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UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

WITNESS STATEMENT OF Will Gardner OBE, CEO Childnet

I, Will Gardner, CEO of Childnet, will say as follows: -

Introduction

1. Childnet is a UK charity and our mission is to work with others to help make the
internet a great and safe place for children. We work in three main areas:

e Education: including delivering training and education sessions,
developing educational resources, and running awareness campaigns.

e Policy: including working with organisations in different sectors, including
tech companies and governments, to help shape online environments in
children’s best interest.

e Youth voice: we work to involve youth voice in both education and in
policy. This work comprises our youth advisory boards, running focus
groups, co-creation of resources with young people, and including youth

voice at policy events.

2. We are a small organization, with a senior management team, an education team, a
communications team and a Digital Leader programme team. This has changed in
scale a little since the Covid times, and we are currently an organization of 11 staff.
We are part of the UK Safer Internet Centre, working with two other charities in
partnership, the Internet Watch Foundation and SWGfL, and this partnership began
back in 2011.
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3. At the start of the pandemic we operated across the same team structure but had 18
staff, and the pandemic had an undoubted financial impact on our organization,
mainly in the impact on one of our leading programmes, Childnet’s Digital Leaders
programme, which was hit hard, as many schools struggled with bandwidth, but also
the ‘bubbles’ prevented the interaction that was needed to make the programme

successful with children from different classes and year groups working together.

4. There was a high demand for information around online safety during Covid and we

adapted to provide this support.

Childnet’s response to the pandemic

5. We shifted our school outreach programme online. Our education team’s school
outreach work had until this point consisted of a member of staff visiting a school to
run education/training sessions for young people, parents and carers and school
staff. Shifting this online was a necessary response to the situation and was

something we had not done before.

6. We used our regular Youth Advisory Board meetings to listen to young people’s

perspectives and looked for ways to share this voice.

7. We provided a range of resources tailored to support our target audiences of
children and young people, parents and carers, and educators and schools, taking
into account the new environment. In all of this work, where possible and relevant,

we looked to include the voice of young people on these issues.

8. The resources we developed included new hot topics for young people on Medical
Misinformation, on Video calls, on home learning , and on New online accounts (for
setting up new accounts for the first time on online services). ‘Hot topics’ were a
feature of our old website (updated in December 2021) and these pages on our
website gave young people top tips and advice about key issues, answering any
questions they may have. As some of these pages were very COVID-19 specific,
not all of them were migrated to our new website, but some can be found in the

accompanying Annex.

9. These resources were developed following conversations with our youth advisory

boards, who flagged a need for more support for young people in these areas, as
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well as other feedback from young people involved in our online safety sessions

carried out during this period. An example quote from a young person at this time:

“During COVID, because there’s an entirely new topic for all this news to be
spread about, [misinformation has] increased, and it’s slightly more detrimental
now because everyone’s online all the time [...] There’s so much of it that it

becomes believable.”

10. These resources were promoted through our social media channels, on the Childnet

blog, and through our newsletter.

11. We also added Covid specific questions to each hot topic for young people
including on Nudes, on Bullying, on Privacy Settings, on Social Media, on Expiring
content, on Fake news, on Gaming, on Sharenting, on Digital Wellbeing, on
Livestreaming, on Location services, on Online grooming, on Online reputation, on
Phishing and scams, on Privacy and data and on Screen time. These were the
existing hot topics on the website and working with our youth advisory groups, and
through our work in schools, we developed new supplementary questions which
were helpful for young people and made each of these relevant to the period we
were in, ie during the pandemic. The issues covered related to concerns at the time,
which we had heard in our work directly with young people, and were risks

heightened by the amount of time young people spent online during COVID19.

12. For parents and carers we created new hot topics including on Livestreaming , and

on Video calls .

13. We also updated and refreshed Advice on key topics for parents and carers as well

as Advice on key topics for educators and professionals.

14. We created a number of new blogs for parents and carers, including:
o A parents and carers guide to digital wellbeing during the COVID-19
pandemic
o A parents and carers guide to misinformation and fake news during
COVID-19
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15.

16

17.

18.

19

o A parenis and carers guide to online entertainment and socialising during
COVID-19
o  What is Omegle? Key things parents and carers need to know

o What is Houseparty? A guide for parents and carers.

We published a blog for educators which was drawn from our conversations with

young people, where they give advice to teachers and professionals

. We published a blog in June 2020, interviewing a 15 year old student, who was a

member of one of our Youth Boards, and we spoke to her about some research she
had carried out ‘Covid-19: what does it mean for my family and i? a journey through
the eyes of a child’, as well as sharing an open letter from a young person to parents
about how they are surviving the Covid-19 pandemic, which starts off with the words
‘Parents: YOU GOT THISY.

We developed and released a short video-resource to support home-learning
around online safety, focused on the SMART rules online. These 6 video lessons,
aimed at parents of 6-9s, are 10-minute interactive presentations designed to get

parents and children working together at home.

We adapted the Childnet Film Competition, which is open to children of primary
school and of secondary school age, with the prospect of winning camera
equipment prizes for their school, so it could work in a lockdown setting and so

families could run this at home, even without technology to make a film.

. We run a huge annual national awareness campaign in the UK called Safer Internet

Day, which takes place every February. To respond to the issues arising from
Covid-19 we set the theme of the Feb 2021 campaign as ‘An internet we trust:
exploring reliability in the online world’. 51% of 8-17s heard about this campaign as
well as 38% of parents and carers, and over 2000 organisations from all over the UK
got involved and supported. We were describing the Day in 2021 as the most
important one that has ever been given the extent that being online had become
such an essential part of children’s educational and social lives, courtesy of the

pandemic and subsequent lockdowns.
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20. Lockdown signalled an increase in demand for information. We could see this in

visits to our website trebling in comparison to the year before.

