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UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

FOURTH WITNESS STATEMENT OF JEREMY POCKLINGTON

|, Jeremy Pocklington, will say as follows:

A. INTRODUCTION

1. | am the Permanent Secretary of the Department for Energy Security and Net Zero. |
commenced this role on 7 February 2023. Prior to holding this role, | was the Permanent
Secretary for the Ministry of Housing Communities and Local Government (the
“Department” or “"MHCLG”), which between 19 September 2021 and 8 July 2024 was
known as the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities. | commenced this
role on a temporary basis in the first week of March 2020. | held the post officially from 30
March 2020 until 7 February 2023. | make this withess statement in response to the
Inquiry’s Module 9 Rule 9 Request dated 17 July 2025.

2. Unless otherwise stated, the facts contained in this witness statement are within my own
knowledge and are true. Where they are not within my own knowledge, they 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.
3. References in this witness statement are to exhibits in the form [JP4/X — INQO00000].

4. | have been assisted in compiling this statement by the Government Legal Department
and its counsel team, MHCLG’s Inquiry Unit and MHCLG policy teams as well as my
private office. They have also assisted me in collating relevant material, including the
documents exhibited to this statement, to which | would otherwise not have had direct

access in my current post.

5. Due to the passage of time and the nature of my role as Permanent Secretary during the

relevant period, | am afraid | have a very limited independent personal recollection of much
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of the detail of the matters addressed in this statement. In order to fully address the
Inquiry’s request for evidence on those matters | have therefore relied upon information
from statements that | have previously submitted to the Inquiry for other modules where |
have given evidence on behalf of MHCLG. | have also relied on the evidence provided in
MHCL.G’s corporate statement for Module 9 from Nico Heslop dated 12 August 2025 (the
“M9 Corporate Statement”). | can confirm that those witness statements are consistent
with my knowledge and understanding. Where | have relied on such evidence | have

sought to identify the relevant paragraphs of those statements to assist the Inquiry.

. ROLE AND RESPONSIBILITIES

. MHCLG is the central government department responsible for local government in
England and therefore does have specialist knowledge of local authorities. In practice, the
Department works very closely across government in its role to oversee the local
government finance system as a whole. It oversees the statutory framework within which
they operate and leads on local government finance. It “holds the ring” for the government
as a whole, even though many central government departments lead on individual services
for which they hold policy responsibility, such as adult social care (*ASC”) (Department of
Health and Social Care (“DHSC")), special educational needs and children’s social care
(Department of Education), highways and roads (Department for Transport), and waste
management (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs). The Department was
responsible for the following areas in England, as relevant {o the Module 9 scope from
March 2020:

i. Local Government Finance;
ii. Local Government — stewardship; local government engagement;
iii. Joint responsibility for the Cities and Local Growth Unit alongside the
Department for Business and Trade;
iv. Planning;
v. Homelessness and Rough Sleeping; and

vi.  Safe accommodation support for victims of domestic abuse.

. Further detail regarding the roles and responsibilities the Department held pre and during
the pandemic for Local Government Finance, Local Government Stewardship, and Local
Government Engagement can be found in the M8 Corporate Statement at paragraphs 18
to 43.
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As Permanent Secretary | was the most senior civil servant in the Department. | was
responsible for the overall leadership and every day running of the Depariment. | was the
senior advisor for the Secretary of State (“S0S8”) and the Ministerial team on the work of
the Department and was the Principal Accounting Officer for the expenditure of the

Department and for the Local Government finance system.

| have been a civil servant since 1997, commencing my career in His Majesty’s Treasury
(“HMT” or the “Treasury”) before moving to the Cabinet Office in 2009 where | was
Director of the Economic and Domestic Secretariat. | returned to HMT in 2012 {o lead the
Enterprise and Growth Unit. In 2015 | moved to the Department of Energy and Climate
Change (which later became part of the Department for Business, Energy, and Industrial
Strategy (“BEIS")), where | worked as a Director General (“DG”) before moving to MHCLG
in August 2018. At MHCLG | was DG for Housing, Planning and Building Safety before

taking up the role of Permanent Secretary.

As set out at paragraph 1 above | began my role as Permanent Secretary on the 1% of
March 2020 on a temporary basis, taking over from Dame Melanie Dawes DCB. | held the
post officially on a permanent basis from 30 March 2020. My formal responsibilities did not
change on 30 March 2020. As | was not Permanent Secretary before March 2020 | am not
well placed to comment on local authority knowledge in Cabinet level decision making
before 2020.

From the time | began my role in early March 2020, it was clear that Covid was going to
have a very significant impact on the work of the Department and local government and
that the pandemic would become the main focus of the job and the Department for the
foreseeable future. The scale and impact of the pandemic became clear to me during the
first two weeks of March and that our response would have very significant implications

for the local government resilience function and the wider department.

| took the decision that we would reallocate resources from all teams as needed to focus
on our response, but we would seek to protect the building safety portfolio that had been
established following the Grenfell tragedy as much as possible. Responding to the
pandemic remained a focus through this period, although gradually we rebalanced work
to continue to progress other priorities, for example on housing, although this ebbed and

flowed as needed through the phases of the pandemic.

As the Accounting Officer for the Department, | was accountable to Parliament for its

spending and for ensuring it was consistent with the principles set out in guidance
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produced by HMT for Managing Public Money — these are that public money must always
be managed with regularity, propriety, value for money and feasibility. As part of this role
| was also the Accounting Officer for the Local Government finance system through the
core Local Government Accountability Framework, which maintains the overall statutory
framework of legal duties and financial controls on Local Authorities (“LAs”}). This meant
that | was responsible for the financial framework in which LAs operate, that the system
itself was sustainable as well as assuring the framework had the correct checks and
balances in place o ensure service expenditure is value for money and to ensure local
democratic accountability. It is worth noting that the Department is not responsible for the

individual spending decisions of individual local authorities within the framework.

My role was to lead the Department and to make sure we had the right resources,
structures and processes in place, to advise and support Ministers, implement their
decisions and where appropriate deliver the response. In general, | was not the person
writing advice to ministers or the SoS on the economic response. That was the
responsibility of relevant expert teams in the Department, which included the local
government finance team and the emergency and resilience teams, both of which worked
under DG Catherine Frances, and the individual teams we established to lead specific
programmes, for example on shielding. The teams leading on local economic development
and devolution, including in the Cities and Local Growth Unit under DG Emran Mian were
also closely involved. The M9 Corporate Statement has an Annex (Annex C) identifying
the key teams and individuals involved in the Department’s work in the areas addressed
in this statement. | would read most advice going to ministers as put to me by my private
office and would join many meetings with the SoS, often to ensure that advice was joined

up across the department, to provide support to teams and to provide challenge as well.

| should stress that, although this module is focused on the economic response, it is not
the case that local government funding can be easily split into that for public service
delivery and that which is connected to the economic response. There is discretion for
local authorities to make decisions when funding is unringfenced in line with their statutory
duties, although the significant majority of spending is used for public service delivery and
particularly for social care. | address this in more detail below when addressing the

ringfenced and unringfenced funding provided during the pandemic.

The starting point was that departments continued to lead on their areas of responsibility
building on existing close working and coordinated by the Cabinet Office, at times daily.

