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UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

WITNESS STATEMENT OF DIANE DODDS MLA

I, Diane Dodds, will say as follows:
Part A: Roles and Responsibilities

1. I am a teacher by profession. In 2003, | was elected as Democratic Unionist Member
of the Legislative Assembly (*MLA”) for West Belfast, and in 2005 | was elected as
Democratic Unionist Councillor in Belfast City Council for Court District Electoral Area.
In 2009, | was elected as a Democratic Unionist Member of the European Parliament,
and | served as a Member of the European Parliament until January 2020. On 9
January 2020, | was co-opted to the Northern Ireland Assembly as a Democratic
Unionist MLA.

2. | was appointed by First Minister Arlene Foster as Minister for the Economy. | served
from 11 January 2020 to 13 June 2021 as Minister for the Economy in the Northern
Ireland Executive (“the Executive”). Within the Department for the Economy (“DfE”") |
had a wide-ranging brief that included the following policy areas: international and
economic relations; economic strategy; management and services regulations
including EU fund management, finance and insolvency, business and employment
regulation; skills and higher and further education; energy; consumer affairs; telecoms;

minerals and petroleum; credit unions and societies; statistics and economic research.
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3. My ministerial responsibilities in relation to the Covid-19 Pandemic included
attendance at and participation in Executive Meetings; working with the statutory
committee of the Assembly on the Economy; and liaison with national government. DfE
also had responsibility for developing bespoke schemes, for the consideration by the
Executive, that would take account of the particular circumstances of the Northern
Ireland economy, and sectors that would not otherwise have received support. Early
schemes providing grants of £10,000 and £25,000 to small and large businesses
respectively are good examples of this activity. Since the Executive operates on the
principle of a mandatory coalition of different parties these schemes required the
agreement of the Finance Minister and then the whole Executive. My responsibilities
also included overseeing DfE’s work with companies to ensure that the supply chain
from GB to NI had least disruption possible in terms of ferries, haulage, airports;
communications with business groups over the impact of lockdown on the economy in
the both short and long term; and working with critical infrastructure to ensure supply
of electricity. | was also responsible for Further and Higher Education. This involved
work on supporting students, ensuring that online learning could take place, and the
conduct of examinations. As the Covid-18 pandemic continued we also were
responsible for the recovery options for the Northern Ireland Economy: this included
the 10X Economy Strategy, The Skills strategy for Northern Ireland and the Economic
Recovery Package. This also involved liaising with a wide range of stakeholder groups

to help form a view on the necessary policy leavers for Economic Recovery.

4. | was supported by the Permanent Secretary Mike Brennan, Deputy Permanent
Secretaries Colin Lewis and David Malcolm, my Principal Private Secretary (“PPS")
Dan Cartland, Heather Cousins within Further and Higher Education; Dermott McLean

and Paul Grocott in Economic Strategy.

5. My Special Adviser throughout was Alastair Ross. He was responsible for advice on
all aspects of the departmental policies, liaison with officials, Arms-Length Bodies and

business and education stakeholders.

6. The most intensive phase of work in relation to the pandemic was in March/April 2020.
Officials had completed some work within the very limited budget available to us but,
as Northern Ireland is a small devolved region, it did not have the economic firepower
to bring in the measures that would ultimately be needed and were introduced later by
the United Kingdom Government, for example, the furlough scheme. DfE moved
quickly on the £10k scheme and followed through with the £25k scheme after money

became available, see further below at paragraph 59 et. seq.

INQO000655659_0002



7. Northern Ireland finances are managed through the block grant. Additional money
becomes available via the Barnett consequential process after policies result in new
money being allocated by Westminster. 1t would have been impossible for the Northern
Ireland economy to survive without the financial firepower of Westminster supporting
us. It was never a realistic option to try and go it alone. As such, | believe it would
have been very difficult to do more, or do things differently, in February and March
2020 to prepare for the economic response. This was also because there was not
sufficient appreciation across the UK, and indeed, most of Western Europe of the

speed and scale that such a response would be required.
PART B: Impact of the absence of power sharing on the work of DfE

8. The restoration of devolution after a time of suspension meant that there were
significant demands on Ministers immediately after they took office, both in terms of
decision-making and setting policy direction. As far as | can recall, | was not briefed
at the outset of the restoration of power-sharing on preparations for pandemic planning
by my departmental officials. This should have been a matter for Civil Service planning
which would have been subject to ongoing review both in terms of policy and practical

considerations.

9. However, | was concerned about a general lack of preparation for the return of
Ministers. On my appointment | only had the support of my PPS. He was on his own
in the Private Office for quite some time after the restoration of devolution. He was
helped in the early stages by the Private Secretary from the Permanent Secretary
Office and later by permanent staff. | don’t remember the exact date they started but
it certainly was a number of weeks into my term as Minister. My understanding of this
situation is that the Civil Service had taken a decision to change the Private Office set-
up for Ministers but by the time of the restoration of devolution had not appointed
sufficient staff to properly run a Private Office. As devolution was restored after a long
period of absence, the demands on Ministers from stakeholder groups was quite
substantial. While this situation did not impact my response, it just made everything
that bit more difficult and staff had to work hard to integrate and become familiar with
the routines of the private office. | want to make it clear that the staff that became

available to me were very diligent in their work throughout the pandemic.

10. | do, however, believe that political parties approached the return of devolution with
good will, and the Ministers appointed across political parties were experienced
politicians who were well aware of the difficulties of a mandatory coalition comprised

of very different parties with different political aspirations and views. | do not believe
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that there was a particular issue of trust at the outset or time needed to work out how
decisions should be made since all of the people within the Executive knew each other
very well (the Minister for Justice and | were previously both MEPs, for example). It
was very unfortunate that the pandemic happened before the Executive had much time
to settle after a prolonged period of absence, however, | don’t think that this had a huge
impact on the actions that were taken. Covid-19 dominated our work and was our

priority during my time in post.

PART C: Ministerial and interdepartmental collaboration in Northern Ireland’s

economic response

11. The DFE was largely responsible for information to other Executive Ministers relating
to the impact of the pandemic on the economy. Since the Executive operates on the
principle of a mandatory coalition of different parties, support schemes required the
agreement of the Finance minister and then the whole Executive. Within DfE,
decisions in relation to Covid schemes were put through the Executive. Papers to the
Executive detailed the difficulties or potential pitfalls with each measure, and
highlighted the fact that Ministerial Directions had to be made in order to make the
scheme operational, given the lack of opportunity to carry out detailed Value for Money
analysis. The need for Executive approval ensured a balanced approach with the buy-

in of all Executive Ministers.

12. In the Autumn of 2020, | feel that Executive ministers should have been more rigorous
in the examination of economy papers. This was a matter of great frustration to me,
and to officials working on the grave impact of the pandemic on the Northern lreland
economy. The relative lack of detailed attention (compared, for example to Health
papers and associated recommendations) may have been due to the volume of papers

and demands on each department.

13. The Executive Office (“TEQ”) was responsible for coordinating matters across the
Executive and for this reason the NI HUB was setup with senior officials. A very clear
example of cross-departmental working in response to the pandemic occurred when |,
as Economy Minister, was tasked with arranging a forum under the auspices of the
Labour Relations Agency where workers, unions, business and representative
organisations could come together to discuss safe working practices with input from
the Chief Medical Officer (“CMO”), Department of Health (“DoH”) and the Health and
Safety Executive for Northern Ireland (“HSENI”). This was known as the Northern
Ireland Engagement Forum and it reported to me as Minister for the Economy and the

Executive. | was tasked with this work by the First and Deputy First Minister on 26
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14.

15.

16.

17.

March 2022 — See Covid-19: Working through this together document dated 28 May
2020 DD/01[INQO000086894]. Coordination of support for airports was done in

conjunction with the Finance Minister and the Infrastructure Minister.

As already indicated, economic support measures had to be first agreed with the
Finance Minister and then the whole Executive. At the beginning of the pandemic, the
greatest challenge was the need for urgency for support measures which created
pressure on officials. As time went on, the range of support measures were widened.
The fact that agreement had to be reached first with the Finance Minister and the

Executive was a challenge, but it was also a safeguard.

Northern Ireland could not have sustained itself throughout the pandemic without the
highly significant and far-reaching interventions from our Westminster Government. As
above, at times it was challenging to balance the speed of delivery with the assurances
needed to make informed and correct decisions. For example, the delivery and timing
of the £10K scheme for small businesses resulted in a robust discussion between the
Department of Finance (“DOF”) and DfE around the assurance of the rates base as

Land and Property Services were responsible for the payment of the scheme.

| consider there was a good level of collaboration between DfE and other departments.
This was facilitated through information sharing via the NI HUB on behalf of, and to, all
Executive Departments. DfE also had a very wide stakeholder group where there were
discussions with relevant sectors, and an Economic Advisory Group to aid policy
formation. At times data sharing was a challenge. | consider that in any future
emergency, it would be important to have data that is available across Executive
departments. The 10x Economy document was produced in conjunction with experts
and the stakeholder group. DfE was also the primary mover in the Safer Working Group
set up in the early stages of the pandemic to help essential industry operate in such
difficult circumstances. As an arm’s-length body of the DfE, the Labour Relations
Agency was the primary agency working on this, responsible to DfE and then to the

whole Executive.

The way in which devolution operates means that legal responsibility rests with the
individual minister in each department. This meant that the NI HUB had a coordinating
role. Controversial or cross cutting decisions had to be agreed by the whole Executive.
Decisions in relation to Covid Schemes had to have the agreement of the Finance
Minister and then the whole Executive. It is within this context that ministers operated,

shared information and took decisions.

INQO00655659_0005



18. 1 have described the structures within which Ministers operated and exercised their
legal functions. Co-operation and information sharing can always be improved but
Ministers have a legal function and have responsibility for their own department’s

activity.
PART D: Relationship with the UK Government and Devolved Administrations

19. There were a number of groups which |, and others within DfE, attended with the UK
Government and Devolved Administrations during which economic and business
support was discussed. These groups were wide and varied and included QUAD
Meetings - an extension of Ministerial Implementation Groups, North/South Ministerial
Council, Assembly Scrutiny Committee, AD HOC Commitiee, All Party Group Small
Business, Manufacturing NI, Agri-food Stakeholders, Labour Relations, Forum for
Unions, Colleges and Universities, Industry Health and Safety professionals. Alastair

Ross my SPAD also met with arm’s-length bodies.

20. Meetings with national government and with other devolved administrations, including
the monthly meeting of the Business and Industry Inter-Ministerial Group (which was
led by the Minister of the former Department for Business, Energy and Industrial
Strategy (“BEIS”)), were excellent for information sharing and sharing of UK-wide
interventions. They helped with formation of policy within Northern Ireland to the extent
that we were aware of the pitfalls/advantages of specific measures. However, often,
when we were discussing measures, the planning for national schemes was well
advanced and devolved administrations were simply informed that they would be

introduced i.e. our views were not sought on the design of the schemes.

