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UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

WITNESS STATEMENT OF DAME CAROLINE DINENAGE

I, Caroline Dinenage, will say as follows: -

Part A - Background

1. | was elected Conservative MP for Gosport, Stubbington, Lee-on-the-Solent and
Hill Head in 2010. | have held various ministerial positions including
Parliamentary Under Secretary for Women, Equalities and Early Years at the
Department for Education (“DfE”) from July 2016 to June 2017, Parliamentary
Under Secretary of State at the Department for Work and Pensions from June
2017 to January 2018 and Minister of State at the Department of Health and
Social Care (“DHSC”) from January 2018 to February 2020. From February 2020
to September 2021 | was the Minister of State for Digital and Culture in the
Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport (‘DCMS”).

2. As Minister of State, my responsibilities included Online Harms and Security,
Digital Skills, Arts and Libraries, Creative Industries, Museums and Cultural

Property, Festival UK 2022, Heritage and Platinum Jubilee.

3. DCMS’s role as a department is to support culture, arts, media, sport, tourism
and civil society across England. As a result of the machinery of government
changes announced on 7 February 2023, the ‘digital part of DCMS was moved
across to the newly created Department for Science, Innovation and Technology
(“DSIT"). Throughout this statement, when | refer to DCMS, | am referring to the

department's previous functions prior to the machinery of government changes.
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4. | make this statement pursuant to a Rule 9 request from the Inquiry dated 24
April 2025. As outlined in the Provisional QOutline of Scope for Module Eight, this
module is concerned with the impact of the pandemic on children and young
people. The contents of this statement relate primarily to matters that occurred
within the specified date range, 1 January 2020 until 28 June 2022, unless

indicated otherwise.

Part B - Ministerial Role
5. | was appointed the Minister of State for Digital and Culture on 13 February 2020,
a time when the Covid-19 pandemic was an emerging situation. Of relevance to
this module of the Inquiry, | had ministerial responsibility of Online Harms and
Security. This role involved protecting online users, including children and young
people, from online harms. My responsibilities included overseeing:

a. Work to scope and prepare the Online Safety Bill, which later became
enacted as the Online Safety Act (discussed at paragraphs 14 - 21). This
work involved liaising with Ministers, industry representatives and other
stakeholders to understand what protections existed online and what
additional protections were needed,;

b. Measures to help educate the public about how to stay safe online; and

c. Measures to identify and remove harmful misinformation and

disinformation.

6. When | was first appointed as Minister, the scale and extensive duration of the
pandemic was an unknown. My ministerial role initially required me to become
familiar with the Online Safety Bill (discussed from paragraph 14) at pace, which
was to be and ultimately became an important cornerstone of protecting children
and adults online. As a government, we were also focused during this period on
facilitating children and young people’s access to technology as a result of
lockdowns and school closures during which students were required to attend

classes remotely.
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7. Online safety policy is a reserved matter while media literacy is devolved as it
falls under education. | have included my involvement in media literacy initiatives

at paragraphs 22 and 31c.

Pre-Pandemic Online Safety

8. Prior to my appointment as Minister, online safety was an area of growing
concern in the United Kingdom. There had tragically been a number of high
profile deaths of young people, which had prompted wider public debate on the
issue and the advocacy of greater online protections. Significant work had been
undertaken by my predecessors and previous governments to address emerging

issues and harms.

9. For example, in October 2017, the government published the Internet Safety
Strategy Green Paper where DCMS was the lead department. The Green Paper
consulted and considered various aspects of online safety. In May 2018, the
government’'s response [CD/01 INQO000102740] to that paper set out the

intention to manage new and emerging issues.

10. Following on from the Green Paper, the Online Harms White Paper was
published on 8 April 2019, and set out a program of action to tackle content or
activity that harmed online users. The Paper provided evidence of the growing
scale of harmful content that people experienced online and noted that children
were increasingly online. It also recognised that the impact of harmful content
and activity could be particularly damaging for children’s mental health and
wellbeing. The Paper confirmed the government’s intention to keep online users
safe, to establish a new regulatory framework to improve safety online and to
create a duty of care between online platforms and users [CD/02
INQO00606810]. As set out in the White Paper, the regulatory framework’s
objectives were to protect users against the harmful psychological effects of
internet services, exposure to illegal content and in particular, harmful content
directed towards children, including suicide and self-harm content. The White
Paper, led by DCMS and the Home Office (“HO”), was based on a range of

evidence sources, with the principal sources of data on internet service usage
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and user harm coming from the Information Commissioner’s Office (“ICO”) and

the Office of Communications (“Ofcom”) reports on media use and attitudes.