For example, the housing teams in MHCLG led on the support for the housing sector while
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the joint MHCLG/BEIS Cities and Local Growth Unit led on the impact on high streets and
city centres. We also established some specific teams to deal with particular interventions,

for example Shielding which became a major delivery programme in its own right.

| am sceptical that it is possible to completely define responsibilities ahead of time for a
crisis situation like Covid which encompasses all aspects of the state and are particularly
cross cutting. Of course defined doctrines, plans, procedures and structures for responses
to these crises can help, led by the Cabinet Office and relevant departments, but what is
as important is a real emphasis on communication and resolving boundary issues as they
arise. At times the Department quickly established informal arrangements to provide
support to other departments. An example would be around which businesses could open
and close in lockdowns. The Department had knowledge and expertise in relation to how
businesses were classified, for example for national statistics or tax purposes, and so were
well placed to provide support to DHSC on how fo categorise businesses to support advice
on lockdowns. In that case, | recall it was DHSC ministers who ultimately took decisions
and therefore had accountability. Over the first weeks of the pandemic | recall we then
formalised responsibilities and indeed over the following months handed over the work to
teams based in DHSC and the Covid-19 taskforce in the Cabinet Office.

The Inquiry has asked about my and the Department’'s general interactions with other
departments and ministers from March 2020 onwards. | worked mostly with my SoS and

ministers in my department. | did not regularly see ministers in other departments.

| have a positive reflection regarding Ministerial engagement in the pandemic — we
engaged effectively and in particular by establishing a daily ‘gold’ meeting with the SoS,
me and the senior officials involved we established an effective ‘battle rhythm’ from the
start. There was good engagement and responsiveness from HMT on local government
finance. There was a lot of coordination across Whitehall amongst civil servants at different

levels, often led by the Cabinet Office.

| have been asked whether | consider there was a culture of secrecy or poor information
sharing by HMT generally in the economic response to the pandemic. Neither the
Department, nor I, were involved in the big macroeconomic interventions, for example
around furlough. | would not have been expected to be consulted on that intervention.
Insofar as the Inquiry asks whether | consider that there may have been a culture of
secrecy or poor information sharing by HMT, my experience was that engaging with HMT

on local government finance in the 2020 to 2022 period worked effectively. HMT
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recognised that when money needed to be spent, debates around prioritisation were put
to the side due to the urgency (within sensible boundaries), ensuring the system had
adequate funding even if that meant some local authorities may in effect be ‘over-funded’.
As discussed below, we also offered technical advice and support to HMT — offering in
effect for one or two experts for short periods to work closely with Treasury officials as they
advised their ministers, for example on business rates relief (‘BRR"). That enabled HMT
to ensure it maintained its responsibility for tax matters, but that it had access to the

expertise it needed.

The Inquiry has asked about my and the Department’s role in liaising with local government
as part of the economic response to the pandemic. The Department significantly increased
its communication with local government during the crisis. It already had 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. The engagement efforts undertaken by the Department are addressed in more
detail in paragraphs 31 to 32 and 53 to 61 of the M9 Corporate Statement. This included
bulletins, webinars and meetings that built on existing relationships within the Department

and facilitated direct engagement with other departments.

Although it was not always possible, the Department tried as far as possible to involve
local government in the policy process. Practically, this happened by frequent
communication with the LGA and trusted chief executives of local governments and wider
trusted stakeholders. This took place, for example through the R9 group of chief
executives that the Department and the LGA established involving a regionally
representative group of leaders from different regions. In my personal role, which related
to the whole of local government function, | had reasonably regular calls with Mark Lloyd
(approximately fortnightly, but more frequently if required), the Chief Executive of the LGA,
and spoke to other LA chief executives as well. Catherine Frances as the DG held regular
calls with Chief Executives, including in the R9 group of Chief Executives. Alex Skinner,
Director of the Department’s Local Government Finance Directorate, spoke to LA finance
directors through a group of Section 151 officers from local government. Each LA appoints
a section 151 officer who is responsible under s. 151 of the Local Government Act 1972

for the proper administration of the LA’s financial affairs.

The key lessons for me are (i) the importance of clear communication with local

government using multiple channels, MHCLG playing a leading role but not the only role
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in engaging with local government; and (ii) being open and responsive to what we are

hearing from local authorities.

FUNDING FOR LOCAL AUTHORITIES

The Department’s role in local government funding is addressed in detail M@ Corporate
Statement, in particular at paragraphs 18 to 26. In summary the Department is responsible
for funding local authorities, who provide a large range of services to their local areas
(many of which they are legally obliged to provide), including waste collection and housing.
That funding is provided through the annual local government finance settlement, which
sets out the majority of resources available to local government. The finance settlement is
laid before the House of Commons by the SoS in accordance with the Local Government
Finance Act 1988 (Sch. 7B para. 5).

The Department’s role in LA funding includes the distribution of the majority of funding
voted by Parliament for LAs to deliver services, leading in supporting HMT on decisions
about local government funding, and maintaining accountability of LAs to Parliament in
respect of their use of resources in line with statutory guidance. Within the Department this
work is undertaken by the Local Government, Growth and Communities Group and the

Local Government Finance Directorate.

As noted above, as the Accounting Officer for the Department | was 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 meant | was
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 ensure local democratic accountability.

In the previous corporate statements that | have provided to the Inquiry on behalf of the
Department | have addressed some of the funding support provided by the Department
during the pandemic. | note that the M8 Corporate Statement repeats some of my evidence

in this regard at paragraph 13.

During the pandemic, the Department provided additional unringfenced funding to support
LAs with Covid-19-related costs (separate to the local government finance settlement). In
2020/21 and 2021/22 respectively, MHCLG provided £4.5 billion and £1.55 billion. LAs

were able to spend this how they saw fit to meet local spending pressures. The measures
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taken by the Department are addressed in detail in the M9 Corporate Statement, so | do

not repeat them here. However in summary they involved:
e Unringfenced funding to meet expenditure pressures;
¢ A sales, fees and charges scheme to support irrecoverable income losses;

¢ A setof measures to help councils manage the impact of the pandemic on their

cashflow;

e Tax measures to support an apportionment of irrecoverable Council Tax and

Business Rates losses; and

« An exceptional financial support framework for those councils whose needs
could not be met by generalised packages of support because of the unique

pressures they were facing.

29. Economic support was also delivered through various Covid-19 Business Grant Schemes.
Both my own and the Department’s involvement in these schemes was limited. As
explained in the M9 Corporate Statement 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):

e The Small Business Grant Fund;
e The Retail, Hospitality and Leisure Grant Fund; and
e The Local Authority Discretionary Grant Fund.

30. HMT was responsible 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. The Department provided technical advice to support
HMT and BEIS in the design of the schemes and support the calculation of funding
payments from BEIS to LAs to implement the schemes. However it had no direct
accountability or responsibility for the grant schemes and | was not the responsible

Accounting Officer. The team most involved in the administration of these grants was the
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Cities and Local Growth Unit, was jointly managed by BEIS and the Department, but |

recall that it was mostly led out of BEIS. | address this in more detail at Section G below.

