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The Welsh Government
Minutes of a meeting of the Cabinet

Thursday 26° November 2020
(Caerdydd 1 & 2 / Teams)

Present: Rt. Hon. Mark Drakeford MS (Chair)

Via video Rebecca Evans MS
link: Vaughan Gething MS

Lesley Griffiths MS
Julie James MS
Eluned Morgan MS
Ken Skates MS
Kirsty Williams MS
Jeremy Miles MS

Hannah Blythyn MS
Jane Hutt MS
Julie Morgan MS
Dafydd Elis Thomas MS
Lee Waters MS

Shan Morgan, Permanent Secretary (via video link)
Officials: Des Clifford, Director General Office of the First Minister

Carys Evans, Principal Private Secretary First Minister (via video link)
Will Whiteley, Deputy Director, Cabinet Division
Toby Mason, Head of Strategic Communications (via video link)
Jane Runeckles, Special Adviser (via video link)
Madeleine Brindley, Special Adviser (via video link)
Alex Bevan, Special Adviser (via video link)
lan Butler, Special Adviser (via video link)
Kate Edmunds, Special Adviser (via video link)
Sarah Faye, Special Adviser (via video link)
Paul Griffiths, Special Adviser (via video link)
Clare Jenkins, Special Adviser (via video link)
Andrew Johnson, Special Adviser (via video link)
Gareth Williams, Special Adviser (via video link)
Mitch Theaker, Special Adviser (via video link)
Tom Woodward, Special Adviser (via video link)

NR Cabinet Secretariat (minutes)
Jonathan Scourfield, Specialist Policy Adviser (via video link)

NR Specialist Adviser for Education Reform (via video link)
tracey Burke, Director General, Education and Public Services (via video link)
Andrew Goodall, Director General, Health (via video link)
Andrew Slade, Director General ESNR (via video link)
Reg Kilpatrick, Director General COVID-19 Crisis Coordination (via video link)
Frank Atherton, CMO (via video link)
Rob Orford, Chief Scientific Adviser for Health (via video link)
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Simon Brindle, Director Restart Coordination (via video link)
Andrew Jeffreys, Director Treasury (via video link)
Dylan Hughes, First Legislative Counsel (via video link)
Helen Lentle, Director Legal Services (via video link)
Emma Watkins, Deputy Director Economic Policy (via video link)
Tom Smithson, Deputy Director Restart (via video link)
Liz Lalley, Deputy Director Recovery (via video link)
Terry Kowal, Senior Legislative Counsel (via video link)
Neil Buffin, Senior Lawyer (via video link)

Item 1: COVID-19 - Winter Planning

The First Minister advised Ministers that the purpose of the meeting was for
Cabinet to consider whether to implement further restrictions in the near future to
help guarantee that families could meet for up to five days over the Christmas
period.

1.1

1.2 Any restrictions would be for the purpose of preventing, protecting against,
controlling or providing a public health response to the incidence, spread of
infection or contamination. There must be a threat to public health and the
restrictions had to be proportionate in what they were intending to achieve.

1.3. The First Minister referred to the presentations to Ministers the previous evening
from the Chief Medical Officer, Chief Executive of the NHS and Chief Scientific
Officer. It was noted that the context to the decisions Ministers would need to take
in terms of both the epidemiology of the virus and NHS capacity was very serious.

1.4 The most recent daily surveillance report on 25 November listed Blaenau Gwent
with over 415 cases per 100k, which was growing closer to the pre-firebreak peak.
The firebreak had the intended impact of a short, sharp early intervention to push
back the epidemic by three weeks; however, the benefits of this period of negative
growth had now largely been lost.

1.5 The virus was seeded across Wales and rates of transmission were increasing.
Three Health Board areas, Aneurin Bevan, Cwm TafMorgannwg and Swansea
Bay, were now in the very high category of 200+ cases per 100k. While, Cardiff
and the Vale, Hywel Dda, Powys and Betsi Cadwaladr being classified as high,
with 50+ cases per 100k. Some more rural areas with smaller populations would
be classed at low to medium, such as Gwynedd, Anglesey and Conwy. However,
Wales as a whole was high at 186 cases per 100k, with a 12.6% positivity rate.

1.6 Significant increases in those under 25s had been observed in all but three LAs,
which in time would inevitably lead to more infections in older members of society.
The most recent estimate of the rate of infection from COMIXmixing data was that
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'Rt was now at 1.4, which would suggest Wales was entering a period of
significant growth of the virus.

1.7 Hospital admissions were rising and there were over 1,700 COVID-19 patients
now being treated. It was reported that without action, the number ofpatients in
hospital by Christmas Day could be at its highest level since the pandemic began
in March. Most concerning was the potential for up to 1,600 avoidable excess
deaths over the winter period.