11. Therefore, at the time of my appointment as Minister, comprehensive work and
research had already been undertaken and was ongoing in the online safety
space. This provided a strong foundation to draw upon and to understand the
varying types of online harms to children and young people. During my time as
Minister, | was able to continue this important work and improve online safety

measures for all users.

White Paper Response

12. On 12 February 2020 (the date of my appointment as Minister), the government
published an initial response to the White Paper consultation which provided an
overview of the consultation responses and wider engagement on the proposals
in the White Paper [CD/03 INQ000623033]. Work continued to develop the final

policy position for a new online harms regulatory framework.

13. Subsequently, on 15 December 2020, the government published a full response
to the White Paper consultation [CD/04 INQ000552520]. The response set out
the online harms regulatory framework and confirmed the intention to name
Ofcom as the independent regulator. It also placed several expectations on
companies’ user safety and most relevantly, higher levels of protection for
children online. All companies would need to protect children and young people
from being exposed to both legal and ‘legal but harmful’ content of activity. This
included content such as grooming, hate speech, bullying, pornography and the
encouragement or promotion of suicide, self-harm and eating disorders.
Companies would need to assess whether children were likely to access their
services, and if so, provide additional protection. This could include the use of

age assurance or age verification to prevent children access.

Online Safety Bill

14. Whilst Minister, | had responsibility for the Online Safety Bill and contributed to its

development. It was recognised that the online world could be particularly
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15.

damaging for children and detrimental to their wellbeing and mental health. The
protection of children was therefore central to the need for a regulatory approach
to tackle online harms. Throughout the pandemic, | was at home with my children
(school and sixth form age) and was acutely aware of how their lives pivoted into
the online world. As a consequence, | appreciated the increasing urgency and

importance of measures to keep children and young people safe online.

During my time as Minister and ahead of the Bill's implementation, | attended
many meetings and consulted with various stakeholders to develop the Bill.
Some examples included:

a. On 11 March 2020, | chaired a Ministerial Roundtable with online safety
technology providers [CD/05; INQ000651601 :[CD/06 INQ000648259]. In
attendance was officials from the HO, Department of International Trade
(“‘DIT”) and the National Crime Agency (“NCA”). There was also

attendance from organisations such as the NSPCC (“National Society

for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children”), Internet Watch Foundation
and SafeTo Net;

b. 1 held bilateral meetings with the HO Security Minister (James
Brokenshire) to discuss progressing the online harms legislation. These
meetings took place on 16 April 2020, 6 August 2020 and 10 September
2020 [CD/07 [INQO000648260] [CD/08 INQO00648261] [CD/09
INQ000648262];

c. On 20 May 2020, | met with the Founder and Chair of 5Rights Foundation
(Baroness Beeban Kidron) and other Ministers to discuss age appropriate
design code [CD/10 INQ000648238];

d. On 27 May 2020, | met with Lord McNally, Lord Clement Jones and
Baroness Grender to discuss the progress of the online harms legislation
[CD/11 INQO000648239];

e. On 10 June 2020, | met with lan Russell, the father of Molly Russell who
was bullied online and sadly able to access information on how to take
her own life;

f. On 3 September 2020, | attended an Online Harms Deep Dive to inform
Ministers of the online harms legislation and the next steps [CD/12
INQ000648240];
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16.

17.

g. On 13 October 2020, | met with officials from Google to discuss age
verification and continuing work on online harms [CD/13 INQ000648241];

h. On 18 November 2020, | met with officials from Reddit in advance of the
launch of the draft Online Safety Bill [CD/14 INQ000648242];

i. On 9 February 2021, | met with Dame Maria Miller and department
officials to ensure the Online Safety Bill would meet the needs of victims
in the criminal justice system [CD/15 INQ000648243];

j. On 22 February 2021, the Secretary of State for Culture, Media and
Sport, HO and | hosted a roundtable with a number of organisations to
discuss the Online Safety Bill. The relevant organisations included
NSPCC, Samaritans, Barnados, UK Safer Internet Centre (and South
West Grid for Learning), 5Rights, Parentzone, Internet Matters, Ofcom,
Children’s Commissioner’'s Office, Carnegie Trust, Carnie Trust
(University of Essex), Marie Collins Foundation and Childnet [CD/16
INQ000648244];

k. On 3 March 2021, | attended an Online Harms Parliamentary Roundtable,
hosted by the Secretary of State for Culture Media and Sport [CD/17
INQ000648245];

. On 19 May 2021, | met with the Ofcom CEO (Dame Melanie Dawes) to
discuss the progress of the Online Safety Bill and preparations for the
commencement of the new regime [CD/18 INQ000648246]; and

m. On 17 June 2021, | met with the Information Commissioner (Elizabeth
Denham) to discuss the Online Safety Bill and wider online harms work
[CD/19 INQ000648247].

