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UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

WITNESS STATEMENT OF TRACEY BURKE

| provide this statement in response to a request under Rule 9 of the Inquiry Rules 2006
dated 2 October 2024 and referenced M08-EPSGW-001.

I, Tracey Burke, will say as follows: -

1. This is my fourth statement to the Inquiry. | have previously provided a statement in
Module 1 (referenced INQO000187621), and two in Module 2B at (referenced
INQOCO0187621 and INQ000347823). In my previous statements, | extended my
sympathies to those that had lost loved ones, friends, colleagues, and neighbours
during the coronavirus pandemic. In considering the questions for this statement, |
have again reflected on the effects of the pandemic on children and young people and
their families as well as the education workforce. | am aware that Covid-19 has cast a
long shadow over many children and young people as well as their families and those
working in the education sector. These groups were particularly in my thoughts as |

worked on this statement.
Professional background

2. Before my employment with the Welsh Government, | worked in the UK and
internationally. | have been involved in regeneration and public service reform in Wales
and Ireland for over 25 years and have worked for the Welsh Government, the Welsh
Development Agency, the Irish Government and the UK Government as well as the
European Commission and Organisation for Economic Co-operation and

Development.
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3. 1 first began working for government in 1993 as a policy evaluator for the lrish
Government. Between 1997 and 2001 | worked for the Welsh Development Agency.
Between 2001 and 2003 | worked in the UK Government and then returned to the
Welsh Development Agency as Executive Director of Strategy Development and

Director of Planning.

4. |joined the Welsh Government in 2006 as Director of Strategy and Review, Enterprise
Innovation and Networks Department, and have worked in many areas since this time.
Between 2008 and 2009 | was Acting Director, Infrastructure, Policy, Strategy and
Corporate Services, Economy and Transport Department; 2009-2010 Director,
Economic Renewal Programme, 2010-2011 as Acting Director, Operations —
Economy and Transport Department; 2011 — 2012 as Acting Director, Business
Enterprise, Technology and Science; from 2012 — 2015 | was Director, Strategy —
Economy, Science and Transport. Between 2015 and 2017 | was Director, Strategy —

Economy, Skills and Natural Resources Group.

5. In November 2017, | was appointed Director General for Education and Public
Services: it was a leadership role which covered a range of government policy and the
substance of my responsibiliies are set out below. | had line management
responsibility for the Director for Local Government, Director of Housing and
Regeneration, Director for Education (primary and secondary education, but not
tertiary), Director of Communities and Tackling Poverty and the Director for Digital.
The Chief Inspectors for Health Inspectorate Wales and for Care Inspectorate Wales

who were also part of the group albeit operationally independent.

6. In April 2022, | was appointed Director General for Climate Change and Rural Affairs.
This was an equally broad portfolio with line management responsibility for the Director
for Transport and Digital Connectivity, Director for Climate Change, Energy and
Planning, Director for Rural Affairs, Director for Environmental Sustainability, Director
for Housing and Regeneration and the Chief Veterinary Officer for Wales. On 8 April
2024, the Group structures changed in the Welsh Government and my post changed
to Director General for Local Government, Housing and Climate Change and Rural
Affairs. My responsibilities include a range of policy areas including housing and
regeneration, local government (funding and democracy), election reform, council tax

and non-domestic rates, climate change, animal health, environment and rural affairs.
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I have line management responsibilities for the Director of Housing and Regeneration,
the Chief Veterinary Officer, the Director of Environmental Sustainability, the Director
of Rural Affairs, the Director of Finance and Operations and the Director of Local

Government.

7. 1have also held other roles such as Chair of the Tax Policy Co-ordination Group, Chair
of the Welsh Government's Committee for Strategic Investment and | remain a Senior

Sponsor for the Women Together staff network.
Context

8. Responsibility for education and childcare has been devolved in Wales since the start
of devolution in 1999. The Welsh Ministers have policy responsibility for children and
education in childcare, primary education, secondary education, further education and

higher education, as well as work-based learning and training.

9. Throughout this statement | refer to childcare settings, these are defined as

childminders, creche, full or sessional day care and out of school care.

10. Before addressing the detailed questions posed by the Inquiry, it is necessary to

provide some context and to make some overarching observations.
Breadth and detailed nature of the request

11. In Part A | have set out those policy areas that fall within the scope of Module 8 but
which did not sit in any one Group or Directorate in the Welsh Government. Although
the Education and Public Services Group had certain responsibilities which related to
children and young people (such as education, schools, and child poverty), they
intersected at various points with those of the Health and Social Services Group (which
included the physical and mental health of children, children services, child protection

and safeguarding).

12. During the pandemic, the Covid-19 Project Team supported Ministers in the decision-
making process and provided advice formulated with contributions from across the
public service and scientific community to allow the Cabinet to make the necessary
decisions. The decision-making process was considered, in detail, in Module 2B and

so its substance will not be repeated here. Decisions were made by balancing the

3
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13.

14.

direct harms arising from the Covid-19 virus with the wider social, economic and well-
being impact of the measures to combat the virus. Throughout the pandemic, the
impact on children and young people of both the virus and the countermeasures was
an important consideration in decision-making although the decision itself or its
consequences may not always have been specifically concerned with children or

young people.

| understand that a corporate statement on behalf of the Health and Social Services
Group has been provided to the Inquiry for Module 8. That statement should be read
with this one and other evidence submitted by the Welsh Government in this Module
to gain a more detailed understanding of the Welsh Government’s decision-making as
it related to children and young people during the pandemic. Although this statement
answers all the detailed questions in the Rule 9 request, a single witness is unable to
give evidence in relation to all the policy areas covered by that request. For that
practical reason, this statement covers some aspects which are completely within my
knowledge, aspects | was aware of but not involved in and matters which are
completely outside my knowledge (and in a number of cases outside the
responsibilities of the Education and Public Services Group). In relation to the last of
these, | have attempted to provide answers which are based on consultation with
others in the Welsh Government and my consideration of the relevant

contemporaneous documents.

Because this statement covers a wide range of issues and policy areas, a number of
which | do not have first-hand knowledge of, | have relied on advice and information

from several members of the Senior Civil Service, including:

a) Ruth Conway, Deputy Director for Operation of Schools from May 2020 until March
2022, now Deputy Director, Early Years, Childcare & Play Division;

b) Nicola Edwards, Deputy Director for Communities and Tackling Poverty's
Childcare, Play and Early Years Division for the duration of the specified period,
now Deputy Director, Equity in Education Division;

c) Joanna Valentine, Head of Assessment and Tests from July 2019 to July 2022,
now Deputy Director, Social Housing Regulator and Strategic Business;

d) Mike Jones, Deputy Director, Digital Learning from November 2021, to April 2024,

now Deputy Director, Schools Digital Service Division;

4
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e) Georgina Haarhoff, Deputy Director for Curriculum from June 2020 until
September 2022, now Director of Education; and
f) Andrew Charles, Deputy Director, Cohesive Communities from July 2024 and

remains in post.
Imperative — saving lives and protecting the NHS

15. At certain points in the pandemic, the need to flatten the curve of those becoming
infected was an overriding consideration in decision-making. From the early days of
the pandemic, those working within the Education and Public Services Group were
conscious that not attending school and not seeing friends and extended family would
have a negative impact on children and young people and a disproportionately
negative effect on vulnerable children and young people. However, by 18 March 2020,
schools were unable to stay open because parents had decided not to send their
children to school and staff were told to isolate or they became unwell. At that time the
scientific and medical advice was that the imperative was to flatten the curve so that

the NHS would not be overwhelmed.

16. Again, in December 2020, when the Education and Public Services Group had data
(from the Coronavirus and Me survey and other monitoring surveys which are detailed
throughout this statement) that children and young people were negatively affected by
remote learning and lockdowns, officials considered the balance of harms of students
not being in school, but ensuring schools remained a safe environment. At all points,
Ministers and Education and Public Services Group officials were very aware indeed
of the impact of school closures on children but the overarching importance was
attached to saving lives (including the lives of teachers, vulnerable adults in school

children households and school children) and protecting the NHS.

17. Following the success of the vaccination programme at the beginning of 2021, it was
more feasible to prioritise the impact on children and young people and that is what
happened. For example, in January 2021 Cabinet confirmed that any headroom
available in the next review period should be used to prioritise making available more
face to face education which | exhibit at MOB/EPSGW/001 - INQ000129912. In a
Ministerial call of 2 March 2021, the First Minister confirmed the return of children,

young people and students back to schools and education was the main priority and
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any other easements within the available headroom need to be considered in this
context. | exhibit a note of this meeting at MOB8/EPSGW/002 - INQ000350297.

Part A - Roles and responsibilities of the Education and Public Services Group

18. The relevant Welsh Ministers in respect of the Education and Public Services

Group during the specific period (21 January 2020 and 30 May 2022) were:

a) Kirsty Williams MS — Minister for Education from May 2016 until May 2021;

b) Jeremy Miles MS — Minister for Education and Welsh Language from May 2021
to March 2024;

c) Jane Hutt MS - Deputy Minister and Chief Whip from December 2018 to May
2021. Minister for Social Justice from May 2021 to March 2024. She is now the
Cabinet Secretary for Social Justice;

d) Julie James MS - Minister for Housing and Local Government from December
2018 to May 2021. Minister for Climate Change in May 2021 to March 2024;

e) Hannah Blythyn MS — Deputy Minister for Housing and Local Government from
December 2019 to May 2021;

f) Vaughan Gething MS - Minister for Health and Social Services from May 2016
to May 2021. The Minister for Health and Social Services had responsibility for
childcare and play which sat within the Education and Public Services Group;

g) Eluned Morgan MS — Minister for Mental Health, Well-being and the Welsh
Language from October 2020 to May 2021 and subsequently the Minister for
Health and Social Services from May 2021 to August 2024. Now the First
Minister. The Minister for Mental Health, Well-being and the Welsh Language
had responsibility for Welsh Language which sat within the Education and
Public Services Group. The Minister for Health and Social Services had
responsibility for childcare and play which sat within the Education and Public
Services Group; and

h) Julie Morgan MS — Deputy Minister for Health and Social Services, from
December 2018 to May 2021. Deputy Minister for Social Services May 2021 —
March 2024. The Deputy Minister for Health and Social Services had
responsibility for early years and childcare which sat within the Education and

Public Services Group.
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19.

20.

21.

Ministerial portfolio responsibilities as of January 2019, October 2020 and May
2021 are exhibited as MO8/EPSGW/003 - INQ000116485, MOS/EPSGW/004 -
INQO000066140 and MOS/EPSGW/005 - INQ000066141.

The Minister for Education’s responsibilities as of February 2020 are set out in
MOS/EPSGW/006 - INQ000066139 and included:

School governance, organisation, and admissions;
School standards;

Funding of schools;

Foundation Phase;

Additional learning needs;

Safeguarding and inclusion in schools;

Sponsorship of Qualifications Wales;

T@ae ™0 a0 T

Teachers’ Pay and Conditions;

Further education;

j.  Further education student support;

K. Adult community learning;

I. Higher education policy, strategy and funding;

m. Science: development of science policy, including day to day liaison with the
Chief Scientific Adviser for Wales and the National Science Academy; and

n. Research and Innovation, including research and development, knowledge

transfer and commercialisation; maximising research and innovation incomes;

and Research Centres of Excellence.

