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UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

WITNESS STATEMENT OF LADY COFFEY DBE PC

I, Lady Coffey, will say as follows: -

Part A: Introduction

1. | served as a Member of Parliament from 2010 to 2024 and now am a Peer in the House of
Lords. | was a member of the government continuously from 15" July 2014 through to 13"
November 2023, serving under five Prime Ministers as a whip, Deputy Leader of the House of
Commons, as a minister in Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs for over three
years before becoming Secretary of State for Work and Pensions (“DWP”). Since that role,
after the inquiry period, | served as Deputy Prime Minister, Secretary of State for Health and
Social Care, and Secretary of State for the Department for Environment, Food and Rural
Affairs.

2. This statement is based on my recollections and reference to documents provided to me by
my legal team and the DWP Public Inquiry team. DWP only provided me with physical access
o the physical registered files from my time in office from 16 October 2025. These included
most, if not all, of my handwritten notes, questions, steers and decisions. DWP scanned and
uploaded electronic versions on the department’s e-disclosure platforms. However, these are
difficult to read and navigate due to a lack of underlying indexing or data entry. As such, some
of my responses are limited to my own recollection or what | can find from review of my private
office correspondence. In 2018 | had a brain abscess which severely affected my memory at

the time and has an ongoing impact on aspects of my recall.
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Part B: Role and Responsibilities

3.  Asthe Secretary of State for Work and Pensions from 8 September 2019 to 6 September 2022,
| had overall responsibility for the Department, working in partnership with the Permanent
Secretary, other ministers and the leadership team. While | was not the Accounting Officer,
overall this included responsibility for departmental expenditure and departmental planning
and performance management, including tracking progress of the Departmental Plan again
manifesto commitments and other external reporting and governance requirements. Areas
under my remit, including arms length bodies and regulators within these areas, were benefits,
employment, pensions, disabilities, child maintenance, tackling poverty, the Health and Safety
Executive and the Office for Nuclear Responsibility. My general responsibilities were
consistent throughout the time, including working with other departments, though | took on
leadership on some cross-cutting government measures focused on supporting children,

including the Holiday Activity Fund.

4. | was extensively involved in the economic response to the pandemic, particularly within DWP
though also contributed to the wider response from the UK government. The latter was,
understandably and correctly, led by the Prime Minister and Chancellor, who could see the
overall horizon, recognising the different demands on the government and giving overall
strategic direction to the recovery. My role within DWP primarily was to make decisions on
policies, monitor, assess and correct where needed, and oversee the delivery of a variety of
areas including the creation of the Plan for Jobs. | also advocated for the Health and Safety
Executive in its role within government and its role to help businesses continue to operate
safely. During the Relevant Period, we continued to work on other initiatives, some of which
aided departmental effectiveness and efficiency during the pandemic. This included
establishing an Implementation Unit, improving customer services and working on wider

strategic objectives including the Health Transformation.

5. My overall objective was to help the response of the country to the pandemic and assist in its
economic recovery. This included maximising the use of our resources to support individuals
who were being advised to self-isolate [TC/01 - INQ000655275]. As DWP, we were there to
help facilitate the public in implementing and complying with the Department of Health and
Social Care’s public health guidance by distributing financial support as appropriate. We
created some new schemes and also helped facilitate other support including to people

shielding by running the call centre.
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6. Our focus, though, had to be our principal purpose in interaction with millions of people in
paying benefits — for ongoing customers and new customers. The department preparedness
for the pandemic has been set out extensively in its Module 9 corporate statement. In addition,
the Department had well-tested plans to cope with surges in demand for benefits in an
economic slowdown. | was confident in my officials that appropriate resilience assessments
had been undertaken and that in the usual course of business, it had continued to be prepared.
DWP had participated in Exercise Cygnus in 2016. In that exercise, it had specifically assumed

that 50% of staff would be absent — which was highly accurate in the early days of Covid-19.

7.  As Secretary of State, | made decisions about which activities of the department should be

prioritised as part of our response to the pandemic.

8. As set out in the DWP corporate witness statement for Module 9, DWP Business Continuity
Plans included a range of measures including easements, contingencies and a command
structure. When Covid-19 hit in early 2020, the Business Continuity Plans became, with
necessary adaptation (for features particular to the disease and the necessary response that

had not been foreseen), the platform for our response.

9. DWP moved to the extreme of business continuity within a matter of days of the pandemic

starting. This plan was utilised to develop a three-phase plan — respond, run and recover.

9.1. In the ‘Respond’ phase the focus was on responding to the immediate challenges,
such as ensuring the Department was able to continue to pay benefits on time,
consider vuinerable people, and manage the rapid rise in new benefits claims. The
Department ensured that people who were suddenly out of work (for example,
because lockdowns meant their employer closed down) received crucial financial
support as quickly as possible. DWP was at the forefront of the Government's
immediate financial response to the pandemic, providing timely support to millions

of people.
9.2. The ‘Run’ phase focused on meeting the economic challenges for the country and
its citizens — DWP continuing to run its services, including the payment of benefits,

and the creation and delivery of Plan for Jobs.

9.3. The ‘Recover’ phase focused on restoring DWP services {o pre-pandemic state,

with a return to business as usual processes across the Department.
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10.

1.

12.

Early in my tenure as Secretary of State, | had initiated two practices to help improve

coordination, share information and improve performance.

10.1. | required departmental ministers and members of the leadership team to write to
me every week with a summary of work done and to outline any issues for my
attention. This was in addition to the routine monthly meeting | would have with

individual ministers.

10.2. | also had initiated weekly delivery meetings, which covered routine and ad hoc
consideration of departmental performance, as well as an opportunity to consider
further the weekly updates. The focus of the weekly delivery meeting was to monitor
the department’s performance and review whether measures we had introduced

were working.

The weekly delivery meetings were an effective, constructive and collaborative way of making
things work. The weekly meeting scrutinised the department’s performance and highlighted

any policy decisions which needed to be taken.

Early in March 2020, | gave some thought to how the department should best organise itself
so that Ministers, officials and | could be assured that there was effective operational delivery,
so that we could have a shared understanding of any problems arising, and so that we could
deal swiftly and effectively with the challenges of the pandemic. Building on the success of
the weekly delivery meeting, from early March | instituted a daily meeting with ministers and
the leadership team and the gold commander Nick Hamer. The meeting started with a situation
report, including relevant statistics (for example the number of benefit claims), an overview of
any issues, and then turned to feedback on how the measures we implemented were working.
In effect, the meeting set the priorities for the day. Some examples of minutes of these
meetings are exhibited at [TC/02 — INQ000655276 (24 March 2020); TC/03 — INQ000655277
(15 April 2020); TC/04 — INQ000655278 (30 April 2020)]. The daily meeting was an effective
way of dealing with challenges arising from the pandemic emergency (for example, how civil
servants could work effectively from home when not everyone had their own computer at
home) and setting priorities for what needed to be done in the short term. In addition fo the
usual (though accelerated — see further in paragraph 59 below) submission process, the
meeting also considered whether easements and other measures we had implemented were
working, whether further measures were needed, and identified where policy decisions needed
to be taken (by me and/or me together with the prime-minster and chancellor). The meeting

was an opportunity to discuss advice given prior to the meeting, o give steers on matters that
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did not require a formal decision process and to identify policy decisions which needed to be
taken (these would then follow a formal submission process). It was an opportunity for all
ministers to contribute and take on responsibility and was a way of making sure that all

ministers were involved and were properly informed and able to report to parliament.

13. The daily meeting is an example of a process which worked well in the pandemic. The daily
meeting gave a rhythm to the department, it enabled the department to be flexible and helped
give everyone confidence that we were turning things around quickly and responding
effectively to the challenges that arose. | believe that the daily meeting contributed to the

department’s success in responding to the pandemic.

14. On reflection, | think that the department performed very well in the pandemic, to the extent
that it was largely unnoticed. We paid people benefits. We helped people get into work. We
supported vulnerable people. We responded to the many challenges we faced, adjusting

appropriately to support in the initial phase of Covid-19 and to help with the economic recovery.

15. 1think the Inquiry should recognise the scale, scope and physical extent of DWP civil servants
across the country, who helped inform us and helped us deliver measures to communities
everywhere. In effect, the Department’s workforce was a reflection of society more broadly in
terms of families and households right across the country, including our relationship with the
Northern Ireland Civil Service. We organised decision-making pretty efficiently. While we did
not have IT equipment for everyone to work at home initially, nor should we have expected to,
| was particularly impressed by Simon McKinnon and the IT leadership he showed to make
that change. | was also impressed by the desire of many DWP civil servants to want to
continue to support our existing customers and work exceptionally hard to on-board our new
customers. Redeployment had to happen. People had to work to build capacity in IT. Our
system went down just once, briefly, in my recollection — but that was due to our supplier not
being able to manage the pipeline of incoming queries and applications. | often called DWP
the “Department of Wonderful People” and that was what our civil servants where during that

whole period.

