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INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

1. I, Matthew John Rycroft KCMG CBE, provide this statement as one of the Home
Office’s Corporate Witnesses and in response to a request under Rule 9 of the Inquiry
Rules 2006 dated 9 August 2024 (“the Rule 9 Request’). | confirm that | am duly
authorised by the Home Office to provide evidence to assist the Covid-19 Inquiry (“the

Inquiry”).

2. In my role as the Permanent Secretary at the Home Office | had personal knowledge of
the discharge of Home Office responsibilities relating to children and young people
during the period relevant to the Rule 9 Request. As a member of the Home Office
Executive Committee, | also had personal knowledge of the wider discharge of Home
Office responsibilities concerning the United Kingdom’s response to the Covid-19

pandemic (“the Pandemic”).
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| became Home Office Permanent Secretary on 23 March 2020. | am responsible to
the Home Secretary and Parliament for ensuring that the Department meets its
ministerially-set objectives, and for operational management of the Home Office. As
the Departmental Accounting Officer, | am also responsible for the propriety and

regularity of Home Office finances.

| have been provided with invaluable assistance in preparing this statement by senior
officials throughout the Home Office and especially those in the Public Safety Group
and Migration and Borders Group who were also in their roles during the relevant
period. In addition, | have been able to draw on the knowledge of the dedicated Home
Office team formed to support the Covid-19 Inquiry who are able to search
Departmental records. The Home Office Inquiry team also includes staff who were
involved in the Home Office Covid-19 Directorate and have direct knowledge of events
at the relevant time. Accordingly, whilst | do not have direct personal knowledge of all
events covered in this corporate witness statement, | am satisfied that | am able to
provide accurate evidence to assist the Inquiry for the entire period covered by the

Rule 9 Request.

As requested in the Rule 9 Request, this statement provides a means to understand the
central issues, key policy frameworks, and actions taken by the Department in relation
to children and young people, with reference to the relevant key documents. My
statement should be read in conjunction with the witness statement of the Right
Honorable Dame Priti Patel, MP, and the corporate witness statement of Patricia Hayes
CB, former Home Office Second Permanent Secretary, both of which were prepared for

Module 2 of the Inquiry.

To assist the Inquiry and support module 2, the Home Office prepared a detailed
chronology of the Departmental pandemic response from January 2020 to June 2022
(“the Home Office Chronology”) and a supplementary “Hidden Harms
Chronology” which listed key events, briefings, and meetings in relation to Home
Office work o address domestic abuse, violence against women and girls, and related
crimes during the Pandemic. In addition, | will refer to underlying documents which are
provided in the disclosure made to the Inquiry (or available in the public domain), using
the relevant Inquiry production references. The Home Office can, if required, provide

further specified material that may be of interest to the Inquiry.
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7. Before progressing to the detail of my statement, | would like to take this opportunity to
pay fribute to everyone who worked tirelessly, in unprecedented and challenging
circumstances, to protect the safety and wellbeing of all children in the UK during the
Pandemic. On behalf of the Home Office, | am grateful to colleagues across central
and local government, policing and law enforcement, teachers, social workers and
others working with young people, third sector organisations, foster parents and carers
for the vital work they did to look after the most vulnerable children and young people
in our society. | also give thanks to my Home Office colleagues who continued to
deliver critical services to reunite families, resettle vuinerable children, enable young
people to study or stay in the UK, and deliver new strategies and legislation to protect

children beyond the impacts of the Pandemic.

8. | also wish to express my sincere personal condolences, and those of the Home Office
as a whole, to those who lost family and friends as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic or

whose lives were otherwise seriously affected by it.

Statement Structure and Overview

. PART TWO outlines the roles and responsibilities of the Home Office and the
Secretary of State for the Home Department, including the Department’s specific

statutory duties and policy responsibilities in relation to children and young people.

10. PART THREE summarises Home Office pandemic planning before 2020.

11. PART FOUR details the role of the Home Office in key decisions relating to children
during the Pandemic, including the implementation of attendance restrictions for
schools and the three national lockdowns. It outlines Home Office support for children
and young people at risk of domestic abuse, child sexual exploitation and abuse, and

county line crimes during the Pandemic.
12. PART FIVE considers Home Office specific support for children and young people in
the immigration and asylum system during the Pandemic, including unaccompanied

asylum-seeking children and those at risk of trafficking.

13. PART SIX summarises external evaluation and scrutiny relating to children and young

people during the Pandemic.
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14. ANNEXES A - C provide additional information as follows:

i.  Annex A Lists Home Office senior officials.

i. Annex B lists the organisations supporting children and young people, and
victims of hidden harms crimes, which received Home Office funding to
mitigate the impacts of the Pandemic.

iii. Annex C provides data on the number of visas issued to children during the
Pandemic.

iv.  Annex D details the recommendations made by the Independent Chief
Inspector of Borders and Immigration in relation to the use of hotels to

accommodate unaccompanied asylum seeking children.

Overview

15. The safety of children and young people is of critical importance to the Home
Office. The Department works across government to ensure a whole-system
approach, including with the Department for Education, to support the most
disadvantaged and vulnerable children and young people. Throughout the Pandemic,
the Department worked with central and local government, policing and law
enforcement, and third sector organisations to protect children in their homes, online,

and after arrival in the UK.

