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IN THE MATTER OF THE COVID-19 INQUIRY 

MODULE 8: CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE 

 

OPENING SUBMISSIONS  

ON BEHALF OF THE WELSH GOVERNMENT 

Introduction and overview 

1. The Welsh Government has a longstanding commitment to place children and young people at the 

heart of its decision-making. In 2004, the Welsh Government formally adopted the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child as the basis for policy making relating to children and young 

people. In 2012, Wales was the first country in the UK to enshrine the UN Convention on the Rights 

of the Child into domestic law. This was achieved through the Rights of Children and Young Persons 

(Wales) Measure 2011, which placed a duty on Welsh Ministers to consider children's rights in all 

their actions and decisions.  

2. The Welsh Government made strenuous efforts throughout the pandemic to take into account 

how different measures would affect children. The closure of schools was one of the most difficult 

consequences of the pandemic, and Ministers were determined to reopen schools as a priority. 

The unprecedented nature of the public health threat in the first months of the pandemic, the 

required pace of the decision-making and the circumstances in which schools were closed to most 

children, meant that in the early stages formal child impact assessments were not prepared. That 

absence reflected the early demands of the pandemic: Ministers were fully committed at all times 

to the rights and interests of children (which weighed heavily in all aspects of decision-making). 

The Welsh Government accepts that one of the lessons learned from the pandemic is that the 

rights of children and young people must be firmly anchored in any future pandemic planning. 

 

3. The Welsh Government does consider that the fact that children and young people have been put 

at the heart of decision-making since 2004 (and in law from 2012), meant that considering the 

rights of children and young people was effectively embedded in its response to the virus. As the 

pandemic continued, the rights of children and young people were expressly considered in 

decision-making in formal ways and that led to a range of mitigations.  
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4. The Welsh Government took the very difficult but ultimately what we concluded was the 

appropriate decision of a two-week firebreak in October 2020. This was at a time when the Covid-

19 infection rates were rising extremely rapidly in the community. Before making this decision 

however the Welsh Government took account of the emerging evidence on the impact on children 

and young people: the Welsh Government recommended that primary schools and special schools 

remain open and that secondary schools reopen to Years 7 and 8 after the half term break.1 In 

January 2021, Wales was faced with a further acute public health emergency in which there was 

a risk the NHS would be overwhelmed. The decision to keep schools closed to most pupils had to 

be taken again despite the evidence which had been emerging about the adverse effects on 

children and young people.2 

5. The Welsh Government welcomes the scrutiny of the Inquiry in respect of these decisions. The 

Welsh Government has provided nine witness statements for this module. The witness statements 

comprise over 700 pages of detailed evidence.  More than 1700 exhibits have also been disclosed 

in this module. This supplements substantial witness evidence and disclosure on issues relevant 

to this module in earlier modules, notably modules 2B and 3. The Welsh Government’s 

engagement with the Inquiry reflects a desire to understand what it could have done better and 

differently during the pandemic to mitigate its damaging impact of the virus on children and young 

people. Given the profound and enduring effect that the pandemic had on children and young 

people, particularly the disadvantaged and vulnerable, it is right to question the decision making 

and consider the possibility of less drastic action.  

6. Children born during the pandemic and those young people at colleges and universities during the 

pandemic have all been adversely affected by the pandemic. Those effects are continuing as babies 

born during Covid-19 enter their second year of compulsory education and those in further and 

higher education at the time of the pandemic enter the workplace.  

7. The document - Impact of COVID-19 Protections in Wales - was published in November 2023.3 It 

found that: (i) Covid-19 protections had a negative impact on the mental health and well-being of 

the Welsh population; (ii) Covid-19 self-isolation protections increased pupils’ school absence and 

disproportionately affected pupils eligible for free school meals and (iii) Covid-19 protections 

increased educational inequalities. 

 
1 See INQ000048882, INQ000281897 
2 INQ000350149 
3 INQ000399997 
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8. The Inquiry’s own experts have confirmed that the pandemic had a disproportionate adverse 

impact (in educational attainment and on mental health) on the most disadvantaged children and 

young people.4 

9. It is a source of very considerable regret that the most disadvantaged and vulnerable children and 

young people are those who suffered disproportionate adverse effects and the Welsh Government 

has been, and continues to be, committed to continuing to support those affected into the future. 

