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THE UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

TRADES UNION CONGRESS:
CLOSING SUBMISSIONS IN MODULE 7

INTRODUCTION

This is the closing statement of the Trades Union Congress (‘the TUC’) in Module 7 of the UK
Covid-19 Inquiry. These written submissions address: (i) support for those at work who need

to self-isolate; and (ii) systems for Test, Trace and Isolate (‘TTI') within education settings.

A. SICK PAY AND FINANCIAL SUPPORT FOR SELF-ISOLATION

On the importance of financial support for self-isolation, and the inadequacies of that support

in the Covid-19 pandemic, it has been a case of near ‘universal agreement’.!

The TUC addressed financial support for self-isolation in its submissions to the Inquiry in
Module 2. We rely on those submissions, the essential points of which have been further
supported by the evidence in Module 7. For ease of reference, relevant extracts from the

TUC’s closing submissions are included below.

The need to financially support self-isolation

As in the TUC’s written closing submissions to Module 2:
‘Not only is the level of statutory sick pay (‘'SSP’) inadequate — at the outset of the
pandemic only £94.25 per week — but an estimated 2 million workers did not qualify at

all due to the lower earnings threshold’?

We summarised key evidence given in Module 2 regarding the lack of adequate financial

support for self-isolation:

1 As correctly observed by Mr Dayle on behalf of FEMHO 30 May 2025 [12/133/21-25].
2TUC’s Written Closing Submissions to Module 2, para 31.
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‘A number of witnesses gave powerful evidence about how clear and obvious an issue the
lack of financial support for self-isolation appeared to be:

a. Mr Khan described that: “Early in the pandemic, it was clear from those Londoners
who worked in the gig economy or on zero-hours contracts that many of them had
no chosice but to go to work to put food on the table and keep a roof over their
head”.

b. Michael Gove “believed that critical to contact tracing and critical to the effective
management of the disease was making sure that there were appropriate isolation
payments for all those who needed to self-isolate, particularly, obviously, those
who were the lower end of the income spectrum”.*

c. David Halpern explained: “... for reasons that will be plain: ..., if you're an Uber ...
driver and you're going to lose your income, that's a pretty big deal and difficult for
you' and agreed 'absolutely' that lack of financial support for self-isolation is ‘not
just an absence of an incentive [but] actually a powerful disincentive”.

d. Professor Sir Christopher Whitty gave evidence that: “My view was that it was far
easier to self-isolate, and indeed to self-isolate repeatedly, if people were contacts,
if you were in a job which was in permanent employment -- a white collar job,
academics, civil servants, various others -- than if you were in a self-employed
environment, which many people, particularly on lower incomes, were, and it
seemed to me therefore it was essential that we took account of that, particularly
given that some of the highest incidence of Covid was in areas of relative
deprivation, where there were higher rates of people who were not in continuous
employment and therefore covered by ordinary sick leave measures”.®

e. Mr Cummings explained: “(a) | thought there was a reasonable argument, just in
moral terms, that we should compensate people for staying home. (b) there was a
practical question that, [...] if | think of my own position, if | had very little money
[...] —and | was told: well, you've got to stay at home, but in doing that | wouldn't
have the cash to actually look after my own family, then obviously I'm going to
ignore a lot of rules and I'm going to go off and I'm going to work and try and keep
getting paid. And that was a fundamental problem”.”

f. Mr Hancock described self-isolation payments as ‘the most important use of

money”.®

It should be self-evident that the risk of losing over a week’s wages, or only receiving
£94.25 for a week in which one would usually be working, is a powerful disincentive to
following self-isolation guidance and testing in the first place — particularly where one’s
income is such that it becomes a choice between self-isolating and paying bills or putting
food on the table’.®

As Dido Harding set out in this module: ‘If you do not make it easy for people to self-isolate,

they will not do it’.'"® A number of trusted voices of those with relevant expertise repeatedly

