COVID 19 INQUIRY
MODULE 10:
IMPACT ON SOCIETY

OPENING SUBMISSIONS

ON BEHALF OF THE COVID-19 BEREAVED FAMILIES FOR JUSTICE CYMRU
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Introduction

These opening submissions are prepared on behalf of the Covid-19 Bereaved Families
for Justice Cymru (“CBFJC”). The CBFJC is grateful to the Inquiry for its indication
that the bereaved have been identified as a group of “particular focus” for this Module

(Provisional List of Issues (“Lol”) p.1).

The impact of Covid-19 on the members of the CBFJC — all of whom have been
personally bereaved — can in some respects be easily distilled: its impact has been heavy
and prolonged. That impact is, of course, a highly individual and personal matter, with
each member processing and responding to the loss of their loved one in a different
way. And yet, for the members of CBFJC, in many respects the impact of Covid-19 in
Wales has been depressingly similar: many lost loved ones in hospitals and care homes
in the same devastating circumstances, and without any answers as to why. Many felt
the Welsh Government failed to engage with them meaningfully and to take
responsibility for their actions during the pandemic. Such conduct has given rise to
overwhelming anger and frustration, exacerbating their grief and prolonging the

bereavement process immeasurably.

In this context, these submissions highlight:
a. features common to the experiences of the members of CBFJC during the
pandemic;

b. ways in which the Welsh Government’s interaction with the CBFJC has

impacted, and continues to impact, the members of the CBFJC, and

c. ways in which Welsh Government’s interaction with the Inquiry has impacted,

and continues to impact, its members.



The CBFJC is acutely aware that the focus of this Module is the impact of Covid-19 on
society, rather than on decision-making. The reason we refer to these decisions is not
therefore to ask the Inquiry to consider decision-making within this module, but instead
to provide the Inquiry with important context to their prolonged experiences of
bereavement. These decisions are a prominent feature of their ongoing grief and, as

such, their experiences cannot properly be understood without reference to them.

Similarly, some of the events outlined in these written submissions occurred after the
end of the period stated in the Inquiry’s Terms of Reference (01 January 2020 - 28 June
2022). However, as specified in the Inquiry’s Rule 9 request, the impacts of the
pandemic may be long-lasting and for the purposes of Module 10, evidence need not
be restricted by this date range. They are therefore included as pivotal developments in

members’ ongoing experiences of bereavement.

Features common to the experiences of the members of CBFJC

These submissions set out some of key features which have prolonged the impact of

Covid-19 on the bereaved in Wales.

First, there was a lack of bereavement support. There was a total absence of
bereavement support, either practically or psychologically, following the death of
member’s loved ones. The National Bereavement Framework, set up in 2019, proved
to be completely ineffective. Bereavement support - at the time it was most needed —
was suspended in many hospitals. Members were forced to navigate the complexities
of registering their loved one’s death with all the restrictions in place, without any

guidance or support. The bereaved were, in short, forgotten about.

Secondly, complaints processes were inadequate. Many members had to engage in
complex and lengthy complaints procedures following the death of their loved one.
Some complaints went unanswered. Some complaints were responded to after a long
delay. Many responses were incomplete, inconsistent, and inaccurate. By way of
example, one family received seven different responses, each revealing new, horrific

information (such as the failure to provide oxygen to their loved one for 40 minutes),
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in turn triggering fresh questions which went answered. The inadequate complaints

process has prolonged the bereavement of many of the members of the CBFJC.

Thirdly, inquests were not available. The Ombudsman told members they were “too
busy” because of Covid-19 to investigate Covid-19 deaths. That is plainly not an
adequate answer. Some deaths were the subject of inquests (those of healthcare workers
etc.). And the question is why, in certain circumstances, such as clusters outbreaks in
hospitals and care homes, where multiple people died of Covid-19 at the same time and
in the same place, no inquests were available. This was the desperate scenario faced by
many of the group’s members. An inquest would have provided answers, and answered

which would have helped them to bring closure to the death of their loved ones.

Fourthly, some Local Health Boards (LHBs) authorised photography of the dead and
dying. The experiences of grief and bereavement of the group’s members have been
significantly prolonged by the discovery that photographs of dead and dying Covid-19
patients had been taken within the hospitals where their loved ones died. At least 7,300
photos were taken, with these images published widely including on Twitter, Instagram,
within books, websites, YouTube videos and media articles. One member's loved one
was filmed by a news channel whilst he was being treated with CPAP oxygen — his
family member saw this on TV with no discussion or prior warning given. When
challenged about photography, LHBs were typically defensive, evasive and unhelpful.
The impact of such thoughtless and insensitive conduct in exacerbating trauma should

not be ignored.

Impact of Welsh Government’s interaction with the CBFJC

. These submissions now set out some of ways in which the Welsh Government’s

interaction with the CBFJC has prolonged the impact of Covid-19 on the bereaved in
Wales.