21.1 am aware that DfE officials attended a twice weekly meeting on Covid-19 Business
Support Measures hosted by BEIS for the UK Government and devolved
administrations. So far as | can recall, | did not attend these meetings which were (as
far as | understand) to facilitate discussion between officials to assist in policy
development. | cannot now recall specific examples where those meetings might have
helped shape or inform DfE’s response but | believe the sharing of knowledge across
the four jurisdictions was important, and would likely have aided Northern Ireland’s

economic response.

22. 1 understand that His Majesty’s Treasury (“HMT”) and BEIS Covid Directors Forum
took place fortnightly. I did not attend these meetings. Meetings with HMT generally

would have been attended by the Finance Minister. While the sharing of knowledge
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23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

with officials was important, for the most part Northern Ireland’s Economic Recovery

Plan was informed by local knowledge and our own stakeholder groups.

In terms of whether it would have been beneficial to have a more structured and
formalised model of engagement with HMT/BEIS and the other devolved
administrations, my feeling is that generally meetings with other devolved regions were
formal in the sense that they were chaired, and had an agenda. However, as indicated
above. the output was often unsatisfactory. National government at times were simply
disseminating information or gathering information rather than seeking consent or
views. There is therefore a balance that needs to be struck. The sharing of information
and ideas is important but an overly formalised process requiring frequent/regular
attendance but in which the devolved administrations have no substantive input, might

divert officials’ focus away from their work at a local level.
Engagement with UK Government Departments in Scheme Design

21. When Northern Ireland was developing the Newly Self-Employed Self-Employed
Support Scheme (“NSESS”) and the Limited Company Directors Support Scheme
(“LCDSS”), it was important to liaise with HMRC to discuss how payments would be
treated in relation to tax, and establish eligibility criteria. These discussions would have
been conducted between officials. While at this remove | do not recall the specifics, it
was important for accuracy and assurance that we were compliant with the demands
of HMRC.

For the remaining schemes established in Northern Ireland, while there may have been
no formal liaison with UK Government departments, such as HMT or the former BEIS,
this is likely because the NI schemes reflected schemes in other parts of the UK. The
£10k scheme is an example. NI schemes were designed for a specific NI solution
although there was a constant awareness of solutions and developments in other parts
of the UK.

| do accept that closer and earlier engagement on funding would have allowed for
better planning since funding for interventions only became available as part of the
Barnett process and following announcements and additional spend in England and
Wales. If there had been better coordination and cooperation between the devolved
administration and Westminster at an earlier point in the design of schemes that were
to be rolled out nationwide, this would allow the devolved administrations o prepare
and give input as to local issues that may have a bearing on the scheme’s

implementation and success.
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28. However, generally, | do think that Whitehall was probably linking in with Northern
Ireland more regularly during the pandemic period, than a devolved region would
normally expect. That said, as stated above at paragraphs 20 and 23, the purpose of
the engagement was not to facilitate joint decision-making but rather it was often to
facilitate information gathering by national government. Convention dictates that DfE
officials should engage with their counterparts in BEIS, and DOF officials with those in
HMT. They're then required to be information sharing between those departments at
Stormont to acquire a full picture. It was difficult for Westminster departments to stray

from this convention.

29. As far as | recall | met with colleagues in Scotland and Wales as part of a whole UK
discussion. These meetings were focused on a range of issues including schemes
and support; the pandemic’s impact on tourism and hospitality; universities and exam
coordination; travel and haulage; ferries; ports ;and air connectivity. | do not recall any
attempt by the devolved administrations to make joint representations to HMT/HMRC,
although there may have been commonality in some of the problems being

encountered. These meetings were good for awareness and discussion.

30. I am not aware of any specific involvement of HMRC’s Devolved Governments Team
in the formation of either the CJRS or SEISS. However, | do think that there were formal
mechanisms to ask questions of HMRC about the operation of the schemes and this
was helpful in trying to help business understand the requirements of schemes. | am
aware that DfE officials had already begun work to develop a scheme for the self-
employed but that that work ceased when the UK Government announced the SEISS.
Officials from DfE would be best placed to explain the time expended on this. However,
realistically, any scheme designed by the department in NI would not have the reach
or the resources that were devoted by UK Government to SEISS. I'm not sure that
greater contact with devolved administrations would have aided effectiveness or
alignment with local needs, as it likely that UK Government would have been
concerned with creating ‘one-size fits all’ schemes to be rolled out nationwide. In any
event, in terms of the type of funding provided by CJRS and SEISS, the needs across
the UK were likely similar. The database and the funding was also held nationally
through HMRC, and UK Government was therefore best placed to deliver the
schemes. Government had told business to shut and workers to stay at home. We
needed to support both jobs and business otherwise the consequences would be felt

in the economy for many years to come.
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31. In terms of what changes might be made to ensure that the Northern Ireland Executive
and the DOF would have greater involvement in UK-wide decision-making, | consider
this would primarily be a matter for DOF as they were the department directly
interfacing with HMRC Treasury. That said it would have been better if, for example,
DfE had had greater clarity and around funding and schemes coming down the line, to
aid preparation, prevent duplication and identify areas where Ni-bespoke schemes

might be of benefit at an earlier stage.

32. DfE had a wide range of stakeholders and engaged with them regularly. These
included many of the well-known business organisations such as Confederation of
British Industry (CBI), the Federation of Small Businesses (FSB), NI Chamber of
Commerce and Enterprise NI. | also met with trade unions and student
representatives. This was both in relation to pandemic support, and in the later stages
of my term as Minister, in developing a recovery roadmap for the NI economy. Of
course, we also set up the Safer Working Group under the auspices of the Labour
Relations Agency. This was crucial in making sure that essential business could
continue to operate safely. Many of the evaluations of the pandemic and the economic
response note this effort and the general satisfaction with the type and level of support
offered by DfE.

PART E: Funding to support the economic response in Northern Ireland

33. Our national government provided an enormous amount of funding to fight the health
pandemic and deal with the economic and societal costs of the crisis. The Northern
Ireland Audit Office report records this at 6.2 billion at the end of 31 March 2021. Some
of this was centrally funded i.e. monies for the furlough scheme; the self-employed
income support scheme etc., but there was considerable scope for NI departments to
spend money received on foot of the Barnett consequential on priorities for the region.
The audit office reports outline the spending very clearly. In March 2020, in DfE we
were aware of the terrible decisions facing business. There was some discussion with
the Finance Minister about the need to look at where budgets could be trimmed to get
some funding. In reality a small regional devolved Assembly was never going to be
able to provide the enormous amounts of funding needed to sustain the health service,
the economy and the community though a sustained lockdown. Furlough was only
announced on 20 March 2020 albeit it was backdated to 1 March 2020 - perhaps
signalling the Chancellor's knowledge that some businesses had already experienced
significant difficulties. Lockdown was announced on 23 March 2020. In order for the

Executive to take actions, it needed the financial levers to do so. On 17 December
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34.

35.

36.

2020, the First Minister voiced concern over whether we would have the funding to
continue to support business if we imposed further lockdown. | don’t think that this
represented a lack of planning but rather the way in which NI became eligible for
additional treasury funding through Barnett as a consequence of a funding
announcement for England, or funding announcements nationally, meant that we did
not always know what funds would be made available. At the beginning of the
pandemic the Executive was curtailed in the NPIs that it could take, but on the whole
the United Kingdom Government expended huge amounts of money in trying to
combat Covid 19. As the pandemic progressed we were not curtailed by a lack of
funds but as | have explained in this answer forward knowledge of funding allocations

would have assisted planning.

As such, | acknowledge the great levels of funding that were expended across the
United Kingdom in supporting jobs and the economy during the pandemic. At the
earliest stages of the pandemic a small, devolved administration such as Northern
Ireland could not have invested the funding necessary to take action that was not in
line with national support schemes. The announcement of the Covid Job Retention
Scheme (*CJRS” or “the furlough scheme”) was therefore a huge relief. We could
finally see a mechanism to support jobs and family income. There then were the
funding allocations that made the £10k and £25k schemes possible. These were
national decisions but the funding that followed allowed the formation of a NI response.
This did mean that it was not possible to develop Northern Ireland policy in advance of
decisions being taken in Westminster. Once we were aware of funding becoming
available the time available for development and roll-out was short as it was important

to get support schemes operational as soon as possible.

By the later part of 2020, there was sufficient funding coming through, and specific
funding schemes had been developed, to provide support for many of the groups that
had not been included within schemes at the outset of the pandemic. There was also
adaptation insofar as, for example, the NI funding schemes to support businesses that

had to close, was paid through Land and Property Services (“\LPS”").

| think that an early confirmation of funding would have allowed better planning of when
different groupings within the economy would have expected support, and allowed
support to be introduced more quickly. A good example of this is the delay in devising
a support scheme for the Newly Self-employed. This scheme was only announced 3
December 2020.
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37. Across all Northern Ireland Executive departments, contact with HMT, from, and to,
Northern Ireland is made through the Central Expenditure Division of the Public
Spending Directorate in the DOF. | understand the need for process on this as
otherwise HMRC officials would be swamped dealing with all departments throughout
the UK. However direct access, where possible, is always better. We were making
policy decisions in an emergency situation and doing this at one step removed was

always going to be difficult.

38. On 17 December 2020, while the First Minister raised concerns about the availability
of funding to support another lockdown, | don’t believe that there was any delay in
implementing, or a need to adjust, DfE support schemes at that stage. DfE had already
been planning for the Newly Self-employed Scheme for some time, and other national
schemes were still in operation. It may be that the concern about available funding
related to whether there would be sufficient money to provide direct support to
businesses instructed to close, which would have been delivered through DOF and
LPS.

39.1t is noted that at an Executive meeting on 17 December 2020, | said
DD/02[INQ000116295_0013]:

“closing down shops telling not to open for 6 weeks... they would
normally have sales to move stock. Putting business at
incredible peril, no amount of support will be enough. Perilous
situation — hospitality, retail. ~ Cant cover costs, losses.
Alternative narrative needed. Understand pressures in health
service — not all caused by shops. Happens every winter,
emphasised by Covid. Dof to confirm — continuation of funding

for support schemes — least disruption for businesses.”

40. 1 was articulating at this meeting that, for many businesses, the Christmas period is
the time when they make money which will see them through the lean months of
January and February. This is particularly true of hospitality, toy shops etc. Many of
these businesses would also have bought stock specifically for this time of the year.
The necessary expenditure coupled with the inability to sell made for very difficult
trading conditions. | acknowledged the funding support through DOF schemes but |
felt that Christmas was a significant trading period that the normal scheme funding

would not fully cover.
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41. 1 did communicate these concerns and the handwritten note of the Executive meeting
of 17 November 2020, recited above, is confirmation of the fone and nature of my
interventions. | do not recall any adjustments being made in response to these
concerns. | was calling for an alternative narrative by which | meant that the Executive
should acknowledge the seasonal economic pressures which were in addition to the

pre-existing Covid pressures.

