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Mr Boris Johnson  
The Prime Minister 
The Prime Minister’s Office 
10 Downing Street 
Westminster 
London 
SW1A 2AB 
 
Ms Priti Patel 
The Home Office 
2 Marsham Street 
London  
SW1P 4DF 

 

By post and by email to boris.johnson.mp@parliament.uk, withammp@parliament.uk 
and public.enquiries@homeoffice.gov.uk 

 

9 July 2020 

- URGENT - 

Dear Mr Johnson and Ms Patel,  

Re: Demand for a public inquiry into the handling of the Covid-19 crisis 

This letter has been drafted by the Public Interest Law Centre on behalf of the Law Centres 
Network, which comprises of 41 law centres nationally. It has been signed by over 70 civil society 
organisations, community campaigns, and trade unions.  

We, the undersigned, are writing to demand an independent, properly resourced and rigorous 
public inquiry into the UK Government’s handling of the Covid-19 pandemic. We represent a 
wide range of civil society organisations who believe that vital questions need to be asked and 
community concerns must be responded to, given the extent of the adverse impact on lives, 
families, communities and public services.  
 
It is vital that a public inquiry holds the Government to account for the litany of life-threatening 
and, in many cases, fatal failures. Below we have put forward the many concerns which have been 
raised by our service users.  
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As representatives of civil society and organisations working within the hardest hit communities, 
providing them with support and relief, and assisting with their most basic needs, such as, food, 
shelter, and funerals - we have a duty to raise the issues highlighted in this letter. It falls on our 
sector to pick up the pieces of the Government failures, to support the recovery of families 
affected by the crisis, and it is for that reason that we demand answers.   
 
Covid 19 and the Government’s response 

The extensive loss of life, a figure estimated between 43,0001 and 65,0002 people, and the social 
and economic devastation that has impacted families and communities across the country must be 
subject to scrutiny. This figure represents one of the highest death rates from Covid-19 in Europe, 
and the second largest number of absolute excess deaths in the world.3 While large countries such 
as China, Brazil and Russia have experienced higher death tolls, per population the number falls 
far below that of the UK.4 
  
This letter raises some of those questions and concerns, but it is not exhaustive. There are many 
other issues that will need to be raised in a public inquiry and it is vital that the scope of such an 
inquiry is finalised in conjunction with bereaved families and civil society, in a manner that will 
ensure the Government is held to account and that all relevant facts are brought to light. The 
inquiry must identify those responsible for any failings and learn both the micro and macro lessons. 
 
The number, proportion, and incidence of deaths in the UK are not solely a natural consequence 
of the virus, but a product of political choices and/or serious failings in planning, preparation and 
implementation. There have been failures in controlling the infection both prior to and during its 
peak, as well as in its aftermath. We believe that a public inquiry is necessary to ascertain the extent 
to which the Government failed to: 

1. Impose stringent infection control measures; 

2. Provide adequate personal protective equipment; 

3. Protect care homes from the virus; 

 
1 44,236 is the figure posited by the Department of Health and Social Care, as of 5 July 2020, and is based on lab-confirmed 
positive coronavirus test results, reported in any setting. The website states that, in contrast, the ONS figures ‘include deaths 
where a person did not have a lab-confirmed positive result’ but where ‘coronavirus is suspected.’  
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/coronavirus-covid-19-information-for-the-public#dashboard-of-coronavirus-cases-and-deaths  
2 The figure of 65,000 is based on a figure estimated by the Office of National Statistics, the UK's largest independent 
producer of official statistics and is the UK's recognised national statistical institute. Excess deaths is the current number of 
deaths compared to the average number of deaths per time of year over the last five years. This is the ‘the key metric’ 
according to Chris Whitty, England’s chief medical officer: https://youtu.be/pfRuVqKjg1A. The estimated number of excess 
deaths is 65,700 as of 23 June 2020: https://twitter.com/ChrisGiles_/status/1275371427336683520?s=20 
3 As of 28 May 2020: https://www.ft.com/content/6b4c784e-c259-4ca4-9a82-648ffde71bf0  
4  https://www.ft.com/content/6b4c784e-c259-4ca4-9a82-648ffde71bf0 
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4. Test, trace and isolate;  

5. Mitigate the disproportionate impact on BAME communities; and 

6. Mitigate the disproportionate impact on disabled people. 

The number of questions that need to be answered indicate the seriousness of the potential 
mishandling of the crisis, and the severe impact on so many communities.  

The failures outlined in this letter, while not exhaustive, should form the basis of a public inquiry 
into the way in which the UK Government has handled the crisis, in order to adequately investigate 
the decisions made by the Government and to put in place measures to better protect the 
community from future waves and other epidemics.  

