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UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

WITNESS STATEMENT OF STEPHEN OLDFIELD CB

Introduction

|, Stephen Oldfield CB, will say as follows:

1. | make this statement in response to a request from the UK Covid-19 Public Inquiry (“the
Inquiry”) dated 12 June 2024, made under Rule 9 of The Inquiry Rules 2006 (“the
Request”) asking me to provide a witness statement setting out the key aspects of my
involvement in respect of my role as Chief Commercial Officer and the part | played, if
at all, in the establishment of what became known by others as the “High Priority Lane”.
The Inquiry wishes to understand the role | played from 1 January 2020 until 28 June
2022 (“the Specified Period”).

Background

2. From October 2017 to October 2022, | was employed by the Government Commercial
Organisation (“GCQ") as Chief Commercial Officer ("CCQ"), assigned to the Department
of Health and Social Care (“DHSC").

3. | also held the role of Director General (DG) for Life Sciences, where | was responsible
for the Medicines Directorate, the Continuity of Supply Directorate and the DHSC’s
interests in the Office for Life Sciences (“OLS”), shared jointly with the Department for

Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (“BEIS”).

INQO000531299_0001



4. | took a leave of absence on an unpaid sabbatical basis from January 2022 to July 2022

for personal reasons.

5. As the CCO for DHSC, | held responsibility for oversight and line management of the
key commercial functions in the DHSC. These functions included procurement, contract

management, and commercial policy.

6. As is standard for Director Generals in DHSC, | had a private office team consisting of
a Head of Office, a Business Manager and an Assistant Private Secretary/Diary
Manager. My private office was responsible for providing me with day-to-day support in
my role as Chief Commercial Officer, which included managing my email inbox and diary,

fielding requests, and responding appropriately on my behalf.

7. The commercial functions of DHSC were involved, to varying degrees, in the

procurement, contract management, and commercial policy of:

PPE;
Ventilators;

Lateral Flow Tests; and

a o T o

PCR Testing Equipment.

The High Priority Lane

8.  The system which became known as the High Priority Lane (“HPL") was set up, as far
as | understood, by the Cabinet Office as a “funnel” or single point of referral to deal with
the high number of direct approaches from potential suppliers of essential items that
were being received across the public sector. | do not know who in Cabinet Office set
this up nor do | know why it became known as the High Priority Lane. The offers might
be received by, for example, politicians, government officials, leaders of the NHS, and
other public sector bodies as well as a vast number of other individuals and office
inboxes. | do not recall this channel being intended to confer any sort of special
treatment, higher priority, or “VIP status” on the offers referred to it; it was simply a

convenient and simple-to-operate ‘inbox’ for public servants to send requests to.

9.  These approaches would come from commercial organisations making offers to supply

products which were known to be required by DHSC and the NHS as part of the

2
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demands brought about by the pandemic. There was no prior written process for how to

handle such offers.

10. The approach taken by my office was simply for the requests to be forwarded onto the
central inbox. My staff would have access to my email inbox and had delegated authority
o forward these emails to the central inbox. It was understood that by sending an offer
to the central inbox, it would ensure that the offers made their way efficiently into the
rigorous assessment process which had been established for triaging and pursuing all
viable opportunities to purchase supplies. The main benefit the central inbox offered was
providing a simple point of access for any offer that was received; it did not confer any

special status.

11. T had no role in either the establishment or supervision of the central inbox or the process
which became known as the HPL,; this was managed by Cabinet Office. | also had no

role in deciding which offers would be referred to the central inbox.

Pestfix

12. This is the only referral which | was directly aware of at the time the referral was made.

13. I received an unsolicited email directly to my personal email inbox from Mr Joe England
on 26 March 2020. In his email, Mr England introduced himself as “one of the owners of
a family business that specialises in PPE equipment supply.” He reminded me, in the
message, that we had met at a birthday event for my father-in-law (Ray) several years
earlier in July 2016. In July 2016, our conversation had been purely social in nature; we
did not discuss Mr England’s job and | had no prior knowledge of his association with
Pestffix. Mr England said that he had obtained my email address (without my knowledge)

from my father-in-law.