42. There was necessarily a trade-off at times between economic factors and the health
response. However, | was the Economy Minister at a time when we had been shutting
down sections of the economy for almost a year. It is inconceivable that | would not
be making representations to Executive colleagues about the impact of this on the
economy and indeed the prospects for recovery. My role was to enhance and protect
the economy and ensure that the right balance was struck. | provided NI Executive
colleagues with papers, but | did feel at times that economic factors should have had
more thought and attention. It was right that the primary focus was on health and
preventing the spread of Covid-19, but the ability of families to keep their jobs and their
livelihoods weighed very heavily for me during those times. The economy is not just
about business and money. It is also about families putting food on the table, paying
the rent and providing the school uniform. It is not an abstract concept, and | wanted
to protect our community as much as possible while taking the essential Covid-19

precautions.

43. Northern Ireland’s comparatively small, devolved government would never have had
the resources to support the Covid-19 response without the interventions from national
government. The HMT funding was an additional resource and in my view
complemented rather than undermined the existing framework of devolved
government funding. As discussed, the main issue with regard to this funding was with

not being aware at an earlier stage that funding would be made available.

44. Another significant issue is that the Barnett formula was not sufficient to meet Northern
Ireland’s need. This is reflected in the increase in that formula recently. This is a
general, but very important point, in understanding the finances available to the NI
Executive during the pandemic. There was a degree of uncertainty over timing and
amount of funding which was a factor in our response but it is also important to highlight
that the NICS likely would not have had the manpower and expertise required to deliver

the programmes for support that were delivered at national level.

45. Indeed, the most significant Covid-19 interventions were the UK-wide schemes,

primarily the furlough scheme and the support for the self-employed. These had the
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biggest impact, were hugely expensive and were funded and run by national
government. The NI specific interventions were dictated by funding and the timing of
that funding. On the whole | think that the funds made available during the Covid
pandemic were unprecedented, and the NI Executive could not have taken the

measures it did without such interventions.

46.1 do not believe that the absence of Ministers between 2017 and 2020 and the
limitations on the Civil Service impacted on decisions which could be taken on funding

and in relation to the economic response to the pandemic.

47. In terms of potential changes to the funding arrangements, there are already changes
to the Barnett formula which better represents the need in NI and in funding its public
services. This will be helpful for future planning. In my opinion reform of the Health
Service is crucial, as is better communication by national government to the devolved
regions. One other option might be that Northern Ireland should have access to a fund
that could be accessed in emergency situations without needing to wait for Barnett
funding. This would ensure that if, for example, Northern Ireland was affected more
significantly, or earlier, than other jurisdictions, it would have the financial levers to

respond.
Part F: Economic Policy Objectives

48. DfE’s economic policy response was guided by the Covid-19 strategic objectives which
comprised four stages — Response (delivery of immediate term grant schemes),
Restart, (re-opening the economy safely), Recovery (medium term 12-18 months) and

Renewal (long term economic sirategy).

49. The Response phase was most intense during the initial stages of the pandemic.
However, | would contend that we were always within this phase and continued to
deliver dedicated support throughout. Therefore, whilst we were almost exclusively
focused on Response at the start of the pandemic, we also did really important work

which has had long term benefits to our economy.

50. The Restart response was initiated during the April, May, June period of 2020. DfE
prepared advice for the Executive on how to restart the Economy which was largely

followed by colleagues.

51. The Recovery and Renewal phases came later in 2020 and the Department produced
papers on the need for an Economic Recovery package and longer term visions such

as the 10x Economy and 10x Skill Strategies. These interventions and policies meant
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that NI recovery was stronger than many regions of the UK. These frameworks were
well received. The reopening of the economy in late Spring/early Summer 2020
followed advice from DfE. The Economic recovery package was adopted by the
Executive, and the Economy and Skills strategies still form part of government policy.
Other policies on digitisation, and, for example, enabling small businesses to sell
online, became a lifeline in a changed retail environment both during and post-Covid.
Enabling Northern lreland to have the benefit of broadband in its most rural
communities, through the development and launch of project Stratum, was also
completed during the pandemic period. This multimillion-pound project has meant
that Northern Ireland is one of the best connected regions in Europe. It has provided
a hugely significant long-term benefit to our economy. | do believe that we were able
to take in all of the phases in our work and therefore, while the focus was more
intensely on support at the start of the pandemic, the Department also completed work

on long term projects which have had ongoing benefit.

52. | believe that support schemes during the Response phase successfully achieved their
core objective of protecting the economy and livelihoods in Northern Ireland in the short

term.

53. Feedback from EY in their report “Evaluation of Executive Covid-19 Related Grant

Funds -Lessons Learned Report” dated 25 October 2023, was as follows:

“Overall feedback was positive, that schemes were developed
and delivered promptly, with recognition that this was undertaken
in very challenging and pressurised circumstances. However,
the broad consensus is that these were effective, and had a
positive impact on sectors and recipients, especially given the

challenges faced.

Ultimately, the funding support achieved its main objective, to
support the NI economy and businesses remaining operational
and for people to ‘stay afloat’...”. DD/03[INQ000347008_001]

54. This external validation of DfE’s work during the Specified period is significant and

important. It sums up my view very well.

55. There were challenges in balancing the desire to replicate support measures from the
UK Government and other devolved administrations with the need to address unique

Northern Irish economic conditions. In particular, it was always the case that various
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sectors looked at what was being implemented in the rest of the UK and the Rol and
compared this to the NI response. There was public discourse about points of
difference, but, on the whole, | believe that we managed to create a package of
measures which were balanced, and that were appropriately tailored to the NI

economy, paving the way for recovery.

56. In particular, | believe DfE was successful in identifying and filling the key gaps in

support that were not addressed by UK-wide schemes.

57. In terms of prioritising between different objectives such as replication, sectoral support
and addressing gaps, at the beginning of the pandemic, the need to give cover to as
wide a range of businesses as possible led to the prioritisation of the £10k and £25k
schemes. During the Autumn of 2020, LPS had a rolling scheme which supported
those who were told to shut for public health reasons and this allowed DfE to be more
specific in our targeted support schemes. As such, at this point, the rationale differed
from the beginning of our pandemic response, and the Department was able to engage

in and prioritise formulating a recovery plan.
Part G: Key Economic Interventions

58. As mentioned above, DfE developed and delivered a range of emergency economic
support schemes and grants to support the Northern Ireland economy. | will now turn

to address the various schemes in more detail.
£10k Small Business Support Scheme and £25k Business Support Grant Scheme

59. The £10k Small Business Support Grant Scheme (*£10k scheme”) and £25k Business
Support Grant Scheme for the Retails, Hospitality, Tourism and Leisure Sectors (*£25k

scheme”) were designed by DfE officials in partnership with LLPS.
Design

60. The £10k scheme and the £25k scheme were the first of the Covid-19 pandemic
support schemes delivered within Northern Ireland. As Minister | had overall
responsibility for the work of DfE in designing and delivering the Scheme. The
schemes were developed by officials and brought to me as Minister for approval. In
terms of my personal role in policy development, | recall that, at the outset, there was
a discussion with the Minister for Finance and his Permanent Secretary to try and
receive reassurance from them that the LPS system was robust enough to make such

payments, and that rating valuation could be used for the schemes eligibility criteria.
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61.

62.

63.

64.

There was also considerable pressure for speed in the payment of these grants from
all Executive departments, which | was aware of and sought to manage. There was a

period of discussion between DfE and DOF officials on the working of the scheme.

| regularly requested and received advice on the design, implementation and delivery
of the schemes in Northern Ireland from Departmental officials. | used that advice to

keep Executive colleagues appraised as appropriate.

On 23 March 2020, by virtue of the imposition of lockdown, announced by the Prime
Minister, Northern Ireland had essentially been instructed to close the economy.
Shortly thereafter, the national Furlough Scheme was announced by the United
Kingdom Treasurer. The Furlough Scheme meant that businesses could continue fo
pay their employees while closed, but there was no mechanism for businesses to pay
standing bills, and no cash flow. The £10k and £25k schemes were therefore intended
to see businesses through this initial period, which many thought would not last for a
prolonged period of time. Without such support there was a certainty of business failure
and job losses. The £10k and £25k schemes were based on similar schemes in
England, Wales and Scotland. The £10k scheme was open to those who were eligible
for the Small Business Rates Relief Scheme. The £10k scheme was then extended on
10 April 2020 to include small manufacturing businesses that had been subject to
industrial derating. The £25k scheme was open fo those businesses with a rateable
value between £15,001k and £51,000k. It was open to businesses within the
hospitality, retail and tourism sectors and, as was the case in England Scotland and
Wales, included premises within the leisure sector as well. It was open for applications
between 20 April 2020 and 20 May 2020.

These schemes were designed in the highly pressurised environment arising after the
announcement of lockdown in March 2020. DfE officials would be best placed to
describe the inner workings of their communication with DOF but since Finance and
its arm’s-length body — Land and Property Services (“L.LPS”) - held the data on the rating
system, DfE officials had to rely on DOF’s assurance that the system was robust
enough to withstand error. The scheme was broadly administered through DfE and
recipients were identified from the rate base, and paid through LPS. The Memorandum
of Understanding (“MoU”) between DOF and DfE was signed on 22 April 2020. This

brought greater clarity to the roles of officials in each department.

Consultation on the design of the schemes was limited due to the need to get support
to businesses very quickly. Of course it would have been better to take time for much

wider consultation, but this has to be judged against the particular circumstances of
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65.

66.

67.

68.

69.

the time, and the widespread business and political clamour to get support out very
quickly. There were genuine and well-grounded fears of business failure and huge job
losses. At this point, the number of job losses was already significant and there was a
steady rise in the claimant count. By July 2020, 250,000 employments were
furloughed on CRJS.

The £10k scheme was designed and implemented in the last two weeks of March
2020. The £25k scheme was launched on 20 April 2020.

As such, both of these schemes were designed and launched in the highly pressurised
business and political environment shortly after the announcement of lockdown. We
were really in an unknown situation and there was a great need for speed of delivery
to avoid business failure and job losses. Department officials were well aware of the
need to balance speed and accuracy. Whilst furlough gave employees a degree of

certainty, there was no cash flow to pay fixed costs for business.

The £10k scheme and the £25k scheme were modelled on the equivalent schemes
established by the UK Government. | am not aware of the extent of the consultation
between UK Government and deparimental officials. These schemes, as with all
others, were dictated by the finance that became available from UKG and were only
made possible as a result of the Barnett consequential funding that would flow from

the UK equivalent schemes.