A decision on establishing a public inquiry cannot wait. We call on the Government to 
utilise its powers under s1 Inquiries Act 2005 and: 
 

1. Convene an immediate public inquiry within 3 months into its handling of the Covid-19 
pandemic. Such an Inquiry is necessary to prepare for a potential second wave of the 
virus, to learn lessons and ensure that the necessary steps are taken to prevent a further 
crisis in health and care provision. 
 

2. Commit itself to a longer-term, independent public inquiry in order to adequately address 
the many concerns not only outlined in this letter but also those raised by the groups and 
organisations who have supported it. 
 

3. Finally, both the immediate and long-term inquiry must be independent, resourced and be 
chaired by a panel with a wide range of experiences and specialisms in order to represent 
the myriad of issues being assessed. 

 
Failure to Impose Stringent Infection Control Measures  

While countries such as South Korea and Taiwan acted robustly in response to lessons learnt from 
China and Italy, it appears that the UK may have been slow to act in its implementation of infection 
control measures. Why was the UK unable to learn those lessons and why was it slow to act? 

Initially, it appeared that the UK Government ignored the severity of the risk posed by Covid-19. 
Why for instance did Boris Johnson, the UK Prime Minister, miss the first five Cobra meetings 
on the subject of Covid-19?5 In a BBC interview on 2 March 2020, the Prime Minister explained 
that the UK was “…very well prepared” and cited the ‘fantastic’ testing systems and ‘amazing’ 
surveillance of the spread of disease.6 However, he admitted that the virus was likely to spread, and 

 
5 https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/coronavirus-38-days-when-britain-sleepwalked-into-disaster-hq3b9tlgh 
6 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-51706391/coronavirus-pm-boris-johnson-says-the-uk-is-well-prepared 
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simply advised people to wash their hands and ‘go about business as usual.’7 Was this response a 
reflection of what was then the UK policy towards the spread of the virus? If so, how did the 
policy inform early decisions? 

Did delaying lockdown until 23 March 2020 compound the earlier mistakes and lead to additional 
deaths?8 It has since been shown that countries that introduced lockdown early on have, on 
average, experienced far fewer excess deaths (deaths above the normal average). For example, 
Austria introduced lockdown after recording one Covid-19 death and experienced 14% excess 
deaths at its peak.9 Similarly, Germany introduced lockdown after 83 deaths and recorded a 12% 
rise in excess deaths.10 The UK, in contrast, introduced lockdown when it reached 1,338 deaths, 
and has experienced a 109% increase in excess deaths.11  

The delay in imposing lockdown forms the basis of a call by 450 families to launch a public inquiry 
into the government’s handling of the crisis.12An inquiry must investigate why the Government 
ignored this obviously simple measure to avoid the spread of the virus? 

 

Failure to Provide Adequate Personal Protective Equipment 

The lack of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) has led to the deaths of 219 healthcare 
workers13, more than 60% of whom were from BAME backgrounds.14 As Alex Bailing QC, expert 
in corporate manslaughter law states that many of these deaths were “…avoidable with proper 
PPE.”15 

A public inquiry must assess whether the investigations BBC Panorama brought to light regarding 
the Government’s numerous failures to provide adequate PPE are correct. It outlined the 
following issues: 

1. First, the Government’s claim that it had obtained one billion items of PPE16 was 
misleading. Items not commonly understood as PPE, such as bin bags and paper towels, 
were classified as PPE and more than half of the billion items were surgical gloves, which 
in most cases were counted individually, rather than in pairs.17 Moreover, the 

 
7ibid 
8 https://www.theguardian.com/world/ng-interactive/2020/may/29/excess-deaths-uk-has-one-highest-levels-europe 
9 https://www.theguardian.com/world/ng-interactive/2020/may/29/excess-deaths-uk-has-one-highest-levels-europe 
10 ibid 
11 As of 29 May 2020. Ibid  
12 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/12/bereaved-relatives-call-for-immediate-inquiry-into-covid-19-crisis 
13As of 13 May 2020. https://weownit.org.uk/sites/default/files/attachments/Privatised%20and%20Unprepared%20-
%20The%20NHS%20Supply%20Chain%20Final.pdf 
14 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/25/six-in-10-uk-health-workers-killed-by-covid-19-are-bame 
15https://weownit.org.uk/sites/default/files/attachments/Privatised%20and%20Unprepared%20-
%20The%20NHS%20Supply%20Chain%20Final.pdf 
16 https://metro.co.uk/2020/05/03/1000000000-pieces-ppe-delivered-across-uk-12648814/ 
17 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2020/04/28/ppe-government-counted-glove-single-item-reach-one-billion-total/ 
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Government failed to buy equipment such as hospital gowns, visors and body bags 
against the instruction of Government advisers.18 