1.8 The TTP evidence pointed towards the virus being transmitted predominantly in
household settings, hospitality and through workplaces and it was suggested that
measures to mitigate transmission in these settings could reduce the impact pre-
Christmas.

Item 2: Potential alignment with Tiers

2.1 The Director General for COVID-19 Crisis Co-ordination reported that SAGE had
produced a paper comparing the differing approaches of the four nations and the
effectiveness of each. In summary, Tier 3, the strictest tier in England had proven
effective in reducing transmission of the virus, and in Scotland the highest level of
restrictions under Levels 3 and 4 were effective. The approach taken in Wales had
varied in its success, so the purpose of considering the evidence review from
SAGE was to consider what additional measures Wales might need in order to
continue reducing prevalence of the virus throughout the country.

2.2 The incidence rates and capacity of the NHS to manage its patient load were key
considerations. The modelling was currently indicating an upwards trajectory for
hospital admissions and early interventions would be necessary to control future
growth and spread of the virus.

2.3 At current levels of community transmission and hospital admissions, Wales would
be equivalent to a Tier 3 in England and a Tier 3 or 4 in Scotland, which were the
highest tiers for both countries. On a regional level, 14 out ofWales' 22 Local
Authorities would be in the highest tier of restrictions. A further 5 would be in
Tier/Level 2 and the remaining 3, Conwy, Gwynedd and Isle ofAnglesey, at
Tier/Level 1. It was important to remember that a rapid increase in transmission
rates could occur in Welsh Local Authority areas due to the lower population
densities compared to those in England.

2.4 The approach in England had evolved to look at larger regions, as opposed to
local level restrictions, in recognition of the fact that people did not necessarily live
their lives on a local basis, as they travelled for work and other purposes, meaning
for Wales a national approach would have a more robust impact on the virus.

2.5 The necessary actions to align with Tier 3 in England or Level 3 in Scotland
included: more restrictive household mixing in public settings (e.g. household only
or rule of 4 limited to 2 households); closing hospitality entirely or placing

3

INQ000048925 0003



OFFICIAL - SENSITIVE - CABINET
Cabinet will wish to note that these minutes, except those items in italics, will be published

in week commencing 11" January 2021

significant constraints on it (e.g. in Scotland closing time was 6pm with no alcohol
permitted to be served); closing indoor entertainment premises (e.g. cinemas,
bingo halls, soft play centres).

2.6 The socio-economic harms would be significant for the hospitality and
entertainment industries as they would be either closed or significantly restricted.
Tighter restrictions on hospitality, leisure and tourism businesses would have
significant negative economic impacts that would fall most heavily on some of the
most disadvantaged across communities.

2.{ It was noted that this would necessitate a substantial support package to mitigate
the impacts. However, any support package could only mitigate part of the impact
and it would be difficult to target individual households.

2.8 There was some variation in case rate of the virus in Wales at present, but any
local or regional approach would need further analysis to investigate the state of
the epidemic in each area, directions of travel, and how geographical areas might
be better defined. For example, whether regional groupings of Local Authorities or
health boards would make more realistic, larger population based areas for
interventions.

2.9 Itwas reported that papers would be circulated following the meeting and Cabinet
would return to the question of what further restrictions should be imposed in
Wales to reduce the spread of the virus in the lead up to the Christmas period and
whether that should be on a Wales-wide basis.

Item 3: Legal framework

3.1 The First Legislative Counsel set out the legislative context around COVID-19
including the making of 35 sets of principal Regulations, which has been amended
multiple times. A considerable amount of work was needed to prepare such
legislation.

3.2 There was a sense amongst some members of the public that the rules were
constantly changing, which may be used by some not to comply with them. In
addition, there was a narrative developing that the Government's decision making
was ad hoc and not strategic, when in fact the opposite was true.

3.3 /f was suggested that a single Regulatory system could be provided to allow Wales
to move between Tiers on a national, regional and local level, such as the one
being used in Scotland. This approach could be a simpler, more efficient approach
to the implementation of varying restrictions across Wales.

3.4 Sucha system would be more transparent for the public, more accessible for all
and most importantly adaptable depending on the prevalence of the virus in
different localities in Wales.
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3.5 Publishing the criteria used for moving between Tiers would also provide a further
level of transparency, thus increasing the level of accountability.

3.6 /t was suggested that with the current uncertainty around the end of EU transition,
delivering a more streamlined and predictable model of restrictions would be
welcomed. Flexibility would be required in the model to continue taking advantage
ofperiods such as school holidays.

3.7. As Cabinet was to make imminently decisions about restrictions over the
Christmas period, it was recognised that, while it would be preferable to announce
one system, the practicalities and time restraints meant it might not be achievable
in the time available.

3.8 it was agreed the proposition warranted further consideration.

3.9 Cabinet noted the update and that the matter would be discussed further later that
day.

ltem 4: Impact on business and support schemes

4.1 The First Minister introduced the item, and confirmed the aim of the Welsh
Government's economic policy was to protect good quality employment, and
considering the consequences of any further economic restrictions on workers was
a priority.