From May 2021, the Minister for Education and Welsh Language roles and

responsibilities covered:

a) School governance, organisation and admissions;

b) School standards, improvement and pupil attainment, including National
Categorisation;

c) Estyn work programme remit;

d) Funding of schools;

e} Curriculum and assessment up to and including A levels;

f) Welsh medium and bilingual education;

7
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22.

)
h)

i)
)
k)
1)

Foundation Phase;

Additional learning needs, including needs of pupils with severe, complex
and/or specific learning difficulties, disabled pupils, able and talented pupils
Support for people with Dyslexia;

Safeguarding and inclusion in schools, including internet safety;

Complaints against Local Education Authorities and school governing bodies;

Delivery and management of 21st Century Schools and education programme;

m) Qualifications Wales;

n)
0)

P)
q)

z)

Education workforce training and development, including initial teacher training
and Post;

Compulsory Education and Training;

Teachers’ Pay and Conditions;

Further education;

Further education student support: Education Maintenance Allowance and
Welsh Government Learning Grant;

Youth-work policy;

Adult community learning;

Credit and Qualifications Framework including vocation, key and essential
skills qualifications;

Prisoner Learning;

Higher education policy, strategy and funding;

Tertiary education, including post-16 curriculum reform;

International learning and strategy, including the International Learning
Exchange;

Programme and Global Wales;

aa) Medical Education (except for post graduate training); and

bb) The Welsh Language (including the Welsh Language Commissioner)

The Deputy Minister and Chief Whip’s responsibilities as at February 2020 are set
out in MOS/EPSGW/006 - INQ000066139 and included:

a)

b)

Well Being of Future Generations Act and liaison with the Future Generations
Commissioner;

Equality and Human Rights;
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23.

c) Co-ordination of issues relating to Gypsies, Roma and Travellers, asylum-
seekers, refugees and community cohesion;

d) Anti-slavery, domestic abuse, gender-based violence and sexual violence;

e} The third sector and volunteering;

f)  Youth justice;

g) Community safety;

h} Relations with the Police and Crime Commissioners, police and other criminal;

i) Justice Agencies, civil contingencies, resilience and counter-terrorism issues;

i} Relations with UK Government in respect of prisons and the Probation Service;
and

k) Advice and advocacy services

The Minister and Deputy Minister for Housing and Local Government

responsibilities as at February 2020 were:

a) The housing and housing-related activities of local authorities and housing
associations, including housing management and the allocation of social and
affordable housing;

b) Supply and quality of market, social and affordable housing;

c) Homelessness and housing advice;

d) Matters relating to housing provided by the private rented sector, including
regulation of registered social landlords;

e} Aids and adaptations, including Disabled Facilities Grants and Physical
Adaptation Grants;

f) The provision of housing-related support (but not the payment of Housing
Benefit);

g) The regulation of commercial tenancies let by local authorities;

h) Regeneration, including Strategic Regeneration Areas; legacy regeneration;
and provision of sites and premises, derelict land and environmental
improvements relating to regeneration;

i) Structural, democratic, financial and constitutional reform of local authorities
including co-ordination of regional delivery models and their coherence with
local government reform.

i} The Local Government Partnership Council;
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k) Local government constitutional matters, scrutiny arrangements, cabinets,
elected mayors, the role of councillors, their diversity, conduct and
remuneration;

I} Local government electoral arrangements, sponsorship of the Local
Democracy and Boundary Commission for Wales and the timing of local
authority elections;

m) Local government finance policy and the un-hypothecated funding of local
authorities and Police and Crime Commissioners through the Local
Government revenue and capital settlements;

n) Financial governance, financing and accounting relating to local government;

o) Local government workforce matters;

p)} Fair Work;

q) Workforce Partnership Council;

r) Coordination of measures to mitigate child poverty;

s) Oversight of audit, inspection and regulation as they relate to public services,
including the organisational arrangements for Health Inspectorate Wales and
the Care Inspectorate Wales;

t) Digital inclusion;

u) Lead responsibility for monitoring Post Office and Royal Mail matters in Wales;

v) Fire and Rescue Services including community fire safety;

w) Lead on policy in relation to the Armed Forces in Wales and veterans;

X} National Infrastructure Commission;

y} Oversight and implementation of the Planning Acts and all aspects of planning
policy and the determination of called-in planning applications and appeals;

z) Planning gain — Section 106 Agreements contained in the Town and Country
Planning Act 1990;

aa) Developments of National Significance: determination of planning applications
and connected consents;

bb) All aspects of Building Regulations;

cc) Wales Spatial Plan and the National Development Framework;

dd) Sustainable resource and waste management in Wales;

ee) Strategic lead on allotments and urban green infrastructure;

ffy Local Environment Quality, including litter, fly-tipping, noise policy and

regulation;

10
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24.

gg) Access to the countryside, coast and rights of way and Areas of Outstanding

Natural Beauty and National Parks;

hh) Welfare Reform; and

i)

Financial inclusion, including credit unions.

Between February 2020 and October 2020, the responsibilities of the Minister for

Health and Social Services were:

a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)
)]
h)

Oversight of NHS delivery and performance;

Delivery of new outcome measures ;

Delivery Plans;

Scrutiny of NHS performance against three-year plans;

Oversight of escalation procedures;

Charges for NHS services;

Mental health services;

Receipt of, response to and direction of reports from Healthcare Inspectorate
Wales;

Oversight of the Welsh Government’s relationship with the Wales Audit Office
regarding activities relating to the NHS;

Research and development in health and social care;

Medical workforce training and development with the exception of years 1-5 of
university education for doctors;

All aspects of public health and health protection in Wales, including food

safety and the fluoridation of drinking water;

m) The activities of the Food Standards Agency in Wales;

n)

0)

p)
q)
r)
s)

t)

Genetically modified food (but not the cultivation of genetically-modified crops);
Responsibility for the Prison Service health service, other than private
contracts;

Health impact of problem gambling;

Substance misuse;

Armed Forces and Veterans’ Health;

Children’'s and young people’s rights and entitlements, including the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Children’s Commissioner for Wales
Early Years and Childcare;

Legislation relating to the removal of the defence of Reasonable Chastisement;

11
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25.

26.

v} Flying Start Initiative for children 0-3;

w) Families First and play policies;

x) Adoption and fostering services in Wales;

y) Safeguarding;

z) Children and young people’s advocacy, including complaints, representations
and advocacy under the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014;

aa) Information sharing under the Children Act 2004;

bb) Cafcass Cymru;

cc) Policy and oversight of the provision of all social services activities of local
authorities in Wales, including the issue of statutory guidance;

dd) Policy on care in the community;

ee) Oversight of Social Care Wales;

ff) Regulation of residential, domiciliary, adult placements, foster care, under 8's
care provision and private healthcare in Wales;

gg) Inspection of, and reporting on, the provision of social services by local
authorities in Wales (through Care Inspectorate Wales), including joint reviews
of social services and responding to reports; and

hh) Relationships with the Older Peoples’ Commissioner for Wales.

Certain policy areas within the Minister’s remit were delegated to Julie Morgan MS,

the Deputy Minister for Social Services. Those areas included:

a)} Children’s and young people’s rights and entitlements, including the UN;
Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Children’s Commissioner for Wales

b} Early years and childcare;

c) Legislation relating to the removal of the defence of Reasonable Chastisement;

d)} Flying Start Initiative for children 0-3; and

e} Families First and play policies.

In October 2020, a new Cabinet post was created namely that of Minister for
Mental Health, Well-being and the Welsh Language to which Eluned Morgan MS
was appointed. This post was created {o allow the Minister for Health and Social
Services to concentrate on the response to the Covid-19 pandemic, NHS delivery
and performance. The new Minister's portfolio recognised the impact of Covid-19

on people’s mental health and well-being and her full responsibilities were:

12
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a) Mental health services;

b} Dementia;

c) Autism;

d)} Health impact of problem gambling;

e} Substance misuse;

f) Armed Forces and Veterans’ Health;

g) Health improvement and well-being services;

h} The activities of the Food Standards Agency in Wales, including food safety;

i} Genetically-modified food (but not the cultivation of genetically-modified crops);

j) Obesity strategy;

k) Patient experience, involvement and the citizen’s voice;

I} Research and development in health and social care;

m) The Welsh Language: policy oversight and coordination, ministerial functions
emanating from the Welsh Language Measure 2011 and the Welsh Language
Commissioner;

n} Major events;

o) Culture, creativity and the arts, including Creative Wales;

p) Sponsorship and remit of the Arts Council for Wales;

q) Broadcasting policy;

r) Tourism in and to Wales, including the marketing and promotion of Wales as a
tourist destination through Visit Wales and regulation of the tourism industry;

s) Hospitality;

t) The historic environment in Wales;

u} Cadw;

v) National Botanic Garden of Wales;

w) National Museums and Galleries of Wales;

X} National Library of Wales;

y) Development of a National Archive for Wales;

z) Non-devolved cultural property legislation and tax relief schemes;

aa) Oversight of the distribution of Lottery funding within Wales;

bb) Elite sports and

cc) Community sport, physical activity and active recreation in Wales, including

sponsorship of the Sports Council for Wales.

13
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27. Between May 2021 and October 2021 mental health services returned to the
portfolio of the Minister of Health and Social Services. The post was held by Eluned
Morgan MS and her responsibilities were:

a) Public health: Covid 19 response, screening and vaccination;

b) NHS delivery and performance;

c) Escalation procedures;

d) Receipt of, response to, and direction of reports from Health Inspectorate
Wales;

e} Oversight of the Welsh Government’s relationship with Audit Wales regarding
activities relating to the NHS;

f) Medical workforce training and development [with the exception of years 1-5
of university education for doctors;

g) Research and development in health and social care;

h) Health innovation and digital;

i) Mental health services;

j} Suicide prevention;

k) Dementia;

I} Autism;

m) Health impact of problem gambling;

n} Substance misuse;;

o) Armed Forces and Veterans’ Health

p) Public Health: Health improvement and well-being services;

q) Obesity strategy;

r) Food Standards Agency in Wales, including food safety;

s) Genetically modified food (but not genetically-modified crops);

t) Patient experience, involvement and the citizen’s voice;

u) Safeguarding;

v} Adoption and fostering services;

w) Children and young people’s advocacy including complaints, representations
and advocacy under the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014;

X) Information sharing under the Children Act 2004 Cafcass Cymru ;

y} Policy and oversight of the provision of all social service activities of local
authorities in Wales, including the issue of statutory guidance;

z) Oversight of Social Care Wales;

14
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aa) Regulation of residential, domiciliary, adult placements, foster care, under 8's
care provision and private healthcare;

bb) Inspection of, and reporting on, the provision of social services by local
authorities (via Care Inspectorate Wales), including joint reviews of social
services and responding to reports;

cc) Children’'s and young people’s rights and entitlements, including the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child;

dd) Early years, childcare and play, including the Childcare offer and workforce;

ee) Early childhood education and care;

ff) Flying Start for children 0-3; and

gg) Families First and play policies.

28. Some of these responsibilities were delegated to the Deputy Minister for Social
Services, namely:
a) Children’'s and young people’s rights and entitlements, including the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Children’s Commissioner for Wales;
b} Early years and childcare;
c) Legislation relating to the removal of the defence of Reasonable Chastisement;
d)} Flying Start Initiative for children 0-3; and

e) Families First and play policies.

