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Public Administration and Constitutional Affairs Committee

The Public Administration and Constitutional Affairs Committee is appointed by
the House of Commons to examine the reports of the Parliamentary Commissioner
for Administration and the Health Service Commissioner for England, which are
laid before this House, and matters in connection therewith; to consider matters
relating to the quality and standards of administration provided by civil service
departments, and other matters relating to the civil service; and to consider
constitutional affairs.

Current membership

Mr William Wragg MP (Conservative MP, Hazel Grove) (Chair)

Ronnie Cowan MP (Scottish National Party, Inverclyde)

Jackie Doyle-Price MP (Conservative, Thurrock)
Rachel Hopkins MP (Labour, Luton South)

Rt Hon David Jones MP (Conservative, Clwyd West)
Navendu Mishra MP (Labour, Stockport)

Rt Hon David Mundell MP (Conservative, Dumfriesshire, Clydesdale and Tweeddale)

Tom Randall MP (Conservative, Gedling)
Lloyd Russell-Moyle MP (Labour (Co-op) Brighton, Kemptown)
Karin Smyth MP (Labour, Bristol South)

John Stevenson MP (Conservative, Carlisle)

Powers

The committee is a select committee, the powers of which are set out in House of
Commons Standing Orders, principally in SO No 146. These are available on the
internet via www.parliament.uk.

Publication

© Parliamentary Copyright House of Commons 2020. This publication may be
reproduced under the terms of the Open Parliament Licence, which is published at
www.parliament.uk/site-information/copyright-parliament/.

Committee reports are published on the Committee’s website and in print by
Order of the House.

Committee staff

The current staff of the Committee are Iwona Hankin (Committee Operations
Officer), Claire Hardy (Committee Specialist), Gabrielle Hill (Committee Operations
Manager), Dr Philip Larkin (Committee Specialist), George Perry (Media Officer),
Sarah Rees (Clerk), Dr Patrick Thomas (Committee Specialist), and Rebecca Usden
(Senior Committee Specialist).

Contacts

All correspondence should be addressed to the Clerk of the Public Administration
and Constitutional Affairs Committee, House of Commons, London SW1A 0AA.
The telephone number for general enquiries is 020 7219 3268; the Committee’s
email address is pacac@parliament.uk.

You can follow the Committee on Twitter using @CommonsPACAC.
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Fifth Special Report

The Public Administration and Constitutional Affairs Committee published its Fourth
Report of Session 2019-21, Parliamentary Scrutiny of the Government’s handling of
Covid-19 (HC 377) on 10 September 2020. The Government’s response was received on 3
December 2020 and is appended to this report.

Appendix: Government Response

Letter from Lord Bethell, dated 3 December 2020

Over and above the Department’s formal response to your report, I wanted to add my
own personal assurance of our regard for Parliament—both parliamentary process and
Parliamentarians alike. As a Department, we have sought to respect Parliament and work
within the legal frameworks presented to us.

You will be aware of the large number of debates and cross-party briefings that have taken
place on this issue, by a range of Ministers. Since the beginning of March, in both the
Commons and the Lords, on Covid-19, there have been:

- 20 oral statements

- 7 General Debates on Covid-19

- 2 Lords debates

- 60 SI debates (35 Commons, 25 Lords)
- 21 Lords Oral questions

- 17 Lords topical questions

- 6 Commons oral question sessions

6 Westminster Hall debates

We have also held dozens of regular cross-party briefing calls to keep Parliamentarians
updated on the latest Covid-19 data and measures throughout the pandemic. Not to
mention Committee appearances, written PQs and various other correspondence. I
hope this illustrates the Government’s commitment to ensuring as much parliamentary
scrutiny as has been possible in the circumstances.

These are unprecedented times, and the urgency and complexity of various issues as part
of our pandemic response has no doubt tested us all, not least our process for regulations.
As we stated in our response, ‘The affirmative procedure generally takes six to eight weeks,
and although steps can be taken to shorten this where appropriate, this is a matter not
solely in the Government's gift. This is, however, a public health emergency and being able
to effectively tackle the virus and save lives means the Government must act with speed
when required. There have been incidences during the course of the pandemic where we
have had to proceed with urgent regulations in the national interest where we could not
have accommodated usual parliamentary timelines.
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2 Fifth Special Report of Session 2019-21

I can assure you however that we recognise the need for timely scrutiny, which is why we
recently committed to, where possible, holding votes on measures of national significance
before they come into force. This is the approach we took with the recent tiers regulations
and the Health Protection (Coronavirus, Restrictions) (England) (No. 4) Regulations that
implement the current lockdown.

We value the role of Parliament and will continue to work with Parliament to ensure it has
opportunities to appropriately scrutinise our ongoing response to the pandemic.
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DHSC Response to the Public Administration and Constitutional
Affairs Committee report on the Parliamentary Scrutiny of the
Government’s handling of COVID-19

Introduction

The Government welcomes the Committee’s report and is grateful for the scrutiny it
brings.

