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UK COVID-19 INQUIRY - MODULE 10

WITNESS STATEMENT OF RIVKA GOTTLIEB

I, Rivka Gottlieb, c/o Broudie Jackson Canter Solicitors will say as follows

1. | am a member of CBFFJ UK and make this statement in relation to Module 10,"Impact
on society”, in response to the UK Covid-19 Inquiry’s Request for Evidence under Rule 9
of the Inquiry Rules 2006.

Introduction

2. My name is Rivka Gottlieb. My father, Michael Gottlieb, died from Covid-19 on 17 April
2020. He was 73 years old, and in reasonably good health. He was semi-retired, working
part-time at Muswell Hill Golf Club in North London, teaching children at our synagogue
and as an exam invigilator at my daughter’s school. He was kind, generous, warm and
funny, a people person. He was always ready to crack a joke and always the first to offer
to help when help was needed. His grandchildren remember his bear hugs and the many
hours he spent chauffeuring them to and from their activities. He had a strong sense of

justice and was deeply worried about the state of the world.

3. In early March 2020 we could see on the news the devastating scenes in ltaly and Spain
and knew that it was just a matter of time before Covid came to the UK. We tried to protect
our parents and told them not to go out, but my father insisted that as long as he followed
government advice - which at that time was simply to wash hands - he would be fine.
About a week before the first national lockdown, his workplace, Muswell Hill Golf Club,
told him to stop coming into work because he was over 70. He had rheumatoid arthritis,

which we later found out was a pre-existing condition that put him at increased risk, but
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was otherwise healthy and active. It is likely that he caught Covid from going out to the
shops in the week before the lockdown. He first showed symptoms on 22 March 2020, the
day before the first national lockdown. The GP practice told him to call the NHS 111 service
for advice, which he did repeatedly. It was very difficult to get through, sometimes hours
of waiting, and when he did, he was told to take paracetamol and stay at home. This advice
remained consistent over the next 10 days without any regard for his worsening
symptoms, which were distressing and worrying. He was very scared and alone as his
symptoms worsened, isolating in his study while my mother passed him trays of food. A
family friend who is a doctor told my brother to call 999 and coached him on what to say
in order to get medical attention. An ambulance came and when the paramedics examined
him they took him straight to hospital. | am haunted by my decision to follow the rules and

stay at home on that day, which would have been my last opportunity to see him.

He was admitted to hospital on 31 March 2020 and initially given oxygen and CPAP
machine. When these did not help, he was sedated and placed on a ventilator on 3 April.
My last contact with my father was via WhatsApp chat messages — he found it difficult to
speak due to the coughing and so was only able to text with me in those first few days in
hospital. We were not allowed to visit him, and as a family were isolated in our separate
households due to the restrictions. We are a close and loving family, so this was extremely
difficult.

Despite all their best efforts, my mother caught Covid-19 looking after my father. She was
admitted to hospital on 2 April, the day before my father was placed on a ventilator.
Although they were in the same hospital, they were unable to see each other, and due to
restrictions, we were unable fo visit either of them. That week, we thought we might lose
both our parents. It was a dark and terrifying time, and difficult to get updates from the
hospital. | feared the worst every time the phone rang. My brother and | agreed that he

would be the contact person, and he managed to get updates once every 24 hours or so.

My mother was unable to eat due to her symptoms, which severely affected her stormach.
The hospital would not allow me to bring her food from home that she may have tolerated,
and she was now beside herself with worry for my father, they agreed to discharge her
after a week. We were not allowed to collect her from the hospital — we were told that the

hospital would arrange transport, which they did, but she had to wait for many hours for
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transport and only arrived home around midnight. She told me that she was so weak and

in so much pain that she had to craw! up the stairs to get {o her bed.

The following days and weeks felt like a nightmare as we waited for news of my father. A
kind friend who had managed to obtain FFP3 masks gave me some masks so that | could
go to my parents’ house and look after my mother. | did not know if that was allowed, as
communication around the rules was unclear, but by that point | felt that | had to do what
| felt was right as | did not believe that the government had done what it ought to prevent
the spread of Covid, and my mother was still very unwell. | had no idea if my mother was
still contagious, or if the house was safe for me to be in. There were still dishes in the sink
from before my parents were taken to hospital over a week earlier. | remember cleaning
the dishes and scrubbing everything | could. My mother was in bed, weak, in pain,
exhausted, hugely anxious and distressed about my father, and unable to do much for

herself.