These meetings were in addition to regular departmental meetings with DCMS to

progress and draft the Bill.

| also regularly engaged with MPs (examples are detailed at paragraph 15). |
hosted group meetings with MPs to answer their questions, listen to feedback
and share updates on the government’s work. Furthermore, | also met with MPs
individually, sometimes alongside their constituents, to discuss individual cases
and their concerns in depth. | often responded to MP correspondence and

answered Parliamentary questions. MP queries primarily related to the
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government’s plans to tackle harmful content on online platforms. By conducting
a thorough policy development process (of the Online Harms Bill) and continued
engagement with a broad range of stakeholders, this ensured the future

legislation was as robust and effective as possible.

18. 1 had meetings with technology companies (including social media companies)
throughout the pandemic (examples at detailed at paragraph 15). From this
engagement, the department was able to notify them of the potential for or
occurrence of online harms or disinformation across their platforms, encouraging
them to take early action to address online harms prior to the Bill's
implementation. On one occasion, | instructed my Private Office to contact the
Director of TikTok (Elizabeth Kanter) to raise concern about content of children
and adults swallowing magnet based piercings. Tiktok in response advised that

11 videos containing the relevant content had been taken down [CD/20

| INQO00651597 | This role of contacting social media companies was otherwise

completed by the department.

19. On 12 May 2021, the draft Online Safety Bill was published. This set out the
proposed regulatory framework and action to counter illegal content and activity.
The draft Bill included a number of measures focused on children and young
people, for example, ensuring illegal content on social media sites would be
prevented or removed quickly and ensuring children were protected from harmful

content even where the content did not reach a criminal threshold.

20. 1 was not the relevant Minister when the Bill became legislation (the Online
Safety Act) in October 2023.

Online Safety Guidance and Roundtable
21. On 23 April 2020, guidance on Covid-19 Online Safety was published on Gov.uk

[CD/21 INQO00518741]. With more parents looking after and educating children
from home, the guidance provided tailored advice for parents to keep their
children safe online. The guidance recommended measures such as reviewing

security and safety settings, checking facts, guarding against disinformation,
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being vigilant against fraud and scams and managing the amount of time spent

online.

22. To increase awareness, the department shared the guidance with other
government departments including the Ministry of Housing, Communities and
Local Government (“MHLG”), Ministry of Justice ("MOJ”), DHSC, DfE and HO. It
was also shared with the UK Council for Internet Safety (“UKCIS”) Board.

23. To coincide with the launch of the guidance, on 22 April 2020, | co-hosted a
virtual roundtable with the Security Minister (James Brokenshire) and child safety
organisations to assess the impact of coronavirus on child online safety and
bolster ways of working together to protect children online [CD/22
INQO000361199] [CD/23 INQO000361207]. The relevant organisations included
Barnardos, Internet Watch Foundation, NSPCC, ParentZone, Samaritans and UK
Safer Internet Café. The roundtable provided an opportunity for the organisations
to report on emerging trends they were seeing during the pandemic. It was noted
that children’s mental health was becoming an increasing concern as they were
isolated from friends. Parents were also experiencing difficulties in protecting
their children online with previous avenues of advice (teachers) not as
accessible. As a result, online advice and resources were therefore a beneficial
source of information for parents. Following the meeting, organisations were
requested to advise what specific actions they were taking, to provide any
feedback on where the government should focus its efforts, to provide any
feedback on the role that UKCIS could play and to share any useful data or

statistics.

24 The roundtable allowed increased collaboration between the department and
those organisations moving forward in the child safety space. For example, two
organisations allowed the government to reference their online guidance and
there was increased sharing of data between the organisations and department.
As this meeting occurred very early in my time as Minister, it enabled me to hear
firsthand the various challenges that each organisation was observing and better
understand the online harms landscape. | was able to use this knowledge to feed

this into my future work and discussions in relation to the draft Online Safety Bill
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to ensure it remained fit for purpose - especially as technology and the online
world developed and changed at such a fast pace. We were also able to ask the
organisations to promote the Covid-19 Online Safety Guidance (see paragraph

22) through their channels to increase awareness.

