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UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

WITNESS STATEMENT OF MARK DRAKEFORD

| provide this statement in response to a request from the UK Covid-19 Inquiry dated 19
September 2025.

I, Rt. Hon. Mark Drakeford M.S., will say as follows: -
Preface

1. This is my ninth statement for the UK Covid-19 Public Inquiry. Previous statements
have been provided in modules 1, 2, 2B, 4, 5, 7 and 9. This request asks me to build
on various aspects of those statements and the statements provided by Kirsty Williams

in her Module 2B and 8 statements.

Roles and Responsibilities

2. | was the First Minister of Wales between 13 December 2018 and 20 March 2024 and
my responsibilities are set out in MO8/DRAKEFORD/01-INQ000216614. As First
Minister, | was primarily responsible for the formulation, development and presentation
of Welsh Government policy. | remain an elected member of the Senedd, and |
represent Cardiff West. On 7 August 2024, | was appointed the Cabinet Secretary for
Health and Social Services until 11 September 2024 when | was appointed the Cabinet

Secretary for Finance and Welsh Language.

3. As First Minister during the pandemic, my direct involvement in matters relating to
children, young people and education stemmed from my continuous participation in,
and contributions to, the overarching response structures that | put in place to assess
the risks and formulate policy interventions (with contributions from partners outside

the Welsh Government), to mitigate the impacts of Covid-19. In my Module 2B
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statement | gave detailed evidence about the structures and ways of working. | will not
repeat that evidence here but | have summarised the relevant aspects in relation to

children, young people and education below.

The policy responsibility for education sat with the Minister for Education, Kirsty
Williams. Responsibility for childcare and play, our vision for early childhood play,
learning and care, and the operation of the Childcare Offer for Wales and Flying Start
programmes sat with the Deputy Minister for Health and Social Services, Julie Morgan.
As detailed in my Module 2B statement, it mattered a great deal to me that, when we
made difficult decisions, every Minister had an opportunity to test arguments or to voice
concerns about the conclusions arrived at. To that end, | ensured as far as | was able
that all Ministers were involved in major decisions. One of the few exceptions was in
respect of the announcement that schools should close to most children on 18 March

2020 which was taken without formal discussion in Cabinet due to the pace of events.

Although the Minister for Education was responsible for her portfolio, | had an active
role in chairing Cabinet meetings where issues were regularly raised and discussed.
Cabinet was the principal forum for formalising conclusions, but that forum represented
the culmination of a process involving prior discussion and consultation that informed

the options that were presented to Cabinet.

There were additional meetings in which | was involved. These discussions focused
on children and young people. For example, on 2 March 2020 | created the Core
Ministerial Group which consisted of those Ministers most involved in developing the
pandemic response and principal officials. The Minister for Education, the Minister for
Health and Social Services and the Minister for Housing and Local Government were

all members. The group met weekly between 2 March and 14 September 2020.

From early April 2020, | held regular daily morning calls at 9 a.m. with all Ministers. The
purpose of the call was to ensure that the whole ministerial team continued to operate
together, sharing information and contributing to the process of decision-making. The
fast-moving nature of the crisis, and the many ways in which problems required a
response across different portfolios, meant that a call, at the start of each day, involving
all Ministers proved invaluable in assisting responsive and collaborative decision-

making.

From the earliest stages of the pandemic, we were keen to ensure that opportunities

for education continued. For the children of key workers and for vulnerable young
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people, hubs were rapidly organised in each local authority so that face-to-face
education could continue. We were able to make online learning resources available
at periods when most school students were learning from home. From an early stage,
we mobilised the social partnership approach, working with our public health, local
government and trade union colleagues to create Covid-19 secure pathways to
reopening. None of this is to detract from the very real impact which interruption to
learning had on the lives of children and young people in Wales. For those many young
people who receive education through the medium of the Welsh language, for
example, the reduction in face-to-face learning also reduced opportunities for learning
the language. The mental health impact, especially on young people preparing for
public examinations, was always at the forefront of our minds. Throughout the
pandemic we attempted to balance the right of children and young people to an
education with the need to ensure that the physical well-being of students, their families

and staff was protected to the best of our ability.

