This piece of work will focus on the activist group, Covid-19 Bereaved Families for Justice.  The Group is made up of people who have suffered the loss of a loved one as a result of Covid-19 who ‘together’ are seeking ‘justice’ for those that have died during the Covid-19 pandemic (Covid-19 Bereaved Families for Justice, 2021).  The Group’s main purpose is to urge the Government to conduct an urgent ‘public enquiry’ (Change.org, 2022) into the way the Government has handled the pandemic to ‘minimize further loss of life’ (Kmietowicz, 2020; Yu, 2021).  In order to draw on the aims and objectives of this group this assignment will first address the Covid-19 pandemic (Eisma, Boelen and Lenferink, 2020) prior to going into more detail about the group examining how the movement has developed and progressed (Blee, 2021; Melucci, 1996; Change.org, 2022) and considering the barriers to equity faced by members of the group.  Due to the wordcount this piece of work will focus on Black and Minority Ethnic Groups working in healthcare, one of the groups of people that Covid-19 Bereaved Families for Justice believes the Government has failed during the outbreak (Covid Families for Justice, 2021).  

On the 29th January 2020 the World Health Organisation declared a global pandemic and two people in the United Kingdom (UK) tested positive for Covid-19 (Eisma et al., 2020).  By the 12 April 2020 15,497 people had died after being tested as positive for Covid-19 in the last 28 days (UK Government, 2022).  The consequences of the Covid-19 outbreak were severe (Eisma et al., 2020), Governments put in place urgent measures and the UK population was ‘exposed to the policy response to the pandemic’ (Davillas and Jones, 2021).  Lockdown on 23 March 2020 in the UK (Davillas and Jones, 2021) left those who experienced the death of loved ones without the support network that would usually have been afforded to them at such a difficult time and people were unable to ‘mourn[ing] naturally’ (Firouzkouhi, Alimohammadi and Abdollahimohammad 2021).  The lack of preparedness for so many deaths left people blaming ‘themselves or others for the death of a loved one’ (Firouzkouhi et al., 2021 p.11) and Governments around the world were held accountable for their failures and shortfalls in dealing with the pandemic (Yu, 2021; Abbasi, 2021).  It is contended that policymakers failed to provide families with the appropriate ‘support before and after the death of loved ones’ (Firouzkouhi  et al., 2021 p. 2) and drawing on ‘prolonged grief disorder’ suffered as a result of the unusual circumstances  Eisma et al. (2020) highlight the systemic failings around the pandemic; as a result activists and campaign groups were formed and they sought redress for the way the pandemic was being handled (Yu, 2021).  

Blee (2021 p.1) describes activists are a group of people who ‘come together to change society’ whilst the Oxford English dictionary describes an activist as ‘a person who campaigns for political or social change’ (Waite and Hawker, 2009) Melucci (1996 p.35) describes campaigners as forming political movements in an effort to participate ‘indecision-making’ creating a sphere in which to express themselves in order to ‘fight against the bias’ within Governments.   The Covid-19 Bereaved Families for Justice it is argued fulfil such a criteria being a group that has united seeking to ‘challenge, disrupt and widen the space for public expression’ (Blee, 2021 p. 15) through questioning the Government’s handling of the pandemic arguing unless ‘an immediate inquiry’ is carried out there is a ‘barrier to learning’ and  ‘more lives will be at risk’ (Change.org, 2022).  The ‘demand for recognition’ sought in the political arena (Taylor, 1994) by numerous groups (Change.org, 202; Yu, 2021) has led to ‘new ways of talking and doing politics’ (Blee, 2021 p. 1) as the ‘political game’ (Melucci, 1996 p.35) of dealing with the pandemic favoured some over others (Blee, 2021).  As of 5 February 2022 178,488 people had died with Covid-19 being recorded on their death certificate (UK Government, 2022).  Groups who experienced the death of a loved one established ‘new ways of interacting’ (Sears, 2017 p. 189) creating groups with a ‘collective identity’, often at the risk of losing their individuality (Melucci, 1996 p. 72).

The membership of the Covid-19 Bereaved Families for Justice hereinafter called  the ‘Group’ quickly grew (Kmietowicz, 2020) and as of January 2021 was made up of 2000 members (Goodman, Prudhoe and Williams, 2021).  As of 2 February 2022 over two hundred and ninety thousand people had signed their petition for a public inquiry into the way the Government has reacted (Change.org, 2022) illustrating the backing for the ‘cause group’ of the bereaved families (Bochel, Bochel, Page and Sykes, 2005 p. 19).  The members requested an urgent public inquiry be carried out dealing with a number of areas to include the Government’s decisions about the timing of ‘locking down’ (change.org, 2022) and how this was communicated to members of the public; the validity of the ‘test and trace programme’ adopted by the UK and whether this complied with the World Health Organisation’s recommendations; a review on how the black and ethnic minority communities were affected by Covid-19 and how the National Health Service (NHS) were equipped to deal with the pandemic (Goodman et al., 2021).  

