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Introduction

The following paper will discuss, analyse and critique how since Covid-19 (Sanjuan-Reyes, Gomez-olivan, et al 2022) began at the beginning of 2020 there has been an impact on how the safeguarding (Frost and Robinson, 2007) of children and young people have been impacted. It will look at why this is, how it has been observed and what lessons have been learned. The agencies (Levine, Morton and O’Reilly, 2022) who are involved in the safeguarding (Rogowski, 2015) of children and families have been met with a great deal of scrutiny, and publicity and how these cases will be examined to see if there were failings in how these organisations should have been involved, what and how the restrictions and limits set by the directives of policies and rules were implemented. It will also look at given the country had been advised to work from home, or to educate children at home due to school closures.
The world quickly entered a pandemic state (Nicola et al., 2020) as the emergence of Covid-19 spread rapidly. Initially, it was not known the severity of the virus and how quickly it would spread, or its deadly nature it would take. Scientists, doctors, and researchers had to quickly identify many factors, including how and where it started, who it would affect and what the symptoms were to recognise it, before working out how to treat it.
With the spread of Covid -19, the government had to make many decisions to slow the spread of covid-19 and preserve the NHS to enable people’s lives to be saved, the first Lockdown (Drury et al., 2020) was implemented in march some of the decisions made were as follows, closure of schools, colleges and universities, this meant that children and students now did their learning from home some of this was done online via platforms such as Zoom and Microsoft Teams, and children had learning packs sent home, which contained the work which would need to be completed this.
Doctors’ surgeries are closed to all face-to-face patients, meaning all consultations were made via telephone calls. Meeting family and friends in open spaces and closed spaces was no longer permitted, and the introduction of shielding for those considered to be the most clinically vulnerable was introduced across the UK. With all these closures and rules now in place and the introduction of fines for those who did not follow these rules the emergence of an increase in children being subjected to safeguarding issues, often within the home began to come to light. Children who were known to children’s services were no longer been seen regularly, (Driscoll et al,.2021) by members of multiagency safeguarding networks, such as extended family, and police. education staff, medical teams, and social care personnel. The most vulnerable children (Crawley et al., 2020) in society in the UK we’re currently not seen by those who should be safeguarding them. With this came gaps in sharing information and communication breakdown. (Green, 2020) It would be some time before it was recognised the impact this was having and how children were now been exposed to more negatively impacting behaviours within the home, such as domestic abuse, it was also recognised that there was a rise in neglect and poverty of which the)magnitude was not initially known. Many businesses were forced to close, as the government slogan was to stay home to save our NHS, income within many homes was greatly reduced and many families were now also losing their homes.
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Poverty 

Many families before the emergence of Covid-19 lived in poverty, there were some support systems in place which allowed for this to be addressed through education, in the form of free school meals.  In the UK, in 2019, 1·3 million children were eligible for free school meals (Sinha et al., 2020) some children were also attending breakfast clubs, which meant many children were receiving 2 meals per day whilst attending school. and school staff were able to observe their physical and emotional well-being 5 days out of seven. If staff within schools were witnessing anything that they felt was amiss for the children in their care there were several ways this could be monitored, and each school has a designated safeguarding person. This person could liaise with children’s services and make referrals of their concerns. As families started to speak up about the added costs of having children and themselves at home all day, they raised concerns such as the cost of heating the home all day, providing extra meals, and the daily difficulties they were having. Some families were now having to apply for benefits for the first time, Many celebrities joined forces to address this and highlight to the government what was happening and how children and families were experiencing difficulties in meeting the most basic of needs. Some of the results which helped families were the introduction of food parcels being delivered to people’s homes. Many families were now having to access and rely on contacting food banks (Koltai et al., 2021) A weekly allowance to cover the equivalent costs of school meals, was per child and although initially in term time only this was extended. The furlough scheme was introduced for those employed, whereby the government instructed employers to pay a percentage of a person’s wage, (Brewer and Gardiner, 2020) and they would top it up, and encouragement for people to work from home where able. Though there were lots who benefited from not paying travel costs, there were many hidden costs associated with working from home, an increase in utility bills and as mentioned before covering the increasing food costs.  Hotels were made into hostels for the homeless, and tius was able to offer some short-lived respite for some homeless families. There was a limited time uplift to those who received universal credit of £20 per week there was also an introduction of new rules regarding making people homeless during the lockdown, this meant landlords were not able to serve eviction notices. This safeguarded families at a time when the furlough scheme was been introduced, and many jobs were at risk, which affected the stability some families experienced. Homeowners were given the opportunity to take mortgage breaks, and this also prompted some credit agencies to do the same.
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Neglect

