
 

MINUTES OF A MEETING OF THE  
HEALTH OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE 
HELD ON 13 JULY 2020 FROM 7.00 PM TO 9.10 PM 

 
Committee Members Present 
Councillors: Abdul Loyes (Vice-Chairman, in the Chair), Rachel Bishop-Firth, 
Jenny Cheng, Guy Grandison, Clive Jones, Adrian Mather, Alison Swaddle, Jim Frewin, 
Barrie Patman and Malcolm Richards (substituting Ken Miall) 
 
Others Present 
Nick Durman, Healthwatch Wokingham 
Charles Margetts 
Jim Stockley, Healthwatch Wokingham 
Madeleine Shopland, Democratic & Electoral Services Specialist 
Graham Ebers, Deputy Chief Executive 
Matt Pope, Director Adult Services 
 
5. APOLOGIES  
An apology for absence was submitted from Councillor Ken Miall.  
 
6. MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETING  
The Minutes of the meeting of the Committee held on 20 January 2020 were confirmed as 
a correct record and would be signed by the Chairman at a future date.  
 
7. DECLARATION OF INTEREST  
Councillor Bishop-Firth declared a Personal Interest in Item 10 Council’s Response to the 
Covid 19 pandemic – Care Homes, on the ground that her father in law was in a care 
home within the Borough. 
 
8. PUBLIC QUESTION TIME  
In accordance with the agreed procedure, the Chairman invited members of the public to 
submit questions to the appropriate Members. 
 
8.1 Tony Lloyd asked the Chairman of the Health Overview & Scrutiny Committee 

the following question which was answered by the Director Adult Services:  
 
Question 
What do Councillors feel has been the impact of the ban on visiting care homes on the 
residents, staff and relatives and have there been examples of exemplary practice that 
should be encouraged in the future?  
 
Answer: 
This has been a really difficult time not being able to visit in care homes for friends, 
relatives and staff, and it has been really tough.  What we have learnt through this period 
is that restriction of movement in and out of care homes has been a really important factor 
in terms of controlling the spread of the virus.  Although that has been a really difficult 
sacrifice for people to make, it has been a really important measure as part of infection 
control.  But there have been some examples of good practice, especially now as things 
are beginning to open up a bit more.  The use of technology; care homes have worked 
really hard to use technology, to have video calls and the like with residents; window visits, 
I think people have seen a lot of that in the media; special rooms; entrances through 
different entrances; garden visits, all of those things.  There have been really good levels 
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of innovation in our care homes.  They have worked really hard to not keep the isolation 
going as long as possible.  One of the things we are doing at the moment is working really 
hard with our Task Force and our care homes to gather up those safe visiting and different 
ways of visiting and getting in contact methods.  We are putting them currently into a 
guidance, which I have seen a draft of this morning, which is actually hopefully going to go 
out a bit later to care homes, to give them some more advice.  One of the things we do not 
have is any government guidance on safe visiting, which we are still waiting for.  We know 
it is an important issue to address.  I can give you a full written answer, and we will get that 
to you afterwards but hopefully, verbally, that answers your question and reassures you to 
where the position is currently. 
 
Supplementary Question: 
I wondered whether Councillors would consider some sort of recognition of the heroism of 
some of the staff and GP’s in the early stages of this outbreak? 
 
Supplementary Answer which was provided by Councillor Margetts: 
Yes, I absolutely agree with you.  Basically there are people, staff, who are working in the 
care homes, who have gone above and beyond the call of duty and have been put in a 
really, really difficult position, so that is something that we are actively discussing at the 
moment, as to what is the best way to actually recognise that.  I fully agree. 
 
9. MEMBER QUESTION TIME  
There were no Member questions.  
 
10. COVID 19 PANDEMIC - COUNCIL'S RESPONSE - CARE HOMES  
The Committee received a presentation on the Council’s response to the Covid 19 
pandemic with regards to care homes. 
 
