
CLACKMANNANSHIRE COUNCIL 

Report to:  Audit Committee 

 Date of Meeting: 3rd February 2022 

Subject: Covid 19 Debrief – Lesson Learned to Date   

Report by:  Senior Manager - Partnership and Transformation 

1.0 Purpose 

1.1. Council agreed on 10 September 2020 to conduct a debrief on the Council’s 
response to the global Coronavirus pandemic, and subsequently agreed the 
process that would be undertaken in October 2020.  Following a further report 
to Audit Committee in June 2021, this report provides output on the debriefing 
process, findings and lessons learned to date.   

2.0 Recommendations 

2.1. That Committee notes the report, commenting and challenging as 
appropriate. 

3.0 Considerations 

3.1. In October 2020 Council agreed the following: 

1.i.1. To delegate authority to the Audit Committee to review the outcome of 
the national enquiry, when available, and the Council’s own emergency 
planning debrief process; and 

1.i.2. That following the Audit Committee’s scrutiny of the enquiry and debrief 
process, to receive a report from the Audit Committee making 
recommendations to Council about any further review activity which is 
required for Clackmannanshire Council.    

1.i.3. That subject to operational demands report back to Audit Committee 
prior to Summer recess 2021 on the key lessons identified from the 
Councils debrief process.   

3.2. Since the process outlined above was agreed there have been a number of 
related and significant developments.  Firstly the UK entered a second full 
lockdown in January 2021 with phasing back of all schools and some services 
commencing in April 2021 in line with the national recovery strategy and tier 
system.  A full Covid vaccine, community testing programme and isolation 
support system has also been operational during that time and Council 
services continue to be engaged in various Covid response and recovery 
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activities; some since January 2021 and in many cases since the first 
lockdown on the 23rd March 2020. 

3.3. As a result of the country moving into a second lockdown the Prime Minister 
announced in May 2021 that a national public enquiry into the handling of the 
Covid pandemic would begin in spring 2022.  It is not known at this stage 
when findings from this enquiry will be available. 

3.4. The First Minster announced that Scotland will hold its own public enquiry.  
The inquiry will scrutinise decisions that were taken over the course of the 
crisis, with the aim of learning lessons for any future pandemics.  Whilst 
particular focus will be on the ‘four harms’ of the pandemic, it will also 
investigate "events causing public concern", for example the high number of 
deaths in care homes and will examine the explanations of the decisions that 
were taken and the causes of "anything which may not have gone as 
expected". 

3.5. Whilst it may be sometime before respective public enquiries report, in 
October the UK Parliament published the, Coronavirus: lessons learned to 
date report, which set out 38 key recommendations ranging across the timing 
of lockdowns, test and trace, procurement of PPE and the rollout of vaccines. 
The report can be found at 
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/81/health-and-social-care-
committee/news/157991/coronavirus-lessons-learned-to-date-report-
published/ 

3.6. In a statement concerning that report, the joint chairs’ commented: “In 
responding to an emergency, when much is unknown, it is impossible to get 
everything right. We record our gratitude to all those—NHS and care workers, 
scientists, officials in national and local government, workers in our public 
services and in private businesses and millions of volunteers—who 
responded to the challenge with dedication, compassion and hard work to 
help the whole nation at one of our darkest times.” 

3.7. In the same spirit of organisational reflection and learning, Council has agreed 
an internal debrief process prior to the findings of the national enquiry being 
made available and that it is completed within a reasonable timeframe.  This 
work has been undertaken using the National Debriefing and Lessons 
Learned Protocol and guidance in Preparing Scotland:  Scottish Exercise 
Guidance prepared by ScORD. https://ready.scot/how-scotland-
prepares/preparing-scotland-guidance/exercise-guidance/4-post-exercise.    

3.8. This approach provides a standardised format for debrief of incidents where a 
multi-agency response has been required.   Furthermore a multi-agency 
debrief process has been carried out with Category 1 partners as part of a 
Forth Valley Local Resilience Partnership (LRP) utilising the same standard 
format.  Learning from that debrief process will be used to inform a set of 
recommendations for inclusion in a partnership wide improvement plan to be 
developed over the spring 2022.  

3.9. The approach, which covers incident activation and notification, incident 
command, control and coordination, communications (internal, between 
agencies and public communications), effectiveness of plans, care for people, 
environmental impacts, resources and training, recovery, is as follows: 
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 What went well? 

