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The impact of the 2020 pandemic: learning the lessons

The 2020 pandemic is when the virus (SARS-CoV-2) also referred to as Covid-19, spread at a concerningly rapid rate internationally. In the UK it was declared to be in a pandemic in March 2020, following the death of 47,358 people across England and Wales alone. Since the start of the pandemic, it was reported by the Office of National Statistics that there have been 9.1 million cases in the United Kingdom and 141 thousand Covid related deaths (OFNS, 2021). With the virus came travel restrictions, social distancing measures, global self-isolation and mandatory mask wearing. As a result of the virus, the pressures on public services increased drastically, along with extensive demand for the services. This report will discuss what public services suffered as a result of the pandemic, the barriers they faced and how they did, or did not manage to overcome them. 

Arguably, healthcare was the public service that has suffered the most throughout the pandemic. On the 20th of April 2020 the Department of Health declared a national in personal protective equipment, meaning staff that were working directly with Covid patients were significantly more exposed to the virus. Oxford University hospitals released a plea for PPE donations, as staff were being forced to re- use their single use masks along with wearing bin liners for aprons (NHS Foundation Trust, 2020). The government also released statistics that reveal the quantity of PPE and Covid related equipment distributed across Wales in the year 2020. The statistics reveal that 167,088,150,0 aprons were issued, 213,038,846 masks, 604,324,000.0 gloves, and 11,821 body bags. Including other relevant equipment, the statistics state that 1,090,261,540.5 is the number of equipment issued across Wales in 2020 alone, to tackle the virus (STATS. Wales, 2021). The death rate was increasing and as a result Hospitals and morgues struggled to keep up with the virus's fast spread. Due to the high death rate, there was a scarcity of mortuary space. The building and events company ‘Arena’ received multiple urgent requests for temporary mortuaries to be supplied within 48 hours in several places around the United Kingdom (Areana, 2021). A budget monitoring report proved the cost of the two temporary morgues built in Wales, costing 2.5 million pounds. The report revealed it cost the council £809,000 in just one month for dead body storage (Cardiff Council Cabinet meeting report, 2021). 

Along with PPE shortages and death rates, came mental health pressures. Not only Pressures on the Mental Health services, but the mental health of healthcare staff altogether. The Nursing Times, which is an accredited source run by NHS staff stated that ‘According to the greatest evaluation of the psychological impact of the pandemic on UK health professionals, mental health issues doubled in NHS personnel during the first wave of Covid-19’. In April and May 2020, shortly after the initial peak, more than 2,770 NHS employees were questioned via a survey created by the NHS and then distributed on the Nursing Times forum. More than a fifth of those polled (21%) said they suffered with severe depression, compared to 5% before the epidemic. Anxiety and stress levels also increased massivley. Severe anxiety increased from 8% to 36%, while severe stress climbed from 11% to 46%. One-third of those polled experienced the greatest levels of anxiety and sadness, and one out of every seven exhibited PTSD symptoms (Nursing Times, 2020).  

Dr Gileen, head researcher for the NHS stated, "Our findings clearly demonstrate that mental health illnesses are on the rise, and that immediate action is required to equip our healthcare staff with the necessary support, resources, and management." (Gileen, J, 2021). The NHS overcame the barriers faced due to Covid by asking the public to donate PPE, turned to agency and/or other outside medical professional to solve staffing issues, and investing £38 billion in vaccinations to distribute across the UK (NHS England, 2020).

GP surgeries were one of the health care sectors that felt great intense pressure from patients and their demand. Covid restrictions limited services and arguably the quality of consultations. Health watch published a report that revealed the affect Covid truly had on GP surgeries. Its content releveled that while remote visits were more convenient for some patients, they didn't suit everyone's needs, with other patients "worried that their health problems may not be adequately assessed." GPs failed to provide patients the option of choosing whether they want a video, face-to-face, or home visit consultation whenever feasible. The survey also discovered that some patients were unable to schedule frequent health check-ups, therapies, or medicine reviews, implying that they were unable to control their illness (Health Watch, 2020). In order to effectively manage the increase in demand for the service, GP’s across the UK implemented the online service ‘ASK MY GP’. This is a website that patients use to contact their GP’s remotely, with the option to attach photographs or videos in their consultation. Almost like a confidential chatroom between patients and their doctor to discuss matters whilst helping to decrease the risk of spreading Covid-19. The online service is connected with local GP’s and helps to prioritise patients and their medical matters by urgency (askmygp.uk, 2021).

