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WELWYN HATFIELD BOROUGH COUNCIL 
CABINET 16 JUNE 2020  
REPORT OF THE CHIEF EXECUTIVE 
 

WELWYN HATFIELD COUNCIL RESPONSE TO COVID-19 PANDEMIC – 
UPDATE 
 

1 Executive Summary 

1.1 This report provides Cabinet with an update on the activities undertaken in 
response to the Covid-19 pandemic since the detailed report made to Full 
Council on 6 May 2020. This international situation is continuously evolving and 
as such this report, once again, presents a snapshot in time, based on 
information available at the time of writing.  

2 Recommendation(s) 

2.1 That Members note the content of the report, the impacts of the pandemic on 
the council’s operations, and the work that continues to be undertaken by 
officers and Members.   

3 Explanation 

3.1 Emergencies are traditionally considered to have a “response” phase and a 
“recovery” phase. These two phases overlap, with the emergency services 
generally taking the lead role in the response phase and local authorities 
generally taking a lead in the recovery phase. The recovery phase is considered 
to be long term and can last for many years. Both response and recovery 
require partnership working to achieve success and officers continue to work 
with partners across the Local Resilience Forum to assist with planning, 
response and recovery. Additionally, Member representatives are providing 
direct input into the “Community Reassurance Cell”.  

3.2 At the time of writing, the government has announced a relaxation of the 
“lockdown” rules. It is important to note, however, that the emergency is still 
ongoing and whilst certain recovery activities are underway, the council is still 
involved in preparations for any subsequent “peak” in case numbers, meaning 
a focus will shift back towards response.   

3.3 Cabinet members continue to meet regularly, sharing information and 
addressing issues as they arise, whilst ongoing contact with senior officers   
ensures the council can continue to provide timely and coordinated actions. At 
the cabinet meeting of 19 May 2020, Cabinet agreed a recovery structure for 
the council, which will fit into the wider recovery work happening across 
Hertfordshire.  

3.4 The Covid-19 pandemic continues to impact on all council services, and the 
borough’s communities and businesses, as well as requiring new work from the 
council. The sections below highlight the latest position regarding effects on our 
priorities and objectives.  



3.5 Our Community 

3.5.1 Safe Communities  

Officers continue to represent the council on various Hertfordshire-wide 
Covid-19 related groups which feed back into the wider Local Resilience Forum 
structures. As well as a Hertfordshire Strategic Coordinating Group (SCG), a 
Hertfordshire Recovery Coordination Group has also been set up. This is 
chaired by the Chief Executive. 

The Risk & Resilience Manager and Health & Safety Officer have organised 
and coordinated revised risk assessments in response to new government 
guidance on “Covid secure” premises and activities. By working with Heads of 
Service this work has enabled us to continue to deliver key services and also 
to enable buildings and services to be brought back into use, as the guidelines 
allow. 

Through the Community Safety Partnership we are liaising with the Police to 

determine and agree the responsibilities for the enforcement of social 

distancing controls in town centres and high streets. Our environmental health 

officers are the authorised officers within WHBC to undertake this work. 

We continue to support HCC in their services to ‘shielding’ households, through 

providing call-back to those who have not yet responded to communications 

from government.  This includes a new batch of over 800 contacts, received 

this week.  We are also still working to support the community effort for those 

who are vulnerable, although not officially ‘shielding’.  To achieve this we have 

worked successfully with voluntary organisations and we have been distributing 

food parcels to households in need, including families in temporary 

accommodation.  This support is becoming more important, as we move 

towards the county-led exit strategy. 

3.5.2 Public Health 

The Public Health and Protection team are working closely with businesses to 

provide advice and support in respect of “Covid secure” requirements. This 

relates to businesses currently operating, but also those that are due to open 

shortly. The Hertfordshire-wide Environmental Health group has produced 

guidance for all businesses in respect of ensuring their businesses are “Covid 

secure” and this will be distributed to our businesses.  

At the time of writing, further guidance is expected on the Track and Trace 

programme and the need for Local Outbreak Plans. The Council has a statutory 

responsibility for undertaking certain health protection functions (such as the 

enforcement of controls to prevent the spread of infectious disease) and we are 

working with the Director of Public Health and colleagues in other agencies 

such as Public Health England to help understand and deliver these 

programmes.  

No extension to the deadline for our annual air quality return has been provided 

by DEFRA, so this work has continued in order to ensure we meet this statutory 

requirement.  

The Food Standards Agency have stated the Council must still undertake 
urgent reactive work to address potentially serious public health risk relating to 



food. Proactive checks are required of food businesses with Food Hygiene 
Ratings of 0, 1 or 2 to verify if they are continuing to trade. We also need to 
establish whether they have started to operate delivery services or have 
introduced new processes to enable them to diversify their menu, such as 
introducing ready to eat meals/food, or are supplying vulnerable groups.  

