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I, Sir Gavin Williamson CBE, make this statement in response to the Covid-19 Inquiry’s Rule

9 request dated 28 April 2025 (“the Rule 9 request”). | will say as follows: -
1. Introduction

1.1 | have been a Member of Parliament (*"MP”) since 2010. From 2010 to 2024 |
was an MP for South Staffordshire and in the 2024 general election | was
elected as MP for Stone, Great Wyrley, and Penkridge. | was Secretary of
State for Education (“SSE”), from July 2019 until September 2021. Previously
| was Government Chief Whip from July 2016 to November 2017, Secretary
of State for Defence (“SSD”) from November 2017 to May 2019, and Minister
of State without Portfolio from 25 October 2022 to 8 November 2022.

1.2 | have prepared the below statement based on my personal recollection of
events and the decisions that | took. As part of this process, | have liaised
with the Department for Education (“DfE or the department”) officials who
have provided specific factual input (and supporting documentary evidence)
to enable me to respond as accurately as possible to the questions posed in
the Covid-19 Inquiry’s (“the Inquiry”) Rule 9 request. | understand that the
factual input from DfE officials has been informed by desk-based research,
utilising both open-source material (government publications) and internal
records (for example, policy advice and briefings submitted to me) from the

period.

1.3 | have reviewed the emails that | have in my possession from my personal
email address. This was used by DfE officials and my special advisers to
communicate with me on a very limited basis. None of these emails add
information on how the key decisions covered in this statement were made. |
do not have copies of any texts or WhatsApp messages, as it is my practice
to frequently delete such messages and not to enable back-ups. | am not in
any event a very active user of such messaging services. | know that DfE
officials have liaised with Private Office (“PO”) staff and my special advisers
from my time as SSE to obtain WhatsApp messages that | exchanged with
them, a process that | have encouraged and assisted with, but none of the
messages that have been retrieved in this way fall within the scope of the
Rule 9 request. | know that | did exchange messages on occasions with
others who | know will be providing evidence to the Inquiry, including the then

Prime Minister and his staff and the then Secretary of State for Health and
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1.4

1.5

Social Care ("SSHSC"). Those messages may have mentioned the decisions
o close and reopen schools and early years (“EY”) settings, but | would not

describe any of them as being part of the decision-making process.

| have read the Inquiry Module 2 DfE Corporate Statement (signed by Susan
Acland-Hood, DfE Permanent Secretary), which was submitted to the Inquiry
by DfE on 29 March 2023. | have also read the Inquiry Module 7 Corporate
Statement and the draft Inquiry Module 8 DfE Corporate Statements, which
have been provided to the Inquiry throughout 2025. This has assisted my
recollection of events during the period in question, and | agree that the facts

set out in those documents and the events align with my recollections.

A number of the questions | am asked have already been answered in the
corporate statements provided to the Inquiry by the department, and | will
refer to those (and where appropriate repeat some of their contents) as

follows:

1.5.1 Statement of Susan Acland-Hood dated 29 March 2023 to Module 2 of
the Inquiry - "SAH1" (Exhibit GW3/001 - INQ000146054).

1.5.2 Statement of Susan Acland-Hood dated 12 June 2025 to Module 8 of
the Inquiry - "SAH2" (Exhibit GW3/002 - INQ000587823).

1.56.3 Statement of Susan Acland-Hood dated 16 July 2025 to Module 8 of
the Inquiry - "SAH3" (Exhibit GW3/003 { INQ000587992 '

1.5.4 Statement of Julia Kinniburgh dated 28 July 2025 to Module 8 of the
Inquiry - "JK1" (Exhibit GW3/004 -i INQ000651498

1.5.5 Statement of Julia Kinniburgh dated 17 July 2025 to Module 8 of the
Inquiry - "JK2" (Exhibit GW3/005 - INQO00587978).