Mental Health services for the general public also struggled to cope with the pressures of the pandemic. Between June 2019 and March 2020, the Opinions and Lifestyle Survey surveyed respondents about depressive symptoms, and then again in June 2020. Between June 2019 and March 2020, 10% of individuals reported having moderate to severe depressive symptoms. This has nearly quadrupled to 19 percent by June 2020 (Nuffieldtrust.org, 2020). The demand was simply too high, and people who were suffering either did not get access to care or didn’t reach out at all. Samaritans disclosed that calls in relation to loneliness rose by 2.4 percent. Calls relating to mental health rose by 47% too, the service struggled to manage demand, but overcame this by acquiring and training hundreds of new volunteers. Another way the mental health service overcame covid barriers was by investing in the support service ‘Give us a shout’ or also known as ‘Shout 85258’. This service offers free and immediate confidential support to anyone who is struggling, via text. It’s founders- ‘Mental Health innovations 2021’ said that “Shout 85258 has been more important as a digital service since Covid-19, as one of the only mental health support services able to function normally at this time” (Shout.org, 2021).

With periods of isolation, came a rise in domestic abuse cases against both women and men across the UK. The number of cases put pressure on various services but specifically the police, physical and mental healthcare and social services.  Statistics gathered and published by the UK parliament publicised just how much the 2020 pandemic had an impact on domestic abuse cases, causing a ripple effect in pressure on to the public services.  Statistics such as a staggering 1.5 million women and 800,505 men suffered domestic abuse as a result of British lockdown (Harvard, 2021). Parliament also said that there was a 11% growth from March 2020 to March 2021 in domestic violence cases who were reported to the police, this percentage does not include the unknown statistic of unreported cases. The Health Protection Regulations act 2020 includes a regulation number six. Regulation six deemed it as an offence for people to leave their home during Covid-19 lockdown without valid and reasonable excuse. That valid excuse being having to leave home to ‘avoid injury or escape the possibility of harm’. Regulation six was enforced by police officers and police community support officers, who were advised to "maintain an inquisitive, questioning mind-set" and evaluate if any safeguarding concerns were present. In such circumstances, like domestic violence, police were guided to "revert to regular process and regulations dealing with vulnerable persons," rather than using Regulation 6 (Limpscome, 2020). This statement alone shows how the police force effectively and sensitively adapted regulations, to empathise with victims and put their needs and safety at the forefront. By assisting women who had fled their homes to avoid abuse, the Police officers acted under section seventeen of the Criminal Evidence Act 1984; ‘save life and limb’ (legislation.GOV, 2021). 

In order to relieve the pressure of increasing cases of domestic abuse, The Police Service also promoted the Government Scheme ‘Live Fear Free’ for victims who did not want to report their abuse directly to the police. The Live Fear Free helpline is a free, confidential service where victims of domestic support, or anyone who is concerned about domestic abuse can talk to a trained volunteer freely at any time (GOV.Wales, 2021). Police also managed the increase through education. They delivered the video ‘Home Shouldn’t be a place of fear’.  This video was taught in schools, shared on every social media platform, and promoted on government help pages regarding domestic abuse. Another campaign promoted by the South Wales Police (SWP) specifically, is ‘Safe lives.org’. This is a service that SWP promote nationally to victims of domestic abuse as part of a public protection notice. In addition to this, there has been an investment into community safety across Wales. In SWP community safety officers can support victims of domestic abuse, by working with them closely and keeping in regular contact. During the pandemic, South Wales Police introduced and enforced this initiative more prominently in the west division of Wales. This initiative allowed domestic abuse victims to keep in regular contact with an officer within their community, confidentially (SouthWalesCommissioner.org, 2021).

Another service withing the Health Care sector that suffered, is Social Services. Health.org revealed that a staggering 1.6 million pounds has been invested into welsh social services in order to recover the damage of the Covid-19 Pandemic. Studies also shoed that despite the crisis, there was Eleven percent less referals in 2020 in comparison to 2019 (N Shembavanker, 2021). This figure suggests that there Social services struggled with the demand in services and a number of cases went un resolved as a result of it. Although social workers had some experience with virtual care in practise, there is a significant rise in social workers' education and training on how to effectively and ethically incorporate virtual technology into practise. Until recently, the incorporation of virtual technology in practise has been restricted (Berzin et al., 2015). Coronavirus has increased the use of virtual care in Canada, the United States, and other parts of the world (Glauser, 2020; Krelle et al., 2020). Despite having minimal training and access to technology particularly intended for social work practise, social workers have had to swiftly integrate virtual care into their practises in order to preserve continuity of client care to overcome the affect of the coronavirus pandemic.

In conclusion, many public services suffered due to the pressures of the 2020 pandemic. Healthcare suffered to manage demand in both hospitals and GP surgery’s. They overcame this by investing into services such as ‘Ask my GP’. The mental health aspect of the healthcare service also suffered, they managed pressures via the promotion of services such as ‘Shout 58258’. Police also managed change in domestic abuse cases by introducing staffing initiatives, along with focus on victim support. All of the services that was affected by the coronavirus 2020 pandemic, managed workflow in their own individual and flied specific way, effectively. 
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