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WITNESS STATEMENT OF MATTHEW BROWN

|, Matthew Brown, will say as follows:

Wales Council for Voluntary Action (WCVA)

1. Wales Council for Voluntary Action (WCVA) is the national membership body for

voluntary organisations in Wales. Our purpose is to enable voluntary organisations

to make a bigger difference together.

2. We work closely with our partners the local County Voluntary Councils (CVCs) as
part of Third Sector Support Wales (TSSW). TSSW provides the sector with

guidance and advice on matters of good governance, volunteering, sustainable

funding, and engagement and influencing; distributes funds on behalf of Welsh

Government; hosts key national digital platforms — Funding Wales, Volunteering

Wales, infoengine and the Knowledge Hub.

3. WCVA plays a key role as a facilitator of the voluntary sector's engagement under
the Third Sector Scheme (TSS) (MB/1 - INQO00179700). TSS is a statutory piece

of legislation setting out how Welsh Government and the voluntary sector will work

together and communicate with one another. It offers the sector formal routes for

talking to government and raising the concerns of our members and service users.

These include biannual meetings with the Third Sector Partnership Council

(TSPC), as well as biannual meetings between sector networks and each Welsh

Government Cabinet Secretary.
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4. TSPC is also facilitated by WCVA and serves the purpose of ensuring TSS'
principles are put into practice. During the period specified for this Module, the
partnership was chaired by the Minister for Social Justice, Jane Hutt MS (now
Cabinet Secretary for Social Justice), and is made up of representatives of
voluntary sector networks working across 25 areas of sector aclivity, alongside
WCVA's Chief Executive, at the time - Ruth Marks.

5. WCVA does not directly represent or work with individual members of the public.
Insights from our member organisations with frontline services are sometimes
used to evidence the need for financial support for the sector, or regulatory
changes. We may, on occasion, rely insights concerning groups of individuals or
communities to Welsh Government on behalf of member organisations. However,
we primarily act as a facilitator enabling specialist organisations to speak to Welsh

Government directly.
WCVA activities adjacent to Test, Trace, Protect

6. WCVA engaged in a wide variety of activities throughout the pandemic. As an
infrastructure body, our focus was on advocating for financial and regulatory
assistance for the voluntary sector, amplifying sector voices, and facilitating
connections between voluntary sector representatives and Welsh Government.
We played a role in disseminating public health information to the sector, enabling
the involvement of volunteers (through hosting Volunteering Wales website), and
distributing Welsh Government funding to voluntary organisations. We provided
advice to voluntary organisations about the implications of Welsh and UK
Government policies on volunteering, including alternative ways of assessing risk,
engaging with, and protecting volunteers. It was recognised that in some cases
being obliged to cease volunteering was, in itself, a risk , particularly to mental
health.

7. We have had limited direct input info Welsh Government's Test, Trace, Protect
strategy. | was able to identify a couple of occasions when we have highlighted
specific issues, but by and large, we were seeking to evidence the cumulative

impact the pandemic has had on the voluntary sector and its service users, as
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opposed to scrutinise individual policies in isolation. Feedback from our members
painted a complex picture showcasing service user needs were multifaceted and
highly individual, making it impossible to advocate for an ideal set of blanket

policies to benefit everyone.

8. Guided by this feedback, we sought to secure funding for the sector to help
address the complex challenges individuals were dealing with. We co-designed
and distributed Welsh Government’s Voluntary Services Emergency Fund (VSEF)
with the explicit purpose of enabling organisations to pro-actively support
vulnerable and at-risk individuals during the pandemic (MB/2 — INQO0OG179705).
By not limiting the grant to pre-determined beneficiaries and pro-actively promoting
it fo as broad audience as possible, we were able to learn about a wide variety of
issues and individuals impacted by the pandemic. We saw this as a way to help
anyone who may have been disproportionately impacted through any Welsh or UK
Government policies, including Test, Trace, Protect. In total, we distributed £7.5m
through VSEF, benefitting an estimate of 764,073 individuals through the support
provided by the funded organisations (MB/3 — INQO00Q179707).

WCVA engagement with Welsh Government in relation to Test, Trace, Protect

9. WCVA was involved in the very early stages of policy development (before Test,
Trace, Protect existed). In early March 2020, my former colleague Dr Sally Rees,
acting in her capacity as WCVA's Health and Social Care Facilitator, began
attending weekly meetings with Welsh Government's Director of Social Services
and Integration, Albert Heaney. Sally became involved in discussions surrounding
the design and implementation of measures to minimise risk in health and social
care settings. The guidance she helped develop was published on 10 March 2020
(MB/4 - INQO00336270).

10. 9. The weekly meetings were later formalised as Covid-19 Planning Group for
Social Services, chaired by Albert Heaney and attended by voluntary and citizens
sector representatives. Through this group, we were able to influence Welsh
Government's vaccination policy by successfully lobbying for the inclusion for

unpaid carers and people with learning disabilities in vaccination priority
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11.