My father’s condition continued to worsen, and we were told on 16 April that he would not
recover. We were offered for one member of the family to come to the hospital to say
goodbye. This was an impossible choice — my mother could not go on her own as she was
too ill, and neither my brother nor | felt that any of us should go alone. We made the
agonising decision that none of us would attend, in the knowledge that my father was
unconscious. We were not offered a video call. A part of me is glad that my last memories
of my father are of him alive and well, but | also live with the regret and sadness that |

could not be with him when he died.

The following day, my brother was told that my father had died shortly after the life support
system was reduced — not even turned off. My brother phoned me, then phoned my mother
to let us know. Despite expecting this news for a few days, we were all in shock, particularly
my mother who was now on her own for the first time in her life having married my father
when they were both just 22 years old. My parents had been married for 52 years, and my
mother has repeatedly told me since ‘he was my best friend’. After being told that my father
died, we were not allowed to see each other, we were acutely conscious of the potential
impact if someone else in the family caught Covid, and fully supportive of the rules that

were intended to protect people — but therefore unable to comfort my mother.

INQO000659978_0003



Funeral

10. Rules around what was permitted at funerals were unclear and inconsistent at the time.
Eventually we were told that immediate family members only would be allowed to attend.
This presented an immediate problem in how to get my mother to the cemetery as she
was too unwell to drive, and we did not think it appropriate for her to attend her husband’s
funeral in a taxi on her own. My brother decided that he would bring her, and as we were
only allowed to stand outside, a chair had to be found for her to sit on as she was still
weak. We stood in separate household groups, just 9 people including the rabbi who
conducted the service. We were then directed to an area with a bench where we were told
we could wait while my father’s coffin was taken to the gravesite to be lowered into the
ground. Normally in Jewish tradition mourners accompany the coffin to the gravesite and
help to cover the coffin with earth once it is lowered. As we were not permitted to go to the
gravesite, we had to waich from afar. We were told that this was to protect the cemetery
workers, and | believe that this was a decision made by the cemetery as that there was
no clear official guidance at that time. My mother found it distressing not to be allowed to

go to the graveside and has raised this with me in the years that have passed.

11. Following the funeral, we then had to go to our separate homes, not allowed to even hug
each other. | remember how unreal it all felt, and that we were still in a state of shock. |
don’t think | fully comprehended the impact of not being allowed to comfort each other at
the time as | was lucky fo be living with my partner and was therefore not alone. My mother
was completely isolated, and the impact of her grief has been profound, complex and far
reaching. Under normal circumstances, we would have sat shiva together, this is 7 days
of mourning in which family, friends and community visit, bring food and participate in
prayer services. This period can act as a buffer in the immediate aftermath of loss, but we
had to settle for prayer services and gatherings online, with hundreds of people attending
over Zoom. My father was much loved by the many people who knew him, and | was
overwhelmed by the hundreds of kind messages | received, which, in my shocked and

fraumatised state | was unable to reply to.
12. | felt that the funeral restrictions meant that he did not have a fitting farewell. To this day,

we have been unable to arrange a fitting memorial service or event, which | believe is due

to the traumatic nature of his death. | miss him every day, and without the normal
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structures for mourning and grief, have felt a lack of closure. This was compounded by the

ongoing lockdown, and constant reminders of Covid.

13. There are several other Jewish burial and mourning rituals that we could not fulfil following

my father’s death:

3.1 Rituals relating to the body

Normally in Jewish practice, the body is never left alone between death and burial, but
due to restrictions we were unable to sit with my father’s body. We were unable to follow
the usual Jewish rituals of preparing the body such as washing and dressing. My father
was buried in a sealed body bag, which again is contrary to Jewish tradition as the body
would usually be buried in a simple wooden coffin that biodegrades so that the body can

decompose into the earth.

