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UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

FIRST WITNESS STATEMENT OF ALEX SKINNER

MODULE 9

I, ALEX SKINNER, of the Department of Work and Pensions, Caxton House, Tothill Street,
London, SW1H 9NA, will say as follows:

INTRODUCTION

1. | am the Director of Strategic Finance at the Department for Work and Pensions, a post |

have held since June 2022.

2. | have been a civil servant since 2001. | started my career at His Majesty’s Treasury
(“HMT"), where | worked until 2014, with a brief intervening secondment at DEFRA from
2008 to 2009. In 2014, | became a deputy director at the Department of Work and Pensions,
before becoming a Director of the Disability Employment and Support Directorate in 2016.

3. | joined the Ministry for Housing, Communities and Local Government ("MHCLG") as
Director of Local Government Finance in June 2017, a role | held until June 2022. In June

2022 | moved into my current role.

4. | make this withess statement in response to the Inquiry’s Module 9 Rule 9 Request dated
17 July 2025. The facts contained in this witness statement are derived from the sources
to which | refer and are true to the best of my information and belief. Privilege is not waived

in any privileged document or communication which is referred to in this statement.
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| have been assisted in preparing this statement by the Government Legal Department
and the Inquiry Unit and policy teams at MHCLG. This has included assistance with the
compilation of the statement and the collation of relevant material and exhibits referred to
below to which | would otherwise no longer have access. | have also been able to review
the detailed MHCLG Module 9 Corporate Statement from Nico Heslop dated 12 August
2025 (the “Corporate Statement”) and | refer to it throughout this statement on matters

of detail which | cannot personally speak to or recall.

References in this witness statement are exhibits in the form (AS/X-INQ/000000).

. This witness statement is structured as follows:

A. Role and Responsibilities

B. Funding for Local Authorities

C. Covid-19 Business Grant Schemes
D. Moratorium on Commercial Evictions

E. Inequalities

. ROLE AND RESPONSIBILITIES

. The Corporate Statement outlines MHCLG’s responsibilities at paragraphs 16 to 46. In
particular, the Department is responsible for funding local authorities (“LAs”) via the local
government finance settlement. LAs provide more than 800 services to their local
communities, most of which are mandatory and set out in law. These services include
housing, planning, and waste collection, as well as targeted services for vulnerable people

including adult and children’s social care.

. The local government finance settlement is an annual determination which distributes core

resources to LAs consisting of grants, retained business rates and council tax. It provides
the majority of the resources available to local government. The SoS lays the finance

settlement before the House of Commons in accordance with paragraph 5 of Schedule 7B
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to the Local Government Finance Act 1988. MHCLG’s responsibility for the overall

financial framework within which LAs operate includes:

(a) Distributing the majority of funding voted by Parliament to support LAs to deliver

services, through the local government finance settlement;

(b) Taking the lead across government in supporting HMT on decisions about local

government funding at major fiscal events (such as a Spending Review); and

(c) Maintaining a system of local accountability that assures Parliament about how LAs
use their resources, including preventing and responding to financial and governance

failure in the Best Value Duty, as set out in the statutory guidance.

10. This work falls within, what is now, the Local Government, Growth and Communities Group,
with MHCLG’s Local Government Finance (“LGF”) Directorate leading on poinis (a) and
(b) above. Greater detail on the Local Government Accountability Framework and the
operation of the local government finance system as a whole is set out at paragraphs 18

to 28 of the Corporate Statement and so | do not reiterate that detail here.

11. As the Director for Local Government Finance, | had strategic responsibility for the LGF
Directorate and its work, including across the relevant period of 1 January 2020 {o 28 June
2022. This included advising and representing MHCLG ministers and officials, and
frequent contact with members of the HMT spending team. When appropriate, |
accompanied MHCLG SoS when meeting the Chancellor and/or Chief Secretary to the
Treasury. | had limited contact with BEIS and Cabinet Office officials, and no contact with
the BEIS SoS and or the Cabinet Secretary. In 2020, MHCLG changed the way it
coordinated responsibility for monitoring of councils at risk: the LGF Directorate created
strengthened arrangements and increased the team to look at financial risk, in addition to

the pre-existing work done by the stewardship team.
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12. The Inquiry has asked about the delineation of responsibilities between different ministers
and departments insofar as relevant to the economic response to the pandemic. | am
aware that the role undertaken by MHCLG, and the ways in which it worked with other
departments as part of the economic response, have been set out in detail in the Corporate
Statement at: paragraphs 9 to 13 (overview); paragraphs 18 to 24 (LLGF and unringfenced
funding); paragraphs 169 to 170 (business rates relief), and 204 to 210 (business grant
schemes). | do not have further material to add to those accounts, but | can say that my
experience was that ministers and depariments did interact well, especially given the

pressure and pace required in the circumstances.