Physical and Online Harms

16. The Home Office worked with Law Enforcement, the UK Intelligence Community,
safeguarding partners, and the third sector {o assess threats and provide
resources to tackle physical and online offending, and protect vulnerable children
during Covid-19.

17. The Home Office and the wider UK Government provided significant funding to
national and local charities to support their vital work in protecting children and

mitigating the risks of Covid-19 in person and online.

18. During the Pandemic, the Home Office delivered vital legislation and strategies
to protect children and young people beyond the immediate impacts of Covid-
19. The Domestic Abuse Act 2021 recognised children as victims of domestic abuse.
The 2021 Tackling Child Sexual Abuse Strategy outlined the Government’s work to

prevent, tackle and respond to all forms of child sexual abuse. The 2021 Violence
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Against Women and Girls Strategy set out the Government’s ambition to prioritise

prevention, support victims, and pursue perpetrators.

Education

19. Schools remained open for vulnerable children throughout the Pandemic. Home
Office ministers and officials considered that education settings provided the best
protective factor for vulnerable children and young people. The Home Secretary

outlined this position at Cabinet committees throughout the Pandemic.

20. The Home Office took actions to support migrant children and young people
studying in the UK. The Department issued concessions to prevent the Pandemic

from affecting children’s and young people’s ability to study with UK institutions.

Immigration and Asylum

21. The Home Office continued during the Pandemic to meet its obligations under
the Vuinerable Children’s Resettlement Scheme, the Vulnerable Person’s
Resettlement Scheme, and Section 67 of the Immigration Act 2016 to support the
resettlement of vulnerable children and young people in the UK. The Home Office also
continued to issue visas to enable children to come to the UK for family and study

reasons.

22. The Home Office prioritised applications for change of conditions from people
facing hardship who had been granted leave to remain on family or private life
grounds. In cases where a child’s welfare was at risk or a person was destitute or at
risk of destitution, an individual could apply to access public funds. The Department

approved 13,609 applications to change conditions during the Pandemic.

23. Throughout the Pandemic, the Department took action to mitigate the impacts of
the Pandemic on children and young people with temporary leave to remain in
the UK, and those in families who no longer had the right to remain in the
country. Concessions were issued to children and young people unable to return
home because of travel restrictions or self-isolation. Additionally, between March 2020
and April 2021, the Home Office paused the Families Returns Process for families with
no leave to remain in the UK, enabling them to stay in the country until travel

restrictions were lifted.
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24. From July 2021, the Home Office provided accommodation to over 4600
unaccompanied asylum-seeking children unable to be immediately cared for by
local authorities. The Home Office does not have a statutory duty to provide
accommodation to unaccompanied asylum-seeking children and has no powers to
detain children in such accommodation. Children accommodated in hotels were
provided with wrap around care including from professional care workers, social

workers, and nurses.

25. The Covid-19 Pandemic presented complex issues relating to the provision of
support for unaccompanied asylum-seeking children. Our focus was on ensuring
that no child was left destitute or without support, and working closely with statutory
bodies prioritising the health, safety, and wellbeing of unaccompanied asylum-seeking
children who required our support pending placement with local authorities. The
challenges faced by the Home Office, and the external scrutiny received by the

Department, are outlined in Part Five.

PART TWO: ROLE AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE HOME OFFICE

26. This Part provides an overview of:
i. Home Office responsibilities
i. Home Office ministerial and official accountabilities
ii. Specific Home Office responsibilities and duties in relation to children and young

people.

Home Office Responsibilities and Structures

27. The Home Office delivers outcomes through three mutually supporting
Missions. The Missions lead the end-to-end delivery of our core outcomes, working in
conjunction with our Capabilities. The Missions and Capabilities are coordinated and
supported by a strong corporate centre which sets the strategic direction for the
Department underpinned by evidence and provides the enabling functions fo deliver
our objectives. The Missions are:

i. Public Safety Mission: principally reduces crime, including policy
responsibilities for tackling child sexual exploitation and abuse
i. Homeland Security Mission: reduces the risk to the UK from terrorism,

state threats and economic crime and cyber crime
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iii. Migration and Borders Mission: principally enables the legitimate
movement of people and goods, tackles illegal migration, and protects the

vulnerable.

28. The cross-cutting capabilities are: Border Force; Communications; Corporate and
Delivery; Customer Services; Home Office Legal Advisers; and Immigration

Enforcement.

29. The Strategic Centre is: Science, Technology, Analysis and Research, and Strategy.
They inform, set direction, and coordinate cross-cutting priorities, including

international and data capabilities.

Ministerial and Official Accountability

30. The Secretary of State for the Home Department (the “Home Secretary”) has
overall responsibility for all Home Office business. This includes overarching
responsibility for the departmental portfolio; oversight of the Ministerial team;
membership of Cabinet and the National Security Council (“NSC”); and oversight of
the Security Service. The Home Secretary also had overall responsibility for the Home
Office response to the Pandemic. Ministers who had responsibilities for border matters

during the Pandemic are outlined below.