29. From October 2021 to the end of the relevant period, the portfolio for the Minister of
Health and Social Services was effectively unchanged. This position continued to be
held by Eluned Morgan MS until the end of the relevant pericd. Julie Morgan also

continued in the role of Deputy Minister for Social Services.

30. Tom Woodward was the special adviser and Dewi Knight was the specialist policy
adviser for education during the relevant period. The specialist policy adviser for
children and childcare was Jonathan Scourfield until May 2021. lan Butler was the

special adviser supporting childcare from May 2021 to the end of the relevant period.

31. At the start of the pandemic the Education and Public Services Group was one of four
Director General Groups in the Welsh Government. The Education and Public
Services Group comprised six directorates each headed by a Director and two

independent inspectorates as detailed in the structure below.
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32. Each directorate’s responsibilities are summarised below:

a)

b)

c)

d)

g)

The Communities and Tackling Poverties Directorate was responsible for early
years, support for parents, children’s rights, childcare and play provision,
community cohesion, equality, tackling violence against women, domestic abuse
and sexual violence, refugees and asylum seekers, third sector and tackling
poverty and advice services;

The Education Directorate was responsibie for the statutory education in schooils,
including digital learning and support for students;

The Operations Directorate was responsible for corporate functions which
supported the Group generally and me in my role as Additional Accounting Officer;
The Housing and Regeneration Directorate was responsible for ensuring people
had high-quality, warm, secure and energy-efficient homes in which to live and to
invest in areas of Wales to help the economy thrive and regenerate communities;
The Local Government Directorate was responsible for funding local government,
community safety, justice matters and the fire and rescue service;

The Office of the Chief Digital Officer was responsible for overseeing digital
services and the effective use of data;

Care Inspectorate Wales regulated childcare and play services including child
minders, créches, full day care, sessional day care, out of school care and open
access play provision under the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010 and
in accordance with the Child Minding and Day Care (Wales) Regulations 2010
(“the 2010 Regulations”). The Care Inspectorate Wales is funded by the Welsh

Government, but it is operationally independent; and
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33.

34.

35.

h) Healthcare Inspectorate Wales is the inspector and regulator of healthcare in
Wales. It is funded by the Welsh Government, but it is also operationally

independent.

| have not included any detail about either Care Inspectorate Wales or Health
Inspectorate Wales because of their operational independence of government. Any
questions relating to their operational policy and decision-making will be for their

respective Chief Executives.

Finally, the Welsh Language Division was part of the Education and Public Services

Group.

| have been asked to set out the particular responsibilities of the Education and Public

Services Group in respect of certain policy areas:

a) The education policy of children was the responsibility of the Education and Public
Services Group. Responsibility predominantly lay within the Education Directorate,
although aspects of early years provision (including childcare, play and Flying Start
(a targeted early years programme)) were the responsibility of the Communities
and Tackling Poverty Directorate;

b) Schools policy was the responsibility of the Education and Public Services Group.
The operation of schools was the responsibility of local authorities;

c) Higher education was the responsibility of the Economy, Skills and Natural
Resources Group. Responsibility for further education was shared between that
group and the Education and Public Services Group. The former was responsible
for post-16 full and part time education in further education colleges whereas the
latter was responsible for sixth form in schools;

d) Education policy outside mainstream places of education was the responsibility of
the Education and Public Services Group;

e} Child poverty was the responsibility of the Tackling Poverty Division in the
Education and Public Services Group;

f) Families were, on the whole, the responsibility of the Children and Families
Division within the Education and Public Services Group;

g) The physical and mental well-being of children was predominantly the

responsibility of the Health and Social Services Group, but some responsibilities
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h)

k)

rested with other parts of the Welsh Government: for example, as noted above,
the Education and Public Services Group was responsible for the Flying Start
programme;

Children’s services, child protection and child exploitation were the responsibility
of the Social Services and Integration Directorate within the Health and Social
Services Group. The protection and well-being of children is devolved however
family law proceedings are reserved to the UK Government with the exception of
the functions of the Children and Family Court Advisory Support Service in Wales
which includes the provision of Welsh Family Proceedings Officers to assist the
court in private and public law family proceedings, in respect of which the welfare
of children ordinarily resident in Wales is in question;

The Education and Public Services Group had responsibility for providing advice
and guidance to schools on online safety, cyber resilience and data protection;
Children’s access to or use of technology (including the ability of children to access
devices); access to and use of the internet and social media by children and the
use of the internet and social media in schools were the responsibility of the
Education Directorate in the Education and Public Services Group. During the
pandemic, the Directorate led on the provision of devices to children and internet
connectivity (detail is set out later in this statement). The Directorate also
considered the use of the internet and social media in its work on the curriculum;
Children in contact with the immigration system: while immigration legislation and
policy are reserved, the provision of a number of services that asylum-seeking and
refugee children and young people receive in Wales are the responsibility of local
authorities and other public bodies in Wales, including the Welsh Government. The
Communities Division in the Education and Public Services Group co-ordinates
the Welsh Government’s work in respect of refugees and asylum seekers. During
the pandemic the Communities Division ensured asylum seekers in Home Office-
provided accommodation had free internet access from 2021 onwards, and in the
case of asylum-seeking and refugee children and young people the Education
Directorate provided access to devices o support their education and learning
needs. Additionally, while the statutory duties in relation to children in care are
placed on local authorities, the Social Services and Integration Directorate in the
Health and Social Services Group was responsible for strategic matters (including

the provision of guidance) relating to children in care, which includes where local
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authorities were working with unaccompanied asylum-seeking children and young
people in Wales; and

I} Children in contact with the criminal justice system, whilst the justice system is not
a devolved responsibility, the Community Safety Division within the Education and
Public Services Group lead on youth justice matters and the Social Services and
Integration Directorate within the Health and Social Services Group was involved

in secure homes.

36. The relevant principal officials in the Education and Public Services Group were as

follows:

Directors General

a) | was the Director General for Education and Public Services between November
2017 and April 2022. This was an overarching leadership role covering a range of
government policy including primary and secondary education and childcare;
communities and tackling poverty; Welsh Language, digital connectivity and
housing and regeneration. | also had line-management responsibility for two
Inspectorates (Care and Health) although both were operationally independent.

b} Jo-Anne Daniels was appointed as Acting Director General of Education, Social
Justice and Welsh Language in April 2022. She held the same responsibilities as
I had.

Education Directorate

a) Steve Davies was the Director of Education. He was responsible for statutory
primary and secondary education in schools including the response to Covid-19.
He retired in May 2021;

b} Owain Lloyd was the Director of Education and Welsh Language following Steve
Davies’ retirement in May 2021 and until his departure from the Welsh Government
in October 2024 Owain was also responsible for Welsh Language policy;

c) Huw Owen was the Deputy Director for School Effectiveness and led on school

operations until May 2020;
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d) Ruth Conway was the Deputy Director for Operation of Schools during the
pandemic and led on school operations from May 2020 until March 2022;

e) Georgina Haarhoff was the Deputy Director for Curriculum from June 2020. She
led on school curriculum, public examinations in 2020 and 2021 and on the Renew
and Reform education recovery programme developed from January 2021;

f)y Chris Jones was the Deputy Director for Support for Learners and led on free
school meals, and children with additional learning needs until July 2021;

g) Bethan Webb is the Deputy Director for Welsh Language who led on Welsh
language provision and policy throughout the relevant period; and

h) Kevin Palmer is the Deputy Director for Pedagogy Leadership and Professional
Learning who led on learning continuity and expectations throughout the relevant

period.

Communities and Tackling Poverty Directorate

a) Claire Bennett was the Deputy Director for Curriculum (in the Education
Directorate) until May 2020 until she took up the role of Director for Communities
and Tacking Poverty for the remainder of the pandemic. Her Directorate covered
early years, childcare, play, families, communities and poverty. Claire remained in
post during the specified period;

b) Nicola Edwards was the Deputy Director of Early Years, Childcare and Play
Division. Her responsibilities included childcare, play and early years provision.
She was also involved in some discussions around the early approach to schools.
Nicola remained in post during the specified period;

c) Karen Cornish was Deputy Director for Children and Families Division. She led on
cross-government co-ordination of actions relating to vuinerable children. She was
also responsible for support for parents and children’s rights. Karen retired in
October 2022;

d) Alyson Francis was the Deputy Director for Communities, her responsibilities
included equality policy, refugees and asylum seekers and the third sector. Alyson
remained in post until August 2021;

e) Ruth Meadows was the Deputy Director for Communities from August 2021 until
the end of the specified period; and

f) Maureen Howells was the Deputy Director for Tackling Poverty, including child

poverty. She was also responsible for the provision of advice services and the
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Discretionary Assistance Fund which provided emergency financial support to

vulnerable people. Maureen was in post during the specified period.
Local Government Directorate

a) Reg Kilpatrick, Director Local Government was the Director General for Covid
Crisis and Co-ordination and Director of Local Government in September 2020. In
February 2022 Reg was the Director General of Covid Recovery and Local
Government. He led the emergency preparedness structures and the immediate,
urgent operational response to Covid-19 which broadened to overseeing the
coordination of the Welsh Government’s ongoing response to Covid-19; and

b) Karin Phillips and Gary Haggaty, Deputy Director Community Safety (job share),
their responsibilities included youth justice and liaison with the prison service, Karin

retired in October 2024 and Gary retired in March 2025.
Housing and Regeneration Directorate

a) John Howells was the Director of Housing and Regeneration, his responsibilities
included all aspects of government policy relating to housing and the regeneration
of our towns and cities John left this post in March 2020;

b) Emma Williams was the Director of Housing and Regeneration from March 2020.
Her responsibilities included all aspects of government policy relating to housing
and the regeneration of our towns and cities and is now the interim Director
General of Education, Culture and Welsh Language from May 2025;

c) lan Williams, Deputy Director of Homes and Places. His responsibilities related to
social house building, housing standards and regeneration programmes, together
with associated policies and grant programmes. lan left his role in March 2022;

d) Amelia John, Deputy Director for Housing policy. Her responsibilities related to
homelessness prevention, private rented sector, second homes and affordability,
and the regulation of social landlords. Amelia left this role in March 2023;

e} Sarah Rhodes, Deputy Director for Housing Policy. Sarah was the Head of
Homelessness Prevention in the Housing Policy Division for the specified period
and has since become the Deputy Director for the Housing Policy Division. During
the pandemic, Sarah led the homelessness response to the pandemic including

overseeing the change in policy, associated guidance and funding, and
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37.

38.

establishment of a team of relationship managers to help local authorities’
operational response and remains in post; and
The Housing and Regeneration statement [MO8-HRDW-001] provides further

information.

Organograms representing the organisational structure in the Welsh Government
at significant points before and during the pandemic period are provided as exhibits

o this statement:

a} The structure in November 2019, representative of the structure in advance of
the pandemic, is set out in MOS/EPSGW/007 - INQ000066086 :

b) In Organogram 2 at MOS/EPSGW/008 INQ000066097 (dated January 2021;
and Organogram 3 at MOSIEPSGWIOOI9 - INQ000083229, dated June 2021,
the structural changes which took account of the pandemic are set out; and

c) Organogram 4 at MOS/EPSGW/010 -:INQO000066126 idated May 2022,

highlights the change of Permanent Secretary from November 2021.