The Welsh Government welcomes the Inquiry’s detailed and comprehensive examination of the 

effect of the pandemic on children and young people. It is committed to full and open cooperation 

with the Inquiry and looks forward to hearing from the experts and other core participants during 

the hearings and implementing the recommendations of the Inquiry for the benefit of children 

and young people in Wales. 

Overarching points 

10. The witness statements and exhibits submitted by the Welsh Government provide detailed 

information on decision-making, on the impacts on children and young people, on the steps taken 

during the pandemic, following the pandemic and the lessons learned. Taking a step back from the 

detail, the Welsh Government makes the following overarching submissions: 

a. Children and young people, their parents and carers, the teaching profession (leaders, 

teachers and support and administrative staff) and other professionals involved with the 

care and support of children and young people (social workers, further education staff, 

voluntary organisations) all demonstrated extraordinary resilience, flexibility and courage 

during the pandemic;  

b. The adverse effects of closing schools to most pupils were anticipated from the earliest 

stages of the pandemic but the public health imperative, namely keeping people alive and 

not overwhelming the NHS, had to be prioritised at certain points of the pandemic. Even 

with the benefit of hindsight it is hard to see an alternative scenario to schools closing to 

most pupils on 18 March 2020. The scientific advice was that it was necessary in order not 

to overwhelm the NHS, relatively little was known about the virus, schools were closing 

anyway as staff/parents and children became unwell and parents/carers decided to keep 

their children at home. However, it is right to say that there are legitimate questions to be 

asked in respect of decision-making after the initial closures and whether the correct 

 
4 Newlove-Delgado and Creswell [INQ000587958]; McCluskey, Lewin, Von Herwegen [INQ000587959]. 
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balance was struck. In considering this question however, the Welsh Government is 

mindful that although we are now faced with long-term consequences for children and 

young people, the impact and consequences of more people being infected with the virus, 

dying from the virus or hospitals being overwhelmed so that people were unable to be 

treated would also have had devastating and enduring consequences;  

c. The fact that the pandemic disproportionately affected disadvantaged and vulnerable 

children is a fact that the Welsh Government is committed to addressing. As with tackling 

health inequalities in Module 3, addressing systemic inequalities for children and young 

people is a substantial and long-term goal for the Welsh Government; 

d. The Welsh Government acknowledges that there was inadequate planning to close 

schools for most children in March 2020. One of the principal reasons that detailed plans 

for school closures were not prepared well in advance of March 2020 was that it appeared 

inconceivable that a society-wide lockdown could happen. In the absence of a society-

wide lockdown, planning for closing schools was considered to be of limited effectiveness 

as children would be likely to mix out of school and parents would be unable to work if 

schools were closed. The Welsh Government has learned this lesson. Planning for the 

unimaginable is necessary, including considering what would be the response to a virus 

with a high infection and fatality rate amongst children and young people; and 

e. The social partnership model in Wales has many important benefits. In many of the 

witness statements prepared for the Inquiry, partners in Wales have cited it as a strength. 

However, it was tested in the pandemic as trade unions made the case for their members 

whilst advisers produced ever more compelling evidence that children and young people 

were being adversely affected by the lack of face-to-face teaching. The conflict between 

those two positions needs to be acknowledged and the Welsh Government welcomes the 

Inquiry’s conclusions on how competing, important rights and considerations should be 

managed. 

Scope of the Welsh Government’s decision-making powers for the areas covered by Module 8 

11. As the Inquiry is aware, the Welsh Government's powers are determined by the UK's devolution 

settlement, under which some powers are "devolved" (granted) to Wales and others are "retained" 

(reserved) for the UK Parliament. Module 8 covers areas which are devolved to the Welsh 

Government and those which are retained by the UK Government. 
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12. Areas central to Module 8 (education, health and social care) have been devolved functions 

(broadly the responsibility of the Welsh Government) since 1999.  

13. Powers over criminal justice and prisons are reserved to the UK Government in respect of Wales 

(unlike Scotland and Northern Ireland). Youth justice is included in this reservation and is therefore 

the responsibility of the UK Government, and for England and Wales is overseen by the Youth 

Justice Board, an executive non-departmental public body under the Ministry of Justice. However, 

the responsibility to provide education to children in the youth justice system falls to local 

authorities in Wales.  