13.2 Rituals relating to the funeral

We were not allowed to go to the grave side to attend the lowering of the coffin into the
ground or throw earth to help cover the coffin, which is normally an important part of the
funeral. We had to stand in separate household groups, far from each other and unable
to support or comfort each other. We could not have a quorum of 10 Jewish adults required
for certain prayers, including prayers said by mourners. There were only 8 Jewish adults,

including the rabbi and one of the cemetery workers.

13.3 Rituals after the funeral

Memorial prayers were all held over Zoom as part of the shiva, the 7-day period after
burial. These online services felt surreal. The one positive was that my aunts and cousins,
who all live abroad, were able to join, although had it been possible they would have
preferred to be with us in person. As the synagogue was closed, the only opportunity to
recite prayers that mourners say for the first year following the loss of a parent — and must
be recited with a quorum of 10 adults - was online, which raised complex difficulties for
observant Jews. These Zoom services became a lifeline for me and many others, but
because they didn’t technically comply with Jewish law were not accessible for others. |
was faced with a choice between observing Jewish law and total isolation from community,
or breaking Sabbath laws in order to participate in services. It was a lonely, isolating

experience without the wider family, and no friends or community to provide comfort.
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14. Throughout my father’s iliness we were supported remotely by our rabbi. Others in the
community had also died from Covid, and clergy and community leaders were working
very hard in impossible circumstances to support bereaved families as well as help the

community to feel less isolated.

Bereavement and Covid Grief

15. At the time the Covid pandemic began | was working part-time as a music therapist,
working with vulnerable people and in schools. It was becoming increasingly clear in
March 2020 that | would need to stop face to face work and look into working online. | was
also working for my synagogue as Director of Programming and Communications, which

meant that it was my responsibility to move all synagogue events online.

16. | remember that | was away on holiday in the New Forest on 15 March 2020 when | was
asked to set up a Zoom account and look at how to move all the social and cultural
activities online, this was a massive task. | also needed to let all the external hirers of our
building know that we would be closing our doors in order to keep our community safe,
this was more than a week before the first lockdown. | was also responsible for
communicating the changes o our community, making sure people could access online
events and stepping up our email communications with daily support messages from our
rabbis. The workload was enormous but felt important as we tried to help to reduce

isolation at a difficult and frightening time.

17. When my father fell ill, | continued working for the synagogue from home. Work provided
a distraction, to some extent, but my therapeutic work had to stop as my clients were
unable to access therapy online and | did not have the headspace or the private physical
space at home once lockdown began to be able to see clients. After my father died, | took
one week off work for the shiva period, and then returned to managing online events,
organising new online programming and communications. We were still in lockdown and

there wasn’t anything else to do, so | worked very hard.

18. | had to be strong for my mother, who was in pieces. There was no room for my grief, but

| was very angry at the circumstances surrounding my father’s death, and | swore that |

INQO000659978_0006



19.

20.

21

22.

would not rest until the government’s mishandling of the early days of the pandemic had
been exposed, examined and those responsible held accountable. | was deeply
concerned and distressed by what | saw as repeated failures, as the pandemic continued
with wave after wave, | felt as though | was watching a car crash in slow motion over and
over again. The subsequent loss of life following the first wave felt devastating as nothing

was being learned.

My brother told me about a Facebook group he had found where other people bereaved
by Covid were connecting. This was the Covid-19 Bereaved Families for Justice UK group,
founded by Jo Goodman and Matt Fowler. | joined in May 2020 and quickly became

involved in calling for a rapid review in June 2020.

Throughout this period, | was physically unwell. | had been diagnosed with uterine fibroids
in December 2019 and had been considering what treatment to try. When Covid hit, all
thought of trying to seek treatment was pushed aside as the message from the
government was that we must not overwhelm the NHS. My condition deteriorated until |
was diagnosed with severe anaemia. Alongside this, my mental health deteriorated over

the following two years. | became very depressed, and as restrictions eased, very anxious.