Unringfenced funding

31. The provision of unringfenced funding was one of the major ways the Department

supported LAs during the pandemic. That funding included:

e Five tranches of unringfenced grant funding, described in detail at paragraphs
74 to 114 of the M9 Corporate Statement.

e Funding for schemes such as Business Improvement Districts, the Future High
Streets Fund and the Get Building Fund, described at paragraphs 246 to 269
of the M9 Corporate Statement.

32. The Department also provided financial support through schemes that are not properly
categorised as either ‘ringfenced’ or ‘unringfenced’. For schemes that compensated LAs
for lost income, for example, the Government did not specify how the funding should be

used, only that it should cover costs resulting from lost income. Those included:

o Compensation in respect of lost sales, fees and charges income, lost council
tax and business rates. These are addressed at paragraphs 122 to 125, 151 to
161, and 172 and of the M9 Corporate Statement.

e Two schemes designed to provide support in respect of council tax, described
at paragraphs 140 to 150 and 162 to 168 of the M9 Corporate Statement.

33. The over £6 billion of unringfenced funding issued to LAs was intended to meet the
additional costs of the activities that LAs had been asked to deliver as a result of the
pandemic, including on: ASC, children’s services, public health services, fire and rescue
services, waste collection services, shielding clinically extremely vulnerable people,
homelessness and rough sleeping, domestic abuse, supporting the NHS and managing

excess deaths.

34. As explained in the M9 Corporate Statement the rationale for this was to give LAs the
flexibility to respond to local needs, and the ability to redirect resources quickly to where
they were most needed, across services. LAs were best placed to commission services
locally. By making the funding unringfenced, the Department signalled confidence in
councils’ ability to prioritise spending based on their unique circumstances. This approach
fitted with the Department’s core objective to help ensure that LAs had the resources they

needed to manage the crisis. The National Audit Office March 2021 report highlighted that
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the Department’'s and HMT’s aim throughout the pandemic was to support the sector to
respond to the unprecedented challenge caused by Covid-19 while delivering mainstream

services.

35. My assessment is that it was preferable for the funding provided to the LAs to be
unringfenced where possible. This enabled local government leaders to make decisions
and prioritise the allocation of resources best according to their local needs and localised
pressures or impacts of the pandemic. That is not to say it is always the right approach —
for example where there are particular ministerial priorities or departmental objectives that
need to be delivered, ringfenced funding may be more appropriate. For example, as
described in my Second Statement to the Inquiry (for Module 2) dated 22 August 2023
(my “Second Corporate Statement”), the Department worked with DHSC to deliver
specific Covid-19 ringfenced funding to LAs for infection control, testing and workforce
capacity. In these situations, the purpose of the ringfence was to confine spending to a
specific need or purpose where government considers it necessary and justified rather

than becoming part of the general budget for local government.

Unringfenced Funding Tranches

36. As noted above between March 2020 and April 2021 the Depariment delivered more than
£6 billion of funding to support LAs through five trances of unringfenced funding. This work
was led by my local government finance function, but as a core part of the Department’s
response, | regularly met and discussed the work with them as needed in advance of
decisions and | reviewed summaries of the monthly monitoring information produced by

the Local Government Finance team.

37. The M9 Corporate Statement sets out the details of the five tranches of unringfenced
funding provided to local authorities during the pandemic. The description in the M9
statement accords with my recollection of how the Department made decisions in respect
of the timing and amounts of funding, and | am afraid | am unable to recollect further detail
on this issue to assist the Inquiry. In overview, the unringfenced funding tranches

comprised the following:

e Tranche One (19 March 2020) (£1.6bn): This is addressed at paragraphs 78 to

86 of the M9 Corporate Statement. In summary the Department became aware

through engagement with LAs about the impact of Covid-19 on their work, both
in terms of an increase in demand on services (in particular ASC) and reduction

of income (for example loss of council tax and business rates). | discuss this
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tranche in more detail at paragraphs 38 to 40 below, as the funding was brought
forward to support cashflow in LAs which required me, in my role as the

Department’s Accounting Officer, to obtain a ministerial direction.

e Tranche Two (18 April 2020) (£1.6bn): This is addressed at paragraphs 87 to
98 of the M9 Corporate Statement. In March 2020 a survey was conducted by

the LGA on Covid-19 pressures, including again an increased demand upon
ASC and reduced income. Advice to the SoS, as well as local government
ministers, was given on 30 March 2020 [JP4/1 - INQ000104664]. | have been
shown an email that indicates | asked {o see a copy of this advice [JP4/2 -
INQO00655195]. This is not unusual, but 1 do not now recall specifically why |
asked to see it. Advice like this is normally cleared at DG level, not by a
Permanent Secretary. Looking back at the email and the advice, | expect |
asked to see it because it was an important issue, and | wanted to check | was

comfortable with the advice, understood it and agreed with it.

e Tranche Three (22 July 2020) (£500m): Paragraphs 99 to 106 of the M9

Corporate statement address this tranche of funding. The funding was

announced in early July 2020 with the allocation announced on 16 July 2020.
As set out at paragraph 46 below, this was the first tranche of unringfenced
grant funding allocated using the Covid-19 Relative Needs methodology

developed in response to the pandemic.

e Tranche Four (22 October 2020) (£919m): Paragraphs 107 to 109 of the M9
Corporate statement address this tranche of funding. On 12 October 2020 the

Prime Minister (Boris Johnson) announced “around £1 billion” of funding for
local government. On 22 October 2020 the Department announced the fourth

tranche of unringfenced funding.

e Tranche Five (5 April 2021) (£1.5bn): as explained in paragraphs 110 to 114 of

the M9 Corporate Statement, Tranche Five was announced in November 2020
in the 2020 Spending Review as part of a wider £3 billion support package to

help councils manage the immediate and long term impacts of Covid-19.

38. In order to support LA cashflow, Tranche One of the unringfenced funding was brought
forward and paid on 27 March 2020, in the financial year 2019/2020, following a Ministerial
Direction on 23 March 2020 made by SoS (Robert Jenrick). This is addressed in the M9

Corporate Statement in some detail at paragraphs 241 to 245. In summary the government
11
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had originally planned to begin making payments under Tranche One to LAs in April 2020

(i.e. in the next financial year). In a submission to the SoS on 18 March 2020 concerns
about LA cashflow were set out [JP4/3 - INQ0O00090769].

On 23 March 2020, | wrote to the SoS and set out that as businesses were facing cash
flow issues brought on by lower than expected income and higher expenditure across
services as a result of the spread of Covid-19, there was a case for providing LAs the
means to make payments quicker in order to support the wider economy [JP4/4 -
INQOO00582567]. | explained in that letter that there was a strong case for paying both
Tranche One of the unringfenced funding and the BRR compensation grant (discussed
further at Section D below) forward to the 2019/20 year. This would support cashflow
issues faced by both businesses and local authorities — | set out at paragraph 6 of that
letter the pressures that LAs were facing, noting that the Department had held discussions
with LA treasurers over that weekend and highlighting the need to minimise the risk of LAs
facing shortfalls and give the sector confidence that they would be supported. | also noted
that it would enable LAs to focus on responding to the pandemic, rather than managing

cashflow.

| would have written this letter because bringing forward the grants from the 2020/21
financial year to 2019/20 would have resulted in the Depariment breaching agreed
spending limits set by Parliament for MHCLG in 2019/20. A specific ministerial direction
was therefore required to enable this to be done. As the Department’s Accounting Officer
| was accountable to Parliament for how the money allocated to MHCLG was spent, which
is why the letter came from me. This background is explained at paragraphs 11 to 14 of
the letter, which also explains that | would need to alert the Comptroller and Auditor
General and write to the Chairs of the Committee for Public Accounts and the Housing,
Communities and Local Government Select Committee. The SoS agreed with the proposal
and authorised the payments to be brought forward through a ministerial direction later
that day [JP4/5 - INQO00582568].

