Witness Name: Jonathan Price
Statement No: M9/ROR/JPO1
Exhibits: 34

Dated: 23.07.25

UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

WITNESS STATEMENT OF JONATHAN PRICE

I, Jonathan Price, will say as follows:

| provide this statement in response to a request under Rule 9 of the Inquiry Rules 2006, dated
28 May 2025, and referenced M9/R9R/JP01. The request relates to the period 1 January 2020

to 28 June 2022, which | will refer to as ‘the specified period’.

Overview of Roles and Relationships

1. Throughout the specified period, | held three roles within the Welsh Government:

a. | was the Chief Economist; a role which | took up in 2004. | explain this role

below at paragraph 2.

b. lwas a member of the Technical Advisory Group. | cannot recall the exact date
when | was invited fo join this group, but | believe it was in the summer of 2020.
The Technical Advisory Group was part of the Welsh Government’'s emergency
response to the Covid-19 pandemic and its membership comprised experis
and officials from a range of areas. Ilts aim was “fo provide the best possible
scientific and technical advice to support the response to the Covid-19
pandemic in Wales until there is an exit from the state of emergency and the
group is stood down by the First Minister.” | exhibit a copy of the group’s Terms
of Reference at JP/01 - INQ000312569.
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c. | was the Chair of the Socio-Economic Harms sub-group which was created by
the Technical Advisory Group soon after | joined. lts purpose was to provide
assessments of the full range of socio-economic (but not the health) effects of
the pandemic including the effects of the measures put in place to control the

disease.

2. As the Chief Economist, | was the head of the Economic Advice Division (now known
as the Economic and Fiscal Advice Division). Before the pandemic, the Division
provided economic advice and analysis to the Welsh Government. During the specified
period, the Division contributed to analysis and advice on the economic effects of the
pandemic. However, the Economic Advice Division was not the principal contributor of
the economic advice which informed Covid-19-related decisions, such as the
imposition and relaxation of various non-pharmaceutical interventions. That analysis
and advice was provided by the Covid-19 Project Team. The Economic Advice
Division, in contrast, provided high-level analysis and advice, on an ad hoc basis, as

demonstrated by the examples provided below.

3. As the Chief Economist, | was involved in the economic response to the pandemic in
Wales insofar as | was responsible for the various pieces of analysis and advice
produced by the Economic Advice Division. | was also asked to attend and/or provide
briefings to various Covid-19-related groups as Chief Economist. | set out all the advice
and analysis | provided to the Welsh Government at paragraph 16a-q below. In

summary, | provided the following:

a. Monthly Economic Reports, and the annual Chief Economist’s Reports to the

Welsh Government. | exhibit examples of these reports at JP/02 -
INQO000565828, JP/03 - INQ000566016, JP/04 - INQ000566013 and JP/05 -
INQO00066146.

b. Oral updates on the economy at Cabinet meetings on an ad hoc basis. | exhibit
by way of example Minutes of the Cabinet meeting of 28 September 2020 at
JP/06 - INQ000048928.

c. A briefing paper for Cabinet (dated 4 June 2020) on Wales's economic
prospects in the wake of the pandemic, exhibited at JP/07 - INQ000129875;
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d. Ad hoc advice and analysis to policy propositions made by the Business and
Regions Directorate as a member of the ‘red team’, a team set up to provide
challenge to their propositions; | exhibit an example of this type of advice at
JP/08 - INQ000611533.

e. Ad hoc briefings concerning economic updates to the Covid-19 Core Group,
which was a subgroup of Cabinet that brought together Ministers and officials
to discuss the latest Covid-19 position and response. Opposition leaders and
the leader of the Welsh Local Government Association also attended. | exhibit
the Minutes of a meeting where | provided an update on the economic situation
at JP/09 - INQ000336472.

f. Ad hoc briefings to the Covid-19 Portfolio Board for Continuity and Recovery.
This was an internal Welsh Government meeting where key officials and
Ministers would discuss current issues and how they might be overcome. For
example, | was involved in the production of an Economic Policy Response
Workstream Paper, which was discussed in the meeting of 22 April 2020. |
exhibit a copy of the paper at JP/10 - INQ000611517, and the relevant Minutes
at JP/11 - INQ000611531.

g. A presentation on the labour market in Wales, given to the UK Covid-19
Economic Directors Forum on 12 June 2020. This group was convened to
discuss the state of the UK Economy in light of Covid-19. | exhibit a copy of the
briefing for that Forum at JP/12 - INQ000611540.

h. A presentation to ExCovid, which was the forum for strategic oversight, co-
ordination and assurance of the Covid-19 response by the Director Generals
and other senior officials within the Welsh Government, on the effect of Covid-
19 on the labour market in Wales. | exhibit the slideshow for that presentation
at JP/13 - INQ000350509.