. Covid grief is not like other grief. It felt as though the only people who seemed to

understand were those who have experienced it. My grief was compounded by several
factors that are individual to the circumstances relating to Covid-19 and the pandemic,
some of which continue today and still make it difficult to move on. The unexpected and
traumatic nature of my father’'s illness and then death alongside the inability to say
goodbye to him properly at any point felt harrowing. The impact of the ‘herd immunity’
approach that took place diminished how important my father was to me, loved ones were
seen as collateral damage and unimportant rather than individuals that were loved. The
government’s own behaviour throughout the pandemic such as ‘Partygate’ and delay in
action has made me further question how valued the people were that were lost. Under
the usual circumstances of losing someone, you can focus on and celebrate that person,

this was greatly undermined.

In the immediate aftermath of my father’s death, lockdown created an inability to return to

normal life and therefore integrate my loss. There were constant reminders of Covid all
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23

24.

around; even to this day there is sighage reminding people to socially distance, there was
a lot of politicisation, misinformation and conspiracy theories that fed into the denial that
loved ones died of Covid and that government figures were inflated. My grief felt
depersonalised and unimportant due fo the mass trauma experience of the country, my
feelings were often negated by the attitudes of others and comparisons made to why
lockdown for example was also a terrible time for them. | would not have experienced this
from any other type of loss, | would not have needed to justify my own grief, and this only

adds to the pain of losing someone.

. As time progresses, there is a lack of interest within society in the lasting impact of Covid

grief, people often forget and have a strong desire to move on, but for me and other
members of the group this feels impossible. We are constantly haunted by the implications
of Covid grief and by the knowledge that had lockdown been called one week earlier, my
father’s life — and that of so many in subsequent waves - may have been saved, as

confirmed by the findings in the Module 2 report of this Inquiry.

Two years after my father died, | was diagnosed with depression, anxiety and PTSD and
my GP recommended that | take some time off work. My employers were initially
supportive and agreed, even offering to pay for me to see a private therapist for a number
of sessions. This allowed me to choose my therapist, and therefore to find someone with
specialist understanding of bereavement and trauma. | have continued with the same
therapist, paying for therapy myself. | was off work for 6 weeks, and when | returned my
employers arranged for an occupational health assessment, which concluded that | should
continue to be allowed to work from home as | became highly anxious in crowded spaces,
which my employers were not happy about. Around the time | returned to my main job |
also took on a new Music Therapy role and left my main job at the synagogue a few months
later. The reasons behind my leaving are complicated, but | believe that my ongoing grief
and PTSD were contributing factors. It was a painful and difficult time — | had worked for
the synagogue for 15 years and been a member of the synagogue and its community for
longer, and the pandemic had changed everything. From attending services weekly before
the pandemic and being at the centre of community life, | felt unable to return after Covid
restrictions were lifted. | felt that no consideration was being made for members of the
community who were vulnerable e.g. those undergoing treatment for cancer, or those with

compromised immune systems, and that this attitude was coming from government,
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25.

26.

27.

28.

excluding and marginalising vulnerable people. | did not see myself as vulnerable, but |

was afraid of passing on infection to my mother who very much relies on me.

My mother has not recovered from having Covid herself. She has severe symptoms of
Post-Covid Syndrome, known as Long Covid. She had the first two Covid vaccinations
and both times became very ill, leading her doctors o conclude that she should not have
further vaccinations. This means that | worry about her becoming infected again,
especially when infection rates are high and no one tests or takes any precautions
anymore. She rarely goes out as she suffers from chronic fatigue, as well as breathing
difficulties, brain fog and almost constant stomach pain. She is severely depressed, and
her grief over my father’s loss is profound. In November 2021 she also lost her mother
who lived abroad. She was unable to see her mother since before the pandemic, and this

too weighs very heavily on her.

Shortly after her release from hospital and my father’s death, my mother was contacted
by the hospital as part of her post-Covid follow-up. They were concerned by her low mood
and she was offered telephone counselling that felt impersonal and that she was not ready
for. Sometime after that — | think this may have been after her mother died — | applied for
online therapy for her via the NHS Improving Access to Psychological Therapies, and she
was referred to a counsellor or therapist for the maximum amount of time they could offer,

which helped a little at the time, but simply was not enough. She needs ongoing support.

help her. The brain-fog caused by Long Covid affects her executive functioning, making it
very difficult for her to follow steps or remember exercises and techniques that various
physiotherapists and programs recommend to alleviate symptoms. In order to improve her
quality of life, she needs a lot more support than she can afford or than my brother or |

can provide.