3 INQ000221436/0058 para 271.

4 Michael Gove 28 November 2023 [27/166/20-25].

5 David Halpern 1 November 2023 [16/202/1-10].

6 Professor Sir Christopher Whitty 22 November 2023 [24/145/9-21].
7 Dominic Cummings 31 October 2023 [15/252/14-24].

8 Matt Hancock 30 November 2023 [29/209/8].

9 TUC's Written Closing Submissions to Module 2, paras 33-34.

10 INQ000587322/0041 para 7.6.
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provided warnings to government. The Independent SAGE Report 40 dated 20 March 2021
set out why supported isolation is crucial in breaking community transmission,'" concluding in
part ‘Without financial support to self-isolate, any much needed improvements to the FTTIS
system will have a marginal impact’'> Advice provided to the Government by SPI-B and
SAGE set out that adequate practical and financial support for people to self-isolate should be

offered as was the practice in other countries. '

Treasury resistance
7.  As observed in the TUC’s further written closing submissions to Module 2:

‘Throughout the pandemic, numerous red flags arose around the inadequacy of the
financial support available to workers but there was a resistance within the Treasury
to providing adequate financial support.

Mr Case acknowledged in his oral evidence that there was a ‘very big debate all the
way through August, September and | think even into October, possibly even longer’
about financial support for self-isolation." Mr Case explained that those responsible
for Test and Trace, including Dido Harding, were consistently telling those in Number
10 that the financial support available was ‘not enough’ and were making the point that
those on lower incomes, working in care homes, transport and supermarkets, may
struggle without their usual income whilst required to isolate.” Mr Case acknowledged
that the former Prime Minister, Boris Johnson, was at that time “very focused on
enforcement” and that the approach was “very much, you know, get people to
comply”.’® Mr Case acknowledged that a lack of adequate financial support for self-
isolation was likely to contribute to the disproportionate impact of the pandemic upon
certain groups, but that factor was not a significant feature of discussions which he
was privy to, including with the former Prime Minister and Chancellor, and — crucially
— that it should have been'”’.8

8.  Andin the TUC’s written closing submissions to Module 2:

‘In his witness statement, Mr Sunak attempted to justify the Treasury’s resistance to
providing financial support for self-isolation with reference to “limited evidence to show
that financial reasons were the main driver behind why people did not comply with self-
isolation requirements”.’® He suggested: “ONS survey data showed that the main
reasons for breaking self-isolation were to go to the shops (32%), to attend work,

1 INQ000535912.

2 INQ000587487/0021 para 5.27.

3 INQ000587487/0029 para 6.21. See also: the evidence of Lucy Yardley 18 October 2023
[12/139/25 - 12/140/18].

4 Dr Simon Case 23 May 2024 [36/198/5-8].

5 Dr Simon Case 23 May 2024 [36/198/9-17].

6 Dr Simon Case 23 May 2024 [36/198/12-16].

17 Dr Simon Case 23 May 2024 [36/198/1 - 36/200/25].

18 TUC's Further Written Closing Submissions to Module 2, paras 3-4.

19 INQ000263374/0099.
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school or university (26%) or for medical reasons (21 %)”.?° This appears to be a

reference to surveys of persons who had tested positive for Covid-19. This is flawed
analysis, given that persons who knew they could not afford to self-isolate were unlikely
to be testing in the first place. Indeed, Cabinet Office polling from 14 September to 30
Decemger 2020 indicated that only 16%-26% of people with symptoms were getting
tested.

Moreover, breaking self-isolation in order to work was high consequence in terms of
transmission of the virus, and particularly high consequence for low-income sectors
with high vuinerability. Someone attending to a production line because they are
worried about paying the rent, carries a significant risk of transmitting the virus to
others, potentially in large numbers, and the fact that some others may break self-
isolation for some other reason is of limited relevance to the issue of the need for
financial support. On analysis, the Treasury rationale is paper thin as against the
factors pointing in favour of support. The real resistance of the Treasury, it is
suggested, was simply ideological. As Sir Patrick recorded, for Mr Sunak it was ‘all
about personal responsibility and get the state out’.?