The second wave of COVID-19 continues to impact the health of the nation, as well as
the economy. As we emerge from a second national lockdown on 2 December 2020 into
a revised Tier structure, the country is poised to embrace easements in readiness for
Christmas.

This document sets out the Government’s response to the Public Administration and
Constitutional Affairs Committee (PACAC) report on the ‘Parliamentary Scrutiny of the
Government’s handling of COVID-19. This is the Committee’s Fourth report published
as part of the PACAC’s ongoing inquiry ‘Responding to COVID-19 and the Coronavirus
Act 2020, which was launched in May 2020 to scrutinise the constitutional and public
administration aspects of the Act and other COVID-19 legislation, to support and inform
the future debates when the legislation returns to Parliament. The following response
outlines the Government’s consideration of the recommendations made within the report.

Scrutinising the Coronavirus Act 2020 and Lockdown Regulations

1.  The governance arrangements for responding to COVID-19 have not always
been clear. Press reports of a “quad” of Ministers making decisions in April raise
questions of a parallel governance structure in addition to the formal Cabinet
Committee structure. Such parallel systems risk creating silos where decisions are
made without the full and proper discussion, advice or consultation that would
be expected in Cabinet Committees. Any review of the Cabinet Office’s response
to COVID-19 should include an examination of the governance arrangements for
COVID-19, including COBR, the C-19 daily meetings, the “Quad” and Cabinet
Committees. The Government must in its response to this report set out the
governance arrangements and how decisions were made in response to COVID-19.
(Paragraph 10)

2. The effectiveness of governance arrangements overseen by the Cabinet Office is
something that will continue to be of interest to the Committee and form part of
its future work programme. (Paragraph 11)

The structures underpinning the Government’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic have
evolved over time. The virus appeared on 31 December 2019 and, within the first few days
of January 2020, actions to respond to the threat had already begun in the Department of
Health and Social Care (DHSC) and the Chief Medical Officer (CMO) had been engaged.
By mid-February, both the Cabinet and COBR had been convened to discuss the threat of
the novel coronavirus and the Government’s contingency plans.

COBR is the mechanism through which the Government makes decisions in emergencies.
It played its role at the start of this crisis, acting as a central mechanism for taking real
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time decisions to coordinate the UK’s operational response. Throughout January to mid-
March, there were regular COBR meetings overseeing preparedness and implementation
of measures to respond to a potential novel-Coronavirus pandemic.

Four Ministerial Implementation Groups (MIGs) were created on 17 March. The MIGs
were a set of ministerial committees which considered specific issues and ministers holding
relevant policy responsibilities attended. These four committees focused on healthcare,
the general public sector, economic and business, and international response. The four
committees were chaired by Health Secretary Matt Hancock, Chancellor of the Duchy of
Lancaster Michael Gove, Chancellor of the Exchequer Rishi Sunak and Foreign Secretary
Dominic Raab respectively. They were tailored to coordinate a widening of the response to
the coronavirus pandemic across Government, incorporating policy and strategy.

The MIGs fed into a daily Strategy meeting, chaired by the Prime Minister. During this
period COBR meetings continued to be convened to take decisions as needed. The MIGs
met regularly in the first phase of the Government’s COVID-19 response effort but were
always intended to operate as an interim governance structure. These ‘implementation
committees” were replaced by two new Covid-19 related cabinet committees in June 2020:
‘COVID-19 Strategy’ and ‘COVID-19 Operations’. The PM chairs the COVID-19 Strategy
(COVID-S) Committee to drive the Government’s strategic response to COVID-19:
considering the impact of the virus; the response to it; and setting the direction for
the recovery strategy. The Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster chairs the COVID-19
Operations (COVID-0O) Committee, to deliver the policy and operational response to
COVID-19.

3. The Government’s messaging on who could continue to work was not as clear
as it should have been. The closure of schools and definitions of “key workers”
caused some industries to close that could have continued to operate, such as the
construction industry. There should have been greater recognition within the
Government’s messaging and guidance of workers who kept the economy going
during lockdown. The Government must take care to ensure that its messaging is
consistent and properly addresses all relevant audiences. (Paragraph 14)

The Government had always and continues to make every effort to communicate any and
all changes to COVID-19 policy to the public as clearly and simply as possible.

When national restrictions were introduced in March, the Government published
guidance detailing which businesses should close and the employment and financial
support available for employees on the gov.uk website. This was amplified via a public
information campaign, utilising multiple national and local channels from outdoor
advertising to social media, to ensure awareness of all regulations.

With respect to the construction industry and its supply chains, the Government has
been clear they should remain operational throughout the COVID-19 outbreak, subject to
compliance with Public Health England guidelines. On 31 March, the Secretary of State
for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS) set out this position in an open letter
to the construction industry. The letter was circulated via the Construction Leadership
Council to a wide range of trade and professional associations for onward circulation.
The Government’s position on the operation of the construction industry has remained
unchanged throughout the pandemic.
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