During the discussion of this item, the following points were made: 
 

 Councillor Loyes reminded the Committee that the scrutiny of the Council’s 
response to the pandemic with regards to care homes, had been delegated by the 
Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee.  He highlighted possible key lines 
of enquiry. 

 Graham Ebers, Deputy Chief Executive, emphasised that it was an ever changing 
and highly intense period.  He expressed sympathy for those who had sadly died 
and their families.  He indicated that he appreciated the huge amount of work that 
care homes had undertaken and were still undertaking.  They had worked well with 
the Council and Adult Social Care.  Graham Ebers went on to state that there had 
been an early recognition of the need for support to care homes.  Officers had been 
phoning providers on Good Friday, asking what support they needed. 

 Graham Ebers informed Members that 100 staff across the Council had been 
redeployed to Adult Social Care to assist in the Council’s response.  The Council 
had responded as well as it could at the time. 

 The whole system was complex.  The Council did not have direct control over the 
majority of the care homes and could only offer mutual aid and support.   

 Supporting the Borough’s care providers were one of the Gold Team’s main goals. 

 Graham Ebers suggested that scrutiny focus more on areas that the Council had 
greater influence over. 

 Matt Pope, Director Adult Services, provided an overview of the Council’s response 
thus far regarding care homes. 
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 He explained the different type of care homes.  The Borough had 52 care homes.  
95% of care homes in the Borough inspected by the Care Quality Commission had 
been rated ‘good’ or ‘outstanding.’  23 of the care homes were Older Peoples Care 
Home and 28 were smaller care homes for residents with a Learning Disability.   

 There were 1,352 Care Home Beds in Wokingham.  Approximately 25% of 
residents were funded by the Council and approximately 75% were self-funded.  

 Members were informed that the majority of care homes in the Borough were run by 
private or voluntary sector service providers.  Optalis operated one care home, 
Suffolk Lodge.  There were complexities around the nature of the privatised care 
home market and how that affected all the various interfaces.  Care Homes were 
autonomous with their own policies, governance and staff, and varied in size, 
quality and associated cost. 

 The type and layout of a care home could have an impact on the home’s ability to 
manage an outbreak and for infection control purposes. 

 Matt Pope took the Committee through a high-level timeline of the Council’s 
approach. 

 On 19 March, Central Government had issued guidance that hospital discharge be 
expedited.  At the time, there had been a fear that hospitals would be overwhelmed.  
Testing had been an issue.  Routine testing out of the Royal Berkshire Hospital had 
not begun until 17 April.  

 Members were informed that the Council’s Task Force had taken the position not to 
take care home residents from hospital until they had been tested. 

 The Office of National Statistics published data every week on Covid 19 related 
deaths in care homes across the country.  Much of local intelligence came from 
staff working closely with the care homes. 

 Matt Pope referred to the Covid 19 deaths in care homes information.  This was 
where the death certificate data mentioned Covid 19.  However, this could vary 
between surgeries and across the country.  With regards to the all-cause mortality 
rate, Wokingham had one of the lowest rates compared to the other Berkshire 
authorities. 

 Matt Pope felt that the all-cause mortality statistics were more helpful. Between 1 
January and 19 June, there was a rate of 163 deaths per 1,000 care home beds in 
the Borough.  The death rate was steadily decreasing and was now below the usual 
death rate for this time of year. 

 Matt Pope outlined some of the challenges that had been faced by the care homes 
and adult social care. 

 Hospital Discharge requirements and the expectation that discharge from 
hospital would happen within 2 hours 7 days a week.  The implication of this 
on the sector had been exacerbated by the lack of comprehensive testing 
prior to discharge until mid April. 

 Access to adequate PPE - Initially the NHS had been prioritised over care 
homes and other care settings.  There had been a lack of centralised 
distribution and an insufficient supply chain to meet demand.  Guidance had 
been confusing and changed quickly. 

 Access to testing - Guidance had said that negative tests were not required 
prior to transfers / admissions into the care home.  Access to testing had 
been disjointed and inconsistent and there were still gaps in some of the 
testing required which was due to be rectified over the summer. 