1.5.6 Statement of Jenny Oldroyd dated 28 July 2025 to Module 8 of the
Inquiry - "JO1" (Exhibit GW3/006 - INQ000651499

1.5.7 Statement of Fran Oram dated 29 July 2025 to Module 8 of the Inquiry
- "FO1" (Exhibit GW3/007 'i INQ000587996

1.5.8 Statement of Roger Cotes dated xx to Module 8 of the Inquiry — “RC1”
(Exhibit GW3/008 - INQ000588003
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1.6

1.7

1.8

1.9

1.5.9 Statement of Tessa Giriffiths dated 6 May 2025 to Module 7 of Inquiry -
"TG1" (Exhibit GW3/009 - INQ000587559).

This statement is, to the best of my knowledge and belief accurate and
complete at the time of signing. | understand that DfE continues to prepare for
its involvement in the Inquiry and should any additional material be
discovered, | will of course work with DfE officials to ensure this additional
material is provided to the Inquiry. | would be happy to make a supplementary

statement if required.

Some of this statement will be duplicative, as instructed by the Inquiry, of the
statement | provided to Inquiry Module 2 on 7 September 2023 (Exhibit
GW3/010 - INQO00268013). The main part of this statement will be in

sections that reflect the structure of the Rule 9 request | received:

o Part A: My role and responsibilities as SSE

e Part B: Relationships between DfE, local authorities, unions and other
representative organisations

e Part C: Pre-pandemic planning and the early stages of the pandemic

« Part D: The provision and regulation of remote education

e Part E: Exams

e« Part F: Monitoring the impact of the first period of school closures and
lockdown

¢ Part G and H: Reopening schools

¢ Part I: The provision of education between September and December
2020

¢ Part J: Rising transmission rates from autumn 2020

e Part K: Monitoring the impact of the second period of school closures

e PartL: Lessons learned

| am pleased to contribute to the Inquiry. It is critical that we learn the lessons
of how we responded in all areas. | also welcome the Inquiry’s desire to
ensure that children and their interests are represented during the Inquiry.
During the course of the pandemic, as | set out in this statement, | continually
advocated for the rights and interests of children even when other parts of

government had a different focus or a different set of priorities.

One point | wish to clarify at the outset is that, whilst we talk about schools,
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colleges and other education and childcare settings being closed or
reopened, they were always open at the very least, to children of critical
workers (“CCW”) and vulnerable children. Where | refer to schools being
closed in this statement, | am using a shorthand to refer to periods when
attendance at schools, colleges and other education settings was limited to
vulnerable children and CCW. Likewise, when | refer fo schools being
reopened, | am using a shorthand to refer to schools, colleges and other
education settings easing attendance restrictions and allowing more or all

children back into face-to-face education.
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2. Part A: My roles and responsibilities and methods of working as SSE

2.1

2.2

DfE sets the policy, accountability and regulatory framework for children’s
services, including children’s social care (“CSC”) and safeguarding in relation
to children, and education and fraining including EY, primary and secondary
education (including in schools), further education (*FE”), higher education
(“HE”} and apprenticeships and training. During my time as SSE, | had overall

responsibility for the work of DfE. This included:

2.1.1 Delivery of the early education entitlements and operation of the

formal childcare system in England, which is regulated by Ofsted.

2.1.2 The operation and funding of the system for young people in the
primary and secondary school sectors as well as teaching, learning
and qualifications. This includes local authority maintained schools,
academies, regulation of the independent sector, CSC, home
education, children with special educational needs and disabilities
("SEND") and high needs.

2.1.3 Teaching, learning and training for young people in apprenticeships,
traineeships and the FE sector and all adult learning. FE includes any
study suitable for those over compulsory school age, which is not part

of secondary education or HE.

2.1.4 Teaching and learning for young people and adults in the HE sector.
HE refers to education o achieve certain higher-level qualifications,
which are generally undertaken after the age of 18, usually the study

of an undergraduate or postgraduate degree.

2.1.5 Supporting professionals who work with children, young people, and

adult learners across all sectors.

2.1.6 CSC system policy, including systems for children in need, under child
protection, and in public care. This includes fostering, adoption,
secure and other children's homes, as well as the safeguarding of

children more broadly in any setting.