In relation to the £25k scheme, the uncertainty over the scale and cost of the scheme,
coupled with the need for finance for future schemes was a factor in deciding eligibility
and scope, see Executive paper dated 2 April 2020 DD/04[INQ000086899]. The
advice in this paper indicated that it was important to “finalise the level of financial
exposure on this scheme (£10k) in order that unused funds can be made available for
other much needed support schemes.” The scheme was therefore closed to

applications on 20 May 2020.

The situation prevailing at the time meant that speed was a priority. This is reflected
in the briefing provided to me on 9 April 2020 in relation to the £25k scheme where it
states that figures used were ‘“imprecise estimates based on limited information”.
However, it is pejorative to suggest that speed was prioritised over accuracy. The
£25k scheme was administered in a different way to the £10k scheme. There was a
lack of a comprehensive database from which eligible businesses within the retail,

hospitality and tourism sectors could be identified. Officials from DfE worked hard
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70.

71.

72.

73.

74.

alongside colleagues from LPS to achieve a solution DD/04[INQ000086899]. A margin

of 5% on the total scheme cost was allowed to account for uncertainty.

The decision to limit the grant to one payment per business was taken in accordance
with the level of funding then available, advice from officials, and the vast need that

was continuing to evolve.

These schemes were designed and implemented at the beginning of the pandemic.
Our nation had never been in lockdown, we had never before been instructed to close
the economy by the Prime Minister. It would have been better if we had had more
data, specifically prior modelling on the potential economic impacts would have been
useful, albeit | accept that there would have been constraints given the unprecedented
nature of the situation. As it was, in the absence of any such data, we still needed to
act to balance the needs of the economy, with the preservation of jobs and livelihoods
on the basis of the data which was available. Of course, this is a point of learning for
any future emergency situations and with the continuing digitisation of systems we

should be in a better place.

DfE relied on data held by LPS in order to determine eligibility. The robustness of this
data is a matter for the DOF Minister and LPS. | met both the Minister for Finance and
his Permanent Secretary Baroness Gray about this very point. It was a robust meeting
with the Minister and officials defending the data from LPS, as well as pushing for
urgent action. | raised concerns with them and with DfE Permanent Secretary Mike
Brennan in a phone call later that evening. In particular, | recall asking questions as to
the robustness of the data with particular assurances sought ahead of making

automatic payments.

Risks and assurances were communicated to me via advice from officials who were
trying to get a balance between acting swiftly to alleviate harm to the economy, and
probity in respect of the scheme operation. | sought assurances at the meeting with
the Finance Minister and Permanent Secretary of the Department for Finance, outlined

above at paragraph 72.

The scheme was similar to schemes carried out in other parts of the United Kingdom.
As | have repeatedly said, it was a highly pressurised situation which had never been
encountered before and this dictated the manner in which schemes were introduced
and implemented. | do not recall the detail of any additional modelling or scenario

analysis that may have been carried out.
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75. As with all of the schemes implemented to respond urgently to Covid-19, it was
unrealistic to think that a full economic appraisal could have taken place. These were
unprecedented times and urgent action was required. It is also important to recall that
we needed to preserve business and protect the overall economy so that the overall
impact of lockdown on the economy would be minimised and not lead to a long and

deep recession.

76. DfE officials including Permanent Secretary Mike Brennan, Deputy Permanent
Secretaries Colin Lewis and David Malcolm, my Principal Private Secretary (“PPS”)
Dan Cartland, and Dermott McLean and Paul Grocott in Economic Strategy would be
best placed to indicate the precise measures taken to reduce the risk of fraud and error
in the design of these schemes. It was indicated to me that the LPS data was robust
and that this would be the best and most assured way to administer the scheme. Due
to the time pressure, the normal processes for designing and implementing a scheme
could not be completed, therefore it was necessary to make a judgement on the
robustness of the data. However, as this data was not in the ownership of DfE, as

Economy Minister, | was reliant on the assurances made by DOF and LPS.

77. In relation to the £10k scheme, DfE planned to mitigate the risk through post payment
audits, whereby there was an opportunity to identify repayments made in error and
consider options for management. Given the need to get payments out in a timely

manner, this method of managing risk was the best available option.

78. In any scheme, regardless of the situation in which it is delivered, there are always
lessons to be learned. Doubtless, given the context in which the £10k scheme was
delivered, there will be scope for issues fo arise. However, the EY assessment is
relevant here when it says: “/t is clear that the earlier schemes were required to be
established and delivered at minimal notice and at high pace, and as such, there are
improvements that could be made. Hindsight has not led to a negative assessment,
regardless of what could have been done differently and more effectively, had the NI
Executive not been under the same constraints.” DD/03[INQ000347008]

79. In relation to the dilemma of the need for assurance the report also says: “the evidence
gathered for this report indicates that, overall, this tension [between speed and
assurance] was managed well by Executive departments and delivery bodies.
DD/03[INQ000347008_039]

80. The very nature of the emergency response meant that each of the target groups were

vulnerable in the widest meaning of the word. As the pandemic progressed, there was
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a significant amount of contact with groups who felt they did not benefit from the

measures taken and there were genuine attempts to rectify this with later schemes.

81. Looking back, this was an unprecedented period. Never before did we have to take
the measures that were implemented to combat the pandemic. There was a huge
pressure o get funding out to businesses and that had to be balanced with risk. | have
read the EY report dated 25 October 2023 DD/03[INQ000347008] and agree with its

analysis.
Delivery

82. Officials from both DOF and DfE were responsible for the day-to-day administration
and delivery of both the £10k and £25k schemes. | was kept appraised through
briefings. The schemes’ parameters were set out in the initial phase and any changes

were notified to me accordingly.

83.1 was aware that delivering the scheme at pace and in a highly pressurised
environment was challenging for officials. It was difficult for officials to work across
departments, with department being its own legal entity. The MoU was introduced to

assist with cross-departmental working by helping to clarify roles.

84. 1 do believe, and consider it is generally recognised, that it was necessary to implement
the schemes as quickly as possible. As such, the speed of implementation met the

need at the time.

85. The schemes were deliberately ‘broad brush’ - designed to reach a large number of
businesses very quickly. As the pandemic progressed gaps were addressed e.g. by
introducing the scheme designed for large hospitality business with a rate base higher
than £51k.

86. The £10k scheme and £25k scheme were never designed to be the only support and
were seen as a complement to the interventions of national government. Overall, |
believe that the combination of support schemes available provided a high level of
support to help businesses in the retail, hospitality, tourism and leisure sectors navigate

the economic challenges brought about by the pandemic.

87. In terms of reflections on the delivery of the schemes, | think that we must view the
schemes in the context of the time. As a nation we had never been in this position
before. It was unprecedented. As Minister for the Economy | was asking businesses

to shut their doors and cease trading for the common good. There was a remarkable
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degree of compliance and a real effort to keep essential business and ftransport
systems operational at a time of heightened fear and tension. There are always
lessons to be learned but we did manage to reach a very high level of businesses very
quickly with a lifeline which helped to preserve our economy and make recovery

possible.
Efficacy

88. | consider that the £10k scheme and the £25k scheme each achieved their aims in
terms of getting help out to business very quickly and in ensuring that there was the

potential for economic recovery.

89. It was not possible to ensure that there was a full economic appraisal of the schemes.
The time was very limited and the situation unprecedented. It is difficult at this remove
for me to assess whether the schemes represented Value for Money in the technical

sense, but certainly they helped protect businesses and the wider economy.

90. Every effort was made to safeguard public funds and processes have been instigated
to recover any error. Again | would defer to EY’s report on whether the schemes

adequately safeguarded public funds and reduced the risk of fraud and error:

“... the estimated error rate across DfE and DOF/LPS was
between 1% - 2%. It is interesting to note that this aligns to the
estimated fraud and error rates reported and deemed acceptable
by Audit Scotland from their review of Covid-19 funding. The
NICS should work out the error rates overall, and consider if
further lessons can be identified from how fraud and error were
addressed in each Departmental context’”.
DD/03[INQ000347008_40]

91. The 10k and 25k schemes were broad schemes designed to impact a high number of
business. As the pandemic progressed, there were subsequent schemes introduced

to address gaps in support.

92. DfE paid out a significant amount in Covid schemes. Every effort was made to reach

out to those who were in significant difficulty.

93. Hindsight is of great benefit. In the situation we found ourselves in, it was important to
support businesses as best we could. | am satisfied that every effort was made to do
this.
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94. The Covid pandemic was responsible for great pain and suffering but in some ways it
also was an accelerant to change. One of the greatest changes was in the pace of
digitisation and access to data sets which would be difficult otherwise. This should be

used to better inform delivery of support should such a situation ever arise again.

95. The £10k scheme and the £25k scheme were effective in supporting economic
recovery but they were only one part of an overall support package which was
important in economic recovery. Sustaining business and preserving jobs was

essential and they had a part in this along with other local and national schemes.
Collaboration between DoF and DfE in delivering business support grants

96. In terms of challenges in coordinating efforts between the DOF and DfE, particularly in
relation to data sharing, eligibility checks, or scheme delivery, | would again reiterate
that this was a unprecedented situation. There were challenges identified. Senior
officials within DfE such as Mike Brennan, Colin Lewis David Malcolm, my Dan
Cartland, Heather Cousins, Dermott McLean and Paul Grocott provided advice to me
about the specific issues and would be best place to provide detail. | consider these
issues were worked through and largely overcome with the MoU being introduced to
help clarify roles. The MoU included definitions of roles, points of contact, and

verification of information.

97. The division of responsibilities as between DOF and DfE certainly became clearer after
the signing of the MoU. DOF had to agree funding for all the schemes. | also ensured
that the whole Executive were appraised of schemes and their potential advantages

or disadvantages.

98. The monitoring of the joint working approach is an operational matter, best answered

at official level.

99. Interdepartmental collaboration is essential to facilitate future delivery of economic
support schemes. While acknowledging that each department within the NI Executive
has its own legal entity, a model which included collaboration should be considered in
future pandemic planning. In particular, consideration requires to be given to what
needs might arise in any future pandemic/emergency and a framework established for

division of roles/collaboration.

100. This collaborative model of working delivered support at pace, but in future,
there could be a more formal process with further planning to make sure that this is

easily put into action should an emergency arise.
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Micro-business Hardship Fund (“MBHF”)

101. | agreed the general principle of the MBHF, its target business and duration. It
was to target businesses with between 1 and @ employees, who were facing immediate
cashflow difficulties as a result of the pandemic and who had not been able to avail of
the £10k or £25k scheme, or Covid-19 Childcare Support grant scheme. The level of
funding of £40m was agreed with the Minister for Finance and the fund was established
with the agreement of the NI Executive. The everyday working of the fund was
conducted by DfE officials working with their delivery agency, Invest NI. | received

advice on its design, implementation and delivery of the MBHF from my officials.