 Adult Social Care had been proactive in supporting the care sector and had been 
working with the care homes to facilitate mutual aid across the sector.  The Council 
had extended its offer to support the sector, beyond statutory requirements.  This 
had included an improved funding deal for care homes it contracted with, 
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prepayments to support with cash flow plus the ability to apply for additional 
temporary funding.  Regular advice and guidance was also available and help had 
been provided with regards to sourcing PPE.  Wokingham had been one of the 
most proactive Boroughs in buying PPE, sourcing over 390,000 pieces of PPE.  

 Other examples of support provided to the care homes included the testing of staff 
with symptoms, an emergency infection control hotline and spiritual and emotional 
support for staff via the Community Hub. 

 Locally, a protocol and Care Homes Task Force had been established with health 
and social care colleagues.  It worked proactively with the care homes to prevent 
the spread of Covid-19, assessed and supported their readiness to take and 
manage positive cases and ensured that they received all the support they needed.  
Matt Pope briefly outlined the four phases that the Task Force worked to. 

 On 14 May, the Minister of State for Care had written to all local authorities seeking 
assurance that the social care system was taking all possible steps to stop the 
spread of Covid-19.  The Council had coordinated a Health and Social Care Plan 
submission which had been completed on 29 May 2020.  It had been assured and 
highlighted as an example of good practice. 

 Financial Support to the sector had included; 
 Service Sustainability Fund; 
 Adult Social Care Infection Control Grant; 
 Extended capacity in domiciliary care, care homes and reablement services. 

 The total spent by the Council to date on supporting providers in response to Covid 
19 was approximately £2.9m  

 Members were reminded that the pandemic was not over yet and that further 
outbreaks in the care homes were not unlikely.  The Care Home Taskforce would 
continue and expand to include all adult social care provision, such as day centres. 

 Councillor Bishop-Firth asked Matt Pope how well he felt the UK had dealt with the 
pandemic in comparison to other countries and whether earlier testing would have 
made a difference.  Matt Pope responded that it was difficult to compare countries 
responses for a variety of reasons.  However, early testing was vital and made a 
difference. 

 Members commended the decision taken to refuse to take residents back into care 
homes from hospital, unless they had tested for Covid 19, prior to government 
guidance on this. 

 Councillor Frewin emphasised the need for lessons learnt. 

 Councillor Grandison asked for information on the work of the Task Force and if 
other authorities had adopted the approach taken by the Council.  Matt Pope 
indicated that the protocol about hospital discharges that the Task Force had 
adopted had also been adopted across Berkshire West and had been circulated as 
an example of good practice across the South East.  With regards to specific action, 
he referred to the giving of advice on PPE and ensuring infection control, for 
example the use of disposable mop heads for cleaning. 

 Councillor Jones commented that the Wokingham Borough Council staff had done 
a fantastic job in dealing with the pandemic; those who had been redeployed, those 
who had helped in the food hub based at St Crispin’s School, and those assisting 
the care homes.  He proposed that the Committee formally recognise their hard 
work. 

 Councillor Jones went on to say that he believed that more people would have died 
had the Council not taken the decision regarding hospital discharge into care 
homes.  On 3 April, the Government had advised that the Council was required to 
admit patients to care homes from hospital regardless of whether the person had 
been tested or not.  Officers and councillors had contacted the local MP’s and whilst 
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they had been supportive this had remained the government policy.  He was 
grateful to officers including Matt Pope and Susan Parsonage for the protocol that 
they had introduced, and thanked them on behalf of residents. 

 Councillor Jones asked whether the Council had robust plans to deal with a second 
wave should it occur and also for different pandemics. 

 Councillor Margetts highlighted the difficulties and frustrations of the different 
systems working together to varying degrees.  He informed Members that the 
Council had had to do a public appeal for PPE supplies and had also contacted the 
local MP’s for potential sources.  It had resolved the difficult situation by taking a 
proactive stance.  

 Councillor Margetts stated that the decision to refuse discharges from hospital had 
been taken because it had been felt that there was no alternative.  

