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UK COVID-19 INQUIRY
THIRD WITNESS STATEMENT OF ELIZABETH TRUSS

|, Elizabeth Truss, will say as follows:

1. I make this statement to assist the Inquiry on matters of relevance to Module 7. |
provided a statement in Module 2 and confirm that this statement covered all aspects of
my work as Minister for Women and Equalities during the pandemic. | also provided a
statement in Module 5 in respect of my work as Secretary of State for International Trade

and President of the Board of Trade.

2. | had no direct involvement in issues related to Test, Trace and Isolate during the
pandemic in my role as Minister for Women and Equalities. | was also the Secretary of
State for International Trade and (later) Foreign Secretary which involved a significant
amount of travel. Work related to women and equalities workstreams was shared

throughout the ministerial team, with Junior Ministers making substantial contributions.

Role, function and responsibilities

3. | was elected as the Member of Parliament for South West Norfolk on 6 May 2010 and
held that position until 4 July 2024. | served as Parliamentary Under Secretary of State
for the Department of Education from September 2012 to July 2014. | was the Secretary
of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs for July 2014 to July 2016. | was the
Lord Chancellor and Secretary of State for Justice from July 2016 to June 2017. From
June 2017 to July 201, | was the Chief Secretary to the Treasury. From 24 July 2019 to
15 September 2021, | was Secretary of State for International Trade and President of
the Board of Trade. In that role, | was responsible for establishing the first independent
tariff regime, secured new trade deals with important partners such as Japan, Canada,

Australia and New Zealand. | also began trade negotiations with the United States of
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America. From 15 September 2021 to 6 September 2022, | was the Foreign Secretary.
From 6 September 2022 to 25 October 2022, | was the Prime Minister of the United
Kingdom.

Between 10 September 2019 and 6 September 2022, | was also the Minister for Women
and Equalities, supported by and responsible for the Government Equalities Office
("GEO") and, once it was formed in September 2020, the Equality Hub, since renamed
the Office for Equality and Opportunity. This role ran alongside my responsibilities as

Secretary of State for Trade and (later) Foreign Secretary.

My specific responsibilities as Minister for Women and Equalities between 10
September 2019 to 6 September 2022, included:

a. promoting equality of opportunity for everyone and reducing negative disparities,

b. strategic oversight of Government's equality policy for women, ethnicity and LGBT
equality,

c. sponsorship of the Equality and Human Rights Commission and, following an April
2021 machinery of government move, the Social Mobility Commission and

d. oversight of the overarching equalities legislative framework, including the Equality
Act [LT/ 1 - INQ000207462].

| am aware that Marcus Bell (Director of the Equality Hub) has been asked to prepare a
statement for the Inquiry in relation to Module 7 and | defer to him for his account of the
work done by the GEO and then the Equality Hub.

Considering my wider ministerial responsibilities, | appropriately delegated many of the
workstreams to junior ministers and, in particular, Kemi Badenoch as the Minister for
Equalities, between 16 February 2020 and February 2022.

While | was in post, Junior Minister roles were organised as follows.

i. Kemi Badenoch MP held the post of Minister for Equalities from February 2020 to July
2022, based in Her Majesty's Treasury ("HMT") and then the Department for Levelling
up, Housing and Communities ("DLUHC") from September 2021. During this period,
she had delegated responsibility for the Covid Disparity Reports, reporting directly to the

Prime Minister on this work.
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ii. Mike Freer MP held the post of Minister for Equalities, with specific responsibility for
LGBT policy, from September 2021 to July 2022, based in Department for International
Trade ("DIT").

iii. The Minister for Women role was held by Baroness Berridge of The Vale of Catmose
from February 2020 to September 2021, based in Department of Education ("DOE");
followed by Baroness Stedman-Scott OBE from September 2021 to September 2022,
based in Department for Work and Pensions ("DWP").

iv. The Minister for Disabled People post was held by Justin Tomlinson MP from 2019
to September 2021, based in DWP; followed by Chice Smith MP from September 2021
to September 2022, based in DWP. The Minister for Disabled People reports into the
Secretary of State for Work and Pensions. This role was held by The Rt Hon Thérese
Coffey MP from September 2019 to September 2022.

g My working relationship with my colleagues within the Women & Equalities Ministerial
Team was mostly conducted through ministerial team meetings, which were

supplemented by bilateral meetings where needed.