Part C: Joint Working

16. Throughout the Pandemic response, DWP worked closely with a range of government
departments, devolved administrations and public bodies to ensure a coordinated response.
Officials would meet regularly, with initial coordination management through the

Gold/Silver/Bronze structure, set out at the outset of the pandemic. | attended several Covid-
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O meetings throughout the pandemic response. The other DWP ministers also attended when
delegated or if | could not go. The Covid-O meetings were structured by the Cabinet Office

and were attended by ministers from other departments as invited by the Cabinet Office.

17. There was particularly close working between DWP and His Majesty’s Treasury (*HMT”). DWP
often had the detailed expertise with policy officials, many delivery mechanisms and several
hundred analysts. HMT had the core financial competence and overall government

responsibility for the nation’s finances.

18. By and large, HMT had to approve spending of most new money — that would be true in
business as usual too, so there is nothing special about the way this worked during the
pandemic. If anything, the Chancellor and the HMT were more generous and agile than the
regular status quo — responding to the pandemic being novel. We had not experienced

anything like this before in terms of the extent, the timeline and the totality of it.

18. At the outset of the pandemic, after discussion with the Chancellor, we set up a cell between
HMT and DWP whereby a small group of policy officials from DWP and HMT collaborated
closely. Special advisors were also involved in the cell when required. The cell was designed
to enable joint working between the departments, avoiding siloed approaches to policy
development. The cells operated with a high degree of sensitivity, allowing for a high degree
of transparency between the depariments. My recollection is that the cells were operational
around March 2020. | was not involved in the day-to-day work of the cell and did not attend
meetings. | made necessary decisions in relation to the policy being developed by the cells,
usually through my Director General, who would relay relevant information and discuss issues
with me as needed. In my view the cell structure was beneficial. In a more conventional
working arrangement, it could be unclear what the broader context of work commissioned by
HMT to the Department was about. The cell model allowed for open and transparent
discussions between departments, which improved coordination and policy development
during a period of significant national challenge. Most of the other communication and
coordination between HMT and DWP was done at official level. There were at least weekly

meetings at special advisor level.

20. Generally, the Chancellor and | had a very good working relationship. We had worked together
as ministers earlier in our careers and our previous working relationship was helpful, built on
mutual respect and recognition of each other's competences. Overall policy on Statutory Sick
Pay (“SSP”) was still decided by me; any significant changes involving extra spend would need

to be approved by the Chancellor. That was also the case for the Universal Credit (“UC”) uplift
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— which was approved as a temporary measure. On Kickstart and the Job Entry Targeted
Support scheme (“JETS”), these were two elements of a wider Plan for Jobs. Plan for Jobs
was led principally by DWP with HMT support. To my knowledge, the Chancelior did, though,
specifically initiate the concept of Kickstart — which in essence paid for 25 hours’ employment
in full. We were both concerned about the potential impact of this pandemic on young people.
| took his idea of Kickstart and worked with DWP officials to develop it into the practical scheme
that evolved. In other parts of our Plan for Jobs, some of this was using some existing
programmes and strengthening them. As well as Kickstart, Plan for Jobs included JETS,
Sector-based Work Academy Programme (“SWAPS”), Job Finding Support (*JFS”) and
Restart.

21. During the pandemic response, DWP would work with other departments on a variety of
matters. | mostly worked with the Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, the
Department of Health and Social Care and the Department for Education. This varied from
joining roundtables, ensuring the Health and Safety Executive was involved, interaction on
various Department of Health and Social Care matters, and with the Department for Education
on various issues including skills, apprenticeships, childcare and child poverty. | sought to
establish an approach of DWP and the Department of Education being co-pilots to other
departments to help with economic jobs strategy. Department for Digital, Culture, Media &
Sport was the first department with which we worked. We were also involved in other initiatives
like Green Jobs led by the Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy. DWP was

generally involved in matters that were focused on creating jobs and getting people into work.

22. The type of engagement with other departments further covered: Department of Health and
Social Care — sick pay and some benefits; Department for Education — skills for helping young
people get back into work and some programmes supporting children; Ministry of Housing,
Communities and Local Government — delivering the customer call centre for people shielding
and delivery of household support fund programmes; Cabinet Office — identity validation and
their overall coordination role. Some of this work was done between officials but | would also,
as needed, contact other ministers to speed up responses or flag issues. This was a mixture
of operational work and also considering what was the appropriate economic response — for
example direct funding, funding to councils or targeted interventions on helping skill up job

seekers.

23. As for my relationship with the Prime Minister, | think the Prime Minister trusted me. DWP

stood up to the challenge. We didn’t fall over. That, | think, gave him great confidence in me
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and my department. | had been reappointed as Secretary of State on 13" February 2020 and
again in September 2021.

24. | had a small number of interactions with ministers in the Devolved Administrations during this
time. Most policies were reserved matters for Great Britain. The Scottish government had
some devolved policies that differed but by very little. Northern Ireland largely followed what
the UK government did on benefits due to the funding arrangement in place but were
constitutionally able to pursue other policies if they so wished. More of the challenge came
when public health guidance was different. The Chief Medical Officers sought to keep this
consistent but there were differences at times, for example, as to whether DWP employees
could attend their workplaces where geographical lockdown restrictions differed. We

accommodated that by legislating for SSP to respond to the guidance in each nation.

25. From my experience, most of the DWP work did not involve local government early on. We
interacted on back to work programmes and some grant schemes, particularly the Household

Support Fund.

26. A lot of engagement with external parties was undertaken by my ministers and officials (see
further paragraphs 60 — 62 below). They could go through more details in their portfolios and
share insights with me. Early on, | did attend most of the roundtables run by the Department
for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy’s Secretary of State. These had lots of attendees
and largely served for trade bodies to make various points. | held a small number of
roundtables with just a handful of firms or trade bodies. | also met the General Secretary of
the Trades Union Congress. It is worth noting (apart from in the very initial part of the pandemic
response in March 2020) that we continued to work on other policies and improvements
throughout this time. It was not all about Covid-19. | had some interactions with external parties
from around May 2020 onwards (once | did not need to focus on the immediate emergency),

particularly in relation to the Plan for Jobs, which is outlined further below.

Part D: Changes To Statutory Sick Pay Eligibility

Key Decisions - SSP

27. As | was ultimately responsible for SSP policy, | also determined any changes in policy. | did
so on a basis of policy advice provided to me and interactions with ministers and officials from
the Department of Health and Social Care, HMT and the Prime Minister. | understand that

DWP has provided its consideration of how SSP policy and operation evolved during Covid-

Statement of Baroness Coffey Page 8 of 105

INQO000588238_0008



28.

29.

19 in its Module 9 corporate statement. | have covered the points from my personal

perspective.

On 2 March 2020 | attended a COBR meeting at which the Covid-19 action plan was agreed
and discussion was also had around the Covid-19 Bill [TC/05 - INQ000655409]. The
department was asked to provide instructions on SSP measures that may have been needed

to be included in the Covid-19 Bill to the office for Parliamentary Counsel.

The Department of Health and Social Care was the government department responsible for
issuing public health guidance, but DWP could assist with delivery of health policy. | believed
it was important for us to play our part in responding to the crisis, and to do what we could to
facilitate implementation of health policy to the best of our ability. In practice, this meant
ensuring that financial support reached those who needed it as quickly as possible, enabling

them to comply with public health advice and manage through the pandemic.

Policy Design

30.

31.

32.

33.

SSP policy had historically been the responsibility of DWP. | believe this is because it used to
be the case that the government would reimburse employers, though that is no longer the
case. However, SSP is paid by employers to their employees. Eligibility and the minimum
rate payable are both determined in legislation. Employment contracts can and many do, make

more generous provision in for how much and for what period employees are entitled to sick

pay.

l understand that DWP has set out in its Module 9 corporate witness statement a chronological
timetable of changes to the SSP framework between 1 January 2020 and 28 June 2022, using
a combination of powers under the Social Security Contributions and Benefits Act 1992
(SSCBAS2) and the Coronavirus Act 2020 (CVA 2020). [see Annex A of the corporate witness
statement, for a table setting out the date on which DWP easements were implemented,

extended, varied or ceased]

These changes were made with the dual objectives of supporting public compliance with
evolving Depariment of Health and Social Care and Public Health England advice and

protecting small and medium enterprises from increased costs of paying SSP.

DWP and HMT identified two groups for targeted interventions to provide economic support to

individuals and employers, so people did not feel pressure to go to work due to financial
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concerns, when they had Covid-19: i) employees who could not go to work due to Coronavirus

and ii) employers who would otherwise incur additional cost of employee sickness absence.

34. Consequently, HMT and DWP developed two key economic policy objectives to support these

groups:

34.1. Ensuring that eligible employees had financial support when they could not work
because they were ill with Covid-19; or because they were self-isolating in line with
Public Health Guidance. This was to support compliance with the public health
guidance to reduce the spread of Covid-19 and to protect the health of individuals.
As SSP is paid by employers to employees through their existing payment systems,
it was identified as the most immediate means for getting financial support to

employees quickly.

34.2. Ensuring measures were put in place to support employers with the increased costs
of paying SSP to significantly higher-than-usual volumes of employees who were
off work due to the Coronavirus pandemic, whether they were ill with the virus or

isolating in accordance with public health advice.