102. The rationale behind the decision to introduce the MBHF was to offer some
support to businesses where a gap in earlier support was identified. Early support
schemes reached a larger audience; this fund was smaller and targeted at a specific
sector. Therefore, businesses that had already had support were excluded, and
applicants had to demonstrate a reduction in turnover since 1 March 2020 in excess

of 40% as a direct result of Covid-19 and government restrictions.

103. DfE has a wide range of stakeholders with whom there would be regular
engagement. This relationship with stakeholders was encouraged, and indeed grew,
during the Covid-19 period. It permitted a form of informal consultation which was
invaluable in circumstances where formal consultation could not be undertaken due to
time constraints. |t permitted identification of need, and development of schemes best
suited to those they were intended to benefit, in an agile and flexible manner. The NI
Executive were fully engaged in the details of the scheme and the Finance Minister

was required to agree to any funding allocation.

104. The MBHF was intended to complement rather than replace or add to other
funding available through national schemes. By this | mean that it was developed in
response to a perceived gap in other funding measures. The scheme was therefore
both informed and constrained by the decisions taken by UK Government in that it was
made necessary as a result of the outworking of UK decision-making, but also only

required to be limited in scope due to the operation of other schemes.

105. | cannot now recall the period of time over which the scheme was designed.
DfE would be best-placed to provide this detail though, in general, | can say that the
MBHF was designed after the initial steps to operationalise the £10k and £25k

schemes.

23

INQO000655659_0023



106. The scheme was intended to target a sector that had not already received
support and the application criteria therefore informed officials who were involved in
the design. | cannot recall at this remove whether there were any difficulties with the
adequacy of data available for the design on the scheme. | do believe that the rapid
digitalisation of information and systems, which was to an extent accelerated by the

Covid-19 pandemic, should make accessing relevant data much easier in the future.

107. The need to deliver support schemes urgently curtailed many of the normal
processes, including modelling or scenario analysis, one would usually expect to see
in design of funding schemes. However, the target audience of the scheme was
modelled along with the cost estimates. A decision was taken that the funding should
be limited to £40m and it was made clear when the scheme was announced that the
amount going to individual businesses would be contingent on the number of

applications received to stay within the funding envelope.

108. | do not believe it was possible to have a full economic appraisal of the scheme
but we were aware of which business sectors required support and we targeted
accordingly. It was necessary given the urgency to dispense with some of the usual
due diligence safeguards to prioritise delivery. However, risks were managed through
ensuring the scheme had published criteria, exclusion criteria and a self-declaration in

relation to the applicant’s responsibilities.

109. The scheme therefore incorporated measures to minimise risk. | considered
that notwithstanding concerns around value for money and governance, the scheme
targeted a group which heretofore had been unable to access support, needed that
support, and therefore would be effective. | was confident that the right balance was
being struck. In the circumstances it was necessary to manage the tension between
delivery and incorporating controls to manage the risk to the public purse. | believe

this was achieved.

110. In terms of looking back, | consider this was an unprecedented situation. An
economy in shutdown, people told to stay at home, a time of uncertainty in the
economy and pain and suffering in our community. As Economy Minister | had to take
steps designed to preserve and protect jobs. These were difficult balances but on the
whole they were the correct choices to ensure that our economy could recover. An
Ulster University report entitled “A COVID Counterfactual: What if Government had not
provided support?” dated 28 July 2023 DD/05[INQ000212400] comes to the

following conclusions, inter alia: (i) without government supports the economy would
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have taken an additional two years to return to pre pandemic levels; (ii) without policy
measures it is estimated that employment levels would be 4.6% lower. This equates
{0 40,000 jobs.

111. The people working within or owning businesses targeted by the scheme were
vulnerable economically. However, the normal processes of policy development which
would have included a Section 75 screening as to the impact on specific vulnerable

groups was not conducted.
Delivery

112. | agreed the principle of the scheme, its parameters and opening and closing
date etc. The NI Executive were fully informed and agreed to the scheme and the
Finance Minister approved the funding. The day to day running of the scheme was

the duty of officials working in conjunction with the delivery partner Invest NI.

113. The scheme was communicated to intended beneficiaries through the
Executive Information Service and the website: nibusinessinfo.co.uk. | consider the

communication was adequate and that eligible businesses were able to apply.

114. The scheme was monitored by officials. | am not sure fo what extent this
monitoring took account of economically vulnerable groups and inequalities except
insofar as the scheme was specifically intended to reach certain businesses who were
made economically vulnerable as a result of the pandemic, and therefore the uptake

by the target group would presumably have been monitored closely.

115. | am unabile to recall particular problems with the scheme but delivering support
at pace in the middle of a national emergency is always going to be challenging but

worthwhile.
Efficacy

116. This was the first of a number of niche schemes targeted at a specific group
which had been unable to tap into other support. It allowed for a specific set of criteria
for applicants. It was also smaller in scope. | am always mindful of the enormous
amount of work that was expended on these schemes from a relatively small number
of dedicated staff. | consider it was necessary and effective in reaching its target and

therefore achieved its aim in that it supported a defined group within the economy.

117. The scheme had an application process; specific criteria and a list of those who

were excluded from applying. It was a smaller, targeted scheme, delivered through
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an arm of the DfE. The Department and the Executive were aware of the need to
safeguard public funds and reduce the risk of fraud and error. | believe the right

balance was struck between delivery at pace and safeguarding public funds.

118. In terms of gaps in support identified, this scheme was in itself intended to plug
a gap, as one part of a programme of support measures. In the context of this specific
scheme, | am not aware of any gaps that should have been identified. It had a specific
target group.

119. It was a fairly narrowly targeted scheme, designed for a specific sector within
the overall economy. It was also part of the early measures within the support
programme so in the wider economic picture there was still much more to be done,
and support to be designed and produced. The Department worked very diligently and
over a prolonged period on these issues. | am unaware, in the context of this scheme,
of any unequal impact or any economically vulnerable groups that were unable to
access the scheme, despite being eligible. | am also not aware of anything that should
have been done differently in the design, implementation or delivery of the MBHF. |

believe the scheme was effective in supporting economic recovery in Northern Ireland.

120. We learned a great deal about delivering interventions at pace during the
Covid-19 Pandemic. Digital solutions and the access to more comprehensive data
that this brings should help and would be of benefit in the identification of different
sections of the economy and workforce. This observation is common to all of the

schemes and indeed probably all departments within the NI Executive.
Covid Restrictions Business Support Scheme (“CRBSS”)
Design

121. The CBRSS was designed and implemented by DfE in partnership with Invest
NI. As Minister, my role was to agree the scheme and take it to Executive colleagues
for approval. The detail of the design process, and collaboration between DfE and

Invest NI would best be explained by officials.

122. | requested and received advice on the design, implementation and delivery of

the CRBSS from officials within my department.

123. The CRBSS was intended to support businesses that had been both directly
and indirectly impacted by the public health decisions. The businesses should not be
eligible for the Localised Restrictions Support Scheme run by the Department for

Finance. It was open to those businesses that were required to close as a result of
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Health Protection (Coronavirus, Restrictions)(No. 2) Regulations (Northern Ireland)
2020 (“the Health Protection Regulations”), and those not required to close but within
the supply chain of those named in those Regulations, and had suffered a
demonstrable impact. It broadly mirrored similar schemes in other parts of the UK and

was designed to help small operatives.

124. | do not consider that the debate about the interpretation of the Health
Protection Regulations greatly affected the way in which schemes were implemented
and support was delivered. Once the decision was made, the relevant support scheme
was made operational, designed to reflect the decision. Officials would be best placed
to describe the extent in practice of cooperation on the design work between DoH and
DfE. There were coordination meetings at official level but design work is very specific
and | would not have been involved in this directly. My ministerial responsibility meant
that | had an imperative to support jobs and business as well as delivering plans for
the renewal and recovery of the economy. However, as a member of the Executive,
and a citizen, | also had a responsibility to the public health emergency. It was a difficult
time. | think that | did get the balance of asking questions and providing support
broadly right. | think that the testimony of business organisations in the EY report is
key here: “It is clear from our analysis that the funding did support individuals,
organisations, businesses and sectors and ultimately supported the survival of the Ni
economy during the Covid-19 pandemic.” Whilst the Covid pandemic was an
extremely difficult period for us all there were areas where it also acted as an
accelerant for change. One of these changes was the pace of digitisation generally,
but also within government. This should help in access to relevant data and this is key

to effective and quicker interventions for the future.

125. At this stage | have no data on who was consulted specifically in the design of
this scheme. The normal consultation process for policy development could not be
carried out because of the need to respond to the fall out from the pandemic and the
restrictions that were imposed. However, the department did have a wide range of
stake holders and was well aware of similar policy developments in other parts of the
UK.

126. The scheme was limited or constrained by the UK Government in that funding
for the Scheme was only available as a result of decisions made by UK Government.
Officials in the department would also have been aware of similar policy developments
in other parts of the UK, and used that to inform scheme design, however, | am not

aware of the detail of any similarities or overlap.
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127. | do not recall the specific period of time during which the shceme was designed
but it was introduced, first in the Derry and Strabane Council areas on 5 October 2020,
and to the rest of Northern Ireland on 16 October 2020. Support schemes were

generally developed rapidly and in response to a changing situation.

128. Data was a key issue during the pandemic. In developing the scheme we were
aware of the groups that needed support and in this sense there was adequate data.
| have noted above that digitisation of all aspects of work accelerated during the
pandemic and this should make access to relevant data easier for future planning and

quicker interventions, should the need arise in the future.

129. The normal tools of policy development were not available because of the need
for pace of delivery. | cannot recall to what extent modelling or scenario analysis was
conducted, however, officials would, as part of design and development, have worked

on all of the possible implications of the scheme and its impact for potential recipients.

130. As the Executive paper of the 21 October 2020 notes there was no time for the
“detailed analysis and economic appraisal that would normally underpin a scheme of

this nature to inform a Value for Money determination.”

131. There was significant work done between the DOF and DfE in understanding
eligibility for the scheme. There were also specific application criteria which was aimed

at reducing the risk of duplication and fraud.

132. The applicants to this scheme were vulnerable in the sense that they were
small operatives who could not withstand the restrictions without support. Section 75
groups were freated in the same way as other Covid-19 response measures i.e.
section 75 assessments were not commonly carried out during scheme development
due to time constraints, but either were carried out later when the scheme was in

operation, or inequalities were considered as and when identified.

133. The scheme was designed to target those who could not access LRSS. It was
designed with that target group in mind and the application process included criteria

designed to minimise fraud and error.