10. The Inquiry has received statements in Modules 2, 4 and 7 from both Kemi Badenoch

and Justin Tomlinson.
Covid-19 workstreams

11. As Minister for Women and Equalities during the pandemic, my priorities included:
a. Reshaping the GEO and bringing it together with the Racial Disparity Unit and the
Disability Unit (within the Cabinet Office) to create a single Equalities Hub,
b. The role also focussed on equality during the process of recovery from the pandemic
— this included my presenting the plans of the Gender Equality Advisory Council
("GEAC") at a Cabinet meeting on 9 March 2021 [LT/2 - INQ000088975].
c. Responding to the consultation and launching the Government's proposals on the

future of the Gender Recognition Act.
12. In addition, | was involved in the following:

a. Quarterly reports on progress to address COVID-19 health inequalities — While the

Minister for Equalities held delegated responsibility for the quarterly reports and
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therefore reported directly to the Prime Minister rather than me, | did offer to support her
with any additional ministerial input she may find helpful.

b. Involvement in Key Decision-Making Forums — | was not involved in key Covid-19
decision-making forums, such as the Covid-19 Operations Committee (Covid-O) or the
Covid-19 Strategy Committee (Covid-S) in my capacity as Minister for Women and
Equalities, although | am aware that Kemi Badenoch and Justin Tomlinson were. 1 did,
however, attend Cabinet and was able to participate in Cabinet discussions and
decision-making, although not specifically in relation to TTIL.

c. Women and Equalities Select Committee Evidence Sessions — | gave evidence to
the Women and Equalities Select Committee on the work of the Equality Hub during this
period on 22 April 2020 and 25 May 2021 albeit not specifically in relation to TTI.

d. Recruitment to the Equality and Human Rights Commission ("EHRC") — | recruited
a number of Commissioners to the EHRC during this period, including the Commission's
Chair. In doing so, | ensured the Commission had the skills and leadership to carry out
its role during the pandemic. In particular, | appointed Lord Ribeiro in November 2020,
a former President of the Royal College of Surgeons, in order to strengthen the EHRC's
medical and public health expertise during the pandemic.

e. Redeployment of Equality Hub staff — at the outset of the pandemic, | was supportive
of the redeployment of Equality Hub staff to critical functions across government to
assist the national effort. | saw this as a positive way for the Equality Hub staff fo embed
their expertise in other departments. The RDU and DU's roles in relation to Covid were
recognised by the Cabinet Office through reclassification as "business critical functions”.
DU was added to the Critical Function list on 14 April 2020 and RDU added in June
2020. "Business critical" status meant these two units were protected from being
required to redeploy staff elsewhere in government and were able to request additional
staff.

Overall response of the Equality Hub to Covid-19

13. Aside from some engagement from the Disability Unit on accessible communications in
mid-March 2020, the organisations that comprise the Equality Hub were not directly
involved with the pandemic response until after the national lockdown was announced
on 23 March 2020 [LT/3 - INQ000083946].
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14. Subsequently, the Equality Hub and its component units’ principal areas of involvement
were as follows:
i. Production of Covid Disparities Quarterly Reports,
ii. Improving disability data,
ii. Vaccine certification and exemptions,
iv. Advice on PSED and EIA,
v. Understanding the impact on women and

vi. Providing general ad hoc advice.
Public Sector Equality Duty

15. Individual government departments are responsible for understanding the equality
impacts of their own policies through compliance with the PSED. Neither the Equality
Hub nor | were routinely involved in reviewing or monitoring other government

departments' EIA or their approach to PSED.

16. Occasionally we were asked to give guidance to departments about their equality duties.
As an example of the support the Equality Hub provided to departments, Kemi
Badenoch wrote to all government ministers on 8 December 2021 on the subject of the
PSED [LT/4 - INQOO00089735]. She reminded them that their departments were
responsible for proper consideration of the equality impacts of their policies and of their
ongoing duty to consider equality in their work and their departments. She also provided
them with advice on how their departments might approach equality impact

assessments and the appropriate documentation of their decision making.