Initial SSP changes

35. It was apparent at the outset of the Covid-19 outbreak that changes would be required to
statutory sick pay to ensure that both individuals and employers could get support that they
needed in response to becoming sick and also to help tackle the spread of coronavirus. The
department had already been in discussion with other departments, had started considering
proposals and options for implementation. | had also discussed with the Secretary of State for

Health and Social Care the need to remove the waiting period for SSP.

36. On 3 March 2020, | received a submission outlining some of the early work asking for my
steer [TC/06 - INQ0O00658353]. This included removing the waiting period for SSP and other
considerations of eligibility. This submission also highlighted how some matters could be
delivered via secondary legislation and confirmed where new primary legislation would be
required. There was a strong recommendation not to pursue exira-statutory payments nor to
use the Appropriations Act. | had been content to do so if that would help with pace but the
department was able {o deliver the desired outcomes through more usual legislative routes. It
was clear from this submission that the Prime Minister and Chancellor had started discussing

the potential for a rebate to employers. The rebate scheme is considered later in my statement.
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37. On 6 March 2020 a submission came to the Minister for disabled people, health and work and
myself which set out the following proposals [TC/07 - INQ000592912]:

37.1. Removal of the 3-day waiting period before, so that SSP eligibility would start from

day 1 of sickness.

37.2. Extending SSP eligibility, making it available for people who are affected by COVID-
19 but not sick.

37.3. Alternative forms of evidence for employers to use.

37.4. The refunding of the costs of SSP for small-medium enterprises.

38. | agreed with all of these recommendations [TC/08 - INQ000653746].

39. A later submission came to me on 25 March 2020 [TC/09 - INQO000655279; TC/M0 -

make and lay regulations to give effect to some of the above proposed changes, namely the

suspension of the waiting days and extension of eligibility for SSP to those who are self-

isolating.

40. | gave approval for these submissions which was passed on via my private office on 26 March
2020 [TC/14 - INQ000655283].

Further decisions on SSP. eligibility

41. The department had been asked in early March 2020, ahead of the March Budget to consider
extending eligibility for SSP to parents and carers looking after children due to school or
childcare setting closures. At that time, | did not consider it appropriate to extend SSP eligibility
to this cohort. There was no element of individual sickness nor public health guidance. The
Government had not mandated school closures at that stage of the pandemic, and therefore,
such an extension would not have aligned with Government policy. At the time, there was also
no advice for parents to stop working, and we would not ordinarily pay SSP to parents when
schools shut suddenly for other reasons (such as in the case of a fire or flooding). | indicated
to officials that this could be reconsidered if thought appropriate. Discussion between Policy
officials about this can be found at [TC/15 - INQ000655284].
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42. |, along with the Minister for Welfare Delivery, received a further submission on 9 April 2020
providing an overview of the financial support available for parents and carers and the gaps in
this support [TC/16 - INQ000655285). The submission did not recommend any change fo

policy at this stage but noted that the situation was fluid and should stay under review.

43. Regarding changing or removing the lower earnings limit, the department had already (pre-
covid)' started considering SSP policy more broadly including removing the lower earnings
limit. | knew that substantial changes would be needed in policy, in legislation and in operation.
| was informed that the Chancellor had not been inclined to undergo such large changes. | also
thought this could be too challenging to internally and externally change the system. | do not
recall any further specific discussion at that point on the lower earnings limits. It may have
also been in the mind of the Chancellor because of the furlough scheme which was also

announced in March.

44. People on zero hour contracts are eligible for SSP but this is dependent on their earnings,
averaged over the previous 8 weeks, being above the threshold of £118 per week. On
average, people on zero hour contracts work 24 hours per week. It is estimated that 2 million
people earn less than the required threshold. People on a income below the threshold for SSP
would generally be eligible for Universal Credit, though there are exceptions. Students and
pensioners are not eligible for Universal Credit nor are people with savings over £16,000.
Pensioners could have been eligible for pension credit. Overall, due the impact and immediate
burden that removing the threshold would place on business financially and operationally, the

decision was made not to remove the lower income threshold.

45. The decision not to temporarily increase the rate SSP during the pandemic was made by me,
in consultation with DWP officials and across government. We were concerned about the
significant additional financial burden this would place on employers?, uncertainties about
policy impacts and incentives, the risk of encouraging unnecessary absence, and the view that
people on low incomes would already receive increased Universal Credit as their earnings fell.
Ultimately, it was decided to maintain only the usual annual uprating of SSP rather than a

special increase during Covid-19.

' As part of the health is everyone's business consultation

2The SSPR scheme would not have extinguished this burden. SSPR was (i) targeted only at SMEs (ii) applies
only to the first 2 weeks of SSP payments and (iii) applied only to employees who were incapable of work by
reason of COVID-19-related matters)
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46. In March 2020 NHS England began writing to people with serious underlying health conditions
to advise them to limit their social interactions for at least 12 weeks. This was also termed
shielding. SSP as it stood at the time would not extend to this Cohort. | received a submission
on this issue on 27 March 2020 [TC/16a - INQ000658340; TC/16b - INQ000658341]. In my
response [TC/17 - INQ000655286] | considered we needed to be able to provide support in
whatever way works best for this cohort of people. Rather than extending SSP, we should
encourage this group to seek furlough in situations where they could not work from home. This
was in line with government advice at the time which stated that, “Employees who are shielding
in line with public health guidance can be placed on furlough” As such, | agreed with the

submission not to extend SSP at this stage to people advised to shield.

47. However, as use of the furlough scheme remained at the discretion of employers, anecdotal
evidence began to emerge of employers not intending to use the scheme at all [TC/18 -
INQO00653742]. On 7 April 2020 | received a further submission [TC/19 - INQ000653769],
this time advising that SSP eligibility be widened to including the shielded cohort as a safety
net for situations where employers chose not to take advantage of the furlough scheme. |
agreed with the submission, noting that advice should continue to encourage employers o use
the furlough scheme as the preferred option [TC/18 - INQ000653742].

48. In May 2020 with the Government setting up the test and Trace system, | asked the policy to
team to look at extending SSP eligibility to those advised/required to self-isolate through this
system. On 20 May 2020 | received a submission advising of the implications of extending the

policy [TC/20 - iNQooos75852 . While | was generally content with the regulations, | did seek
clarification on a few points before consenting to the new regulations being laid [TC/22 -
INQO00655287]. These queries were answered on 23 May 2020 alongside a steer being
sought from me as to the approach to dealing with different contact tracing strategies between
the devolved administrations [TC/23 - INQ000655288]. | advised that SSP is not a devolved
matter and, we would not be changing the SSP regulations to accommodate different policy
decisions on tracking and tracing in Wales. It was a matter for the Northern Ireland government

to decide what to do on social security benefits in Northern Ireland [TC/24 - INQ000655289].

49. In July 2020 the SSP regulations were updated to reflect changes to public health advice
around shielding at the time, ensuring that those self-isolating in-line with this advice remained
eligible to receive SSP. There were also some minor policy changes made to ensure SSP
eligibility in certain other circumstances was in line with the original policy intent. The
submission is at [TC/25 - INQ000653753; TC/26 - INQ000653752]. | agreed to these changes.

Statement of Baroness Coffey Page 13 of 105

INQO000588238_0013



50. On 24 February 2022, the Government ended the legal requirement to self-isolate following a
positive Covid-19 test, and the Covid-19 provisions in the SSP Regulations which made self-
isolating a sufficient condition for SSP were revoked. Other Covid-19 provisions for Statutory

Sick Pay expired on 25 March 2022, on the sunsetting of the Coronavirus Act 2020.

51. In the run up to, and following, the Prime Minister's announcement of the revocation of the
regulations, | raised concerns that the Department for Health and Social Care’s public health
guidance would continue to advise people to self-isolate, but employees would no longer be
entitled to Statutory Sick Pay. | raised these concerns at the Cabinet meeting on 21 February
2022 [TC/27 - INQ000088927] and subsequently wrote to the Prime Minister on 4 March 2022
[TC/28 - INQO000653788]. | sought clarification on:

51.1. What the government would advise the public to do in the event of symptom onset

or a positive test (i.e would they be told to self-isolate);

51.2. The advice that would apply in high-risk settings; and

51.3. Whether financial support would be made available to individuals unable fo attend

work in following such advice.

52. No.10 responded to this guidance via email on 18 March 2022 [TC/29 - INQ000653787].
Effectively advice from No.10 was the with the removal of the legal requirement to self-isolate,
guidance around self-isolation would soften encouraging those with symptoms to “try” to stay
at home. It effectively reflects a move to treat Covid-19 in the same way as other respiratory
illnesses. Advice on these changes, incorporating my steers came up to me on 20 March 2022
[TC/30 - INQOD0655290]. | agreed that we should allow the SSP provisions of the Coronavirus
Act expire and with repealing the associated regulations with respect to eligibility made during
the pandemic [TC/31 - INQ000655291].

53. The decision to revoke the changes to SSP in Northern Ireland was ultimately taken by then

Minister for Communities in Northern Ireland.

