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Update on The Council’s Response to the Coronavirus Pandemic 
 

 

1. SUMMARY 
 

1.1 This report updates Members on the implications for the Council of the 
ongoing coronavirus pandemic and the steps that the Council has taken to 
maintain essential services and to support the residential and business 
communities in the borough of Dartford.  
 

2. RECOMMENDATION  
 

2.1 That Cabinet note the contents of the report. 
 

 

3. Background and Discussion 
 
3.1  The World Health Organisation confirmed in mid-January that a novel coronavirus was 

responsible for the respiratory illness (COVID-19) affecting people in Wuhan City, 
Hubei Province, China. The virus spread rapidly worldwide and WHO declared a 
pandemic on 11 March 2020. 

 
3.2 The increase in confirmed cases and projections of the potential scale and 

consequences of the outbreak in the UK led to the Government on 23 March 
announcing legal measures designed to restrict the transmission of the virus amongst 
the general population and to protect those most vulnerable to the effects of the illness 
caused by the virus. These measures required everyone to stay at home venturing 
beyond home only to buy essential supplies, take exercise (alone or with members of 
the household), attend medical appointment/seek medical care and to go to work if 
unable to work from home. All leisure and hospitality facilities and retail other than 
shops selling ‘essential’ supplies eg. food, medicine, household necessities etc. were 
required to close and, crucially, ‘social distancing’ to be observed in all circumstances 
outside of the home.  

 
3.3 Additionally, arrangements were made to ‘shield’ 1.5M people considered by the NHS 

to be clinically extremely vulnerable. These individuals were advised not to have any 
face-to-face contact with anyone outside of their household for 12 weeks. Others 
vulnerable to the effects of COVID-19 such as the over 70s and pregnant women and 
those experiencing symptoms of COVID-19 were advised to self-isolate. These groups 
of people would be supported by national and local programmes (see below). 

 
3.4 The Council has therefore been impacted in terms of its ability to maintain ‘business as 

usual’ for its core services, by additional service demands driven by the effect of the 
above restrictions on individuals and businesses, and also by the need to provide 
humanitarian community support to the most vulnerable of our residents. 

 
3.5 The situation is wholly exceptional and without precedent. A summary of the key 

issues is set out in the following paragraphs. 
 
 The Council’s Response 
 
3.6 All those in the clinically vulnerable cohort received a letter from the NHS asking if they 

required support with accessing food and medicine during the 12 week period in which 
they were expected to be ‘shielded’ at home. Individuals were asked to register via a 
website or hotline indicating their need for support. The Council set up a hub, using its 
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own personnel and vehicles, to monitor the needs of this cohort and to ensure that 
interim food parcels were delivered where required until the Government’s central 
distribution network was up and running. The hub has dealt with any issues arising 
where Government food parcels have been missed or have been inappropriate due to 
dietary needs or religious observance. The hub has also continued to support this 
group, helping those who are struggling to register their need online and those who 
wish to cancel their food parcels or those who need social contact support. 

 
3.7 The Council is also responsible for supporting those who, whilst not designated as 

being in need of shielding by the NHS, nevertheless are vulnerable or are facing a 
genuine food emergency. In order to ensure that all residents were aware of the 
support available to them should they need it, a postcard was sent to every Dartford 
household. A dedicated hotline was set up to take calls. As at 7 May 2020, 399 calls 
have been received through this line. The Council has also received 263 referrals via 
Kent Together, a county-wide service which handles COVID 19 related out-of-hours 
and weekend calls. Since the start of the hub to 7 May 2020, 351 food parcels have 
been delivered to those in a food emergency who have no friends or family supporting 
them. Prescriptions are also being collected and delivered where residents are unable 
to do this themselves - so far 79 prescription deliveries have been made.  

 
3.8 Local Authorities can also refer people needing assistance to the NHS Volunteer 

Responders. The Council refers those requiring help with food shopping or 
prescriptions, or who need social contact, to the NHS Volunteers via the ‘Good Sam’ 
app. The Council also makes referrals to specialist organisations for mental health 
support where required or signposts to the Kent Support and Assistance Service for 
grant support or to the Citizens Advice Bureau for guidance where someone is in 
financial distress. Where appropriate, residents are referred to the local foodbanks. To 
ensure the foodbanks are able to meet increased demand, the Council has made 
donations of £2,500 each to two well established food banks in the Borough. 

 
3.9 The Council Tax Team have seen a significant increase in the volume of calls from 

those struggling with payment. Whilst liability remains payable to fund the Council’s 
key services, where appropriate, instalments have been pushed back to start from 
June rather than April. The Council has received a sum of £897,000 from the 
Government’s Hardship Fund. This fund delivers additional relief to those in receipt of 
local council tax support. All claimants of council tax support will see their council tax 
bills reduce by £150 for 2020/21. This will be applied as soon as the software update 
required to make this change has been received.  