During the relevant period, new structures and working arrangements were
introduced into the Education and Public Services Group to respond to the scale
and pace of the Covid-19 pandemic. These changes included the following
measures:

a) Increased frequency of meetings with the Minister for Education. These
meetings occurred daily for some time but later settled into a thrice weekly
pattern, a list of the dates of meetings and document references can be found
at Annex A;

b} A significantly expanded pattern of meetings with local authority Directors of
Education, local authority childcare lead officials, Cwlwm partners, Play Wales,
Social Care Wales and the inspectorates, the Welsh Local Government
Association, Qualifications Wales, teaching unions and the Welsh Joint
Education Committee;

c) Regular meetings with senior leaders from the further and higher education
sectors, their representative bodies, National Union of Students Cymru, the
Higher Education Funding Council Wales and Joint Trade Unions, to agree the

approach to safe operation and to ensure the sectors’ support needs were met;
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39.

d)

f)

g)

h)

)

k)

Creating a dedicated policy team in the Education Directorate to provide
operational guidance and advice for schools and colleges, and incorporating a
similar role in the childcare policy team;

Revising the roles of many teams in directorates to better focus on urgent
pandemic-related work such as hub provision and critical workers, free school
meals efc;

Establishing a Vulnerable, Children, Young People and Safeguarding
workstream to respond to the risks and challenges for children when schools
were closed to all but children of critical workers and vulnerable children;
Attending meetings and supporting the work of scientific and technical advisory
bodies such as the Technical Advisory Group and its Children and Education
Sub-group. Further detail on the the Technical Advisory Group’s Children and
Education Sub-group is detailed in the Welsh Government's statement
MO8/HSSG/001;

Regular meetings with the Childcare, Play and Early Years Stakeholder
Reference Group and national meetings with local authorities;

Established the Adverse Childhood Experiences Policy Task and Finish Group;
Established an external reference group of union representatives, local
authorities, Children’s Commissioner for Wales and the Equality and Human
Rights Commission;

Established the Design and Delivery Advisory Group of headteachers to
develop workable proposals to deliver qualifications policies in 2021; and.

Regularly meeting the School Social Partnership Forum.

The Welsh Government has a range of responsibilities which allowed the

organisation to swiftly and effectively address issues during the pandemic. This

was reflected in the establishment of the Vulnerable, Children, Young People and

Safeguarding workstream (noted above). The Children and Families Division led

on the coordination of policy leads with responsibility for children and young

people. This was called the Vulnerable Children, Young People and Safeguarding

Workstream Group. The purpose of this group was to ensure effective coordination

and information sharing, forming the basis of the Vulnerable Children, Young

People Workstream. In addition to the Workstream Group, an external advisory

group (Vulnerable Children, Young People and Safeguarding Advisory Group) was
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set up and advised the workstream group; the Terms of Reference are exhibited
at MOB/EPSGWI/011 - INQ000282126. The workstream group was overseen by
the Vulnerable Children, Young People and Safeguarding Directors Board with
responsibility for education, health, children's services and communities and

tackling poverty.

Part B - Pre-pandemic planning

Planning carried out by the Education and Public Services Group before January 2020

40. Although the Education and Public Services Group (through the Local Government

41.

Directorate) was responsible for the co-ordination of civil contingencies, pandemic
planning fell within the remit of the Health and Social Services Group. This part of the
statement sets out what was done in terms of planning for school closures before
January 2020. This work was led primarily by the Health and Social Services Group
(pandemic planning) but officials from Education and Public Services Group provided

information about schools and other educational establishments.

The UK Influenza Pandemic Preparedness Strategy 2011 which | exhibit at
MOB/EPSGW/012 - INQ000188766 dealt with school closures thus:

“School closures

4.23 There is modelling data highlighting the potential benefit of school closures in
certain circumstances, both in terms of protecting individual children from infection
and in reducing overall transmission of the virus in the population. However, to be
effective prolonged closures are required. This would involve schools over a wide
area but carries a risk that social mixing of children outside school would defeat

the object of the closures.

4.24 However, under some circumstances head teachers and their Boards of
Governors may take the decision to close individual establishments temporarily.

Such closures should be guided by the following planning principles:

a. Using a precautionary approach in the early stages of an influenza pandemic
and depending on the public health risk assessment, Directors of Public Health

may advise localised closures (individual schools or catchment areas). The
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42.

43.

purpose would be to reduce the initial spread of infection locally while gathering

more information about the spread of the virus.

b. Once the virus is more established in the country, the general policy would be
that schools should not close — unless there are specific local business continuity
reasons (staff shortages or particularly vulnerable children). This policy will be

reviewed in light of information about how the pandemic is unfolding at the time.

4.25 The impact of closure of schools and similar places of education on all sectors
would have substantial economic and social consequences and have a
disproportionately large effect on health and social care because of the
demographic profile of those employed in these sectors. Such a step would
therefore only be taken in an influenza pandemic with a very high impact and so
although school closures cannot be ruled out, it should not be the primary focus of

schools’ planning”.

In early 2012, Local Resilience Forums, with statutory responsibility for planning, were
issued with guidance following the publication of the ‘UK Influenza Pandemic
Preparedness Strategy 2011 the guidance is exhibited at MOS8/EPSGW/013 -
INQO00198688. This guidance required them to make arrangements fo be able “fo

implement school closures on the advice of Welsh Government, if deemed necessary”.

In August 2013, the ‘Wales Health and Social Care Influenza Pandemic Preparedness
& Response Guidance’ was published: it is exhibited at MOS/EPSGW/014 -
INQO000187482. It contained the following advice about the possibility of school

closures:
“School closures

It is unlikely that widespread school closures will be required except in a very high
impact pandemic and/or where the safety of children cannot be maintained. The
benefit of school closure would be undermined if children mix socially outside of
the school environment. In addition, the impact on other organisations caused by
absence of parents from key occupations, due to childcare needs may also be
detrimental. However, specific local business continuity reasons (staff shortages)

may lead to individual or local school closures.
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Public Health Wales may advise localised closures in specific circumstances
(individual schools or catchment areas, and in special schools with particularly
vulnerable children) to reduce the initial spread of infection locally whilst awaiting
more information about the spread of the virus. School principals and their Boards
of Governors will take the ultimate decision to close individual schools temporarily.
In the event of school closures, then the welfare and educational needs of the

children affected will need to be considered and addressed”.

44. Guidance for Local Resilience Forums was also contained in the document exhibited
at MOB/EPSGW/015 - INQO000187483 - ‘Preparing for Pandemic Influenza: Guidance
for Local Planners’ dated July 2013. An Annex to this document contains advice on

school closures and in respect of Wales sets out the following:

“In Wales, both health and education are devolved functions and the actions to be
taken will be a matter for the Welsh Government. However, the Welsh Government
will work closely with the UK Government in determining the policy approach to be
taken. As in England, any decisions will be cascaded through the [Strategic
Coordinating Groups] or, where appropriate for immediate action, directly with the
local authorities with the [Strategic Coordinating Groups] being informed

simultaneously.

[..]

In Wales, Public Health Wales will work closely with the Welsh Government on the
policy to be adopted in respect of school closures and the appropriate
geographical scope of closures. Public Health Wales is expected to also sit on
[Strategic Coordinating Groups] in Wales and advise directly on local operational

issues and the implementation of health policy.

In Wales, Public Health Wales will work with the Welsh Government in advising on

re-opening schools”.

45. In September 2013, there was an email exchange between the Health Emergency
Planning Advisor (a position in the Health Emergency Preparedness Unit in the Health
and Social Services Group) and the Head of Education Workforce Engagement about

updating the guidance available to schools, childcare settings and children’s homes
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46.

47.

during a pandemic which | exhibit at MOS8/EPSGW/016 - INQ000209479. Detailed
guidance produced during the swine flu epidemic (‘Pandemic Influenza — Children and

young people’) was circulated so that it could be considered and updated, | exhibit this
at MOS/EPSGW/017 - INQO000299957.

In February 2014, the ‘Wales Health and Social Care Influenza Pandemic
Preparedness & Response Guidance’ was revised and published but the paragraphs
on school closures remained the same as in August 2013 (see paragraphs above). |
exhibit this guidance at MOS/EPSGW/018 - INQ000116503 |

An example of how the guidance was interpreted by Local Resilience Forums at the
time can be seen from the ‘North Wales Resilience Forum’s Pandemic Flu Tactical
Plan’ dated March 2014 and exhibited at MOS8/EPSGW/019 - INQ000187190 which

says in respect of school closures:

“Detailed guidance on planning for schools and childcare settings, along with
specific information relating to the 2009 swine flu pandemic, is available on the
[Department of Education] Teachernet (in England) website and the Health
Protection Agency or Public Health Wales websites. It includes a model pandemic

flu plan checklist for schools that may be used when completing operational plans.

In a pandemic, guidance on widespread school closures will be issued by central
government/Welsh Government and passed fo schools via the Local Education
Authority. However, the final decision to close will still rest with the Head Teacher.
It is unlikely that sixth form and Further Education colleges would be advised to
close. If aschoolis closing they should inform the Local Education Authority
including informing how many pupils would be affected. Other situations when
a school may close might be if a significant number of staff were absent due to
sickness or if a large number of particularly vulnerable pupils had been identified.
Existing systems used for communication of closures due to bad weather would

be used in these situations.

Guidance has been issued by the [Department of Education] on remote learning
and educating pupils during flu pandemic for schools and local authorities. Current

information and guidance on pandemic influenza is available from the Department
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of Health website. Staff would generally still be expected to work if able to do so,

even if the school was closed to pupils.

It should be emphasised that schools should ensure they have up-to-date contact
details for pupils and staff. Areas identified to help schools develop procedures for

managing a pandemic flu outbreak include:
» ldentify who takes the decision to close the school
» Nominate someone to inform Local Education Authority of closure

» Develop procedures for dealing with a child who shows symptoms of pandemic
influenza at school. (e.g. Isolate them from other pupils and arrange for them to be

taken home)

« Qutline ways of communicating messages to minimise the spread of infection if

the school stays open during a pandemic (e.g. hand-washing, disposal of tissues)

« Outline procedures/plans to continue the education of pupils remotely if

required

» Determine the critical level of staff absenteeism which would necessitate

school closure”.

48. Exercise Cygnus in Wales in 2014 had the following outcome in respect of school
closures: “Further up-to-date guidance is needed for schools including the need to

keep schools open wherever possible”. | exhibit the outcome at MOS/EPSGW/020 -

EINQ000039213§This was reflected in Recommendation 5 from Exercise Cygnus
(2014) which | exhibit at MO8/EPSGW/021 - INQ000184280:

“Welsh Government Department for Education and Skills to update the guidelines
from 2012 on school closures; particularly in relation to the timing of the decisions
taken by Welsh Government on school closures in the light of changes under the
Education (Wales) Act 2014. This is a matter to be considered by the Welsh
Government Department of Education and Skills to address and can be referred

to that Department’s representative on the Civil Contingencies Group”.
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49. The Exercise Cygnus report (UK} in 2016 identified lesson 14 which | exhibit at
MOB/EPSGW/022 - INQ000177328: “The Department for Education, in liaison with
colleagues in the Devolved Administrations, should study the impact
of school closures on society. The Department for Education should study the impact
of school closures and also examine the possibility of keeping schools open by getting
retired teaching staff to return to support the profession and by the temporary upskilling
of students. Any plans should include safe-guarding procedures, the allocation of
appropriate roles and the legislation that may be required to allow staff to return to the

profession”.

