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• Lockdown presents increased risk to vulnerable children including, but not 
only, in the context of domestic abuse 

• Vulnerable children are less visible, especially babies and infants 

• We are concerned that vital supports for children with disabilities are being 
removed, tipping families into crisis 

• We need to urgently understand the impact of lockdown and the 
emergency Coronavirus legislation on the functioning of the Hearings 
system 

• Children are contacting the Childline service with concerns about mental 
health and family relationships 

 
 
During the coronavirus crisis, NSPCC Scotland is still here for children. Our direct 
work with children and families in Glasgow is continuing and we are taking 
referrals of families in crisis as a result of the lockdown. Our Helpline and 
Childline have moved to work remotely so we are here for adults and children 
day in day out, and at times are proving to be a lifeline. We are sharing the data 
from our helplines and our knowledge of what is happening at a local level with 
the Scottish Government to help shape and improve their responses to the 
emerging child protection challenges.  We have focussed our collective energy 
on adapting the NSPCC’s work as we know children need us more than ever.  

Vulnerable children are at increased risk of abuse and neglect 

We are deeply concerned about the impact of the current pandemic on 
vulnerable children. The coronavirus crisis has exacerbated the risks of abuse 
and neglect for many children and young people. With schools and nurseries 
closed for most children and our approaches to child protection transformed 
overnight, children are increasingly hidden away behind closed doors and are at 
risk of becoming invisible to some services.  

For too many children, home is not always a safe place. Difficult situations are 
likely to be intensified by the pressure of spending so much time at home, with 
the risks of abuse and neglect, problematic parental behaviour (including alcohol 
and drug use) and domestic abuse intensifying during a time of heightened 
stress. Some children are already under pressure as they may be living in 
overcrowded accommodation with no private, safe space to retreat or living in 
families where low incomes, uncertain work and health worries during the 
coronavirus crisis are adding additional stress to already overloaded families. 
Some families we are in contact with are at the point of destitution, with food 
poverty particularly evident. 

 



 

 

The Scottish Government reports that a tiny proportion of vulnerable children – 
between 0.5 - 1% of the estimated 97,000 deemed vulnerable children in 
Scotland – are attending designated education hubs. Rather, the ‘vast majority of 
vulnerable children are being supported via telephone and online contact with 
school staff, or by other services including 3rd sector initiatives’.1  

Whilst many vulnerable families and children are undoubtedly receiving remote 
support from statutory services, where they have access, and there are 
significant multi-agency efforts to sustain and support vulnerable families, there 
can be no doubt that large number of children have been rendered all but 
completely invisible to services, including those children who are becoming 
vulnerable because of the crisis and the hugely increased pressures on families. 
We strongly feel there needs to be more analysis about why vulnerable children 
are not attending education hubs and whether different models of support for 
children and families are needed. 

We are aware that there has been a reduction in child protection and domestic 
abuse referrals in Scotland, and across the UK, and numbers of children 
presenting at accident and emergency are also down by half. Anecdotally, we are 
also aware of a significant decrease in the number of inter-agency referral 
discussions (IRDs) in the first few weeks of lockdown. There are also concerns 
about an increase in non-accidental injuries and our Childline colleagues report a 
small, but notable, increase in contacts about physical abuse. We continue to 
monitor our Childline data to see if a definite trend is emerging. 

We welcomed the supplementary National Child Protection Guidance (first 
published 31 March, early on in the crisis), which stresses that child protection 
remains a key priority throughout the crisis and must be fully resourced, with no 
change to thresholds for intervention and face to face visits remaining critical in 
some cases.2 However, it is unclear the extent to which this reflects the reality on 
the front line. We understand that thresholds for statutory intervention have risen 
in some areas, in response to an upsurge in cases of highly vulnerable families 
being tipped into crisis due to the pandemic, and teams struggling to cope in the 
face of reduced staff and inadequate resources.   

We also welcome the specific guidance on safe contact for social workers 
conducting face to face home visits, which outlines the safety assessment 
process and focusses specifically on the issue of PPE, published last week (23 
April). However, this guidance was not published until five weeks into the crisis 
and, in the interim period, we are aware that there have been concerns from 
social workers carrying out essential child protection work, about lack of guidance 
and lack of access to PPE, and confusion about what this meant for essential 
home visits.   

 
 

                                                 
1 Available at: https://www.gov.scot/publications/supporting-vulnerable-children-young-people-data-intelligence-
report/ 
2 Available at: https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-supplementary-national-child-protection-
guidance/  
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The particular invisibility of babies and young children  
 
We are very concerned that the needs of babies and very young children are 
being particularly overlooked in the pandemic response.  Many of the safeguards 
in place for children – continued school placements, technological 
communication methods – are not appropriate for our youngest children. 

Babies are a uniquely vulnerable group of children, especially vulnerable to 
physical and emotional harm because of their fragility, their complete 
dependence on adults for their care and protection, and their inability to seek 
help. In 2018/19, 51.8% of children with child protection order referrals were aged 
under 2 years old and 24.6% were aged under 20 days old.3 Babies continue to 
be born throughout the crisis and need the care of sufficiently staffed and 
supported maternity, health visiting and third sector services. 

The vital importance of the early days, months and years of a child’s life are well 
documented. Poor parental mental health, and other forms of parental adversity, 
exacerbated by the stress and anxiety caused by COVID-19, may result in many 
infants and young children not receiving the nurturing care and attention they 
need. Strong leadership, and concerted, joined-up action is required to ensure 
the physical and emotional needs of the youngest children are considered more 
explicitly and transparently by those making decisions about the response to 
COVID-19. 