31. The Home Secretary throughout the specified period was the Right Honourable Dame
Priti Patel MP. She held the post from 24 July 2019 to 6 September 2022. The Home
Secretary is supported by a team of ministers whose responsibilities between 1

January 2020 and 22 June 2022 were as set out below:

32. The Minister for Crime and Policing was a joint Minister for the Home Office and
Ministry of Justice (“MOJ”}. For the Home Office, the Minister’'s responsibilities
included: policing and police powers (including undercover policing, football policing
and police technology); crime and the criminal justice system (“CJS”); public protection
and protests; His Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue
Services ("HMICFRS”); natural disaster relief and unauthorised encampments. The
Right Honourable Kit Malthouse MP held the post (which was called the Minister of
State for Crime, Policing and the Fire Service until February 2020) from 25 July 2019
to 7 July 2022.
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33.

34.

35.

36.

The Minister for Safeguarding had a portfolio covering: modern slavery; domestic
abuse and all forms of violence against women and girls ("VAWG”); child sexual abuse
and exploitation; early youth intervention on serious violence; the Disclosure and
Barring Service ("DBS”); prostitution; stalking; online internet safety; victims (including
victims of terrorism); antisocial behaviour and ‘Operation Warm Welcome,’ (the cross-
departmental programme of resettlement for Afghans evacuated by the UK
Government). The post was held by Victoria Atkins MP between 9 November 2017
and 16 September 2021. Rachel Maclean MP held the post from 16 September 2021
to 6 July 2022.

The Minister for Safe and Legal Migration was a Ministerial role with responsibility
for issues pertaining to immigration and legal migration including: the UK points-based
system; simplifying the immigration system; the current and future visa system; the
asylum system; net migration figures; the EU settlement scheme and issues relating to
Windrush. Kevin Foster MP held the post from 16 December 2019 to 6 September
2022. The role was known as the Minister for Future Borders and Immigration between
February 2020 and December 2021.

The Minister for Security and Borders had responsibility for matters of security,
including cross-border security. This porifolio included: counter terrorism; cybercrime
and online harms; economic crime and fraud; hostile state actlivity; extradition; Royal
and VIP protection; the Northern Ireland protocol; aviation and maritime security and
border security. The Right Honourable James Brokenshire MP held the post from 13
February 2020 to 11 January 2021. The Right Honourable Damian Hinds MP held the
post from 13 August 2021 to 7 July 2022. Between January and August 2021, the
portfolio was covered by Baroness Williams, Mr Foster, Mr Malthouse, and Lord

Greenhalgh.

The Minister for Justice and Tackling lllegal Migration was a joint Ministerial role
for the Home Office and MOJ. Home Office responsibilities included foreign national
offenders in the immigration system; coroners and death management; mental
capacity and the Office of Public Guardian. The Right Honourable Chris Philp MP held
the post from 13 February 2020 to 16 September 2021. Tom Pursglove was the post
holder from 17 September 2021 to 7 July 2022. The role was also known as the

Minister for Immigration Compliance and the Courts.
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37. The Minister for Building Safety, Fire and Communities was a joint Ministerial role
for the Home Office and the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities
(“DLUHC”) (which, prior to September 2021, was known as the Ministry of Housing
Communities and Local Government ("MHCLG”)). The Minister’'s portfolio included the
Grenfell Inquiry, Grenfell recovery and rehousing and associated building safety
programme. It also included tackling leasehold and freehold abuses, local resilience
and emergencies and planning casework. Lord Greenhalgh was the postholder from
18 March 2020 to 8 July 2022.

38. The Home Office Executive Committee ("ExCo”) supported the Home Secretary and
Home Office Ministers at official level. ExCo is chaired by me, consists of the Home
Office’s most senior officials and provides direction on significant strategy decisions
and cross-departmental issues to ensure the department is equipped to deliver its
objectives. ExCo provided strategic leadership throughout the Pandemic, setting the
medium to long-term strategy as well as leading and managing the Department on a

day-to-day basis.

39. The Home Office Director Generals in post during the Pandemic are listed at Annex
A. A spreadsheet of Home Office Senior Civil Servants with responsibilities for children

and young people has been provided separately to the Inquiry.

Home Office Duties and Policy Responsibilities Relating to Children

40. The legislative framework for child protection in England is provided largely by the
Children Acts 1989 and 2004, supported by HM Government’s statutory Working
Together to Safeguard Children guidance.

41. The Working Together to Safeguard Children guidance details the legisiative
requirements that apply to individuals, organisations, and agencies in England in
relation to child safeguarding duties. The Home Office’s specific safeguarding duty
included in the statutory guidance relates to Section 55 of the Borders, Citizenship and
Immigration Act 2009 (“Section 55”) which requires the Home Office to carry out its
immigration, asylum, nationality, and customs functions in a way that takes into

account the need to safeguard and promote the welfare of children in the UK.
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42. Section 55 is intended to achieve the same effect as Section 11 of the Children Act
2004 (“2004 Act”) which places a duty on key people and bodies in England o ensure
that their functions are discharged with regard to the need to safeguard and promote
the welfare of children. Section 28 of the 2004 Act requires similar bodies in Wales to
do the same. Separate legislation for the protection and welfare of children applies in

Scotland and Northern Ireland.

43. Immigration, asylum, nationality, and customs are not devolved matters. Therefore, the
Home Office’s specific duty to safeguard and protect children in these matters is
included in Section 55 of the Borders, Citizenship and Immigration Act 2009 to give
effect in all four UK nations [MR/007 -INQ000527683]. .

