
1 . 3  The pandemic has also exposed the extent to which successive Governments have 
underfunded and failed to plan adequately for a sustainable nursing workforce, as part 
of wider health and care system, and financial planning. The UK Government must take 
urgent action to invest in measures to develop a sustainable nursing workforce supply 
that meets the needs of the population now and in the longer term, and to ensure 
staffing for safe and effective care in all health and care settings.  

2 Introduction 

2.1 The scale and nature of the COVID-19 pandemic and the UK Government’s response are 
without precedent in recent history challenging public services, the population and the 
economy.  

2.2 In its recent report, the National Audit Office (NAO) examined the Governments 
preparedness for the pandemic and found that since 2008, the National Risk Register 
identified an influenza pandemic as the UK’s top non-malicious risk.

i  

2.3 In addition to this, the Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC) and other 
Government departments had identified a pandemic as a significant risk to its 
operations. At a local level, all community risk registers identified an influenza 
pandemic as a significant risk.ii  
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2.4 The UK Government also undertook Exercise Cygnus in 2016, a simulation of a flu 
outbreak to test readiness to response. The report found that “the UK’s preparedness 
and response, in terms of its plans, policies and capability, is currently not sufficient to 
cope with the extreme demands of a severe pandemic that will have a nationwide 
impact across all sectors”.iii 

2.5 It is now clear that the UK



 

 
 

Page 3 of 10 
 

3 Staffing for Safe and Effective Care 

3.1 Nursing is the largest safety critical profession in health care. 
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deliver safe and effective care, as remaining staff are even more stretched as they try 
to cover for those off sick. 

3.8 The workforce crisis was well entrenched in the health and care service before the 
COVID-19 pandemic struck. The redeployment of staff to the pandemic frontline and 
the cancelling of routine procedures and preventative services have led to a growing 
backlog of care that is further making service unsustainable.xiii The RCN has serious 
concerns that nursing capacity is at critical levels and shows no signs of improving in 
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4.11 The Government must take action to ensure that there is sufficient resourcing and 
capacity to support the public health system, including nursing workforce planning. It is 
also vital that new structures in health and care systems in England have dedicated 
registered nurse leadership roles, including within Integrated Care Boards, and national 
bodies, as well as within the UK Government. 

5 Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) 

5.1 The early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the devastating consequences 
of the lack of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE). These vital resources have been 
essential for health care professionals, key workers and the population at large, yet the 
Government did not adequately plan for or have the supply needed for a pandemic of 
the scale of COVID-19.  

5.2 In Aprilxxxii xxxiii and May  of 2020, the RCN undertook surveys to identify RCB members’ 
experiences with the supply of and access to PPE. The RCN heard directly from 
members across the country regarding the lack of suitable, sufficient and safe PPE.  

5.3 The surveys found that there were ongoing shortages of essential PPE in all settings, 
and health and care staff were reliant on PPE items being donated or home-made in 
some cases. In the first survey over a third of respondents reported feeling pressure to 
care for individuals with possible or confirmed COVID-
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5.8 As such, the RCN continues to advocate for a precautionary approach to the use of PPE, 
specifically respiratory protective equipment, in order to mitigate the risks of future 
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need. Action is needed urgently 
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