50. Further work was undertaken to update the document ‘Pandemic Influenza — Children
and young people’ which provided detailed operational guidance to schools, childcare
settings and local authorities in 2016 (exhibited as MOB/EPSGW/023 -
INQ000210264, MOS/EPSGW/024 - INQO000210265 and MOS/EPSGW/025 -
INQO00530881) but it was not reissued as, following Exercise Cygnus (UK), a review
of all the pandemic flu plans was being undertaken and it was decided to pause the
re-issuing of that document until after the review was concluded. In the event, work
was impacted by the demands of Brexit and the work done on the Pandemic Flu Bill

was eventually required to inform the rapid work done on the Coronavirus Bill.

51. Education and Public Services Group officials were involved in the discussions within
the Welsh Government about including powers in the Pandemic Flu Bill to close
schools in the event of a pandemic during 2018 and 2018. | exhibit these discussions
at MOS/EPSGW/026 - INQ000530614, MOS/EPSGW/027 - INQO00530615,
MO8/EPSGW/028 - INQO000530616, MOS/EPSGW/029 - INQO000530617 and
MOS/EPSGWI/030 - INQ000530619. The initial view taken was that local authorities
and the Welsh Government would have the power {o close a school in extreme
circumstances (the safety of pupils or staff at the school threatened) under the School
Standards and Organisation (Wales) Act 2013. However, as the UK Department of
Education considered that it would be helpful to have specific powers in the Pandemic
Flu Bill, the Education and Public Services Group indicated that it might be sensible to
have parallel arrangements to the proposed UK bill to be available to the Welsh

Ministers.

29

INQO00618154_0029



52. Pandemic planning in respect of children’s services and safeguarding is set out in
statement MO8/HSSG/001 as this was the responsibility of the Health and Social

Services Group.

53. Initial contact in relation to the application of the Pandemic Flu Bill to childcare settings
was made in spring 2019, at which time discussions were concerned more with the
content of draft provisions. Officials from the then Childcare, Play and Early Years
Division attended several meetings with UK Government officials to discuss the policy
intent. 1 exhibit an update to the Minister for Health and Social Services at
MO8/EPSGW/031 - INQ000087060 which provided the position at that time with
respect to early years. The childcare sector in Wales was predominantly within the
private sector, and at that time around half of all settings were childminders. Outside
of the responsibilities of the regulator, Care Inspectorate Wales, there were limited
powers to require the closure of an education provider on a temporary basis. It was
therefore felt that the inclusion of provisions enabling the temporary closure of
childcare settings would be advantageous. However, it was also recognised that there
might have been occasions where we needed to ensure some ongoing childcare
provision; to enable that we sought provisions to require settings to remain open under

certain circumstances.

54. Discussions on the bill intensified towards the end of 2019 and into the beginning of
2020. Commencement of the Coronavirus Act came shortly after the start of the first
period of lockdown at which time further work was done to consider applying the
provisions of the Act. However, the application of other policies and programmes
achieved the same overall effect. The availability of furlough and wider economic
support enabled the majority of education providers to close safely, and the availability
of funding to support the childcare of pre-school age children of critical workers and
vulnerable children enabled other education provisions to remain open for that

important care to be provided.

PART C: Education

55. This section provides a chronological narrative account of the decisions taken in

respect of schools and other educational establishments. At the end of this Part, | have

30

INQO00618154_0030



56.

57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

set out some thoughts about specific steps taken during the pandemic which may

assist the Inquiry’s investigation.

The Education and Public Services Group acted consistently with the scientific and
medical advice whilst balancing the importance of keeping schools open during the
pandemic. This chronological narrative details the relevant scientific advice during the

run up to school closures.

Children’s Rights Impact Assessments as part of the Integrated Impact Assessment
process are carried out by Welsh Government officials so that they can brief ministers
on the impact policies, programmes or legislation might have on children and young
people, so this can be taken into account when decisions are made. These are one
way ministers can be supported to demonstrate due regard. A list of Children’s Right

Impact Assessments caried out during the pandemic is detailed at Annex B.

On 3 March 2020 the UK Coronavirus Action Plan was published and the advice for
managing Covid-19 for most people was self-isolation at home and simple over-the-

counter medicines.

On 4 March 2020 Cabinet was briefed by the Chief Medical Officer for Wales on the
latest risk assessment and advice regarding Covid-19. While Cabinet met throughout
this period, this was the first meeting of Cabinet convened to consider Covid-19

specifically.

On 11 March 2020 a Covid Core Group meeting took place. Attendees included the
Minister for Education and officials from respective groups. The Chief Medical Officer
for Wales and the Chief Scientific Advisor for Health provided a copy of the latest
Technical Advisory Cell report exhibited at MOB/EPSGW/032 - INQ000349161. This
report suggested the measures considered to have the greatest impact were self
isolation for seven days, household quarantine for 14 days and social distancing of
vulnerable groups and over 70s. Ministers noted there was a need to avoid the
premature closure of schools: a note of the meeting is exhibited at MOS/EPSGW/033
- INQO000215171.

On 12 March 2020 the UK Chief Medical Officers raised the risk of Covid-19 from

moderate to high and people with symptoms such as a high temperature and a new
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62.

63

64

65.

66.

67.

68.

continuous cough were told to self-isolate for seven days and avoid all but essential

contact with others.

On 13 March 2020 the Minister for Health and Social Services announced that Wales
was moving from a ‘contain’ to a ‘delay’ phase which | exhibit at MOS8/EPSGW/034 -
INQO000320755.

. On 16 March 2020 Cabinet minutes record agreement that “Clear advice from health

professionals was required to help inform the policy on whether schools should close.
In taking this decision, there would be a need fo consider the impact on exams,

vulnerable students and those in receipt of free school meals.”

. On 16 March 2020 there was a significant change to Covid-19 guidance. The guidance

announced that people with symptoms should self-isolate for seven days, those in
households with symptoms should isolate for 14 days and the public should avoid all

but essential travel and contact with others.

On 16 March 2020, COBR met and agreed to further measures as exhibited at
MOS/EPSGW/035 - INQ000349175, maintaining the position schools should not be
closed immediately, and that schools were crucial for maintaining the front-line
workforce in the NHS/social care. They noted that if schools closed, many parents

would not be able to attend work.

At this point Scientific and Advisory Group for Emergencies modelling suggested
closing schools would result in no more than a three-week delay to the peak, and
possibly much less than 10-20% reduction in peak hospital demand, even if schools
were closed for 8-13 weeks - this is exhibited as MOS/EPSGW/036 - INQ000087584.

On 17 March 2020, scientific advice from Scientific and Advisory Group for

Emergencies was being updated to model the potential impacts of school closures.

On 18 March 2020, the Chief Medical Officer for Wales provided an update to the
Covid-19 Core Group that Covid-19 was circulating rapidly in the community and latest
modelling on the peak of the pandemic, was thought to be 11 weeks away. | exhibit
the minutes of the meeting at MOS/EPSGW/037 - INQ000215172 |On this date the

Scientific and Advisory Group for Emergencies advice changed to schools should now

close.
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SECTION A: Chronological narrative

January 2020 — 15 March 2020

69. At the beginning of January 2020, officials in the Education and Public Services Group
were working on matters unconnected to Covid-19. At the senior level, meetings were
largely focused on the UK’s departure from the EU and its consequences and the
Welsh Government’s new legislative programme. The School Effectiveness Division
and Childcare, Play and Early Years Division contributed to work on the draft
Pandemic Flu Bill which was co-ordinated by the Health and Social Services Group.
The Group also worked on drafting provisions to require the closure or continued
operation of childcare provision and wider places of education in the event of a

pandemic.

70.On 28 January 2020, the Health and Social Services Group sent an email titled
“Update 1: Wuhan novel coronavirus” exhibited at MO8/EPSGW/038 - INQ000320708.
At this time there were no known cases of the novel coronavirus in the UK and the
advice focused on those returning from the Hubei province. Daily updates were
circulated thereafter. A ministerial Written Statement on the novel coronavirus was
issued by the Minister for Health and Social Services on 4 February 2020 which is
exhibited at MOS/EPSGW/039 - INQO000349153. The Written Statement explained that
travellers from the Wuhan or Hubei provinces of China would need to self-isolate for
14 days even if they had no symptoms. At this stage, the coronavirus was managed
as a priority for health and so the Health and Social Services Group led the Welsh
Government’s response. From 5 February 2020, the Emergency Coordination Centre
Wales started working informally alongside the Health and Social Services Group
although it was not formally stood up at this point. | exhibit an email setting this out at
MOS/EPSGW/040 - INQ000530885.

71. On 6 February 2020, the Welsh Government was made aware that a small number of
schools were excluding pupils who had travelled from China (not the Hubei province)
and who had no symptoms. This was inconsistent with the public health guidance at
the time and officials advised local authorities that current public health advice should
be followed and such children should not be excluded: | exhibit this email at
MOS/EPSGWI/041 - INQO000530623. Another issue emerged on 10 February 2020
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72.

73.

74.

75.

when an independent boarding school stated that Chinese boarders would not be
permitted to return to China at half-term. Again, officials directed schools to Public
Health Wales guidance which is exhibited at MOB/EPSGW/042 - INQ000530624.

A second ministerial Written Statement was issued on 11 February 2020 which |
exhibit at MOB/EPSGW/039 - INQ000349153. On the same day the Health and Social
Services Group provided more information about the virus to officials in the Welsh
Government, which is exhibited at MOS/EPSGW/043 - INQ000336241. The daily
update which was circulated, indicated that the four UK Chief Medical Officers had
changed the UK risk level from low to moderate and the World Health Organization
had named the virus “Covid-19" | exhibit this email at MOS8/EPSGW/044 -
INQOO00562023. Also on 11 February 2020, the Permanent Secretary set up a series
of weekly meetings for senior officials (including myself) to monitor and lead the Welsh
Government’'s response to coronavirus preparations: see MOS/EPSGW/045 -

INQO00530891. These meetings were known as ExCovid (meetings).

On 13 February 2020, the UK Government advised that cases of coronavirus in the
UK were likely to be imminent and that, on a worst case scenario, the assumption was
that 50% of the population would experience symptoms leading to a 35% absence rate
at the height of the pandemic and high absence rates from schools and work: see
MO8/EPSGW/046 - INQ000320719 and MO8/EPSGW/047 1 INQ000258326

On 18 February 2020, the first ExCovid meeting took place and considered a Scientific
and Advisory Group for Emergencies document which compared the pandemic flu
assumptions to the Covid-19 assumptions. The minutes are exhibited at
MOSB/EPSGW/048 - INQ000320966 and the Scientific and Advisory Group for
Emergencies documents at MOS/EPSGW/049 ¢ NQ000320718 :and MOS/EPSGW/050
- INQO000320941.

On 20 February 2020, the First Minister and Ministers were informed that the UK
Government was preparing a Coronavirus Bill based on previous work done on the
Pandemic Flu Bill. It included provisions which would allow the Welsh Ministers to
close childcare settings, schools and other educational establishments. | exhibit this
email at MOB/EPSGW/051 - INQ000087067. Officials in the Education and Public

Services Group began working on provisions for the draft Coronavirus Bill from this

34

INQO00618154_0034



76.