14. Immigration legislation and policy are reserved matters and responsibility lies with the UK 

government. However, the provision of a number of services that asylum-seeking and refugee 

children and young people receive in Wales are the responsibility of local authorities and other 

public bodies in Wales, including the Welsh Government. In 2019, the Welsh Government declared 

that Wales would become the world’s first ‘Nation of Sanctuary’; a plan endorsed by the United 

Nations.   

15. During the pandemic, the Welsh Government: 

a. Ensured asylum seekers in Home Office provided accommodation had free internet access 

from 2021 onwards; 

b. Provided access to devices to support the education and learning needs of asylum-seeking 

and refugee children and young people; and 

c. Adopted an 'Everybody In' housing policy to ensure that anyone with No Recourse to 

Public Funds could still access homelessness assistance. 

Impact of the pandemic on children and young people 

16. The Welsh Government is grateful for the high-quality and thoughtful expert evidence produced 

for this module and looks forward to considering the oral evidence of the experts. The Children 

and Young People’s Voices document has also been carefully considered; it is a valuable reminder 

to listen to children and young people’s own experiences. A clear picture emerges from the expert 

evidence that the pandemic had an adverse effect on many children and young people’s mental 

health, physical health (in the form of Long-Covid) and on their educational attainment. The effects 

were not uniform: the most disadvantaged and vulnerable suffered more acute effects. This 

accords with the Welsh Government's own surveys and studies and must be a call to action. 



 

6 
 

17. The Welsh Government agrees with the high-level conclusion of the Newlove-Delgado and 

Creswell report – Impact of the pandemic on the mental health and wellbeing of children and 

young people – that:  

“Overall, the balance of evidence suggests that the pandemic had a negative impact 

on the mental health of children and young people at population level. However, this 

`bigger picture' does obscure a range of differential impacts, with some groups being 

more affected, and some children and young people experiencing stability or even 

improvements in mental health and wellbeing. These impacts on mental health are 

likely to relate to a range of pandemic-related factors, including financial, practical, 

emotional and infection-related pressures on families (especially the most 

disadvantaged), restrictions on in-person contact during the lockdowns, limited access 

to in-person schools and early-years settings, and a reduction in opportunities for early 

recognition and treatment of problems. Whilst mitigation measures were put in place, 

these were not sufficient to prevent the scale of the impacts on children and young 

people, and their families. Given the specific developmental needs of children and 

young people, and the crucial importance of the best start in life, our main 

recommendations centre around the need for children and young people's interests 

and voices to be represented in planning for a future pandemic, and their needs to be 

carefully considered in balancing risks and tailoring the pandemic response”.5 

18. The Welsh Government notes the caution expressed in the McCluskey/Lewin/Van Herwegen 

report – Lessons in Learning – Impact of Covid-19 on Education Provision, Support and Progress – 

that “it may still be too soon after the pandemic to be confident that we can have a full and 

accurate understanding of effects”6 and the limitations of the evidential base but accepts the 

overall conclusion that; 

“The evidence summarised throughout this Report suggests that policymakers should 

ensure that schools have the appropriate resources to ensure learning recovery in terms of 

academic attainment, but also the wider support needed to rebuild skills which underpin 

positive personal and social relationships and wellbeing, attendance, relationships and 

behaviour. This is vital for all learners. Catch-up support seems to be having some effect, 

but funding has not adequately compensated for the effects of severe financial constraints 

 
5 INO000587958_0059 (paragraph 148). 
6 INQ000587959 (paragraph 284). 
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on the education sector over recent years or any long-term effects of the pandemic. Focus 

must also be maintained on very low-attaining learners and closing the disadvantage 

gap”.7 

19. The Segal/Whittaker addendum report on Long-Covid – Long Covid in children and young people 

– has been carefully considered. The Welsh Government sets out below its approach to supporting 

children and young people in Wales who have Long Covid. 

20. The Davies/La Valle early years report - Little Lives, Big Changes: How Covid-19 Shaped Early Years 

Services and Children's Development from Birth to Five Years8 – reflects the understanding of the 

Welsh Government that children who were born during the pandemic and too young for school 

during the pandemic were adversely affected and that those effects will endure without action. It 

is of particular concern to the Welsh Government that there were especially serious impacts on 

the least privileged in society, with children from   socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds 

and with additional needs falling further behind their peers. 