SSE has a general statutory duty under section 7 of the Children and Young

Persons Act 2008 to promote the wellbeing of children in England.
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2.3

24

25

2.6

2.7

| was only in post as SSE approximately 6 months prior to the specified
period. The most significant change to my responsibilities over the pandemic
period was the speed at which decisions had to be made, along with an
increased volume of decisions. | also had a reduced lack of control as the
Prime Minister and SSHSC had greater involvement and influence on
decisions relevant to education then they ordinarily would. As SSE my role
was therefore more focused on implementing decisions made elsewhere. |

know that this was the same for other Secretaries of State in their own areas.

Alongside this, a ‘triple lock’ process was introduced for the clearance of
guidance. This meant guidance had to be signed off at official level through
No.10, Department for Health and Social Care (“DHSC”)/UK Health Security
Agency ("UKHSA”)/ Public Health England (*PHE”) and Government Digital
Service. | understand the intent of this process was to ensure that DfE
guidance was based on the latest scientific and public health advice, as well
as ensuring consistency with guidance for other parts of society and the
economy. This process did, however, add another administrative layer and

slowed down action being taken by me and the department.

Another notable change in my responsibilities was an increased involvement

in local level issues relating to schools happening across the country.

Throughout the pandemic | was based in the DfE office in London, with the
department’s core PO team. | always held a daily morning meeting with
relevant officials to hear any situational updates and assess any significant
problems. | would provide steers on the handling of any issues and frust the
appropriate senior civil servant (“SCS”) to take forward any actions. My other
meeting structures differed each day and were reactive to the live issues

emerging from the sector and the centre.

| was predominantly supported by my Principal Private Secretary and PO
team. The broader collection of people providing support would differ
depending on the main issues at the time. | consistently relied on the
Permanent Secretary, director generals, and special advisers for advice. |
was also more closely connected to Regional Schools Commissioners than
usual due to my increased involvement in local level issues, and their role to

oversee the work of the Regional Education and Children’s Teams (“REACT").
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Decision-making structures during the COVID-19 pandemic

2.8 As SSE, | attended the following formal decision-making committees, groups
or forums dealing with the UK government’s response to COVID-19, when
areas that were the responsibility of DfE were discussed. | have not included
the detail of what each of these committees, groups or forums covered here,

as this is included in paragraphs 13.1 to 13.6 of SAHA1.

2.9 Cabinet Office Briefing Room {“COBR”) meetings: When COBR was
discussing areas of the UK government’s response to COVID-19 that were
the responsibility of DfE, or that would impact on work being taken forward by
DfE, either | or the Minister of State for School Standards ("MoSSS”) (as
changes affecting schools were likely to have the largest social and economic

impact) would be asked to attend COBR meetings.

2.10 COVID-19 (“C-19”) strategy meetings: | was sometimes asked to attend
these meetings where policy areas under my responsibilities as SSE were

being discussed.

2.11  Ministerial Implementation Groups: From 12 March 2020, | was regularly
invited to General Public Sector Ministerial Implementation Group
("GPSMIG") meetings. When necessary, DfE would provide papers in
advance of GPSMIGs or was given commissions from these meetings, for
example, developing and updating guidance for schools to encourage

increased attendance by vulnerable children and CCW.

2.12 Covid S and Covid O meetings: My understanding is that by late May/early
June 2020, Covid Strategy (“S”) and Covid Operations ("O") meetings
became the main COVID-19 decision making cabinet committee meetings. |
was not a permanent standing member of Covid S or O and was invited to
these meetings at the Prime Minister’s or the Chancellor of the Duchy of
Lancaster’s (“CDL”") discretion, usually when the decisions being made

involved DfE responsibilities.

2.13 Meetings with other ministers, DfE ministers and DfE officials:
Throughout this period, | held bi-lateral meetings with other ministers, such as
the SSHSC, to agree important detailed policy and/operational details as well
as regular and ad hoc meetings with my ministerial team, DfE Permanent

Secretary, and officials from DfE. Please see SAH2, Annex 3 for a list of
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2.14

minister, senior officials and advisers who were present during the pandemic.