13. From my perspective, interaction with local government was also strong. The more
connected central Government can be to local government, the better. In carrying out
MHCLG’s responsibilities with respect to local government funding, as outlined at
paragraph 10 above, the LGF Directorate is used to working closely with local government.
It has well-established connections to local government finance directors, and those
relationships were an important conduit for information and discussion throughout the
pandemic. Given the complexity of the local government finance sector, and MHCLG'’s
established and effective channels of communication, | do not believe that clearer
demarcation of responsibility as between different Government departments in this context
would have been particularly advantageous or would have made MHCLG’s interactions

with local government more effective.

14. One of the areas which the Inquiry asks about in its Rule 9 Request is MHCLG’s role in
relation to the design of BEIS business grant schemes. | address this in greater detail
below but, in terms of this representing one of the periods in which MHCLG worked
alongside another Government department as part of the economic response, it may be

worthwhile to recap here the nature of that work.

15. As the Inquiry is aware, during the pandemic BEIS implemented a series of grants,
administered by LAs, aimed at supporting small businesses in England, with HMT
determining the key features of each scheme. The schemes included (but were not limited
to) the:
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e Small Business Grant Fund
¢ Retail, Hospitality and Leisure Grant Fund

¢ Local Authority Discretionary Grant Fund

16. The Inquiry should note that MHCLG had no direct accountability or responsibility for the
grant schemes. Initially, there was discussion between BEIS, HMT and MHCLG about
MHCLG’s proposed role in the scheme. On 10 March 2020 | helped the SoS (Jeremy
Pocklington) respond to an email from BEIS, indicating that MHCLG’s position was that
the schemes sat more naturally with BEIS. On 11 March 2020, it was agreed that BEIS
would lead, with Alex Chisham as the Accounting Officer (AS/01 - INQ0O00608910).
Ultimately, as set out at paragraphs 65 and 80 below, officials from MHCLG provided input

and support to HMT and BEIS in the design of the schemes. HMT had fiscal responsibility
for determining how government would support businesses, deciding the features of each
scheme, including the eligibility criteria and the overall amount of support provided. BEIS
held responsibility for the overall development and implementation of the schemes,
working with LAs who were responsible for making grant payments to businesses in their
areas that met the eligibility criteria. HMT and the Cabinet Office also led on when the
schemes were announced and delivered, based on the developing response to pandemic.
Further detail on the development of those schemes, and the work done by the officials
from MHCLG who provided support to HMT and BEIS, is set out at paragraphs 200-240

of the Corporate Statement.

17. The Inquiry should also note that references to work carried out by the Cities and Local
Growth Unit (“CLGU”) — which was a unit jointly managed by BEIS and this Department
— relates to outputs for which BEIS ultimately held responsibility. For the avoidance of
doubt, the support from MCHLG officials to HMT and BEIS as outlined in the preceding
paragraph was separate to the CGLU.

18. My experience of MHCLG’s working with HMT and BEIS in relation to these grant schemes
was positive, although (as | explain in further detail below), | was not myself directly

involved in much of this work and so | am limited in my perspective.
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19. The Inquiry has asked in particular whether | consider that there was a culture of secrecy
or poor information-sharing by HMT in the economic response to the pandemic. | would
say that, given the market sensitive nature of its work, HMT has to strike a balance
between sharing sufficient information to support policy-making across Whitehall, whilst
also limiting the distribution of sensitive information to only those individuals who need to
know. | understand that this can involve the use of named lists and compartmentalisation
of the information. | am aware that the difficulties faced by HMT in striking that balance

were exacerbated by the speed at which officials were working at the start of the pandemic.