How the Welsh Government monitored and assessed the impact on children and young people of 

the pandemic and of the measures implemented  

21. The Welsh Government used a variety of different approaches to monitoring and assessing the 

impact of the pandemic on children and young people during the pandemic. This included seeking 

the views of children and young people themselves/their parents and carers and also monitoring 

of statistical evidence from schools and local authorities on matters relating to attendance and 

attainment and commissioning studies and surveys. 

22. In May 2020, the online survey, ‘Coronavirus and Me’ was launched. This was an online survey 

asking Wales’s children and young people for their views and opinions. It was launched by the 

Deputy Minister for Health and Social Services, in conjunction with the Children’s Commissioner 

for Wales, Children in Wales and the Welsh Youth Parliament. The Children’s Commissioner project 

managed the survey. The headline data from the survey was published on 8 June 2020. The 

Children’s Commissioner then published reports on key findings, including reports on the 

experience of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic children (29 September 2020), young people aged 

15-18 (6 October 2020) and disabled children (13 October 2020). The data from the survey was 

used by officials to inform decision making throughout the pandemic, including informing decision 

 
7 INQ000587959 (paragraph 572). 
8 INQ000587957. 
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making about the phased return of children in the summer term 2020. In January 2021, the 

Coronavirus and Me survey was re-run by the Children’s Commissioner for Wales in partnership 

with the Welsh Government. Just under 20,000 children aged 3-18 responded to the survey to 

provide information on how the pandemic had impacted their lives.  

23. As well as the Coronavirus and Me survey, throughout the pandemic the Welsh Government put 

measures in place to gather feedback on the impact of policies directly from children, parents and 

young people. These measures included:  

a. Social media listening reports and daily summaries of key issues received through 

correspondence and enquiries from April 2020 to July 2022; 

b. Issuing a Doopoll survey for parents in April 2020 to understand the information needs of 

parents and carers regarding learning at home. The survey highlighted the importance of 

communication from school and teachers to support children’s learning at home. 

Responding to the key themes from this survey, a podcast was produced with teachers to 

respond to these parental concerns; 

c. In June 2020 the Welsh Government undertook an online consultation survey of children 

and young people in Wales on the impact of coronavirus and sought their opinions about 

the changes this had brought to their lives; 

d. Issuing Parentkind surveys during the pandemic which were short online surveys for 

parents of school age children; and 

e. Setting up a parent and carer communications group from May 2020 which consisted of 

32 volunteers who informed, tested and advised on the communications approach to 

education settings and information for parents. The group was issued with surveys 

following meetings to help inform the Welsh Government’s response to Covid-19.  

24. In 2021, the Welsh Government commissioned a Delphi Study on the impact of Covid-19 on 

children under age five.9 This focused on bringing together experts in early childhood education 

and development to understand the impact of Covid 19. 

25. An assessment of the impact of school closures on children and young people, including post-16 

students, was carried out by a survey of students in school sixth forms, further education, work-

 
9 INQ000539134. 
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based learning and adult learning in the community between 16 November 2020 and 20 

December 2020.  It focused on current and pre-Covid-19 learning, education and learning online, 

and well-being and safety.10 The results were used to support the Covid-19 Resilience Plan and to 

understand the impact the Covid-19 pandemic had on pupils in Wales.11 

26. The Welsh Government provided £435,000 of funding to carry out six small-scale research studies 

in 2020 at the outset of the pandemic. These were carried out collaboratively between two or 

more higher education institutions and explored the early impact of the pandemic on important 

aspects of education and considered how lessons learned could be used to improve initial teacher 

education. The six topics explored were: (i) The use of distance and blended learning,12 (ii) The 

impact of distance learning on disadvantaged pupils,13 (iii) The experience of learners in Welsh-

medium education,14 (iv) Implications for learner assessment,15 (v) Family engagement,16 and (vi) 

The health and well-being of learners and practitioners.17 

27. From May 2020, regular data collections were put in place by the Welsh Government's Knowledge 

and Analytical Services to gather data from local authorities on children's attendance at 

repurposed schools and places of education (organised by Data Cymru, which is a Welsh local 

government company which offers specialist support in finding and using data effectively). These 

data collections captured data on schools that were open in Wales and the numbers of children 

and staff that were attending them. This information facilitated the monitoring of take-up and 

demand for places and contributed to UK-wide monitoring and decision-making. The information 

collected included the total number of vulnerable children attending schools, as well as an 

estimated percentage of the overall population of pupils meeting the definition. From October 