First, the Welsh Government have failed to deliver on their commitments to the CBFIC.
The significance of these failures cannot be overstated: the bereaved can have no
reassurance that lessons have been learned for the future, further exacerbating the

impact of the death of their loved. Examples of this are many, but for present purposes,



two failures require particular emphasis given their importance to the large number of
bereaved affected:

a. the failure to investigate nosocomial infections in hospitals. The CBFJC
campaigned extensively for an investigation into Covid-19 nosocomial
infections in Wales and a National Nosocomial Covid-19 Programme was
announced in January 2022. Bold claims included the assurance that the
Programme had a budget of over £9m over two years to investigate all incidents
of Covid-19 caught in hospitals. This most critical assurance has not been
honoured. Only those who had made a complaint got a report. Many reports
provided to bereaved families contradict the death certificate and/or medical
notes, and they fail to identify failures and instead absolve the Boards of
responsibility because of the pandemic. Not a single cluster outbreak was
investigated, despite there being hundreds. An “End of Programme Learning
Report” comprised just 24 pages, and contained rudimentary observations and
offered little by way of meaningful lessons learned. The abject failure of the
Programme is a glaring example of the failure of the Welsh Government to live
up to its lofty rhetoric and promises and it has prolonged the group’s
bereavement.

b. the failure to investigate nosocomial infections in care homes. The CBFJC were
promised a care home investigation by Mark Drakeford during a face-to-face
meeting with him at Welsh Government buildings on 30 August 2022. He
agreed that “just because it is difficult, it doesn’t mean it shouldn’t happen”. To
date nothing has been delivered. The CBFJC chased this up, sending 18 emails
following the meeting. All that was done was that the Welsh Government issued
a form to advise care homes on how to deal with complaints. It is yet another
example of the Welsh Government’s failure to match rhetoric with action, which
has exacerbated and prolonged the group’s experiences of grief and

bereavement.

13. Secondly, the Welsh Government’s commemoration of Covid-19 has been inadequate.
The Covid-19 pandemic was a mass tragedy, causing more than 13,000 deaths in Wales

and a tsunami of grief. It required a government-led healing process. Instead:



a. the Welsh Government has offered three memorial woodlands. The North Wales
memorial woodland officially launched this year. The South East memorial
woodland is still in progress, and the group is not aware of any progress in
relation to the South West woodland. All were opposed by the CBFJC — who —
in support of NFU Wales - were concerned the memorials were being used an
excuse to enforce woodlands on farming land.

b. the Welsh Government has repeatedly refused to hold a national Covid-19 Day
of Reflection event. Research has shown that a national moment of reflection is
a powerful way to validate feelings of grief, promote healing, and foster a sense
of unity. They also serve as a reminder of the importance of community and
shared humanity. Nor has the Welsh Government respected a national one-

minute silence.

14. The absence of an official national Covid-19 memorial further prolongs the group’s

15.

grief. As one member put it: “by not organising a proper memorial or place of
remembrance in Wales...the sheer way they are still trying to brush it under the carpet

like it never happened, is an insult to us all.”

Impact of Welsh Government’s interaction with the Inquiry

Finally, these submissions now set out illustrative examples of the ways in which the
Welsh Government’s interaction with the Inquiry has prolonged the impact of Covid-
19 on the bereaved in Wales. The experiences included within the submissions are for
the purposes of enabling the Inquiry to understand the group’s experience of grief and
bereavement, and the ways in which they have been re-traumatised. This includes — in
particular - the lack of candour and meaningful reflection shown by the Welsh
Government in its dealing with the UK Inquiry. A few salient examples are given below:
a. the former First Minister, Mark Drakeford told the Inquiry in Module 7 that in
Wales “we planned first and then announced. And sometimes that makes us look

like we were doing things later than was happening elsewhere, but I believe that

our method was more effective” [M7 Day 6/208:913]. This kind of self-serving
response, masking the true position that repeated delays in implementing

essential safety measures unnecessarily endangered the lives of many of the



most vulnerable people in Wales, has added to the grief and distress of families
who lost loved ones and who feel that lessons have not been learned.

b. in Module 4, the only Welsh Government witness to give evidence on the
vaccination programme, Gillian Richardson, failed to make any reference
within her witness statement or oral evidence to a Ministerial Advice dated 24
November 2020 that recommended the deliberate delay, by four weeks, of the
vaccination of care home residents, despite the fact that care home residents
were identified as a priority cohort by the Joint Committee on Vaccination and
Immunisation, and despite Dr Richardson personally clearing the 24 November
advice to Vaughan Gething.

c. in Module 2B, the Inquiry received evidence about an agreement by Welsh
Ministers to deliberately destroy iMessages in an attempt to avoid public access
to information. Consistent with this approach, the CBFJC has made submissions

to the Inquiry as to Welsh Government disclosure failures more widely.

16. Across all Inquiry modules, the Welsh Government has failed to open itself up to
detailed scrutiny. That such an approach has been adopted towards the Inquiry is
completely unacceptable and betrays the Welsh Government’s determination to avoid
giving open accounts of what went wrong and why. The Public Office Accountability
Bill - not yet enacted - would impose a duty on public authorities and public officials
to act with candour, transparency and frankness and makes provisions for the
enforcement of that duty by public officials in their dealings with inquiries and
investigations. The conduct of the Welsh Government in this Inquiry provides perhaps
the best example of why such legislation is necessary. It is a matter of huge regret to

the CBFJC that this legislation comes too late.

Conclusion

17. The CBFJC notes the indicative topics for the bereaved at Lol §20, which seek to
explore (amongst other things) how the pandemic affected those bereaved by Covid-
19. The CBFJC has set out the impact of Covid-19 on its members. This has necessarily
required the group to focus on the decisions of the Welsh Government — not in an

attempt to re-visit such issues, but in order for the Inquiry to understand the context of



the impact on the bereaved and to assist the Inquiry to identify, in accordance with its

Lol, lessons learned to mitigate the impact of a future pandemic (Lol §§7-8).

18. Finally, the CBFJC wishes to note one important impact not confined to the bereaved,
but one which relates to Wales as a whole. The Welsh Government’s handling of the
pandemic and its aftermath has fostered a complete mistrust of those in Government.
In the long-term, the consequences on political and civil society in Wales are likely to

be far-reaching.

Covid-19 Bereaved Families for Justice Cymru

21 October 2025