4. The nature and extent of my involvement as Chief Economist only changed insofar as
my ad hoc advice and analysis was provided to different groups in the Welsh
Government, set up in response to the pandemic (e.g. the Covid-19 Core Group and
ExCovid). Beyond attending and/or providing advice and analysis to the relevant
groups, the nature and extent of my involvement in the economic response remained

consistent throughout the pandemic.
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5. As Chief Economist, | did not have a direct working relationship with Ken Skates (as
Minister for Economy, Transport and North Wales), Julie James (as Minister for
Housing and Local Government, and later Minister for Transport), Vaughan Gething
(as Minister for the Economy) or Rebecca Evans (as Minister for Finance). The majority
of my contact with those Ministers was indirect, by their Private Secretaries, and office
staff. Although | would have had a number of informal, bilateral, conversations with
Ken Skates, Vaughan Gething and Rebecca Evans before and after formal meetings,

| cannot now remember the specifics of any of these conversations.

6. | have no reason to believe that the nature of my relationship with those Ministers
affected the Welsh Government’s economic response to the pandemic insofar as that
relates to my involvement as Chief Economist. | was able to communicate effectively
with those Ministers’ offices and provide advice and analysis as and when required. It
is possible that the relationship between the Chief Economist (and indeed other
analysts) might be improved by more direct engagement with the Ministers
themselves. That said, | am unsure about the nature or degree of any improvement
that this change would yield because | believe that | was able to carry out my role as
Chief Economist effectively through the offices of those Ministers. However, it is
possible that by allowing analysts to explain their advice to Ministers directly, effective

working relationships could be even further strengthened.

7. The risk during the pandemic was that the economic and socio-economic evidence
could have been under-weighted in the decision-making process. This is because the
evidence on the evolution of the pandemic (number of infections, deaths, hospital
bed occupancy) was rapidly evolving and dramatic in nature. The evidence of
economic and socio-economic harms was mainly based on a synthesis of
established research and analysis, and therefore lacked this evolving and dramatic
aspect. In addition, the economic and socio-economic evidence mainly took the form
of qualitative summaries with indicative orders of magnitude, in contrast to the
apparently "hard numbers" available on the health effects. | think direct engagement
might have resulted in the economic and socio-economic aspects gaining greater
"visibility". However, | have no evidence that, had such engagement been in place,

different decisions would have been made.
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8. My relationships with the Chief Economic Advisers/ Chief Economists of the UK
Government, Scottish Government, and Northern Ireland Government were
professional and conducted at inter-governmental meetings. For example, | sat on the
Board of Chief Economists for the Government Economic Service which brought
together the senior economists of the UK’s central and devolved Governments to share
economic information and policy-related matters. | also attended meetings of the
Covid-19 Economics Workshop and the UK Covid-19 Economic Directors Forum, both
of which brought together economists and senior economic policy officials from the
UK’s central and devolved Governments. | exhibit the agenda of the Covid-19
Economics Workshop on 2 April 2020 at JP/14 - INQ000349237, by way of an example

of attendees of these groups.

9. My engagement with other Chief Economic Advisers and Chief Economists through
these inter-governmental meetings was effective for information-sharing. It did not
affect my work in the economic response by only having a relationship with these
individuals insofar as | met them at these high-level board meetings and workshops. |
understand that if the relationships were closer, or contact between senior economic
advisers was more frequent, further useful information might have been shared.
However, | have no evidence that there was such information, or that it being shared

would have made any difference to my work in the economic response.

Economic Advice and Analysis

Overview of Welsh economy

10. | am asked for a brief overview of features of the Welsh economy which were relevant to
its ability to weather the economic storm as a result of the pandemic The most important
and relevant feature of the economy in Wales is that it performs less strongly than many
other parts of the UK. Employment rates and productivity are lower, and the incidence of

low incomes, poverty and economic disadvantage are higher, see figure 1 and 2 below.
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Figure 1: Employment rate, 3 months to December 2014 to the 3 months to December
2024
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Figure 2: Percentage of people in each UK country living in relative income poverty (after

housing costs), three-financial-year averages.
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11. A well-established pattern is that during periods of economic disruption, weaker
economies suffer deeper and more protracted harms and these harms are focused
particularly on individuals and households who are most disadvantaged. We anticipated

that this pattern would again be followed as a result of the pandemic.
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12. Wales has an older and sicker population than many other parts of the UK - and the UK
as a whole. These features clearly increased economic vulnerability. However, it should
be noted that in respect of these features variation within regions and areas is typically

greater than variation between them.

