Royal College of Nursing response to The House of Lords Public Services
Committee inquiry: Call for evidence — The role of public services in addressing
child vulnerability

1.0 Overview

With a membership of around 450,000 registered nurses, midwives, health visitors, nursing
students, health care assistants and nurse cadets, the Royal College of Nursing (RCN) is the voice
of nursing across the UK and the largest professional union of nursing staff in the world. RCN
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There are a number of children and young people who are vulnerable from abuse, neglect or
exploitation but are not known to services. There are a variety of risk factors that may help
identify these children, they include but are not limited to living with a parent suffering from
mental illness, or who is misusing substances, or living with or witnessing domestic abuse in the
household or living in a household experiencing poverty.3

1.3 Children not known to services growing due to COVID-19

The numbers of children at risk who are not known to services is likely to have increased over the
pandemic. This will be due to increased stress on families who will be experiencing financial and
emotional hardship, due to loss of employment and lack of access to their normal support
mechanisms. Additionally, due to the closure of schools for most children and young people, they
have been socially isolated from friends and extended family members and have had less
opportunities to talk to or be seen by a trusted professional. Schools play a big role in identifying
child protection issues and where appropriate, making referrals to children’s social care.

It is postulated that due to the disruption in education, social isolation, increasing concern and
anxiety about the impact of the pandemic on loved ones, the number of children with a mental
health need will have increased by approximately 50% over the last three years and equates to an
increase from 1in 9 to 1 in 64 This reflects the information the RCN is receiving from its members
in relation to increased demand for mental health services, longer waiting times and increased
pressure on staff.

Our members advise us that they are seeing more and more children and young people attending
emergency departments in crisis as they are unable to access appropriate services in a timely
manner elsewhere. The age at presentation is also getting younger and the child / young person is
more severely unwell upon presenting / requesting support. This would suggest that the needs of
vulnerable children and young people are not currently being met by the system.

Our members have also informed us of discussions, amongst paediatricians, about potential
correlation between increased alcohol consumption during lockdown, more pregnancies, and a
rise in Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders (FASD).

2. Service provision for vulnerable children

Vulnerable children access and use a variety of services, which include children’s social services,
Children and Young People’s Mental health services, programmes such as Sure Start as well as the
criminal justice system.

3. Service provision in the last decade

There has been a dramatic increase in demand for children’s services over the last few years.® It's
estimated that the funding gap facing councils’ children’s services will reach £3 billion by 20256 —
and this was calculated before COVID-19. This £3 billion includes £1.7 billion from the Early
Intervention Grant, which used to fund services including Sure Start centres.”

The Covid-


https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/children-and-familes-at-risk
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/children-and-familes-at-risk
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/report/mental-health-services-2020-21/
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/LGA%20Briefing%20-%20Supporting%20children%20in%20need%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/LGA%20Briefing%20-%20Supporting%20children%20in%20need%20FINAL.pdf

people. Increasing numbers of children and young people are experiencing food poverty, increased
social isolation due to the ongoing closure of schools, a sense of loss for the future they believed
they would have, increased levels of stress and anxiety, they have also expressed increased levels
of anxiety regarding family members and concern over family finances.
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imprint. Thus, children are not supported in returning to school could lead to further problems and
issues in the future.

Transition in 2020 has been particularly difficult. The September transfer to a new school, into
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2020, 41% of health visitors said that members of their team had been redeployed.’* RCN welcomed
the letter from the Chief Nursing Officer Ruth May, the Chief Nurse at PHE Viv Bennett and Cllr lan
Hudspeth, the Chair of the Local Government Association’s Health and Wellbeing Board, published
in October, which said Health Visitors should not be redeployed in the then-anticipated second
wave of COVID-19.

7.0 Question 10. Levelling up

7.1 Where do vulnerable children fit in to the levelling up agenda?
The Government Levelling Up policy so far has focused
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independent commission into the impact of the current pandemic on children and
young people to identify cross government and inter-agency approaches to delivering
better services that help to address the myriad of needs across the full range of