Local action committee command structure: Oversight of the ongoing
pandemic response took place through the government’s local action
committee command structure (Bronze, Silver, Gold) where local and regional
concerns were escalated, and issues for discussion and decision by ministers
across government were taken. Recommendations on escalation of issues or
requests for significant surge support were taken by the Gold incident
management structures to ministers, including myself as SSE for final
decision. Key DfE civil servants attended cross-government Cabinet Office
Taskforce Education Gold meetings (“Education Gold”) along with senior
officials from Cabinet Office (“*CO”), DHSC, No.10 and UKHSA/PHE.
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Part B: Relationships between DfE, local authorities, unions and other

representative organisations

3.1 The division of responsibilities between the department, local authorities and
multi-academy trusts ("MATs") did not change during the pandemic, as set out
in SAH1 and SAH2. The main change was the type of relationship DfE had
with local authorities and MATSs, with the department having to move to a

more directive role during the pandemic.

3.2 In summary, the DfE has overall responsibility for setting the policy,
accountability and regulatory framework for children’s services, including CSC
and safeguarding in relation to children, and education and training including
EY, primary and secondary education (including in schools), FE, HE and

apprenticeships and training.

3.3 DfE works with local authorities across a range of areas. Local authorities
have a range of education and care responsibilities that generally focus on
delivery, whereas DfE and its agencies cover system oversight and guidance

(statutory and non-statutory).

3.4 Local authorities, working with partner organisations and agencies, also have
specific duties to safeguard and promote the welfare of all children in their
area including the running of statutory children's services and CSC. The
Children Acts of 1989 and 2004 set out specific duties for local authorities
including a general duty to provide services to children in need in their area,
regardless of where they are located and a requirement to undertake
enquiries if local authorities believe a child has suffered or is likely to suffer
significant harm. The Director of Children's Services ("DCS") and Lead
Member for CSC in local authorities are the key points of professional and
political accountability, with responsibility for the effective delivery of these

functions.

3.5 MATs are academy trusts that operate more than one academy school.
Schools within the same MAT work together under the same funding
agreement. They have more control over their affairs than local authority
maintained schools. For example, they do not have to follow the national

curriculum, can set their own term times, have their own contracts of

10
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3.6

3.7

3.8

3.9

3.10

employment with staff, and have much greater freedoms as to how their

schools are run.

The system is designed to be autonomous, with day-to-day delivery of
services handled by local authorities, MATs, other responsible bodies (“RBs”"),
and schools. Given the state of emergency, the pandemic did present a
situation whereby a greater need for consistency in delivery was required as
there was a public health risk if these bodies acted differently, in relation to
school closures, across the country. This meant that during the pandemic the
DfE had to move into a more directional role in daily matters or local issues

than it typically would.

| think local authorities and MATs understood their role in the delivery of

services to children, in both education and CSC. lt is, however, likely that at
times they felt confusion over how they should be delivering those services
whilst the DfE adjusted policies to work around a moving picture of national

expectations and how they fit alongside education and CSC.

Communications with the sector around significant decisions could have been
better during the pandemic. It is likely that, at times, messaging around key
announcements felt disjointed to the sector, as the response to the pandemic
moved quickly alongside the changing epidemiological picture. The position of
government, and therefore the expectations on the sector, often moved
quickly. The reopening of some primary schools on 4 January 2021 and then
announcing later that day that all schools should close from 5 January 2021 is

an example of this.

Wherever necessary, guidance would be issued or updated following any
announcements. As mentioned in paragraph 2.4, the ‘triple lock’ process
considerably slowed down the department’s ability to do this at speed. Often
time was spent waiting for DHSC to approve a product, when that time could
have been better spent testing the quality of the product with stakeholders.
Products couldn’t be tested after the triple lock process as you would then

have to start the process again.

| believe the REACT structures, detailed from paragraph 14.7 in SAH1, did

enable DfE fo be in more constant conversation with the sector.

11

INQO000588024_0011



3.1

3.12

3.13

3.14

3.15

The REACT teams created a more streamlined route to the sector and having
this improved level of contact was beneficial during a state of emergency. The
teams allowed for important intelligence to be collected which supported the
department, and therefore me, to understand the issues being faced on the
ground. The teams were also a useful communication tool with the sector and
played an important role in setting out the department’s expectations around

the continuation of education.

| note the Inquiry asks about how the REACT teams and local action
committee interacted. The intersection of the REACT teams and the local
action commitiee is an operational matter that | would not oversee in my remit
as SSE, however, | would have had reports back from REACT on different
local issues. | would have expected that any local issues identified by REACT
teams that required escalation across government would have been taken to

the local action committee for consideration.