My father had always taken care of all the household administration and financial matters.
My mother completely relies on my brother and | to manage her affairs, her medical
appointments and to attend appointments with her as she cannot remember key

information and becomes easily confused.
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CBFFJ and Facebook Group

29. As previously stated, | became a member of Covid-19 Bereaved Families for Justice UK
in May 2020. Finding others who felt that the government had mishandled the pandemic
was validating, and initially the Facebook group became an important connection and way
to organise. After a while, | found that | had to limit my exposure, however, as more

bereaved people joined and shared their stories as | found it re-traumatising.

30. | became a media spokesperson for the group and then was asked to join the Central
Campaign Team. In January 2023 | was asked fo join the board of directors, with
responsibility for safeguarding and overseeing communications. This was because of my
professional therapy background, safeguarding training, and professional comms
experience. At the time, | joined the group’s Facebook Admin team and became privy to
the challenges that the remarkable Facebook Admin team manage behind the scenes in
moderating the group. | have frequently been in awe of this small, dedicated team, who
are bereaved themselves, providing a safe space for a myriad of views and experiences
to be shared, moderated with care, thoughtfulness and kindness, while managing their
own grief. Safeguarding can feel complex and difficult in a group of now over 7000

bereaved people, many of whom are traumatised.

31. Lack of access to specialist bereavement support has been a recurring theme for many,
and in the early days of CBFFJ, Kathryn de Prudhoe, a bereaved member and
psychotherapist, led on efforts to improve access to bereavement support services for our
members, putting together a document sent to the then chancellor Rishi Sunak detailing

ways that the government could better support bereaved people, among other things

[RGO1 - INQ000659977 | twice attended meetings with relevant ministers on behalf of

the group, in an attempt to advocate for better access to mental health support, and for
bereavement and trauma training for professionals and volunteers such as employers, HR
professionals, teachers, medical professionals, social workers, care workers and
befrienders. | attended meetings in September 2021 with Nadine Dorries and in November
2021 with Gillian Keegan, then Minister of State for Care and Mental Health. My appeals
fell on deaf ears, and in fact | left both meetings feeling marginalised, dismissed and that

no one in government cared. There was complete denial that bereavement services were
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32.

33.

34.

unable to cope with the numbers of people seeking support, and denial that much of the
wider support that the NHS could provide — after many months on waiting lists — was not

equipped to help people who were suffering complex bereavement and trauma.

The statistics | shared at those meetings revealed the need for funding and action but
were ignored. Research has shown that for every death, there are on average 9 people
closely affected. After a traumatic loss, it is expected that around 50% of those people will
experience some kind of complicated or prolonged grief and need support beyond that of

their family and friends.

Ours was not the only online group that came into being during the pandemic, and other
groups focused on loss, while our group also campaigned for this public inquiry, and before
that for a rapid review and for lessons to be learned. We created the National Covid
Memorial Wall, working with researchers on the unique nature of Covid bereavement, and
so much more, alongside supporting each other and campaigning for better access to

bereavement support.

Being so closely connected to the group has meant that the issues affecting the members,
have often affected me too. It has been so tough at times and due to lack of services, we
have had to support some mentally unwell people as well as learn how to deal with
complex grief and trauma within the group. Carrying other people’s anger and disbelief
and having to arrange mental health support for suicidal people from miles away, with
services not running properly was horrific. Members of the group still need support to this
day as they process key themes relating to their loved ones such as funeral arrangements
and not saying goodbye, ‘Partygate’ and NHS decisions. Group members still face
challenges such as abuse, anxiety around going out in public, trolling and conspiracy
theories, price hikes and availability of masks and lower vaccine availability. A prominent
question we still ask is how society will react {o the next pandemic given the issues and

misinformation still present.
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Statement of Truth

| believe that the facts stated in this witness statement are true. | understand that proceedings

may be brought against anyone who makes, or causes to be made, a false statement in a

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

Signed: |

Personal Data

Dated:

22 December 2025
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