21. We also were commissioned by the National Lottery Heritage Fund to produce some
guidance for their sector on how to use social media and video-conferencing safely
‘Working with children and young people online’.

22. As part of the UK Safer Internet Centre we contributed to a new signposting platform
for resources to support teacher and professionals around safe online learning, with
contributors across the sector. This was a webpage with links to key organisations
and resources across the online safety sector. We wanted to make it as easy as
possible for educators to find all of the information they need to support their
learners, without having to search the web for this. Although it has been updated
and changed in the years since COVID, you can see the latest version of this

webpage in the accompanying Annex.

23. We developed this in partnership with the Professionals Online Safety Helpline
(POSH), one of our partners in the UK Safer Internet Centre, who were hearing from
educators about a need for this type of central signposting area. Our education team
looked at the resources which were included in this hub to ensure they were reliable
and useful for schools, and the communications teams within UKSIC and Childnet

promoted this across social channels and newsletters.

The impact of the pandemic on children’s lives

24. As the lockdown was announced, and schools were closed to in person education,
Childnet had concerns on the impact on the welfare of children and young people.
Although we did not carry out research that is relevant to this inquiry directly, there

are some things that may be of interest.

25. Childnet CEO chairs a Working Group called the ‘Early Warning Working Group,
which is a part of a body called the UK Council for Internet Safety (UKCIS). UKCIS
is not a relevant body during this period, as the Executive Board had not met for a

period of time and no meetings were held during and since lockdown, and it is a
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26.

27.

28.

largely forgotten entity. However, our Working Group still functions, and it brings
helplines from across the UK, together with law enforcement, and representatives
from government departments, including both UK and the devolved nations. The
concerns of the group as lockdowns were announced were such that we determined
to shift from meeting every month to meeting every 2 weeks as we could better keep
our finger on the puise of online risk and harm facing children and young people. We
met every 2 weeks over the period from May to September 2020, before reverting

back to monthly meetings.

The notes of these meetings are for those attending the meeting, and not for wider
circulation, and the information shared is usually anecdotal, members reporting what
they are seeing, rather than rigorously researched findings suitable for the public
domain. The task of the Early Warning Working Group is, when a critical issue is
identified by the group, then this will be escalated to the Government Departments
that co-chair UKCIS, is DCMS, DfE and the Home Office. During this period nothing

was raised in this way.

To share something from these Group meetings, during the first lockdown, helplines
in general reported an increase in contacts. Sextortion, email scams, cyberbullying,
dangerous online challenges/hoaxes featured amongst the issues group members
were seeing. Some concerns were shared about the responsiveness of tech
companies to escalations during this period, ie the human side of platform
moderation. And reflections on the fact that schools were grappling with remote
learning, and the practical challenges about a teacher running lessons online from

their own home in a safe way.

We did not carry out specific research on online harms and children during this
period, contrasting it to any other, nor therefore do we have any trends or impact
data to share, or any views on whether the impact of harms on children was
understood and was being effectively addressed by key stakeholders across
government, police and online platforms. Nor do we have any trends or impact date,
or information on the benefits and the importance of being online for young people
during this period, though it is evident the challenges that would have been faced by

young people not able to access their educational and social lives during the
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lockdown period. It is worth a sharing a comment of one young person we spoke to,
a member of one of our Youth Advisory Boards, who captured the feeling that offline
things feel out of control with the potential for huge disruption arriving at short notice

with a comparison to online, where there is more the comfort of stability.

Lessons learned

29. The pandemic followed soon after Brexit in providing a very challenging environment
for our charity. We had been in receipt of funding from the EU which came to an end
during the pandemic, and then the pandemic itself hit the income generating part of

our operations.

30. We were successful in obtaining a grant from the DCMS/National Lottery
Community Fund, and this grant was vital for us to manage our cash flow as we
looked to provide stability to our operations and continue the work we needed to do
at a period of very high demand for our information and advice from schools,
parents and carers and more. This funding helped support our core work, as well as
to better embed young people’s voices into our web content, engaging young people
to provide their viewpoints and tips on aspects of online safety. The NGO sector play
an important role in society, in service delivery and more, and ensuring that this
continues has to be included in areas that Government resources support during

such times.

31. We also were fortunate with those organisations that were already funding us,
supporting projects, to enable flexibility in the way we delivered, and we were able to

deliver on all our commitments.

Conclusion
32. Childnet has not carried out any specific ‘lessons learned reviews’ following the

pandemic, nor on its impact on children and young people.

33. We saw the demand on Childnet’s services grew during the pandemic, as online
became a lifeline for both education and social interaction for children and young

people, and families. Childnet responded well, adapting our school outreach online,
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shifting other key campaigns and programmes online within the rules that were set
across society by the Government. We also kept our ear to the ground, with regular
conversations with young people during this period, as well as supporting the
sharing of knowledge between organisations with a close ear to the issues and
concerns facing children and young people. We also focused campaigns to issues
of most relevance in the circumstances, for example the 2021 Safer Internet Day

focused on the reliability of information online.

Statement of Truth

| believe that the facts stated in this witness statement are true. | understand that
proceedings may be brought against anyone who makes, or causes to be made, a false
statement in a document verified by a statement of truth without an honest belief of its
truth.

Personal Data

Signed:

Dated: 24th June 2025
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