134. Operational delivery was effected by departmental officials and ultimately
Invest NI. As Minister, | was not directly involved in this day to day work. | was advised
of the scheme’s progress by officials, and decisions were made on the scheme

following receipt of advice.
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135. The scheme was communicated through the Executive Information Service
and the nibusinessinfo.co.uk website. This was a well-known site for business to
access information. There was also significant engagement between DfE and
stakeholders which would also have represented a means of communicating the

scheme’s terms.

136. The scheme was monitored by officials in Invest NI and DfE. Officials had a
large workload in monitoring the implementation of support schemes but | do believe
that every effort was made to monitor the scheme and provide assurance of efficacy
and fraud and error. Assessment for section 75 groups was completed at a later date
as far as | am aware. | believe this was due to time/resource constraints. It was
imperative to get funding out and therefore the section 75 assessments that would

usually have been completed, were deferred.

137. By this stage of the pandemic officials were very aware of the challenges of
support schemes. This scheme had very specific criteria which included the need fo
demonstrate that the business had been required to close or cease frading, or that it
had been severely impacted as result of being part of the supply chain to a closed
business. This drew queries from potential applicants about the eligibility criteria and
the evidence required fo verify eligibility. A significant amount of work was done on
ensuring that information was provided clearly and accessibly e.g. on the

nibusinessinfo.co.uk website.

138. | believe overall the delivery went well but | do recall some issues with gathering
the data for the scheme and the nature of the documentation required to evidence

eligibility, which may have been a barrier for some businesses.
Efficacy

139. In terms of efficacy, | believe that the scheme achieved its aim of providing
support to sectors impacted by the public health restrictions and had no other access

{o support.

140. As | noted above, at paragraph X, there was no formal Value for Money
determination. However, | consider that the scheme was necessary, appropriate
safeguards were in place and therefore the right balance was struck as between
delivery and assurance. Officials designing and executing the scheme made every

effort to safeguard public funds. This was enhanced by the application process and the
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specific nature of the documentation required to verify eligibility, alongside the work

conducted with DOF to identify and verify eligible businesses.

141. At this remove | cannot recall major changes to the scheme to remedy any
gaps or indeed those that should have been identified but were not. It was a
specific/narrow scheme designed to reach businesses affected by the Health

Protection Regulations.

142. The scheme was targeted at a small group of businesses which were extremely
vuinerable because of their size and the impact of the pandemic. | am not aware of
an unequal impact among this cohort of businesses. There was a high satisfaction
level with the Northern Ireland schemes generally (see the EY report, cited above) and
there was a high level of valuable communication between DfE and business and
sectoral groups. This essential communication helped with information gathering and
dissemination of information which helped with the inclusion of more vulnerable

groups.

143. There are always lessons to be learned and many of these are outlined in the
EY report. The scheme complemented the rate-based scheme run by the DOF. Given
the prevailing circumstances, and the length of time since | have left post, it is difficult
to pinpoint anything that we should have done differently. | do think that it will be easier
in any future economic crisis to access relevant data through the digitisation of

information.

144. Overall, | do believe that CRBSS was an effective scheme. It was targeted at
a particularly vulnerable group of small businesses where there was a high potential

for business failure.
Newly Self-Employed Support Scheme (NSESS)

145. | had ongoing discussions with officials over a period of time about those
groups which our schemes did not reach, and who had not been supported throughout
the period. The newly self-employed were a recognised group within this sphere. It is
for the officials to follow through on the design and implementation of the scheme.
When this was complete it was returned to me for approval. | did request and receive
advice on the design, implementation and delivery of NSESS through ongoing

discussion with officials and then Ministerial submission/papers.

146. The rationale for the scheme design was to help those who had been unable

o access the UK government Self Employed Income Support Scheme (“SEISS”). The
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NSESS was open for newly self-employed traders including sole fraders and those in
partnerships. An individual was eligible for NSESS if frading commenced in their
business between 6 April 2019 and 5 April 2020. It was also a requirement that trading
profits should be below £50k and over 50% of the individual’s income had to be from

self- employment. It was estimated that around 3,000 people would be eligible.

147. In a ministerial submission dated 4 October 2020 entitled “Covid-19 — Setting

E4

the parameters for government Interventions, including local lockdowns

INQ000390206 , | was advised about the principles for the Executive’s

| economic policy response in advance of an upcoming Executive meeting. One option
falling outside the current grant support was support for the newly self-employed,
approximately 3,000. These individuals were not eligible for the MBHF unless they
had employees. Therefore, the NSESS was intended to complement the SEISS by
reaching those who did not qualify as they had not been self-employed long enough.
As such it filled a gap in SEISS.

148. It was not possible to devise a scheme that could close all the gaps left by
SEISS in a risk-controlled and cost-effective manner. Some stakeholders raised
issues about the fairness of the exclusions, for example those unable to demonstrate

their eligibility.

149. At this remove | have no data on who the departmental officials consulted with
but the issues of a lack of support mechanism for those who were ineligible for SEISS

were known and needed to be addressed.

150. Discussions between HMT and/or HMRC and DfE would have been carried out
by officials, guided by the need to manage risk and verify claims. DoF was the contact
point with HMRC and HMT. | believe the gaps in SEISS were widely understood
among officials. The schemes that had been implemented in Scotland and Wales were
considered. As indicated, the NSESS was designed to plug a gap in the UK

government SEISS scheme and maintain parity with other UK regions.

151. The scheme was very limited in that it was intended to target newly self
employed with limited trading history and tax history. UK government had not been
able to include these individuals in SEISS and therefore this scheme was a mechanism

to try and offer some support to a limited group.

152. | do not have specific dates as to the period of time over which the NSESS was

designed, but papers indicate that | had a ministerial submission on this in October
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INQ000390206

] and it was signed off by the Executive on the 3 December

2020.

153. At this remove | do not have papers to show specific data but there was much
discussion about the scheme over a significant period of time. Certainly in or around
October 2020 | was advised that there would likely be approximately 3000 newly self-
employed who might be eligible under the scheme from which it was possible to

estimate the cost of the scheme.

154. Modelling and scenario analysis would have been carried out by officials and
would have included the number of people eligible, the tax treatment of individuals,

and risk assessment, before papers would have been provided to me as Minister.

155. Each support scheme was brought to the Executive for approval after it was
signed off by DOF. This ensured that every Executive Minister had knowledge of the
scheme and its advantages and disadvantages and had to signal support. However,
the legal mechanism to allow the scheme to proceed was a Ministerial Direction
because there was no time to allow for a Value for Money assessment. A full economic
appraisal would have created more assurance around the scheme but we had to try
and achieve the balance of supporting the economy in difficult circumstances while

doing everything possible to limit risk.

156. NSESS operated on much the same principles as SEISS and | understand
advice was sought from HMRC about methods to reduce the risk of fraud and error in
the design of the scheme. The engagement with HMRC was carried out by officials. |
cannot at this remove recall the detail of this engagement and | do not believe | retain

any relevant notes.

157. NSESS was targeted at those who were vulnerable in the sense that those who
could apply were fledgling businesses and newly self-employed. These people are
essential to economic growth especially in an economy where small business
predominates. Section 75 groups were treated as in the other support schemes i.e. |
understand that the impact assessment was not undertaken prior to the scheme’s roll-

out.

158. The NSESS was targeted at a group which would not otherwise have been
eligible for financial support. It was a difficult scheme to design and implement in the
sense that | recall a reticence from HMRC to cooperate and verify information — officials

may be able to provide detail on this. The scheme’s design was monitored and later
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amended, as published on 12 February 2021. This ensured that only income from
current employment would be taken into account and that if current income was less
than £12k, the 50% criteria would not be applied. This monitoring/adaptation was

essential to ensure that eligibility criteria was not prohibitive to certain groups.
Delivery

159. As DfE Minister | would have received reports on the delivery of the scheme
but the delivery at operational level was undertaken by Invest NI. Details of the
scheme were communicated through the website nibusinessinfo.co.uk. This provided

a detailed description of the scheme and the eligibility criteria.

160. The scheme was monitored by officials in both Invest NI and the department

and this monitoring led to eligibility criteria being altered in February 2021 to allow more

people to apply.

161. As with all of the schemes there were challenges with delivery, but this scheme
was rolled out later in the course of the pandemic ,and officials were more aware of
potential challenges and how to mitigate them. It was necessary to refine the eligibility

criteria and this was addressed with the changes announced in February 2021.

162. When | reflect on how the scheme was delivered, | consider that DfE took care
with how it announced and implemented the scheme. It was specifically targeted at a
comparatively small number of affected individuals and to that extent, it was more

straightforward to deliver.
Efficacy

163. NSESS did provide some support to the newly self-employed who were not
eligible for assistance from the SEISS. It therefore in a literal sense achieved its aims.

EY in their evaluation of the economy post Covid-19, conclude:

“Overall, based on the findings the within the UUEPC report, the funding achieved its
objective of ensuring there was a NI economy to return to when business reopened.
The various schemes, whether furlough, grants, loans etc all played a positive part in

reducing the totality of business failures.”

164. The fact that | had to give a Ministerial Direction meant that technically it had
no formal economic appraisal but it did NSESS had the backing and support of the NI

Executive. As a scheme targeting a relatively small cohort, with defined payments and
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the need to evidence eligibility, | consider that the right balance was struck in

safeguarding public funds and reducing the risk of fraud and error.

165. The scheme had its eligibility criteria widened in order to support the largest
number of people within the target. The wider discussion as to whether the scheme
did enough to address inequalities has to be balanced against the need to get out

support to as wide a range of people as quickly as possible.

166. There are always lessons to be learned and we were delivering support in a
difficult environment where it was important to support small/micro business operations
with speed and appropriate safeguards to public money. However, the EY analysis is
that funding levels were pitched appropriately to help businesses survive and recover.
| believe that NSESS was effective in supporting economic recovery albeit its role was

limited to a specific and comparatively small target group.

167. In future, | consider that better and more open lines of communication between
national government and devolved administrations would be helpful, particularly
between HMRC, HMT and those in devolved administrations trying to get help to the

local economy.
Limited Company Directors Support Scheme (“LCDSS”)
Design

168. The LCDSS was designed and implemented by the DfE in partnership with
Invest NI. | gave authority for the scheme; detailed design work was undertaken by
officials. | received advice through briefings from officials on the design,

implementation and delivery of the LCDSS.

169. This scheme was designed to fill the gaps left by SEISS. It was a small step in
offering help to a group within the business community who had been unable to access
this individual type of support. The criteria were designed to try and ensure that limited
company directors, who had been working and drawing dividends from their business
prior to the 1 March 2020 and with a total projected income of less than £50k for
2020/21, were supported. There were also criteria around being resident in Northern
Ireland; having a trading history prior to 2020; and being able to demonstrate loss

suffered due to the pandemic.

