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Health Advisory & Recovery Team  URGENT: Lockdown harms to children and young people

Children and Young People are the future of any society. In all actions concerning children, the
best interests of the child shall be a primary consideration (Article 3 UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child)!"!. We should put children first in all we do.

Children are at extremely low risk from Covid-19, with not a single death of a previously healthy
child®. They are also much less likely than adults to transmit the virus, indeed living or working
with young children reduces the risk of severe diseasel*l. The impact of the harms outlined
belowP!®! is thus disproportionate to any benefits to children themselves or to wider society.

e The overwhelming harm to children has been to their mental health. Surveyed in late August,
50% of 13-19 year-olds felt anxious ‘most days’'”). Half of young people aged 16-25 reported
deteriorating mental health, with 1 in 4 feeling ‘unable to cope’ . The number likely to have
clinically significant mental health problems increased from 1 in 9 in 2017 to 1 in 6 in 2020%!.

e Self-harm, eating disorders and suicidal ideation have all increased "', Eating disorder units
have reported a 3-fold increase in referrals!'?. Children as young as 10 are self-harming!".

e Young people are lonely: lonelier than their parents. Loneliness is as damaging to health as
smoking and obesity, is associated with suicidal thinking and impacts on mental health up to
nine years later!™. With the current ‘Rule of 2’, children cannot even meet a friend.

e NSPCC calls re child abuse have risen by 43% and for domestic violence by 49%!">!.

e Social interaction through face-to-face contact is vital for healthy infant development!'. Face
to face early years activities have all but disappeared. Postnatal depression has increased, 60%
of parents concerned about their baby’s development!'”!. Calls to the charity Action for
Stammering Children have more than doubled!'®. Teenage years are also a critical
developmental period!"2%! the brain ‘rewiring’ itself in response to social environment.

e Not surprisingly, educational attainment has been seriously affected, especially for more
disadvantaged children without access to online learning, widening the attainment gap™'. The
IFS calculate that 6 months of lost schooling equates to £40,000 loss of lifetime earnings!*?

Many of the above harms will potentially persist into adult lifel?1?4, Other damage includes

increased child poverty, hunger and homelessness™, delayed cancer diagnoses and
treatments!?®!, loss of sport and music, deteriorating physical health!?”! and eyesight problems
including myopia resulting from increased screen time and loss of outdoor activity [282°1, As
writer Sarah Vine reminded us, ‘No-one gets a second chance at childhood’?*!,

How to reverse these harms:

PHE has acknowledged the huge mental health and educational impacts of lockdowns and
school closures and also that schools play only a small part in viral transmission®'l, It is thus
imperative that schools are reopened, as a matter of urgency. Professor Russell Viner,
President, Royal College of Paediatrics and member of SAGE said, "When we close schools we
close their lives - not to benefit them but to benefit the rest of society.”

Is this really what we want for the nation’s children? As leading Developmental
Neuroscientist Professor Uta Frith writing for ‘Researchers in Education and Adolescent
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Child Health and Wellbeing’ (https://reachwell.org/) put it in July 2020, ‘Children and young
people need to know that the state cares about them

’[32]
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