Comments on SSP. changes

54. |considered that the changes made to SSP were necessary to promote compliance with public
health advice, and to ease the burden on employers and employees who were required to

comply with this advice.
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55. lalso view the changes to SSP as sufficient, particularly when considering the alternative ways
that people could get support. SSP was broadly similar in value to the basic allowance provided
under Universal Credit, offering a comparable level of financial support. In practice, many®
employers paid more than the statutory minimum SSP. SSP was only payable for a limited

duration.

56. Individuals who experienced a significant drop in income were able to apply for other forms of
support, such as UC, which is a dynamic benefit that adjusts based on a claimant's
circumstances and income. While it was generally not possible to receive both SSP and
Employment and Support Allowance (“ESA”) simultaneously, individuals could receive SSP

alongside UC, subject to income thresholds.

57. Once SSP entitlement ended, individuals could then apply for ESA, including the ‘new style’
ESA, which is available to those who meet the relevant National Insurance contribution

conditions.

58. Eligibility for ESA is not affected by capital holdings, unlike some income-related benefits. Self-
employed people and those with savings over £16,000 could apply for ESA as long as they
had paid sufficient National Insurance contributions or received National Insurance credits in
recent history. Additional support was also available through other state benefits for individuals
on very low incomes. We were working on multiple avenues of support at the same time as

well as developing longer term policies.

Decision-making structures

59. HMT, the Department of Health and Social Care and DWP worked together on the design of
SSP changes. In my view, the departments worked well together. The main challenge that
we faced was the speed at which we were trying to get policy over the line. It is important to
be understand that, particularly at the outset of the pandemic, policy was being developed with
urgency at considerable pace. Normal policy making procedures were accelerated by much
more extensive informal exchanges such as conversations and email exchanges. Subject to

this acceleration the usual process of preparation of submissions (signed off by senior civil

3 Internal DWP data suggests that about 50% of employers paid more than the statutory minimum SPP
[TC/32 - Sickness absence and health in the workplace: understanding employer behaviour and

practice].
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servants) continued throughout the pandemic and decisions continued to be recorded in

responses to submissions or in meeting readouts.

Stakeholder consultation

60. Other ministers within the DWP led on stakeholder engagement covering their portfolio of
policy areas, | have no reason to think this is any different in relation to SSP. They would
feedback insights from these engagements into their meetings with me and through the private
office system. Responsibility for stakeholder engagement was generally delegated to ministers
who were closer to the relevant issues, and this feedback process informed the development

of departmental policy.

61. |did attend round tables with other ministers, particularly those organised by other departments
such as Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy. The purpose of these
roundtables was to hear directly from industry representatives* on a range of Covid-19 related
issues (including SSP). In addition to these larger meetings, | held a number of smaller focus
groups with business leaders which gave me the opportunity to meet directly with

stakeholders®.

62. | also received letters from a variety of organisations, outlining concerns and providing
feedback on SSP (see for example an email from the Director of Kidney Care UK dated 23
December 2020 [TC/33 - INQ000655292]. It was not possible for me to personally review all
of these and they were typically handled by my private office, the relevant minister, or the
appropriate civil servant within their team who would be closer to a particular portfolio (see the
DWP response to Kidney Care UK from the Minster for Disabled People, Health and Work
dated 20 January 2021 [TC/34 INQ000655293 ]; and [TC/35 INQ000655294]. | relied on my

ministers to feed up key issues to me as appropriate.

Implementation and Delivery

63. It was clear that the powers provided by the Social Security Contributions and Benefits Act
1992 would not be sufficient to deliver the Government’'s SSP economic policy objectives fo
remove waiting days and to introduce a rebate for employers for coronavirus-related sickness

absences. DWP policy therefore worked rapidly with the Department of Health and Social

4| recall speaking to Frances O'Grady, the general secretary of the TUC.
5| cannot now recall whether SSP specifically was discussed at these smaller focus groups.
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Care’s Bill Team to secure agreement to include SSP related provisions in the Coronavirus

Act 2020. Secondary legislation was also used.

64. DWP led on all the policy and Bill products for the SSP specific clauses. This included,
instructing the Office of the Parliamentary Counsel to draft the clauses and working closely
with the Department for Communities in Northern Ireland to include mirroring provisions in the
Coronavirus Act 2020. DWP also led on briefing the Department of Health and Social Care’s
Ministers about the SSP clauses to support the passage of the Coronavirus Bill. | considered
this the appropriate means of implementing changes to SSP because the changes required
primary legislation. While this did allow changes to be made quickly, some of these changes
had to be made retrospectively because of the speed at which changes were required. The
PM announced policy changes at the time the policy decision was made but the legislation still
had to be changed where required, and as such certain changes had to be retrospective. For
example, SSP was paid from the date of the Prime Minister's announcement which predated

the passing of the legislation and required the agreement of the Attorney General.

Public Communication

65. Steps were taken across government (with input from DWP) to ensure that the public were

made aware of the eligibility changes to SSP. These included:

67.1 Prime Minister's announcement at Prime Minister's Questions 4 March 2020;

67.2 The Chancellor's Budget Speech on 11 March 2020;

67.3 Updated guidance on Gov UK for employers and employees;
67.4 HM Revenue & Customs Bulletin(s) for employers; and
67.5 Inclusion of information about the availability of financial support in letters issued by

the Department of Health and Social Care to the clinically extremely vulnerable to
shield.

66. This was not something in which | was directly involved, though I, and other Ministers, saw
insight from the pulse survey undertaken with employers [TC/36 — INQ000658281].6. The

6 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/dwp-covid-19-employer-pulse-survey-final-report/dwp-covid-
19-employer-pulse-survey-final-report
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Covid-19 Employer Pulse Survey was designed to help government understand how
employers were supporting and managing the health of their workforce, how they were
engaging with government schemes and guidance, and whether they altered certain business
practices in response to the Covid-19 pandemic. Interviews were conducted with employers
across Great Britain over the three waves of fieldwork, between 17th June 2020 and 8th April

2021. The survey covered the following areas:

66.1. Workforce management during Covid-19, particularly in relation to sick, vulnerable,

shielding, and/or self-isolating employees;

66.2. Awareness and use of the Statutory Sick Pay Rebate Scheme;

66.3. Changes to certification for sickness absence due to Covid-19;

66.4. Use of Occupational Health services in relation to Covid-19;

66.5. Changes to workplaces or processes in response to Covid-19;

66.6. Changes in employer pension contributions due to Covid-19;

66.7. Plans for future recruitment/redundancies; and

66.8. Employer awareness and engagement in Government policies and schemes.

67. There was also communication with some membership bodies, including organisations like the

Federation for Small Businesses and the British Chamber of Commerce.

Fraud

68. The risk of Fraud with respect to the SSP scheme was estimated to be low as employers would
directly be responsible for paying their employees. The risk of fraud on the rebate scheme was
also considered and | deal with this later in this statement (see below paragraphs 80 - 81).

Monitoring and Evaluation

69. DWP undertook no formal monitoring of the delivery and impact of the various changes to

SSP, because SSP is paid by employers to employees. HM Revenue and Customs is the body

that oversees SSP compliance and investigates any potential issues.
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70. The Inquiry should note that in making changes to SSP, we were always mindful of public
health advice coming from public health organisations or Chief Medical Officers and advice or

policies were always given in line with that guidance.

Reflections

71. There has been plenty of discussion and consultation” around SSP and a green paper was
subsequently prepared. My successor then put out a white paper which included SSP. The
current government is making changes to the SSP through the employment rights bill. In my
view key to our response was being flexible with SSP to tie it to the public health element of
the response. We made adjustments to align SSP with public health guidance to ensure there
was cover to support the ability of the public and employers to adhere to public health
guidance. This is true more widely of DWP’s Covid-19 response. We aimed to ensure that no
matter what your situation was, if you had to comply with public health guidance with respect

to Covid-19 you would have access to some form of support.

72. DWP support was tailored to what was required for this pandemic, in line with Public Health
guidance, it is hard to say whether these same changes would be appropriate in a further
pandemic. Future changes will need to be tied to public health guidance specific to the disease

being dealt with.

73. As the pandemic progressed we changed the law on a number of occasions to reflect the latest
guidance and policy changes. The key challenge for us was the pace of policy change. The
situation was novel and evolving quickly and we had to work at speed to keep up. Overall, |
believe the system did work well in the circumstances and | do not think there is not much that

| would have done differently.

74. In my view the SSP changes ended at the right time, in line with other interventions across

government ending.

Part E: Statutory Sick Pay Rebate Scheme (SSPR)

Key Decisions on the establishment of SSPR

" [TCI37 - i iNG000192238 3]

[t duthiefcbemtumbrdbrd NS H
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75. As set out at paragraph 35 above, in early March 2020 changes were proposed to broaden
eligibility criteria for SSP. The proposed broader eligibility criteria and increased incidence of
sickness due to the pandemic were likely to have a significant financial impact on businesses.
To mitigate this financial impact, a rebate scheme was proposed to enable the government to
refund businesses for the cost of SSP. The initiative for the rebate scheme had been discussed
by the Prime Minister and the Chancellor. In its design, DWP officials worked with HMT and
HM Revenue and Customs. Although SSP policy was owned by DWP, key decisions regarding
the eligibility criteria for the SSPR scheme and the two-week restriction were led by HMT and
HM Revenue and Customs. DWP policy officials provided information and feedback to HMT
and HM Revenue and Customs to inform their decisions, and | was asked to provide my views
[TC/06 — IMG-20200303].

