts, which are exhibited.? In
essence, those individuals below the Cabinet Secretary reported to the Cabinet Secretary,
and those below the Chief Executive/Permanent Secretary of the Cabinet Office reported

to me. The benefits of the cross government functional structure were set out in a 2015

T[IM/1 - INQO00146645).
2 [JM/2 - INQ000146668].
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document entitled “The Functional Model: a model for more efficient and effective

Government”.3

14.In terms of procurement specifically, Gareth Rhys Williams, whom | hired as the
Government Chief Commercial Officer in 2015 and who remained in that role until July
2024, reported to me as Chief Executive. In respect of procurement, | worked primarily
with Gareth.

15. As a general rule, | predominantly worked with other civil servants rather than with
Ministers or other political persons. My philosophy was that the civil service should be
competent within itself and build the capability for successful execution, rather than

viewing its function as solely to provide advice to Ministers.

16. My main interactions with people outside the Cabinet Office in relation to procurement
during the Pandemic was during meetings. | attended a large number of meetings during
the Pandemic period. Given the sheer number of meetings | attended, | am unable to now
recall exactly who | talked to or what | talked about. | have tried to recollect as much as

possible in my statement below.

D. BEFORE THE PANDEMIC

17. When | first joined the Cabinet Office, the outsourcing industry was suffering from a
number of problems. The relationship between the Government and suppliers was often
more transactional than strategic. There was a “race to the bottom” with suppliers offering
services at lower and lower prices, including services they were ill-equipped to deliver.

These problems contributed to and were shown by the collapse of Carillion PLC in 2018.

18. A focus on price and a transactional relationship, reflected an immaturity in the commercial
competence of Government. Commercial competence requires an understanding as to

how to award contracts for the right service at the right price with the right risk sharing.

3 [UM/3 - INQO00513542]
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19. Another problem was the lack of cross-government understanding. There were certain
functions, such as the Government Legal Department, which worked across Government.
However, prior to the establishment of the broader cross government functions, functional
activity was devolved to departments with no cross-government view. Therefore, prior to
the functional structure an individual department did not have an overview of all the
contracts, and therefore risk, the Government had placed with a particular supplier (such

as Carillion).

20. These problems were the genesis of the Government Commercial Function (GCF), which
was a cross-government function set up at my instigation in 2014/2015 (evolving from a
small Cabinet Office unit whose remit had been to investigate bad contracts across the
Government). By the time of the Pandemic, the GCF was led by Gareth Rhys Williams.
The GCF is described in detail at paragraphs 2.4 to 2.29 of the Cabinet Office’s First

Corporate Witness Statement for Module M5.

21. One of the documents produced by the GCF, triggered by the collapse of Carillion, was
entitled “The Outsourcing Playbook, Central Government Guidance on Outsourcing
Decisions and Contracting” which was published in February 2019 (the Outsourcing
Playbook). We wanted to establish sensible commercial interactions with parties involved
in the outsourcing of public services. We wanted to put relationships between Government
and those it did business with on much more professional and structured footing. Gareth’s
team worked with industry collaboratively to determine how the Government and the
private sector could interact sensibly. This work led to the Outsourcing Playbook. The

Playbook was guidance on best practice which we encouraged departments to adopt.

22. | endorsed the Outsourcing Playbook, including signing the foreword which was written by
Gareth and his team. In the foreword, | encouraged the Government to follow the guidance
within the Outsourcing Playbook. It set out common commercial sense, its purpose was
to tell the Government how they should operate when procuring public services. Given
that the Outsourcing Playbook was focused on the procurement of services, it did not

apply to the procurement of goods, such as PPE, ventilators or tests.

4 [UM/4 - INQO00513561].
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23. As part of the efforts to improve the commercial competence in the departments, together
with Gareth Rhys Williams, in 2018, we strengthened and refined the procurement controls
in Government.® The controls, exercised as Cabinet Office ministerial controls, included

spending controls and commercial pipelines.

24. Initially, the spending controls required departments to come to the centre (the Cabinet
Office) for approval before placing a contract above certain values. This would allow the
central commercial team to ensure best practice was applied wherever possible. By the
time of the pandemic the minimum value on most types of contract, including goods, was
£10m.