13. There are other, more specific features of the economy in Wales that shaped the way the
economy responded, generally increasing vulnerability. These include a high dependence
on tourism in parts of Wales. Although self-employment in Wales is not unusually high,
the incomes of the self-employed in Wales are relatively low, and the challenges in
designing effective support schemes for the self-employed may have particularly affected
Wales.

14. Two areas where Wales appeared to have lower than average vulnerability resulted from
its lower population density (and hence expected lower impact from the effects of an
infectious disease) and lower concentration of BME populations (where evidence
emerging early in the pandemic suggested that the effects of the disease may have been

greater).

Advice and analysis

15. | provided multiple pieces of ad hoc advice and analysis to the Welsh Government in
briefings, papers, and informal conversations. This would have been commissioned by
policy teams within the Economy, Skills and Natural Resources Group or Ministers. To the
best of my recollection, | did not provide any significant analysis or advice regarding
individual economic support funds or schemes, whether Welsh, or UK-wide, beyond what
| included in the Monthly Economic Report, as set out in paragraph 17, below. Any
involvement | had in relation to specific economic funds or schemes would have been as
part of the ‘red team’ of the Business and Regions Directorate. However, due to the
passage of time | cannot recall any specific challenges | raised regarding any economic

scheme.

16. The following chronology sets out the ad hoc advice and analysis | gave to the Welsh

Government:

a. 9 March 2020 — | produced an analysis, requested by the Minister for Health and

Social Services, on the economic impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the Welsh
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economy. | exhibit a copy of the request at JP/15 - INQ000611510, and a copy of
the analysis at JP/16 - INQ000320754.

16 March 2020 — | provided a written update on the economy to Cabinet, which
was referred to at the Cabinet Meeting of 16 March 2020. | exhibit a copy of the
Minutes from that Cabinet Meeting at JP/17 - INQ000048797. The update focussed
on the Office for Budget Responsibility’s economic assessment and forecasts of

the economy. | did not attend this Cabinet Meeting.

2 April 2020 — | attended a Covid-19 Economics Workshop as the Chief Economist
for Wales. | exhibit a copy of the agenda for that meeting at JP/14 - INQ000349237.

15 April 2020 — | provided an economic update to the Covid Core Group, which
focussed on the Office for Budget Responsibility’s scenario analysis of the effect
of Covid-19 on the economy. | exhibit a copy of the minutes of this meeting at JP/09
- INQ000336472.

20 April 2020 — | provided some informal advice via email regarding the deployment
of the remaining Economic Resilience Fund allocation at this time. | exhibit a copy
of that email at JP/18 - INQ000611512.

13 May 2020 - | attended a Covid-19 Economics Workshop and gave a
presentation on ‘Covid-19 and the economy in Wales — so far'. | exhibit a copy of
the agenda for the Workshop at JP/19 - INQ000349430, and a copy of the
presentation slideshow at JP/20 - INQ000349432.

4 June 2020 — | provided a written assessment to Cabinet on the economic
implications of Covid-19 for Wales, as the situation appeared in early June 2020,
exhibited above at JP/07 - INQ000128875.

17 June 2020 — | provided an economic update to the Covid Core Group, which
focussed on the slump in GDOP. | exhibit a copy of the minutes for this meeting at
JP/21 - INQ000314498.

28 September 2020 — | provided an oral update to Cabinet on the overview of the

economic situation. | exhibit the minutes of that Cabinet Meeting at JP/06 -
INQ000048928.
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2 November 2020 — | prepared a paper for the Socio-Economic Harms subgroup
called ‘Covid-19 Recession — Quantification of Socio-Economic Harms’, in which |
attempted to quantify the potential overall impact of the pandemic on socio-
economic outcomes in Wales. It included illustrations on the impact of a firebreak
lockdown, although that was purely demonstrative as the firebreak lockdown had
already occurred, and the paper was never intended to inform any policy decisions
on non-pharmaceutical interventions. The paper was discussed at the Socio-
Economic Harms subgroup meeting on 4 November 2020. | exhibit both a copy of
that paper at JP/22 - INQ000349969 and the Minutes of that meeting at JP/23 -
INQ000312592.

25 November 2020 - The Technical Advisory Group, of which | was a member,
produced a paper called ‘High level summary of evidence on costs and benefits
and potential mitigations for measures to address Covid-19 in Wales.” The Socio-
Economic Harms subgroup, of which | was the Chair, contributed to the production
of the paper. | exhibit a copy of that paper at JP/24 - INQ000066302.