From April 2020, in addition to meetings held at official level, | held weekly
meetings with stakeholders (Exhibit GW3/011 - INQ000623226). These
included the National Education Union (*NEU”), the Confederation of School
Trusts (“CST”), National Association of Head Teachers (“NAHT"), Association
of School and College Leaders (“ASCL”) and the Association of Directors of
Children’s Services ("ADCS”).

The initial primary concern around the impact of the pandemic was on
workforce availability. If the workforce was significantly reduced, then there
was a risk that settings could not remain open even for vulnerable children
and CCW. |, therefore, focused early stakeholder engagement on the unions
representing the workforce to understand what the impact was. | ideally would
have had more engagement with local authorities and MATs sooner than | did,

however, time constraints did not make this possible.

The Children’s Commissioner played an important role in the pandemic to
continue to lobby for the needs and interests of children. | met with her
throughout the pandemic, and she also met with the Minister for Children and
Families ("MfCF"). Alongside this, | know DfE officials were in frequent
dialogue with her and her office. With the benefit of hindsight, | do think the

12
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3.16

3.17

3.18

3.19

Children’s Commissioner’s perspective would have been useful in
conversations with unions, particularly when faced with resistance around
reopening. Having her contribute directly to the discussion would have added
greater weight to the argument around reopening. | also think she should
have been more involved in appropriate conversations with the Prime Minister

and other relevant ministers.

| wanted more than anything to keep the education system moving during the
pandemic and avoid school closures wherever possible. | understood at the
time the pressure this will have put on the teaching profession and always
endeavoured to ensure unions were involved in all appropriate conversations.
The position of these unions on the different decisions around school closures
and reopening varied and | was met with some resistance. In some instances,
the conversation was less about how we could collectively make things work
and more focused on why reopening shouldn’t be the position. Ultimately, |
thought the best thing for children and young people, to minimise the impact
of the pandemic, was to be in face-to-face education and that was my priority
and informed my decisions, but this did lead to putting additional pressure on

the workforce.

| trust that throughout the pandemic response stakeholder engagement was
completed at both a ministerial and official level. The advice shared by
officials will have been informed by their engagement with different

representative bodies that represented the interests of children.

As the SSE | would be provided with information from officials in the form of
ministerial submissions. When relevant, these submissions would include
information obtained by officials from several sources. | know the REACT
teams were useful to securing information from local authorities and MATSs.
Policy officials will also have had a direct relationship with different voluntary

organisations to secure any necessary intelligence.

Another mechanism to obtaining information was through my ministerial team
who will have had more frequent engagement with stakeholders relevant to
their portfolios. This is usual practice, even outside of an emergency, and

anything that warranted escalation would have been raised with me. Issues

13

INQO000588024_0013



that warranted escalation would often be those of national interest and/or of a

cross-cutting nature.

14

INQO000588024_0014



Part C: Pre-pandemic planning and the early stages of the pandemic

4.1 I note the Inquiry has asked me to replicate section 2 of the withess statement
| provided for Module 2. This section includes information on pre-pandemic
planning prior to COVID-19, | have not included this information in this

statement as it does not appear to be relevant to the questions provided.

4.2 Further to the witness statement | provided for Module 2, the Inquiry can also
access SAH1, SAH2 and JK1. The statements provide detailed accounts of
the early stages of the pandemic response and have supported me to recall

the events around this time.

4.3 On 13 January 2020, in my daily morning meeting with PO officials, other DfE
officials and my special adviser, | asked DfE officials to look at what
emergency plans were in place in education and childcare settings in light of
the developing situation. At this point in time the response to the pandemic
was mostly monitoring the situation and awaiting any steers from No.10 as to
whether, and if so what, further attention was required. MoSSS was allocated
emergency planning into his ministerial portfolio to ensure ministerial

oversight was present.

