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Council Meeting: 24 June 2020 

Subject: COVID-19 response and City Renewal – Background Paper 
 

Background 

1.1 COVID-19 has resulted in numerous challenges for Westminster and for London. 
 

1.2 Westminster City Council has adapted its services and ways of working at pace to respond 
to the COVID-19 crisis. Within a short space of time we have seen the majority of our 
workforce demonstrate resilience and high levels of commitment, either in performing 
critical frontline services or working from home to support both our frontline services and 
our communities. 

 

COVID-19 Response 

1.3 To help meet the social, economic and health challenges, the following actions were taken 
by the council as part of the council’s COVID-19 response: 

 
1.3.1 Establishment of Westminster Connects: This officer and volunteer-led initiative 

was established to provide support to the official NHS shielding residents and other 
residents who, as a result of COVID-19, were in need of help. This has included 
services such as urgent food and medication delivery, ongoing food support and 
social support for those at risk of isolation. 
 

1.3.2 Rough Sleeping: We have a record number of rough sleepers in Westminster, 
either in council provided accommodation or still on our streets.  Most of these 
rough sleepers have no connection to Westminster. We have housed significant 
numbers of rough sleepers in commercial accommodation (hotels and serviced 
apartments) as well as in hostels and other council supported accommodation.   

 
1.3.3 Care Homes: To reduce the possibility of infection spreading in the homes, 

Westminster Council asked all care homes to cocoon its residents nearly two 
weeks before an instruction to shield from government. Our care homes are 
contacted daily to offer our support and ensure clear understanding of changes as 
they occur, to help target interventions and to observe trends. 

 
1.3.4 Supporting Businesses: Westminster Council was the first local authority nationally 

to complete all Small Business and Retail, Hospitality and Leisure Grants 
administered on behalf of the Government. We are also the first of all London 
boroughs to launch the top up discretionary grant scheme recently announced by 
Government.  

 
1.3.5 Virtual Committees & Governance: Having successfully made the case to 

Government to give councils the ability to run committee meetings virtually, 
Westminster has operated its governance function remotely throughout the crisis. 

 
Using Microsoft Teams Live Events, the council has hosted more than 25 virtual 
committees, including reintroducing public speaking at licensing and planning 
meetings and the appointment of the new Lord Mayor at the Annual Council 
meeting. This has been a technological challenge but Westminster has now run 
more virtual committee meetings than any other council in London. 

 



2 
 

1.3.6 Finance: Please see the Period 2 report which was circulated to all Councillors on 
19 June for details. 

 
1.3.7 Test, Track & Trace: On 28 May the government launched the Test, Track and 

Trace (TTT) programme, a central component of the recovery strategy, and began 
contact tracing all confirmed cases. Westminster Council’s role is to help provide 
support for those identified through the TTT programme.  

 
1.3.8 Staff: Throughout the crisis, our staffing levels have remained strong and as at 15 

June, the council has lower staff absences than this time a year ago.  
 

City Renewal 

1.4 As the COVID-19 crisis recedes there will be an incremental lifting of lockdown restrictions 
by Government to try to limit the impact of a resurgence in COVID-19.  
 

1.5 Westminster Council must now grasp the opportunities and meet the challenges that the 
response to the pandemic has provided.  We must do this with the understanding that 
there will be no return to what was business as usual. 

 
1.6 It is critical that we continue to provide leadership to the City, its communities, residents, 

businesses, workers and visitors through recovery and renewal. As we turn our attention 
to the phase of recovery, innovation and transformation, there are opportunities to 
capitalise on the positive changes made in response to the crisis, such as: 

 
1.6.1 The council: Revolutionise how we work, including agile working, meetings, 

digitisation and increased collaboration. This presents opportunities to reduce 
council costs, as well as our property and carbon footprint at whilst at the same 
time improving services. 
 

1.6.2 Revisit our City for All strategy and stretch our ambition in the new context. 
 

1.6.3 Climate Change: Relentlessly pursue the council’s climate change targets by 
ensuring that the environmental improvements seen during lockdown are not lost. 

 
1.6.4 Businesses: Rethink how we invest in the City, particularly how we support 

businesses and jobs, with the aim of restoring GDP to post-crisis level. An example 
of this is with the movement strategy where at a very fast pace, the council has 
undertaken significant public realm adjustments to facilitate businesses reopening 
in Westminster in a safe and socially-distanced way. 
 

1.6.5 Partners and communities: Consider how we financially and socially invest in our 
communities. We will build on the legacy of Westminster Connects and look at how 
we can sustain volunteering activity throughout the City. We will continue to show 
leadership across the City by capitalising on our strengthened relationships with 
strategic partners to deliver a City for All. 

 
 