21 January 2021 — | gave a presentation to the Council for Economic Development
in relation to the economic effect of the Covid-19 pandemic. | exhibit a copy of the
Minutes from that meeting at JP/25 - INQ000611538.

. 22 February 2021 — | provided an oral update to Cabinet on the overview of the
economic situation. | exhibit the Minutes of that Cabinet Meeting at JP/26 -
INQ000057892.

5 March 2021 — The Technical Advisory Group, of which | was a member, produced
a paper called ‘The potential risks and benefits of removing restrictions in a phased
approach to mitigate the impact of harms from Covid-19 in Wales.” The Socio-
Economic Harms subgroup, of which | was the Chair, contributed to the production
of the paper. | exhibit a copy of that paper at JP/27 - INQ000066356.

9 July 2021 — The Technical Advisory Group, of which | was a member, produced
a paper called ‘Five Harms Arising from COVID-19: Consideration of Potential
Baseline Measures.” The Socio-Economic Harms subgroup, of which | was the
Chair, contributed to the production of the paper. | exhibit a copy of that paper at
JP/28 - INQ000239550.
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p. 13 July 2021 — | gave a presentation to Ex-Covid on the effect of Covid-19 on the
labour market. | exhibit a copy of the slideshow for that presentation at JP/13 -
INQ000350509.

g. 23 May 2022 — | provided a written economic report called ‘Recession - Economic
Update 23 05 2020’ to Cabinet, which | used to provide an oral update on the
economic situation at the Cabinet Meeting. | exhibit a copy of the minutes of that
Cabinet Meeting at JP/29 - INQO0O00130065, and the report at JP/30 -
INQ000611535.

17. 1 also gave regular analysis and advice in relation to the Monthly Economic Report. As part
of this work, | frequently provided updates on the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme and
the Self-Employed Income Support Scheme (see, for example, the January 2022 Report
at 4.2 exhibited at JP/31 - INQ000566004). The Monthly Economic Reports were produced
by the Economic Advice Division. They summarised important, high-level findings on
various topics. These topics, which appeared in various reports, included: GDP (which
was split into UK GDP, Regional GDP, and Global GDP), Consumer Confidence,
Economic Prospects, Trade, Financial Conditions, Inflation, Public Finances, Regional

Household Wealth, Productivity, and Personal Well-being.

18. The purpose of these reports was to inform Ministers about relevant changes or trends in
important areas of the Welsh economy. The Monthly Economic Reports were compiled by
the Knowledge and Analytical Services division as part of larger reports called the Labour
Market Statistics and Economic Reports. These documents have already been provided

to the Inquiry.

19. Although the pandemic did not change their content, pandemic-related statistics were
included in the reports. Otherwise, the Monthly Economic Reports continued to contain
information on the economic areas outlined above. For example, | exhibit the Monthly
Economic Reports (at Section 4 of the Labour Market Statistics and Economic Reports) of
January 2020 at JP/32 - INQ000565826, and September 2020 at JP/33 - INQ000565832
for comparison. For example, both contain information on Economic Prospects (Sections
4.9 and 4.6, respectively), but the September 2020 report discussed the effect of the

Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme and references pre-pandemic output.
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20. 1 did not have a standing invitation to Cabinet but | was asked to provide economic updates
on an ad hoc basis. The First Minister decided the Cabinet’s agenda, and | decided the

content of the economic update.

Understanding of the economic impact

21. | cannot recall the precise date when | appreciated the scale of the economic emergency
facing Wales, but it would likely have been around the time when | produced my analysis
of the economic impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on 9 March 2020, as exhibited at JP/16
- INQ000320754. This was produced for the Minister for Health and Social Services, as
outlined at exhibit JP/15 - INQ000611510. | recall subsequently having a number of
informal exchanges, primarily by email, with colleagues about the economic implications
of the pandemic. | recall finding it challenging to understand the likely impact of the
pandemic on the Welsh economy because of critical barriers to analyses. For example,
any cost-benefit analysis of lockdowns and restrictions were hampered by uncertainty
surrounding the parameters of the disease, such as the fact that the infection-fatality ratio

was unknown.

22.1t was in this same analysis of the economic impact, as exhibited above, that |
acknowledged that any economic support would have to be “large scale”, co-ordinated
primarily by the UK Government, and using existing schemes due to the time pressure. |
also acknowledged that Welsh Government economic support would complement the UK
Government support. However, it was not within the scope of my role, or that of the
Economic Advice Division, to develop any economic support schemes in relation to the
pandemic, this was the role of the policy team within the Economy, Skills and Natural
Resources Group. Therefore, | only considered the economic support at a very high-level

in light of my limited understanding that the extent of the economic emergency was great.