The families of those that had died perceived their feelings as being disregarded by those in power (Abbasi, 2021).  These emotions were conflated by the Prime Minister, Boris Johnson’s confirmation on Sky TV that he would meet with the group, an offer which was subsequently withdrawn by letter on 1 September 2020 due to the assertion that the group had ongoing litigation with the Government (UK Parliament, 2020), an allegation refuted by the Group (Lacobucci, 2020).  This withdrawal caused ‘untold distress’ to the families (Abrahamson, 2020), another event adding to the pain and suffering experienced (Semin and Fiedler, 1996) and creating a greater barrier between those in power and the Group (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010 p.166).  Kier Starmer, the leader of the opposition Labour Party challenged the Prime Minister in the House of Commons questioning his failure to meet with the families stating ‘U-turn after U-turn’ were being made by the Government (UK Parliament, 2020), an assertion supported by the Institute for Government (2021 p. 4) whose report stated they ‘seemed to make the same mistakes time and again’ with such actions only seeking to create further injustice and obstacles for those seeking answers (Kennedy, 2013) yet no immediate action was taken to remedy the situation.  

It was a year later that the Prime Minister met with the families (BBC, 2021).  Despite the Group’s assertion that an inquiry should not be delayed (Kmietowicz, 2020) and it being agreed that someone should be ‘held accountable’ (Institute for Government, 2021 p.5) the Prime Minister made a commitment that a committee chair would be appointed by the end of the year but a public enquiry would not begin until the Spring of 2022 (BBC, 2021); this delay being criticised for the ongoing ‘inequalities in health that fracture societal wellbeing and prosperity’ (Pickett,, 2021).  The enquiry it was agreed would include ‘engagement and consultation’ with the bereaved families and the Rt Hon Baroness Heather Hallett DBE who was appointed to chair the committee highlights the inequalities of the pandemic by her reference to how people have been affected, ‘some much worse than others’ (UK Government, 2021).  This sentiment was echoed by the Royal College of Physicians (2021) who, whilst welcoming the inquiry into Covid-19 draw on the ‘negative impacts’ of the pandemic due to ‘inequalities in health’ faced as a result of socioeconomic status  (Otu, Ahinkorah, Ameyaw, Seidu, and Yaya, 2020).  These criticisms raise questions of whether there was a focus on equality or equity during the pandemic (Uk Government, 2021; Royal College of Physicians, 2021; Melucci, 1996; Schloesser et al., 2012) and the use of emotive language such as ‘social murder’, ‘crime against humanity’ (Abbasi, 2021) and ‘desperate lack of support’ (Covid-19 Bereaved Families for Justice, 2021 p.8) highlights the strength of feeling in the way the pandemic has been handled, in particular in regards to the unfair way certain groups have been treated (BMA, 2022; Public Health England (PHE), 2020)

The British Medical Association (BMA), a trade union who represent the professional doctors in the UK (BMA, 2022) consider the implications of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic Group (BAME) healthcare workers that have been ‘disproportionately impacted’ by the pandemic (PHE), 2020).  The Group advise that by April 2020 ninety percent of doctors who had died from Covid-19 were from ethnic minority backgrounds, a supported figure (Covid-19 Bereaved Families for Justice, 2021; BMA, 2021).  The first eleven doctors in the UK to die of Covid-19 were of a BAME background (Otu et al., 2020) illustrating the early warning signs that the virus may be selective (Institute for Government, 2021a). Whilst this theory has been criticised by some arguing that those in ethnic minority groups are more likely to be exposed to the virus due to the segregation of labour (Bambra, Lynch and Smith, 2021) given the BAME make up 21% of the NHS workforce this does not account for the high volume of deaths in this setting (Institute for Government, 2021a).  


