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A rapid, transparent review is needed before a second wave

A public inquiry into the UK’s response to covid-19 now seems inevitable, with political and public demands for
one that can command widespread support.1 While a comprehensive inquiry at some point will be essential, the
traditional model, as used with Bloody Sunday2 or the Iraq war,3 takes years. We do not have time. With some of
the highest death rates anywhere and clear problems in implementing an effective, joined-up response, the UK
needs answers within months, before a second wave develops.

This is already happening to some extent. Parliamentary committees have identified serious problems and will
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Although the prime minister’s ililness did not help, it is not clear that parliament has been able to scrutinise the
actions of ministers. There are examples elsewhere that might be emulated, such as the parliamentary committee
with an opposition majority that is scrutinising the New Zealand government’s covid-19 response.9 A rapid inquiry
cannot risk getting bogged down in the detailed scientific advice, but it will be crucial to examine how it was used,
especially when there was uncertainty, as well as issues around transparency and independence.

The second is procurement of goods and services. A hollowed out civil service has long turned to outsourcing
companies, despite their repeated failures.10 Companies with little relevant experience have struggled to
organise viral testing11 or contact tracing.12 The task of coordinating activities with existing organisations, such
as NHS laboratories or local public health departments, is too complex for their business model. The procurement
of products, such as ventilators and protective equipment, has been beset by problems, echoing longstanding
problems in the NHS.

The third is coordination of existing structures. The fragmentation created by the 2012 Health and Social Care Act
in England has created major barriers to coordination and leadership across the Department of Health and Social
Care, the NHS, Public Health England, and local public health departments.4 Similarly, the structural disconnect
between the NHS and social care in England has contributed substantially to the pandemic’s spread. The limited
powers of local government, coupled with the absence of regional structures, also pose a problem. It is
inexplicable that mayors of metropolitan authorities have been ignored by ministers.8

The fourth is the disproportionate burden on ethnic minority populations. Responses must draw on expertise in
basic, clinical, and social sciences, with strong representation from the communities affected.

Finally, international collaboration is essential.13 The UK’s engagement with its European neighbours was
chaotic, with unconvincing excuses invoking overlooked emails. The looming crisis of a no deal Brexit,14 with
shortages of food and medicines that could coincide with a second wave, is clearly a huge concern but is beyond
the scope of a covid-19 inquiry. Nevertheless, we need be to seek practical ways to overcome the obstacles that
the government seems determined to create concerning the UK'’s future relationship with the EU.

Five criteria

This inquiry must meet five key criteria. It must be quick, broad, ambitious, able to command widespread public
and stakeholder support, and focus on the most important weaknesses to date. Given the complexity of the
issues involved, the need for specialist expertise, and for speed, we recommend a series of panels with
membership capable of tackling these issues. Each panel would be asked to find workable solutions that do not
require primary legislation or major organisational change, both of which can come later. Nor should panels seek
to allocate blame.

Each panel should include a range of disciplines and experience, including those on the front line. The need to
challenge accepted wisdom argues for the inclusion of members from other countries. Chairs of each panel could
form the core of an overall panel working with others to synthesise cross-cutting issues. Achieving public trust will
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be put in place to mitigate the worst aspects of what has proved to be a deeply dysfunctional system of
governance and administration. It will be unforgiveable if we fail to prepare for a second wave.

Footnotes
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