Furthermore, the Treasury was concerned that any scheme to address the issue of

financial support for self-isolation would “concede the point that Statutory Sick Pay or

other existing benefits are perceived to be inadequate”.?®

Mr Sunak’s oral evidence that financial support for self-isolation “just wasn't relevant
earlier because (a) we were in a national lockdown and (b) we didn't have test and
frace up and running with the testing volumes to make this a kind of mass
consideration”, was revealing.?* For the many thousands in low paid high-risk jobs,
who never stopped working, self-isolation was a crucially important safety measure
from 16 March 2020, when the Prime Minister announced that anyone with symptoms
should self-isolate for fourteen days — but a measure that was hugely difficult given
the inadequacy of SSP’.?°

The false economy of meagre financial support for self-isolation

Mr Gray, on behalf of His Majesty’s Treasury (‘HMT’) addressed in oral closing submissions
to this module the provision of financial support for self-isolation, suggesting that the Inquiry
ought to be ‘cautious’ when addressing financial support for self-isolation. It was specifically
suggested that the Inquiry ought to be cautious in respect of this issue because T{ilt is important
... to set any piece of the jigsaw of economic and financial support provided during the
pandemic, which totalled almost £400 billion, within the context of the support provided as a

whole’.?® That must be correct, but there are two angles to the importance of that broader

20 INQ000263374/0101.

21 INQO000119872/0003.

22 INQ000273901/0653.

23 INQ000203685/006.

24 Rishi Sunak 11 December 2023 [33/212/9-13].

25 TUC's Written Closing Statement to Module 2, paras 39-42.
26 HMT's Oral Closing 30 May 2025 [12/145/22 - 12/146/3].
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context. The first, upon which HMT focuses, is the importance of protecting the public purse
in the sense of limiting public expenditure to that which is necessary and reasonable. The
second, however, is the absurdity of spending £400 billion on systems of support that depend
on effective self-isolation and not supporting self-isolation. Without supporting self-isolation,
the £400 billion is not well spent. The £285 million spent in England on the Test and Trace
Support Payment Scheme represents 0.07% of that broader £400 billion.?” As we set out in
oral opening it was far less even than the £849 million spent on the six weeks of Eat Out to
Help Out.8

The sum effect of spending such a large sum on the overall response, and such miniscule
amounts on supporting self-isolation, was a terrible false economy. Dr Jennifer Dixon (The
Health Foundation) highlighted that this failing ‘materially hampered the overall effectiveness’
of the TTI system.?® The effects were felt in terms of compliance. The CORSAIR study (Smith
et al 2021) found that only around 18% of people who were infected or who were contacts of
those who tested positive adhered in full with the requirement to self-isolate.*® We commend
to the Inquiry the analysis offered by Baroness Dido Harding: ‘If we had spent even a tiny
fraction of the energy and budget expended on expanding testing on better understanding and
supporting the most marginalised to isolate, we would likely have reduced the harms of the
pandemic. We need to do this work in advance of a pandemic, so we are ready on day one

next time’.3!

As the evidence in Module 7, and in previous modules, has shown, financial support for self-
isolation was an area where government was far too ‘cautious’ during the pandemic. The
‘cautious’ approach adopted was rooted in a policy of attempting to identify the absolute
minimum which could be provided — such that in August 2020, a pilot scheme trialled paying
participants just £13 per day.*?> The result of this approach was a scheme which woefully

underperformed.

27 Professor Richard Machin 30 May 2025 [12/26/4-7].
28 INQ000350707/0003.

29 INQ000475185/0017 para 70.

30 INQ000587239/0050 para 222.

31 INQ000587322/0044-45 para 9.3.

32 INQ000587305/0034 para 127.
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