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Coronavirus Emergency 
Legislation March 2020.                      
Briefing and Questions 
 

Summary 
The Children’s Society welcome the collaborative approach which is being taken across Parliament 
in responding to the Coronavirus outbreak. As an organisation working with some of the most 
vulnerable children and families in the UK, we are also ready to work across civil society to ensure 
there is a safety net for everyone during this time of crisis.  
 
This briefing lays out our urgent concerns over the measures and powers within the Covid-19 Bill1. 
Given the unprecedented powers this bill gives to the executive for a period of two years, we would 
encourage all parliamentarians and officials to press for a bi-annual renewal clause within the 
bill so that our elected officials can have a regular say in these powers continuing. The 
Children’s Society understand that the government are taking powers it thinks it may need at a time 
of national crisis, however it is right that concerns are raised now as well as on a regular basis from 
here on out.  
 
We are currently creating more detailed policy documents on the impact that the Covid-19 pandemic 
could have on families and vulnerable children. We will be sharing these with parliamentarians to 
provide further briefing on the how this public health emergency may affect vulnerable families and 
children and what we would recommend to mitigate the economic and social impact of this outbreak 
on this cohort. 

Covid-19 Bill – School Closures 

The Government’s decision to close schools is unprecedented in recent history and speaks to the scale 
of the crisis facing us today, but it is right for the United Kingdom do all that is in our power to ensure 
the long-term health and safety of every single person across the Country. Nonetheless, it must be 
recognised that a decision of this scale will have life changing consequences for families – many of 
whom are already stretched to the limit. It is vital that the issues this decision creates are immediately 
engaged with.   
  
It is welcome to hear that the education of our most vulnerable children – those who are known to social 
care because of issues such as abuse and neglect or may have additional learning needs – is being 
prioritised. However, we know that many highly vulnerable children, are hidden from view and do not 
benefit from the official status that will mean they can continue to attend school.  A decade of pressure 
on social care has seen thresholds rise for support rise and children deemed to be vulnerable turned 
away from support by stretched social care. There must be adequate flexibility in the system for 
schools to ensure that vulnerable pupils who do not have a social worker are able to benefit 
from ongoing learning and safeguarding support provided by schools.   
 
For the parents of the more than four million children who grow up in poverty, the recent announcement 
will bring real anxiety. Whilst a welcome start, the announcement of a national voucher scheme simply 
does not go far enough to respond to the scale of the financial challenge facing families as a result of 
this pandemic.  Many parents are likely to face reductions in earnings as they juggle work and childcare, 

 
1 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-bill-what-it-will-do/what-the-coronavirus-bill-will-do 
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and undoubtedly with children at home, every family will face substantially higher day-to-day costs of 
living.   
   
Exams are a significant cause of pressure and anxiety for children, many of whom will be devastated 
by the uncertainty caused by the announcement to close schools and cancel exams in pursuit of 
alternative assessment arrangements. The government needs to make sure that clear and timely 
information is available urgently to children worried about their exams and resources available for those 
who continue to feel anxious about their futures. The government should look to other countries in 
developing its communication plan for children and young people given that schools would be one 
source of trustworthy information about Covid-19 for children and young people, we would urge the 
government to hold regular virtual question sessions for children and young people to ask their 
questions directly of Ministers and experts.  
 

Question: Will the Department of Education instruct schools or safeguarding leads to check-in on 
vulnerable pupils who do not have an official social care status?  
Question: Will schools receive discretionary powers to ensure vulnerable pupils who do not have 
official status can remain in school? 
Question: Will the FSM voucher system be backdated so that families of children with free school 
meals can claim back?  
Question: Will the eligibility under the FSM voucher system be extended to children with No Recourse 
To Public Funds and/or are undocumented? 
Question: Has the Department spoken with the DWP regarding alternative methods of providing 
support to families on Free School Meals – such as increases to Child Benefit? 
Question: How will the Department of Education ensure that teacher assessments which will replace 
exams are fair and impartial?  
Question: Will the Government keep Pupil Referral Units open given the vulnerability of most of the 
children that attend these schools? 

 

Covid-19 Bill – Child Protection and Care Standards 

Children’s social care 

The announcement from The Secretary of State for Education addressed just one part of his remit: 

education; The Children’s Society is of the view that an equivalent detailed thought needs to be given 

to how children’s social care will react during this time, and parliamentarians must be given the chance 

to scrutinise the government’s plans.  

In order to increase the availability of the health and social care workforce the bill introduces new 

measures that ensure frontline staff can treat the sickest by reducing their administrative duties and 

other such tasks. The bill in effect lowers care standards across the board to ensure resources can be 

temporarily re-diverted to handling the Covid-19 outbreak. We would urge the government at a 

minimum to ensure that all emergency staff are all DBS checked through a fast-tracked process.   