Video Game Loot Boxes

25. On 23 September 2020, | launched a call for evidence on loot boxes in video
games [CD/24 INQO00648251]. This complemented and formed part of the
government’s review of the Gambling Act 2005 and the DCMS Select
Committee’s Inquiry into Immersive and Addictive Technologies. Loot boxes were
features in some video games, purchased with either virtual or real-world
currency, that rewarded players with randomised virtual items. Players did not
know which items they would receive at the point of purchase. This chance
element raised concerns as it could encourage gambling-like behaviour and lead
to problem gambling. The call for evidence was to help determine the scale and
nature of the problems related to loot boxes, including the extent to which they
may lead to gambling-like behaviour. The impact of loot boxes on players,
particularly children and young people, was sought to be examined. It was
recognised that evolving technologies, such as online video games, presented
new responsibilities to ensure that users (including children) were not exposed to

harm.

26.0n 29 April 2021, | was provided with a submission from the department

containing a summary of findings [CD/25 | INQ000651598 . Following a meeting
on 13 May 2021, | requested the department [CD/26i INQ000651599 !

a. Explore whether protection for individuals against loot boxes could fall
under existing legislation; and
b. Work with BEIS to determine if there was a legislative vehicle to improve

consumer protection.

27. Also stemming from the department’s submission, on 8 June 2021, | held a

roundtable with gaming companies to discuss what industry action they were

willing to take in relation to loot boxes [CD/27; INQ000651600 |. This conversation

was important to address the issues identified in the call for evidence and to
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make a difference in ensuring children and vuinerable adults were better

protected.

28. By July 2021, the call for evidence resulted in over 30,000 responses. My last
day as Minister was on 16 September 2021. | understand my successor

continued this work.
29. This was the only call for evidence, in relation to children and online harms, that |

had involvement with.

Other Measures
30. Although not directly targeting children and young people, a number of measures

were implemented to improve online user safety. These indirectly benefited
children and included:

a. On 23 September 2020, £29 million of funding was allocated to a new
online safety centre of excellence and six new research projects to
address challenges around online safety and privacy [CD/28
INQ000648252];

b. In October 2020, the Safety Tech Innovation Network was launched. This
provided a forum for safety tech providers to collaborate and promote
their work. Run by DCMS and Nominet, the network was designed to help
develop technologies to protect citizens online and make online
experiences safer; and

c. The Online Harms White Paper set out a commitment to develop an
Online Media Strategy ahead of the implementation of an online harm’s
regulator. On 14 July 2021, the Online Media Literacy Strategy was
launched [CD/29 INQO000609979]. Its aim was to educate and empower
internet users to manage their online safety and provide a co-ordinated
approach to online media literacy. £340,000 in funding was allocated to
upskill teachers, library workers, youth workers and carers to help young

people to identify disinformation and misinformation online.

Meetings

10

INQO000587990_0010



31. As Minister, | hosted two meetings that supported broader online safety
measures, which indirectly had the effect of protecting children from online
harms. They included:

a. On 10 February 2021, | chaired UKCIS. UKCIS is a collaborative forum
through which the government, tech industry and third sector work
together to ensure online safety in the UK. The Executive Board is
chaired by Ministers from DCMS, DfE and HO. At this meeting, the Full
Government Response to the White Paper was discussed. In reflection,
UKCIS played an important role in enabling the tech industry and
government to communicate work together to improve safety during the
pandemic; and

b. On 12 May 2021, | hosted an Online Suicide Content Prevention
Roundtable [CD/30 INQ000648255].

32. From July 2020, | was also involved in ongoing discussions with the Secretary of
State for Health and Social Care (Matt Hancock) in relation to tackling the
increase in online misinformation and disinformation with regards to vaccines
which is outside of the scope of this module. Our discussions were not related to

the impact on children.

Part C - Research
33. As a department, DCMS did not carry out its own research to assess the impact
of the pandemic on children or young people’s lives. The DfE and DHSC would
have greater knowledge and involvement in this research. Instead, the
department drew on a range of external research and assessments to develop an
understanding of the risk of online harm to children and young people, including
how this changed during the pandemic. This was ultimately available to me as
the Minister and assisted in carrying out my role and responsibilities. Research

that assisted in understanding the online harm’s landscape is discussed below.