76. On 6 March 2020, as described at paragraph 37 above, | received the submission on initial
SSP changes. This included a recommendation for the refunding of the costs of SSP for small-
medium enterprises [TC/07 - INQ000592912]. The submission recommended that | proceed
with the development of a rebate scheme available to employers with 250 or fewer employees
and limited to two weeks of SSP. The decision to limit the rebate to a maximum of two weeks
per employee reflected the 14-day maximum period of self-isolation both in public health
guidance and in the legal duty to self-isolate, meaning that the rebate would cover the

maximum duration for which an individual was likely to be required to self-isolate.

77. | agreed with these recommendations [TC/08 - INQ000653746]. On 5 May 2020, | received a
further submission asking for my concurrence for HM Revenue and Customs to lay regulations
for the introduction of the rebate scheme [TC/38 - INQ000655295; TC/39 - INQ000655296]. |

gave my concurrence on the same day.

78. It was anticipated that larger businesses would be better resourced to absorb the increased
costs associated with SSP than small and medium enterprises. This distinction in economic
intervention was not unique to the rebate scheme and reflected a broader, commonly adopted
approach. Small and medium enterprises generally require more targeted support than larger

companies
79. It was right to provide targeted support to small and medium enterprises. Initially the cost of
the rebate scheme was estimated at £3 billion [TC/07 — INQ000592912] if targeted to those

with 250 or fewer employees. This estimate was later updated to £2.2 billion, this being the

upper bound costing on the assumption of 100% of SME employees taking the rebate, this
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was revised down to £1.1 billion as the central costing [TC/38 - INQ000655295]%. This is a
substantial amount of money put towards helping small business managing the costs of their
employees being sick. Extending the scheme to larger businesses or beyond the initial two-
week period would have significantly increased the costs. It was recognised that larger
businesses were more likely than small and medium enterprises to operate contractual sick
pay schemes under which they paid their employees more than the statutory minimum SSP
rate. The SSPR was not expected o make as much difference to the larger businesses as it
did to the small and medium enterprises because the rebate would have covered a much
smaller fraction of their total sick pay costs. On the other hand, extending the scheme to larger
business was expected to cost the taxpayer billions of pounds. The same would be said of
extending SSPR beyond two weeks. The cost to the taxpayer would have significantly

increased, we felt that the two weeks being offered was a sufficiently generous contribution.

80. Only businesses with PAYE schemes which had been in existence prior to 29 February 2020
were eligible to claim a rebate. This criteria was set up to prevent fraudulent claims and fo
ensure the scheme only targeted genuine employers. | understand there were further checks
to mitigate against fraud to satisfy the Accounting Officer as HM Revenue and Customs had

initially suggested that fraud could be high.

81. The Inquiry has asked about my discussion with the DWP Permanent Secretary about the
Accounting Officer risks of SSPR. | do not recall this discussion. As the Accounting Officer,
the Permanent Secretary would have satisfied himself that the risks related to SSPR were
acceptable. My understanding is that he was content that the level of risk was satisfactory
after HM Revenue and Customs had made certain changes to their process. | do not recall
and cannot locate correspondence suggesting that the risks were raised with me and or that a
ministerial direction was required from me, which would be the practice if we were {o proceed

in a situation where the risk was unsatisfactory. | certainly did not issue a ministerial direction.

82. On 2 August 2021 | received a submission recommending that | extend the SSPR scheme for
a further 6 months, effectively until the expiry of the Coronavirus Act in March 2022 [TC/40 -

1] | had already agreed, with HMT consent, to extend the rebate scheme until

September 2021. HMT officials were also going to recommend an extension to the Chancellor.
However, | had already indicated that | would be content to close the rebate in line with other
changes. As a consequence, and not persuaded by the advice from officials, | disagreed with
this recommendation and instructed for the SSPR to be closed [TC/41 - INQ0O00653764]. DWP

8 The cost of the scheme turned out to be much less than this. As at 25 July 2021 £70 million of £85 million
funding allocated to the scheme had been used [TC/40 -
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did not make any request to HMT for the scheme to be extended but put forward the

recommendation for HM Revenue and Customs to close down the scheme.

83. At this stage my focus had shifted to other schemes aimed at getting people back to work,
which was in line with wider DWP and government policy (including the end of the temporary
UC uplift). Itis important to understand that this was at a point where vaccination rates were
high and consequently transmission rates were falling. Fully vaccinated adults were also no
longer required to self-isolate if they were a close contact of a positive Covid-19 case, and it
was anticipated that this change to the public health guidance would reduce the financial cost

on employers paying SSP.

84. A Public Sector Equality Duty Analysis was undertaken in relation to the proposed closure
[TC/42 - INQOD0655298]. Of significance, the analysis noted in relation to the closure of SSPR
that “any negative differential impacts on the basis of protected characteristics will be minimal
and are therefore justified and a proportionate response towards meeting the objective of a

gradual return to the normal functioning of the SSP system.”

85. The position changed with the outbreak of the much more transmissible omicron variant. On
21 December 2021, as part of the support package to help businesses impacted by the
Omicron variant, the SSPR scheme was reintroduced. Eligible employers were once again
able to claim up to two weeks of SSP per employee for Covid-related absences. | discussed
and agreed this decision with the Chancellor [TC/43 - INQ000626346]. It made sense to
reintroduce measures to financially support businesses and allow people to stay at home to

prevent the spread of the new variant.

86. The SSPR Scheme was finally closed on 24 March 2022, following the launch of the
government’s Living with Covid strategy in February 2022. 1 took the decision, to close the
scheme, and | was aware at the time that Chancellor agreed with me that the scheme ought
to close [TC/44 - INQO00653786]. It recognised that by this point most adults in the UK were
fully vaccinated and were no longer required to self-isolate due to Covid-19, meaning the
financial cost to employers of paying SSP was significantly reduced. The legislation to close
the rebate scheme was laid before Parliament on 24 February 2022. This aligned with the
closure of most other Covid-19 specific support packages and in my view, it was the

appropriate time to end the SSPR.

87. The decision-making structure was as set out in the second half of paragraph 59.
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Policy Design

88. The policy objective of the SSPR scheme was to provide temporary financial support to small
and medium sized employers impacted by the increased cost of SSP relating to the Covid-19
pandemic [TC/45 - INQ000653792]. Specifically, the scheme aimed to reimburse SMEs for

the cost of up o two weeks of SSP per employee for Covid-19 related absences.

89. This measure was designed in collaboration between DWP, HMT and HM Revenue and
Customs, and was informed by concurrent Public Health England isolation guidance. As set
out at paragraph 78 above | considered that the measures (along with changes made to SSP)
were necessary to promote compliance with public health advice, and to ease the burden on

employers and employees who were required to comply with this advice.

90. As set out above at paragraph 60 other ministers within DWP were primarily responsible for
stakeholder engagement covering their portfolio of policy areas. They would feed back insights

from these engagements into their meetings with me and through the private office system.

91. The Inquiry has asked me several questions about the extent to which Long Covid was taken
into account when making key decisions and designing policy in relation to SSP and SSPR,
and whether there was adequate consideration of the risks of Long Covid. Long Covid
emerged as a new challenge many months after DWP had introduced the temporary Covid-19
SSP and SSPR provisions at the beginning of the pandemic. As the initial research into Long
Covid commenced and progressed, DWP continued to monitor and consider the UK
Government’s support provisions and approach in line with the emerging evidence at the time.
Where people could not work due to symptoms of Long Covid, financial support was available
through SSP, Universal Credit, Employment Support Allowance (“ESA”) or the pension credit,
depending on individual circumstances. We worked hard to ensure that the support of some

form was available across the public sphere.

Implementation and Delivery

92. HM Revenue and Customs was responsible for the setting up and operating of the SSPR
scheme, including ensuring that payments were made in a timely manner to employers who
qualified to receive the payment. The cost of this creation was the responsibility of DWP - DWP
funded HM Revenue and Customs to set up and run the SSPR, but payments made to
employers who claimed from the SSPR were made by HM Revenue and Customs. See [TC/46
- INQO000653842; TC/45 - INQO000653792] for further details on how HM Revenue and
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Customs operated the SSPR scheme, how employers engaged with it, and how it was

publicised.

Monitoring and Evaluation

93. |am not aware of any formal monitoring of SSP or the SSPR was undertaken by DWP, though
employer surveys were undertaken (including the pulse survey which is set out at paragraph
66 above).

94. As set out above at paragraph 79, initial estimates had the cost of SSPR reaching as high as
between £2.2 and £3 billion [TC/07 — INQ000592912]. The actual cost was closer to £100
million. In my view that suggests the scheme was cost effective, particularly when accounting
for its indirect benefits such as supporting public compliance with self-isolation guidance,
contributing to business continuity by helping small and medium enterprises manage workforce
absences. As such, the scheme supported broader policy aims than just the provision of

financial relief.

