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operated. Many people we spoke to saw the creation of the social care sector
covid-19 support taskforce and closer working with those in the provider
sector during the summer and autumn of 2020 as a positive development.

Another issue that the Covid-19 pandemic has made clear, which has
implications for the provider market, is the complex accountability within the
sector. While accountability for social care ultimately rests with the secretary
of state for health and social care, local government is responsible for
commissioning and organising care delivery via upwards of 14,000 different
and varied organisations. Money flows through the Ministry of Housing,
Communities and Local Government and providers are regulated by the
CQC. Stakeholders reflected that the split of accountability between local and
national government, without clarity as to where responsibility lay, slowed
down the response to the pandemic. The paucity of reliable data in this area,
as discussed earlier, became a severe impediment at both local and national
levels in coordinating the response.

Legislative proposals in the government’s recent White Paper (Department
of Health and Social Care, 2021) seek to establish greater central powers
and oversight but have been met with a mixed reaction. If passed, the plans
would see a new duty for the CQC to assess local authorities’ delivery of
duties as set out in the Care Act 2014, with the secretary of state for health
and social care holding powers of intervention should a local authority be
deemed to be failing to meet its duties. Concern has been raised that the
new regime risks punishing local authorities for failing to meet duties they
lack the resources to fully fulfil. The Local Government Association (2021)
has called on the government to ensure that any assessment of a council’s
performance should be ‘contextualised in terms of available resources’ and
has also urged any new assurance process to build on existing mechanisms
of democratic accountability. Similarly, responses to proposals to establish
greater central powers for giving direct payments to providers in the event
of an emergency have been mixed. Concern has been raised that, if used
routinely, such a mechanism could undermine local government and its
efforts to shape the market. Perhaps options for clearer accountability, which
recognise the important role of localities and the existing mechanisms of
democratic accountability, rather than more centralised accountability,
should be explored.
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