2. Second, the virus was downgraded from a High Consequence Infectious Disease (HCID) 
in early May because of PPE shortages.19 When Covid-19 was initially assessed as a 
HCID, the Health and Safety Executive stated that all staff working with Covid-19 
patients should wear a respirator face mask, full face visor, and a gown.20 However, the 
threshold was subsequently lowered to ensure PPE requirements, and the Government’s 
legal obligations, could be met.21 Health workers were told that they could wear less 
protective aprons and surgical masks in all but most dangerous situations.22  

3. Third, the UK Government failed to approach British factories supplying PPE. In one 
such example of a factory in Bolton, even after the factory wrote to the Government 
themselves, they did not receive a response for weeks.23 During that time, 80-90% of the 
factory’s PPE was being bought by the United States.24 While the factory is now 
providing PPE for the UK, in the missing weeks it could have provided enough material 
for more than 300,000 gowns.25  

A public inquiry must consider this evidence and determine whether the Government sought to 
sidestep its legal obligations, and place health workers at risk as a result. It must also consider 
whether this increased exposure to infection for all health workers including doctors, nurses, 
cleaning staff and porters. Had PPE been available, how many deaths could have been avoided?  

 
Why Were Workers Left Unprotected From The Virus? 

In addition to the above regarding health workers, there are concerns that the Government failed 
to protect workers in other fields. For example, bus drivers, who are also on the frontline, have 
died disproportionately as a result of delays in the provision of protective measures and equipment.  

First, it took Transport for London (TFL) one month following the introduction of lockdown to 
introduce measures to protect bus drivers, following pressure from Unite union and workers26. On 
20 April 2020 TFL introduced middle-door only boarding, blocked front seats, and exemptions 

 
18 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/newsbeat-52440641 
19 Ibid.  
20 https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/m000hr3y/panorama-has-the-government-failed-the-nhs 
21 Ibid.  
22 Ibid.  
23 Ibid  
24 Ibid  
25 ibid 
26 https://novaramedia.com/2020/06/16/youre-just-another-number-bus-drivers-are-dying-from-covid-19/ 
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from touching in.27 However, this was too little too late as 28 bus drivers had died from Covid-19 
by 27 April 2020.28  When compared with the proportion of NHS staff who have died from Covid-
19, this figure is 16 times higher.29 

Second, as a response to the delays in providing protection, drivers were forced to take their safety 
into their own hands by introducing their own protective measures – by asking passengers to enter 
by the exit doors and blocking front row seats. However, as a direct result of implementing safety 
precautions themselves, drivers working for the bus company Arriva were threatened with 
disciplinary action.3031  

Furthermore, the majority of bus drivers who have died from Covid-19 have been from BAME 
communities. The delay in protecting bus drivers, and the disproportionate impact this has had on 
BAME communities must form part of a wide-scale public inquiry into the crisis.  

In addition, construction workers have also faced disproportionate deaths rates. The Office of 
National Statistics showed that low-skilled construction workers were most at risk with 22 deaths 
as a result of Covid-19 by 11 May 2020, equal to a death rate of 25.9 deaths per 100,000 workers. 
This figure makes it one of the hardest hit professions.32  

An inquiry should establish whether adequate measures were taken to protect workers in the 
construction industry. It should investigate why decisions were made for constructions sites to 
remain open, on the same day the Prime Minister introduced a widespread lockdown. This is 
particularly relevant as many of the construction sites were not essential building. 

Robert Jenrick, the Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government, sent out 
a tweet late on 23 March 2020 stating that people who can work from home should, but that 
construction workers could continue to work on site.33 The following day, Michael Gove 
confirmed on BBC Breakfast that construction sites ‘in the open air’ could continue, but that social 
distancing measures should be followed.34  

 
27 https://tfl.gov.uk/info-for/media/press-releases/2020/april/tfl-introduces-middle-door-only-boarding-across-the-london-
bus-network 
28 https://www.ft.com/content/bae97166-891d-11ea-a01c-a28a3e3fbd33 
29 ibid 
30 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2020/04/13/bus-drivers-shutting-front-doors-coronavirus-outbreak-threatened/ 
31 https://novaramedia.com/2020/06/16/youre-just-another-number-bus-drivers-are-dying-from-covid-19/ 
32 https://www.building.co.uk/news/male-construction-workers-among-hardest-hit-from-covid-deaths-ons-
says/5105936.article 
33 https://twitter.com/RobertJenrick/status/1242210351007096836?s=20 
34 https://www.bdonline.co.uk/news/confusion-as-gove-and-jenrick-say-sites-can-continue/5105130.article 
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During this time the Construction Industry Council admitted the two-metre social distancing rule 
would be impossible to follow.35 Furthermore, industry bosses warned that such workers would 
need to travel on public transport where the rule was also difficult to enforce.36  

By keeping sites open at a time when the country had been placed in wide-spread lockdown, the 
inquiry should ask whether the Government placed construction workers at high-risk of catching 
Covid-19, resulting in the profession being one of the most affected by the virus. Why was this 
industry forced to continue whilst voices within the profession had expressed concerns over 
workers’ safety? 