20. That work rate and pressure is demonstrated by contemporary emails, as exhibited to the
Corporate Statement. By way of example only, on 7 March 2020, HMT contacted MHCLG
officials, including me, to discuss options for grant support as part of a potential Covid-19
Budget package, just four days ahead of the Budget announcement on 11 March (AS/02
- INQOO0G25641). The discussion included colleagues from BEIS and CLGU and the

exhibit | have referred to demonstrates the nature of the cross-departmental information-

sharing at the time (in circumstances where work was urgent and intense).

21. MHCLG generally encouraged HMT to share as much information as it could, and broadly
speaking, | believe that HMT did try to do so. In some instances, further information-
sharing may have enabled us to provide more considered advice, but HMT would have

had to weigh the benefits of doing so against the risk of leaks of sensitive information.

Local Government Engagement

22. Close working with local government was key to our approach to supporting LAs with
financial pressures, and MHCLG used information and data from local government to

develop its approach to financial support over the course of 2020.

23. MHCLG has established networks in which to engage and communicate with local
government. It has regular engagement with local government sector bodies including the
Local Government Association ("LGA”), the Society of Local Authority Chief Executives,
the County Councils Network, and the District Councils Network, alongside ad hoc day-to-

day engagement as required.
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24. In the context of this module, the MHCLG's role was: (i) to work with OGDs to ensure LAs
received adequate funding for the additional costs they faced; and (ii) to support

communication and joint work between OGDs and LAs.

25. As set out in the Corporate Statement at paragraph 31, during the pandemic, MHCLG built
on its pre-established engagement framework to engage and communicate with local
government, including through the daily bulletins providing updates to recipients across
the sector, a dedicated web page, regular webinars and political roundtables with senior
leaders, and meetings with LA chief executives. This allowed cross-government access
(at ministerial and senior official level) to LAs, and access by LA leaders to central
government. The engagement framework did not replace relationships other departments
already had with their own LA contacts (as OGDs lead on engagement with LAs for policy
areas in which they have responsibility}, but MHCLG’s Local Government Engagement
team provided assistance and support where necessary, such as by sharing emerging
local intelligence with officials across government or feeding back issues raised by LAs.
Although | did not work within the Local Government Engagement team myself, |
understood that the framework for sharing local intelligence, or feeding back issues raised
by LAs, was an informal rather than formalised one, and included discussion at relevant

working groups where these existed.

26. Alongside other Departmental officials, throughout the pandemic | myself engaged
intensively with the local government sector through regular virtual meetings with
representatives, which stabilised into weekly virtual meetings with the LGA and the leaders
of the local authority treasurers’ societies. These meetings helped us to ensure that

MHCLG had sufficient understanding of the pressures local authorities were facing.

27.1 led MHCLG’s relationship with local finance directors and supported OGDs with their
engagement with local finance directors, whilst also engaging with local government chief
executives and other senior personnel. It was my role to maintain and strengthen relations
between central government and local authorities in respect of LGF matters. For example,

on 28 May 2020 | sent a letter to Council leaders on 28 May 2020 outlining funding
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delivered to date and the importance of the monthly data collections in helping to
understand the financial pressures LAs were facing (AS/03 - INQ000137106). The letter

encouraged any LA with concerns to contact MHCLG, recognising that there had already

been several informative discussions with LAs particularly affected by Covid-19 pressures.

28. Beyond meetings, MHCLG’s engagement with the sector included attending a wide range
of sector events, gathering queries and providing answers on a wide range of topics in
regularly updated FAQs, and engaging with more than one-third of authorities about their
situations, either at the authority’s initiative or following up monthly survey data or other
information. | am aware that greater detail on MHCLG's engagement framework and
engagement with the sector is set out at paragraphs 29-33 and paragraphs 53-56 of the

Corporate Statement, and | do not have anything to add to that account.

29. My understanding is that the sector was generally very positive about MHCLG’s levels of
engagement, its understanding of LGF issues and its receptiveness to LA feedback.
Officials considered that regular meetings enabled them to work more closely and
constructively with the sector than ever before, and | would say that relations between

central government and local authorities improved as a result.