Policy Responsibilities

44. The Home Office works closely with the Department for Education ("DfE”), the
department with national policy responsibility for the overarching framework for child
protection and safeguarding, and the Department for Health and Social Care to
provide national leadership in respect of local arrangements for safeguarding and
promoting the welfare of children. This is in line with the Home Office’s oversight of

policing policy and the police’s role as a statutory safeguarding partner.

45. The Home Office is the lead Government department for policy on VAWG in England
and Wales. The term VAWG’ refers to acts of violence or abuse that
disproportionately affect women and girls. These crimes include - and are not limited to
- rape, sexual violence, domestic abuse, stalking, ‘honour’-based abuse including
forced marriage, ‘revenge porn’, and the harms associated with sex work and
prostitution. The term VAWG cannot and should not negate the experiences of, or
provisions for, male victims, of all ages, of these crimes. The UK Government is
committed to ensuring that all victims and survivors of these crimes, of all protected
characteristics, receive the support they deserve, and recognises its responsibilities
under the Public Sector Equality Duty provided for in the Equality Act 2010. The Home
Office’s Tackling Violence Against Women and Girls Strategy, and the Domestic
Abuse Plan, are both clear that while we use the term ‘violence against women and
girls’ in both documents, it refers to all victims of any of these offences [MR/002 -
INQO00518778].

10
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46. The Home Office has responsibility across Government for leading cross-Government
strategy and policy on tackling all forms of child sexual exploitation and abuse,
including online, familial, institutional, and group-based child sexual exploitation.
Responsibilities include: policy on child safeguarding; law enforcement practice,
capabilities and training in relation to vulnerability; supporting victims of child sexual
abuse; and the response to adults and children who go missing. These responsibilities

did not change during the Pandemic.

47. Within the Home Office, the Public Safety Group delivers the Public Safety Mission
(see paragraph 27) and leads on child sexual exploitation and abuse policy (including
online abuse), working closely on these issues with teams across government, policing
and law enforcement, civil society, technology companies, academia, and international

partners.

48. The Public Safety Group was formed in 2021 by merging the Home Office’s Crime,
Police, and Fire Group with functions from the Home Office’s Serious Organised Crime
Group. Before the merger, the Home Office’s responsibilities for child sexual
exploitation and abuse were within the Serious Organised Crime Group. The work of
the Serious Organised Crime Group / Public Safety Group during the Pandemic is

included in Part Four of this statement.

Shared Responsibilities

49. The Home Office delivers its policy and operational responsibilities for children and

young people in conjunction with:

PolicyArea | Shared Responsibilies =~

= Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport: reducing
Reducing Crime , . . . . .
young people’s vulnerabilities associated with being victims

or perpetrators of crime and making the UK the safest and

fairest place to be online

=  Department for Education: supporting the most
disadvantaged and vulnerable children and young people

through high quality local services

11
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PocyAsa | SharedResponsiviies
. Depai‘tmeht for LeVeIiing Up, Hous'ing and
Communities: reducing crime risk factors in vulnerable

families, improving the built environment to deter offending

and supporting families with complex needs

= Ministry of Justice: ensuring criminals are brought to

justice and reducing reoffending

= Department for Health and Social Care to support victims
and identify, report and safeguard communities against

crime, exploitation and abuse.

»  Department for Education: responsible for children’s

Immigration and .
services

Asylum

= Local Authorities: responsible for safeguarding and

promoting the welfare of children in need within their area by

providing services appropriate to those children’s needs.

50. These shared responsibilities were established before 2020 and did not change because
of the Pandemic. The impact of Covid-19 on these policy areas, and the actions taken

by the Home Office in response, is outlined throughout this statement.

PART THREE: HOME OFFICE PANDEMIC PLANNING

51. The Home Office does not have lead government department responsibilities for leading
the planning, response, or recovery from the risks associated with infectious diseases
in people or animals. lts lead department responsibilities for civil contingencies concern

terrorism, and associated matters, and major public order incidents.

52. The Home Office contributed to HMG pandemic planning and exercising in line with its
specific operational responsibilities. Within the Depariment, long-established plans
existed to respond to pandemics or infectious disease outbreaks at the border, in places

of detention, asylum accommodation, and for civil registration. These plans were

12
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informed by HMG and Departmental exercises, and operational responses to specific
disease outbreaks including Swine Flu (2009) and Ebola (2014).

53. During the Swine Flu outbreak in 2009, a small number of schools had closed in
response to localised outbreaks. However, the UK Government decided in August 2009
not to delay the re-opening of all schools following the summer holidays [MR/003 -
INQO00022705]. School closures or restrictions were not required for any subsequent

infectious disease responses involving the Home Office before 2020.

54. Furthermore, the UK Influenza Pandemic Preparedness Strategy 2017 [MR/004 -
INQ000022708] Estated that ‘the general policy would be that schools should not close’

and that school closures ‘should not be the primary focus of schools’ planning.’ The 2011
strategy also had not considered lockdown as a non-pharmaceutical intervention.
Consequently, the Home Office had no pre-existing plans in place to protect vulnerable

people, including children, required to stay at home in the event of a pandemic.

55. The Home Office corporate witness statements for Module One provide a detailed
account of Departmental pandemic planning before 2020 [MR/005 - INQO00147708;
MR/006 - INQ0O00207292]. Part Four below outlines the actions taken by the Home
Office when school restrictions and lockdowns began to be considered in February
2020.