The aim of these tranches of unringfenced funding was to support the sector to respond
to Covid while also enabling the sector to continue to deliver mainstream services as far
as possible. We made a conscious effort to ensure the sector as a whole was adequately
funded, erring on the side of caution fo encourage the continued delivery of services and
to reduce risk by providing more rather than less funding. The monthly survey of financial
pressures which we began in April 2020 was a key vehicle for understanding pressures

and needs, and this was combined with discussions with local authorities and advice from
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other departments. The Department had detailed discussions with local authorities over
the pandemic period as described at paragraphs 21 to 22 above and in the M9 Corporate
Statement at paragraphs 31 to 32 and 53 to 61. | recall that the data we received improved
over time — its value was it was relatively simply to manage and provided a real time
snapshot of financial information. | recall that we also cross-checked it with information
from statutory reporting by local authorities. Putting in place further penalties and
incentives would have made the process more bureaucratic and risked distracting local

leaders at a time of crisis.

| would summarise that the overarching objective of the unringfenced funding grants was
to ensure that there was sufficient funding for the system to manage the cost-pressures
arising from Covid, partially compensate them for lost income and to provide an
exceptional financial support safety net (the Exceptional Financial Support (“EFS”)
scheme) for authorities with severe financial challenges. That scheme is described at
paragraphs 129 to 134 of the M9 Corporate Statement and in my Second Statement
provided to the Inquiry on behalf of MHCLG in respect of Module 2 Tranche 2 at paragraph
71. We wanted to minimise the risk that people in these local authorities were put at risk

because financial pressures led to a LA limiting its response.

With hindsight, for local government as a whole the additional funding allocated through
this system was greater than the direct cost pressures arising from the pandemic during
the period. That was not clear until towards the end of the pandemic and our assessment
for most of the period was that the funding broadly covered the pressures. We also
attempted to adjust for over- or under- funding over time. As set out at paragraph 46 below
the fourth tranche of funding included an attempt to make an adjustment based on
improved evidence. But crucially any additional funding was not ‘wasted’ — it would have
remained with local authorities and have increased resilience for future years, including
any longer-term impacts of the pandemic and the cost pressures arising from the economic

impact of the Ukraine crisis.

| have been asked about the actual or potential downsides of overfunding a LA. Using a
system based on a formula rather than actual spend meant it was always likely that funding
would never perfectly match need at the individual local authority level and so, assuming
the system as a whole was adequately funded, then it was likely that some authorities
would, strictly speaking, receive more funding than they needed to cover local pressures.
This outcome was very likely to occur and is very difficult to avoid in future. | do not

consider any downsides to this outcome outweigh the advantages of the formula-based
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system that ultimately maintains financial incentives at a system level. As | said in the
previous paragraph, the money is not “wasted” but remains available for the authority in

future.

45, The Inquiry has asked whether | consider that local authorities had sufficient resources,
skills and capacity to manage the economic response at a local level. Local authorities’
own skill and resources to manage the grant schemes and funding were varied. Many
provided exceptional leadership to their local areas, but leadership varied across the
sector. | recall that the LGA and the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy
sought to provide support and to share knowledge across the sector. Where local
authorities required exceptional financial support (see paragraph 42 above where |
address the EFS scheme), for example through capitalisation, then the Department would
require additional assurance, for example through a small panel of experts appointed by
the Department who would provide support and advice to senior officers — our expert panel
were often recently retired LA officers themselves. My assessment is that this was an
effective and proportionate approach that provided the resources needed to the minority
of local authorities that needed further support, but did not remove incentives for good
financial management. Decisions to provide EFS are published, and these decisions
together with a list of LAs who obtained support through the EFS scheme in the financial
years 2020/21 and 2021/22 are available on the gov.uk website.! In summary, it can be
seen that in the financial year 2020/21, EFS was provided to 7 councils (with two further
councils withdrawing initial requests); and in 2021/22, to four councils (three of which were
the same as in 2020/21; with four further councils withdrawing initial requests). The support
provided was bespoke to each council but, in terms of financial assistance, involved a
direction in the exercise of SoS MHCLG’s powers under the Local Government Act 2003
ss. 16(2)(b) and 20, that those councils could fund additional revenue expenditure (up to

an agreed amount in each case) as capital expenditure.

Funding Formulae
46. The M9 Corporate Statement explains the formulae used for allocating the unringfenced
funding grants amongst LAs at paragraphs 71 {0 72, 83, 94, 96 and 106 to 111. In summary

those paragraphs explain that:

TFY 2020/21: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/exceptional-financial-support-for-local-authorities-for-
2020-21

FY 2021/22: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/exceptional-financial-support-for-local-authorities-for-2021-
22
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¢ At the early stages of the pandemic the Department prioritised speed and used
the ‘Relative Needs Formulae’ that are used to allocate funding in the local
government finance settlement and so were familiar to LAs. Tranche One was

accordingly allocated using the existing ASC Relative Needs Formula.

s The approach was revised for Tranche Two, with funding distributed on a per
capita basis for reasons which are set out in the MG Corporate Statement and

the advice to the SoS on this issue [JP4/6 - INQ000582586].

e For Tranche Three, the Department utilised a new formula, the Covid-19
Relative Needs Formula, that it had developed to reflect the pressures being
experienced by LAs. In developing this formula, the Department had tested
various demographic groups, deprivation, Covid-19 case rates, shielding rates,
density and sparsity for their statistical significance in driving costs. It had found
that total population and deprivation were the most significant cost drivers.
Allocation decisions were also informed by financial monitoring returns

submitted by LAs that identified spending pressures they were facing.

e Tranche Four utilised the Covid-19 Relative Needs Formula and sought to
target LLAs that were most in need, while also putting in place a ‘funding floor’
to ensure a minimum level of support for all LAs. The Department also
undertook an exercise o net allocations from previous tranches against the
Covid-19 Relative Needs Formula such that by the time the final tranche of
funding was allocated, all five rounds of unringfenced grant funding had in

effect been allocated using it.
 Tranche Five was allocated using the Covid-19 Relative Needs Formula.

47. The description in the M9 Corporate Statement accords with my recollection of how the
funding was allocated and the steps taken to refine that approach over time. The formulae
used for allocating funding were developed by specialist experts in my local government
finance team. | met the team to discuss our approach in advance of advice going to
ministers. Our approach improved over time as we learnt more based on the financial
information from local authorities. We evolved from using the pre-existing relative needs
formula for the first tranche, through using per capita funding for the second tranche fo a
more sophisticated relative needs formula based on a statistical analysis of the survey

data for the third tranche onwards.
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48. The formula used for the first tranche, the ASC Relative Needs Formula, dated from 2012-
13. Using a pre-existing formula had the advantage that it was well understood and easy
to implement. | recall that it had not been updated because successive ministers had
decided to focus on a broader reform of local government finance called the Fair Funding
Review that was to look at the overall system, although that too had also been delayed by
ministers because of its complexity and the fact that it would lead to ‘winners’ and ‘losers’
because it required changes in the distribution of funding that would benefit some

authorities but mean others received less funding as a result.