25. With the commercial pipelines we wanted departments to be able to list and plan the
procurements (above the minimum values) that they needed for the next few years. This
forced more forward planning, with the objective to encourage the departmental

commercial teams to plan ahead and carry out early supplier engagement.

26. It took time for the pipelines to develop and be used. Once suitable pipelines were
established it was no longer necessary for the Cabinet Office to approve all contracts. The
Cabinet Office team could identify the particular contracts on the pipeline which they

wanted to review.

27. The spending controls and commercial pipelines remain in place today, though the

threshold is now generally £20 million.

28. Ideally, the central controls set by the Cabinet Office would never pose a problem for
government departments, because they would have a clear pipeline of the contracts they
needed and have already addressed the spending controls conditions as part of their
internal processes. However, until the commercial competence and systems are
sufficiently developed, these controls ensured review by people with appropriate expertise

prior to the department proceeding.

5[JM/5- | INQ000471068
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20200805101005/https:/www.gov.uk/government/publi
cations/cabinet-office-controls-version-5/cabinet-office-controls-policy-version-5 ].
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29. The commercial controls have, in my view, successfully driven up the commercial

competence of the system.

30. During the pandemic, the Cabinet Office spending controls were relaxed for the purchase
of Ventilators, PPE, Test and Trace and Vaccination. | would have been involved in
discussions on the changes to the spending controls that occurred while | was still in post.
Some of the changes to the procurement spending controls discussed at paragraphs 1.47
and 2.28 of the Cabinet Office’s First Corporate Witness Statement for Module M5
happened after | left the Government. While | was still in Government, | received several
emails relating to spending controls for non-Covid-19 business which described
adjustments intended to increase the capacity of the Government to deal with such
procurement in the pandemic. In terms of spending controls for contracts for Covid-19
related procurement, which is of greater relevance to this module, on 18 March 2020, my
office forwarded to me a proposal which had been submitted to CDL and Lord Agnew by
the Cabinet Office spending controls team seeking to revise the spending controls process
for urgent Covid-19 contracts. The spending controls team proposed that for future urgent
Covid-19 cases (1) only cases deemed to carry significant risks or policy implications
would be sent to me or ministers for approval, (2) approval would be sought, depending
on the urgency, by an executive summary email and insights form, rather than a full
submission, and (3) urgent but routine (i.e. no significant risks or policy implications)
Covid-19 cases would be subject to a desk review by the commercial team.® Lord Agnew
and CDL agreed this approach on 19 March 2020. Lord Agnew stated that there needed
to be (1) a clear explanation of the financial element of all deals, and (2) a three monthly

review clause in contracts which were 25% or more above normal pricing.’

E. THE PARALLEL SUPPLY CHAIN FOR PPE

31. At the beginning of the pandemic, the upskilling of commercial teams across government,
including the Department of Health and Social Care (‘DHSC”), was a work-in-progress

and still relied on too few commercially skilled people across the system.

6 [UM/6 - INQO00513557].
7 [IM/7 - INQO00513541].
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32. Before the pandemic, PPE was considered a commodity. Only minimum levels of stocks
were kept (albeit there was a Pandemic Influenza Preparedness Programme stockpile). It

was assumed that, if needed, PPE could be easily and immediately obtained.

33. With the massive ramp up of demand in the Pandemic, the existing procurement
processes within DHSC/SCCL could not cope with the level of demand. This led to the
establishing of the Parallel Supply Chain (for which, see paragraph 4.305 of the Cabinet
Office’s First Corporate Witnhess Statement for Module M5). With Jin Sahota, | spoke
remotely to the commercial team from the Cabinet Office who went into DHSC on their

first day on Saturday 21 March 2020 to share with them the urgency of the situation.

34. Even a more mature procurement process would have struggled, there was insufficient
stock and capacity in the marketplace. This was a global pandemic and a global supply
problem. In other words, if there are no masks, the Government cannot get masks and it

does not matter how good its procurement processes are.

35. Lack of supply was a particular problem with PPE. It seemed that the world did not have
enough PPE to meet everyone’s perceived demand. The level of ramp up and demand,

and panic, would have overwhelmed any business as usual system.

