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Covid Corporate Memory 
Interview with Beth Russell 

Date: 5th July 2020; 3.15pm; MS Teams call 

Attendees: Beth Russell (DG, Tax and Welfare); Simon Girdlestone! Name Redacted (Covid 
Corporate Memory team) 

Thank you for agreeing to have this interview as part of the Covid Corporate Memory project. This 
project has been set up to document and summarise HMT's response to the pandemic. We have gone 
out to all Groups in the Department, reviewed ̂ '900 documents, and are in the process of developing 
a written summary of what happened. This interview supplements our document review and is 
intended to help us learn more about how we responded. 

Today we will ask you some general questions about how HMT responded to the pandemic 
(resourcing and governance) and some specific questions tailored to you and your role. We don't 
expect to cover all questions provided below; these are shared to help steer the conversation and 
make a good use of time. 

Information provided to us will be treated sensitively. If you have any concerns about this please just 
let us know. After this interview we will write up notes from our call and share these with you for your 
approval. 
How did HMT resource our response to the pandemic? 

• How did we move internal resource to respond to the situation? 

• What was the impact of homeworking, how did it impact our ability to give the CX and other 

ministers the service they needed? 

• It has been said that HMT used lessons learned from previous crises in managing our 
response. Was this your experience? What lessons do you think we learned / put into 
practice? 

Resourcing teams 
The main focus was on resourcing the labour market support schemes. These required additional 
resources and we brought this in from elsewhere in PTWP. Within tax, the teams generally just 
pivoted to work on Covid response instead of their usual functions. In tax, the issue was initially less 
about volume of resource, and more about structuring our response to make good use of our existing 
resources. 

The approach to resourcing also changed over time. In the first part of the response, people were 
keen to "muck in" but this was not a sustainable way of working. Deputy Directors within teams 
established mechanisms to support sustainable working, such as use of overtime, usingt SPB project 
resource and double running roles. 

We brought in additional senior resource quickly, though it took a bit of time to settle into an 
approach for working together (the "three headed" DD model in PTWP for example). 
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The approach for getting more staff on board was fairly organic and a series of micro decisions, rather 
than a big decision about overall resourcing. 

On reflection, we were too late to move to move double running senior jobs. There is a culture where 
people are hesitant to job share and it took lots of time to persuade people of the benefits. There was 
also an underestimation of how long the pandemic would last. This meant that teams sought 
temporary resource for crisis management where it may have been more appropriate to have 
permanent resource. 

On ways of working 

There were some challenges with adapting to a more flexible way of working. The model of having 
three DDs all working on the labour market schemes, for example, meant that staff across all teams 
had to be more flexible and iterative in their ways of working. 

There were some large pieces of work that didn't have a natural home, which took some time to 
resolve. An example of this was EOTHO where we gave it to one of the tax DDs who was less heavily 
loaded. 

There were also initiatives that were new for HMT. For example, there is no rulebook for managing 
the labour market schemes and this meant we needed lots of senior oversight. In the case of the 
labour market schemes, Beth Russell was heavily involved. 

It is worth noting the etiquette of how Teams has been used, including how we manage meetings. 
Beth Russell thinks its arguably that we wouldn't have done such a good job if we hadn't have been 
working remotely and using Teams in the way we did with good etiquette — we were able to 
collaborate more at speed, and if we had been working in the "old way" it likely would have been 
more inefficient. 

On homeworking 

To begin with many of Beth Russell's team were still in the office after others had started to work by 
phone. This was up until the first announcement of the income support schemes. 

At the beginning, there were some technical issues, and virtual meeting were being run by spider 
phone where you couldn't hear everyone in the room. This was quite chaotic and difficult to manage. 
There were a number of meetings in No. 11, and teams would be physically moving between HMT 
and No. 11. 

The work on the SEISS started on a Saturday after CJRS had been announced on the preceding Friday. 
By this point we were all on MS Teams. 

There was some juggling to do in order to ensure senior cover given homeschooling. This was more 
prevalent in the business and international side, rather than in PTWP. Staff have responded well to 
the support they have received. 
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Lessons learned since the Financial Crisis. 

