
To: Office of the Prime Minister 

To: Office of the Secretary of State for Health 

 

Dear Prime Minister & Secretary of State, 

Re: Financial support for those in Surge Testing areas 

Following the Government’s announcement of additional surge testing in a number of areas - 

including our borough in London - to track isolated cases of the South African variant of 

Covid-19, I wanted to write to urgently seek your support in allowing the London Borough of 

Merton to help those in our community who are affected by this programme, and ensure its 

success. 

In Merton, we have responded swiftly and with great effectiveness to the announcement: our 

testing operation was live within 48 hours of being notified and has already delivered more 

than 5,000 testing kits (via our Mobile Test Unit, collected tests and door-to-door deliveries) 

within the first five days operation.  

Our staff have been magnificent, and the local community has been incredibly supportive; I 

am among those to have been tested, and the process was smooth and extremely well 

managed. So I can assure you that our borough is committed to keeping our residents safe 

and is fully supportive of any initiative that helps us achieve that goal.  

However, I am writing to seek your urgent support to around relaxing the current 

means-testing for access to £500 self-isolation payments. This is critical to our bid to 

encourage everybody in this community to get a test. 

Nationally, more than 60% of applications for isolation payments have to be refused because 

of the strict criteria on income and means, and this figure is reflected in our area. The need 

to improve access to isolation payments and financial support for those on low incomes was 

also highlighted by your SAGE advisory committee in September last year. 

Pollards Hill is a tightly-knit community with thousands of hard-working families, many on low 

incomes - and while getting a test is essential, for many with no symptoms there is genuine 

nervousness about losing vital income that residents rely on to pay their bills and feed their 

families. To reach the remaining 5,000 families, we need to remove this barrier, particularly 

as it most affects those on lower incomes, and those from ethnic minorities, whose 

households and neighbours are most likely to suffer the worst outcomes if they contract or 

pass on the virus. 

In specific enhanced testing areas like ours, it is thus in everyone’s interest to maximise 

compliance. I am therefore urging you, for the sake of the country’s public health, to support 

us by agreeing to waive means-testing for our residents affected by this programme or 

to allow us to relax the thresholds ourselves, while confirming we will be reimbursed 

for this in the recovery costs promised by ministers, so we can offer better support to 

those who may be unable to work for up to two weeks - and do so knowing local residents in 

Merton will not be asked to foot the bill. Given that we have not been fully reimbursed as a 

council the full costs to us of the pandemic, I am sure you will acknowledge we simply have 

not got the resources to act within discretionary resources.  

I am sure you will want to congratulate our community for its efforts to support the enhance 

testing programme – ours is a great community. We also have other observations about how 

operations like these can be improved in future, based on our experience, and we will send 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/spi-b-impact-of-financial-and-other-targeted-support-on-rates-of-self-isolation-or-quarantine-16-september-2020


these when we have further details. However, as our programme runs for another ten days, I 

would be grateful for your urgent response on the matter of how we reassure residents that 

they will not be out of pocket, so we can arrange financial help as soon as possible. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Cllr Mark Allison, 

Leader of the London Borough of Merton 