 
Were Care Homes Adequately Protected? 

Over 22,000 care home residents have died as a result of Covid-19 in the UK.37 Care home 
residents have been found to be more likely to die of coronavirus in the UK than any other major 
European country apart from Spain.38 A public inquiry should assess the Government's failures, 
actions and how it could have avoided this unnecessarily high death toll.  

A public inquiry should ask: 

1. To what extent did the Government fail to control the outbreak of infection within care 
homes at an early stage? On 25 February 2020 the Government published guidance 
stating that face masks did not need to be worn in care homes and that there was to be 
no ban on visits.39 It stated that it “…remains very unlikely that people receiving care in 
a care home…will become infected.”40  

2. Why were untested NHS patients discharged to care homes? Government guidelines 
stated that even though such patients may have Covid-19 “…they can be safely cared for 
in a care home…”41 As a result, the number of outbreaks spread from 33 at the beginning 
of March, to 793 by the end of the month.42 Furthermore, the UK Government delayed 

 
35 ibid 
36 ibid 
37 As of 14 May 2020. https://www.carehomeprofessional.com/research-estimates-put-real-care-home-covid-19-death-toll-
at-over-22000/ 
38 https://ltccovid.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Mortality-associated-with-COVID-among-people-who-use-long-term-
care-26-June.pdf 
39 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-for-social-or-community-care-and-residential-settings-on-covid-
19/guidance-for-social-or-community-care-and-residential-settings-on-covid-19#guidance-on-facemasks 
40 ibid.  
41https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/886140/admission__and
_care_of_residents_during_covid19_incident_in_a_care_home.pdf 
42 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/may/28/why-did-so-many-people-die-of-covid-19-in-the-uks-care-homes 
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testing discharged hospital patients until 16 April,43 after some 1,000 care homes were 
infected. By the end of April, 6,500 care home residents had died from Covid-19.44   

3. Did a failure to test mean the virus spread unknowingly? Other countries, such as 
Germany and Hong Kong, implemented strict lockdown conditions for care homes 
which meant very few deaths occurred. They quarantined infected cases in hospitals 
rather than care homes, and banned patients moving to care homes without a negative 
Covid-19 test.45 These measures have not been adopted in the UK. Instead, nearly 5 
weeks after lockdown was introduced, the Government introduced a policy to test staff 
and residents only if they had symptoms46, despite leading research proving that testing 
both symptomatic and asymptomatic residents significantly reduces transmission.47 It was 
not until 8 June 2020 that the Government announced to roll out home testing to all care 
homes, regardless of whether staff or residents have symptoms.48 

4. Why did the government reject a proposal by Public Health England to lockdown care 
homes?49 The proposal included moving staff into care homes for a period of 4 weeks 
and using NHS Nightingale hospitals to quarantine residents.50 Why was this not 
explored? 

5. As of 31 May 2020, nearly two-thirds of care homes had not had any staff members 
tested.51 While the Department of Health and Social Care Homes promised 30,000 daily 
tests, the National Care Forum stated that the required number was over 200,000 to 
ensure effective tracking of infections.52 Why were care home staff not tested as 
recommended? 

6. Finally, the shortage of PPE was felt acutely in care homes. Staff in care homes have been 
working without adequate protective equipment, and the death rate of care workers has 
been double that of NHS staff.53 Why did care home staff not receive the necessary PPE?  

The Prime Minister on 6 July 2020 asserted that care homes ‘didn’t really follow procedures in the 
way that they could have’.54 This statement is unfounded and we are concerned that the UK 

 
43https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/879639/covid-19-adult-
social-care-action-plan.pdf 
44 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/may/28/why-did-so-many-people-die-of-covid-19-in-the-uks-care-homes 
45 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/may/28/why-did-so-many-people-die-of-covid-19-in-the-uks-care-homes 
46 ibid 
47 https://www.imperial.ac.uk/mrc-global-infectious-disease-analysis/covid-19/report-16-testing/ 
48 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/whole-home-testing-rolled-out-to-all-care-homes-in-england 
49 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/28/government-rejected-radical-lockdown-england-care-homes-
coronavirus 
50 ibid.  
51 https://t-dab.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/T-DAB-PCS-Testing-Tracking-Press-Release-30.05.20.pdf 
52 https://socialcare.today/2020/05/20/national-care-forum-calls-for-200000-tests-a-day/ 
53 As of 11 May 2020. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-52616080 
54 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-53315178 
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Government is trying to shift blame onto outside bodies. A public inquiry must investigate why 
care homes have suffered such high death tolls compared to other European countries. 

 
Why was Test, Trace, Isolate abandoned? 