2020, this information was extracted directly from school management information systems on a 

weekly basis.18  

28. Data on the number of childcare settings open and operational at any time was available from Care 

Inspectorate Wales which was notified of closures. Local authorities continued to administer and 

monitor funded childcare under both Flying Start and the Childcare Offer. They reported on the 

 
10 INQ000145523. 
11 INQ000585392. 
12 INQ000615908. 
13 INQ000615909. 
14 INQ000615910. 
15 INQ000615876. 
16 INQ000615911. 
17 INQ000615912. 
18 INQ000615948, INQ000615918. 
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numbers of children attending childcare under both schemes. Between April and September 2020, 

local authorities also administered the Coronavirus Childcare Assistance Scheme which allowed 

them to report on the number of children receiving funded childcare. These sources provided 

some data on the numbers of children attending childcare although it was less extensive than that 

available for schools. 

29. Between May 2020 and July 2021, Knowledge and Analytical Services statisticians worked with 

policy officials to produce a vulnerable children and young person’s dashboard. This brought 

together data from a wide range of sources in order to monitor in one place evidence on the 

differing impacts of the pandemic experienced by children and young people. The data drew on 

sources such as regular official statistics, other government data collections and data from third 

sector organisations such as Childline and the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 

Children. The dashboard included data broken down by areas of harm for vulnerable children and 

young people, including harms to mental health, physical health, education and safeguarding. It 

also included socio-economic data, such as households with children receiving Universal Credit, as 

well as a summary from a survey of children commissioned by the Children’s Commissioner for 

Wales.19  

Monitoring safeguarding during the pandemic 

30. The principal area of concern for the Health and Social Services Group in relation to its 

responsibilities regarding children during the pandemic was safeguarding. The Social Services and 

Integration Directorate held regular meetings with the All Wales Heads of Children's Services and 

with the Business Managers of Regional Safeguarding Boards to understand whether and how 

school closures were having an impact on the numbers of safeguarding referrals for children and 

to seek assurances that children at risk who were known to Social Services were being monitored 

by local authorities. Meetings with relevant third sector organisations were held frequently and 

supplemented by regular written updates and/or intelligence on the impact on vulnerable 

children. A recurring subject throughout the later meetings was concern about the increase in 

numbers of elective home education arrangements. 

31. As part of this monitoring process, it was recognised early on that the collation of data in respect 

of the number of safeguarding referrals would be key. Whilst information regarding safeguarding 

referrals was not in place to systematically record at a national level at the onset of the first set of 

 
19 INQ000271820. 
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school closures, in April 2020 the Welsh Government received information from safeguarding 

boards and heads of children’s services that school closures and the deactivation of face-to-face 

contact between universal and preventative services and children, young people and families had 

a direct impact on the rate of safeguarding referrals to children’s social services for children at 

risk.20  

32. Information-sharing allowed for the situation to be continually monitored from a safeguarding 

perspective. Officials actively shared information in its cross-governmental Vulnerable Children 

and Young People Safeguarding Workstream Group. The Group was established in mid-March 2020 

with daily meetings to direct the Welsh Government’s response to Covid-19 for vulnerable 

children. Initial correspondence sent on behalf of the workstream asked local authorities to 

provide data in respect of the number of safeguarding referrals to the workstream on a weekly 

basis to provide national oversight of the impact on the social care sector.  The data was collected 

from local authorities on a weekly basis in relation to children’s social services during lockdown. 

This data was categorised either by a traffic light response or an indication of whether figures had 

increased, decreased or remained static in comparison to the week or the year before. Local 

authorities were asked to provide a snapshot of their services on the day they completed the 

return.  

33. The Welsh Government was also in regular contact with Heads of Children’s Services, third sector 

partners and with the Regional Safeguarding Boards, who worked in innovative ways to support 

children and young people and to safeguard children at risk during this time. The data also 

informed regular discussions with the Regional Safeguarding Boards and the All Wales Heads of 

Children’s Services Group as well as decisions about when to promote public and practitioner 

facing information about safeguarding children. 