 What did not go so well? 

 What are your thoughts on what improvements could be made? 

 

What Went Well 

3.10. Respondents indicated that on incident activation, despite a rapidly evolving 
and uncertain context that communication, partnership and inter service 
working relationships, staff commitment and flexibility, and rapid reaction and 
commitment by the voluntary sector came through as significant positive 
factors.  There was rapid adoption of products such as Zoom, WhatsApp, 
Google Meet, MS Teams and other communications platforms to enable 
service continuity and response activity, and the ICT service, despite 
immense challenges adapted quickly to commence a major remote working 
mobilisation. 

3.11. Although the organisation was clearly stretched, and arguably remains so as 
the pandemic’s impact continues, it delivered on all national, regional and 
locals response asks and requirements, often with very challenging 
timeframes.   Test and Protect arrangements worked well in 
Clackmannanshire and excellent links were made between the Council, Public 
Health and NHS FV and those strong partnership working relationships have 
continued.  Having a dedicated helpline for those requiring additional support 
was well received within the community, this was established and rolled out 
very quickly.  Partnership working to implement both vaccination programme 
and community testing has also been positive.  Partnership working between 
schools and Public Health Scotland was also highlighted as a particular 
strength. 

3.12. Some respondents indicated that the Incident Management Team (IMT) 
provided a quick response and clear direction, enabling centralised command, 
control and support and that good pre-formed community planning and local 
relationships enabled effective partnership working.  A number of respondents 
reported that Business Continuity Plans worked well in a number of service 
areas resulting in minimal loss of service and in some areas service continued 
to operate “as normal” where this was appropriate to response and recovery. 

3.13. Support visits from Emergency Planning and Health and Safety were valued 
and felt to be well coordinated, and that well coordinated and accessible plans 
worked and enabled joint working.  The Covid security, daily reporting and 
other health and safety measures introduced at pace have been effective in 
minimising disease transmission in the working environment.  Whilst there 
were initial coordination challenges, Clackmannanshire’s PPE hub 
management system, which was stood up quickly and remains in place to 
date, was recognised nationally as an exemplar of good practice. 

3.14. The Council acted quickly to bring in a virtual cross party Emergency Decision 
Making Forum that commenced operation early on in the pandemic.  A range 
of virtual meetings, including Council, Committees and partnership forums 
such as the Community Planning Partnership were also implemented.   
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3.15. A dedicated public web portal was established quickly.  This received a 
significant number of hits in the early days of the pandemic providing 
information service status updates and support services for citizens and 
businesses.  To maximise access, staff information was put on general 
website.  This was welcomed by staff especially those who had no access 
within their working environment.   The staff support resources placed on the 
Council website and Clacks Academy were also highlighted as an area of 
strength by respondents. 

3.16. A supportive model of engagement, underpinned by Education Scotland 
guidance was developed to gain robust knowledge and understanding of 
remote learning in our schools, to support the quality and effectiveness of 
remote learning and provide opportunities to share effective practice.  Robust 
arrangements were in place to ensure that learning was accessible and met 
the needs of all children. Innovative and creative approaches to engaging 
children and their families, including a blend of interactive live lessons, pre-
recorded sessions, play based activities and outdoor learning were evident in 
all establishments.  

3.17. Pro-active measures, involving all staff, were taken to contact families to 
identify barriers to participation and engagement, assess well-being and offer 
support. A real sense of ‘family’ was evident in many schools; relationships 
continued to be positive and supportive, founded on a climate of mutual 
respect within a strong sense of community and shared values.  

3.18. Effective online communication was established at the beginning of the 
pandemic involving daily meetings with schools and ELCs to ensure clear, 
consistent messaging in the fast paced, changing environment.  Government 
guidance was summarised and shared with immediacy to ensure the safety of 
children, young people and staff was maintained. 

3.19. The Community Learning and Development Team (CLD) targeted support for 
children, young people, families and communities at risk of having the 
greatest negative impact of the COVID 19 pandemic (ie loss of income, 
employment, food & fuel poverty, health and well-being, education and 
attainment).  This included support to our most vulnerable learners including 
young people on Flexible Learning, Individual Programmes (FLIP) and Activity 
Agreements, adult learners ESOL (refugees), S4 pupils on college 
programmes and children, young people and families identified through the 
Intensive Support Service.   