 
3.10The Council is also working hard to support its business community. The Government 

has announced a series of measures to support smaller businesses and those in the 
retail, hospitality and leisure sector. Business rate reliefs of £58.5m have now been 
applied to nearly 700 leisure, hospitality and retail businesses within the Borough. 
Grants of £11.2m have been paid to 900 local businesses who qualify for the 
Government’s business grants. This represents 80% of the total grant monies due to 
qualifying businesses. Every effort is being made to make contact with those 
businesses that have not as yet applied for the grant. On 1 May 2020, the Government 
announced new support for small businesses that are not eligible for other COVID 19 
grants but have high fixed property-related costs. This will be administered by local 
councils. Further detail of this new funding is provided within a separate report on this 
agenda.  
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3.11 As part of its initial support package, the Government announced a pot of £3.2bn of 
COVID 19 funding to ensure continuity of services and to meet the additional costs 
associated with the response to the crisis. The Council’s allocation from this pot was 
£47k. Following submission of detailed returns from councils of not only the additional 
costs they are facing but also the loss of income, a further £3.2bn nationally has been 
announced. The Council’s allocation from this second tranche is £1.1m. Whilst most 
welcome, it is anticipated that this will not be sufficient to offset the increased costs 
and loss of income expected during this crisis. It is not yet known if any further 
allocations will be forthcoming. The Council’s finances are being very closely 
monitored during this period and a detailed report will come to Members on this in due 
course. 

 
3.12 The Civic Centre has been closed to the public since the Prime Minister’s 

announcement on 23 March. Essential services have been delivered without 
interruption and the Customer Services contact centre remains fully operational for 
telephone enquiries although the majority of interactions with residents and businesses 
can be undertaken via the Council’s website. Communication with the public has been 
prioritised including refocussing the website and development of a new Facebook 
presence to provide extensive information regarding the pandemic, the consequential 
impact upon Council services and the national and local support available.  

 
3.13 Most of the Council’s workforce are undertaking their duties very effectively from 

home. A small number of staff whose normal duties are constrained by or suspended 
because of the current restrictions have been temporarily redeployed to assist with the 
community support operation. A small number of the Council’s employees require to 
be shielded or are otherwise considered vulnerable to the virus and are self-isolating. 
Others have been required to self-isolate due to themselves or others in their 
household experiencing symptoms. However, most of these individuals are continuing 
to work from home. Absence levels generally are extremely low.  

 
3.14 Most of the Council’s contractors have also continued to perform well, although 

some activities (such as housing repairs, construction and regeneration projects and 
litter enforcement) have either been constrained by the restrictions or suspended by 
the Council. 

 
3.15 Certain of the Council’s services are additionally coping with exceptionally high 

demand directly related to the pandemic. These include the need to urgently 
accommodate rough sleepers, including those ordinarily not eligible for Council 
support; an increase in homelessness cases; a sharp spike in complaints relating to 
bonfires; an increase in neighbour disputes, especially relating to household noise; 
increased levels of anti-social behaviour in residential areas and the requirement to 
enforce the restrictions regarding business premises required to be closed. It should 
also be noted that the Council’s waste contractor, Urbaser, is collecting 20-25% 
additional waste each week. 

 
 

4. Relationship to the Corporate Plan 
 

None. 
 

5. Financial, legal, staffing and other administrative implications and risk assessments 
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Financial Implications 
 

The Council’s finances are being very closely monitored 
during this period and a detailed report will come to 
Members on this in due course. At this stage it is likely that 
some use of reserves may be necessary to fund additional 
costs and loss of income. Funding from central government 
may change as further returns are submitted. 

Legal Implications The Council is required to comply with the mandatory 
restrictions imposed by the Government to reduce the 
transmission of COVID-19. 

Staffing Implications As set out in the body of the report. All measures taken with 
regards to staff are on a temporary basis and will be 
reviewed periodically in line with Government guidance. 

Admin Implications None specifically. 

Risk Assessment There is a risk that the Council will be affected by higher 
levels of staff absence impacting the ability to maintain 
services. This is mitigated by measures in business 
continuity plans. 
There is a risk that the situation continue for such a period of 
time as to lead to spiralling expenditure and unsustainable 
losses of income. This is mitigated by careful monitoring, 
some government funding and possible use of reserves.  
There is a risk that residents become less compliant with 
measures in force and less tolerant of the constraints on the 
Council in delivering services. This is mitigated by 
maintaining effective communications with residents and 
businesses.  

  
 

6. Appendices - None. 
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