Overview of actions taken by the Welsh Government to address the impact of the Covid-19 

pandemic on children and young people 

34. On 21 December 2020, irrespective of the Alert Level in Wales, a set of principles were 

incorporated into Children’s Rights Impact Assessments throughout the pandemic.21 These 

fundamental principles informed the actions taken by the Welsh Government: 

a. Children and young people should be safe, seen, heard, nurtured and developing; 

 
20 INQ000506242. 
21 INQ000087128. 
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b. Children should be able to go to school and childcare (including Flying Start); 

c. Children should be able to go out to play and exercise;  

d. Younger children, under the age of 12, should be allowed to mix freely; 

e. Services that supported families should continue to operate and be able to offer face-to-

face services where the child/family need warranted it. Disadvantaged families may need 

support to access online services, including IT kit and/or ‘data’; 

f. Children with additional needs should receive the assessments and support they needed 

– this might include a wider family/services support bubble to ensure no family was left to 

struggle on their own – it may mean a larger group going out to exercise to support the 

child; 

g. No child should go hungry; 

h. Support for parents should be available through a range of mechanisms, including new 

mothers/parents; 

i. Routine early years development assessments should be undertaken (where needed face 

to face with Covid-19 protections in place) and interventions put in place (e.g. speech and 

language, sight and hearing);  

j. All of the above should be communicated clearly, including with children and young 

people; 

k. If Alert Level 4 was instigated in the future:- 

i. Children who had vulnerabilities should be prioritised via a multi-agency 

approach; 

ii. Children with specific learning/additional needs should have a support plan in 

place; 

iii. Children should have the IT kit and enough data available to access lessons and 

online school resources as well as be able to contact their friends; 
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iv. Third sector, school based and online mental health services should be scaled up. 

A risk-based approach should be taken to ensure young people who were most 

vulnerable should continue to be supported by NHS mental health services;  

v. Children from families where English or Welsh was not the first language should 

be offered additional support alongside their parents; 

vi. Everyone should be reminded to ensure children and young people were safe and 

know where to go to for help or to talk about concerns; and,  

vii. Communications with children and young people should be in a language they 

could clearly understand, be reassuring and explain clearly what was happening 

and why. 

Funding/Renew and Reform 

35. In July 2020, the Minister for Education announced that £29 million would be provided to schools 

to boost support for students at crucial stages in their education from September 2020 by 

providing additional staffing capacity to ensure the impacts of the pandemic on the learning and 

well-being outcomes of children and young people could be identified early and appropriate 

mitigating actions put in place. The announcement was informed by two principal factors: first, 

recognition of the impact of lockdown on pupils’ learning and their wider well-being; secondly, 

acknowledgement that specific measures were needed to mitigate as far as possible the disruption 

to pupils caused by absence from school. Those factors were, in turn, identified from evidence in 

Wales, the UK and abroad. It was also clear that the funding needed to be found and allocated in 

a way that recognised the impact of the pandemic on different groups of students. This work 

became known as the Recruit, Recover, Raise Standards programme. Although its efforts 

concentrated on schools, the programme included funding for early education for those aged 0 to 

7. 

36. On 8 October 2020, the Deputy Minister for Health and Social Services and the Minister for 

Education jointly approved the ‘Coronavirus Control Plan for Wales: Education and Childcare 

settings’ document.22 This document was prepared to support schools, colleges, further education 

and childcare settings in planning for their operations, and for movement between the stages of 

the hierarchy of escalation set out in the overarching control plan. 

 
22 INQ000349932. 
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37. In May 2021, the Renew and Reform programme was established to develop the Welsh 

Government’s support for students emerging from Covid-19. The programme led the coordination 

of work supporting pupils aged 3-16 and students within the then-Post Compulsory Education and 

Training area (i.e. sixth forms, further education, higher education, apprenticeships, and adult 

learning) who had been impacted by Covid-19.  

38. The Renew and Reform programme was developed with others including local authorities and 

trade unions, recognising the extensive, consistent though largely anecdotal evidence emerging 

from schools as to the wide variety of experiences children and young people had had over the 

previous year. Through meetings with the Children’s Commissioner for Wales, local authorities, 

trade unions and Estyn it became apparent that students were returning to school at very different 

stages and with varying fragility due to the different personal experiences of the pandemic and 

lockdowns. The consensus across the sector was that the priority had to be students’ well-being 

as a platform for learning: children and young people needed support to come back together into 

a learning environment. The Renew and Reform programme included early years learning as one 

of three target cohorts. Throughout 2021, as the programme matured, additional funding was 

released as plans concerning local level support were published and updated in June and 

September 2021.  Following publication of the Renew and Reform plan in June 2021, an additional 

£278 million was allocated in the 2021-22 financial year to provide support and to allow a response 

to emerging issues and evidence. 