With the rules in place whereby people have been instructed to stay home and create a bubble of the people with whom they lived; children were not attending school. Routine medical appointments were not happening. A &E departments were closed, and most hospitals were advising patients to now attend, children were not seen by the very people whose job it was to protect them. Teachers were speaking out about the children they were usually worried or concerned about but who they regularly saw and could therefore monitor and observe. These were the children and families they could have short and simple conversations which gave them insights into what life was like for them. Not seeing the children who may present as unkempt, a little undernourished or whose cleanliness needed to be addressed. Teachers were not seeing the children who were often withdrawn and quiet because of what they may be experiencing away from school. (Dhaliwal et al., 2022).  Medical assessments which may have formed a part of initial assessments, particularly in relation to abuse and neglect cases were not able to be undertaken in a timely way. (Garstang et al., 2020) Families were not able to offer the support which so many desperately relied on, and again as the government continued to deliver the messages not to mix households, stay at home and not socialise. As time progressed and lockdown restrictions were lifted children deemed to be at risk, or children in need were able to return to school, this allowed teachers to see at-risk, neglected and vulnerable children regularly and to communicate with those within the safeguarding networks to communicate and act upon any concerns, with safeguarding meetings not taking place face to face during the lockdown, home visits by social care or health staff not been undertaken, signs of neglect were not been seen. Children living in neglectful homes were not observed (Thomas et al., 2020) as the lockdown eased at home visiting services were able to recommence and health visiting services were reinstated. New-born babies are one of the most vulnerable and at-risk groups, and for new mothers, Health Visitors and midwives play a big role in mental health and domestic violence incidences. During covid-19 many of these conditions and failure to thrive in babies were missed. (Morton and Adams, 2022)
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.
Abuse

One of the saddest findings to come to light during the pandemic was the increase in both physical and emotional abuse, (Roesch et al., 2020) within the family home.  (Marques et al., 2020) This was seen in many guises and children have been exposed to this with nowhere or no one safe available for them to share this information.  Some of this abuse was observed among parents of children but sadly a lot of children were also experiencing this themselves. There is also a record number of family breakdowns because of Covid-19 and young people are needing the help of social care for fostering and adoption. Children able to take children’s mental health services are crippled by the number of referrals they are receiving and not able to offer the support which is needed. The suicide rates amongst teenagers and some children who have not even reached their teens have risen. Online and cyberbullying has increased, with so many children now encouraged to go online to complete schoolwork, the restrictions that families previously had in place are no longer applicable. With after school and extracurricular activities, not being able to take place opportunities are being missed to see the children with whom physical contact is essential to their health and safety. Organisations such as Barnardo’s, NSPCC and ChildLine are recording record numbers of children and young people contacting them and highlighting the difficulties of being unable to signpost to other organisations and bodies who would have been best equipped to help and support. Police response t6imes were impacted as before lockdown there had been huge cuts made to the police force, and community policing was already stretched. (Walklate, Godfrey and Richardson, 2021) 
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Death

During the covid-19 pandemic, there were sadly some of the most orifice incidences of child cruelty that have occurred. It could not have been known that with the lockdown, so many safeguarding breakdown incidences would also result in deaths. In children, young people, and adults. These deaths have come about in various manifestations, most deaths have come about because of the spread of the virus, groups of society were identified as being more at risk those from the Black and Minority Ethnic (BAME) communities, the elderly were at greater risk as were those deemed Clinically vulnerable. It was identified that children considered to be healthy were at the lowest risk of catching Covid-19.  The effects of what covid-19 had on people, children were Most tragic of all were the children and young people who died because of failure to be safeguarded. The most publicly acknowledged case was that of 6-year-old Arthur Labinjo-Huges, (Murray, 2021) a young boy from the Solihull area of Birmingham who died because of all the above gaps missing in implementing safeguarding at the hands of his father and stepmother. He was neglected to live in poverty, did not have access to school or health services and died because of physical abuse, after enduring months of physical and emotional abuse. Failings in the safeguarding of Artur have been identified and investigations are underway by way of a serious case review. His father and mother are both serving prison sentences as a result.
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Conclusion

Could the safeguarding of children during the pandemic have been handled differently? (Roberts, 2020) There is evidence that demonstrates what could have been done differently, what could have gleaned different results, and now with reviews taking place, serious case reviews being undertaken we are taking steps closer to identifying who could have done better, steps to identify what was preventable (Mann et al., 2020) and steps to identify how moving forward things must change. Ultimately lockdown was implemented to keep people protected from the spread of the virus, but; it made some of society’s most vulnerable more vulnerable. (‘The first three weeks of lockdown in England: The challenges of detecting safeguarding issues amid nursery and primary school closures due to COVID-19’, 2021) Children were not able to be safeguarded as they were not at that moment present to those whose purpose was to protect and safeguard them. The consequence of lockdown was not expected to be that children, young people and families would lose their lives due to neglect, abuse, child cruelty of poverty. However, what emerged is that safeguarding children and young people is of paramount importance, the recommendations of which will be shown following the publication of the serious case review. There has been a sharp rise in the need for input from the safeguarding networks as the country emerges from the pandemic and returns to what is considered the new normal. Many of these frontline services have not returned to full face to face contacts, such as CAMHS, health services, and reviews for both education and health. This demonstrates that full safeguarding has not returned as sessions offered by children’s mental health services, health appointments and other agencies are not routine. (Baginsky and Manthorpe, 2020) Mask wearing is not implemented by all organisations, but where they have required the ability to read someone’s facial expressions is limited. there are wider gaps in networking as local policies for individual organisations have been made which do not fall into the advice the government has issued. Meetings continue to be offered via Teams and Zoom, face-to-face research showed that there had been an increase in the coping mechanisms children developed and self-harm was prevalent (Iob, Steptoe and Fancourt, 2020).
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