4.4 DfE’s Emergency Response Group (“ERG”) formally began work on COVID-
19 from 24 January 2020. ERG provided my ministers and me with regular
briefings via written situation reports (“sitreps”). | understand that MoSSS also
received a weekly briefing on the situation, and | received the first of these
briefings on 2 March 2020 (Exhibits GW3/012 - INQ000607414 and GW3/013
- INQO0O0607417). | would have been verbally briefed in my daily morning

meetings prior to this but | do not have the date of when this first happened.

4.5 In February 2020, the ERG delivered external communications and guidance
to the sector including a regular sector bulletin, first sent on 4 February 2020
(Exhibit GW3/014 - INQ000542408). As mentioned in paragraph 1.1.2 of
SAH1, the ERG also initially focused on assisting schools with the impact of
the cancellation of school trips due to the spread of the virus. | was not

personally involved in the provision of advice around school trips.

4.6 JK1 details at paragraph 2.10 and 2.11 the early planning completed by the
ERG and DfE’s Central Analysis Unit (“CAU”). In summary, on 5 February

15
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4.7

2020 the ERG completed the first working draft of DfE’s reasonable worst-
case scenario ‘Emergency Response Plan Coronavirus’and on 7 February
2020 further developed work on this planning via a one-off exercise. | do not
recall these documents being shared with me directly. | believe this would
have been the initial principal planning document for DfE as there does not

seem to be another document referenced of this nature.

This work included consideration of a range of issues that could emerge
around child protection services e.qg. if schools are closed for a significant
period of time, this may increase the risk that vulnerable children aren’t
identified for social services; parents may be unwilling to allow social workers
into their homes or to have contact with their children if there is a fear of
contagion. Concerns around the potential lack of social workers were also

logged here. The impacts noted in the document were:

4.7.1 \Vulnerable children: If schools are closed for a significant period, there
is an increased risk that vulnerable children may not be identified for

social services.

4.7.2 Emotional support: There may be an unprecedented need to provide
emotional support for children who are bereaved, which could
significantly interrupt the ability of schools to continue business as

usual.

4.7.3 Social services: lllness among teachers and social workers could lead
to a lack of support services for children, placing increasing pressure

on families and social services.

4.7.4 Parental concerns: EY providers may pre-emptively shut down due to

parental concerns, even if this is not required.

4.7.5 Special needs: Children with severe SEND who require constant
supervision may face a range of increased challenges if there are

school closures.

4.7.6 Foster care: Foster carers may be unwilling or unable to take on

children in placements due to the risk of infection or fear of infecting

16
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4.8

4.9

4.10

4.11

others.

Paragraph 2.14 of the same statement makes it clear that senior officials
were updated on this plan on 11 February 2020 in a meeting with the
Permanent Secretary and directors general. It states that the ERG had
worked with the Civil Contingencies Secretariat (“CCS”) to ensure DfE plans
were aligned with the wider government response and that any dependencies
could be identified. SCS members were in contact with me via the morning

meetings | held, and | would have likely been updated on this work here.

| note the Inquiry asks what part of the Influenza Pandemic Preparedness

to the pandemic between January and mid-March 2020. As SSE, | would not
be involved in the granular detail of how plans are developed. | can see from
the worst-case scenario documentation that a Pandemic Influenza

(Emergency) Bill is referenced so it may be that this strategy was considered

in some way by officials.

| note that the Inquiry refers to a DfE response to a CO commission in their
questioning, where DfE states ‘a key decision at peak of pandemic would

focus closure of educational institutions on a more widespread/national scale’

.........................

commission response before; therefore, | can only assume the official who
responded was using the worst-case scenario document to inform their
response. The position across the whole of government in February was
largely monitoring the situation and there was no suggestion that DfE should
prepare a plan or policy for mass school closures. It was very much a case of
the whole of government waiting for No.10 and CO to give a lead and clear

direction.

My focus throughout this period was on keeping schools, colleges and other
education settings open. | did not ask DfE officials to prepare an assessment
on the impact of school closures, because the latest scientific and public
health advice from DHSC, the Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies

(“SAGE”) and its sub-groups was not recommending closures, and CO and

17
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