39. The programme recognised the emerging evidence that the Covid-19 pandemic had affected 

students in different ways and sought to address the consequences by organising its structure into 

discrete projects aimed at particular cohorts, namely (a) vulnerable or disadvantaged students; (b) 

students in early years education and (c) students in post-16 education and those leaving 

education. This work was in addition to providing additional learning experiences in maths, 

providing digital resources to students in exam years, engaging with teaching assistants and 

mentors to support one-to-one and small group learning, engaging peripatetic counsellors to 

support learners with anxiety and other matters of mental and emotional well-being. 

40. Overall, funding to mitigate the impacts of the pandemic on education reached nearly £500 

million: £221 million in 2020-21 and £278 million delivered through the Renew and Reform 

Programme in 2021-22. An Education Policy Institute report confirmed that the Welsh 
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Government had invested more per pupil per head on education recovery than other parts of the 

UK and had “better targeted” this investment at the most disadvantaged pupils.23  

41. As part of the Renew and Reform programme, on 16 June 2021, the Welsh Government 

announced a £5 million ‘Summer of Fun’ programme for children and young people aged 0 to 25 

to play and participate in leisure, sports and cultural activities, over 67,500 children and young 

people took part. The evaluation of the ‘Summer of Fun’, published in December 2021, found that 

the activities supported children and young people’s recovery from the pandemic and re-

engagement with their local community.24 Children and young people who took part in the 

‘Summer of Fun’ activities, reported that they had fun and valued the chance to reconnect with 

peers, which in turn supported the development of their personal and social skills. They also 

reported improvements to their physical and mental well-being.25  

42. The ‘Winter of Well-being Programme’ ran during the winter of 2021 and built on the success of 

the Summer of Fun, through a £20m package of well-being funding from the Welsh Government. 

This aimed to support children and young people by providing the space and time for play and 

recreation. It provided children and young people aged 0 to 25 in Wales access to free activities, 

including opportunities to play and engage in leisure, recreational, sporting and cultural activities, 

as well as childcare and formal education. An evaluation of the ‘Winter of Well-being Programme’, 

published in January 2023, found that the programme had helped the vast majority of participants 

to address the social, emotional, and physical impacts of the pandemic. They had been helped to 

try new things, learn new skills and be physically active. Nearly all had fun taking part and most 

had been helped to make new friends, manage their mental health, and feel more confident. 

Winter of Well-being also helped providers to thrive and develop local partnerships.26  

43. In addition, the Welsh Government developed several enduring pandemic and post-pandemic 

support initiatives for children and young people, for example the Young Person’s Mental Health 

Toolkit launched on Hwb in 2020.  

Digital access 

44. From early in the pandemic the Welsh Government was committed to supporting remote learning. 

This involved making sure appropriate devices and access to the internet were available to 
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students. At the time, so far as possible, the Welsh Government sought to ensure that no student 

was disadvantaged because of access to technology, where they lived, their age, their additional 

learning needs (special educational needs), the language of their school or whether they were well 

off or not.  

45. The Welsh Government allocated funding for laptops, MiFi connectivity devices, software licences 

and headsets to ensure that students could access online and partly in-person and partly remote 

teaching. Working with their schools, local authorities used the funding to provide digitally 

excluded students with repurposed school devices and 4G MiFi connectivity where required. 

Based on the demand identified by schools and local authorities, there have been 10,848 MiFi 

devices and 9,717 software licences funded by the Welsh Government across Wales. 

46. Guidance was published in August 2020 to support vulnerable and disadvantaged students.27 This 

noted a lack of access to learning materials and late acquisition of digital equipment and 

connectivity for certain vulnerable groups. With regard to delays in access to digital devices and 

connectivity generally it was noted that local authorities had worked hard to supply equipment 

and internet access for these groups. However, a minority still reported the quality of ICT 

equipment, internet access and the low technical competency of some students and their families 

continued to be barriers to learning. The guidance recommended that learning centres, local 

authorities, schools and work based learning providers should also review the availability of 

technology, equipment and other resources that may support students with learning at home or 

elsewhere.  