Despite advice from the World Health Organisation that the most effective way to tackle the virus 
was via testing and contact tracing, on 12 March 2020 the Government decided to halt community 
testing.55 This was not as a result of scientific advice, but instead, seemingly, as a result of limited 
capacity.56  

The failure to increase the UK’s testing capacity early enough was highlighted in a letter from MPs 
to the Prime Minister.57 The Science and Technology Committee’s chairman Mr Greg Clarke said: 

‘The decision to pursue an approach of initially concentrating testing in a limited number of laboratories 
and to expand them gradually, rather than an approach of surging capacity through a large number of 
available public sector, research institute, university and private sector labs is one of the most consequential 
made during this crisis.’58 

Furthermore, did the method of counting tests have the effect of misleading the public? A salient 
example is the double-counting of diagnostic tests which take a saliva and nasal sample from the 
same patient and are counted as two separate tests.59 

Throughout this period, the UK Government has made decisions which has wasted public money, 
and delayed the implementation of a comprehensive testing system. For example, the UK 
Government spent $20 million on home test kits, despite the fact that the technology was 
unproven, which were subsequently found to be unusable.60  

Countries who have suffered relatively low death tolls have had robust testing systems in place. A 
public inquiry needs to establish why it proved so difficult to develop and implement such a system 
in the UK to adequately protect people’s lives during this crisis.   

 
Disproportionate Impact on BAME Communities 

Over half of law centre clients are from BAME communities and they have raised their concerns 
that a disproportionate number of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) individuals have 

 
 
55 https://inews.co.uk/news/coronavirus-testing-critical-decision-track-trace-community-testing-limited-capacity-429410 
56 Ibid.  
57 https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/coronavirus-testing-boris-johnson-science-technology-committee-report-
a9521261.html 
58 ibid 
59 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/global-health/science-and-disease/tens-thousands-coronavirus-tests-have-double-counted-
officials/ 
60 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/16/world/europe/coronavirus-antibody-test-uk.html 
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died, and continue to die, as compared to white people. Those from BAME backgrounds are over 
represented among deaths by as many as 27%.61 A third of critically ill patients in hospital have 
been from BAME backgrounds,62 whilst making up only 13% of the population.63 

These deaths are not incidental, they are caused by existing health, economic and social inequalities, 
underpinned by a deeply embedded system of structural racism and discrimination.64  

As a result of this system, those from BAME backgrounds are more likely to live in overcrowded 
households, and to have insecure, low-paid and key worker jobs, are twice as likely to live in 
poverty as compared to white British people,65 and are 11 times less likely to have access to green 
space.66 Discrimination at work also means they are more likely to remain in lower-paid jobs on 
the frontline,67 and therefore come into close contact with others and are at higher risk of 
contracting the virus.  

In particular, migrants with No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) have been at particular risk of 
destitution throughout the pandemic because of their inability to access welfare benefits. People 
in such categories faced the “choice” of going to work and being at risk of catching the virus, or 
destitution.68 The estimated number of people with NRPF is over 1 million which includes at least 
100,000 children69. The Work and Pensions Select Committee called for the immediate suspension 
of the NRPF condition arguing that the Government could not expect people to comply with 
infection control measures, while denying them access to the welfare system.70  

Furthermore, increased state powers during lockdown are being applied disproportionately to 
ethnic minorities. There has been an increase in the use of stop and search in areas with large 
BAME populations, from 7.2 per 100,000 people to 9.3 during lockdown, and those from BAME 
backgrounds are 54% more likely to receive fines than white people.71 

In addition, the Gypsy, Roma and Traveller (GRT) communities have been overlooked in 
government responses. This is despite significant consultation with organisations highlighting the 

 
61 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/22/racial-inequality-in-britain-found-a-risk-factor-for-covid-19 
62 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-52255863 
63https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/bulletins/keystatistic
sandquickstatisticsforlocalauthoritiesintheunitedkingdom/2013-10-11 
64 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/14/racism-disproportionate-uk-bame-coronavirus-deaths-report 
65 https://www.designcouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/asset/document/community-green-full-report.pdf 
66 ibid 
67 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/apr/20/coronavirus-racial-inequality-uk-housing-employment-health-
bame-covid-19 
68 https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/jun/22/scrap-no-recourse-to-public-funds-rules-left-1m-migrants-on-edge-of-
destitution-say-mps 
69 https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/a-lifeline-for-all-report.pdf 
70 https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/work-and-pensions-committee/news-
parliament-2017/dwp-response-to-coronavirus-outbreak-report-published-19-21/ 
71 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/26/bame-people-fined-more-than-white-population-under-coronavirus-
laws  
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disproportionate impact of coronavirus on GRT communities, stemming from entrenched 
inequalities in education, healthcare, access to information and housing.727374   

An official inquiry into the disproportionately high number of deaths among BAME communities 
has found that they face greater danger from Covid-19 and are up to twice as likely to die from the 
disease.75 The Ubele Initiative has called for full-scale independent public inquiry into the 
disproportionate impact of COVID-19 on the UK’s BAME communities.76 We support this call 
and demand that a public inquiry must investigate why there has been such a disproportionate 
impact of the virus on BAME and migrant communities.  