30.1 am also aware that some sector stakeholders and finance directors have been less
positive about engagement with government departments other than MHCLG. In terms of
general lessons to be learnt regarding the relationship between central government and
local government, | would support the view that there is scope for other departments to
deepen their understanding of local authorities by increasing their (quality of) engagement
to match the approach taken by MHCLG.

B. FUNDING FOR LOCAL AUTHORITIES

31. As set out above, MHCLG is responsible for funding LAs via the local government finance
settlement, and is responsible for distributing funding, supporting HMT on decisions about

local government funding, and maintaining the system of accountability.
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32. The Accounting Officer (“AO”) for MHCLG is responsible for the core Local Government
Accountability Framework, which maintains the overall statutory framework of legal duties
and financial controls on LAs. In practice, this means the AO is responsible for the financial
framework in which LAs operate, as well as assuring the framework has the correct checks
and balances in place to ensure service expenditure is value for money and to ensure local

democratic accountability.

33. | am aware that greater detail on how LAs are funded is set out at paragraphs 13 and 19-
28 of the Corporate Statement and so | do not reproduce that detail here. However, it is
worth noting that funding in specific policy areas sits with service owning departments,
such as DHSC for Adult Social Care, the DfE for children’s social care, and the DT for
highways and roads. In practice, MHCLG works very closely across government in its role

to oversee the local government finance system as a whole.

34. Covid-19 affected local government finance in a significant and exceptionally wide-ranging
way. LAs faced the prospect of considerable income loss; their core functions came under
major pressure; and they were asked to take on new roles in the local response to, and

recovery from, the pandemic.

35. The Department took many and varied steps in response, but one of the swiftest was to
secure an initial tranche of unringfenced funding to support LAs to meet Covid-19 related
pressures and {o protect the continuation of their vital public services. In 2020/21 and
2021/22 respectively, MHCLG provided £4.5 billion and £1.55 billion in additional
unringfenced funding. LAs were able to spend this how they saw fit to meet local spending
pressures. The Inquiry has asked a number of questions about this funding, and my role

in relation to it.

Unringfenced funding

36. Before | discuss unringfenced funding, it may be useful to provide a general overview of

the way grants are determined and distributed.
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36.1. Availability — a grant may be automatically available to LAs by virtue of their
status (for example as a result of a funding formula), or it may only be available upon
application or where specific criteria are met (for example Sales, Fees and Charges

Income Compensation Scheme)

36.2. Application — a grant may be unringfenced, meaning that there are no
restrictions attached to it on how the funds should be spent, or it may be ringfenced,

meaning that the LA must use the funds in a particular way.

To be clear, a grant can be automatically available but still ringfenced — or it can be
available upon application, but unringfenced. It may assist the Inquiry to review the funding
table at paragraph 7 of the Corporate Statement, which summarises the forms of funding

support provided by MHCLG as part of the economic response to the pandemic.

Unringfenced grant funding was one element of support, alongside unringfenced
measures that supported councils with their cashflow and loss in income including tax and
business rates. These support arrangements were designed and tailored to respond to
new pressures. As set out in paragraph 82 of the Corporate Statement, the provision of
unringfenced funding was intended to provide flexibility and signalled MHCLG's

confidence in councils’ ability to prioritise spending based on their individual circumstances.

As indicated above, in 2020/21 and 2021/22 respectively, MHCLG provided £4.5 billion
and £1.55 billion in additional unringfenced funding to support LAs with Covid-19-related
costs. This funding was split over five tranches and, being unringfenced, enabled LAs to
spend this additional resource as required to meet local spending pressures. As a Director,
| provided strategic direction, leadership advice and engagement for MHCLG’s work in
relation to unringfenced funding and would sign it off. | did not personally undertake the

work itself (including any work on the development of formulae).