The priority for us, as always, is to do the right thing so that we can protect the 

health of the public. At the moment the FSA acknowledged that, whilst food 

safety is important, local authorities have the competing priorities of providing 

advice and support to businesses who want to reopen, enforcement of Covid-19 

regulations and test, track and trace/outbreak plans, as well as the other 

statutory work that we have to deliver.  

Short term, our focus will remain on businesses re-opening, those where 

activities have changed and new businesses – with local intelligence being key.  

In the long term, there may be amendments to the risk assessment in the Code 

of Practice and the FSA will also explore where continued remote assessment 

may be appropriate and once they have gathered some data provide some 

insight as to their expectations of good practice in remote intervention. 

We continue to support operations “Shield” and “Sustain” to help ensure the 
most vulnerable members of the community are protected.  

3.5.3 Sport & Leisure 

Following a change of government guidance, Panshanger Golf Club was 
re-opened on 20 May, however all the other leisure facilities except the parks 
and playing fields remain closed since 20 March.  Officers are engaging with 
GLL regularly and will be responding to any changes in the government 
guidance and seeking their assurance that the facilities would be COVID secure 
when they are allowed to re-open. 

The refurbishment of the KGV Play area was completed at the end of May, 
however all play areas remain closed due to government guidance.  Cable ties 
and padlock across the entry gate will remain in place.  Also, notices have been 
put on the site advising the public not to use the area. 

3.5.4 Art & Culture 

We continue to meet with and offer support and assistance to the WGC 2020 
foundation, recognising that a lot of their plans to mark the centenary of Welwyn 
Garden City have needed to be modified, curtailed, postponed or cancelled.  

We ensured the Mayor and Deputy Mayor were able to mark VE Day 75 in a 
suitable way, by laying wreaths at the war memorials in Hatfield and Welwyn 
Garden City, making sure all necessary social distancing precautions were in 
place. This was filmed by Channel Four for potential broadcast later in the year. 

Campus West, Mill Green Museum (except the sale of flour) and the Roman 
Baths have remained closed to the public since 18 March.   

The Campus West re-opening plan will be discussed at the Campus West 
Cabinet Panel (CWCP) meeting on 8 June.  It is anticipated that certain parts 
of the operation could re-open from July, subject to government guidance.  The 
minutes of the CWCP meeting will be presented to 16 June Cabinet to provide 
further details.  



3.6 Our Environment 

3.6.1 Clean streets, Waste & Recycling 

Garden waste service returned to normal on 6 May and bulky waste collections 
resumed in early June. 

There has been a marked increase in tonnage collected across all of our refuse 
and recycling service.  Taking the second week in May for example, there has 
been a 21% increase of refuse, a 35% increase of recycling, and a 161% 
increase of garden waste, resulting in a combined tonnage increase of 388,000 
kg per week compared to the same period last year.  This means that additional 
rounds had to be deployed in our service delivery and a lot of pressure has 
been put on Urbaser.  The Cross Party Streetscene Mobilisation Board met at 
the end of May and members were pleased to see the performance of the new 
contractor, in particular a very high collection rate of 99.76% was achieved 
across the first four weeks of collections, given the very challenging times. 

3.6.2 Green Spaces 

Grounds Maintenance service has returned to normal.  Welfare grass cuts 
provided to our tenants have also resumed.  

3.6.3 Parking 

In line with the government guidance to allow non-essential shops to re-open, 
the council will be charging in car parks and enforcing town centre restrictions 
again from 15 June.  NHS staff, including health and social care workers and 
NHS volunteer responders, will continue to receive free parking whilst on duty 
by displaying their parking pass.  

The Council is encouraging visitors to the council’s car parks in Welwyn Garden 
City to pay by phone without queuing for or touching the machines. Until further 
notice the council will pay the standard 15p that is charged each time someone 
uses the app to park.  Additional signage has been put in place around Hunters 
Bridge to alert people to a new one-way system in the stairwells.  

3.7 Our Housing 

3.7.1 Quality Landlord 

We continue to engage intensively with tenants who are vulnerable to provide 

support and advice.  This includes rent arrears management, with active 

support available for benefit claimants.  We are letting homes, prioritising 

tenants in temporary accommodation.  The community bus and mobility 

services remain suspended.  

Our anti-social behaviour service is dealing with a range of cases and we 

continue to work closely with the police and other council teams. 

3.7.2 Housing Need 

We are working intensively with homeless households and will meet the 
government’s requirements in terms of producing an action plan for later this 
month, setting out how we will support homeless households whom we helped 
during the pandemic to find settled accommodation.  The goal is to assist 
everyone into settled accommodation, regardless of their level of vulnerability. 



