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21 August 2020 
 
Dear William, 
 
Thank you for your letter of 16 July following my appearance in front of the Committee on 14                  
July. I am writing in response to the questions you raised in your letter which are for the Cabinet                   
Office to answer. My colleague, the Minister of State for Health, will respond separately on the                
questions related to the Department for Health and Social Care (Q130, Q131, Q158-159 and              
Q185).  
 
Ministerial accountabilities for COVID-19 across Govt (Q111) 
 
You remarked during the session that the ‘List of ministerial responsibilities’ guidance published             
by the Cabinet Office had not been updated since October 2019 and asked for information on                
the COVID ministerial accountabilities across DHSC and for all Government Departments. The            
Cabinet Office will soon be publishing an updated list of ministerial responsibilities. Following its              
publication, I would be happy to share a copy of the list with you and answer any specific                  
questions you may have. As you will be aware, the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster is the                  
chair of the COVID Operations Cabinet sub-committee. 
  
Civil Contingencies Act and legal advice (Q119) 
 
I recognise the Committee’s interest in the use of the Civil Contingencies Act 2004 (CCA). As                
the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster explained to the Committee, COVID-19 was and              
remains a ‘developing threat’, with the opportunity to bring in a standalone bill. The CCA is a                 
provision of last resort, which should only be used when there are no other legislative options                
available, which was not the case in this instance. The introduction of the standalone              
Coronavirus Act was supported by a cross-Government work programme scoping provisions to            
be included in a free-standing Pandemic Flu Bill. This followed the key learning identified              
through Exercise Cygnus that ‘the introduction of legislative easements and regulatory changes            
to assist with the implementation of a response to a worst case scenario pandemic should be                
considered’. 
 
This approach provided greater legal certainty for the government and other bodies and             
agencies who were responding to the pandemic. CCA emergency regulations would have            
required parliamentary approval within seven days (if Parliament was still sitting), and could             
have been amended at that point; could have been struck down in the court as secondary                

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
legislation; and would have had to be renewed every 30 days. The Government believes its               
approach was right, especially since Parliament went into recess shortly after the Coronavirus             
Act was passed and changed its business arrangements so as to protect Parliamentarians and              
their staff, thereby limiting the opportunity for retrospective debate and repeat approvals.  
 
You are right to note that, as the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster told the committee in                  
April, the government does not share legal advice. I recognise Parliament's interest in how the               
government approached this legislation and would be prepared to share, on a confidential basis,              
the document which explains the policy background, which informed the decision Ministers took.  
 
Exercises on economic impact of a pandemic (Q136-139) 
 
The Government takes seriously safeguarding the economy. The National Security Risk           
Assessment assesses all included risks, including for example, a pandemic influenza, against a             
set of seven impact dimensions; 'economic impact' is one of these.  
 
The Government has been building its capacity for monitoring and responding to economic             
shocks - at a local, national, and sectoral level - for some time. A number of departments,                 
including HMT, BEIS and Cabinet Office have a role in monitoring emerging economic risks,              
and to ensure that public finances are resilient. HM Treasury has procedures in place to               
continually monitor the UK economy, including identifying and preparing for emerging economic            
risks, as well as to ensure the public finances are resilient to those risks. BEIS regularly                
conducts desktop exercises on large company failures. Both HMT and BEIS took part in              
Exercise Cygnus. Examples of recent large company failures that have been managed across             
several Government Departments include Thomas Cook (2019), Carillion (2018) and Monarch           
Airlines (2017). In addition to these experiences, Departments have also been driven by lessons              
learned in 2008, and measures taken in advance of a potential ‘No Deal’ EU exit late last year.  
 
Coordinated response plans exist across the financial sector. As with any developing risk, plans              
would be adjusted as the situation develops. These monitoring systems and existing plans             
enable Government to understand the scale and nature of the challenge of COVID-19 to the               
economy as a whole and to act quickly. HM Treasury has announced unprecedented support              
packages to keep as many people as possible in their existing jobs, help viable businesses to                
stay afloat and protect the incomes of the most vulnerable – including the Coronavirus Job               
Retention Scheme (CJRS) and Business Interruption Loan Schemes (CBILS). 
 
National Risk Register (Q141-143) 
 
On your query about the National Risk Register, the public-facing National Risk Register (NRR)              
reflects the key insights and assessments made in the most recent National Security Risk              
Assessment (NSRA).  
 
For each iteration of the NSRA, the risk landscape is comprehensively reviewed to ensure that               
the risks that could most significantly disrupt the UK are included. The methodology that              
underpins the NSRA is also refreshed, drawing on the expertise of the internal and external               
scientific and academic communities. Key improvements to the 2019 NSRA included: the            
combination of both malicious and non-malicious risk scenarios on the same risk matrix for the               
first time; updating the assessment timescale; and the inclusion of new impact criteria to better               
account for the international consequences of risks and the impact on the UK’s security              
apparatus. These changes will be reflected in the findings and information included in the next               
iteration of the NRR.  
 
  

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
The next NRR will reflect the latest UK risk landscape, including the new risks added to the                 
NSRA since the 2016 iteration, and will be presented in a manner consistent with the latest                
methodology. Work on the latest NRR had started before the onset of the coronavirus              
pandemic. However, due to the significant impact of Covid-19, we now need to re-evaluate the               
UK risk landscape with a range of stakeholders, including the behavioural science community.             
This work is in progress, and once complete we intend to use it to produce an up to date NRR.                    
We remain committed to publishing the refreshed document, which will be made available on              
GOV.UK by the end of October 2020. 
 
I hope that you find this information helpful. 
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