 Procedures had to be kept as tight as possible to ensure that the virus did not flare 
up within the care homes. 

 Members were advised to consider the Council’s Outbreak Control Plan. 

 Councillor Mather expressed disappointment at the difficulties the Council had 
faced with the supply of PPE and commented that he felt that the NHS supply chain 
had also failed.  He was of the view that the Committee should explore the supply 
difficulties more, and how it could be more resilient.  

 Councillor Mather thanked Councillor Margetts and officers for raising issues over 
PPE with the MP’s. 

 Councillor Mather questioned whether the Council was building up a stockpile of 
PPE.  Matt Pope answered that it was, but that quality and supply of certain types of 
mask were still an issue.  Councillor Margetts reminded Members that the Council 
was the provider of last resort for the care homes. 

 Councillor Margetts spoke of the frustration of not always hearing of policy 
developments until they had already been publicly announced.  

 In response to a question from Councillor Richards, Matt Pope stated that the Task 
Force would not be not be stood down for the foreseeable future.  

 Graham Ebers stated that there were three main workstreams; continuing 
response, recovery and business as usual. 

 Councillor Swaddle asked how often care home staff were tested and was informed 
that staff would be tested weekly and residents would be tested every 28 days.  
Councillor Swaddle went on to ask whether the families of care home staff were 
also tested.  Matt Pope commented that they would be if there were concerns that 
they or the member of staff may be positive for the virus. 

 Tony Lloyd commented that there were concerns amongst the GP community about 
the impact of a possible second wave of the virus should there also be a winter flu 
epidemic, and that they were stressing the importance of large-scale take up of flu 
jabs.  He asked what measures would be taken to ensure that care home residents 
received a flu jab.  Matt Pope indicated that he would support a wholesale take up 
of flu jabs among care home residents and would discuss with health colleagues 
about how this could be progressed. 

 In response to a question from Councillor Jones as to whether the Council had 
enough tests available should a second wave of the virus occur, Matt Pope stated 
that whole home testing was being regularly undertaken so he was more confident 
that there would be sufficient tests available. 

 The Committee further discussed care homes and finances.  Matt Pope 
emphasised that the Council was in frequent discussion with its care homes.  
Increased costs because of the pandemic would be in place for some time; 
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however, a solution from central government and further clarification on funding was 
required. 

 In response to a question from Councillor Jones regarding whether the Council 
would take over a care home should it be at risk of going bust, Matt Pope referred 
to provider failure plans. 

 Graham Ebers stressed that the financial impact of Covid 19 would be felt for a 
number of years.  The Council had to support providers but in a way, that was cost 
effective. 

 Councillor Mather commented that he heard anecdotal evidence of DNR’s being 
amended without consent and asked that this be checked.  

 Nick Durman, Healthwatch Wokingham Borough, praised the collaboration between 
the voluntary sector, the health sector and the Council.   

 The Committee discussed what areas they felt should be looked into further.  

 Councillor Mather commented that it would be helpful to have more information 
gathering sessions.  Councillor Swaddle asked that information be provided as early 
as possible to help Members to formulate their questions better. 

 Members agreed that they wished to talk to the Council’s health partners such as 
the Clinical Commissioning Group and the Royal Berkshire Hospital, to discuss how 
they felt that they had coped with the outbreak, their views on PPE supply, and 
whether it would be sufficiently resilient to cope should a second wave occur. 

 With regards to PPE supply, Councillor Grandison asked how many masks had 
been ordered. 

 Councillor Grandison felt that the Committee should examine what treatments such 
as cancer screening had had to be postponed because of the pandemic, and the 
impact of this on residents.  

 Councillor Bishop-Firth suggested that the Committee look at the impact of the 
pandemic on residents’ mental health.  It was noted that this topic had been 
delegated to the Children’s Services Overview and Scrutiny Committee.  Councillor 
Swaddle, Chairman of this Committee, invited other Members to attend the meeting 
when this matter was considered. 