Reflections in respect of the statements provided to the Inquiry by the former Minister

for Education, Kirsty Williams

9. | have considered the withess statements provided by Kirsty Williams in Module 2B
(INQ000362237) and Module 8 (INQ000651701). As requested by the Inquiry, | have
set out my observations and some additional information in relation to Kirsty Williams’
Module 8 statement. | also set out the points where | agree or disagree with Kirsty
Williams’ evidence. There is rarely a case of clear agreement or disagreement but a
more huanced position whereby my view might have considered different factors or
perspectives and | seek to express this at the relevant point. | will not set out line by
line my views in relation to her evidence but provide an overview of key areas. If not
specifically mentioned, it can be construed that | agree with the evidence as presented

in the statement of Kirsty Williams.
Closing schools to most pupils on 18 March 2020

10. At paragraph 42 of her evidence, Kirsty Williams indicates that she does not feel the
results of a formal consultation or the carrying out of impact assessments would have
changed the final decision in respect of the recommendation that schools should close
on 18 of March 2020. | share this view. The world was changing around us, and we did
not have the luxury of time for any such assessment to be undertaken. Schools were
closing whether we liked it or not and no impact assessment would have changed the

reality of the emerging situation. What we sought to achieve with our announcement
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on 18 March was order around a chaotic set of individual circumstances. An impact
assessment would not have changed any of those decisions. We knew at the time that
the decision lay with the individual Local Education Authorities, and we sought to set
out a position to which they could respond, in the knowledge that some might not follow
that advice. This is explained in paragraph 51 of Kirsty Williams’ statement where she
says, “my intention was to set out the Welsh Government's policy on school closures
and it was then for individual schools or local authorities to act in accordance with that
policy if they saw fit.” A children's rights impact assessment would have had no more

weight than the Welsh Government position as it was conveyed at the time.
Vulnerable children

11. At paragraph 75 of her statement, Kirsty Williams discusses the messages conveyed
by the Welsh Government regarding the attendance of vulnerable children. She
accepts that “the messaging referred o above suggested that the [Welsh] government
(and 1) was emphasising the need to minimise the number of children in school above
all else”, My own view is that while this was the primary message, it was not the only
position we sought to convey. In the acutely dangerous circumstances of the time it
was the right message that people should try to stay at home and only children who
needed attend the hub provision should do so. We were clear however that those who
needed to attend the hubs included vulnerable children. What we did not appreciate at
the outset was the extent to which vulnerable children for whom provision had been
made would not be presented to that service. This did become apparent as the

pandemic continued, and messaging was amended to reflect this.

12. When considering the position regarding vulnerable children, | agree with the reflection
at paragraph 130 that the different approach that was taken to vulnerable children in
the firebreak lockdown, compared to the initial lockdown, was correct and it reflected
the lessons we had learned earlier in the pandemic. We recognised that the definition
used at the outset had led to some children, who ought to have been attending, not
doing so. We therefore sought to redress the balance by providing a wider definition of
vulnerable children to allow schools and local authorities to make those decisions on

a case-by-case basis.

13. Kirsty Williams reflects, at paragraph 90 of her statement, that she would have liked to
have been able to take decisions that would have ensured that more vulnerable
children attended school. | too wish we could have organised provision in a way that

encouraged more vulnerable children to attend, | do not take the view that we could,
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at any point, have been in a position to ‘ensure’ the attendance of those children. Many
vulnerable children have vulnerable parents and in some cases those parents made
the decision to keep their children at home with them. The decisions of those parents
were not in the control of the Welsh Government; it was not within our power to ensure
such attendance, and to suggest this was the case, overstates the Welsh

Government's ability to engineer certain outcomes.
Unions

14. | have considered, in detail, Kirsty Williams’ evidence at paragraph 111 about whether
she believes there was a conflict between the position of the education unions and the

rights and interests of children. My reflections on the issue are as follows:

a. Teacher unions, and unions representing other school-based staff, played a
regular and important part in discussions with the Welsh Government
throughout the most challenging periods of the pandemic. Discussions took
place through officials, special advisers, and with Ministers. My own direct
engagement came mostly, but not exclusively, through discussion at Shadow

Social Partnership Council.

b. It is the central purpose of trades unions to represent their members and to
promote their best interests. | have no doubt that the views expressed by {frades
unions to the Welsh Government in the education context were motivated by

these responsibilities.