Reflections

95. | consider that the SSPR scheme was effective and well executed. The scheme provided
essential financial support to employers, at a time when business continuity was severely
impacted by staff iliness and mandatory self-isolation. The scheme allowed businesses to
support their employee’s compliance with government guidance, reducing the risk of workplace
transmission. In my view, it was a proportionate response and effectively supported both
employers and the wider public health effort. The objective of the scheme was to assist
employers and employees to comply with public health requirements without facing the full
financial burden. In 2023 there were over 16 million people working in small and medium
enterprises. From 26 May 2020 to 31 December 2021 the SSPR scheme paid out costs to
124,000 employers relating to 675 000 employees. DWP did not measure compliance with
public health measures, so | cannot say how the scheme helped overall. That said, | do think
a similar scheme would have value in a future pandemic, providing a safety net for potentially

vulnerable small and medium enterprises.

Part F: Changes to Universal Credit and Working Tax Credit

96. Universal Credit (“UC”) was introduced to replace six benefits, referred to as legacy benefits,

as the primary support for people on low incomes. The six legacy benefits it replaced were
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97.

98.

99.

100.

101.

income support, housing benefit, income-based Job Seekers’ allowance, income-related
Employment and Support Allowance, child tax credit and working tax credit. UC is a dynamic

benefit that can be paid to people in and out of work.

Being a dynamic benefit which adjusts, linked to the household income, each month, UC’s
design helped to increase benefits to families when their incomes fell. The UC IT architecture
that was developed to administer the benefit payments was far more sophisticated, agile and
robust than was what used for legacy benefits. However, it did require significant coding to
enact policy changes and for appropriate testing to occur. This could take weeks or months
unless it was a straightforward change, such as a change to the value of an allowance
rate. The UC IT infrastructure and severs also only had a certain amount of capacity, which
had to be expanded during the first month of the pandemic. To the credit of DWP civil servants,

the UC system worked and did not fall over.

For new UC applicants with capital savings, they could find themselves ineligible for UC if they
had savings over £16,000. The benéefit itself would also be reduced for savings over £6,000.
Other benefits were available for people who had paid sufficient national insurance
contributions, including new-style Jobseeker’s Allowance (“JSA”), just as had been the case

for new-style Employment Support Allowance.

In 2020, certain policy changes were made to UC in March, including the £20 uplift on the
standard allowance, the Local Housing Allowance rates and the suspension of the Minimum
Income Floor. The Prime Minister was the ultimate decision-maker on policies and was
supported by the Chancellor and me. A key focus for us at the start of the pandemic was
working on how to get support to people, particularly those new to the benefits system, easily
and rapidly without needing sophisticated adjustments or big IT changes. We recognised the
potentially significant changes in income they were facing, due to circumstances beyond their

control, and wanted to get support to them as quickly as we could.

At the same time, HMT developed and announced the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme
(furlough) and the Self-Employment Income Scheme. The government also established a

£500M hardship fund, primarily for council tax relief.

Tax credits had always been an HMT policy and were administered by HM Revenue and
Customs. Though tax credit recipients could voluntarily move to UC at any point, recipients

would need to consider the capital savings threshold which did not apply for tax credits and
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once moved to UC, they could not go back to tax credits, even if worse off, albeit it was DWP

analysis that two-thirds of tax credit recipients would be better off on UC.

102. While the changes made to UC in 2020 provided substantial help to people, these changes
were part of a greater overall support package to help families considered to be the most

vulnerable throughout the pandemic.

103. Later, other grants were created to help with cost of living, including the Covid Winter Grant
which continued as the Covid Local Support Grant and later, the Household Support Fund, the
Cost of Living payments, extension of the Holiday and Activity Programme, increases to the
Healthy Start Scheme, and in the 2021 Autumn Budget, increase to the work allowance and
reduction of the taper rate on UC. The Cost-of-Living Payments alone were forecast to cost
£8.8 billion, out of an estimated £15.3 billion for the total cost of living support package
announced in May 2022. This last grant reflected challenges particularly on inflation due to
post-pandemic shocks to the economy and the impact of Russia’s illegal invasion of Ukraine

on energy prices.

Key Decisions

The decisions to make temporary easement to UC processes

104. In order to manage the claims and compliance with public health guidance, temporary changes
to regulations, processes and procedures (known as “easements”) were introduced for a
variety of benefits. Over a hundred easements were in place by the end of May 2020. In
addition to UC, these included various health related benefits like Personal Independence

Payment and Access to Work.

105. Throughout this time, formal decision-making was made by ministers, albeit in an accelerated
process (see paragraph 59 above), relying on submissions and meetings before approval, or
not, being given by ministers. As Secretary of State, | would have the final say. As is also
normal, clearances would usually need to be sought from HMT for new policies or changes in

policy that would require extra direct funding or expect to cost significantly higher.
106. Multiple easements were initially introduced for three months and re-considered for extension,
re-intfroduction or ending at various points during the next two years. These were usually

proposed by officials through submissions, considered by ministers and approved, or not, by

me.
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107. As an example not directly related to UC following the recommendation of officials and after
careful consideration of the emerging situation, | agreed in early March that claimants of health
benefits who were self-isolating would not need to attend face to face assessments,
recognising the higher risk to health [TC/47 - INQ000658307; TC/08 - INQO00653746].
Assessments for existing claimants who were seeking to extend their benefit would be re-
booked and payments would continue until the next opportunity for a re-assessment. For new
claimants, it was agreed that payments would not take place until after an assessment, but
payments would be backdated to the date of claim, so that successful claimants would not lose
out financially. Later, with the changes in public healith guidelines, all face-to-face assessments

for health benefits were suspended.

108. At the onset of the pandemic, DWP anticipated and subsequently faced an unprecedented
surge in UC claims and the need to protect public health. We had to consider two types of
claimant - existing claimants and new claimants. For new claimants, the usual process of
claiming UC is to complete a claim online, have a phone appointment to complete that process
including initial identity verification and to then attend an appointment in the job centre with a

work coach.

109. The department rapidly introduced temporary changes (“easements”) to the process of
claiming UC with the goal of ensuring new claimants could access support quickly and
safely. A number of these easements were described in my communication to Ministers
(known as a “Dear Colleague” letter) dated 27 March 2020 [TC/48 - INQ000658205]. The
objectives of the easements included to maintain benefit payments and protect vulnerable
people, to manage the surge in new claims while adhering to public health guidance and to
reduce administrative burdens and allow for processing of the claims. They included the

following:

109.1. Suspension of the requirement for face-face appointments

109.2. Disapplying conditionality and sanctions accordingly

109.3. Relaxing the application of the Minimum Income Floor

110. Some of the easements needed new regulations; others were possible to deploy within existing

powers and changing guidance. Over the course of the pandemic, ministers would agree

regulations as appropriate.
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111. The first easement decision to suspend the Minimum Income Floor for self-employed people
who claimed UC was taken ahead of the 11" March Budget. This was a straightforward
decision, recognising that claimants’ economic opportunities would likely be highly constrained

so we could not expect claimants to be penalised financially.

112. The easements in respect of the requirement for benefit claimants to atiend face-to face

appointments were as follows:

112.1. Arrangements came into effect on 17 March 2020 for customers to make their initial
UC Claim and be able to request an advance by telephone. These changes were

for those who were experiencing Covid-19 or required to isolate.

112.2. From 19" March, attendance in job centres for appointments was no longer
required.
112.3. From 24th March 2020, all face-to-face mandatory requirements, including weekly

and fortnightly signing were suspended. For UC and JSA claimants these were
replaced with digital and/or telephone engagement. All job centres while operational
were effectively closed to the public, with the exception of our most vulnerable
claimants who would not be able fo access benefits without support. The

suspension was for an initial period of 3 months.

| set out my involvement in the above easements below, with a focus on Universal Credit.

113. Inthe course of preparing this statement, my legal advisers have shown me documents [TC/50
- INQ000658199] and [TC/51 - INQ000658197] which disclose that, on Friday 6 March 2020,
there was correspondence between officials from DWP and HMT concerning whether various
measures could be announced in the budget on Wednesday 11 March 2020. The proposed
measures included that for those new claimants who had Covid-19 or were self-isolating, UC
claims, including advances, will be able to be accessed without going into a jobcentre and

relaxation of the Minimum Income Floor for Self Employed UC Claimants.

114. On Monday 16 March the government issued advice to stop non-essential contact, any

unnecessary social contact, and to stop all unnecessary travel.

115. On 17 March 2020 | received a submission [TC/52 - INQ000658308] regarding Covid 19-

Suspending Face to Face Requirements. This submission proposed, from 18" March,
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suspending all mandatory face-to-face checks for all UC claimants (i.e. beyond just claimants
who were self-isolating or sick, and health checks) including replacing weekly/fortnightly work
search signing requirements with digital and telephone check, and also suspending face to

face verification of identity for new UC claimants. The submission recommended that DWP

should:

115.1. Suspend face to face mandatory requirements including weekly and fortnightly
signing. Replace face to face engagement with digital and/or telephone
engagement for UC and JSA claimants.