23. | first advised on the economic impact of a lockdown lasting longer than 14 days on 15
April 2020, when assessing the Office for Budget Responsibility’s scenario modelling as
part of the economic update | provided to the Covid-19 Core Group. The Minutes of this
meeting, which contain my analysis are exhibited at JP/09 - INQ000336472.

24. The Office for Budget Responsibility had produced a scenario that suggested that a three-
month lockdown would result in a 35% reduction in UK GDP in Q2 of 2020, and a 10%
rise in unemployment. | advised that this was optimistic as an assessment, as the actual
effect would depend upon the specific nature of the lockdown, and the longer the

lockdown, the greater the cumulative economic impact. | advised that Wales might be
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affected to a greater degree than the UK as a whole, but because of the broad-based

nature of the economic impact, the geographical variation would be “modest”.

25. | had no significant degree of understanding as to the likely duration of the pandemic in
March 2020. It meant that any advice in relation fo the economic impact of the pandemic
was limited and high-level. In the March 2020 Monthly Economic Report (at 4.2}, |
acknowledge that “[tJhe duration and depth of any downturn is unknowable as it depends
on a whole host of factors, most obviously how many people contract the virus, how long
the pandemic lasts, the fatality rate and how households change their consumption and
work patterns.” | exhibit a copy of this Monthly Economic Report at JP/02 - INQ000565828.

26.1 have been asked by the Inquiry how the Economics Advice Division worked with the
Ministerial Advisory Board, Ffenics, and the Socio-economic Harms subgroup of the
Technical Advisory Group. The Economics Advice Division did not work with any of these
groups. Although | would have attended some meetings of the Ministerial Advisory Board,
and | chaired the Socio-economic Harms subgroup, the Economics Advice Division itself
had no relationship with these groups. The only link is that | was also, separately, the head
of the Economics Advice Division. | cannot recall hearing about a group called Ffenics,

and the Economics Advice Division did not work with it to the best of my knowledge.

Inequalities and vulnerable groups

27. 1 took into account inequalities and economically vulnerable groups to a great extent in the

advice | gave as part of all of my roles during the specified period. For example:

a. lincluded statistics on Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic groups and/or groups
with disabilities in my economic updates to cabinet on 22 February 2021 as
exhibited at JP/26 - INQ000057892 and 23 May 2022 as exhibited at JP/29 -
INQ000130065.

b. As Chair of the Socio-economic Harms subgroup of the Technical Advisory
Group, inequalities and economically vulnerable groups were at the core of our
assessments. For example, we coniributed to two papers produced by the
Technical Advisory Group called ‘The potential risks and benefits of removing
restrictions in a phased approach to mitigate the impact of harms from Covid-
19 in Wales’ and ‘Five Harms Arising from COVID-19: Consideration of
Potential Baseline Measures.’ Both are exhibited above at JP/27 -
INQ000066356 and JP/28 - INQ000239550.

12

INQO000650931_0012



c. As a member of the Technical Advisory Group, | also both informally and
formally reported my work as Chair of the Socio-economic Harms subgroup,
which therefore meant that my advice as part of the Technical Advisory Group

also accounted for inequalities and economically vulnerable groups.

Challenges in providing advice

28. In respect of the main challenge | faced in providing economic analysis and advice, | would
refer again to the point about the fundamental and radical uncertainty about the scale and
nature of the economic impacts. These depended on the future course of the pandemic
(which, in turn, depended on matters such as the speed of development of vaccines and
treatments), on future restrictions, on the effectiveness of the economic mitigations put in
place (e.g. the UK Government’s furlough scheme) and the expectations and responses
of individuals and businesses to these uncertainties. In all of these areas, developments

were evolving rapidly.

29.1 do not think | would take a fundamentally different approach in response to any future
pandemic. However, | have already indicated, there might be benefit in more direct contact
between economists and other analysts and Ministers. Were | to find myself in a similar
situation again, | would seek to be more pro-active in making the case for such direct

contact.

Data and Modelling

30. Under the leadership of the Chief Statistician, statisticians in the Welsh Government
produce and publish a range of economic statistics about Wales. However, many of the
key economic datasets and statistics for Wales are produced by the Office for National
Statistics or HM Revenue and Customs. | understand that the Chief Statistician for Wales,
Stephanie Howarth has produced a statement for M9 (MS/ROR/SHO01) which details what
economic statistics are collected, who collates them and how decisions are made on what

data to collect.