PART FOUR: HOME OFFICE INVOLVEMENT IN SIGNIFICANT DECISIONS

56. This Part provides a chronological account of key Home Office involvement in
significant decisions which affected children, and the actions taken by the Department,
to support vulnerable children during the Pandemic. It covers:

i.  School restrictions and the first national lockdown
ii. Response and planning in summer and autumn 2020
ili. The second national lockdown
iv.  School restrictions and the third national lockdown
v.  Governance and structures
vi.  The relevant available data and scientific advice available to the Department
vii.  The monitoring and evaluation of the impact of school restrictions and

lockdowns on children.

13
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57. The specific actions by the Home Office to mitigate the impacts of the Pandemic on

children in the immigration and asylum systems are outlined in Part Five below.

Decision Making Relating to the First National Lockdown

58. The Home Office response to the Covid-19 pandemic began on 9 January 2020,
following a request for international arrivals data from Public Health England. During this
first month, the Departmental response to the new virus was, in line with the wider
government response, predominately focused on the repatriation of British citizens from

China and the implementation of initial public health measures at the border.

59. In February 2020, cross-government structures began to consider school closures as
part of the developing Reasonable Worst Case Scenario planning. The Home Office
Deputy Chief Scientific Advisor attended SAGE, as an observer, on 4 February 2020
where school closures were considered. The minutes of the meeting record that it was
‘possible that school closures in reaction to further cases of WN-CoV in the UK would
be less effective than in previous epidemics, when children were more susceptible to
the disease, and infectivity periods were shorter.’” The Scientific Pandemic Influenza
Group on Modelling (“SPI-M”) was tasked with considering the impact of closing schools
in different outbreak scenarios, and advising SAGE on what triggers would lead to
discussions on closures [MR/007 - INQO00051925]. There were no actions for the Home

Office from this meeting.

60. SPI-M’s draft paper on school closures was received by the Home Office Chief Scientific
Advisor on 10 February 2020. The paper was inconclusive about the impact of closing
schools and advised that a more detailed assessment would be possible once there had
been several weeks of ‘sustained transmission of 2019-nCoV [Covid-19] within the UK.’
[MR/008 - INQ000448761; MR/009 - INQ0O00383588; MR/010 - INQ000448763; MR/011
- INQO00448764]

61. The Home Office Chief Scientific Advisor attended SAGE on 13 February 2020 where
the SPI-M paper on the potential impact of school closures was discussed. The minutes
note that: ‘School closures can potentially delay a) the first wave of an epidemic or b)
the peak of an epidemic — but would require closures lasting weeks, and evidence
suggests they would not alter total numbers affected.’ SPI-M and DfE were tasked with
modelling options and scenarios where school closures may be beneficial, and where
closures may not be beneficial [MR/012 - INQO00106109].

14
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62.

63.

64.

65.

66.

The Minister of State for Crime, Policing and the Fire Service attended COBR(M) on 18
February 2020. In preparation for this meeting, Cabinet Office had issued that day's
Commonly Recognised Information Picture (“CRIP”) which included a visual
representation of key decisions that would need to be made once sustained
transmission was underway, including ‘local measures to delay transmission (e.g. school
closuresy [MR/013 - INQO00056150]. The informal Home Office note of COBR(M) noted
that the Department should be considering the resilience and ability of third sector
suppliers to support vulnerable people, including those in the National Referral
Mechanism for modern slavery [MR/014 - INQO0005207 3]. Briefing sent to the Home
Secretary on the same day listed support for victims of modern day slavery as one of
the Department’s ‘Minimal Viable Products’ / key services that needed to be maintained
throughout the emerging pandemic [MR/015 - INQ0O00052085].

On 20 February 2020, the Home Office Chief Scientific Advisor attended SAGE where
school closures were further considered. The minutes for the meeting record that school
closures ‘could have a modest impact on delaying the peak of an epidemic’. SPI-M was
tasked with considering the impact of selective school closures in different outbreak
scenarios [MR/016 - INQO00052106].

The potential impact of school closures on delaying the spread of the virus was
discussed again at SAGE on 25 February 2020 with the Home Office Chief Scientific
Advisor in attendance. SPI-M was tasked with producing a consensus statement on
measures, including school closures, for containing and delaying the epidemiological
peak of the virus [MR/017 - INQO00052171].

The Minister for Immigration attended COBR(M) the following day. The minutes of the
meeting record an action for Public Health England and DfE to work with the Devolved
Administrations to update guidance for schools on the risk of Covid-19. Internal Home
Office briefing for the meeting was focused on international travel and public order risks,
and did not identify any risks relating fo schools or vulnerable children to the Minister
[MR/018 - INQO00056201; MR/019 - INQ000052262].

On 27 February 2020, the Home Secretary was sent a written update on the Home
Office’s response to Covid-19. The update provided brief scientific advice which stated
that non-pharmaceutical interventions, including university and school closures, were
required to be in place for a significant duration if the measures were to be effective. The
briefing provides no indication on the likelihood of specific non-pharmaceutical
interventions being implemented [MR/020 - INQ0O00052202].

15
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67.

68.

69.

70.

71.

72.

The informal Home Office note of COBR(M) on 2 March 2020, attended by the Home
Secretary, records that the Prime Minister had outlined that the situation was ‘business
as usual, and that DfE Ministers had said ‘schools should continue as normal’ with
contingency planning happening for exams [MR/021 - INQ0O00052267].