Approaches to the homeless team have reduced in April (88) and May (82) by 

a third on March’s numbers (131). 

Work also continues on reducing the numbers in temporary accommodation.  

The team has engaged with the night shelter residents still residing at the Jim 
MacDonald Centre to help them get their lives back on track.  We are working 
closely with Resolve and looking at more permanent arrangements for current 
and future rough sleepers, given the success of the temporary hostel at the Jim 
MacDonald Centre. 

3.7.3 Affordable Homes 

We continue to progress new housing developments and open market 
purchases.  Now Housing Limited is progressing, with board meetings taking 
place remotely. We are waiting for the completion of our first Now Housing 
development at Chequersfield, which we hope will be ready for occupation by 
late summer/early autumn. 

3.7.4 Housing Quality 

We continue to carry out urgent repairs and Mears have plans in place to 
resume lower priority repairs. We are still receiving a lower than usual volume 
of repair requests from tenants. 

Programmed installation of new gas heating systems are on hold, unless to 
replace a faulty system. Annual gas safety checks are continuing, however an 
increasing number are out of compliance due to access problems due to self-
isolation.  We have set up a new temporary team, made up of staff whose day 
to day roles are reduced due to restrictions relating to Covid-19.  This new team 
is contacting all tenants who have refused access due to concerns around 
infection to engage and encourage them to allow access.  This new approach 
is bringing positive results.  We will seek court injunctions where we consider 
that access is being unreasonably withheld.  We are following HSE guidelines 
on managing these cases, which includes keeping detailed records of all 
access attempts. 

3.8 Our Economy 

3.8.1 Sustainable Growth 

We have continued to determine planning applications and have maintained 

our role as statutory consultees including for those applications that require 

complex noise, air quality or contaminated land assessments. 

 

3.8.2 Investment & Regeneration 

Herts Growth Board continues to liaise with the Government to secure a growth 

deal for the county.  This is likely to include agreements on infrastructure 

investment, support for housebuilding and affordable housing, and a new 

emphasis on economic recovery and growth. 

 

3.8.3 Neighbourhood and Town Centre 

The Economic Development officer continues to liaise with businesses, 
retailers, district colleagues, WGC BID, town centre managers and others to 
signpost available help, offer support and gather information.  



Hertfordshire Highways are closing certain town centre roads, based on public 

health advice, to ensure social distancing.  This includes making Welwyn high 

street one-way, providing some road closures in WGC town centre, 

implementing some new arrangements at High View and other neighbourhood 

centres.  There will be no such interventions in Hatfield town centre as it is 

already pedestrianised.  The Council has set up a group including WGC BID 

and parish clerks to support town centres, retailers and visitors. 

3.8.4 Business Friendly 

Hertfordshire LEP are preparing an Industrial Recovery Strategy to help guide 

the immediate and long-term prosperity of the county.  The strategy is likely to 

identify growth sectors that are worthy of support as well as skills and training 

gaps that might be filled by local universities to ensure that workers are matched 

to workplace requirements.  The Council will prepare its own Economic 

Recovery Strategy to likewise help support businesses. 

As no relaxations or extensions have been made to the licensing legislation, 

the licensing teams continue to be available to assist drivers, businesses and 

operators with their licence applications and renewals.  

Since funding was received from the Ministry of Housing, Communities and 

Local Government (MHCLG) on 1 April 2020 for Business Grants to small 

businesses, retail, hospitality and the leisure sector, the business rates team 

has been working hard to identify the eligible businesses from our system.  As 

some of the qualifying businesses may not pay business rates due to full relief 

granted, it was necessary to obtain bank account details from these businesses 

and the design of an online form has allowed us to capture these.  As of 1 June, 

we have issued £14m in grants to 1,061 businesses – equivalent to 86% of 

eligible businesses. 

The Council also launched the Discretionary Business Grant scheme on 

29 May, targeting small and micro businesses that were not eligible for the small 

business grant scheme.  Applications are open until 19 June. 

3.9 Our Council 

3.9.1 During this time of crisis, the democratic process is still being maintained. We 
have increased the number of virtual meetings that we are running as officers 
and members are learning to work with this technology.  Public-i has confirmed 
that, of the councils they work with, we were the first in the country to webcast 
a virtual meeting using their technology after the law changed. People are 
watching these webcasts and viewing statistics show, for example, that Full 
Council on 6 May attracted 56 live views, with a further 98 views offline after 
the meeting had taken place.  

3.9.2 A more streamlined mechanism for decision making was agreed by Full Council 
on 6 May to enable less reliance on committee meetings, if possible using for 
example Portfolio Holder decision notices.  