31. In providing economic advice, there were limitations in the availability and quality of data.
One problem was that for a comprehensive modelling of the effects of the pandemic to be
used in the provision of economic advice, a macro-economic model of the Welsh economy
would be required. This did not and still does not exist, although | understand that the
Welsh Government is exploring the development of such a model with external bodies

such as the National Institute for Economic and Social Research.
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32. Furthermore, there is a lack of certain data points for Wales which are available for the UK
as a whole. For example, the monthly data for the UK’s GDP is published whereas the
GDP for Wales is only published quarterly (although it is currently suspended due to
concerns about data quality). The available data had to be treated cautiously because
estimates for Wales are typically more volatile than for the UK. So, any comparisons
between Wales and the UK had to be treated with care. | exhibit a copy of the Monthly
Economic Report of May 2020 where | discuss this point at paragraph 4.1: see JP/34 -
INQ000565843. The Division worked with the data that it had, recognising its strengths
and weaknesses. In my view, given the underlying uncertainties of the data, and the
likelihood of heavy revision, more timely and/or spatially differentiated data is unlikely to

have materially changed our assessments.

33. There was an additional challenge where national data on non-devolved areas was not
held by the Welsh Government but by central UK Governmental departments, mainly the
Department for Work and Pensions. For example, data on unemployment benefits, a
national policy area, is held by the Department of Work and Pensions as is data on
Universal Credit. In April 2020, the Welsh Government requested timely copies of this
information from the Department for Work and Pensions, by different characteristics and
regions of Wales, to help understand the real-time economic impact of the pandemic.
Although some data was provided very early, the regular supply and detail of that data
feed was not consistent. This issue was raised in the early weeks of the pandemic both at
Inter-Ministerial groups and the Inter-Administration Committee for Statistics, but several
interventions were required from Ministers and the Chief Statistician to make sure that a
routine flow of information was provided to the Welsh Government. This was despite UK
Ministers’ agreement for data to be provided, and data being available to the UK

Government Civil Contingencies Secretariat. This was resolved in June 2020.

34. In any case, | note that although more, more timely, or better data might have improved
my ability to advise by providing a better understanding of the current situation, it is unlikely
that it would have surmounted the larger issues of uncertainty surrounding variables that
would be inputted into any modelling such as (i) the future trajectory of the pandemic; (ii)
the effectiveness of non-pharmaceutical interventions versus behavioural changes in
response to the pandemic; and (iii) the effectiveness of novel economic support measures,
such as the furlough scheme. Therefore, further and more timely data would likely have

been of little benefit to my ability to advise on the economic response to the pandemic.
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35. Although developing a macro-economic model of the Welsh economy is feasible, it would
take a great deal of time and money, and may be of limited value. Given the short run
trend in economic output in Wales is broadly similar to that for the UK as a whole, my
ability to advise the Welsh Government would not necessarily have been improved by
simply having a greater quality or quantity of data specific to Wales. Although not certain,

it is likely that the economic advice would have been the same.

36. The main advantages of a macro-economic model of the Welsh economy are that in
principle it would provide a comprehensive assessment of the effects of a shock, such as
the pandemic, taking account of indirect effects through supply chains and from changes
in behaviour by businesses and consumers and it would provide more precise estimates
of effects. However, such benefits would be dependent on the reliability of the model,
particularly in the context of a shock of novel kind, and for the reasons set out in my
statement | do not believe that, particularly in the context of an unprecedented pandemic,

it would have been appropriate to rely on the outputs of such a model.

37. 1 have no grounds to believe that the Welsh Government did not make adequate use of
data, economic modelling and other scenario analysis in its economic response to the
pandemic considering the limited nature of the data and economic modelling available. As
explained in paragraph 31 above, there was no macro-economic model of the Welsh
economy, but | provided analysis on the state of the economy through the Monthly
Economic Reports (which | was able to do in spite of the limited nature of the data
available). The Welsh Government requested and was provided with further analysis at

numerous instances, as | outline in paragraphs 16 a-q above.

38. It is important to remember that | was not involved in the development or implementation
of policies but only provided analysis of available data. Therefore, although | believe that
the correct approach was for the Welsh Government to request analysis and for me to
draw conclusions on a wide range of evidence from across the UK whilst always
considered the ways in which the Welsh context differed, | am unable to comment further
on how the Welsh Government then made use of data, economic modelling and other

scenario analysis in the economic response, and whether it was adequate.

Recommendations on data and modelling

39. The principal problem with a macro-economic model is not so much that the cost would
be high (though it might), but rather that the theoretical and practical challenges in

developing and validating such a model are very great. There is no professional consensus
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40.