49. There are trade-offs in designing such formulae — balancing speed and simplicity with how
best to maich spending pressures of individual local authorities. We were seeking to
provide funding for the system as a whole, and to protect local authorities from pressures
so they could focus on their response, but we could not offer a blanket guarantee to meet
all costs from every LA without exposing the Exchequer to unacceptable risks. That is why
we put in place the EFS scheme to offer additional financial support to local authorities
who needed it, most obviously by offering a capitalisation direction to allow a LA to either
borrow or use capital receipts to support revenue spending. My assessment is that the
overall approach of substantial unringfenced funding allocated by tranches, refined over
time by reference to the monthly data from local authorities, and with the EFS scheme
providing a safety net provided sufficient funding to local authorities to manage the impacts

of the pandemic, notwithstanding variations in local pressures.

Monitoring, Communications and Guidance

50. The M9 Corporate Statement sets out at paragraphs 62 to 70, 86 to 88, 91, 93, 97 to 98,
102 to 103, 107, and 109 to 110 in some detail the timing of the main, official
communications by which unringfenced grants were communicated o LAs, as well as the

guidance and monitoring in place in respect of the same.

51. The Department sought to communicate openly and clearly with local government as | set
out above. We also worked in close partnership with local government in the design of our
funding. We provided guidance with the funding tranches and set out areas the
government wished to prioritise while allowing local discretion where possible. We also
looked to provide funding ahead of need at the start of the pandemic and to anticipate
pressures. This was done while working under considerable uncertainty. Providing more
information about future financial support earlier may at the margin have helped longer

term planning, but we had to balance that with the need to get data from the sector about
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their spend rates and the uncertainty we had at the time about the future path of the

pandemic and the scale of future cost pressures.

In relation to the monitoring of LA finances and spending, the monthly data collection
provided valuable real time information that helped inform our decisions. That was
supplemented by detailed discussion with local authorities through the pandemic as
described at paragraphs 21 to 22 above. In my opinion the Department's monthly
collection of data, described at paragraph 41 above was successful and my view is that
we undertook intensive engagement with the sector. This provided a good evidence base
for the financial and other support provided by government. | would hope that the end point
we reached towards the end of the pandemic would be the starting point for any future
event and so we would be able to implement the monitoring system quickly. | also think a
key lesson is to combine both generalised financial support for the local government
system as a whole with specific support being available (possibly with conditions attached,
such as further independent assurance) to areas in acute financial difficulty to ensure that
populations in those areas are not put at undue additional risk. The support for the system
as a whole needs to be adequate to limit the number of local authorities requiring

exceptional support so that oversight of the system is manageable.

| am sceptical that additional or enhanced auditing by central government of individual
local authority spending decisions would be beneficial given the additional cost and
resource implications. This would also risk blurring responsibilities in the local government
finance system where individual CFOs (the section 151 officers) are responsible for
ensuring the value for money of their spending, consistent with their professional duties as
qualified finance professionals and overseen by the democratically elected council.
Greater oversight by central government would run counter to this core principle of local
democratic accountability and would have reduced leadership bandwidth at a local level
when it was needed. | also recall the Depariment cross-checked the data with statutory
reported data and developed an understanding for any differences — for example | recall
that reported data included intended spend whereas data reported on a statutory basis

only included actual spend.

For ringfenced funding where individual departments retained responsibility for particular
grants or schemes, funding would need to be managed to ensure controls were in place
to ensure it was spent appropriately, consistent with Parliament’'s expectations and the
requirements of Managing Public Money (described at paragraph 13 above) and it would

be audited in the usual way by the NAO. MHCLG is an unusual department in this respect
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— it oversaw the overall system, which included unringfenced funding that local authorities
were responsible for, but also delivered ringfenced funding for specific purposes where,
like other departments, it would retain greater responsibility in respect of how it was being

spent.

BUSINESS RATES RELIEF

| do not recall playing a personal role in making decisions or preparing advice on BRR. As
explained in the M9 Corporate Statement at paragraphs 169 to 172 HMT holds
responsibility for strategic and fiscal decision making in relation to business rates. As a
major tax on business property, HMT includes this in its wider tax policy framework
(alongside corporation tax, VAT, etc.). Fiscal decisions about business rates (such as
reliefs) are made in HMT, usually as part of the budget process. Decisions on BRR in
relation to Covid-19 were, therefore, primarily made in HMT; beyond this, BEIS (now the
Department for Business and Trade) was responsible for policy relating to business

support throughout the pandemic, and led policy development in those areas.

The Department implements and manages the system in practice, including dealing with
operational aspects, such as providing technical advice and producing guidance for LAs.
During Covid-19, this meant that decisions on the design, scope and scale of the business
rates schemes sat with HMT Ministers, with Department officials in the local government
teams in particular supporting HMT officials on technical and operational aspects of new
schemes introduced during Covid-19. This included compensating local authorities for
their income ‘lost’ because the rates relief schemes led to a reduction in their income from
business rates. | had limited personal oversight of this work, given policy responsibility lay
elsewhere, but my recollection is that there was engagement and joint working between

my teams and those in the relevant departments.

The M@ Corporate Statement explains the role the Department had in decisions relating
to the expansion of the BRR scheme at paragraphs 181 to 199, which explain how the
business rates Retail Discount scheme to support small businesses announced in the
October 2018 budget was expanded to provide further support to businesses during the
pandemic. It explains that the Department worked closely with HMT, published guidance,
and undertook communications with LAs, including to gather data. That description
accords with my recollection, and | am afraid | am unable to recollect further detail at this

stage.
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58. MHCLG'’s role during the pandemic included providing technical advice on the operation
of business rates and in agreement with HMT, putting in place funding to provide
compensation for lost income. | have noted above that colleagues and ministers in HMT
in particular, but also in BEIS led on this work. Clearly providing support for businesses
suffering serious loss of revenue while still being liable for fixed costs was important in
order to avoid permanent economic damage. As business rates was a tool open to
government to make relatively quick changes it was a logical area to focus on providing
timely support and real help to businesses, including those in retail, leisure and hospitality
that were particularly affected by the pandemic. It is important to recognise though that
providing support through the tax system will never enable the support to be perfectly
matched to where the pressures were greatest. It needs to be evaluated in the round

alongside other policies to support business.

E. COVID-19 ADDITIONAL RELIEF FUND AND GUIDANCE

59. I understand that the M9 Corporate Statement addresses the publication of guidance in
December 2021 for LAs about the Covid-19 Additional Relief Fund announced in March
2021 at paragraph 198. | am afraid | cannot add any further detail o what is contained in
that paragraph as | do not recall the specific circumstances around the guidance for this
scheme. In general guidance should be published promptly alongside funding, although in
practice decisions are sometimes made about broad funding principles which then need
to be worked through before detailed guidance can be released. The core principles should

be partnership working on design and clear guidance that is published in a timely way.