Disproportionate Impact on Disabled People  

The coronavirus pandemic has led to a disproportionate death rate for all disabled people, and 
especially for those under the age of 65. Figures from the Office of National Statistics show that 
disabled males aged between nine and 64 were 6.5 times more likely to have died as a result of 
Covid-19 than non-disabled men, while disabled women of the same age group were 11.3 times 
more likely die.77 Furthermore, over double the expected number of deaths for those with learning 
disabilities were recorded as compared with the average number for this time period.78 The 
significantly greater risk posed to disabled people has not been publicised widely. 

Furthermore, there has been widespread concern regarding the withdrawal of safeguards for 
shielders, the most at risk from severe Covid-19 symptoms, which GPs have said was made 
without consulting them and was not accompanied with clear advice.79 There is a concern therefore 
that those most at risk are being unnecessarily exposed to the above higher rates of incidence of 
death. 

In addition, there were delays in getting advice to disabled people who use direct payments to 
employ their own personal assistants/carers, in respect of keeping safe and accessing PPE, and 
delays in advising whether the furlough scheme could be used in respect of their employees. 8081 
There have also been reports on the adverse wider impact of the pandemic on disabled people, 

 
72 https://travellermovement.org.uk/phocadownload/TM_WEC%20inquiry%20final.pdf 
73 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-52556488 
74 https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/a-disaster-waiting-to-happen-traveller-communities-buckling-from-
the-impact-of-the-pandemic/ 
75 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/02/covid-19-death-rate-in-england-higher-among-bame-people 
76 https://www.ubele.org/news/2020/6/22/weve-launched-legal-action-with-leigh-day-against-the-government-over-their-
failure-to-take-action-over-the-toll-that-covid-19-has-had-on-bame-communities 
77https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/articles/coronaviruscovid19relat
eddeathsbydisabilitystatusenglandandwales/2marchto15may2020 
78 https://www.mencap.org.uk/press-release/mencap-sounds-alarm-higher-proportion-people-learning-disability-dying-
covid-19 
79 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/31/experts-decry-easing-of-coronavirus-lockdown-for-englands-shielders 
80 https://www.disabilitynewsservice.com/coronavirus-pa-guidance-is-finally-published-five-weeks-late/ 
81 https://www.disabilitynewsservice.com/coronavirus-employers-of-pas-given-just-two-days-to-digest-vital-new-furlough-
guidance/ 
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entrenching social isolation and inequality, and refusals to disclose appropriate equality impact 
assessments828384. 

There has already been a call to grant a public inquiry into the Government’s failure to warn 
disabled people of the disproportionate risk to their health and to monitor the impact on the 
disease on such individuals.85 We demand that a public inquiry thoroughly investigates the 
disproportionate impact on disabled people overall, including why there is such a difference in 
death rates for people with disabilities compared to those without.  

Failure to Protect Survivors of Domestic Abuse  

When social distancing measures were finally introduced, while of course they were necessary, they 
posed a real and immediate risk to survivors of domestic abuse, and other forms of Violence 
Against Women (VAWG) who were living in dangerous homes. 

As the UK went into ‘lockdown’, the VAWG sector raised concerns about the increased risk of 
domestic abuse, the threefold increase into recorded killings,86 and the urgent need for funding to 
ensure effective access to safe accommodation during the pandemic. The sector also raised 
concerns about the disproportionate impact on people who are disabled, working-class, BAME 
communities and migrant women. 

Despite these calls, and a series of open letters, the Government failed to take reasonable steps to 
implement practical and effective measures to mitigate and prevent the increased of risk abuse for 
women. It wasn’t until 2 May 2020, nearly six weeks after lockdown measures were introduced - 
following an arduous sector-wide campaign and the threat of legal action from PILC and Southall 
Black Sisters - that the UK Government announced an additional £76m to support survivors of 
abuse.87 

Failure to Protect Renters 

Since the beginning of the coronavirus pandemic, 60% of renters have suffered a loss of income, 
over half a million renters now have rent arrears, and 1.2 million renters are at risk of losing their 
jobs.88 Two thirds of renters did not have savings prior to the crisis, which has left them 
vulnerable to the economic changes of recent months.89 A public inquiry must assess the impact 

 
82 https://www.disabilitynewsservice.com/coronavirus-disabled-people-have-been-excluded-and-marginalised-says-report/ 
83 https://www.disabilitynewsservice.com/coronavirus-pandemic-crisis-has-entrenched-social-isolation-research-finds/ 
84 https://www.disabilitynewsservice.com/coronavirus-ministers-refuse-to-show-they-assessed-equality-impact-of-recovery-
plan/ 
85 https://www.disabilitynewsservice.com/coronavirus-call-for-inquiry-and-urgent-action-after-shocking-disability-death-
stats/ 
86 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/apr/15/domestic-abuse-killings-more-than-double-amid-covid-19-lockdown 
87 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-52516433 
88https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/npto/pages/7372/attachments/original/1593549468/Gen_Rent_Recovery_plan_for_
renters_July2020.pdf?1593549468 
89 Ibid. 
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of the pandemic on tenants, both private and social, and on those in temporary accommodation 
to learn lessons for the future.  
 