115.2. Retain the face to face channel for the most vulnerable customers who could not
access services online or by phone.

115.3. Implement these changes initially for a 3-month period and consider after 3 months

whether extension was necessary.

115.4. Come back with further advice on whether to also further suspend conditionality and

the sanctions regime.

116. The submission also noted at paragraph 16 that removing face-to-face contact will remove a
key counter-fraud control in terms of identity verification, would lead to significant increases in
fraudulent claims, and particularly targeting by Serious and Organised Crime. Controls and
checks around other evidence verification would also be weakened. The submission recorded
that potential Annually Managed Expenditure losses were hard to estimate but expected to be
around £1 billion per year. The changes recommended in the submission would require
approval for HM Treasury ministers in light of the Annually Managed Expenditure risk, officials
in the DWP and HM Treasury had already discussed this, and HM Treasury ministers were

expected to be supportive.

117. The submission, in paragraph 11, noted that the Permanent Secretary, being the accounting
officer, had already received advice on face-to-face verification. The fraud risk identified at
paragraph 16 of the submission related to checking identity and other evidence of entitlement
to benefit (rather than the weekly or fortnightly signing). Reducing face to face work-search
requirements (the weekly or fortnightly signing) was also expected to give rise to an Annually
Managed Expenditure risk, because it could mean that claimants were out of work for longer,

but this risk was estimated to be much lower (closer to zero than £85 million).
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118. In the course of preparing this statement, my legal advisers have shown me emails [TC/53 -
INQO000658200] and [TC/54 - INQ0O00658201] which records that | discussed the submission
with my Private Secretary on 17 March, and that | wanted more time to consider before going
ahead with the proposals in the submission. | was also in a COBR meeting that afternoon. |
was concerned about shutting every job centre down when it was not in line with the other
parts of government advice. At this stage, the public health advice was to avoid non-essential
contact and travel, but advice to stay at home was not given until 23 March 2020. Even schools
were being kept open for children of key workers and the announcement of schools closing for
other children was not made until 18 March 2020. | was also concerned about the fraud risk
referred to in paragraph 16 of the submission. | recall a meeting occurring on or around 18
March 2020 involving several officials to discuss the submission. | said that | was not content
at that point to give approval to the submission. Both | and my legal team have searched for
a readout from this meeting but we have been unable to locate it. | was most concerned about
the £1 Billion risk identified in the submission. Further work was then done overnight. On the
morning of 19 March 2020 | had still not given my approval, as can be seen from official
discussions in [TC/55a — INQ000658344]. Although | have not been able to find the advice
provided to me on 19 March 2020, | do recall having a discussion with the Permanent Secretary
in which he told me that the fraud level had been reassessed. Ultimately | was given further
assurance by the Permanent Secretary as Accounting Officer and the proposed changes went

ahead.

119. | continued to be very conscious of the risks of fraud on UC advances as a result of removal
of face-to-face checks and, was keen as reinstate face to face checks as soon as public health
restrictions allowed. | was clear by no later than April 2021 that | wanted to take steps start
reinstating face to face verification [TC/55b - INQ000658347]. | deal further with winding back
of easements made as part of the pandemic response, including reinstatement of face-to-face

checks at paragraphs 128 - 129 below.

Conditionality and Sanctions

120. On 23 March 2020 my office received a submission [TC/55¢ - INQ000658339] [TC/55 -
INQ000658312]; [TC/56 - INQ000658203]° proposing that DWP should disapply conditionality
and related sanctions, initially for a 3-month period, to be considered further at the end of 3
months. The proposed changes would require a change to the regulations and would also

require agreement of HMT because the changes both carried an Annually Managed

9 This email refers to a minor amendment to the submission, my legal team have not been able to locate the
amended submission.
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Expenditure risk and under a previous Spending Review settlement, any changes in
conditionality would also need to be agreed. The Annually Managed Expenditure risk was said
to be difficult to estimate precisely but it was thought that suspending conditionality would cost
around £2 million (i.e. the value of sanctions) but the costs incurred as a result of claimants
being on benefits for longer were thought to be low in light of the state of the economy
(movements into work were diminishing). | agreed the same day to suspend (for 3 months)
conditionality and related sanctions in UC, new Style JSA and JSA. The suspension was {o
be reviewed as required [TC/56 - INQ000658203]. Agreement was also given by HMT.

121. The rationale for the decision was that:

121.1. DWP was experiencing significant increases in new claims, particularly on UC and
New Style JSA and ESA. New claims for UC had risen from 10,000 on 11 March to
48,000 on 19 March. DWP and was experiencing high numbers of telephone calls:
127,000 on 19 March against an expected 68,000. At the same time, there was a
high level of staff absence. The changes were needed to in order to free up staff to

keep DWP core services running, including making timely payments to customers.

121.2. At the relevant time, claimants in the all-work related requirements group were
required to carry out all reasonable work search (for up to 35 hours per week) and
to be available for work. Compliance with these requirements was normally
checked at weekly or fortnightly interviews with each claimant. Recognising that we
had effectively closed the job centres, clearly face to face was no long an option. As
Secretary of State | had power to change the method of interview to telephone
interviews or online journal, however DWP were finding it difficult to cope with the
number of calls they had already and this would be made worse if the telephone

system was also being used to conduct full conditionality interviews.

121.3. Suspending conditionality requirements would allow Job Centre officials to focus on
claim processing and payment activities and to have some capacity to support the

most vulnerable customers and keep the system running.

Waiving the Claimant Commitment

122. On 26 March 2020 my office received a further recommendation [TC/57 - INQ000658206] that
proposed | temporarily waive the Claimant Commitment, which was a condition of entitlement
for UC, JSA, new style JSA and new style ESA. The claimant commitment was a key part of

UC in setting out detailed expectations on work searching to be done by the claimant in return
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for receiving UC. The plan was to re-instate the claimant commitment at the same as face-to-

face appointments and conditionality.

123. | agreed to the proposed measures and decided to disapply the Claimant Commitment and
conditionality and related sanctions for UC, new Style JSA and JSA for an initial 3-month period
[TC/57 - INQ000658206].

124. The rationale for the recommendation and decision was that:

124.1. | had already decided to suspend conditionality for 3 months (i.e. benefits would be

paid whether or not the claimants complied with the claimant commitment).

124.2. It made sense also to suspend the making of a claimant commitment for the same

reasons as had already been determined on conditionality.

124.3. In circumstances where benefits were no longer conditional on meeting the claimant
commitment, the requirement to accept the claimant commitment was an

unnecessary burden on DWP Operations.

124.4. There should be consistency across all benefits, both for policy consistency and in

relation to relieving pressure on operations.

124.5. The changes could be achieved through operational guidance without any further

legislative changes.

125. Around this time, easements to benefits other than UC were presented and agreed to help
enable officials to focus on processing new UC and ESA claims. As an example, this included
submission [TC/58 - INQ000658202] recommending that DWP should automate all payments
to existing JSA claimants as advances without attending the job centre, as was the practice
every year in the Christmas period. JSA benefit recipients were usually long-standing

claimants who would receive fixed payments fortnightly. The financial risk was negligible.

126. Following Public Health England’s advice in March 2020 in response to the start of the
pandemic, people were required to self-isolate and stay at home. This resulted in a surge in
demand for UC claims as in some cases, people were unable to work because of the
requirement to stay at home. At the peak, there were over 100 000 UC claims a day. We had
already made some adjustments on face fo face verification. Claimants were expected to use

the government’s Verify system, run by the Cabinet Office, which at times struggled with the
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numbers of people trying to secure verification. After discussion at a daily meeting regarding
some of these issues, senior officials suggested a further easement to make sure ensure new
UC claimants received payments in a timely fashion and avoided failing into financial hardship,
and | received a recommendation to introduce a temporary failsafe to protect UC payments.
The concern was that not all new claims would be verified in order to allow for payment on time
by the end of their assessment period, and the financial uncertainty caused by delay in
processing claims would mean that UC applicants would not adhere to government instructions
to self-isolate and socially distance (as they would have to leave home to seek support). This
had to be balanced against concerns about fraud, and we knew that some low level attempts
on fraud had already been observed by work coaches. The failsafe approach involved
slimming down the initial evidence verification for UC eligibility so that UC applications could
be processed on time, unblocking any outstanding checks that would normally have to be
satisfied. |received a submission on the failsafe on 27 March 2020 [TC/59 - INQ000658342]
and on 30 March 2020 | confirmed that | was content to proceed with the recommendation,
subject to checking, within 3 months, any claims which went through the more streamlined
process proposed, particularly focusing on those who were receiving advances [TC/60 -
INQ000658343].

127. Another example of an easement designed to free up the DWP workforce was to stop the
issuing of National Insurance Numbers [NINOs] to new applicants, which was largely people
entering the country to work. Without a face to face verification, recognising the risk of fraud
with the broader value of holding a National Insurance Numbers , it was agreed to suspend
this. Having a National Insurance Numbers is not a legal requirement to start a job, it was
expected that the number seeking would be small and the principal disadvantage was that

emergency tax code would likely be applied.