| note that the Corporate Statement provides significant detail on unringfenced funding
and its distribution (including the development of funding formulae) at paragraphs 71 to
114. That account is consistent with my recollection and understanding and so | do not
repeat it here. However, | can provide an indication of points at which | had personal

involvement in the events set out in those paragraphs.
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40.1 | oversaw work by Graham Duncan and Katy Balwin to draft departmental advice
to the SoS (Robert Jenrick) on 15 March 2020, following discussions with DHSC,
in which MHCLG noted that Covid-19 was increasing LA costs, with adult social
care having a significant impact through extra demand and higher business as
usual costs. This was coupled with concern about potential reduction of income for
LAs through discretionary income from parking and leisure services, council tax and
business rates. As a result, we recommended bidding into HMT’s £5 billion
emergency response fund, requesting £1.7 billion to cover the £1.3 billion estimated
cost of addressing breakdowns in informal care and backfilling staff in ASC,
alongside additional costs for children’s social care and non-social care priorities
(AS/04 - INQ0O00582555). Our advice noted this would be initial funding to cover the

immediate needs of LAs, and more funding should be made available if needed at

a later point. | am aware that the response to that advice and the further
submissions are set out at paragraphs 79 to 86 of the Corporate Statement and |
do not have further to add beyond noting that Robert Jenrick’'s approval was
received on 18 March 2020 (AS/05 - INQO00582565), and the funding was
confirmed to LAs in a letter sent from the SoS on 20 March 2020 (AS/06 -
INQOOOQ090746). The total quantum consisted of two elements, each of which

required a decision around the distribution formula to be used: (i) £1.4 billion

distributed to upper tier LAs to support social care expenditure via the ASC Relative
Needs Formula; and (ii) £0.2 billion distributed to all LAs to reflect other pressures

via the Settlement Funding Assessment.

40.2 On 7 April 2020, | attended a meeting with SoS (Robert Jenrick) and other
Department officials and Minister Simon Clarke. The purpose of this meeting was
to recap advice provided to Minister Simon Clarke on 6 April 2020 on a proposed
package of measures to support local government, ahead of proposed engagement
with the Chief Secretary to the Treasury on local government finance pressures
(AS/07 - INQO00536041). That advice set out MHCLG's refined assessment of

Covid-19-related financial pressures on local government. The package aimed to

strike a balance between providing certainty to LAs and maintaining flexibility and
value for money. Although the funding was based on a cautious estimate, it was
intended to reassure councils so that they could continue delivering services during
the next phase of the pandemic response. After that meeting, SoS (Robert Jenrick)

approved the proposals on cash flow and income modelling. SoS also supported

11
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delaying local government finance reforms, due to capacity constraints. After the

meeting, | oversaw drafting of a letter for SoS and Minister Clarke to consider and

send to HMT, regarding the estimated additional funding of up to £2.5 billion

required to support local government in the pandemic (AS/08 - INQOO0582573;
AS/09 - INQOO0655181).

40.3 Following the initial unringfenced funding provision, MHCLG outlined in a series of
papers the strategic approach it would take to supporting local government financial
sustainability. In my role as Director, | oversaw the development of that strategic
approach and signed off on the preparation of those papers. These included a
paper submitted to Simon Clarke, Minister of State in the Department, on 28 April
2020 which highlighted options and considerations for how to use data and funding
mechanisms to refine future Covid-19 support. The paper also set out MHCLG's
approach for continuing to ensure value for money in any future support, as it is
obligated to do as part of its usual functions in managing the local government
finance framework, including holding LAs to account for their spending by using
future data monitoring (AS/10 - INQO0O0608929).

40.4 An updated version of the above paper was provided to SoS (Robert Jenrick) on 5
May 2020 (AS/11 - INQO0O0608933). The paper outlined MHCLG's evidence-based

approach focusing on (i} getting better data, (ii} using the data to inform the shape

of further funding support; and (iii) the long-term impacts of any decisions. The
paper also provided details of the steps being taken to ensure that MHCLG had a
good understanding of expenditure and pressures facing LAs. The paper also
highlighted a hybrid model for support which included understanding LA
expenditure, managing income risks and assessing specific risks and needs for
individual LAs.