3.20. Support included weekly or daily phone calls, door stop visits, messages and 
Walk and Talk sessions.   Virtual platforms and social media was used to 
connect and engage young people and families, as demonstrated by the 
virtual cooking programme delivered with 150 local families.  Working in 
partnership with community groups, food parcels, fuel vouchers, crafts and 
digital devices were delivered to children and families based on assessed 
needs.   

3.21. A multi agency forum (now known as Child STRIVE) was established to 
ensure that all children and young people had access to supports as required.  
All establishments provided known key adult contacts for vulnerable children 
and families throughout periods of lockdown and moves to remote learning.  
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Schools and ELCs also provided ongoing support such as food parcels, door 
step visits and learning resources. 

3.22. Children's Services developed criteria to assist with prioritising work and in 
particular considering the arrangements of the most vulnerable children.  This 
included guidance on undertaking virtual contact with children and families but 
also clear guidance for staff where face to face contact was required to 
ensure the safety of a child or where a child required to be transported. Data 
on contact with children and young people was reported on a weekly basis to 
the Scottish Government and this was subject to an audit process which 
found overall quality of practice and intervention to be good or above.  Areas 
identified for improvement were taken forward by the service.   

3.23. The MAPPA meeting process was quickly developed into an online virtual 
mode which was proved by all partners to be efficient and effective and will be 
maintained going forward.  The virtual on line approach is viewed by all 
partners as being robust and enables discussions about high risk offenders to 
take place effectively.  This use of technology has resulted in efficiencies in 
meeting and travelling times for all partners involved.   The use of tablet 
devices purchased via Scottish Government grant has enabled unpaid work 
clients to undertake online modules as part of their sentencing requirement 
demonstrating an additional positive development using technology. Similarly 
the blended approach to office and home working within the justice 
environment worked successfully.  

What Did Not Go so Well 

3.24. In the context of incident activation, respondents indicated difficulties in 
securing sufficient staff to cover those being lost as a result of self isolation or 
shielding, or those required to actively support response efforts.   PPE supply 
and coordination was initially fragmented and challenging.  The ICT model 
and infrastructure was significantly based around office working for many 
services.  In a short space of time there was a requirement to move from a 
few dozen staff with remote working capabilities to many hundreds, which 
placed sustained strain on supply chains and ICT staff, whilst constraints on 
the pace of rollout (e.g. securing laptops and remote access tokens) limited 
capability to maximise bringing staff resources to bear in the very early 
stages.   

3.25. Timely communications on national critical priorities was not always received 
promptly with the Council and other resilience partners often hearing 
information at the same time as members of the public.  Clarity on the 
strategic, tactical and operational roles and responsibilities were sometimes 
confused too with situational updates, reporting requirements and 
communications at times disregarding established resilience processes and 
structures.   

3.26. Early on in the response, the Council (and partners nationally and locally) did 
not have a single preferred remote working platform, which meant that staff 
and councillors regularly found themselves on numerous different platforms 
throughout the day.  Implementation of MS Teams as the Council’s remote 
working platform was required to be put in place very quickly, and worked 
generally well, however early teething issues with reliability and connectivity 
for some users were problematic.   
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3.27. The volume of information being received was overwhelming at times in the 
early days and weeks of the pandemic, and incoming and sometimes 
conflicting instructions for rapid deployment of national initiatives, placed 
significant burdens and long hours on relatively small numbers of staff 
coordinating various aspects of response  (ie PPE distribution, staff 
redeployment, care for people, distribution of grants and financial assistance, 
community testing and vaccination and supply of food packages).  

3.28. The coordination and interpretation of data was a significant ongoing task, 
which created major demands and challenges, particularly in the early stages, 
when there were significant constraints on staff availability.   Ongoing 
demands for data, reports, updates and information placed significant and 
sometimes unrealistic demands on staff, which in some instances deflected 
resources from other response priorities.  Competing demands at a national 
level compounded this with demands for very similar data and information 
coming from a number of sources which was at times confusing.  The use of 
platforms such as Resilience Direct was a helpful development but was not 
consistently deployed across the various resilience partnerships.  