3.9.3 Value for Money 

We continue to carefully track the financial impacts of Covid-19 on the Council. 

  



3.9.4 Equality & Fairness 

We have carried out a Covid-19 response Equality Impact Assessment, and we 
can provide assurance that our measures are not having an adverse impact on 
any group of citizens, based on their protected characteristics.   

3.9.5 Customer First 

Regular bulletins are now being produced for our online “Healthy Hub” and this 

week the bulletin is focussing on Volunteers week and National Carers week. 

We have taken the necessary steps to make sure our workplaces comply with 

the revised guidance so staff who need to come to the office can work in 

appropriate ways.  

Our receptions currently remain closed but we are keeping this under review 

and are making the necessary preparations to open them. In the meantime 

customers can access our services online or by telephone.  

3.9.6 Employer of Choice 

As pandemic controls are relaxed we are working with all teams to ensure that 
staff can safely return to workplace, if necessary. Additionally our proven use 
of technology will assist us in attracting employees who may be more interested 
in working remotely or flexibly, rather than being regularly required to come to 
the office to work.  

4 Legal Implication(s) 

4.1 The council is a Category 1 responder for the purposes of the Civil 
Contingencies Act 2004 meaning the council has a duty to work with partners 
to plan for and recover from emergencies, and also to keep critical services 
running. 

In response to the pandemic, there have been many changes in legislation over 

a short period of time and relevant council teams have put in place systems and 

processes to respond to these. At the time of writing, the Government is 

continuing with a gradual easing of restrictions on business opening, for 

example through the Health Protection (Coronavirus, Restrictions) (England) 

(Amendment) (no.3) Regulations 2020. The rate of change in legislation is fast 

paced and we are working hard to make sure we are aware of and stay up to 

date with all these changes in this complex and developing area of law.  

5 Financial Implication(s) 

5.1 Cabinet received a report on 19 May setting out the details of the £7m financial 
pressure that the council is facing due to Covid-19.  The Leader of the council 
also wrote to the Secretary of State seeking his commitment to provide further 
funding to the local government sector.  Officers will continue to work with the 
Society of District Treasurers and the LGA to lobby the government to provide 
more funding to local authorities. 

5.2 Over the next few months, officers will be reviewing the Medium Term Financial 
Strategy, taking into account the 2019/20 final outturn. Work will also 
commence on the Financial Resilience Recovery project, and this will also play 
a fundamental part of the 2021/22 budget setting process. 



5.3 The Cross Party Finance Lead members have been meeting since the start of 
the current crisis and will continue to meet on a regular basis  

6 Risk Management Implications 

6.1 A strategic risk is now recorded covering the impacts of Covid-19. This risk is 
assessed as highly likely to have major impacts. These include finance and the 
local economy, community wellbeing and effects on services, staff and 
corporate projects. Hence the achievement of some corporate objectives will 
be affected.   

6.2 Detailed risk assessments have been undertaken in response to the 
government guidance on making activities and premises “Covid secure”  

7 Security and Terrorism Implication(s) 

7.1 There are no direct implications. Our technical processes for virtual meetings 
have been assessed against LGA guidance and found to be exceeding the 
desired standard.   

8 Procurement Implication(s) 

The emergency changes made to our Contract Procedure Rules have enabled 
contracts to be completed without staff having to be in the office.   

9 Climate Change Implication(s) 

9.1 Work continues to record carbon savings arising from the pandemic response 
in order to feed in to and influence our Climate Change Strategy. 

10 Human Resources Implication(s) 

10.1 The majority of employees have been able to continue working throughout the 
emergency. Where some services have scaled back we have tried to redeploy 
staff to other critical services. A few employees have had to self-isolate during 
the last few weeks, either through age or illness. 

11 Health and Wellbeing Implication(s) 

11.1 It is essential that we continue to fulfill our duty of care in respect of our 
employees, contractors and members of the public and as such new risk 
assessments, new control measures and new systems of work have been 
implemented. 

12 Communication and Engagement Implication(s) 

12.1 The corporate communications team continues to coordinate all Covid-19 
communication activity across the council. Links to the multi-agency 
communications cell as part of the LRF structure ensure we are able to provide 
consistent, coordinated and timely communications to staff, members, local 
residents and businesses.   

13 Link to Corporate Priorities 

13.1 The subject of this report is linked to all the council’s priorities 



14 Equality and Diversity 

14.1 EQIAs will be carried out as required.   

 

 

Rob Bridge, Chief Executive 

Nick Long, Corporate Director, Public Protection, Planning and Governance  

Ka Ng, Corporate Director, Resources, Environment and Cultural Services 

Simone Chinman Russell, Corporate Director, Housing and Communities 
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