Beth was in HMT at this time but not working directly on financial services. 

HMT is now more flexible in our approach to work and resourcing than we were at that time. Lessons 
learned from the White Report focus on making sure we are making best use of our resource and we 
have done this. 

How did we govern our response to the pandemic? 
• What was the governance approach as you experienced it? 

• Who were key decision makers? 

• How transparent and robust was this approach? 

• To what extent were the agreed formal structures followed in practice? 

Typically, in a HMT context, Governance on policy means meetings with CX. 

Governance beyond that was a bit ad hoc to begin with, but there was regular communication and 
engagement (including x-dept with HMRC). 

Cross HMT governance for Covid has required a different way of working. For example, twice weekly 
Covid meetings were a form of governance, but they were not a decision making or action focused 
meeting. It was more of a mass briefing to ensure teams had awareness of key issues. Also for 
awareness raising, EMB were meeting daily and Dan York-Smith provided updates on what was 
happening at those meetings. 

The pace of the external environment meant that formalised regular governance meetings may not 
have been appropriate. For example, on the labour market side, there was a move towards a formal 
regular governance model in the summer, but the timing of these meetings did not always align well 
with when decisions needed to be made. 

In the summer, we used an adapted version of the budget process for the plan for jobs. This worked 
well, but it took us a while to decide to approach the work this way. This may be a lesson for us to 
learn, as we should stand up these good processes as we know they work. 

Over the summer, EMB had regular discussions about preparing for the Autumn as there were a 
number of concerns that we weren't doing everything we should to prepare and contingency plan. 
There were some examples where the governance chain was unclear, for example it was unclear to 
some more junior colleagues whether decision rights on what contingency planning work to do sat 
with CX or EMB. 

INQ000652949_0003 



OFFICIAL SENSITIVE 

HMRC policy partnership 
• How was this established and what was key to its' success? 
• What prevents this from being replicable in other parts of HMG (e.g. with DWP)? 

The HMRC policy partnership worked well in part because HMRC do not have their own separate 
Minister. This means that teams are able to collaborate and both take instruction from the CX. There 
were some key senior officials within HMRC who worked well with CX and provided confidence in a 
collaborative approach between the Departments. Virtual working meant that we were able to have 
more people within meetings with CX. 

The policy partnership was also supported to succeed as the need to act swiftly was clear. We were 
keen to get money out via the support schemes. 

The main difference in attempting to take this approach with other departments (e.g. DWP) is the fact 
that there are multiple Ministers — those depts work to their own SoS. It is difficult for officials to work 
completely openly and collaboratively with the Treasury as they feel responsible to their own 
Minister. CX was keen for DWP officials to come to meetings with him which they did on a couple of 
occasions but was tricky as their own Minister wasn't in the room. 

If there was a strong working relationship between CX and the other Secretary of State this could 
work well in theory, but it is more challenging than in the case of HMRC. 
Income support schemes 

• There seems at times to be a pattern of CHX making announcements, and then H MT working 
out operational details later — e.g. establishment of CJRS. Could you explain what led to this? 

• How did the income support schemes work with the existing functions of PTWP? 
• NPIs and support schemes are a new way of working for HMT. How did you approach this? 

Was there similarity with work that the team had done in the past? 

Don't recognize the idea that the CX was announcing things without any discussion at a policy level. 
The submissions may advise that we weren't ready to go live yet, but officials weren't being 
blindsided by announcements. Overall, pace was driven by our collective priorities, which were to: 

- Give assurance to the market that something was coming 
- Get the actual support up and running as soon as possible 

We had to establish policies at pace, and therefore some things weren't completely worked through 
at the point of announcement and had to be developed later. None of those were fundamental but 
did mean that some details weren't able to be announced until later (eg. Treatment of those on 
maternity leave) 

More time spent developing policy in theory may not necessarily have led to better outcomes. For 
example, many of the bigger issues that arose from the support schemes (eg. around the excluded) 
were as a result of the fundamental structure of the schemes (i.e. the principled approach that 
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information submitted in claims had to be able to be matched against data already held by HMRC to 
guard against fraud). In these cases, more time spent developing the scheme would have been 
unlikely to change this design principle which is still determining what is and isn't possible 15 months 
later.. 