Schedule 11 of the Coronavirus Bill2 states that a local authority does not have to comply with duties 

to assess an adult’s need for care and support and their carer’s needs, including young carers. Whilst 

this is done with the intention of prioritising services local authorities can offer to the most urgent and 

serious case needs, this cannot be done at the expensive of leaving children to care for their family 

without statutory support. The Coronavirus Bill can restrict assessments to the most urgent for up to 

 
2 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/58-01/0122/20122.pdf 
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two years – this risks some young carers having their assessments delayed indefinitely. Young carers 

are hidden within our society, there must be a minimum requirement for local authorities to 

regularly check on the welfare of known young carers and young carers that have recently 

transitioned to adulthood. We would urge the Government to ensure when a Care Act 

assessment is delayed due to Covid-19 it is evidenced and documented, with an appeal process 

in place. Signposting must be in place for young carers to seek support from non-statutory 

services. 

Whilst Local Authorities will still be expected to do as much as they can to comply with their duties to 

meet needs during this period and these amendments would not remove the duty of care they have 

towards an individual’s risk of serious neglect or harm. With schools closed to the majority of children, 

increased numbers of children are hidden from view and that important role that schools play in 

identifying abuse and neglect will be lost.  The government needs to set out how they plan to 

support professionals to identify concerns about children in an environment where families may 

well have limited contact with others. We would urge the Government during this time to create 

multi-agency vulnerability teams, with each family and or child provided with a trusted person 

link to advocate in cases of emergencies or escalating risk. 

It is not clear what the measures in the bill mean for assessments under the Children Act 1989 

specifically child in need assessments, children presenting as homeless, children leaving custody or 

secure accommodation or looked after children’s transition into planning for adulthood – would these 

important assessments still be classified as high risk and urgent? There are clear guidelines that 

assessments when a child is referred to social care because somebody is concerned about their safety 

or welfare must be acknowledged by a social worker within one working day and a decision must be 

made about next steps. If an assessment is deemed necessary it must take place within 45 working 

days. We would urge the Minister to confirm that we will see no loosening of these fundamental 

child protection protocols as a result of this crisis.   

Children in the criminal justice system 

The Bill proposes greater flexibility around the use of video and audio links in court proceedings, in 

order to keep court business moving.  The Children’s Society has historically been supportive of 

providing children in the criminal justice system greater flexibility about how and where they give 

evidence from either as victims, witnesses or perpetrators of crime.  Children are entitled to special 

support in the criminal justice system, including access to a ‘registered intermediary’, a professional 

who helps a child understand the questions being asked of them in court, to help them give the best 

evidence. We would urge the government to ensure that proper thought has been given to how 

children can continue to have access to a Registered Intermediary in circumstances where they 

are giving evidence remotely.  

It is important to ensure that children who are victims of modern slavery and trafficking are not 

criminalised as a result of changes to criminal proceedings, particularly if delays in decision making 

through the National Referral Mechanism are experienced as a result of this crisis. It is paramount that 

the statutory defence is always considered where children are charged with drug related offences as 

we know these children often are criminally exploited by organised criminal groups, and where a referral 

to the NRM cases should wait to see the result of this before proceeding. Clear communication should 

be made to judges presiding over these cases in magistrate and crown courts.  

Question: Will the Secretary of State be producing guidance to local authorities on what children’s 
social care assessments will be classified as urgent during this period?  
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Question: How will the Secretary of State ensure safeguarding standards are kept above the required 
minimum during this period? 
Question: Will there be a mechanism in place to challenge non-assessment decisions? 
Question: How will the Government support Young Carers during this period? 
Question: What communication is the Government providing to judges during this outbreak?  
Question: Will the Government ensure that vulnerable witnesses will be supported through court 
proceedings even if they have to give evidence digitally? 

Covid-19 Bill – Mental Health and Well-being 

The Bill proposes that powers under mental health legislation to detain and treat patients who are at a 

risk to themselves or others can be relaxed to allow just one doctor’s opinion.  The Children’s Society 

recognise this as a pragmatic step in an unprecedented time. That said, we want clarity that those 

detained under mental health legislation must continue to have access to their statutory 

independent advocate.  

The Bill also seeks to provide greater flexibility in the day-to-day running of mental health services 
should the pandemic impact staffing levels. As children are waiting on average of 83 days from referral 
to first treatment at present3, it is important that Child and Adolescent Mental Health services are 
planning now to change their delivery models to include offering support via telephone or online.  In 
instances where children’s mental health appointments need to be cancelled this must be done in an 
informed way, including a risk assessment.  Further, we would expect for plans to be put in place for 
children whose appointments are cancelled to help support the child, their family and other 
professionals, to prevent their mental health from deteriorating.  We would urge the government to 
work with NHS England to publish its plans to ensure that children can continue to access 
mental health support during this crisis.  