170. | am not sure whether a UK-wide scheme to support company directors was

discussed. There was certainly a lot of pressure from impacted businesses. This
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scheme required the cooperation of HMRC and it was a negotiation to get this
underway. Again officials are best place to describe the detail of their interaction with
HMRC and DfE is likely to have records as to which officials were involved in this
engagement. From memory, | believe the challenges were in getting sufficient
information to ensure the scheme were in compliance with the law, maintaining points
of contact, and information being returned in a timely manner. In terms of Northern
Ireland’s capability to support Company Directors via this scheme when the UK
government did not, | consider that Northern Ireland is a comparatively small region
and therefore the cohort of Directors that needed support was smaller. The application
for the scheme was detailed and the spend was relatively small compared to other
schemes. It was therefore feasible for Northern Ireland to develop the scheme even

though UK government did not.

171. Consultation was within the business sector and with relevant stakeholders. In
a time of national emergency, it was not possible to conduct the normal consultation

process.

172. The scheme was designed and deemed necessary because this sector within
the business community could not avail of other support offered by the UK government.
It had to be compliant with UK tax rules and to that extent it was limited/constrained by

decisions made by the UK government.

173. LCDSS was one of the support schemes introduced later in 2020. The need
for such a scheme had been known about for some time so therefore there was a
range of representations from stakeholders and business groups at the design stage.
The normal process of consultation for policy development could not be carried out

due to the national emergency.

174. There was much work done to collect data and information from HMRC.
Assurance was enhanced through a detailed application process. This helped with the
collection of data available in the design of the scheme. This then informed the

modelling around potential beneficiaries and costs.

175. The normal Value for Money assessment was not undertaken due to the need
to roll out the scheme quickly. However, if we judge value for money through the lens
of business survival, then these comments from the Ulster University study provides

an interesting perspective:
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“This unexpectedly better outcome in terms of business survival
has been explained at least partially by pandemic related factors.
Firstly, the scale of business supports put in place by both
Westminster and Stormont, secondly the introduction of the
Corporate Insolvency and Governance Bill (fo create “breathing
space” for companies to maximise their chances of survival) and
finally the pause in the legal process related to insolvency during

fockdown.”

176. | consider this demonstrates that while normal processes determining value for
money were not undertaken, the impact of these support interventions ultimately
helped the survival of small businesses. ltis also important to recall that supports were
not only financial, but also legislative intervention greatly assisted companies to

continue trading where otherwise they might have failed.

177. Every effort was made to reduce the risk of fraud and error. These included
stringent and narrow application criteria and the requirement for documentary

evidence to support the application.

178. The LCDSS was one of the more difficult schemes to desigh and implement as
it required cooperation with HMRC. However, it did target a group that had been
unable fo access support and | believe it speaks volumes about Northern lreland
government, and the effectiveness of DfE that we were innovative enough to deliver a

scheme to support this group, when others did not.
Delivery

179. | gave Ministerial authority for the scheme and took it to Executive for ministerial
support. The work of monitoring, review and cessation of the scheme was done by
officials and overseen by me via briefings from officials. | do not believe a full section
75 assessment was done prior to the scheme being rolled out. The scheme was
intended to target an economically vulnerable group, but | am not aware of the extent
to which its design took account of other inequalities. The scheme was delivered by
DfE and Invest NI.

180. The scheme details were communicated through the Executive Information
service and the nibusinessinfo.co.uk website. Business organisations would also have

had a role in disseminating information.
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181. Again, one of the main challenges in the LCDSS design and delivery was the
need for contact and collaboration with HMRC. At the time of this scheme, DfE had
delivered incredible amounts of support to business. This scheme was one of the more
complex and | contend it would not have been deliverable at the start of the pandemic.
There was a great deal of learning in a very short space of time and the experience
gained helped with LCDSS design and delivery. On reflection it was a testament fo
this learning process that we were able to deliver this type of scheme in Northern

Ireland.
Efficacy

182. LCDSS did deliver its aim in reaching a section of the Northern Ireland business
community that had been unable to access support previously. As explained above at
paragraph 176, value for money determinations could not be made because of the
need to deliver at pace. | do believe that the recovery of the economy in Northern
Ireland is a testament to the schemes and effort made to address an unprecedented
situation. Subsequent evaluations from EY and Ulster University endorse that view.
Significant effort was used to safeguard public funds and | have referred above to the
stringent application process and the documentation required to apply for the scheme,

which were intended to mitigate risk of fraud and error.

183. This scheme was developed to fill an identified gap in support. | am not aware
— or at this stage cannot recall — any additions to the scheme to rectify a gap in the
support group that was targeted. | am not aware of any gap that should have been
identified that should have been identified. The scheme was targeted at a specific and

narrowly defined group.

184. | do not consider LCDSS was unequal in its impact. It had a clearly defined
target group and a clear set of application criteria. The documentation may have posed
challenges in some unusual circumstances, but I'm not aware of any significant issues

with the scheme.

185. | do not believe there is anything DfE should or could have done differently in

relation to this scheme.

186. Having said that, | would hope that if there was any future emergency that we
would have greater and easier access to data and that we would have clear

collaboration between devolved and national governments on information sharing.
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187. | have quoted extensively from independent reports that verify the role of all of
the schemes in assisting economic recovery. However, they were part of a package
of measures which also included the Economic Recovery package, the tourism
package and the longer term visions set out in the 10x Economy and the 10x Skills
Strategy. The introduction of Project Stratum in ensuring that Northern Ireland is one
of the best connected regions in Europe was launched and implements during this
period. These all contributed to economic recovery and in particular to the fastest

growing part of the Economy — the services sector.
Large Tourism and Hospitality Business Support Scheme (LTHBSS)
Design

188. | gave authority for the LTHBSS and presented the scheme to Executive
colleagues for their reference and approval. The design, delivery and implementation
was carried out by officials in my department and Invest Nl. | requested and received

advice through briefings from officials.

189. LTHBSS was intended to support those businesses who could not avail of
support through the 25k scheme and had a rateable value greater than 51k. These
businesses would be eligible for support over two periods i.e. 8 weeks of support for
the period up to 11 December 2020 and then from 26 December 2020 to 6 February
2020. The level of support was tied to the Net Annual Value (“NAV”) of the business.
The aim behind the scheme was to support large and important assets in the hospitality
and tourism sector. This would have included assets such as the Titanic Exhibition
Centre whose losses would have been much greater than any of the support that could
be given under pre-existing schemes. If Northern Ireland was to have a viable tourism
sector, we simply could not afford to lose assets such as this. The intent of the scheme
was to offer support to try and prevent business collapse, and the preservation of

assets for the recovery and renewal of this part of the economy.

190. DfE has a wide range of stakeholders within the impacted sectors and they
would have been consulied over a period of time. We were well aware of their
increasingly difficult situation. Of course, in the midst of a pandemic ,we could not use
the normal process used for consultation in policy development. | don’t think that the

design was influenced by the UK government or constrained by it.
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191. I recall conversations about the situation of these businesses over many weeks
but | think that the real design work was done in the early part of 2021. | don’t have,

nor can | recall, specific dates.

192. The target businesses in this scheme were very well-established businesses.
They were well able to provide data to inform officials of their precarious situation after
one year of restrictions and no overseas business. The collection of independent data,
as was the case in all of the schemes, was more challenging. As | have said elsewhere
within this statement, | do hope that the digitisation of government processes will have

an impact should we ever face the same challenging circumstances again.

193. Modelling was carried through by officials but these schemes were delivered in
the midst of a pandemic and the normal processes of government were more difficult.
As such, and as with the other schemes discussed, a formal Value for Money
determination could not be made. However independent analysis of the schemes post
pandemic indicate that there would have been significant failure and a much more

difficult path to recovery if support had not been offered.

194. There was a good analysis of the target group of business working with LPS.
Applications for funding was invited and there was a broad range of additional criteria.
This was a cautious approach to try and prevent error and fraud. By early 2021,
business owners and managers were exhausted and many businesses were teetering
on the edge of collapse. In order to get support out the door, it was not possible to
carry out the ‘normal’ processes involved in scheme/policy development. However,
the scheme was intended for a very specific target group and there was considerable
work done with the sector and LPS in identifying eligible businesses and therefore | do

not think that this limited the effectiveness of the scheme to support the target groups.

195. Similarly, the normal processes of analysis in respect of section 75 groups were
not possible given the circumstances of the time. It was generally intended that such

screening would be carried out at a later date.

196. As outlined above at 189, the prolonged nature of the pandemic emergency
meant that many of our most important and iconic tourism facilities were in significant
difficulties. Tourism facilities such as the Titanic Exhibition centre (built with
considerable amounts of public money) were in danger of failure. They were important
to the recovery of the tourism industry which had been through a period of very rapid
expansion prior to Covid, and DfE had had plans to double its economic impact on the

economy. LCDSS was meant as a means of support to this small, but very important,
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cohort of businesses. It was a narrowly defined group. Not so long ago no one
believed that Northern Ireland could have a tourism industry. However, by 2020 the
tourism sector had established itself as a hugely important part of our economy, and it

needed support.

197. | gave authority for the scheme and took it to Executive colleagues for approval.
The day to day running of the scheme was carried out by officials working with Invest
NI.  LPS had the data systems relied upon to gauge eligibility. It was monitored by

departmental officials.

198. Like the other schemes discussed above, details about the scheme were
communicated through the Executive Information Service and the nibusinessinfo.co.uk

website. If | recall for this scheme, unlike others, a business had to be invited to apply.

199. | was not aware of any challenge particular to implementing and delivering the

scheme at pace.

200. Overall, the scheme had a very particular target group. However, delivery was
complex in that there were differing bands of support. The Department worked with
Invest NI and LPS to identify the businesses and deliver the funding. Delivering such
a scheme was important in the overall context of pandemic support and economic

recovery.

201. | do believe that LCDSS broadly achieved its aims. The scheme was set up
to support a very particular cohort of businesses. lts aim was to give financial support
and, in so doing, ensure that we had an industry that was viable and could ramp up
activity as soon as the public health conditions allowed. The nature of these
businesses meant that they were key infrastructure for the sector. In the EY evaluation
of support, 83% of businesses indicated that they could not have survived without

support, and 17% said that it left them in a much better position.

202. Given the circumstances that we were working in, no formal determination on
Value for Money could be made as in the normal process of government. However,
the need to preserve key tourism and hospitality infrastructure was essential and the
recovery of this sector was key to the recovery of the overall Nl economy. The Tourism
NI Performance Update - December 2024 regarding the present state of the tourism
economy makes encouraging reading. All of the key metrics have increased.
Preserving this key sector, and making recovery possible, was essential. This was

therefore a critically important support scheme. Twenty years ago no one really thought
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that NI could have such a vibrant tourism economy. Protecting that part of the economy

and ensuring that it was in a fit state to grow was very important.

203. | believe that the departmental officials did everything that was possible to

safeguard public funds.

204. | am not aware of any gaps in this scheme that were identified and later rectified

nor ones that should have been identified but were not.