41.

on the right approach. My own view is that, in view of the way the Welsh economy is
embedded in the UK economy, any macro-economic modelling for Wales would need to
be undertaken as a component of a regionalised UK model. Although some steps are
being taken in this direction, including by the National Institute of Economic and Social
Research, work is at an early stage. Importantly, the practical value of a model in
assessing the impact of novel kinds of event (such as a pandemic) would be very uncertain

because it would be developed in the context of “normal” economic times.

My recommendation would be that the UK Government and the Welsh Government should
consider supporting the development of a regionalised UK macro-economic model, while
recognising that this would be a long-term research programme whose practical benefits

are highly uncertain.

There are limitations affecting the economic data available for Wales where improvements
could enhance our understanding of economic developments. These are set out below.
However, as previously explained, the key barriers faced by economic analysis during the
pandemic related to fundamental uncertainties about current and future trends in the
pandemic and behavioural responses. Better data would have been of little if any help
here. With that caveat:

¢ During the pandemic, and subsequently, the Office for National Statistics Labour
Force Survey estimates for Wales became unreliable as an indication of what was
happening in the labour market in Wales. The Office for National Statistics Annual
Population Survey (APS) also provided information on the labour market, but this
survey uses outdated weights and is not a timely source of information. Major
improvements in the quality of data on the labour market in Wales are needed — it
remains to be seen how far this will be addressed by the transformed Labour Force
Survey on which the Office for National Statistics are currently working.

e There is particularly weak data on self-employment in Wales which is collected by
the Office for National Statistics. The data is weak in that sample sizes are too
small to provide reliable information on employment and income by sector/industry.
However, in my view the impact of this weakness was felt more in the challenges
faced in designing effective support schemes for the self-employed than in
assessing the economic impact of the pandemic.

¢ Regional Accounts data (including Gross Value Added and Household Income
estimates) are generally available from the Office for National Statistics only with a
lengthy lag, for example in May 2021, 2019 data was published. In May 2022, 2020
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data was published. In April 2023, 2021 data was published. It has remained a
spring publication since covering the year before last (i.e., 2024 published 2022
data, 2025 published 2023 data). It would help if timeliness could be improved.

* Improvements are needed to the survey-based estimates of household incomes,
in order to assess the impact of economic change across the income distribution.
Survey-based information on household incomes is provided principally by the
Family Resources Survey, run by the Department for Work and Pensions. The
results are only available with a time lag, are only available on an annual basis,
and the sample size means that the data for Wales is not reliable on income
distribution - ie. income levels by income decile. More timely, and ideally more
frequent data, with reliable data on income distribution would be valuable. The
Department for Work and Pensions should explore how far administrative data
could assist in complementing survey data in order to provide this.

¢ The production of timely regional GDP estimates was suspended by the Office for
National Statistics in summer 2023 and should be re-instated.

e The development by the Office for National Statistics of input-output tables for
Wales (and other UK countries/regions) would provide a better understanding of
economic interdependencies. This is important in its own right and would also be
a key enabler for a regionalised UK macro-economic model of the kind previously
advocated.

* A review by the Office for National Statistics of the sampling/weighting design for
some business surveys, in order to improve the quality of Welsh statistics and
enhance understanding of the Welsh business sector would be beneficial. For
example, Wales-only sampling and weighting in the Annual Business Survey.

e Better data on the economic circumstances of various minority groups in Wales
would help understanding on equalities impact. But the small size of many such
groups poses a major challenge to data acquisition, unless administrative sources

become available for such data.

. The suggestions for data improvements made here and elsewhere are based upon
what | have learned from the use of economic data both during the pandemic and at
other times. For the reasons set out in my statement, | do not believe that improved
economic data during the pandemic would have led to advice on the scale and nature
of effects and harms that was materially different. However, such data would have
permitted more comprehensive and timely briefing on some impacts as they evolved
and would be of value in increasing our understanding of economic developments in

Wales outside the period covered by the pandemic.
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43. The Office for National Statistics are primarily responsible here, with data collected
primarily through the Labour Force Survey, but for some outputs the Office for National
Statistics draw on data provided by HM Revenue and Customs. The response rate for
the Labour Force Surbey has fallen, and both response rates and sample sizes need
to be restored. The Office for National Statistics are taking steps to address this
through the Transformed Labour Force Survey. In addition, the Office for National
Statistics need to ensure that the data from HM Revenue and Customs is integrated
with both the Labour Force Survey and the workforce jobs series to provide a coherent
and consistent account of developments in the labour market. In addition, the Office
for National Statistics should explore how better to use HM Revenue and Customs

data to provide better data on the labour market at local level.
Analysis and Reflections

44. The most important lesson that | learned from the economic response to the pandemic, is
that there is more work to be done to assess the appropriate balance between providing
economic support to firms, versus providing economic support to individuals. In the UK,
the furlough scheme (which sought to prevent unemployment, and businesses from
permanently closing) provided a great deal of much-needed support to the economy at the
time. However, in the United States of America, the economic support was focussed on
providing payments to individuals and not focussing on whether businesses closed
permanently. This has been linked to the stronger economic recovery seen in the United
States of America by some well-known economists. It is important that more work should
be undertaken on this going forward, but in any case, it would behove those responding
to similar circumstances in the future to give the question of primarily supporting

businesses versus individuals in any economic response close thought.

