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Thank you for your letter of 3 February. As you will know we discussed the Department's 

Annual Report and Account (ARA) at length with the Public Accounts Committee on 7 March 

2022; the transcript of the hearing is now available on the Committee's website. Please see 

below for answers to your specific questions in your letter. 

The Department has reported that £2.6 billion (over 20%) of the PPE it purchased 

during the Covid-19 pandemic was 'not suitable for use in the health and social care 

sector'. Why then were these items purchased? Can you set out what makes these 

items unsuitable for use in the health and social care sector? 

Our priority throughout the pandemic has been saving lives. The scale of the challenge we 

faced in sourcing these goods cannot be underestimated. In the highly competitive global 

market, there were significant logistical challenges in sourcing, procuring, and distributing 

goods. The rapid rise in international infection rates during the early stages of the pandemic 

created unparalleled demand. 

The disruption to the market, coupled with the unprecedented spike in demand, resulted in a 

huge inflation in price for goods and intense global competition to secure scarce supplies. 

For example, the average cost of a nitrile glove increased over six-fold at the height of the 

pandemic compared to pre-pandemic levels. Due to the uncertainty of the market, our 

planning also had to take into account the likely non-performance of contracts and weigh that 

risk against the scarcity of product. Our modelled assumptions (20% failure rate) for 

unfulfilled contracts did not materialise, which meant our buying activities were more 

successful than we predicted and we are now in a position where we have high confidence 

that we have sufficient stock to cover all future COVID-19 related demands. 

The Department has processes in place to review the quality of all PPE the Government has 

purchased and these processes determine whether products are suitable to be released to 

the frontline. Upon receipt, a sample of each product is reviewed by DHSC's Technical and 

Regulatory Assurance team. The same process is undertaken with technical certificates. 
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Dear Sir Chris 
 
I have a number of questions about the Department’s Annual Reports and Accounts that I would be 
very grateful if the Department could answer.  
 
The Department has reported that £2.6 billion (over 20%) of the PPE it purchased during the Covid-19 
pandemic was ‘not suitable for use in the health and social care sector’. Why then were these items 
purchased? Can you set out what makes these items unsuitable for use in the health and social care 
sector?  
 
Similarly, the purchase of £673 million of PPE has been recognised as a financial loss in 2020-21 as it 
has been assessed as ‘not being suitable for any use’, for instance because it is defective. Were all 
these items defective, or are there other reasons why they were deemed unsuitable? At what point 
after purchase were they deemed unusable?  
 
Could the Department recover any of these losses from the companies which sold the PPE, especially 
in cases where the items were defective or not suitable for intended use? 
 
The Department has also reported that the £2.6 billion of PPE noted above could be suitable for other 
purposes and may be resold, so the financial loss of £2.6 billion has not been reported in the 2020-21 
Annual Report and Accounts. What other purposes could it be used for? How much of the £2.6 billion 
does the Department expect to recover from resale?  
 
£750 million of PPE is reported to have an expiry date prior to the expected usage date. Can this 
amount be recovered through resale to entities who will use the items before their expiry date? 
 
What is the Department’s current financial estimate for the level of fraud in its Covid-19 procurement 
activities? How much of this does the Department currently expect to recover?   
 
The Comptroller and Auditor General has reported that the lack of a single integrated inventory 
management system prevents the Department being able to assess the extent of potential fraud. Will 
the Department integrate its inventory system so it can more accurately assess the fraud risk? Has the 
Department taken steps to do this?  
 
The Comptroller and Auditor General also reported that the Department spent £1.3 billion without 
the necessary HM Treasury approvals or in express breach of conditions set by HM Treasury. Could 
you set out how this money was spent?  
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The total balance of consumables inventory held by the Department on 31 March 2021 of £3.6 billion 
could not be evidenced to the NAO because the Department did not maintain adequate records of the 
location or condition of these items. Does the Department now maintain adequate records for all its 
inventory?  
 
I have copied this letter to the Chair of the Public Accounts Committee. 

 
 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

Rt Hon Jeremy Hunt MP 
Chair, Health and Social Care Committee 
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