128. These and other easements were regularly reconsidered, usually at three month intervals. Job
centres gradually started re-opening to claimants in July 2020. They were subsequently,
operated, closed and re-opened, as appropriate in compliance with public health guidelines
applying in different parts of Great Britain. New, temporary job centres were also established

to accommodate both the new number of claimants and the social distancing requirements.

129. It took quite a long time to unwind all the easements and get back to business as usual on all
fronts and | was still pressing hard in 2022 to achieve that. As well as our broader need to help
people back into work, | was particularly concerned about fraud. We had only recently started
requiring face to face interviews in order to secure an advance, recognising the large amount

of fraud. The National Audit Office published its report on UC advances fraud on 20 March
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2020. That wider consideration informed my thinking on the need to keep easements for as
short a time as possible, while also considering the practicalities of keeping DWP running for

the sake of benefit recipients.

The decision to introduce an uplift to Universal Credit from April 2020

130. On 20 March 2020, the Chancellor announced a temporary £20 per week increase to the UC
standard allowance, effective from April 2020, as part of the emergency response to Covid-

19. This was also the first time since 2015 that all benefits were benefiting from a slight uplift.

131. Prior to this announcement, officials in DWP were looking at options for aligning the SSP, UC
and ESA rates. An initial submission recommending the blanket increase o UC was provided
on or around 18 March 2020. It noted the difficulty in aligning the various benefit rates (ESA,
SSP and UC). Part of the issue was the inability to increase ESA rates prior to April 2021. In
looking at a targeted approach to aligning the rates, work arounds were explored. See the
email chain at [TC/61 - INQ000653740] for details. Effectively, we considered putting ESA
claimants into different ESA groups/categories to increase the ESA rate. The equivalent UC
group would be limited capability for work related activity ("LCWRA”) group. This would give
claimants similar uplifts. | was initially more attracted to this targeted approach to the UC uplift,
noting that the discrepancy between ESA payments and UC was small [TC/61 -
INQO000653740]. However, it transpired that the numbers given in the initial submission were
incorrect [TC/62 - INQ000658503; TC/63 - INQ000658311]. Additionally, alignment would
require an uplift to SSP, which would impact on employers. A more targeted approach would
also have put a lot more sfrain on the departments systems and resources. For example,
officials considered the possibility of using the LCWRA process to target higher rates of
allowance for people affected by Covid-19. However, this would require a lot of manual
intervention by UC agents at job centres [TC/63 - INQ000658311] and so was not seen as a

feasible approach, particularly in the context this Pandemic.

132. Ultimately, | decided that a blanket £20 uplift would be appropriate. It would also effectively
align the UC rate with the SSP rate.

133. On 25 March 2020 | received a submission requesting my approval o make and lay the
regulations to give effect to measures including the uplift [TC/64 - INQ000592915]. | gave my
approval to lay these [TC/65 - INQ000658313].
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134. The rationale for the uplift was to assist people experiencing increased economic hardship due
to the pandemic. The uplift was intended to support those who faced the most significant
financial disruption due to the pandemic, in particular those who lost or were at risk of losing,

employment or significant earnings and were making a new benefit claim for the first time.

Discussions on whether to make the uplift permanent and the decision in March 2021 to extend the
UC uplift for a further 6 months

135. In September 2020, addressing poverty was one of the five departmental priorities set for me
and DWP by the Prime Minister and Cabinet Secretary. On 25 September 2020, | wrote a
detailed letter to the Prime Minister outlining DWP’s proposals on tackling poverty [TC/66 -
INQO00658238]. In the previous year, we stood on a manifesto which promised to improve
the lives of millions of people, including by lifting people out of poverty, and the department
was asked to think about how this could be achieved. Having already submitted a spending
review bid focused on employment support, | was mindful that | was due to undertake a
benefits uprating exercise shortly in November 2020. In my letter to the Prime Minister, |
outlined the policy priorities | would like to pursue to support such an agenda, and this included
making the £20 uplift to UC permanent. At the time, my officials estimated this would lift
900,000 individuals, including 350,000 children, out of poverty.

136. Following my initial letter to the Prime Minister, | asked my officials to look into the future of the
£20 uplift further as part of the priority to reduce poverty, so that detailed options were ready
to be presented to the Prime Minister if required. Knowing that it would be difficult to get
agreement to make the uplift permanent and that proportionately, the £20 uplift had helped
single people rather than families, | wanted to consider a range of options with a focus on lifting
children out of poverty. | had asked for analysis that would show in effect value for money for
each option. My private office received a note from officials on 7 October 2020 which
summarised the various options available, along with information on projected costs, poverty
impacts, risks, deliverability and legislative implications [TC/67 - INQ000657887; TC/68 -
INQO00657886].

137. On 9 October 2020, | sent a further letter to the Prime Minister enclosing these options and
outlined my recommendation to permanently uplift both the UC standard allowance and the
child element by £10 per week each [TC/69 - INQ000653841]. | was of the view that this
option struck the right balance between poverty alleviation and projected costs, noting it was
projected to cost £2.7 billion less than a permanent £20 uplift and would still lift around 800,000

people out of poverty.
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138. On 13 October 2020, No. 10 responded and sought more information to better understand the
implications of the proposed options [TC/70 - INQ000658236]. | understand that responses
to these queries were produced by my officials urgently [TC/71 - INQ000658323; TC/72 -
INQO000658324], and further queries were answered throughout October 2020 [TC/73 -
INQ000658237].

139. During this time, | initiated cross-government working regarding tackling poverty and the cost
of living focusing on children. As a consequence, the £170 million Covid Winter Grant Scheme
was announced on 8" November 2020. This provided money to local authorities to target
financial support for food and utility costs to families with children. However, at the same time,

there was growing interest from the public and media in the making the uplift permanent.

140. As part of the benefits uprating exercise and wider approach to tackling poverty, on 9
November 2020 | had a bilateral meeting with the Prime Minister to discuss the future of the
UC uplift, which was due to end in March 2021. At this meeting, | repeated my recommendation
for a £10 permanent uplift to the UC standard allowance and child element. While there would
have been a large number of people who would lose out under this proposal, | suggested it
was more cost effective than a permanent £20 uplift and would provide more support for
families and children. The Prime Minister expressed concern that this option would ‘create too
many losers and that, politically, the proposal was complex to explain’. He noted that a better
approach would be to keep things simple and maintain the £20 uplift if the Government was
minded to continue the measures. He confirmed that a decision would need to be made shortly,
and that further discussions with the Chancellor would be needed [TC/74 - INQ000592917;
TCI75 - INQ000658325].

141. Following this meeting, and ahead of an upcoming trilateral meeting with the Prime Minister
and Chancellor, further modelling was carried out for a range of potential options, including
making the uplift permanent, a 3--month, 6-month or longer extension, a one-off payment and
a withdrawal of the uplift over a period of 12 months. HMT particularly was keen on a one-off
payment. The modelling for each option included the projected costs and poverty impacts for
each of these options, as well as more general advice on their deliverability [TC/76 -
INQ000658243; TC/77 - INQ000653778; TC/78 - INQ000592918; TC/80a - INQ000658346;
TC/79 - INQ000658244].

142. Following a review of this modelling and ahead of the trilateral, | subsequently wrote to the

Prime Minister on 13 January 2021 outlining that | now thought it was necessary {o make the
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£20 uplift permanent, with my primary reasoning being that it would ensure hundreds of
thousands of people did not fall back into poverty [TC/80 - INQ000658251]. The Prime Minister
had already been clear that the mixed approach was not viable so it would be continuing the

£20 uplift or nothing.

143. At this time, there was also considerable public and political attention to this policy. Several
Conservative MPs and groups had expressed concern about the uplift not continuing. This was
being brought somewhat to a head by an Opposition Day debate scheduled for the following
Monday, 18" January when it was thought several MPs would vote with the Opposition. In the

end, six did.

144. On 15 January 2021, | attended the trilateral meeting with the Prime Minister and the
Chancellor to discuss tackling poverty and the future of the UC uplift [TC/81 - INQ000658249].
| explained that | was concerned about the unemployment rate and felt that maintaining the
£20 uplift permanently would support our commitment to reducing poverty and moving people
onto UC. The Chancellor disagreed with this due to the projected cost. His preference was to
spend the money on getting people back into work instead, and for DWP and HMT to work
together to develop an option for a one-off payment for UC. The Prime Minister agreed that we
should ideally not be putting more money into welfare payments when it could be used to get
people back into work. He also noted the projected cost and potential signalling of this, but
felt it was not right time to be making cuts. The Prime Minister then asked us to work together

with HMT to develop the following ‘fully worked options’ for consideration:

144 .1. a one-off payment;

144.2. a 3 — 6-month extension;

144.3. a 1-year extension;

144 4. a permanent uplift; and

144.5. expand and scale-up of targeted local welfare support.

145, Detailed notes on the above options were subsequently produced by the departments for
further consideration [TC/82 - INQ000658327; TC/83 - INQ000658328].
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