Ofcom
34. On 29 January 2019, Ofcom’s Children and Parents: Media Use and Attitudes
Report 2018 was published [CD/31 INQ000615302]. The White Paper was

based on a range of evidence sources including Ofcom’s 2018 Report. The data
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therefore guided my understanding and knowledge of children’s use of the
internet. Some key findings included:
a. Children aged 5-15 years old spent an average of 15 hours and 18

minutes online in a week;

b. The main online activities carried out by children were video streaming,

online gaming and social media:

i. One third of 3-4 year olds (32 per cent) and half of all 5-15 year
olds (49 per cent) said they use “Over The Top television” services
like Netflix, Amazon Prime Video and Now TV. YouTube was
described as “increasingly [...] the viewing platform of choice”,
with close to half of 3-4 year olds (45 per cent) having used it,

rising to 89 per cent of 12-15 year olds;

ii. Among those who play games, 75 per cent of 5-15 year olds
played games online. The incidence of online gaming increased
with age, ranging from 37 per cent for 3-4 year olds to 87 per cent

for 12-15 year olds; and

iii. 70 per cent of 12-15 year olds and 20 per cent of 8-11 year olds
who go online had a social media profile. Facebook remained the
most popular social media site or messaging app, used by 72 per

cent of 12-15 year olds with a social media profile.

35.0n 28 April 2021, Ofcom’s Children and Parents: Media Use and Attitudes
Report 2020-21 was published [CD/32 INQO000560772]). The new research
provided an updated snapshot of children’s media use during the pandemic. This
assisted with a continued understanding of children’s online usage and key
issues which was able to ensure the Online Safety Bill remained fit for purpose.
Some key findings included:

a. Children had spent more time watching content (programmes, video and
short clips) in 2020 than they had before (from 2 hours 54 minutes in

2019 to 3 hours 18 minutes in 2020);

b. In 2020, for the first time, children’s viewing of non-broadcast (i.e. online)

content on the TV overtook viewing of broadcast content - children aged
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4-15 watched 11 hours 19 minutes of this a week (up from 7 hours 49

minutes in 2019);

c. Gaming seemed to be increasing in popularity among girls - ‘video
games’ moved up to third place in the list of favourite hobbies among
girls, from seventh place in 2019 (while being in the top two for boys, both
years). Children aged 12-15 reported the longest time playing, at 1 hour
28 minutes per day — an increase of nine minutes since 2019. The main
driver for the overall increase among 5-15 year olds was among younger
boys aged 5-7 years old. Boys in this age group showed an increase of

24 minutes since 2019, to 1 hour 26 minutes in 2020;

d. 55 per cent of 12-15 year olds had experienced some form of negative

online experience;

e. Among these negative experiences, the most likely to be cited was “being
contacted by a stranger online who wanted to be their friend” (30 per
cent). However, three-quarters of 12-15 year olds knew how to block
messages on social media from someone they didn’'t want to hear from

and 55 per cent had done this;

f.  About a fifth of 12-15 year olds said they had accidentally spent money
online that they didnt mean to, seen or received something
scary/troubling, or seen something of a sexual nature that made them feel

uncomfortable; and

g. Overall, half of 12-15 year olds said they had encountered hateful content
online in the past year, with eight per cent saying that they had seen it

often.

Safer Technology Report

36. On 27 May 2020, | announced the release of the Safer Technology, safer users:
The UK as a world leader in Safety Tech Report [CD/33 INQ000648258]. This
report provided an overview of the UK’s online safety technology sector, identified
considerable growth in the sector (the number of dedicated online safety firms

had doubled in five years) and highlighted a range of innovative companies
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focused on tackling online harms through a range of technical solutions. The
report highlighted how the UK was leading in developing new solutions that were
being used worldwide to safeguard and protect users from harm, and to detect
and remove illegal content. Businesses and organisations showcased in the
report were an essential part of ensuring the UK continued to be a world leader in
fighting illegal and harmful content online. Indeed, an overriding purpose within
this sector was to protect users most at risk of harm which included young people

and children.

Part D - Reflections
37. A month after my appointment as the Minister of State, the UK went into its first
Covid-19 lockdown. Like many others, | was required to adapt and embrace the
new online world. The internet presented many benefits during this period in
enabling our classrooms and workplaces to continue to operate, albeit online, to
avoid the spread of Covid-19. Technology enabled us to speak to our loved ones
from afar, stay connected and keep up to date with the latest news. Our society’s
digital transformation has been profound. Resistance to change was not an
option and as a result, we have taken significant leaps towards a new digitalised

world.

38. By virtue of spending more of our lives online, both during and after the
pandemic, users including children and young people, have been placed at a
greater risk of experiencing harm online. During the pandemic, it was evident that
my work as Minister to improve online safety became even more important. | am
grateful to have been a part of the introduction of measures to improve online

safety for children in the UK.

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
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statement in a document verified by a statement of truth without an honest belief of its

truth.

Signed:

Personal Data

Dated: 24 July 2025
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