36. There were some NHS Trusts who continued to procure PPE themselves. This reflected
the perceived urgency and panic to secure supplies. Different parts of Government/ the

public sector were bidding against each other.

37. | also remember having a discussion that PPE should be available to all parts of the UK

and Northern Ireland, including the devolved administrations.

38. Relatively quickly in the space of a few weeks a procurement system was put in place via
the PPE Buy Cell, including triaging of offers and technical assurance. The establishment

of the PPE Buy Cell involved a massive build up of resources.
39. One of the approaches we adopted was to try to go to the source, or where the PPE was

made. There were many conversations about finding sources of PPE in China, and a

process was set up by DHSC in conjunction with the FCO and Beijing Embassy.
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40. | have been asked to address overbuying and disposal of PPE. | left the Government
before, | understand, many of the goods which were being purchased had been delivered.
| have no direct knowledge of the result of the contracts. | recollect that as our
understanding of the pandemic was changing in the early days, the required specifications
for PPE were changing too. Overall, our main concern was that we would not be able to
get enough PPE. The system felt overwhelmed. | cannot remember any conversations
about overbuying or disposal. The actions we took were intended to increase the PPE we

were able to obtain.

41.1 am aware that there have been accounting write-offs in relation to the PPE stocks
purchased. The accounting write down will have comprised two elements (a) the excess
volume, and (b) a reduced price per unit. On (a), it is important to remember that we were
buying volumes against a demand curve which subsequently proved fo be incorrect, and
hence the stocks turned out not to be needed. On (b), the market price for the stocks
would have significantly reduced after the pandemic from the price at which it was
purchased in March to June 2020. Writing down the price in this way is a standard

business accounting practice which happens in many industrial sectors and is not unusual.

F. REFERRAL OF OFFERS

42. From March 2020, | received an increasing number of emails from people external to the
Government with offers of support. Some people | knew, or were from large corporations
| was aware of, others were from people/ companies | did not know. They may have been

able to guess my email address.

43. These offers we received were for various different things, including ventilators, PPE,

other healthcare supplies and consultancy support.
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44. For example, | received offers of support on project management assistance? (including a
specific offer to manage the roll-out of drive through test centres®), Covid tests,'® and

general ad hoc offers of help.!

45, At first it was unclear where different offers of support should be sent to.

46. For example on 17 March 2020 | forwarded an offer from a supplier who had a product
which they said Killed viruses and they believed could aid the response to the pandemic
to Patrick Vallance, Chris Wormald and Steve Oldfield.'? | queried where these offers and
other similar offers should be pushed to. On 20 March 2020, | was told by the office of the
Government Chief Scientific Adviser that “these types of incoming offers”, i.e. this specific

product, was best dealt with by Public Health England.'3

47. It was obvious that a designated system or systems were required for offers of support of

different types to be sent to and reviewed.

48. On 19 March 2020, | received an update note from the CCS on the steps being taken to
manage external offers support. The note explained that there were specific email
addresses already set up for ventilators, Government communications (such as free
media space) and other offers of help in sourcing key materials and goods not related to

ventilators (gcfcovid19enquiries@cabinetoffice.qgov.uk). This latter mailbox had a triage

process staffed by the Cabinet Office/ GCF and was organised by Gareth Rhys Williams’

office.1

49. | emphasised in response to this note that there needed to be (1) a proper triage process,
(2) information accessible as to where specific offers should be sent, (3) holding
responses and then a feedback loop to those making offers, and (4) coordination between

the different email inboxes.®

8 [UM/8 - INQ000513546].

9 [UM/9 - INQO00513544] and [JM/10 - INQO00513545].
10 [JM/11 - INQO00513543].

1 [UM/12 - INQO00513558]

12 [UM/13 - INQ000513552].

13 [UM/14 - INQO00513556].

4 [UM/15 - INQO00513566].

15 [UM/16 - INQO00513562].
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50. On 23 March 2020, | received a powerpoint which explained the progress on the Ventilator
Challenge and provided further detail on the different processes set up to review different

offers. 16

51. Once the review processes were set up, | generally forwarded any emails with offers of
support which | received to the relevant triage processes. For example, a large number of
the offers | received by 20 March 2023 were from consultancy firms. My office provided

these offers to the relevant mailboxes/ individuals. '’

52. Rather than me, or another individual receiving an offer, saying “yes, we will take your
PPE”, the triages were standard processes to review any offers. | was relieved that there

were identified places to which we could send offers of support.