77.

78.

79.

80.

date which is exhibited at MOS/EPSGW/052 - INQ000336252. Work continued during
the weekend of 14-15 March 2020.

On 21 February 2020, the Welsh Government published guidance on Covid-19 for
schools. | exhibit a summary update of this at MOS/EPSGW/053 - INQ000409957. This

was updated regularly after this date.

At the ExCovid meeting on 25 February 2020, it was agreed the plans for pandemic
flu would be reviewed, and a tabletop exercise undertaken. The agenda and minutes
of this meeting are exhibited at MOB/EPSGW/054 - INQ000530627, MO8/EPSGW/055
- INQ000530628 and MO8/EPSGW/056 - INQ000312468. The work of the Education
Directorate remained largely focused on routine business with some officials working
on the draft Coronavirus Bill and directing schools to public health advice. On 25
February 2020, the Minister for Education requested fortnightly meetings with me and
the Director of Education. | exhibit this request at MOB/EPSGW/057 - INQ000530636.

On 26 February 2020, the Director for Local Government, Reg Kilpatrick, circulated
slides (exhibited at MOS/EPSGW/058 - INQ000530637) which summarised the nature
and scale of work being undertaken by the UK Government across a range of areas.
His view was that we needed to step up preparation and planning within the Welsh

Government.

On 27 February 2020, the Permanent Secretary was informed that from Monday 2
March the Emergency Co-ordination Centre Wales would be formally set up. This
email is exhibited at MOB/EPSGW/059 - INQO000530886. The Permanent Secretary
sent an email that set out a record of her conversation with Sir Chris Wormald, the
Permanent Secretary at the Department of Health and Social Care, in which he said
that there had been “a change of gear” moment given what had happened in italy and
that one of the “touch points” for devolved governments in future COBR meetings
would be “schools and universities”. | exhibit this email at MOS8/EPSGW/060 -
INQO000409956,

On 27 February 2020, the Permanent Secretary sent an email that Wales had its first
confirmed case of Covid-19: | exhibit this email at MOS/EPSGW/061 - INQ000530639.
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81. On 29 February 2020, the Education and Public Services Group was asked by the
acting Deputy Director, Coronavirus in the Health and Social Services Group to
provide a summary of the likely economic and other effects of the virus on my
Ministers’ portfolios. | replied on 2 March 2020 with some queries because | was
unsure of the assumptions on which our assessments should be based. On 3 March
2020 (given the time constraints), | sent an initial list of headlines for the Education
and Public Services Group. | said that the group had been in touch with schools since
the beginning of February and had provided information on the Welsh Government
website which linked to other public health advice. | mentioned in my email exhibited
at MOB/EPSGW/062 - INQ000530640 that public examinations could be impacted
depending on the scale and timing of the outbreak. | said that the impact on public
services and ensuring the continuity of critical services would be key, there would be
implications across local government in terms of staff absences, there may be
implications in terms of certain education provisions needing to close to prevent the
spread of infection, the impacts of closing settings could lead to disruption to
employment as parents might need to look after children and implications for
grandparents or guardians at risk, impacts on the Childcare Offer funding and the
impact for elderly or vuinerable individuals from the impact of self-isolation or
diminution of key public services. | also mentioned in my email that the Welsh
Government, by the Emergency Coordination Centre Wales was working with the
Local Resilience Forums. Local Resilience Forums operated in the four Police Force
areas (South Wales, North Wales, Dyfed-Powys and Gwent). They brought together
all responder organisations that have a duty to co-operate under the Civil
Contingencies Act 2004 to ensure preparedness for emergencies. Each area had a
pandemic flu preparedness group, or infectious diseases group, to develop local plans.
The Local Resilience Forums worked together through the chairs group and the Welsh
Government’s Resilience team provided representation at this group. In December
2019 the Local Resilience Forums were mobilised as part of Operation Yellowhammer.
From 10 February 2020 the Resilience team held weekly meetings with the Local
Resilience Forum chairs and co-ordinators to update them with the latest information
about the incidence of Covid-19, as well as any changes to planning scenarios. In
March 2020 the Welsh Government established the Covid-19 Project Team to support
the external work of the Emergency Co-ordination Centre Wales and liaison with Local

Resilience Forums. | confirmed in my email that the Welsh Government had been in
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82.

83.

84.

communication with schools since the beginning of February, | exhibit at
MOS/EPSGWI/063 - INQ000615879 and MOS/EPSGW/064 - INQ000615790, letters
sent to Directors of Education on 5 February 2020 and 10 February 2020 from the
Welsh Government Director of Education asking for Covid-19 public health advice be
communicated to schools. The Deputy Director advised that assumptions would be
provided for a more detailed assessment, exhibit MO8/EPSGW/065 - INQ000530641

refers.

On 3 March 2020, | informed ExCovid that the Education and Public Services Group
was receiving and responding to a large number of queries from schools, colleges and
childcare settings and a Frequently Asked Questions document was suggested. The
Frequently Asked Questions document was created and is available at
MOB/EPSGW/066 - INQ000541430. The agenda and minutes of this meeting are
exhibited at MOB/EPSGW/067 - INQ000530633, MOS/EPSGW/068 - INQ000320957
and MOS/EPSGW/069 - INQ000320963 On 3 March 2020, officials were involved in
an “Education Coronavirus Update” meeting. | exhibit the notes of the meeting at
MOS/EPSGWI/070 - INQO000530642 which set out that officials would provide the
Minister for Education with daily updates on Covid-19 from this date and there would
be weekly Education Coronavirus Update meetings. Questions which the group was
considering included the possible closure of educational provisions and the

implications of closures.

On 3 March 2020, the Minister for Health and Social Services issued an Oral
Statement: the transcript is exhibited at MOS8/EPSGWI/071 - INQ000530643. The
statement referred to schools in some other countries closing to slow the transmission
of the virus and that could be a future choice in Wales but that we were not at that

stage and schools should remain open.

The Deputy Director for Community Safety Division sent an email on 4 March 2020
(see MOS/EPSGWI/072 - INQO000281647) which set out the new structure for the Welsh
Government’s response to Covid-19. | exhibit this structure at MOS/EPSGWI/073 -
INQO0O00281649. The email illustrates some of the work done in the Education and
Public Services Group, such as the gap in the Coronavirus Action Plan which had
been published by the UK Government. On 5 March 2020, an email was sent {o those

officials who would be part of the Covid-19 Preparedness Group: see
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85.

86.

87.

88.

89.

MOS/EPSGW/074 - INQ000281643. The email attached an assessment of the impact
on the virus of various behavioural interventions (including the complete closure of
schools) and a planning assumptions document both of which had been prepared by
the Scientific and Advisory Group for Emergencies. | exhibit these documents at
previously exhibit MO8/EPSGW/036 - INQO000087584 and MOS/EPSGW/075 -
INQO000281646. The prospect of the total closure of schools in Wales was under active

consideration from this point.

Officials in the Education and Public Services Group worked with Public Health Wales
to produce guidance to assist schools and other educational provisions and to advise
parents, carers and staff on Covid-19. This was published on 6 March 2020 and is
exhibited at MOS8/EPSGW/076 - INQ000349159.

In advance of the COBR meeting on 9 March 2020, Ministers were provided with a
briefing which is exhibited at MOB/EPSGW/077 - INQ000530656. Following a cross-
government officials meeting on non-pharmaceutical interventions on 6 March 2020,
all departments were requested to provide an assessment of behavioural
interventions. The behavioural interventions being considered at that meeting did not
include school closures, which | exhibit at MOS/EPSGW/078 - INQ000352955

On 10 March 2020, an email was sent to the Education and Public Services Group
asking each Directorate/Inspectorate to fill in a spreadsheet for their area identifying
risks, implications, a judgement on criticality, mitigating actions and any other Covid-
19 risks. The spreadsheet was based on the Scientific and Advisory Group for
Emergencies proposed social and behavioural interventions which | exhibit at
MOS/EPSGWI/079 - INQ000530662. The return date was 17 March 2020.

In response to media queries, the guidance fo schools was given to media
organisations on 11 March 2020 which | exhibit at MOS/EPSGW/080 - INQO000530664.
Officials in the Education Directorate had kept in close contact with local authorities
and there was no indication of increased staff or pupil absences, and no schools were

closed.

An email | sent on 12 March 2020 and exhibit at MOS/EPSGW/081 - INQ000530665
encapsulates my understanding of the health advice on school closures at that date:

closure would be kept under review but it was a last resort as schools might need to
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90.

91.

92.

93.

94.

be closed for 13-16 weeks for it to be effective, with a low scientific base for flattening
the curve and the possibility that children might congregate even if schools were
closed. This was based on the read out from COBR which | exhibit at
MOS/EPSGWI/082 - INQ000226939.

A communication and engagement email update dated 12 March 2020 gives an insight
into the range of work which was ongoing including: updating guidance to schools,
engagement with childcare institutions, further education, higher education schools
and work-based learners, promoting advice to schools on distance learning. | exhibit
this email at MOS/EPSGW/083 - INQ000530666.

From 13 March 2020 the Minister for Education requested a daily call with officials
from the Education Directorate and officials from childcare and early years which |
exhibit at MOB/EPSGW/084 - INQ000530669. The first meeting on 13 March 2020 led
to a series of action points and | exhibit these at MOS/EPSGW/085 - INQ000530670,
including a request from the Minister for Education to see the underlying health advice

in respect of school closures.

On 13 March 2020, officials from the Education Directorate worked on a message for
schools which was recorded by the Minster for Education, | exhibit this at
MOS/EPSGW/086 - INQO000349165. The clear message was that schools should
remain open but that people who had a raised temperature or a persistent new cough

should stay at home for seven days.

On 13 March 2020, the scientific and health advice remained that schools would only
be closed as a last resort. A joint letter with the Welsh Local Government Association
set out the Welsh Government’s current position on school closures: namely that
considering current scientific advice and modelling, the Welsh Government did not
believe that closing schools or childcare settings would have sufficient impact on
delaying the spread of the virus to outweigh the substantial impact on the public and
private sector workforce. To have any impact, closures would need fo last for a number
of months, and children and young people would in any case come together during

this period of closure.

On 15 March 2020, officials started considering the process for notification of closure
to education providers under different scenarios, which | exhibit at MOB/EPSGW/087 -
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INQOO00530672. Policy officials had begun to consider the areas that needed to be
covered such as the financial implications of any actions, the impacts on vulnerable
groups, other stakeholders and actions needed by Ministers. | exhibit these
considerations at MO8/EPSGW/088 - INQ000530674.

95. By 15 March 2020, some schools in Wales were unilaterally closing for a number of
reasons including parents keeping their children at home and staff members deciding
to self-isolate: see MOS/EPSGW/089 - INQ000530671. However, the scientific and
medical advice that the Education Directorate received from the Scientific and
Advisory Group for Emergencies via the Chief Medical Officer for Wales and Technical

Advisory Cell was (as set out above) that schools should remain open.