F. RINGFENCED FUNDS

60. The Department had limited involvement in the design and delivery of ringfenced funds,
and where it did play a role, this was not in relation to the key economic interventions being
examined by the Inquiry for the purposes of Module 9. As | explained in my Second
Corporate Statement at paragraphs 58 and 72, DHSC led on specific Covid-19 ringfenced
funding, which the Department supported from a local government finance perspective.
These funds were designed to provide LAs with funding to deal with Covid-19 cutbreaks,
as opposed to specifically combating economic hardship. Decisions taken on this funding
were made by DHSC, with the Department contributing to communications to LAs. For

example:
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e Contain Outbreak Management Fund ("COMF"). This was a DHSC fund set up

to support LAs to carry out their responsibilities during the pandemic. As |

explained in my Third Witness Statement to the Inquiry (for Module 2) dated 22

August 2023 (my “Third Corporate Statement”) at paragraphs 118 and 121,

the Contain Framework, published by DHSC, provided detail on the funding

available to LAs through the COMF. Responsibility for the COMF framework
moved fo the UK Health Security Agency when it was set up in April 2021.

e Infection Control Fund ("ICF") — The Adult Social Care ICF was introduced by
DHSC in May 2020, to support ASC providers in England {o reduce the rate of

Covid-19 transmission within and between care settings.

As explained in my Third Corporate Statement at paragraph 115, in November 2020, the
Department paid a £30 million ringfenced grant to support LAs to drive compliance and
enforcement activity. Again, this support was designed to support LAs with increased
compliance and enforcement activity, as opposed to directly address economic impacts of

the pandemic.

Two further ringfenced schemes were funded or distributed by the Department during the
pandemic, although again these were not key economic interventions that | understand

the Inquiry is examining in Module 9:

e The Reopening High Streets Safely Fund (£506 million) in May 2020. As
explained at paragraphs 250 to 251 of the M9 Corporate Statement this used
uncommitted funding from the European Regional Development Fund,
managed by the Department. It was intended to help councils in England
introduce a range of safety measures in a move to kick-start local economies,
get people back to work and customers back to the shops [JP4/7 -
INQO00609024]. The Department delivered this programme, distributing the
grants to LAs with funding allocated to 31 March 2021.

¢ The Welcome Back Fund (£56 million) in March 2021. As explained in
paragraphs 250 to 251 of the M9 Corporate Statement the SoS approved the
extension of the Reopening High Streets Safely Fund because additional
European Regional Development Funding had become available. The scope
of the fund was expanded to include events and marketing to encourage a
return to include events and marketing to encourage a return to areas once

restrictions had been lifted, so the fund was renamed to the ‘Welcome Back
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Fund'. The fund was announced by the SoS on 20 March 2021 [JP4/8 -
INQO00609023]. LAs had until March 2022 to deliver this funding with

measures able to last whilst restrictions were in place.

63. In relation to the ringfenced schemes outlined above the design and delivery of funding
was led by the lead department in each case. Where that was MHCLG | would have had

more oversight and would have approved the approach in my role as Accounting Officer.

64. For example, | have been shown an email dated 13 October 2020 that shows that | signed
off on a Memorandum of Understanding ("MolU”) and Appraisal Form in relation to the
Reopening High Streets Safely Fund [JP4/9 — INQ0O00655198]. | do not independently
recall this, however as noted above my role as Accounting Officer meant that | was
responsible for funds that were delivered by MHCLG such as this one, so this would not
be unusual. | would normally speak to the responsible teams as the email suggests - it
seems that | was briefed on the fund by the relevant team before | signed off on it. When
deciding whether to sign off on funding like this | would be considering whether it meets
the Managing Public Money principles. | can see that my Private Secretary replied to

confirm my agreement and sign off.

65. Similarly in relation to the Welcome Back Fund | have seen an email chain from March
2021 where there it is noted that | will need to sign a revised MoU and there is a discussion
on whether or not | should be briefed on a proposal to use a new distribution methodology
to provide coastal communities with additional funding [JP4/10 - INQO00655199]. | can
see from the email chain that my Private Secretary had a Teams meeting with colleagues,
including Emran Miran, and advised that | did not need to clear it but that he would like to
be kept informed. Again | don’t have an independent recollection of this but it would not be

unusual.

66. | have also seen an email that shows in October 2021 that | was asked to sign off on a
Project Change Request in respect of the Reopening High Streets Fund (then renamed as
the Welcome Back Fund) to approve an additional £56.8 million and an updated financial
profile and changes to budget headings [JP4/11 - INQO000655200] [JP4/12 -
INQO00655201]. Again | do not independently recall this, but it would not be unusual given
my role as Accounting Officer and the fact that | had signed off on the original grant. | can
see that my Private Secretary confirmed that | had reviewed it and was content to sign off

on it.
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67. Government departments can ringfence funding to local authorities for specific purposes.
When they do so, that department leads on the design of the funding and the controls and
monitoring around it, but MHCL.G provides technical help and sometimes oversees the
operation of funding. Ringfenced funding can be used when departments want to fund
specific activities or projects and want to control the outcomes rather than provide broad
funding for local government. Ringfenced funds have an important role to play. But | think
it is right to always ask whether a ringfenced fund is the best way to achieve the desired
outcome. | would look particularly closely at the smaller ringfenced funds under
approximately £100 million and whether the administrative cost and burden of the
ringfence of the smaller funds outweighs the benefits. A simple rule that prohibited smaller
ringfences would not be appropriate since there is always an element of case by case

judgement.

68.1 also agree that at times the design of ringfenced funding could have benefited from
greater co-creation with local authorities. For example, in relation to the funding provided
to support compliance and enforcement activity referenced at paragraph 61 above, this
did not overcome all of the practical challenges which LAs faced on enforcement, which
consequently limited the effectiveness of this funding notwithstanding that the intent
behind it was valid. Ultimately | do not judge this had a very significant impact on the overall

effectiveness of enforcement by LAs.

G. COVID-19 BUSINESS GRANT SCHEMES

Role in development of business grant schemes

69. As noted at paragraph 29 above BEIS implemented a series of grants aimed at supporting
small businesses in England that were administered by LAs. As BEIS was the Department
responsible for the overall development and implementation of these schemes, | have very

little independent recollection of the schemes or my involvement (if any) in them.

70. The role of the Department in supporting BEIS with the development and delivery of these
schemes is described at paragraphs 206 to 211 of the M9 Corporate Statement. The
Department’s Local Government Finance Directorate utilised their existing knowledge to
help BEIS identify potential numbers of eligible businesses and facilitated contact between
BEIS and local leaders and councils. The Cities and Local Growth Unit, which was jointly

managed by BEIS and the Department, was also involved. BEIS was ultimately
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responsible for the outputs of that unit and this included tracking payments and managing

fraud and error risk.

71. The Department’s role in relation to the eight grant schemes falling within Cohorts One,
Two and Three is set out at paragraphs 211 to 245 of the M9 Corporate Statement. Given
my lack of involvement in this work, | am unable to provide the Inquiry with much further
information in relation to these schemes, and am not well placed to comment on the

strengths and weaknesses of their design or overall efficacy.