17. | also understand that, between April and August 2020, the Equality Hub contributed to
a number of PSED assessments at the COVID Taskforce's request. | would defer to

Marcus Bell in relation to any such guidance provided on TTIL.
Covid Disparity Reports

18. On 2 June 2020, Public Health England ("PHE") published its review into disparities in
the risks and outcomes of COVID-19 [LT/5 - INQ000101218 :]. The Prime Minister invited

Kemi Badenoch to lead on work by the Government in response to the PHE review. |
was not involved in discussions with the Prime Minister to appoint Minister Badenoch or

set the terms of reference of this work but, once aware, had a high level of confidence
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that Minister Badenoch would deliver it to a high standard. Minister Badenoch spent a
great deal of time on this work and was thoroughly invested in it. | did not feel the need
to intervene but made clear to Minister Badenoch that if she required my ministerial input
| would be very happy to support her. Minister Badenoch's and the Equality Hub's work
in this area is best understood by reading the four quarterly reports on progress to
address COVID-19 health inequalities’ which were published in October 2020, February
2021, May 2021 and December 2021. Minister Badenoch kept me updated on this work
through our ministerial team meetings. This was the extent of my involvement in this
work. As to why there was a focus on ethnicity in the disparity reports, again | would

defer to Marcus Bell.
Development of policies and strategies for TTI

19. I was not involved in the development of TTI policies and strategies and would defer to
Marcus Bell for an explanation regarding such matters as they were dealt with by the
GEO and Equality Hub. Moreover, | had no personal contact with NHS Track and Trace

and/or Baroness Harding during the pandemic.
Domestic Abuse

20. The Government’s response in relation to matters surrounding the abuse of women and
children, including Government guidance, was led by the Home Office. Although | was
not asked to contribute to this stream of work, as stated in my Module 2 statement, |
was supportive of these initiatives including the Home Secretary’s “You Are Not Alone”
campaign, which sought to reassure domestic violence victims that help was still

available during lockdown.
Stalking and the NHS App

21. | have been asked whether | or the GEO worked with NHS Test and Trace and DHSC
on the implications of the NHS App for victims of domestic abuse and stalking. |
understand that Marcus Bell addressed this issue in his Module 2 statement at
paragraph 88b. Whilst | had no direct involvement, Marcus explained that the GEO
joined them up with policy leads in Home Office, the Victims Commissioner and charities

including Refuge and Women’s Aid.

Government spending
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22. | had no interaction with HMT in my role as Minister for Women and Equalities in relation

to providers of accommodation, including refuges. These matters fell to MHCLG.

23. In terms of funding of frontline charities in April 2020 and the proportion of the same
which related to domestic abuse charities, these were not issues that | dealt with and |

defer to Priti Patel’'s Module 2 evidence on this.

24, | have been asked about the decision | made not to bid for funding for LGBTQIA+
charities to provide services during the pandemic. | was not persuaded that such a bid

represented value for public money.

Borders

25. | have been asked whether | responded to news reports and/or other evidence regarding
the risks posed to women in post-travel hotel quarantine and experiences of sexual
harassment and/or abuse. This was not something that | was asked to consider and
was a matter for the Home Office and MHCLG.

International engagement

26. While | engaged very regularly with ministers from other countries as part of my roles
as Trade Secretary and later Foreign Secretary, | did not engage directly with ministers
from other countries on Covid-19 in my capacity as Minister for Women & Equalities. |
did engage with ministers from other countries through my sponsorship of the G7
Gender Equality Advisory Council, which produced a number of recommendations

relating to Covid-19.
Four Nations

27. | would defer to Marcus Bell in relation to ‘Four Nations’ working practices in relation to

the Covid outbreak and TTl in particular.
Women and Equalities Select Committee

28. Following my appearance at the WESC on 25 May 2021, the Chair, Caroline Nokes,
wrote to me to request additional information about the PSED assessment for the
Coronavirus Act [LT/6 - INQ000089801] and | responded, confirming it was the
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responsibility of the Department of Health and Social Care ("DHSC") Secretary of State
[LT/7 - INQ000089802].

29. On 7 July 2021, the WESC held a further one-off oral evidence session following up on
the Committee's Covid-19 inquiries, established in June 2020. The Equality Hub was
represented by Ministers Badenoch, Berridge and Tomlinson as well as by its Director,

Marcus Bell, alongside other Government ministers and officials.
Lessons Learned

30. My lack of involvement in matters relating to TTI means that others are better placed to

provide their views in relation to lessons learned in this Module.

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 statementin a

document verified by a statement of truth without an honest belief of its truth.

-~ PD

Dated: 1 May 2025
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