14. The email stated that he could supply masks, hand sanitiser and gloves, all of which |
knew to be products of interest at that stage of the pandemic. Mr England said that he
had been approached by “ a large number of NHS Trusts” to supply them directly, but
that he was seeking advice on whether a “central body” in my organisation was handling

purchasing of these products.
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15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

| replied to Mr England, thanking him for his approach, and copied my Office team so
that they could direct him how to follow the normal process for making an offer of help.
| exhibit this email as [SO/1 - INQ000504043].

| was particularly conscious that Mr England had emailed my personal email address,
so | copied in my professional (DHSC) email address, my Private Office Team and

Cabinet Office colleagues, so that correspondence could switch to formal channels.

A member of the Cabinet Office “Buy” team (Mr Andrew Flockhart, a coniractor employed
by Deloitte, also copied into my reply to Mr England) forwarded my email (without my
knowledge, | was not in copy) to the Central PPE team asking them to consider the offer.
In that email, | subsequently learned that he had used the term “VIP” — | do not know
why; certainly, this was not at my request or prompting. The first time | became aware
of any suggestion that Pestfix should be treated as “VIP” was during the Pestfix judicial
review claim. | exhibit the email from Andrew Flockhart, that | was not copied into, as
[SO/2 - INQ000504052].

The company Pestfix eventually got referred to what was then known as the High Priority
Lane by members of the Cabinet Office working in the PPE Cell (Andy Wood and Max
Cairnduff) — again, | was not aware of that referral at the time and played no role in it.
My email inbox received a chaser email on 4 April 2020. | was not aware of this email
but Victoria Carbutt, Private Secretary, replied asking Mr England to liaise directly with
the CO procurement team. | exhibit this email as [SO/3 — INQ000504047]. Victoria
subsequently emailed Andy Wood and Andrew Flockhart to ask about progress; this
email was clearly also not from me [S0O/4 — INQO000504046]. This email correspondence
is a good example of how others would deal with correspondence which was directed to

my email address on my behalf.

In summary, my sole involvement was asking the team to handle the Pestfix enquiry so
that it could be processed by the correct team. | played no further part in the process
nor in the selection of Pestfix as a supplier from there on. | sent an email to Emily Lawson
(a senior executive within NHSE responsible for the PPE sourcing and allocation
process) to alert her to the additional information which the company had provided,
dated 28 March 2020, in which | simply suggested it looked “pretty useful”. | exhibit this
email as [SO/5 — INQ000504045]. | also made some notes for myself in connection with
Pestfix which | exhibit as [SO/6 — INQ000504050]. As can be seen from the email and
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my personal notes, my focus was on benefit to the Department rather than on any

potential commercial benefit to Pestfix.

20. | received email correspondence in December 2020 that suggested | was a friend of Mr
England; | made clear at that time this was untrue and it remains so today [SO/7 -
INQ000504049].

21. | did subsequently receive an email regarding the holding of funds which | exhibit as
[SO/8 — INQO00504048]. | did receive a text message from Dan and Joe England
regarding this which | did not reply to [SO/9 — INQ000504051]. Their contact details

were not saved in my phone. | do not know how they obtained my telephone number.

22. | did not make any further enquiry into the progress of the award of contracts to Pestfix.

Global United Trading Ltd

23. Kathy Hall (NHSE) and | received an email from Dominic Cummings’ Office at No10
(Imran Shafi), in which he attached an email offering help from the company to Dominic
Cummings. My office responded to No10 and forwarded the email to two regular
channels, the “existing ventilator” procurement team and the Cabinet Office. | am not

aware how that offer moved into the so-called HPL subsequently or how it was treated.

24. |did not directly reply to this email, a member of my team directed the enquiry into the

central inbox.

25. The first time | became aware of Global United Trading Lid was when the enquiry was
published alongside my office as the referrer. | did not personally refer the enquiry and
had no knowledge of it.

26. | exhibit a copy of the email correspondence regarding this as [S0O/10 — INQ000504044].

The Post-Referral Process

27. lunderstood that the central inbox would be triaged once a referral was made, although

we would not expect to receive any updates on the triaging process once an enquiry

had been sent to the central inbox. | did not follow up any referral with messages or
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enquiries nor did | ever interfere with any referral. | did not directly interfere with any

award or refusal to award contracts.

28. | have been asked if | received any other requests to refer suppliers. | was the Chief
Commercial Officer and my name was well publicised; it was not difficult for an interested
party fo establish the email address for my office. As a resulf, we received countless
enquiries as did other departments and public sector offices. As | have set out previously,

these enquiries were simply directed to the central inbox as required.

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 to be made, a false statement in a
document verified by a statement of truth without an honest belief of its truth.

Name: Stephen Oldfield CB

Date: 16/12/2024

Signature: | pp
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