72. For completeness, however, | should note that | have been shown a number of emails
from early March 2020 where there was a discussion between BEIS (Alex Chisholm), HMT
(Philip Duffy) and | about what MHCLG’s role should be in the then-proposed Covid-19
business grant scheme [JP4/13 - INQOO0608910]. These illustrate how the Permanent
Secretary at BEIS came to act as Accounting Officer in respect of the subsequent business

grant schemes:

e | can see that BEIS initially suggested that the scheme should be led by
MHCLG, before the Treasury suggested that it was more clearly within BEIS’s
ambit and expressed concerns about setting a precedent for the Department

taking on Accounting Officer responsibility for all money routed through LAs.

¢ | then set out my view that the draft scheme should be the responsibility of the
Accounting Officer at BEIS given that it was a business support scheme. |
largely agreed with the points that had been made by HMT and made some
additional points, as to why | did not think it was appropriate for MHCLG to lead
on this. BEIS accepted this and accordingly took on responsibility as

Accounting Officer.

e This sort of discussion about responsibilities is usual practice and | note we
reached agreement quickly. Permanent Secretaries and depariments often
discuss who should be the Accounting Officer as it is an important point to
resolve, although a disagreement about it would not necessarily always delay
the initial stages of delivery. As noted above the Accounting Officer is
responsible for ensuring the tests for Managing Public Money are met for both

their department and the Exchequer as a whole.

73. | have also been shown emails that suggest that | sought input from my colleagues in the

Department, Alex Skinner who was the Director at Local Government Finance Directorate
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[JP4/14 - INQO00655193] and David Thomas, the Department’s Finance Director [JP4/15
- INQO00655194]. In fact it seems that Alex Skinner drafted most of the email that |
ultimately sent to the BEIS and HMT. This is again normal practice as they were the people

in my Department who | would normally talk to about these things and take advice from.

| also recall that the Department and BEIS signed an MoU about two of the grants, the
Small Business Support Fund and the Hospitality, Leisure and Retail Fund [JP4/16 -
INQO00543126]. The MoU confirms that this was a BEIS scheme, but that MHCLG were
asked to act as agent for the purpose of administering the scheme. It also confirms that |,
as the Accounting Officer of the Department, would be accountable to BEIS for
safeguarding the funds and to ensure accurate and timely payment to the LAs in
accordance with the grant determinations and that the Accounting Officer of BEIS would
rely on me, and in turn the section 151 Officers in LAs to fulfil their role and responsibilities
as BEIS Accounting Officer. | can see that the MoU proposes that the money for the grants
would have been provided by BEIS to MHCLG by 1 April and that it was to be distributed
on 1 April. | note that the document is signed on behalf of the Department by Alex Skinner
as Director of the Local Government Finance Directorate. It would be normal for an MoU
to be signed for two departments by senior officials like this, not necessarily by a

Permanent Secretary or a DG.

As noted at paragraphs 38 to 40 above, my role as Accounting Officer meant that | was
involved in the obtaining of a ministerial direction to bring forward the payment of existing

business rate grants to enable payments to be made in the 2019/20 financial year.

The Inquiry asks when | first became aware of the Retail, Hospitality and Leisure Grant
Fund announced by the Chancellor on 17 March 2020. | am afraid | cannot recall when |
first learned about the fund but as we had agreed on 11 March 2020 that BEIS would lead
on these grants, | would not necessarily have expected to have heard about it before it

was announced.

As to the subsequent grant schemes, again since these grants were the responsibility of
BEIS, | would not have expected to be personally involved once Accounting Officer
responsibility was clear and so | did not have and nor should | have been closely involved
in their design. It was appropriate that experts in the Department provided support as
needed — and | understand that we worked with local authorities on the business rates
advisory group, which also included CIPFA and the LGA given the fact that the grants

were linked to the business rates system.
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78. 1 do recall that following a decision from BEIS ministers a table was created listing local
authorities alphabetically with the percentage of grants that had been paid. There were
discussions about how best to provide transparency and encourage the speedy allocation

of grants and the need to balance that against the risk that it encouraged local authorities

to reduce controls, but | recall that ministers particularly at this stage of the pandemic were
prioritising speed of payment. Again, ultimately this was the responsibility of BEIS and |

am not well placed to assist the Inquiry further in relation to it.

79.1 also do not recall any personal involvement in the design of the Local Authority
Discretionary Grant Fund, however | would observe that is not uncommon to provide
additional discretionary funds to local authorities to manage deserving cases not caught

by the rules of other grant schemes.

New Burdens Funding

80. The “New Burdens Doctrine” is a doctrine that sets out Whitehall departments’
responsibilities for funding new activities and the process they must follow. It means that
when central government introduces new responsibilities or requirements for local
government it should also provide the necessary resources to cover the additional costs.
Responsibility for over-seeing new burdens doctrine rested with the local government
finance team in the Department and | recall we endeavoured to continue the follow the
doctrine during this period. | have been shown a copy of a New Burdens Funding pro forma
in respect of the Small Business Grant Fund and Retail and Hospitality and Leisure Grant
Fund [JP4/17 - INQO00655197] that was signed off by MHCLG’s New Burdens Team in
June 2020. However, | cannot independently recall having any personal involvement in or
knowledge of any new burdens funding provided in relation to the BEIS grant schemes.
As Permanent Secretary at MHCLG | would not expect to have been involved in this, as it

was a point of relative detail which would be dealt with by my colleagues in the Department.

81. 1 understand this issue was raised at a meeting of the Public Accounts Committee (“PAC")
in May 2020 that | attended together with Catherine Frances and Alex Skinner of the
Department, as well as Will Garton of HMT. | have been shown a letter that | wrote to the
Chair of the PAC following that meeting that confirmed that the Department continued to
follow the principles laid out in the New Burdens Doctrine [JP4/18 - INQ0O00655185]. | also
understand that the New Burdens process was also followed in respect of, for example,

the Council Tax Hardship Fund, Self Isolating payments, and the Administration of BRR.
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82. The Inquiry has asked me a number of questions about my reflections on the Business
Grant Schemes, including about lessons that can be learned, their design, the level of
complexity, the extent to which they were adequately targeted, and their overall value for
money. | set out my reflections to the best of my ability below, however because of my
limited involvement in the schemes | am unable to assist the Inquiry with many of these

issues.

83. Overall, the Covid-19 Business Grant Schemes provided significant financial support to
businesses quickly in the pandemic so they could still pay fixed costs at a time when
revenues declined sharply. MHCLG provided technical help and supported and
encouraged engagement with local authorities, but we were not the responsible
department overall. | would note for example that the NAO report on the schemes is a joint
report to the business department (BEIS) and HMT, and not MHCLG. Given my
department’s role | have only limited and partial observations on the schemes. The range
of schemes inevitably led to some complexity — that reflects the different nature of

businesses and also the different stages of the management of the pandemic.

84. In my opinion the focus should be on capturing knowledge for any future event so that
schemes can be established quickly depending on the overall approach to the
management. As always early engagement with local authorities is beneficial. | have not
been involved in evaluating the business grant schemes, either at an aggregate level, or
their impact on particular groups, their impact on inequalities or on the approach to seeking
repayments. This was the responsibility of BEIS and officials at that department, who

would be better placed to answer questions on these topics.