Children with additional learning needs (special educational needs) 

47. In response to a report by the Education Policy Institute28 which highlighted that support for 

children with additional learning needs had been insufficient during the pandemic, the Welsh 

Government allocated £9 million for additional learning needs in the year 2020/2021. The Welsh 

Government also received feedback from local authority Directors of Education and Additional 

Learning Needs Transformation lead officers that the statementing process was effectively halted 

in Spring 2020 and there was a backlog of assessments. Funding was therefore allocated to assist 

local authorities to clear this backlog. 

Early help 
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48. The Early Help Fund began in 2021 following feedback received from local authority Flying Start 

and Families First teams, and in response to the valuable information gathered via a survey 

circulated to local authorities in March 2020, April 2020, June 2020 and March 2021 on the impact 

on services of Covid-19. The Early Help Fund played a crucial role in supporting vulnerable children 

and families to mitigate the impact of the pandemic. There were difficulties in quantifying the 

extent of the actual reduction to service waiting lists as there were no consistent baselines for local 

authorities to model their waiting lists against. However, where the Early Help Fund investment 

was directly used for reducing waiting lists and where this was its primary function, it appears in 

general terms, that reductions occurred.  

49. The purpose of the Early Help Fund was to address the adverse effects of the disruption caused by 

the pandemic on children and young people aged 0-25 years, including those who were newly 

vulnerable. In September 2021, local authorities were notified of their additional Early Help Fund 

allocations, which were allocated via the Children and Communities Grant, totalling £7 million. 

Long Covid 

50. Given the population size and likely level of demand, particularly amongst children and young 

people, a deliberate decision was made not to establish dedicated children or young person Long 

Covid clinics (as set up in England) in Wales. Instead, Long Covid services for children were 

managed by general paediatric services. Local services, supported by access to the necessary 

specialist paediatric care, enabled equity of access to optimise outcomes for all people living with 

Long Covid.  The ‘Adferiad (Recovery) Programme’ allocated an initial £5 million to the seven Welsh 

local health boards for the period 2021/2022 to support the delivery of community led 

rehabilitation services (e.g. towards training costs, digital tools to aid diagnosis and primary and 

community infrastructure). Further funding provided for the Adferiad Programme is detailed in 

the statement of Andrew Goodall dated 30 May 2025.29 This provision in Wales was not 

prescriptive or age specific and local health boards were able to consider their local population 

needs appropriately. For example, A ‘Recovery from illness children’s pathway’, was designed and 

implemented in Aneurin Bevan University Health Board in 2021 and was underpinned by a wider 

and more holistic symptom led approach, supporting children and young people with Long Covid 

and other conditions, including chronic fatigue and cognitive difficulties, such as brain fog and 

difficulties with concentration. Two other health boards have subsequently adopted this pathway, 
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supported by experience from Aneurin Bevan University Health Board. Others have developed 

their own local approach to supporting children and young people.  

51. It is submitted that the Welsh Model for Long Covid care is right for the geography, population and 

NHS service provision within Wales. The model has been regularly reviewed and the results have 

been positive overall. In February 2022, a review into the Long Covid Adferiad Programme 

concluded that the Welsh model for treating patients was effective in meeting the needs of the 

majority of those with Long Covid although it would benefit from refinements such as expanding 

capacity in community rehabilitation, recruitment of additional staff and continuing to learn about 

the best approaches to enable people to recover. The report also found value in integrating these 

services with those for people with other long-term conditions who also benefitted from a 

community-based rehabilitative service. 

Reflections 

52. The unprecedented challenge of the Covid-19 pandemic led to decisions with long-term 

consequences being made at pace and under extraordinary pressure at the beginning of the 

pandemic. That was exemplified by the closure of schools in March 2020. Thereafter, strenuous 

attempts were made to understand and to mitigate the adverse impacts of the pandemic on 

children and young people. It is apparent now that despite those efforts, the effect of the 

pandemic on the most vulnerable and disadvantaged children and young people remained 

considerable. The Welsh Government welcomes the ongoing scrutiny of the Inquiry and the core 

participants in order to understand what it could have done better or differently during the 

pandemic to mitigate the damaging impact of the virus on children and young people and what 

improvements ought to be made in advance of the next pandemic.   