Papers issued for COBR(M) on 4 March 2020 provided an indicative timetable of key
decisions relating to the Reasonable Worst-Case Scenario for Covid-19. The timetable
outlined that DfE would provide a paper on school closures for COBR(M) on 18 March
following advice from SAGE and Public Health England [MR/022 - INQ0O00052226].

The Cabinet Office CRIP for 5 March 2020, which was sent o all Home Office Executive
Committee members, outlines potential social interventions including the closure of
schools. The CRIP documents that school closures were considered to have a modest
impact (<5%) on reducing the overall number of cases and excess deaths from Covid-
19 [MR/023 - INQO00052341]. The minutes for the SAGE meeting on the same day,
attended by the Home Office Chief Scientific Advisor, records that SAGE considered
‘school closures would have smaller effects on the epidemic curve than other options’.
[MR/024 - INQO00052349] The Cabinet Office CRIP received for @ March 2020 again
states that school closures would have a modest impact on cases, and that the
intervention ‘may be appropriate at a later stage’ [MR/025 - INQO0O0106166].

In advance of COBR(M) on 12 March 2020, the Home Secretary received briefing which
outlined the activity undertaken by UK Visas and Immigration to support the education
sector and non-European Economic Area (“non-EEA”) nationals who wished to study in
the UK, including children under 18 studying at an independent school [MR/026 -
INQO00052462]. Temporary concessions for students were subsequently announced
on 20 April 2020 (see Part 5 below).

The Home Office Chief Scientific Advisor attended SAGE on 16 March 2020 where
further consideration was given to school closures. The minutes of the meeting record
that whilst ‘school closures constitutes one of the less effective single measure to reduce
the epidemic peak, it may nevertheless become necessary to introduce school closures
in order to push demand for critical care below NHS capacity.” SPI-M was tasked with
coordinating ‘further rapid modelling of school closures taking account of key factors and
at risk groups’ [MR/027 - INQO00052569].

In response to the worsening epidemiological situation, a COBR(M) was convened for

16 March 2020 to consider mass gathering restrictions. Cabinet Office and Number 10
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73.

74.

75.

76.

agreed the attendee list, and the Home Secretary was not initially invited. Given the
public order and public safety issues associated with mass gathering restrictions, and
other social distancing measures, the Home Office requested that the Home Secretary
was invited [MR/028 - INQO00052547).

At COBR(M) on 16 March 2020, the Home Secretary raised the need to include
vulnerable children within the category of ‘vulnerable’ and to consider, for example, the
impact of extended school closures on victims of child sexual exploitation and children
experiencing drug abuse within households. In the witness statement of the Right
Honourable Dame Priti Patel, MP, prepared for Module 2 of this Inquiry, Dame Priti
states that she raised this issue because she was concerned that ‘collectively, the UK
Government was not considering widely enough the people impact of the measures that
would shortly need to be implemented, such as school closures’. [MR/029 -
INQO000279975]

The Home Secretary’s briefing, prepared by officials in advance of COBR(M), did not
include an assessment of vulnerable categories. The informal Home Office note of the
meeting recorded the Home Secretary’s concerns that the definition of vulnerable only
appeared to apply to the elderly, pregnant women, and those with underlying health
concerns, and that there would be no support or monitoring for children from ‘troubled
homes.’ The note also recorded that the Secretary of State for Education either did not
acknowledge the Home Secretary’s concerns or did not have a ‘solid response to the
challenge’. The Home Secretary asked officials to contact DfE, and outlined that, if
necessary, she would contact Number 10 to raise her concerns [MR/030 -
INQO000518565].

Home Office officials contacted DfE on 17 March 2020 and were reassured that DfE had
‘a wide range of actions in hand to support local authorities to deal with Covid19 and
ensure that vulnerable children are protected from harm’ including seeking protective
clothing for social workers working with families and clauses in the Coronavirus Bill to
enable the return to practice of social workers [MR/030 - INQO00518565]. Officials noted
that DfE were working with local authorities to support unaccompanied asylum-seeking
children who appeared symptomatic. Further information about Home Office and DfE
engagement on support for unaccompanied asylum-seeking children is provided below
in Part Five.

During the evening of 17 March 2020, the Home Office was made aware of a potential

lockdown for London which could involve the closure of all education settings in the
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77.

78.

79.

80.

81.

capital. The Prime Minister had commissioned MHCLG to co-ordinate cross-government
advice on further measures to protect London. The Home Office was asked to contribute
on the policing and enforcement of the potential measures. DfE was tasked with
providing advice for ‘education planning/school closure’, and the Greater London
Authority with MHCLG were requested to advise on local authorities and vulnerable
people. The deadline for the advice was ‘close of play’ on 18 March 2020. There was no
indication in the commission that a national lockdown was being considered. [MR/037 —~
INQO00518567]

On 18 March 2020, SAGE determined that the ‘modelling now supports school closures
on a national level and that the effect would be greatest if instituted early’. SAGE also
considered that the views of teachers should be sought on keeping schools open for key
workers and vulnerable children. The Home Office Deputy Chief Scientific Advisor was
in attendance as an observer. [MR/032 - INQ0O00052639]

The Home Secretary’s briefing sent in advance of SAGE and COBR(M) on 18 March
2020 informed her that SAGE would decide on its school closure recommendation that
day. The briefing provides no specific advice or speaking notes for the Home Secretary
on school closures because the Department was not consulted in advance of the policy
changing. Home Office ministers and officials were not asked to contribute to any
assessment of the impact that school closures may have on the safety and wellbeing of

children.