205. The scheme had a banded structure and therefore offered differing levels of
support depending on the NAV. It was designed to cover a fairly sophisticated business
model and this target group were by their nature vulnerable to the pandemic

restrictions but not in the Section 75 sense.

206. | would hope that if we were ever in such a situation again that access to data
would have improved significantly. This would assist with design and implementation.

In the circumstances the scheme was appropriate.

207. | have made reference to this at paragraph 231. This scheme targeted key
tourism and hospitality infrastructure which were essential to the recovery of this
section of the economy. Ensuring their viability and limiting business failure was
essential. | have quoted key parts of the evaluation by EY at paragraph 231 and am

including the Tourism NI performance monitor for December 2024 as evidence.
Support for businesses, jobs and the self- employed

Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (“CJRS”), the Job Support Scheme (“JSS”) and
the Self-employed Income Support Scheme (“SEISS”)

208. These were schemes introduced by the Westminster government and
implemented nationally. | do not recall being consulted about the design of these
schemes as Minister. Officials may have been briefed through their channels. As the

schemes were designed and delivered at national level, | had no involvement.

209. | think that it is useful to remember the circumstances of the period. The Prime
Minister had instructed the nation to shut down and stay at home. We were instructing
businesses to close without any visible means of helping them to pay staff. Before
the CJRS was announced on 20 March 2020 we had already had a spike in the
unemployment register in NI. There is no doubt that this scheme supported jobs,
families and the reconstruction and recovery of the economy and in this sense was

appropriate. The JSS was more limited in scope and in that sense less responsive to
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the needs of business in Northern Ireland. In particular, JSS was not available to
businesses that had been closed, but rather was geared to businesses that were not
fully back to normal but were trading in some way, as discussed in my paper to the
Executive dated 30 September 2020 DD/06[INQO000101010]. This paper outlines
some of the perceived problems with this scheme and the positive impacts of CJRS
and SEISS. It stated:

“These impacts would have been many times more damaging
without the support of the UK Government, particularly the
Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (the furlough scheme’).
Some 250,000 employees in Northern Ireland were furloughed
during the spring, helping around 30,000 of our business stay
afloat and reportedly costing HM Treasury some c. £75m a week.
In considering the options for the months ahead it is essential
that Executive colleagues recognise that this life support is not
now available; its replacement (the Job Support Scheme) does
not provide any support for jobs and industries that are not able
to work; and as an Excecutive we do not have the finances or
access to the necessary data to replicate the furlough scheme
at local level”. DD/06[INQO000101010_1]

This paper further explaineded that as of 31 July 2020 a total of almost 250,000
employments were furloughed on CJRS, and 58,000 claims had been made for SEISS
DD/06[INQ000101010_0005]. These schemes were highly beneficial to the Northern
Ireland economy and made recovery possible. The JSS provided a lower level of
support and did not reach those sectors that were required to close either intermittently
or completely. There was also greater potential for unequal impact across sectors, and

for the lower paid sectors to be disproportionately affected.

210. | left my Ministerial post in June 2021, and therefore am not in a position to
address whether it would have been appropriate for the CJRS to have ended in or
around July 2021, rather than 30 September 2021.

Loan Schemes administered by UK Government: Bounce Back Loan Scheme
(“BBLS”); Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan Scheme (“CBILS”); the
Coronavirus Large Business Interruption Loan Scheme (“CLBILS”) and the Covid

Corporate Financing Facility”)
Design
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211. | had no input into the design of loan schemes as they were designed and
administered by the UK government. From a Northern Ireland Executive perspective,
the DOF would have taken the lead where input was required. Information about the
schemes would have come through the Northern Ireland Office (“NIO”), and | had
regular meetings with banks to try to assess their handling of them, and the impact

they were having in the Northern Ireland economy.

212. My recall of the loan schemes is that there was a difficulty in getting banks in
NI accredited to handling them. As far as | remember this took a little bit of time. This

might be remedied in future by engaging with private sector lenders at an earlier stage.
Delivery

213. | also did not have input into the delivery of the schemes. Banks/lending
institutions delivered the loan schemes directly to customers. | did have meetings with
banks to monitor and assess the impact of the schemes on the economy, as the loan
schemes were part of the overall package of measures introduced to support the
Northern Ireland economy. This included direct support to business through grants and
loans, but also encompassed amending insolvency legislation to give businesses the
opportunity to trade out of difficulty. The breadth and depth of the suite of measures

both national schemes, and Nl-specific scheme was key.

214. The schemes were delivered by accredited banks and lending institutions. |
did have meetings with lenders to assess the uptake and the potential impact on the
economy. The finer details of monitoring would have been with banks who were

responsible for the governance and monitoring of the schemes.

215. I had very limited contact with UK Government in relation o review, amendment
and cessation of the loan schemes. The NIO, DOF and the Banking sector were much
more involved, so far as | am aware. | am not in a position to address whether any

such consultation was adequate and effective.

216. In terms of possible recommendations that might improve delivery of any
similar future schemes, | believe it would have been preferable for DfE to have been
more involved in consultation and engagement, and to have had greater access to
information and data about the loan schemes to feed into DfE’s decision-making,
including ensuring that any gaps in support could be more easily identified and
addressed. As the loan schemes were designed and implemented by HM Treasury,

DOF was more directly involved in liaison with UK Government about their operation,
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and | do not recall the detail of the loan schemes being discussed at the monthly
meeting of the Business and Industry Inter-Ministerial Group led by the Minister of the
former Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy. In addition, as
mentioned above, there would need to be a more straightforward mechanism for

accrediting banks fo ensure delivery is not delayed.
Efficacy

217. The study from Ulster University indicates that a total of 2,440 CBILS loans
valued at £784.8million were taken in Northern Ireland While there is no regional
breakdown for sums offered under the CLBILS, £5.6 billion was lent in 753 loans
across the UK. Atotal of 42,133 BBL loans were offered in NI at a value of £1.3 billion.
DD/05[INQ000212400_0050]. The Future Fund which was administered by the
British Business Bank offered 13 loans valued at £11.6m in Northern Ireland. These
are very considerable sums that were injected into the NI economy, at very low interest
rates. | do not have specific figures, but such an injection of finance would have had
a considerable impact on sustainability of businesses and the strong recovery in the

NI economy.

218. | do not have the detail of breakdown of loans within specific sectors covered
by the loan schemes, and therefore cannot identify potential gaps. | cannot recall any

gap in coverage being raised with me during my tenure.

219. | do not have specific figures to be able to assess whether the loan schemes
were unequal in their impact, or whether certain economically vulnerable groups were
unable to access the schemes. Certainly, it appears from the data about the sums
that came into the NI economy the types of businesses who benefitted were likely to

be many and varied.

220. | think when we look back at the totality of the interventions and the impact they
had we will see a broad package of measures which meshed together in NI to help
with support and recovery. The supported were a combination of were both UK-wide
schemes and Nl-specific schemes. It is this broad spectrum of measures which were
important. The loans were important for sustaining a wide variety of businesses, in

tandem with the grant schemes, some of which were tailored to more specific sectors.

221. | was not involved in any decision around the timing of the end of the schemes.

| can say that the loans injected finance into the economy to aid recovery, but when
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the health situation improved, it would be important to let the market operate on a

normal basis.
Eat Out To Help Out (EOTHO)

222. | cannot recall being aware of the EOTHO scheme until its announcement, or
shortly before it was announced. | did not discuss the introduction or design of the
scheme with UK Government. The point of contact for HMT within the Executive was
the DOF, | was not personally engaged or aware of discussions with HMT about the
scheme. DOF would be best placed to address whether there was any scope to raise
concerns or influence the scope or timing of the scheme as it applied to Northern

Ireland.

223. In my view, the scheme brought challenges given the public health context at
the time. DfE worked with the hospitality sector to devise protocols and guidance for
the working of the scheme within the public health emergency
DD/07[INQ000436924_0015].

Part H: Data and Modelling

224. Data was key to identifying need, and targeting specific groups for support. It
was the collecting of this data and the lack of easy access which was at times
troublesome. A good example of this was the data needed to run the Large Tourism
and Hospitality Scheme. This had to be done through LPS systems. It was the same
for the £25k and £10k schemes. As | have stated above, the Covid pandemic acted
as an accelerant for certain aspects of government, particularly the digitisation of
systems. The need to digitise systems and more effective mechanisms for collecting
and accessing data are important learning pieces for any future emergency. In
particular, there needs to be a whole system approach across both the government in
Northern Ireland, as well as between Northern Ireland and the United Kingdom, rather
than the siloed approach to data collection and sharing that is presently taken. In my
experience it was very difficult to obtain data collected by another Department or from
UK Government. This leads to delay, unnecessary duplication of effort, and/or an

inability to access information fo assist in scheme design and implementation.

225. However, | don’t believe that data limitations affected the appropriate targeting
of support, or the effectiveness of schemes. The unavailability of data might have
made life a little more difficult for officials when designing schemes, but there was a

significant degree of knowledge and understanding of the sectors, and near constant
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contact with business organisations who provided their own analysis of their sectors
within the economy. As such, DfE used all the tools available to them to gather
information on the NI economic picture, to enable Northern Ireland government to

respond.

226. There were efforts made to improve DfE’s access to data during my tenure and
| believe digitisation will further assist with this. DfE also worked with LPS {o agree
data sharing arrangements as the rate base was used as a means of identifying

businesses for support.

227. | cannot say accurately how the UK Government used data in policy
development but each administration did share analysis/data at four nations group

meetings, which | attended.

228. | provided the NI Executive with a number of papers on the data and economic
modelling to look at the impacts of the pandemic on the economy, for example, the
Paper dated 30 September 2020 entitted ‘The Economic Impacts of Non-
Pharmaceutical Interventions and the Way Forward’ DD/06[INQ000101010]. This
paper looked at the impacts of NPls on the economy and the way forward. The paper
has copious data on which to base decisions of the Executive. In my opinion the
Executive could have been more focused on the economic impact of the pandemic. It
was frustrating to me as Economy Minister, but also to the business community, that
the negative impacts of businesses and livelihoods were not fully considered. | do not
believe that the data and modelling was used effectively, the primary focus, quite
rightly, was to preserve life. However, this meant that at times it felt that there was a
reluctance to lift restrictions to help businesses even where the modelling suggested

there would be very little impact on virus spread.

229. EY analysis of the Covid support interventions record a key recommendation

on data:

“It was clear in the data collection exercise that there are not
common data standards that are applied across all Executive
Departments, and the quality of data differs greatly. There is not
one unique identifier for businesses or organisations that can be
used across Executive Departments, and, as a result, matching
datasets across Executive Departments s difficult.”
DD/03[INQO000347008 — 0023]. This was an issue when

collecting information for schemes and a key recommendation

46

INQO00655659_0046