53. It was irrelevant to me, in terms of the offers which | or my office received, whether
someone with an offer knew me or someone else. There was no intention, that | was aware
of, to try to advantage particular people. The processes which were set up were intended
to handle the offers which we were receiving and were flooding the Government at a time
of national emergency (as explained, for example, at paragraph 9(a) of the Submission to
the CDL and No. 10 by Gareth’s Office on 27 March 2020, which was copied to me).'®

There were lots of genuine offers, but there were inevitably some bogus ones too.

54. On 27 March 2020, | was provided with a more detailed powerpoint providing further detail

on the different triage routes and processes which had been set up.'°

55. | did not have a granular knowledge of or involvement in the triage processes which were
set up. Likewise, | was not involved in the review of any offers | forwarded. | did not, to my

recollection, take steps to check up on offers which | sent to the relevant mailboxes.

16 [JM/17 - INQO00513553] and [JM/18 - INQO00513554].
7 [UM/19 - INQO00513560].
18 [UM/20 - INQO00513565].
19 [JM/21 - INQO00513547] and [JM/22 - INQ000513548].
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56. | was focused on ensuring that the triage processes were set up, known to those receiving
offers and sufficiently resourced. | had a call with Lord Agnew on 27 March 2020 at which

we discussed these points.?°

57. 1 was aware that within the triage process for PPE offers there was a team which dealt
with referrals for PPE (which is what | understand is now known as the High Priority Lane).
My recollection is that this was set up to handle offers which had been referred by people
with contacts in order to remove those offers from the rest of the PPE team which was
being overwhelmed. The idea of the HPL was to manage this resource challenge. | was
not personally involved in the decision to set up or the operation of the HPL. My
understanding is that offers which went through the HPL then went through the same

process as other offers.

58. As | explained above, | was not aware of any intent in setting up the HPL to speed through
an offer from someone connected to the Government, a Minister, a senior official or

anyone else.
59. 1 did not have direct knowledge of how cases progressed through the HPL and | left

Government shortly after it was set up, so | am not well placed to assess what treatment

any individual case received.

G. VENTILATOR CHALLENGE

60. The Ventilator Challenge was led by Gareth Rhys Williams and Richard (Dick) Elsey.
Gareth worked for me. | was therefore aware of, supported and agreed to fund the

Ventilator Challenge. Gareth kept me apprised of developments.

61. I also attended some meetings, however, | did not attend the daily ventilator meetings
(from around 19 March 2020 these meetings were also referred to in emails sent to me as

Daily Procurement Meetings or the COVID-19 Daily Procurement Update?").

20 [JM/23 - INQO00513564].
21 [JM/24 - INQO00513550] and [JM/25 - INQO00513549].

12

INQ000536361_0012



62. | can recall that | was involved in a meeting at the end of March 2020 with one supplier
(Dyson), CDL, Gareth and the MHRA, who set the specifications for ventilators. | recall
that | was concerned that, by virtue of the meeting being called by CDL, indirect pressure
was being placed on the MHRA to approve the supplier's design at the stage of selecting
suppliers to progress in the Ventilator Challenge. | felt | had to and did intervene in this
meeting to ensure that the MHRA approval system, as the regulatory system, was properly
applied and to protect the integrity of the process. | also had to correct the actions identified
in the readout from this meeting circulated by the CDL'’s private office.?? | had a call with
Lord Agnew on 27 March 2020, at which | raised the situation with this supplier and
reiterated that it would need to prove its product was safe and pass testing. Lord Aghew
agreed.? This supplier did not ultimately make a successful ventilator and we did not

procure any ventilators from them.
63. The Ventilator Challenge was a success in my eyes. It relied on British ingenuity and

industry. It was a success because we were able to make functioning ventilators within a

very short space of time.

H. OPERATION MOONSHOT

64. | was not involved in Operation Moonshot which | understand was launched after | had left

my role as the Chief Executive of the Civil Service.