 It was agreed that the Democratic Services Officer would produce a draft timetable 
and circulate it to the Committee for agreement. 

 
RESOLVED:  That 
 
1) Matt Pope be thanked for his presentation 
 
2) taking into account comments made during the meeting, the Democratic Services 
Officer to produce a draft timetable for further scrutiny and circulate to Members 
 
11. HEALTHWATCH WOKINGHAM ANNUAL REPORT 2019-2020  
The Committee considered the Healthwatch Wokingham Annual Report 2019-20. 
 
During the discussion of this item, the following points were made: 
 

 Jim Stockley indicated that Healthwatch would be producing a report on perinatal 
health. 

 Councillor Jones questioned whether Healthwatch had sufficient budget to 
undertake all of its work in 2020/21 and what more it could have done had it not had 
an 11% budget cut.  Jim Stockley commented that it was difficult to say what more 
Healthwatch would have done, as it had not had the opportunity to do it.  If it had 
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had more full time staff, it could have done more.  He went on to praise the 
Healthwatch lead and Healthwatch officer.   

 Healthwatch had maintained an online and phone presence during the pandemic.  
Nick Durman indicated that one of the statutory duties of Healthwatch was to 
undertake enter and views.  However, this had been difficult due to the restrictions 
brought about by the pandemic. 

 Councillor Jones questioned whether Healthwatch would be asking for residents’ 
views on accessing different health services during the pandemic.  Nick Durman 
referred to the survey that Healthwatch were undertaking on residents’ experiences 
of NHS services.  It was due to run until the end of the week and 180 responses 
had been received so far.  A report would be produced.   

 Nick Durman went on to summarise some of the responses received so far.  There 
had been a lot of praise for GP surgeries.  Equally, many people had felt that their 
issue could wait and had therefore not used the health services.  A number of 
people who had responded had found it difficult to find information on changes to 
dental services during the pandemic.  Nick also referred to the difficulty that some 
people had had in finding information that was accessible for those with learning 
difficulties.  

 Nick Durman commented that following the pandemic there was likely to be an 
increasing mental health problem.  He suggested that the Committee might wish to 
speak to Prospect Park at a future committee meeting.  

 Members were informed that Morrison’s pharmacy had cancelled the nomad packs 
for all customers.  Healthwatch had sought clarification as to the reason for this but 
had not yet received a response. 

 Councillor Frewin asked when the mental health report would be ready and if the 
Committee could receive a copy.  Jim Stockley indicated that it would be available 
to Members within 3 to 4 weeks.  

 Councillor Frewin went on to ask how the Committee could support Healthwatch in 
its work.  Jim Stockley stated that Healthwatch valued information from the 
Members.  

 Nick Durman informed Members that Royal Berkshire Foundation Trust would be 
modernising its estate.  Healthwatch would be attending an engagement event with 
the company leading the project.   

 Councillor Mather questioned whether Healthwatch surveyed residents about 
volunteer transport and parking and collection arrangements at the Royal Berkshire 
Hospital.  Councillor Loyes agreed that parking at the hospital remained an issue 
and asked that Healthwatch look into this matter.  Nick Durman commented that 
there was no specific data but that they could raise the issue at the engagement 
event.  Jim Stockley offered to provide a report previously undertaken regarding 
volunteer drivers.   

 
RESOLVED:  That 
 
1)  Jim Stockley and Nick Durman be thanked for their attendance; 
 
2) the Healthwatch Annual Report be noted. 
 
12. FORWARD PROGRAMME 2020-2021  
The Committee considered the forward programme for the remainder of the municipal 
year. 
 
During the discussion of this item, the following points were made: 
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 Councillor Mather asked that the company involved in the redesign of the Royal 
Berkshire Hospital estate be invited to speak to the Committee. 

 The Committee agreed that they wished to look at access to dental services and 
pharmacy services during the pandemic and that this should form part of the review 
of the Council’s response to the Covid 19 pandemic. 

 
RESOLVED:  That the forward programme be noted. 
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