40.5 On 30 June 2020, | oversaw advice, where | was also named as the senior civil
servant providing clearance, to SoS (Robert Jenrick) which gave an update on the
proposed allocations for an additional £500 million of LA funding (AS/12 -
INQO00582606) ahead of an announcement proposed for 2 July 2020 on a new
funding package for LAs to help address Covid-19 pressures and lost income. That
advice on the third tfranche of unringfenced funding recorded that MHCLG had
completed equalities analysis based on the proposed set of allocations using the
newly developed Covid-19 Relative Needs Formula, and had found no basis to

advise that there would be adverse equalities impacts from this allocation
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methodology. The advice further set out that since the tranche 1 and tranche 2
funding allocations, we had refined our approach to reflect the costs that [LAs were
reporting, and therefore a new Covid-19 Relative Needs Formula was
recommended. In developing this formula, MHCLG tested various demographic
groups, deprivation, Covid-19 case rates, shielding rates, density and sparsity for
their statistical significance in driving costs. It was found that total population and
deprivation were the most significant cost drivers. This formula was used for
Tranches 3, 4 and 5 of unringfenced funding. It is of particular note that the Relative
Needs Formula deliberately avoided creating any direct correlation between the
data provided by an individual authority and the funding that authority received,
ensuring that there was no direct incentive for LAs that could put pressure on data

quality.

40.6 On 3 July 2020, | oversaw advice, where | was also named as the senior civil
servant providing clearance, to ministers on the third tranche of funding which
contained equalities analysis based on the proposed allocations to LAs. In addition
to reiterating the findings of the 30 June advice regarding the absence of adverse
equalities impacts, the advice noted that as the funding was not ringfenced, LAs
could allocate this how they saw fit, and therefore it was difficult to measure how
the funding would impact those with protected characteristics, although it was
expected to improve authorities’ abilities to provide services to such persons (AS/13
- INQO00582611). The advice also highlighted that further analysis would be carried

out to understand any links to the protected characteristics, and that officials would

provide further Public Sector Equality Duty advice following confirmation of the final

package from HMT.

40.7 On 14 October 2020, | oversaw advice, on which Patrick Flack was named as the
senior civil servant providing clearance, to the SoS (Robert Jenrick) to agree the
approach of distributing funding of around £1 billion for local government so that
LAs could protect vital services whilst responding to Covid-19 (as announced by
the Prime Minister (Boris Johnson) on 12 October 2020). I was involved in
discussions throughout the process (AS/14 - INQO00655188), including
discussions regarding around what that funding was to cover (AS/15 -
INQO00655189). It was recommended that the Covid-19 Relative Needs Formula
be used for distribution, and LAs that were in financial difficulty should be targeted.
The advice (AS/16 - INQO00582623) recommended this approach as it would allow

13
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funding to be targeted effectively at those LAs most in need, balancing financial
sustainability and value for money. This approach supported LAs facing the most
severe pressures and prioritised those just below the exceptional support threshold
and in high alert areas. The approach also ensured a needs-based distribution while
avoiding over-allocation to less-affected authorities. This was the Department’s

best assessment of pressures which Ministers agreed with.

40.8 | oversaw production of a technical note, on which Patrick Flack was named as the
senior civil servant providing clearance , on the Relative Needs Formula which set
out the allocation methodology that was published alongside the fourth tranche on
22 October 2020; the Covid-19 Relative Needs Formula was again used to allocate
funding (AS/17 - INQ000582650; AS/18 - INQ000655190). As set out in paragraph

76 of the Corporate Statement, MHCLG also undertook an exercise to reassess all

allocations of tranches 1-3 using this formula.

40.9 | oversaw production of the consultation launched on 17 December 2020 (AS/19 -
INQO00137047) for the provisional financial settlement for 20021/22 seeking views
on the £1.55 billion of additional funding in tranche 5 (which was first announced in
the Spending Review 2020). | was involved in the decision to allocate tranche 5

using the Covid-19 Relative Needs Formula.

41. The Inquiry asks whether | agree that unringfenced funding was a preferable method of
funding local authorities during the pandemic. In principle, | agree with this and the grants
within my area of responsibility were unringfenced for that reason. However, there can be
occasions where the Government wants a specific action to be taken, in which instance
ringfencing may be more appropriate. LAs have consistently stated that they prefer
unringfenced funding, including during the pandemic, and this was reflected in the

extensive unringfenced funding provision described above.

Funding amounts

42. The Inquiry has asked whether | consider that, given the circumstances, LAs were
adequately consulted and otherwise involved in the decision-making process in relation to
amounts of funding. As set out above, in my view the Department engaged well with LAs

throughout the pandemic and this included discussions in relation to funding amounts.

14
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