16 March — 18 March 2020 (to include the announcement in respect of schools

closing for most pupils in Wales)

96. This statement is unable to reflect the totality of work that officials carried out at this
time when the spread of the virus and its effects were still largely unknown and the
position was changing rapidly. | exhibit at MOS/EPSGW/090 - INQ000530677 an email
exchange from Education Directorate officials in respect of a Ministerial Advice on
funding to tackle hunger amongst children in the holidays. It is clear from that
exchange that officials had in mind that if schools were closed for a significant period
of time, funding would need to be found for children who would normally receive free

school meals.

97. The 9am call between Education and Public Services Group officials and the Minister
for Education led to a number of action points which | exhibit as MOS8/EPSGW/091 -
INQO0O00530679, including the following:

a) Work on schools remaining open for children of key workers;
b} Formal response around the position on supply teachers - letter needed;
c) Position on exams - meeting with quals sector to discuss further; and

d) Clarity of advice re children with underlying health conditions or in special schools

98. The Director of Education sent an email to the Education Directorate Deputy Directors
on the morning of 16 March 2020 which set out the areas that needed to be actioned

across all Divisions. This email picked up on some of the important areas such as
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financial implications and the impact on vulnerable groups which [ exhibit as
MOS/EPSGW/092 - [INQO000530688, MOS/EPSGW/093 - INQO000530890,
MOB/EPSGW/094 - INQO000530903, MOS/EPSGW/095 - INQO000530902 and
MOS/EPSGWI/096 - INQ000530907.

99. Estyn are the education and training inspectorate for Wales and are funded by and
work independently of the Welsh Government. Estyn suspended inspections and other
related activities from 16 March 2020 following discussions with the Welsh
Government, | exhibit this at MOS/EPSGW/097 - INQ000530676. This was part of an
overall strategy to reduce the burdens on schools in an attempt to allow them to stay
open for as long as possible. Care Inspectorate Wales also suspended its inspections
on the same day which | exhibit at MOB8/EPSGW/098 - INQ000530680.

100. The education media and social media update for 16 March 2020, exhibited at
MO8/EPSGW/099 - INQOO00530678, made clear that the media was discussing the

closure of schools.

101. Officials had prepared a briefing for the Minister for Education’s meeting with
Qualifications Wales which took place on 16 March 2020. At this meeting the summer
examination timetable was discussed and | exhibit the minutes of this meeting at
MOS/EPSGWI/100 - INQ000349179.

102. The World Health Organization declared Covid-19 a pandemic on 16 March 2020. The
Director of Education sent an email to key officials in the Education and Public
Services Group which | exhibit at MOB/EPSGW/101 - INQ000530682 setting out the

areas of work which needed to be actioned across relevant teams as follows:

1. Review current work and identify what could be paused to create capacity/what
needed to continue;

2. To understand the implications of different scenarios for the provision of education
in Wales and have clear plans e.g. for mitigation steps in place which could be
communicated at the right time; and

3. The production of briefing positions on key matters e.g. examinations, numeracy

and literacy tests, initial teacher education, supply teachers, free school meals.
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103. | exhibit an email at MOB/EPSGW/102 - INQ000530683 where officials were asked to
complete action one above by first thing on 17 March 2020, action two above by close
17 March 2020 and action three above by close the same day, 16 March 2020.

104. Officials sent out an update to childcare providers, further education providers, higher
education providers, schools and work-based students on 16 March 2020 which is
exhibited at MOS8/EPSGW/103 - INQ000530687. The update included news that Estyn
and Care Inspectorate Wales were suspending inspections, travel guidance for
students at places of education, a link to the advice and guidance to childcare, further
education, higher education and work based students that was being updated on a
regular basis, the latest advice on assessments and exams from Qualifications Wales
and a link to the digital distance learning page on Hwb. Hwb is collection of digital tools
and resources to support teaching and learning in Wales. The update stated: “We want
schools to remain open, but they can start to prepare in case they need to close by
using the Hwb platform and the updated advice on distance learning”. An update was
published frequently from this date. It was clear by this point that it was highly likely
that schools would have to close imminently as part of the measures needed to reduce
the spread of the virus. Work was done at pace to ensure that arrangements to allow

digital learning were in place and is detailed in the paragraphs below.

105. The information in respect of schools from the COBR meeting readout that had taken
place on 16 March 2020 had been passed to the Deputy Director School Effectiveness
Division in the Education Directorate to consider. Northern Ireland and Scotland
questioned the feasibility of keeping schools open. This is exhibited in
MO8/EPSGW/104 - INQ000530686. The full read out of the COBR meeting was also
circulated to key officials in the Education Directorate late on 16 March 2020 and |
exhibit this email at MO8/EPSGW/105 - INQ000530693. The important action point
was for the UK Government to talk to devolved governments about measures that
could be taken in places of education short of closures to “reassure and align with

wider measures”.

106. The specialist policy adviser for education’s email to Education Directorate officials at
5.28pm on 16 March 2020 asked them to identify and assess the implications of the
forthcoming statements by the Prime Minister and the First Minister on social
distancing. | exhibit this email at MO8/EPSGW/106 - INQ000530695. It also makes
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clear that at this point, schools closing for most children was not an inevitability. The
Minister for Education was keen to understand how long schools were to remain open
and other critical issues such as free school meals, childcare for key workers, online
learning and vulnerable children which were all to be discussed in the meeting with
the Minister at 9am on 17 March 2020.

107. At 8.08am on 17 March 2020, the Education Reform Special Adviser, circulated some
of the important points of the paper prepared by imperial College on the impact of non-
pharmaceutical interventions to education officials stating that it contained a
“persuasive case for closing schools and colleges”. This email and paper was further
circulated within the department by the Director of Skills, Higher Education and
Lifelong Learning, who stated that the Minister for Education had spoken to the First
Minister and the Secretary of State for Education that day and both had stressed the
importance of keeping schools open “not least to reduce the pressure on NHS staff
with childcare responsibilities”. 1 exhibit this email at MOS8/EPSGW/107 -
INQO000530705.

108. Mid-morning, officials were working on a letter to schools and unions clarifying advice,
in particular, for teachers and children who were vulnerable. The position of the
Minister for Education was that the Welsh Government would use all measures in the
Coronavirus Bill to reduce burdens on schools so that they could be kept open for as
long as possible. | exhibit this position at MOS/EPSGW/108 - INQ000530696. Officials
worked on the letter throughout the day on 17 March 2020 which | exhibit at
MO8B/EPSGW/109 - INQO000530701, MOS/EPSGW/110 - [INQO000530702,
MO8/EPSGW/111 - INQ0O00530713 and MOS/EPSGW/112 - INQO000530709. Official’s
focus on the letter to schools on 17 March 2020 illustrates that the focus was on

keeping schools open throughout the day.

108. Although the focus was on drafting the letter o schools to support them and reiterate
the importance of schools to remain open, officials were working on a range of other
matters relevant to preparing for the scenario that schools would close. An  email
which | exhibit at MOS/EPSGW/113 - INQ000530698 shows that officials were working
on developing online learning, using schools as a means to support key workers,

developing a paper around free school meal pupils and funding as well as
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communication and meetings with local authority directors, unions and the Welsh

Local Government Association.

110. Officials worked throughout the day on ensuring continuity of learning for when schools
closed and | exhibit these at MOS/EPSGW/114 - INQ000530699 and
MOS/EPSGW/115 - INQ000349171.

111. On 17 March 2020, the First Minister’'s office called a meeting for the following day
with the Children’s Commissioner for Wales, Disability Wales and the Welsh Local
Government Association, to discuss mobilising the voluntary effort needed to support
vulnerable people. | exhibit this email at MOS/EPSGW/116 - INQ000222498.

112. During the day, officials in the department began responding to the Director of
Education’s email of the previous day asking for information on the activities that could
be stopped and those that needed to continue, as well as plans for the continuity of
learning in schools. | exhibit the responses at MO8/EPSGW/117 - INQ000530706,
MOSB/EPSGW/118 - INQO000530899, MOS/EPSGW/118 - [INQO000530898,
MO8/EPSGW/120 - INQ000530715 and MO8/EPSGW/121 - INQ000530908.

113. Schools started closing during the course of 17 March 2020: | exhibit examples at
MOS/EPSGW/122 - INQO000530714 and MOS/EPSGW/123 - INQO000530724 and
MOS/EPSGWI/124 - INQO000530721. The Welsh Government was not informed of

these closures by local authorities.

114. At 4.50pm the decision was taken that it was too late to send the Minister for
Education’s letter to schools which | exhibit at MOS/EPSGW/125 - INQ000530717 and
MOB/EPSGW/126 - INQO000530718. There was concern from officials (which | exhibit
at MOS/EPSGW/127 - INQ000530720 and MO8B/EPSGW/128 - INQ000530722) that
given the rapid pace of events, if the letter did not go on the evening of 17 March 2020
it would need to be a different letter altogether in the morning. This is a good indicator
of just how fast the situation was changing in the days and hours before the

announcement to schools was made.

115. On the evening of 17 March 2020, an email | exhibit from the Deputy Director of School
Effectiveness at MOS/EPSGW/129 - INQO000530725, informed the Legal Services

Directorate in the Welsh Government that the Education Directorate was only at ‘very
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initial thinking on policy decisions’ on free school meals, vulnerable children and
closing schools to all except key workers. Legal Services replied, “we stand ready"
which | exhibit at MOS/EPSGW/130 - INQ000530726.

116. As can be seen from the documents set out above, it is correct to say that on the
evening of 17 March 2020, officials were working on the basis that schools should be
kept open if possible. At nearly 6pm on 17 March 2020 the Directorate was still
proceeding on the basis that schools would stay open for most children. Email
discussions with officials records that “the clear public health advice is that we need to
keep schools open as long as possible, but we are of course keeping this under
constant review. This is a big ask, but it reflects the nature of the public health
challenge we face. This is a fast-moving situation and if schools are closed now it will
have a huge impact on the support that will be available to us all’ and | exhibit this
email at MOS/EPSGW/124 - INQ000530721.

117. Later in the evening of 17 March 2020, the Minister for Education and the First Minister
had decided that the Easter holidays should be brought forward to 30 March 2020
which | exhibit at MOB/EPSGW/131 - INQ000530728.

118. Before 18 March 2020 there was frequent communication between Education and
Public Services Group officials, local authorities, the Welsh Local Government
Association, and with schools, about the intention to keep schools open and measures

to support them in that endeavour.

119. By the morning of 18 March 2020, officials were aware that the First Minister and the
Minister for Education had decided that the Easter holidays should be brought forward
to 30 March 2020. In the morning of 18 March 2020, a number of schools in Wales
had begun to close and throughout the morning more school closures were
announced. | exhibit examples of these closures at MO8S/EPSGW/132 -
INQ000530734, MOS/EPSGW/133 - [INQO00530747, MOS/EPSGW/134 -
INQO000530731 and MOS/EPSGW/135 - INQ0OO00530732.

120. Officials circulated three papers to the Minister for Education on ensuring the continuity
of learning (exhibited at MOS8/EPSGW/115 - INQO000349171), free school meals,
(exhibited at MOS8/EPSGW/136 - INQ000349173) and support for key workers
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(exhibited at MOB/EPSGW/137 -INQ000349172) first thing on the morning of 18 March
2020. | exhibit this email at MOS/EPSGW/138 - INQ000349170.

121. Officials prepared an early morning briefing for the Minister for Education which |
exhibit at MOS/EPSGW/139 - INQ000530889.