Following COBR(M), in addition to her earlier comments about vulnerable children on
16 March 2020, the Home Secretary also requested that people working in charities
and delivering front line services, for example volunteers and workers in domestic
violence refuges, should be included as key workers. [MR/033 - INQ000052628]

On 18 March 2020, the Secretary of State for Education announced that from Friday 20
March 2020 schools would ‘remain closed until further notice except for children of key
workers and vulnerable children’. Vulnerable children were defined as ‘those who have
a social worker and those with Education, Health and Care Plans — a legal document
that describes a child’s special educational needs and the support they require’. [MR/034
INQO000518806]

In advance of COBR on 20 March 2020, the Home Secretary received advice on the
feasibility of various restrictions being applied to slow the transmission of Covid-19 in
London. The advice followed SAGE on 18 March 2020 which considered the situation
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82.

83.

84.

85.

86.

in London, noting that the city may have been one to two weeks ahead of the rest of the
country, and that Covid-19 related intensive care capacity in London could be reached
by early April. [MR/032 - INQ000052639]

Home Office advice focused on two scenarios: i) closure of leisure facilities and non-
essential shops with more mandatory home working (this option was under
consideration in government), ii} the implementation of a “fuller lockdown” in London
including curfews. This second scenario was not the focus of COBR considerations but
was included in the advice to the Home Secretary to outline the policing impacts of a
higher level of restrictions for London, including school closures. [MR/035 -
INQO00052652] The advice to the Home Secretary was superseded by the changing
national situation. Departmental records show that we received a short notice Calling
Notice for COBR(M) on Friday 20 March 2020 at which social distancing measures for
the entire UK, rather than just London, were considered. [MR/036 - INQ0O00052651]

On 23 March 2020, SAGE advised that London could exceed National Health Service
("NHS”) capacity within the next ten days. Across the UK, social distancing measures
had been adopted but SAGE considered there was uncertainty on whether the
measures were being observed at the level to bring case rates within NHS capacity.
[MR/037 - INQO00052717]

In advance of COBR at 17:00hrs, on 23 March 2020, Home Office officials responded
to a Cabinet Office commission on i} police enforcement of social distancing and ii)
restrictions at the border. The commission received at 12.23pm that day stated that the
Prime Minister was considering ‘more stringent measures’ and that COBR would
consider ‘a proposal to ask everyone to stay at home’. | understand this email as
indicating the point when Home Office officials first became aware that decisions

relating to national lockdowns were to be taken at COBR that evening.

The subsequent Home Office response to the Cabinet Office, agreed with Home Office
Special Advisors, outlined existing legal powers to prevent entry to the UK and identified
the need for exemptions if restrictive border measures were decided upon. The advice
on police enforcement identified that additional legislation would be required to enable

the police to manage dispersals and curfews [MR/038 See MRI034-INQO0CS18808 | The Home

Office was not asked to provide advice on child safeguarding or wellbeing issues.

Throughout the afternoon and evening of 23 March 2020, Home Officials continued to

advise on police powers for enforcement of additional restrictions including considering
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the use of a validated form for individuals leaving their homes, as used in other countries.
The Home Office advice, in conjunction with the advice of other depariments, was used
to inform the Prime Minister's statement to the nation at 20:30hrs outlining the stay at
home message. In advance of the Government’s decision to implement the first national
lockdown, the Home Office was not asked to contribute to an assessment on the impact
on children or vulnerable people including the victims of domestic abuse and other

hidden harms crimes.

Response and Contingency Planning: March to October 2020

87.

88.

89.

Following the Government’s decisions to restrict school attendance and implement a
national lockdown, the Home Office worked with other government departments, law
enforcement, and the charity sector to understand and mitigate key risks for children and
young people. From summer 2020, the Home Office was also planning for winter 20/21
in anticipation of a second wave. Key Home Office involvement in cross-government

actions and decisions from March to October 2020 is outlined below.

The Security Minister met with law enforcement leads and Home Office officials on 24
March 2020 to consider resilience and preparedness in relation fo child sexual
exploitation and abuse. The minutes of the meeting record that attendees were
expecting an increase in online child sexual exploitation and abuse, and that there was
an early indication of more individuals viewing indecent images in the previous two to
three days than the previous two to three months. In addition to working with law
enforcement partners, and DfE, the Minister considered that industry partners needed
to do more to keep children safe online. [MR/039 - INQ000231058] The actions taken

by the Department to protect children following this meeting are outlined below.

On 25 March 2020, the Home Secretary and her ministers received advice on potential
changes in crime trends resulting from the Pandemic. The briefing outlined that the
Department expected hidden harms crimes (including child sexual exploitation and
abuse) to increase, and that school closures could increase the number of public order
offences. Home Office ministers were advised that urgent work was beginning with the
wider criminal justice system to ensure there was a collective understanding on policy
decisions being taken to deliver key justice services and keep the public safe. [MR/040
- INQOQO0518571; MR/041 - INQ000231062; MR/042 - INQ0O00231060;, MR/043 -
INQO000231061]
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90.