c. | think it is important to make the same distinction between the views and
preferences of teacher unions on the one hand and those representing non-
teaching staff on the other. Trades unions representing non-teaching staff are
affiliated to the Labour party. This creates additional routes to engagement and
a depth of prior contact which was not as true of teacher unions themselves. In
my experience, relationships with non-teacher unions during Covid-19 were
more consistently constructive and focused on problem-solving than was
sometimes the case with teacher unions themselves. This is especially
important given that staff represented by the non-teacher unions were often in

greater face-to face contact with children.

d. It is also important to be aware that a significant variety of teacher unions
represent staff in Wales. Some trades unions speak exclusively for Welsh-

based members of the profession. Others are part of much larger trades unions
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with an obligation o represent members elsewhere. My general points, below,
inevitably do not reflect some of the different, and more nuanced positions

taken by some trade union partners during the pandemic.

15. With all of that said, | agree with the comments made by Kirsty Williams that, at key
moments, relationships with teacher unions could be difficult and that the interests of
children, as opposed to adults, were not always given the weight they deserved. |
understand the level of fear which existed about the risks posed by Covid-19 in face-
to-face teaching. | do not believe, however, that there was always a sufficient

willingness to test these fears against the emerging evidence.

16. | regret that the Welsh Government was prevented, by the teacher unions’ insistence
on the primacy of contractual arrangements, from opening doors during the summer
weeks of 2020 and, failing that, from adding one extra week to the July opening of
schools in Wales in that year. Equally, in the difficult circumstances caused by the
upswing of the Kent variant in December 2020/January 2021, the Welsh Government’s
wish to place a priority on the re-opening of schools for face-{o-face learning, was not

assisted by the reluctance of teacher unions to take a similar view.
Face coverings

17. Paragraph 120 of Kirsty Williams’ statement considers the announcement of 26 August
2020, that education settings and local authorities would be required to undertake risk
assessments, to determine if face coverings should be recommended for staff and
learners in communal areas. | wish to emphasise that | agreed then, and | agree now,

that a local approach was the most effective way forward.
Qualifications

18. At paragraphs 187 to 190 of her statement, Kirsty Williams reflects upon the decisions
that were made regarding qualifications. | do not believe that she was too focused on
protecting the standard of qualifications. | was, and remain, of the view that the original
stance taken by the Welsh Government was the correct one. Qualifications should not
have been awarded by teachers alone but moderated by other perspectives and
sources of information to ensure that currency of qualifications was protected and final
grade inflation, was avoided. | believe that it was correct to seek to protect the worth
of those qualifications for the future. However, as Kirsty Williams observes, the
collective benefit of the initial four nation approach, which had aimed to maintain the

standard of qualifications, was weakened following last-minute alterations to the
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awarding process in other administrations. That placed us in a position where we could
not put our young people at a disadvantage, as set out in Kirsty Williams’ own
statement in this module at paragraph 162-179. Therefore, although | reached the
same conclusion in August 2020, that it was the right decision to change the stance in
respect of the awarding of grades, | did so reluctantly. | believe we were right to seek
to protect the standard of our qualifications but our hand was forced when it became
clear that, given decisions made elsewhere, to maintain this position would put

students in Wales at a disadvantage.
Paediatric scientific/medical advice

19. At paragraphs 22 and 205 of her statement, Kirsty Williams says that she would have
liked better scientific and medical advice, specifically in relation to children, to support
decision-making and mitigation of the negative impacts for children and young people.
Although | appreciate this view from the perspective of an individual Minister’s own
portfolio position, | doubt that this would have been more helpful at a cabinet level.
From the perspective of a First Minister, advice was needed that allowed my Cabinet
colleagues fo take into account all different factors in the round, given the number of
perspectives that needed to be taken into consideration in arriving at such difficult and
challenging decisions. | am not convinced that, for individual Ministers, to have advice
set deep in their own perspective, would have assisted those discussions and allowed

for the rounded view that was needed in making them.
Conclusion

20. 1 too would like put on record my thanks to the children and young people of Wales for
their patience and resilience and to the teachers, headteachers, wider teams working
in schools and the countless people who went above and beyond in the best interests

of children and young people during the pandemic.

Statement of Truth

| believe that the facts stated in this withess statement are true. | understand that
proceedings may be brought against anyone who makes, or causes to be made, a false
statement in a document verified by a statement of truth without an honest belief of its
truth.
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Signed:

Personal Data

Dated: 01/10/25
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