122. Mid-morning, the Permanent Secretary was informed that Scotland would announce
that schools should close at midday. The position of the UK Government was less
clear according to the information from the Permanent Secretary - “School closure in
England is complicated — the idea is that (like good schools at present) schools will
start prioritising children of key workers and vulnerable pupils from now on and
definitely after Easter. Looks like they will expect teacher assessments instead of
exams but that's not finally decided”. | exhibit this email at MOS8/EPSGW/140 -
INQ000530746.

123. Officials kept working on contingency plans and other work streams during the morning
which | exhibit at MOS/EPSGW/141 - INQO000530733, MOS/EPSGW/142 -
INQO00530737 and MOB/EPSGW/143 - INQ000530738 with the plans becoming more
detailed and practical. This included developing plans for an alternative type of
provision for key workers, a mechanism for access to food for our most vulnerable
children, wider safeguarding of all children, encompassing more than what the normal
school day was, putting in place what was core provision, providing strong messaging
on continuity of learning and putting in place mechanisms for students to learn
remotely. It was recognised by officials that contingency plans and mitigations needed
to be their “absolute focus” which | exhibit as MOS/EPSGW/144 - INQ000530736.

124. By mid-morning it was clear that exams would not be going ahead in the summer. |
exhibit this email chain at MOS8/EPSGW/145 - INQO000530739. Officials were still
working on the basis that schools would be closing early for Easter but at this point it

was still envisaged that schools would close early on 30 March 2020.

125. It was mid-morning that the First Minister and the Minister for Education met and

decided that schools in Wales should be advised to close from Friday 20 March 2020.

126. Officials were made aware, and engaged with Colegau Cymru, higher education and

National Training Federation for Wales representatives before the announcement was
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made, which | exhibit at MOS8/EPSGW/146 - INQO000530745. There was also sufficient
time to consult with the Welsh Local Government Association before the
announcement was made. The Education Directorate made conference calls with the
Welsh Local Government Association, however these were not noted at this time
because of the pace at which decisions were being made. The statement referenced
childcare education settings remaining open. Childcare provision was not within the
remit of the Education Directorate; however, it did fall into a separate policy division
with the Education and Public Services Group. During this period there was advice
regarding payments to childcare education providers for government funded childcare
schemes where children were not attending, as well as advice on them remaining open
and prioritising the care of vulnerable children and the children of critical workers. A
press release was drafted and | exhibit the announcement which was made at
lunchtime at MO8/EPSGW/147 - INQ000349180.

127. There was no announcement from the Welsh Government requiring childcare settings
to close in March 2020 or at any point during the relevant period. In the initial
announcement regarding schools dated 18 March 2020, it was stated that childcare
settings would remain open pending advice from the Chief Medical Officer and Public
Health Wales. This is exhibited as MOS8/EPSGW/148 - INQ000300024. On 20 March
2020 a joint statement was made by the Deputy Minister for Health and Social Services
and the Minister for Education. The statement said that although schools and childcare
and play settings remained safe for children, it was necessary to keep the numbers of
children in attendance to a minimum.| exhibit the Written Statement at
MOS/EPSGW/149 - INQ000299030. Parents were asked to keep children at home
wherever possible, and childcare and play settings were asked to limit access to the
children of critical workers and vulnerable children, working in coordination with local

authorities.

128. In anticipation of needing to restrict the operation of childcare and play settings,
officials had included provisions within the emergency primary legislation being
prepared by the UK Government. The pace of the virus outstripped that work, and as
a consequence those provisions were not available to the Welsh Ministers at the time
of the statement, only becoming available when the Coronavirus Act received Royal

Assent on 25 March 2020. Consequently, the statement did not order childcare and
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play settings to close. Instead, the Welsh Government set out the following

expectations:

a) For childcare and play settings, including Flying Start settings, this meant that,
where a child (a) could not be kept at home in line with the guidance set out and
but (b) needed to be in childcare, that should be in settings where numbers were
kept low;

b) For all childcare and child-minding services (nurseries, creches etc.) access was
limited to the children of critical workers or vulnerable children; and

c) We asked them to work in coordination with local authorities in their areas, to

maximise efficiency.

129. In effect the Welsh Government asked childcare settings to take action with its advice
but in the absence of a formal order. The data on closures supported this
approach. For example, before the outbreak there were 3,615 registered childcare and
play settings in Wales. As at 18 May 2020 around 50% of provision across Wales had
notified Care Inspectorate Wales of their intention temporarily to close. The majority of

providers cited the low numbers of children in attendance.

130. The Welsh Government published a list of key workers and a definition of “vulnerable
children” to assist with a range of services during Covid-19 including education, social
care and childcare. Local authorities made local decisions based on that list and the
definitions. The list for childcare was the same as that for education which was
included within the written statement on 20 March 2020 and is previously exhibited at
MOS/EPSGWI/149 - INQ000299030.

131. By lunchtime, officials had started getting guidance ready which 1 exhibit at
MO8/EPSGW/150 - INQ0O00530748. An assessment of the distance learning available
was made, this included Office 365, Minecraft: EE, G suite and Just2easy, | exhibit
this at MOB/EPSGW/151 - INQ000530749. Information was provided on Hwb to assist
teachers in selecting the appropriate tool for engaging with their students. The digital
distance learning pages contained information and guidance for senior leaders,
practitioners, parents and carers, post-16 learning and skills and eSeren. | exhibit
examples of the Hwb distance learning pages at May 2020 at MOS8/EPSGW/152 -
INQO000615867 and MOS/EPSGW/153 - INQO000615868, MOB/EPSGW/154 -
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INQOO00615892 and MOS/EPSGW/155 - INQOO00615877. After the announcement
more detailed guidance was provided to schools and is detailed chronologically

throughout the statement below.

Work done within the Education and Public Services Group following the
announcement that schools would close to most pupils in Wales (18 March 2020 —
end April 2020)

132. A great deal of work was done by Education Directorate officials during the course of
18 March 2020 once it became clear that an announcement would be made that day.
Plans were shared after midnight on 18 March 2020. The main areas of work covered
were (i) provision of placements for children during the Covid-19 outbreak to support
those most in need, including key workers (ii) free school meals/access to food (iii)
vulnerable children and safeguarding and (iv) continuity of learning. | exhibit examples
at MO8B/EPSGW/156 - INQO000530751, MOS/EPSGW/157 - INQO000530752,
MOS/EPSGW/158 - INQO00530753, MO8S/EPSGW/159 - [INQO000530754,
MOS/EPSGW/160 - [INQO000530755, MOS/EPSGW/161 - INQO00530756,
MOS/EPSGW/162 - INQO000530888, MOS/EPSGW/163 - INQO000530904 and
MOS/EPSGWI/164 - INQ000530759. The scoping document which set out continuity of
learning considerations was shared just after midnight on 18 March 2020 and said that
it would be followed by a mid-level plan in the morning of 19 March and a detailed plan
with strategic sign off by Monday 23 March 2020. The vulnerable children and
safeguarding summary document set out four proposals which were to provide
facilities that vulnerable children and young people could access away from home,
ensure local authorities were in regular contact with vulnerable children and young
people who did not come forward to the open provision, maintain counselling services,
coordinate and increase parenting support. The Children and Families Division
established the Vulnerable Children and Young People workstream (as detailed
above) to consider the priorities for safeguarding vulnerable children. On 19 March
officials within the Education Directorate worked on the definition of key workers in
conjunction with UK Government officials, which | exhibit at MOS8/EPSGW/165 -
INQO000530760 and MO8S/EPSGW/166 - INQ000291374: On 20 March 2020 the

Minister for Education announced that the definition of “vulnerable children” included

those with safeguarding needs and supported by social care. That definition included

children with care and support or support plans, children on the child protection
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register, looked after children, young carers, disabled children and those with
statements of special educational needs. | exhibit the Written Statement previously at
MOB/EPSGW/149 - INQ000299030.

133. Ministerial Advice exhibited at MOS8/EPSGW/167 - INQ000349189 dated 19 March
2020 considered eligibility for ongoing provision for children who were vulnerable, or
whose parents were critical to the Covid-19 response. The advice noted ongoing
access to food for students eligible for free school meals (or younger children in
equivalent groups) would need to be offered through separate arrangements and
specific advice would need to be provided. It was agreed by the Minister for Education
at exhibit MOS/EPSGW/168 - INQ000562032.

134. On 20 March 2020, Ministerial Advice, which | exhibit at MO8/EPSGW/169 -
INQO000349194, proposed agreement for the provision of funding for local authorities
to make urgent provision of financial support to the families of children in receipt of
free school meals. The Minister for Education agreed that same day to an additional
£7 million in funding to local authorities so that they could urgently provide direct
financial assistance to the families of pupils who relied on free school meals and who
were unable to receive them. This was considered to be an interim measure which

would enable officials to set in place other more sustainable solutions.

135. On 21 March 2020, the Welsh Government issued a press release confirming that the
£7 million would be made available to support pupils while schools were closed. |
exhibit this press release at MOS/EPSGW/170 - INQ000299054. Guidance was later
issued to local authorities to make arrangements to ensure children and young people

eligible for free school meals would receive access to alternative provision.

136. Local authorities put in place emergency provision for families which commenced on
Monday 23 March 2020. This included ‘grab and go’ bags, supermarket vouchers,
community hubs offering food, and in some small cases home delivery. As emergency
measures these were implemented relatively quickly, but some of the approaches

proved unsustainable for a longer period of time with reported issues including:

a) lower than expected take up across local authorities of ‘grab and go’ bags for

families from schools and hub centres. It was noted that this was likely due to a
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combination of fear of exposure to the virus and the practical difficulties in having
to physically collect the provisions from a school

b) some deliveries to families were being turned away due to fears regarding
exposure to the virus;

c) some families criticised deliveries to home as identifying them as been in receipt
of free school meals; and

d) the process required considerable coordination and officer time to maintain the

various solutions.

137. On 24 March 2020, Ministerial Advice for the Continuity of Learning Project was
provided to the Minister for Education, exhibit MOS/EPSGW/171 - INQ000116628
refers. The project intended to minimise the impact of school closures on learning,
progress and the well-being of students, and on the well-being of the education
workforce. The Minister for Education agreed this advice at exhibit MOS8/EPSGW/172
- INQO000366640.

138. On 25 March 2020, there was a four nations Directors General (Education) meeting
where common problems and issues were discussed. A readout of the meeting is
exhibited at MOB/EPSGW/173 - INQ000530767.

139. By 27 March 2020, the Education and Public Services Group started receiving data
on the numbers of schools which were open across Wales and the percentage of those
attending school who were children of key workers, vulnerable children and children
receiving free school meals. This information was available from this date and regularly
provided to some officials in the group to inform decision making. An example of this
data is exhibited at MOSB/EPSGW/174 - INQ000530766.

140. On 27 March 2020, the Minister for Education announced she had met with
Qualifications Wales and the Welsh Joint Education Committee to consider options
and had decided that Year 10 and 12 students who were due to sit examinations that
summer would not be required to sit the examinations at a later date. | exhibit this
press notice at MOS/EPSGW/175 - INQ000299097.

141. On 28 March 2020, the Minister for Education asked schools to stay open for
vulnerable children and the children of critical workers over what would have been the
Easter holidays which | exhibit at MOS/EPSGW/176 - INQ000349227. At that point it
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