3.29. In the remote environment, e-mail became a primary conduit for information.  
The explosion in e-mail traffic, which included multiple duplications from 
separate sources internally and externally, created congested inboxes 7 days 
per week that staff found challenging to sift, comprehend, resource then 
action in the time available.    In this virtual communications environment, 
understandable but ultimately unrealistic expectations on deployment 
timelines and often limited available resources on the ground contributed at 
times to rework, mixed messaging and ultimately impacted in some instances 
on efficiency of resource deployment. 

3.30. There was a very high dependency on small pockets of staff with specialist 
skill sets, for example, ICT, legal, web and e-form design, finance and grant 
assessment, communications, emergency planning and civil contingencies, 
senior management and health and safety.  This exposed vulnerabilities to 
absence through for instance Covid or indeed self isolation requirements.  It 
also meant that certain groups of staff were in high demand, working long 
hours and weekends under intense pressure, with limited ability to take leave 
or for basic rest and recuperation. 

3.31. Some respondents reported that there was a lack of readily available policy 
and procedures in the remote and initially disconnected remote working 
environment to guide consistent decision making.  Although Business 
Continuity plans were in place for most services prior to Covid, the prolonged 
nature of business continuity arrangements were not previously envisaged.   

3.32. In the initial stages, there was no one database for managing the needs of 
vulnerable people through Test & Protect.  This was resolved through 
procurement of a national system (Helpinghands), however, it did create 
unnecessary manual handling in the early stages.  The timeframes for 
implementing processes and appropriate support was also extremely tight 
resulting in additional pressures on key services.  Shielding data was received 
centrally from PHS however the public did not initially understand the term 
“shielding”.  This created demand failure and service dissatisfaction as those 
self presenting did not qualify for assistance if they were not on the “official” 
list.   
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3.33. Some councillors responded that they often lacked information and remote 
working capabilities in the form of kit, skills and predetermined processes and 
procedures, to enable them to perform their various community and 
democratic roles effectively.  In some instances councillors felt that too much 
information was being received.    

3.34. There were some instances of confusion on difference in risk assessment, 
which may have differed from existing national standards, and a continually 
changing context on the virus impacts and mitigations measures. 

3.35. Although remote working has been largely successful in terms of enabling the 
continuity of Council services and functions, a number of employee issues 
have also been raised by respondents.  It has been recognised that normal 
induction and training processes for new staff joining the organisation have 
been made more difficult as these have been conducted remotely and the 
development of early working relationships were often difficult to establish.  
Occupancy of Kilncraigs has also been challenging, as with the move to 
recovery more staff felt the need to work from Kilncraigs for part of their 
working week despite being provided with ICT equipment for remote working. 
This created particular health and safety challenges in some service areas in 
Kilncraigs.  

3.36. With the transition to recovery and requirements for faster return to Business 
As Usual, combined with successive returns to response, further lockdown, 
support for schools, test and trace, testing and vaccination programmes, a 
fatigued workforce has found it challenging to meet varying and competing 
stakeholder expectations.  Some respondents noted that many staff are still 
displaced on to response duties at the same time as a requirement to return 
most services to Business as Usual and that these competing expectations 
are not sustainable in the context of a long term response.  

3.37. Children’s Services saw a 29% increase in referrals in 2020/21 and an 8% 
increase in the number of children accommodated.  This has been seen as a 
direct result of Covid with less preventative work able to take place and 
families under increased pressure due to restrictions as a result of the 
pandemic.   Staffing levels were also variable over the period, resulting in 
higher caseloads.   

What could be improved  

3.38. In terms of incident activation, ongoing management and recovery activity 
clarity over roles and responsibilities in respect of emergency response, 
resilience and business continuity could be improved.  This would mitigate 
against a small number of council officers being over burdened during a 
protracted incident such as Covid or where there are layered impacts from 
multiple Civil Contingencies incidents.  Additional resource have already been 
put in place to support the Emergency Planning team, however additional 
training is also an identified need for the whole Senior Leadership Team on 
Integrated Emergency Management and Business Continuity.  Regular ‘stress 
testing’ through training and exercising is also an important aspect of this 
capacity building.  

3.39. In addition to the above, consideration could be given to the establishment 
and development of a trained ‘volunteer reserve’ to enable rapid 
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redeployment of staff to critical response roles at short notice.  This could 
include for example, a range of social care roles, crisis call handling, risk 
assessments, cleaning, driving, welfare visiting etc. 

