Letter to Matt Hancock

Dear Matt

When you briefed MPs this week you stressed that the government does
not have all the answers and is open to good ideas from colleagues that could
alleviate the problems emerging. MPs are well placed to pick up details of
what is going wrong or what needs government help or clarification. There
are four main areas where I would like to offer some suggestions.

1. The need for volunteers to help where services are overwhelmed. We have
the promise that many people in jobs where the business has effectively
been closed will be able to keep their jobs pending re-opening thanks to

pay mainly from the state. We could ask some of them to spend part of
their time helping in the community. Immediately we need more people
capable of doing shopping for the elderly or self isolated. Maybe some
could be lent to logistics and food companies and food retailers under
strain from extra demand. I doubt there would need to be any
compulsion, with many companies and individuals in enforced idleness
being willing to help in positive and appropriate ways. There would need
to be definition of what should be unpaid volunteer work and what work
should be paid for by the temporary alternative employer.

2. The need to match the scheme for the employed in affected areas with a
top up income from the Tax and National Insurance system for the self
employed. The Tax Authorities know who they are, what they earned last
year, and the number of their bank account. The self employed should be
able to notify the authorities of the extent of the downturn of their
income from turnover loss and get a tax rebate or reimbursement to top
their income up to 80% of past levels as long as they were still
offering their service and relying on it for their livelihood. Any self
declarations that turned out to be false would result in subsequent
tough penalties and their publication.

3. Food supply. It looks as if the main problem is aggressive hoarding,
with stories of people buying abnormally large quantities and buying up
new freezers to store it in. On top will be some genuine increase in
supermarket demand as people who before had some of their meals out in a
staff canteen or at events and working meals instead eat all those
meals at home. This latter does not expand the total demand for food but
means diverting food from catering trade wholesalers to supermarket
retailers immediately. The government should toughen its advice to
supermarkets to impose appropriate controls on volume buying, and state
that the police will stand behind the supermarkets in enforcing sensible
measures to limit greedy behaviour. If necessary the Bill should grant
enforcement powers for temporary supermarket ration rules.

4. Greater conversion to on line and remote solutions to service provision.
You have done a great job persuading the NHS to do much more on line
or by phone at a time when exposing ill people to others who may have
this virus would not be helpful. I would suggest that state education
makes a more concerted effort to put educational materials and lessons
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on line so this generation of GCSE and A level pupils do not miss out on

the remaining weeks of their courses and formal revision. There would
need to be help for those pupils who lack internet access at home
through the loan of machines or opening school IT areas for their
attendance with suitable segregation of pupils.

I will set out more detail behind these proposals in letters to the lead
secretary of State in each case. I am writing to you in the first instance
knowing how central you are to the total policy and responding to your
invitation.

Yours ever

John

Help for childminders

Many childminders have written to me asking what help there can be for self

employed people. I am asking the government again to put in an Income support

scheme for the self employed, and have renewed this request today.

Returning from Peru

I have raised with the FCO the issue of what more they can do to organise
exit flights from Peru for UK nationals wishing to return home. I have
followed it up again today but have not yet had a reply. Several
constituents have asked me about this.

Going out

People are mainly sociable. Most of us enjoy company, and like leisure
pursuits based on sport or culture, dining out or drinking, adventure or
romance.

The decision to ban these leaves a big hole in people’s lives. Governments
have to allow people to go out to buy food, so the trips to the supermarket

become more frequent as they represent one of the few reasons to allow people
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to go out as they wish.

The pressures on the supermarkets are mainly from the demand side. There
are five principal reasons

1.

Some have to buy more food more often because we are no longer eating
in works canteens or attending working meals when working from home.
Many people have to replace missed meals out with home cooking. This
means food that used to go to wholesalers for the catering trade now
needs to be diverted to supermarkets. This must now be happening and
will help. Supermarket models of true demand need adjusting for the
increased home meals effects. There is no overall increase in food
demand.

. Some people have decided to greatly increase their stocks of food. Some

have cleaned the stores out of new freezers to increase their storage
capacity. Some have written unhelpful articles telling people what can
be frozen, to swell the phenomenon. Most saw this as anti social and
refrained, but a significant minority cleared whole shelves of items
they liked .

. The government’s stronger guidance on 7 and 14 day isolation at home,

and long term isolation for the elderly and ill, led more people to feel
they had to lay in food for a longer stay at home, which increased the
number of people building abnormal stock piles.

. The media fanned hoarding by highlighting empty shelves at periods of

the day furthest from the restock deliveries, to encourage a feeding
frenzy.

. The statement that one of the few legitimate reasons to go out is to buy

food meant people became likely to do it more often. Having got there
they proceed to buy things they cannot eat anytime soon.

The government and supermarkets need to agree a tougher approach to limiting
purchases, so we deter people from further large stock build. Once this can
be achieved supply and demand should come into better balance, reducing the
tensions and showing people we are not about to run out of food. Astute
farmers will be watching all this and see an opportunity to plant and rear
more food this spring and summer given the appetite for it.

My Parliamentary office staff

I have been told that a few people have been aggressive with my staff who are
trying to provide answers at a time of great demand. Please understand they
are trying to do their best for you. Keep your anger for a strong email to me
or the government if you must let off steam about the current difficult
situation.
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