Whilst the Group recognise there was a shortage of personal protective equipment (PPE), a widely publicised fact (Covid-19 families for Justice, 2021; Institute for Government, 2021a) the BMA concerted that BAME staff were ‘disproportionately affected’ by the shortages due to their vulnerability to the virus (BMA, 2021; Otu et al., 2020).  Whilst equality being enshrined into legislation focuses on treating individuals the same the concept of equity is concerned with ‘treating people according to need’ (Kennedy, 2013 p. 53), arguably a concept overlooked given the evidence. Public Health England published a report in August 2020 (PHE, 2020), only eight months after the first diagnosed cases in the UK highlighting that the mortality of those in BAME groups was much higher and given that the report failed to make any recommendations (Lacobucci, 2020a) this further supports the Group’s assertion that an urgent review of the handling of the pandemic needed to be carried without delay (Covid-19 Bereaved Families for Justice, 2021) as a failure to act supports their view that ‘loss of life’ could be reduced by taking early action (Kmietowicz, 2020; Yu, 2021).   The reluctance of those that are part of BAME groups to raise concerns over lack of PPE (BMA, 2021) which may be explained by feelings of being disempowered (Abbasi, 2021) and the racial inequality which is reproduced within the culture of the NHS as they seek to obey the ‘political masters’ (Farah, 2021) only seeks to fuel the debate over the disadvantage experienced by those minority groups.  The report by PHE consisting of 92 pages giving further credence to the Group’s mission rendering the Prime Minister’s argument that a public inquiry must be carried out ‘when the time is right’ and his allegation that the Government is ‘fully committed to learning lessons at every stage’ redundant (UK Government, 2021a; Institute for Government, 2021a).  The lack of understanding around ‘complex ethnic inequalities’ (Otu et al., 2020) and a failure of the Government to make changes emphasises the discrimination faced by these minority groups and the ‘structural barriers’ they face (The King’s Fund, 2020).

These barriers arise due to lack of understanding of the complex needs of those that work in the health service (Otu et al., 2020) and is an extension to policies previously put in place by the Conservative Government (Griffiths and Yeo, 2021).  The Government’s previous leaders aim to create a ‘really hostile environment’ for migrants ‘legitimising’ and ‘encouraging’ society’s discriminatory feelings (Griffiths and Yeo, 2021 pp.521 and 533) it is argued has led to little or no concern for those in the health service that have suffered from the inequitable remedies afforded to them (Out et al., 2020; Abbasi, 2021).  Farah (2021 p.79) contends that the scandal surrounding the Windrush generation is evidence of a ‘racist policy’ that is ‘comfortable leaving migrants and Black British citizens alike to suffer and die’ and it is perhaps then not surprising that such racial injustice (Farah 2021) is being challenged by those who have lost a loved one through Covid-19 as they join with the Covid-19 Bereaved Families for Justice for answers.

In September 2019 the World could not have foreseen the turmoil that would ensue when there was an outbreak of a virus in China (Eisma et al., 2020); this virus soon spread worldwide becoming labelled as a pandemic (Eisma et al., 2020) and Governments globally sought to put in place policies to reduce the spread of infection (Abbasi, 2021; Yu, 2021).  Activist groups were established by families of those that had died due to the disease and the Covid-19 Bereaved Families Organisation in the UK (Blee, 2021) grew in numbers as the death toll rose (Goodman et al., 2021; Kmietowiccz, 2020).  These families drew attention to the failings of the Government to efficiently deal with the pandemic (Yu, 2021) and demanded a public enquiry be carried out into how the outbreak was being dealt with by those in power (Abbasi, 2021).  Those who sought justice for their loved ones faced barriers as the Government made ‘U-turn after U-turn’ (UK Parliament, 2020) failing to take into account the grief of those left behind (Firouzkouhi et al., 2021).  The declaration that the Government was ‘fully committed to learning lessons at every stage’ was disregarded with excuses that the timing was not right for an enquiry (UK Government, 2021a; Institute for Government, 2021a) and as the Group attempted to navigate the Government’s ‘political game’ (Melucci, 1996 p.35) they were left disheartened by delays (Lacobucci, 2020).   Two years later and although a committee chair has been appointed (UK Government, 2021) a public enquiry will not begin until Spring 2022 (BBC, 2021), over two years after a global pandemic was declared by the World Health Organisation (Eisma et al., 2020).  On the 5th February 2022 178,488 deaths were recorded with Covid-19 on the death certificate and the lessons that could have been learned to reduce the ‘loss of life’ has come too late (Kmietowicz, 2020).  Until an independent public enquiry is carried out it is still unclear if the families will have answers to the questions raised but this ‘crime against humanity’ (Abbasi, 2021) could have addressed sooner had the families not faced such obstacles in their battle for justice from those in power (BBC, 2021; Kmietowicz, 2020; Abbasi, 2021).
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