85. As explained above and in the M9 Corporate Statement at paragraphs 205 to 240, one of
the ways that the Department supported BEIS in the delivery of the Covid 19 Business
Grant Schemes was through providing technical advice and information, working with
other entities such as the Valuation Office Agency in relation to potential numbers of
eligible business and potential costs. The M9 Corporate Statement explains at paragraphs
36 to 38 that the Department also had a centralised Analysis and Data Directorate and
established a multidisciplinary Situational Awareness team in the early stages of the
pandemic. While the focus of much of the data gathering in MHCLG was on pandemic
preparedness and response at the Local Resilience Forum level, the Department also

used data streams to understand the business impacts of the pandemic (real-time footfall
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data, rent arrears) and which LAs were likely to be impacted by loss of Sales, Fees and
Charges income. However, | am not well placed to comment on whether any limitations in

that data adversely affected BEIS’ scheme design.

MORATORIUM ON COMMERCIAL EVICTIONS

| have limited independent recollection of involvement in the moratorium on commercial
evictions during the pandemic. As the M9 Corporate Statement explains at paragraphs
270 to 280, the Department led on measures seeking to minimise forfeitures because it
had existing responsibility for commercial property. | also addressed these measures in
my Second Corporate Statement (at paragraphs 170 to 173) and Third Corporate
Statement (at paragraphs 209-224). As those statements explain, the Department’s role
included working with DHSC on the Coronavirus Bill, providing advice to the SoS, as well
as BEIS, the Chancellor and the Prime Minister on the extension of the moratorium,
gathering evidence on rent payment and arrears and work to support BEIS on the

development of the Commercial Rent (Coronavirus) Bill.

| recall that stakeholder engagement on this area of policy was mainly through the
Commercial Property Forum, a group which existed before the pandemic. It was chaired
by a senior official in the Department (usually Emran Mian) and it had a wide membership
including commercial landlords, both the large national landlords and some smaller and
more specialist companies, and investors. The British Property Federation were members

and | think were consulted on the wider membership of the Forum.

The moratorium provided support to businesses that were struggling to pay their rent
during the pandemic, so is best seen as part of the business support package. A more
targeted scheme that applied to some business sectors but not all, for example to those
businesses that were required to close during lockdowns, would have changed the policy
significantly and would have required some sort of scheme of application to determine and
certify the eligibility of businesses and to resolve edge cases. A universal policy was more

practical in the circumstances.

INEQUALITIES

Much of MHCLG’s work in the pandemic was focused on the support for the most
vulnerable. 1t is also a responsibility of local authorities as well. It is also reflected in the
additional responsibilities the Department took on. As I've noted above, it can be hard to
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separate our economic response from the wider response of the Department and

government.

As explained in the M2 Corporate Statement at paragraphs 18 to 21 LAs provide a large
number of services to their local communities, as well as targeted services for vulnerable
people such as those in adult or children’s social care. As | explained in my First Witness
Statement to the Inquiry (for Module 2) dated 22 August 2023 (my “First Corporate
Statement”) (at paragraph 44), the unringfenced funding grants provided to LAs were a
crucial part of the support provided to LAs to enable them, in turn, to support vulnerable
people. The M8 Corporate Statement explains at paragraphs 84, 95, 104-105 and 112-
113 that generally speaking, the use of unringfenced funding meant that an assessment
of the impact of the funding upon persons with protected characteristics by the Department
was difficult, but noting that LAs distributing the funding would also need to have due
regard to the PSED. The use of the ASC Relative Funding Needs formula (for the first two
tranches) and subsequently the Covid-19 Relative Funding Needs formula for the
remaining franches (and ultimately for all tranches), was another way in which the
disparate impacts of the pandemic were taken into consideration by the Department, as

explained at paragraphs 71 to 73 of the M9 Corporate Statement.

Section E of the M@ Corporate Statement also explains that, in addition to the provision of
unringfenced funding, during the pandemic the Department took a range of specific actions
to support socially and economically vulnerable groups between January 2020 and June
2022. Broadly speaking there were two categories: first, support for those vulnerable to

Covid-19 itself, and second, support for vulnerable groups impacted by the pandemic.

The Department took a range of steps designed to support and protect those vuinerable
to Covid-19:

e The M9 Corporate statement at paragraphs 303 to 314 explains the role that
the Department played in facilitating the Test and Trace Support Payment
Scheme funded by DHSC, and administered by LAs, during the pandemic.

e In addition to this as | explained my first witness statement to the Inquiry on
behalf of the Depariment in respect of Module 2 (at paragraphs 32 to 38),
MHCLG helped to manage the shielding programme. As the M2 Corporate
Statement explains at paragraphs 315 to 319 the Department also worked with
NHS Test & Trace and DHSC, to develop a practical support framework for

those self-isolating.
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¢ The Department also set up the Community Champions scheme to support
communities at greater risk of Covid-19, in particular certain faith groups, hard
to reach communities and groups who had been disproportionately impacted
by the pandemic. | address this scheme at paragraphs 157 to 160 of my
Second Corporate Statement, where | explain that £25 million was allocated to
the scheme in October 2020, with £18 million for LAs and £7 million for
voluntary and community sector organisations. Further detail on the scheme is
set out at paragraphs 197 to 201 of my Third Corporate Statement, where |
explain that further funding of £23 million was announced on 25 January 2021.
A further £23.3 million of funding was approved by HMT in September 2021 for

the Community Vaccines Champion programme.

93. MHCLG also secured funding for other vulnerable groups impacted by the pandemic. This

included:

e Funding for victims of domestic abuse, which included work with sector
pariners and the domestic abuse Commissioner, which is addressed at

paragraphs 330 to 342 of the M9 Corporate Statement.

¢ Funding to support the homeless and rough sleepers, providing funding for both
LAs as explained in my First Corporate Statement at paragraphs 46 to 47 and
support for charities in this sector as set out at paragraphs 344 to 346 of the
M9 Corporate Statement. The Department also worked to protect tenants in the
private rented sector to reduce the risk of people becoming newly homeless —
those steps are set out at paragraphs 321 to 329 of the M9 Corporate
Statement, as well as in my First Corporate Statement at paragraphs 22 and
51 to 55.

94. | understand that Emran Mian, who was the DG for Decentralisation and Local Growth at
the Department and was the Senior Responsible Officer for Disproportionately Impacted
Groups during the pandemic, has provided evidence to the Inquiry on inequalities in a
witness statement dated 17 April 2025. On the economic impacts specifically, | would note
that the support for vulnerable who were in work may have assisted them in either
remaining in work for more of the pandemic or returning to work more quickly so had an
economic as well as a social purpose. | would also highlight the importance of local

authorities in understanding local economies and their communities.
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85. Overall, my assessment is the department responded quickly to the financial pressures
created by the pandemic, was responsive and evidence-led in its approach and in general
collaborated well. While it did not have a comprehensive framework in place initially, it
developed its approach quickly, for example with the introduction of the EFS scheme that
put more structure around its support for individual local authorities. In general, focusing
on providing support through unringfenced funding is preferable since it allows local
authorities to prioritise resources according to local need, but there are times when it is
appropriate for government to ringfence funding. | would be happy to assist the Inquiry

further, and look forward to receiving its recommendations.

Statement of Truth

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

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

Personal Data

Signed: g

Dated: 23/10/2025
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