45. | have gained a greater understanding of the need to consider carefully the overall level of
support that is appropriate, taking account of both the need to offer protection to individuals
and businesses while also acknowledging that the increase in government borrowing
associated with high levels of support may inhibit the scope for future governments to

respond to new crises.

46. | also gained a greater understanding of the critical importance of UK-wide policy in the
economic sphere when providing an economic response to pandemics or other similar
circumstances, to be contrasted with the Welsh Government’s role in providing more

tailored economic support. The UK Government was able to provide fast and wide-ranging
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economic support, such as the furlough scheme. The Welsh Government were able to
complement this support through the various economic support funds and schemes they
established. The Welsh Government’s role in the economic response was therefore
supportive, and it is an important lesson to remember that this should be the case: the UK
Government can quickly mobilise a large volume of economic resources, which the Welsh

Government can complement and tailor as appropriate to Wales’ specific requirements.

47. | also became aware of the severe and lasting adverse effects of school closures, including
on inequalities, and the vital importance of effective measures to remediate these impacts
if closures are unavoidable. | anticipated some such effects, but not their scale or

persistence.

Recommendations

48. | have five recommendations that | would like the Chair to consider in order to improve the

economic response to a future pandemic. They are:

a. Internal and external analysts should be clear when providing advice on the key
assumptions made, uncertainties in, limitations of the analysis and modelling in
that advice. Analysts have a responsibility to ensure users of the advice understand
the implications of those limitations. There is a natural inclination, perhaps
especially in academically-inclined fields, such as economics, to dismiss or
minimise the limitations and potential weaknesses of data and modelling used in
advice. However, it is key that those weaknesses and limitations are clear to allow
appropriately justified policy decisions to be made. This could be resolved by

providing a statement setting out such weaknesses and limitations.

b. Explicit (preferably written) guidance is needed from politicians on choices of
objectives and on how tfo sirike frade-offs (i.e. balancing choices between
measures to protect health and measures to tackle other areas such as the
economy). The risk of not doing so is that officials and not politicians stray into this
territory and would likely be inconsistent in their approaches. It is not appropriate
for officials to be striking trade-offs on choices of objectives as these require value-
judgments. For example, it is for Ministers and not officials to decide on the
comparative importance of minimising the impact on the health service versus
minimising the impact on the economy, or the educational sector, and thereby

which measures should be implemented.

19

INQO000650931_0019



c. There must be more work done on what is effective in remediating school closures.
When schools were closed during the pandemic, whilst this reduced transmission,
it had a negative impact on children’s education. Children from more economically-
disadvantaged backgrounds, faced an increased attainment gap, as well as
associated problems such as increased anxiety as a result of their isolation.
Through carrying out more work on this, there would be a better understanding of
what would be effective in practice, and how the negative impacts on children’s

education, and therefore their future employment prospects, can be minimised.

d. We need to learn more about the relative merits of providing support to businesses
and support to individuals. As discussed in paragraph 44, above, the United States
of America favoured an individual-focussed economic support scheme, whereas
the UK preferred a business-focussed support scheme. The United States of
America appears to have had a stronger economic recovery, which may be tied to
their choice of economic support scheme. There needs to be more work done on
whether this is the reason, and an inter-country comparative analysis would be

helpful here.

e. My experience is that the focus of government attention is on the challenges that
are either current or in immediate prospect, or at the centre of concern for interest
groups. The focus needs {o broaden to encompass a wider range of risks. There
needs to be a cross-governmental process to identify and prioritise measures to
promote economic and social resilience to these multiple and uncertain risks.
There are a number of uncertainties and value-judgements involved in this task, so
it would likely need to be politically led. For clarity, this recommendation should not
be interpreted as relating specifically to the Welsh Government, rather it results

from my reflections on government processes more generally.
Statement of Truth

| believe that the facts stated in this Witness Statement are true. | understand that proceedings
may be brought against anyone who makes, or causes to be made, a false statement in a

document verified by a statement of truth without an honest belief of its truth.

Personal Data

Signed:

Dated: 23.07.25
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