 

Covid-19 Bill – Child Poverty 

Hardship Fund 

The announced £500 million Hardship Fund from the Treasury4 is welcome and should provide local 

authorities with some financial security to support low-income households through this national 

emergency. The government has stated it expects most of this funding to be used to provide more 

council tax relief, either through existing Local Council Tax Support schemes, or through 

complementary reliefs. More information needs to be provided to local authorities on practical plans for 

distributing this funding, along with how long it is available for and how they can access it. We believe 

that resources from this hardship fund should be made available for discretionary support 

through local welfare assistance schemes which can in turn be allocated to the most vulnerable 

people experiencing financial emergencies.  

Some local authorities that are no longer operating local welfare assistance schemes - or where these 

are difficult to access - need to urgently put in place structures for quickly providing emergency aid to 

families facing financial crisis, but they also need the resources to do so. If some local authorities are 

not operating schemes or do not have the capacity to effectively operate them, we would suggest that 

local authorities work with one another in order to operate schemes across multiple local 

authorities. Through allocating a portion of the £500 million hardship fund to local welfare provision, it 

 
3 https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-we-do/resources-and-publications/finding-help-children-young-people-and-families-navigating-the  
4 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/871799/Budget_2020_Web_Accessible_Complete.pdf 
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will ensure that local authorities can deliver discretionary and flexible support to households most in 

need of support. 

Tax Credits and Universal Credit 

Since 2012, the first £2500 of a household’s earnings reductions in the current financial year compared 

to the previous financial year, are ignored for Tax Credit purposes. This means that when a worker 

sees their earnings fall so that they earn £2,500 less than they did the previous financial year, the 

earnings figure used to calculate their Tax Credit entitlement is not adjusted down to take account of 

this. Instead, they are treated as if their earnings are the same as the previous year, which would 

typically cost them more than £1,000 over the course of a year in which they are likely to be financially 

struggling. 

This is particularly problematic in the context of the CV-19 pandemic, where considerable numbers of 

workers may be expected to see earnings reductions in excess of £2500 over the course of the year 

as a result of sickness or the need to provide care. There are currently around 2.4 million families with 

children in receipt of Tax Credits many of whom may be affected.   The Government urgently need 

to suspend the Tax Credit income disregard for reductions in earnings at least for the financial 

year 2020-21, to ensure that where earnings fall, households see their Tax Credit entitlement 

taking full account of this loss. 

Claimants on tax credits who temporarily have their hours reduced below what qualifies as ‘fulltime 

work’ in their circumstances (eg 16 hours for single parents and disabled people,) or who have to take 

unpaid leave to care for their children if schools close, will not be able to continue to claim tax credits 

and will have no option but to make a claim for Universal Credit. They will lose any transitional protection 

– for some this will be thousands of pounds a year on an ongoing basis once this emergency is over 

making it very difficult to recover from the financial shock this is likely to cause. Those who have their 

hours temporarily reduced or have to take unpaid leave during this period should be treated in 

the same way as those on SSP, SMP, MA etc and be allowed to remain on WTC. 

Where a new claim for Universal Credit is necessary, Advance Payments should be made in the 

form of a grant rather than a loan to prevent financial hardship caused by repayments. 

Access to Public Funds 

There are many thousands of families that are living and working in the UK without access to public 
funds due to their immigration status. The government have yet to make announcements on what 
support will be available to these migrant families during this national crisis. The Children’s Society’s 
research has found that, between 2013 and 2015, more than 50,000 individuals with dependents were 
granted leave to remain in the UK along with an NRPF condition5, which means they have no access 
to mainstream welfare support. According to the University of Wolverhampton and the Greater London 
Authority, there are currently 250,000 undocumented migrant children living in the UK6 and more than 
half of them were born here. There are potentially hundreds of thousands of children who will be 
unable to access the support packages the government are rolling out for the country. 

We cannot allow these families to fall between the cracks. These families must be able to ask for 
help without repercussions from immigration enforcement. We would urgently recommend that 
the No Recourse to Public Funds condition is temporarily removed so that families can access 
financial help without having to prove their status. 

 
5 https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/making-life-impossible.pdf 
6 https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/communities/migrants-and-refugees/londons-children-and-young-people-who-are-not-british-citizens 
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Question: Will the Hardship Fund have a discretionary element to it in order to allow local authorities 
to support vulnerable people already receiving council tax exemptions and need emergency financial 
assistance quickly?  
Question: Will the Government consider suspending transitions onto UC wherever possible during 
this outbreak?  
Question: What support is being offered to the millions of families reliant on Tax Credits? 
Question: Will the Home Secretary by rolling out a support package for migrants in the UK without 
access to public funds during this outbreak? 

 

If you require any further information please contact Hannah 

Small on Hannah.Small@childrenssociety.org.uk  
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