On whether schemes were "Treasury Orthodoxy" 
The furlough scheme is not that far off HMT standard practice, because keeping people in work to 
avoid scarring is in line with standard economic theory. But the scale of the fiscal intervention was 
unprecedented. For SEISS, this was more politically driven and outside of the standard toolkit. The 
decision to go ahead with tax deferrals was also not "treasury orthodoxy". 

Business tax 
• EOTHO / VAT release in the hospitality sector? 
• In NPIs we have seen a swing over time between policies at a national and local level. To what 

extent were business support policies also following this trajectory of broad (e.g. BBLs) and 
then narrow (e.g. superdeduction)? 

Eat out to help out (EOTHO) 
The team were generally quite skeptical about this scheme. Part of this skepticism was due to 
deliverability concerns but also whether there was an economic case for the intervention. There were 
some innovative ways of working by the team in order to make a deliverable plan. One example is the 
way the team worked with credit card providers when we were considering a voucher scheme as the 
original planned delivery mechanism. 

The main criticism of this work has been the public health impact, which was raised regularly by the 
team when we were designing the programme. 

On targeting of schemes 
It is very difficult to target a support scheme whilst still guarding against fraud and protecting VFM 
(because of the quality of data held by the government to use for targeting). Generally, it is easier to 
operate a support policy at a national level with a relatively open eligibility. If you want to do 
something more locally targeted, we would typically deliver this through Local Authorities, but the 
Local Government team at HMT would advise that Local Authorities do not have the capacity to 
deliver these programmes. Targeting in other ways eg. by sector has also proved very difficult. 

Data led decision making 
• Could you tell us about how information flowed within HMT (policy decisions / delivery 

decisions / data about the situation)? 
• Do you feel that your team had access to the right information to be able to make good 

decisions? 
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The lack of trusted data across the whole of government was quite surprising, and made it hard to 
develop and deliver policies. For example, we encountered quite basic issues with attempting to 
gather a record of all business premises in the country as HMRC records are based only on the Head 
Office. Data held by companies house and the VOA was not considered reliable enough. FST is 
working with HMRC to look at gathering better data in the future, but this is a challenge because 
HMRC don't have the legislative powers to gather better data. 

Data was an issue in particular because we weren't keen to use a self certification model due to 
concerns about fraud. Other countries used self certification and it would be interesting to review the 
relative fraud and success of their schemes. 

Overall, CX was keen to see headline facts and figures before a decision is made so that data is 
integrated into decision making. We worked towards this but (surprisingly) it wasn't always standard 
practice for teams so it took some work to get to an agreed set of data we wanted to monitor and 
getting that in as real time as possible. The partnership with KAI in HMRC was really important in that. 

What else do we need to be aware of? 
This can be things you'd like to tell us now, documents to review, or a follow up conversation. 
Our response relied on a lot of senior people using their experience. Overall, we handled it quite well, 
but it was chaotic at times. 

HMT has done a good job in each different area, but it was sometimes harder to join up across HMT 
(eg. To judge CJRS vs other interventions). Joining up takes a lot of senior encouragement (e.g. DGs 
encouraging their teams to collaborate). Discussions at a junior level can be more tense. This is 
perhaps linked to the fact that governance is generally vertical at HMT, where teams report to CX via 
their DGs. Joining up can often rely on [MB members individually wanting to do this and taking 
initiative to push it forward. 

We should consider whether we should engage with external stakeholders, such as other government 
departments, in order to understand how HMT was perceived during this time. For example, there 
was some tension with colleagues at CO about how HMT operated during the early stages of the 
pandemic including whether the right balance was struck between health and economic 
considerations. 
Overall, what do you think HMT did well? What was more of a challenge? 

Thank you for your time. 
• Our next steps include further interviews and document review, which will then be written up 

into our final outputs. A first draft of these is going to our Editorial Board on 19th July. 

• We may be in touch with further questions, and please do reach out to us if you have 
additional points to raise with our team. 
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