3.40. Preparation and management of data.  The establishment of a centralised 
specialist data hub to manage, sift and coordinate data would support 
business continuity, data analysis and reporting.  This would help to provide a 
more slick mechanism for all councillors to receive accurate and clear 
information with consistent language and which can help avoid duplication of 
information from a wide range of sources.  This approach can also help 
ensure that information is validated and factual with the source point clearly 
identifiable.  Logging of data requests and responses could also be managed 
via a centralised hub. 

3.41. Communication in its broadest sense is another area participants felt could 
have been improved.  Communication with partners and stakeholders; staff 
and managers and with Elected Members could be improved by being more 
consistent than adhoc and by being more proactive than reactive.  At a 
national level more consistent messaging and sharing of information is 
required in order to have a shared understanding and situational awareness 
of any Civil Contingency incident.   

3.42. Given interdependencies and requirement for interoperability, ICT business 
continuity planning for hybrid/remote working should continue to be 
coordinated and funded corporately, with standardised equipment and 
software provided for members and staff enabling operational and democratic 
business continuity irrespective of the availability of an office environment.  
Employee personas should be developed corporately with standardised 
approaches and policies to enable business continuity but also ICT resourcing 
and planning needs to shift to these being more pro-active models of delivery.   

3.43. Ensuring that robust approaches to debrief and learning from any incident or 
event is critical and developments are underway through the Local Resilience 
Partnership to strengthen collective capacity to lead structured debrief activity.  
There is learning that we still require to consider from the multi-agency Covid 
debrief, as well as consideration of the findings from the two national 
enquiries referred to earlier in this paper.  There is also further specific debrief 
work to undertake with the Health and Social Care Partnership which is 
proposed to take place later in 2022. 

4.0 Conclusions 

4.1. This report provides a summary of the findings of an internal Covid debrief 
exercise carried out between September and November 2021.  This work has 
been undertaken using the National Debriefing and Lessons Learned Protocol 
and guidance in Preparing Scotland:  Scottish Exercise Guidance prepared by 
ScORD. https://ready.scot/how-scotland-prepares/preparing-scotland-
guidance/exercise-guidance/4-post-exercise.    

4.2. It is recognised that the pandemic is ongoing; therefore the process of review 
needs to continue until such times as an end has been declared to response 
phase.  Lessons are being learned on a continuous basis, which has already 
borne results in the management of successive waves.   Further update 
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reports will be brought back to the Audit Committee which will set out the 
findings from the national reviews as well as present findings from further 
specific debrief activity, including from the Local Resilience Partnership.. 

5.0 Resource Implications 

5.1. There are no financial implications arising from this report and planned activity 
will be met within current resources.  

6.0 Exempt Reports          

6.1. Is this report exempt?      Yes   (please detail the reasons for exemption below)   No X
  

6.0 Declarations 
 
The recommendations contained within this report support or implement our 
Corporate Priorities and Council Policies. 

(1) Our Priorities (Please double click on the check box ) 

Clackmannanshire will be attractive to businesses & people and  

ensure fair opportunities for all    
Our families; children and young people will have the best possible 

start in life   
Women and girls will be confident and aspirational, and achieve 

their full potential   
Our communities will be resilient and empowered so 

that they can thrive and flourish  X 
 

(2) Council Policies  (Please detail) 

7.0 Equalities Impact 

7.1 Have you undertaken the required equalities impact assessment to ensure 
that no groups are adversely affected by the recommendations?  

  Yes      No X 

 The paper does not propose a policy change therefore an EQIA or Fairer 
Scotland Assessment is not required at this stage.   

8.0 Legality 

8.1 It has been confirmed that in adopting the recommendations contained in this 

 report, the Council is acting within its legal powers.   Yes  X 

  

9.0 Appendices  
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9.1 Please list any appendices attached to this report.  If there are no appendices, 
please state "none". 

 None 

10.0 Background Papers  

10.1 Have you used other documents to compile your report?  (All documents must be 

kept available by the author for public inspection for four years from the date of meeting at 
which the report is considered)    

Yes   (please list the documents below)   No X 

Author(s) 

NAME DESIGNATION TEL NO / EXTENSION 

Cherie Jarvie Senior Manager Partnership 
and Transformation 
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