There must also be a commitment to those who are street homeless to provide ongoing 
accommodation and support. Housing must be provided irrespective of immigration status, and 
should also assist those with No Recourse to Public Funds, as a stepping stone to ending the 
draconian NRPF scheme. 
 
Did Austerity contribute to lack of preparedness, inability to respond? 

The UK has suffered decades of budget cuts leaving the UK’s health care system in a skeletal state, 
with £7.7bn cut from adult social care budgets in England since 2010.90 The increase in NHS 
budgets have slowed from an average of 3.7% per year prior to 2010, to 1.4% since then.91 What 
effect has a decade of austerity had on the Government’s preparedness and ability to meet the 
demands of the health crisis?92 

The care home system is now almost completely provided by private companies (in contrast to 
1993 when 95% were publicly provided).93 Has the privatisation of the care home system had any 
impact on the Government’s ability to respond, and has it affected the nature of that response? 

Furthermore, the disproportionate impact of Covid-19, and the increased exposure to the disease, 
on BAME communities has been found, by an official inquiry, to have been directly caused by 
racism, discrimination and long-standing inequalities.94 

Understanding the consequences of austerity, racism and public policy decision making must be 
central to any public inquiry into why the UK has fared so poorly in comparison to other countries.  

 
The Need for a Public Inquiry 

Frontline workers and bereaved families deserve answers as to what went wrong, and to know 
what steps will be taken to prevent future avoidable deaths on such a catastrophic scale. 

According to the Inquiries Act 2005, a public inquiry can be called when “…particular events have 
caused, or are capable of causing, public concern, or… there is public concern that particular 
events may have occurred.”95  

 
90 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/jun/26/social-care-funding-crisis-putting-tens-of-thousands-at-risk 
91 https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/projects/nhs-in-a-nutshell/nhs-budget 
92 https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/projects/nhs-in-a-nutshell/nhs-budget 
93 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/may/27/privatisation-uk-disatrous-coronavirus-response-ppe-care-
homes-corporate-power-public-policy 
94 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/14/racism-disproportionate-uk-bame-coronavirus-deaths-report 
95 Section 1(1) Inquiries Act 2005 
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The handling of the Covid-19 crisis is clearly a matter of significant public interest and concern. It 
is vital that the public can hold the Government to account. It is appropriate that an independent 
body should investigate decisions, actions and failures, so that the Government may be held 
accountable, lessons can be learnt and, importantly, future disasters prevented.  

It is imperative that a public inquiry be instituted quickly and once granted, should be able to issue 
interim reports, that it should be fully independent of government and other stakeholders, that it 
should be chaired by a panel with a wide range of experiences and specialisms in order to represent 
the myriad of issues being assessed. The Inquiry should be given terms of reference sufficiently 
broad to enable it to consider the full range of decisions, and contributory factors. The primary 
focus must be on national government and those primarily accountable, Ministers and their 
advisers. 

The Covid-19 Bereaved Families for Justice Group, a group of over 1000 families of the bereaved, have 
already sent a letter to the Government requesting a public inquiry is conducted into the 
Government’s handling of the pandemic, in order to prevent future deaths.96 Despite sending their 
letter on 11 June 2020, and asking for a response by 19 June 2020, it was not until 29 June 2020 
that they received a reply. The response from the Government was not substantive and was 
therefore wholly unsatisfactory.  

It is in this context that we, civil society, along with trade unions, campaign organisations and law 
firms call for a public inquiry given the grave consequences of the many reports and publicly made 
allegations of failures and mishandling of this crisis. 

Action Required  

We, the undersigned demand that the Government utilises its powers under s1 Inquiries Act 2005 
and convene an immediate public inquiry within 3 months investigating the contributory factors, 
decisions and failures regarding: 

i. Infection control measures; 
ii. Provision of personal protective equipment; 
iii. Protection of care homes from the virus; 
iv. Systems to test, trace and isolate;  
v. The disproportionate impact on BAME communities, people living in overcrowded 

housing, people with insecure employment, people with little or no income and other 
marginalised communities; and 

vi. The disproportionate impact on disabled people.  
 