4.2 Cabinet also considered the significant deliverability and affordability issues that
would be faced by any scheme to support those sectors impacted by tighter
restrictions. Given the inevitable impact, these programmes should only be
implemented where a clear benefit in respect of the virus' transmission and health
outcomes was evident.

4.3. Although the length of any restrictions would be determined by the prevalence of
the virus and assuming that restrictions akin to Tier 3 in England or Level 3 in
Scotland would be necessary until March, the impact could be an approximate loss
of £1bn, or 2%, of Welsh GDP. In addition, there could be significant impacts on
the workforce with a potential increase in unemployment of 3,500.

4.4 Taking account of this potentially devastating impact on the Welsh economy,
Cabinet considered potential business support programmes that would provide a
degree ofmitigation.

4.5 Initial options included a fund to provide financial assistance to businesses that
would be closed and materially impacted as a result of restrictions to provide
emergency cash flow support and help businesses survive the economic
consequences of the restrictions put in place.

4.6 It was reported that a further iteration of the Economic Resilience Fund, which had
been in place since April, could be delivered. Such a fund could provide a grant to
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retail, leisure and hospitality businesses that were forced to close as a result of the
restrictions, in bands according to the business' rateable value.

This could be delivered alongside a sector specific Economic Resilience Fund
focused on support for operating and fixed costs.

47

4.8 ERF delivered by the Welsh Government offered better conditionality in exchange
for support but required considerable monitoring following grant award. Both
programmes could focus on investment and jobs as well as the Economic Action
Plan's Calls to Action, which emphasised sustainable investment including
decarbonisation.

4.9 It was anticipated that Local authorities would be asked to continue to deliver the
Lockdown Discretionary Grant.

4.10 Cabinet noted that, even if the actions discussed were agreed, there could be a
delay to implementation, with businesses not receiving funds until mid-January
due to the current pressures faced by Local Authorities.

It was suggested that further information was required before Cabinet could take a
decision about a package of support, and a thorough equality impact assessment
should be carried out as those most vulnerable in society were likely to be the
worst affected by any restrictions.

4.11

4.12 It was agreed that Cabinet would reconvene later that day, once additional advice
had been circulated, to consider the evidence further and the proposed approach
to increased restrictions.

Cabinet reconvened

item 5: Proposed approach to further restrictions

5.1 Cabinet reconvened at 4.30pm. The First Minister outlined that Cabinet would
need to consider three questions. Firstly, whether further action should be taken,
taking into account the current epidemiology and projected impact on the NHS, but
set against the other socio-economic harms associated with intervening.
Secondly, whether any such further restrictions should be deployed on an all-
Wales basis or whether there should be an alternative approach, such as regional
or local and thirdly, the details of those restrictions.

5.2 Cabinet, after considering all the available evidence including the modelling in
relation to the Reasonable Worst Case Scenarios and for projected excess deaths,
agreed that further action was required. /f was recognised that this was part of an
inevitable trade off with the relaxation of restrictions in relation to household mixing
and travel that had been agreed between the four nations of the UK. It was
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therefore important that any action taken was shown to be effective, drawing on
the interventions involved in Tier 3 restrictions in England and Level 3 in Scotland.

lt was suggested that communications associated with any decisions should focus
on the honest and open approach the Welsh Government had taken with the
Welsh public to date. If would be important to give those businesses affected by
new restrictions time to plan, especially if they were purchasing stock in advance,
and to be clear as possible about when restrictions would start and how long they
would be in place.

Cabinet considered the cross-border implications if the focus of restrictions were to
be on the hospitality, leisure and tourism sectors. The UK Government had already
announced which areas of England were to be placed into what Tiers following the
end of the English lockdown on 2 December. Most areas along the border in North
Wales would be in Tier 2, while a number of areas along the border in South
Wales would be in Tier 3. There was the potential for people to travel either side of
the border to benefit from where the restrictions were most limited.

Cabinet also considered the geographical options for the implementation of any
restrictions. /f was proposed that an all-Wales approach should be taken, and it
was recognised there were benefits to this in terms of the simplicity of
communications, managing stakeholders, and avoiding boundary issues.
However, it was also noted that the case rate for the virus in parts of North Wales
were lower than the rest of Wales, although the rates amongst the under 25 was
already increasing in raa number of North Wales Local Authority areas.

Cabinet agreed to an all-Wales approach for restrictions in the lead up to the
Christmas period. /f was recognised that the arguments in favour of this in North
Wales would relate to acting sooner to prevent case rates rising further in a
proactive approach to tackling the epidemic.

Cabinet agreed to meet again at 9.30am the following morning to consider the
proposed restrictions in detail. Officials would also provide further advice about a
comparison of the public health benefits of the English and Scottish systems.
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