12.

categories. Even though vaccination policies sit outside the Test, Trace, Protect

strategy, they are interlinked and affected individuals in unison.

In July 2020, my colleague David Cook, in his previous role as WCVA's Policy
Officer, submitted written evidence (MB/5 - INQO00179732) to the Health, Social
Care and Sport Committee's inquiry into the impact of the Covid-19 outbreak and
its management on health and social care in Wales. In this evidence document we
made the following comments on shielding guidance and practice, making a
reference to Test, Trace, Protect: 'Confusion over shielding created immediate
barriers and lack of access fto much needed support and care. Extremely
vulnerable people with critical and chronic diseases were not included, which
resulted in people not being able to access essential supplies especially those who
had little or no family support. Families were separated and unpaid carers have
been placed under enormous pressure with access to clinical services reduced or
suspended. Organisations were put under extra pressure to help people through
this but rose to the challenge to meet the needs of those being shielded and those
who were and continue to seif-isolate including now those identified through the

Test, Trace and Protect process.’

In November 2020, we submitted written evidence (MB/6 - INQ0O00179703) on
behalf of The Equality and Human Rights Coalition (EHRCo) (MB/7 -
INQOO0179704) to the Equalities, Local Government and Communities
Committee’s inquiry into the impact of Covid-19 on equality, tackling poverty, and
human rights in Wales. In summary, the document brought attention to the
following: ‘Evidence indicates that Covid-19, lockdown and other measures taken
to mitigate the effects of the virus have had a disproportionate impact on those
with protected characteristics, including BAME groups, older people, disabled
people and women who've been subject to heightened insecurity and violence.
Furthermore, the mortality rate is greatest in Wales’ most deprived regions. The
five local authorities reporting the most deaths from the virus are some of those
with the highest proportion of deprivation in Wales.' White the document does not
name Test, Trace, Protect, the evidence we present shows that all Welsh and UK
Government interventions have collectively failed to prevent the aforementioned

groups from disproportionate impact.
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WCVA views on Welsh Government’s approach to Test, Trace, Protect

13. WCVA represents the interests of voluntary organisations and volunteers. Our
stakeholder networks are broad and extremely diverse. Organisations within our
networks have deep knowledge and unparalleled expertise in how Test, Trace,
Protect affected the individuals they work with or represent. WCVA's role and
expertise lies in highlighting where government interventions, such as Test, Trace,
Protect, negatively impact voluntary organisations as employers, curtail their ability
to fulfill their missions, or put them under financial stress. When we make
representations on behalf of volunteers, that would be in relation to their collective
ability to volunteer safely, easily, and effectively. For these reasons, | am not able
to provide a very detailed statement on our views on Test, Trace, Protect, as the
elements of the strategy are primarily geared towards individuals. | would like to
make a strong recommendation that the UK Covid-19 Inquiry reaches out to
specialist Welsh organisations for their feedback on this matter. A list of Third
Sector Partnership Council (TSPC) representatives can be found on WCVA's
website - | would be happy to provide contact details for all representatives the

Inquiry may wish to consult.

WCVA views on the public communications and guidance delivered in relation

to Test, Trace, Protect

14. WCVA received timely and clear updates from Welsh Government on Test, Trace,
Protect. These updates were communicated via direct mailing, as well as, at
weekly warning and information meetings hosted by Welsh Government for local

authorities and key community facing organisations in the voluntary sector.

15. We, alongside expert organisations from the sector, were involved in the
development of public health messaging through a variety of channels but most
notably through the Covid-19 Planning Group for Social Services where we
provided advice on accessibility — advocating for the use of Plain English/Cymraeg
Clir to ensure communication is easy to read and understand, with no complex

medical terminology, and the language used is culturally appropriate.
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WCVA views on the variation of Test, Trace and Isolate rules across the United

Kingdom

16. The primary difficulty our sector faced as a result of differing approaches adopted
by the Welsh and UK Government (or the potential for differing approaches) was
linked to delay in communication and lack of clarity on the scope of UK
Government announcements. Voluntary organisations in Wales would learn about
policy changes from Downing Street press conferences, at the same time as the
general public, with no prior briefing or warning and often felt uncertain whether
particular announcements only related to England, or the whole of the UK. This put
organisations in an uncomfortable position, not being able to provide certainty and
answers for their service users. Welsh Government announcements on the
approach to be taken in Wales would often come with a delay of several days,
leading us to believe policy changes were perhaps sometimes not communicated
in advance with devolved administrations either. This confusion was not helped by
unclear reporting in mass media — with Downing Street announcements relating to
UK-wide regulation and England-specific rule changes reported together without
any distinction or reference to differing rules that may apply in the devolved
nations. Although voluntary organisations always sought to keep the communities
they work with up to date, the frequent changes of requirements meant that
organisations were not always communicating the latest advice. This was a
particular challenge for UK-wide organisations who had to keep track of multiple
sets of guidelines and provide different information to their service users based on

geographical location.

Statement of Truth

| believe that the facts stated in this witness 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 of its
truth.
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Personal Data

Signed:

Dated: 03/06/2025
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