 
96 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/12/bereaved-relatives-call-for-immediate-inquiry-into-covid-19-crisis 
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Further and flowing from this demand for an immediate inquiry, we demand that concrete steps 
are put in place in order to cope with any potential for a second wave of the virus, including a 
specific request for interim conclusions based on emerging lessons. 

Further, we call on the Government to commit itself to a longer-term, independent public inquiry 
in order to adequately address the many concerns not only outlined in this letter but representing 
the groups who are supporting this letter.  

We accept that any general public inquiry into the handling of the crisis must include an in-depth 
investigation into what went wrong and ensure retrospective accountability in respect of the same, 
and this will take a considerable amount of time. Therefore, in order to prevent further unnecessary 
deaths during a second wave of the virus, we endorse the urgent aims set out by the Covid-19 
Bereaved Families for Justice Group in their petition dated 11 June 202097, as follows:  

i. To review the current situation and consider the scientific and other evidence as relevant 
to steps which must be taken without delay to minimise the ongoing effects of the virus 
(having due regard to and addressing the failings outlined in this letter where necessary);  

ii. To ensure relevant organisations, individuals and Government departments maintain 
records of their actions and the reasons for those actions and preserve those records for 
the Inquiry; and 

iii. To ensure no existing records relating to decisions taken go missing or are destroyed. 

The introduction of a public inquiry will ensure a thorough investigation into the handling 
of the crisis is carried out, with the aim of preventing such failures from occurring in the 
future. We trust you will use your powers in the above manner and facilitate an inquiry 
promptly.  

We look forward to hearing from you and by no later than close of business on 16th July 
2020.  

In the meantime, should you have any questions, or wish to discuss further please do not hesitate 
to contact us either by email to helen.mowatt@pilc.org.uk / paul.heron@pilc.org.uk.  

 

Yours sincerely,  

1. Law Centres Network (LCN) 

2. Public Interest Law Centre 

 
97 http://chng.it/PCnTvXw882 
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3. Ian Byrne MP 

4. Pauline Barker MP 

5. Joint Council for the Welfare of Immigrants (JCWI) 

6. Dawn Butler MP 

7. 35% Campaign 

8. ADCU National Executive Committee 

9. Advice Services Alliance 

10. Ashiana 

11. Baroness Campbell of Surbiton DBE 

12. Beck Fitzgerald 

13. Booth Centre 

14. Bristol Refugee Rights 

15. Camden Law Centre 

16. Central England Law Centre 

17. Defend Council Housing 

18. Ealing Law Centre 

19. English for Action (EFA) London 

20. Fans Supporting Food Banks 

21. Feeding Liverpool 

22. Focus E15 

23. Greater Manchester Immigration Aid Unit 

24. Greater Manchester Law Centre 

25. Greater Manchester Tenants Union 

26. Hackney Law Centre 

27. Hammersmith & Fulham Law Centre 

28. Haringey Migrant Support Centre 

29. Haringey Welcome 

30. Harrow Law Centre 

31. HEAR Equality and Human Rights Network 

32. Hourglass 
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33. Housing Action Southwark and Lambeth (HASL) 

34. IKWRO - Women's Rights Organisation  

35. Inclusion London 

36. Independent Workers Union of Great Britain (IDWGB) 

37. Indoamerican Refugee & Migrant Organisation (IRMO) 

38. International Centre for Prevention and Prosecution of Genocide (ICPPG) 

39. Jein Solicitors 

40. Labour Campaign for Human Rights  

41. Latin American House 

42. Latin American Women Rights Service (LAWRS) 

43. Latin Elephant 

44. Liverpool Community Advice 

45. Liz Davies, Barrister and Join Head of Garden Court Chambers (personal capacity) 

46. Matthew Evans, Director AIRE Centre 

47. Merseyside Law Centre 

48. Merton Centre for Independent Living 

49. Monitoring Group 

50. Nick Bano, Barrister at Garden Court Chambers 

51. North East England Law Centre 

52. One Pump Court Chambers 

53. Paul McCarthy Regional Secretary GMB 

54. Positive Action for Refugees and Asylum Seekers (PAFRAS) 

55. Race on the Agenda 

56. REAL 

57. Rights of Women 

58. Robert Lizar Solicitors   

59. Roma Support Group 

60. Sante Refugee Mental Health Access Project 

61. Southall Black Sisters 

62. Southwark Defend Council Housing 
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63. Southwark Law Centre 

64. Southwark Travellers Action 

65. Springfield Law Centre 

66. Step Up Migrant Women 

67. Suffolk Law Centre 

68. Tamil Information Centre 

69. Tamil Solidarity 

70. The Elfrida Society 

71. The Magpie Project 

72. The Traveller Movement 

73. Together Liverpool 

74. United Voices of the World 

75. Vauxhall Law Centre 

76. Vauxhall Neighbourhood Group 

77. Vesta Specialist Family Support 

78. Voices in Exile 

79. We Own It 

80. West London Equality Centre 

 

 