. FRAUD AND ABUSES IN THE SYSTEM

65. As above, at the beginning of the pandemic, there was a lot of panic and frustration and it

was a complicated situation. Some people took advantage of this.

66. To prevent fraud in procurement, at first, we had a fraud group in the Cabinet Office
(known at the time of the pandemic as the Government Counter Fraud Function (GCFF)).

They were good and part of developing the commercial function in the system. This group

22 [JM/26 - INQO00513540].
23 [JM/27 - INQO00513564].
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was run by Mark Cheeseman and ultimately reported to me. The fraud group was less
mature than the overall commercial group at this stage. The fraud group issued a number
of papers to draw attention to potential issues as the pandemic response ramped up.
These were guidelines which it was not mandatory to follow. | suspect that the fraud group

has since become more established.

67. The development and role of the GCFF is explained at paragraphs 5.5 to 5.17 of the
Cabinet Office’s First Corporate Witness Statement for Module M5.

68. | asked Mark and his function to focus on the Government’s work responding to the Covid-

19 pandemic in mid-March 2020, in particular how we could deal with fraud.?*

69. Mark provided me with updates on the GCFF’s response on fraud in relation to Covid-
19.%

70. The activity of the GCFF during the pandemic is explained at paragraphs 5.18 to 5.46 of
the Cabinet Office’s First Corporate Witness Statement for Module M5.

J. LESSONS LEARNED

71. The pandemic highlighted the importance of building supply chains and domestic
capability. It is unrealistic to have emergency stock or domestic capability for all goods or

services.

72. However, in my view, there needs to be proactive planning and a more intentional
industrial strategy to ensure that the UK has robust industrial capability in areas which it
considers to be of strategic importance. Obvious examples are energy and defence. Crisis
related goods or services could also be included in the strategic areas in which the
government invests in domestic manufacturing capability, to build resilience in the supply

chain.

24 [JM/28 - INQO00513551].
25 [JM/29 - INQD00471005], [JM/30 - INQ000513555] and [JM/31 - INQ0O00513563].
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73. This proactive approach requires money, and policy, however if we can build national
resilience in strategic areas it will provide a competitive advantage in those areas in “peace
time” and also protection in the event of a crisis. We would be better prepared in an

emergency.

74. A second lesson which | think can be learned from the pandemic is that the Government
can benefit from a blend of proper expertise. | am a big believer in this, which is why | put
in place the GCF. Professionalism and expertise around certain disciplines, along with
cross-government standards, are important aspects of the Government’s organisation and
capability. It provides the expertise and also sets the standards for those disciplines across
Government and the different departments. It is not just the commercial function, but other
cross government functions such as fraud, project management and human resources

among others which should continue to be developed.

75. In order to do this, it is necessary to create career paths to attract people with the right
expertise and skills to these functions. It is therefore important to plan how you will build
these teams and it takes time to develop them. It takes high skill to organise and run a
successful matrix structure and the Government has shied away from this in the past.

When done well, it results in much stronger organisational capability.

76. A third lesson, or warning, relates to my observation of what happened after | left. | have
consistently argued that successful execution requires experience in real delivery, while
policy-making requires intellect, but does not necessarily rely on experience. Attracting
real experience into Government is difficult, especially in depth. | have observed a
tendency to appoint senior, experienced people into key roles, without sufficient thought
as to how to build that experience in depth. A few, experienced people at the top will not,
ultimately be effective, however good they are, without a structure throughout Government
to develop experience within the system, which can be deployed over time, across
Government. This takes time and care, and | observe those structures which could

develop such experience being weakened over time.
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K. CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

77. Ultimately, whatever we did, the pandemic was the pandemic. There was a global
shortage of vital healthcare supplies, including PPE and ventilators, during a time of

national and indeed global emergency.

78. Any system would have struggled with the sheer panic and demand of the pandemic.
However, the position would have been even worse, and we would have not been able to

respond in the way we did, without the GCF.

79. The development of procurement skills, knowledge and competence is a continuous

journey. The Government needs to be continually working to get better and better at it.

Statement of Truth

| believe that the facts stated in this withess 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 in its truth.

Signed:

Personal Data

Dated: IOVK Wws
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