UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

CLOSING SUBMISSION
ON BEHALF OF THE DEPARTMENT FOR THE ECONOMY (NORTHERN IRELAND)
MODULE 9: ECONOMIC RESPONSE

Introduction

1. The Department for the Economy (Northern Ireland) (‘DfE’) is grateful to have been
designated a core participant in Module 9. DfE has been fully engaged in the Inquiry
process through the provision of withess statements from Paul Grocott and Mike Brennan,
the consideration of material disclosed by the Inquiry, and by carefully listening to the oral
evidence across the sixteen hearing days of Module 9 from 24 November 2025 to 18
December 2025.

2. DfE is determined to learn as much as possible from its participation in the Inquiry for the
general benefit of its operations and for assisting in its preparedness for any future

economic shock.

Every Story Matters

3. DfE acknowledges the work conducted by the Inquiry in relation to its “Every Story Matters”
listening exercise. DfE is grateful for the insights that the “Every Story Matters: Economic
Response Report” has provided with regard to the range of experiences within the

business community in Northern Ireland.

4. DfE was sorry to hear of the difficulties experienced by some applicants to the economic
support schemes for which DfE had policy or delivery responsibility. DfE is cognisant of
these difficulties and will consider how better to communicate eligibility criteria and reasons

for refusals in future schemes.

5. DfE also considers that there are lessons to be learned from the experiences recounted in
respect of UK wide economic support schemes. Whilst the UK wide schemes were not
developed by DfE, nonetheless the issues raised, both positive and negative, will also

inform the development of any future economic support schemes provided by DfE.

Evidence at Hearing
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6. DfE has been and continues to be interested in what it can learn to assist it with
preparedness for future emergencies and has been following the evidence closely in that
regard. DfE has benefited from hearing many of the witness testimonies provided for the
purpose of Module 9. In the interests of brevity, DfE highlights the following examples of
issues arising from witness accounts that it considers potentially helpful to its ongoing

work:

a. DfE welcomes the insights of Dr Tim Leunig, Economic Adviser to the Chancellor
during the pandemic, in particular in relation to the need for data sharing across

departments in emergencies.

b. Lady Diane Dodds, Northern Ireland Economy Minister during the pandemic, noted
the absence of a central business register in Northern Ireland. Further, Lady Dodds
agreed with the recommendation of the Inquiry’s Expert on Devolved and lLocal
Government Funding, David Phillips, for temporary changes to rules during future
crises, for example, relaxed borrowing rules and funding guarantees. Lady Dodds
also supported the idea of a cross departmental working group on financial support
for future emergencies. DfE welcomes these important evidential contributions by
Lady Dodds.

c. The Inquiry heard from Kate Nicholls, Chair of UK Hospitality. DfE was particularly
interested to hear from Ms Nicholls, given DfE’s responsibilities for the tourism and
hospitality sectors in Northern Ireland. Ms Nicholls recommended that in a future
emergency there should be an economic SAGE (Scientific Advisor Group for
Emergencies) that would sit alongside a health SAGE, with the combined objective
of delivering the maximum health benefit with the minimum economic harm. DfE

can see the potential benefit of this type of approach.
Reflections
7. In October 2023, EY completed an independent evaluation of the Northern Ireland
Executive’s economic response to the pandemic entitled 'Evaluation of Executive Covid-

19 Related Grant Funds — Lessons Learned Report [INQ000347008].

8. This report highlighted that the grant schemes with which DfE was involved “were

developed and delivered quickly; were generally effective; had a positive impact on sectors
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and recipients and, ultimately that the support largely achieved its main objective — to
preserve the NI economy and ensure businesses remain operational and people stayed

afloat, whilst supporting the health imperative of stemming the spread of the disease”.

9. However, in addition to assessing the positive impact of the grant schemes delivered, a
key aim of commissioning the EY report was to identify lessons learned, which could be
considered in planning for potential future emergencies. The EY report included a list of
lessons learned presented under a range of themes that cover all aspects of the economic
support delivered from development, administration and delivery to payment and

validation.

10. A number of reviews were also undertaken by DfE’s Internal Audit, and by the Northern
Ireland Audit Office, which is external to DfE. Those reviews also outlined lessons to be
learned by DfE.

11. DfE has welcomed the lessons identified in these reports. Work on considering and
addressing these is ongoing. One example is the identification that DfE had limited
legislative vires to make direct payments to businesses, therefore it had to rely on its
delivery organisations to make scheme payments using the powers available in Article 7
of the Industrial Development (Northern Ireland) Order 1982. A key lesson learned was
the need for DfE to be able to make payments directly in order to deliver economic support
at pace. The present Administrative and Financial Provisions Bill, which is progressing
through the legislative process, will contain new provisions with a view to ensuring that
DfE will, in the future, be able to fund people and organisations directly, should such an

approach be necessary.

Looking forward

12. With a view to assisting with preparedness for future emergencies DfE respectfully asks

the Inquiry to consider making recommendations in respect of:

a. The development of a framework for the central management and coordination

of economic responses to future economic shocks.

b. Investment and improvement in data infrastructure and data sharing

arrangements.
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c. Fostering increased cross-departmental and cross-jurisdictional collaboration.

d. Maintaining a focus on transparency, accountability, and continuous learning.
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Conclusion

15. DfE looks forward to the Inquiry’s report into Module 9. DfE will give full consideration fo
any recommendations the Inquiry makes, including those that will assist with the economic
response to any future pandemic or similar emergency situations. DfE is grateful for the
opportunity to assist the Inquiry in respect of Module 9 and wishes to assure the Inquiry of

DfE’s assistance in its future work.
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