We think it important that the Committee gives detailed consideration to the how 
the pandemic is affecting babies and young children. More information is required 
on how the current crisis is impacting on health visiting and other routine health 
programmes. 

Children with disabilities 

We are very concerned that vital supports for children with additional needs, such 
as ADHD and autism, have been reduced or removed completely during this 
crisis, placing significant additional strain on families. The often challenging day-
to-day demands of caring for children with a disability means that families are 
often stressed, even where there is support in place. The sudden withdrawal of 
vital care and respite will undoubtedly thrust many families into crisis and the 
impact can be devastating. This may be particularly the case for children with 
autism who rely on consistency and routine. The removal of such supports may 
represent a breach of children’s rights and we strongly believe, where possible, 
support packages should be restored as a matter of urgency. 

Impact of pandemic and emergency legislation on Children’s Hearings 

The emergency Coronavirus legislation introduced significant changes to the 
Hearings system, including the possibility of one lay individual making complex 
and significant decisions about vulnerable children’s care. We have now heard 
reports of Hearings taking place without social work input and without seeking the 
views of children. There is an urgent need to understand how the children’s 

                                                 
3 Available at: https://www.gov.scot/publications/childrens-social-work-statistics-scotland-2018-2019/  
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hearing system is functioning across the country during the crisis to protect 
vulnerable children at significant risk of harm.  

There is also an urgent need to understand the picture across the country in 
relation to emergency Child Protection Orders being made during the crisis, and 
provision for traumatised infants, children and young people who are being 
placed in emergency care, including support for foster and kinship carers who 
may in some cases be caring for 5 children, under emergency provision, and 
where review may not happen until 3 months into placement. Three months is a 
significant length of time, particularly in the lives of infants and young children.  

Generally, we know that in normal circumstances, support for foster carers can 
be patchy, even more so for kinship carers. We are in a situation at present when 
society as a whole is carrying hugely increased levels of anxiety and stress; 
where people caring for traumatised children with complex emotional needs, 
need more support, rather than less. It is critical to understand what provision is 
being made for extra support for foster and kinship carers during the crisis. 

Childline contacts: impact on children’s mental health 

There has unsurprisingly been a surge in the numbers of children and young 
people contacting Childline about Coronavirus crisis specifically. From 21 
January to 18 March, across the UK Childline carried out 545 counselling 
sessions about coronavirus concerns. In the first two weeks of school closures 
and lockdown measures (26 March to 8 April), the number of counselling 
sessions about coronavirus related issues rose to 2,274.   

The overwhelming concerns that children and young people are bringing to 
Childline in relation to Coronavirus are mental health – including suicide and self-
harm – and family relationship problems. Children and young people are also 
talking to the helpline about abuse, with an increase in the numbers talking about 
emotional abuse since lockdown began, and a slight rise in contacts about 
physical abuse. There has also been a small increase in children and young 
people talking about domestic abuse and about adult substance/ alcohol misuse, 
since lockdown.  

Young people are looking for help with their mental and emotional health in most 
contacts where Coronavirus is mentioned. Many describe feeling trapped at 
home, cut off from all usual routines, resources and supports, at times in a 
context of deteriorating family relationships. Many are struggling to manage 
increased feelings of depression and anxiety, and talk about having panic attacks 
more often, having nightmares or finding it difficult to fall asleep. Feelings of 
isolation and loneliness are often overwhelming. Some young people who have 
been receiving ongoing support for existing mental health concerns are telling 
Childline that they are either no longer receiving support or support has been 
reduced.  As a result, some feel like their mental health is getting worse.   

Lockdown measures and living in close family proximity has unsurprisingly 
created a stressful environment for many children and young people. Family 
conflict is particularly problematic where the child is living in overcrowded 
households, often with multiple siblings and elderly relatives.  
 



 

 

Child safety online 

With school closures and restrictions on public life, children are spending more 
time online, for accessing education provided by schools and for leisure and 
socialising. This carries with it increased risks of exposure to online child abuse 
and harmful content.  

We are aware that platforms have reduced moderation capabilities, just at a time 
when, with children at home, there is soaring demand for services (some gaming 
sites have reported traffic has increased by up to 300%). Increased demand 
when moderation capacity is reduced is a worrying mix.  We are also concerned 
of the effect that potential increased exposure to content that is harmful but not 
illegal, such as that relating to suicide or self-harm, may have on children who 
are already feeling vulnerable.  

Europol has already issued two threat assessments warning that many abusers 
will see the current crisis as an opportunity.4 The National Crime Agency has also 
voiced concerns5. There are early signs that there is increased demand for Child 
Sexual Abuse Imagery (with offenders being at home); and that offenders are 
looking to take advantage of the situation to escalate online grooming on social 
networks, gaming platforms and livestreaming sites.  

Preparing for post-lockdown 

As well as working to ensure victims are being identified and supported during 
the lockdown, the Scottish Government must start planning for the future when 
children start to return to school and have more contact with teachers, health 
workers and other adults. The experience of other countries suggests that, once 
the stay at home measures are eased, there is potential for a significant increase 
in police reports, referrals, demand for support services and cases going to court.  
By modelling and anticipating what strains this may place on the child protection 
system, the Scottish Government can plan how will this be mitigated through, for 
example, increasing social work capacity and resourcing specialist services. It is 
vital this work starts now so we avoid the coronavirus crisis having a devastating, 
secondary impact and we make sure children and young people can access the 
timely, effective support they may need to recover and rebuild their lives. 
 

 

 

                                                 
4 Information on the most recent assessment can be found here: 
https://www.europol.europa.eu/newsroom/news/catching-virus 
5 https://news.npcc.police.uk/releases/police-and-nca-in-coronavirus-online-safety-push  
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