91.

92.

93.

94.

On 26 March 2020, the Home Secretary and the Minister for Safeguarding received
advice on the potential impact of Covid-19 on crimes involving VAWG. The advice
outlined how the Home Office, MHCLG, and MOJ were working together to understand
how best to support victims of domestic abuse and VAWG during the Pandemic. It
summarised concerns from stakeholders that incidences of all VAWG crimes would
increase in the UK during social distancing measures in line with evidence from China
and ltaly. To mitigate this risk, Home Office officials outlined the work being undertaken
with the national policing lead on domestic abuse and the College of Policing to develop
national guidance on the continued use of police protective orders such as Domestic
Violence Protection Orders ("DVPOs”) to protect victims of domestic abuse. [MR/044 -
INQOG0O052784].

Between 26 and 27 March 2020, the Home Office worked with officials at DfE and DHSE
to review draft DfE guidance to safeguarding partners in relation to serious incident
notifications, rapid reviews, serious case reviews, and child safeguarding practice
reviews. The guidance set out expectations on statutory and non-statutory requirements,
and eased timescales for reviews to reflect the challenges in facilitating face-to-face
dissemination of learning’. There was no change in the duty to notify serious child
safeguarding incidents, and local safeguarding partners were asked fo expediate rapid
reviews where there was a child death or serious injury in the context of abuse and
neglect, and Covid-19 was a strongly related factor. The guidance was approved by
ministers in DfE, and the measures remained in place until 1 October 2020. [MR/045 —
INQO000518573; MR/046 — INQO00518574]

On 27 March 2020, weekly calls began between the Home Office Minister for
Safeguarding and the DfE Minister for Children and Families. These calls were arranged
to consider vulnerability in the context of the Pandemic and were used to co-ordinate
activity, share information, and request support between the departments. [MR/047 —
INQO00527679]

On 31 March 2020, the Home Office updated its publicly available guidance, adding a
factsheet entitled “Coronavirus (COVID-19): support for victims of domestic abuse”, to
signpost the available help for victims of domestic abuse during the Pandemic. [MR/048
- INQO00052887] The publicly available guidance continued to be updated throughout

the Pandemic.

In parallel, the Home Office was working with MHCLG (later DLUHC) to explore options

for emergency accommodation for perpetrators who were made homeless by the
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95.

96.

requirements of a DVPO, either because of the enforced closure of hotels and B&Bs or
because they could not stay with family or friends due to the risk of Covid-19 infection.
Further work with MOJ was underway to address police concerns that protective orders
may be more difficult to obtain due to court closures. The judiciary had identified a list of
critical business priorities for each jurisdiction. In the family courts, and Family Law Act
injunctions (e.g. non-molestation orders and occupation orders), Female Genital
Mutilation (*FGM”) Protection Orders and Forced Marriage Protection Orders were all
included. [MR/044 - INQO00052784].

Home Office engagement with operational partners during this period included a call
with the Violence Reduction Units on 31 March 2020 where attendees were invited to
raise issues which could have a national impact. The Lancashire Violence Reduction
Network (“VRN”) formally replied on 3 April 2020 setting out their emerging views on the
impacts of school restrictions, including increased risk of abuse, reduced access to
trusted professionals, increased time spent online, and increased instances of mental
health related anti-social behaviour. Lancashire VRN outlined the work they were
undertaking across their network to support vulnerable children, and highlighted the
opportunity for Operation Encompass to signpost support available to teachers. [MR/049
INQO00518787] Paragraph 119 provides more information on Operation Encompass.

An updated child sexual abuse threat assessment was sent to the Home Secretary and
Minister for Safeguarding on 1 April 2020. The assessment outlined that the Department
had ‘medium to high confidence’ that it was ‘highly likely that COVID-19 will increase the
risk of online child sexual abuse.” This advice was based on academic insight, initial
reporting from law enforcement and third sector charities. However, ministers were
informed that partners such as the Internet Waich Foundation would ‘need at least
another two weeks of data and analysis to assess trends’. Home Office officials outlined
the work the Department was undertaking to respond to potential issues presented by

the Pandemic in this area including:

i.  Proactively repurposing FY20/21 funding to tackle the threat of child sexual
abuse in the context of COVID-19

ii.  Continuing to work with partners to corroborate and expand the understanding
of the threat. This work included reaching out to academics, experts, and third
sector partners and directing their analysis, data and assumptions into the

National Assessment Centre for further assessment
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97.

98.

iii. Mapping and feeding into cross-government and key partners efforts to prevent
child sexual abuse through effective messaging, for example DfE interim
safeguarding guidance for schools which asked them to support parents and

carers to keep children safe online

iv.  Collaborating with MOJ and NPCC on prisoner release as a result of the
pandemic, working towards ensuring that child sexual offenders were excluded

to ensure that children in the UK remained as safe as possible

v.  Working with DfE and DHSC to assess and manage pressures on multi-agency

safeguarding

vi.  Engaging with industry to understand the impact of reduced moderator capacity
[MR/050 - INQ000231070].

Further advice was provided to the Home Secretary on 1 April 2020 outlining the
decisions the Home Office was making on re-prioritising funding in this area, including
directing budgets to support helpline services and cross-government communications.
The Home Secretary was also briefed on Home Office work with DfE, DCMS, National
Crime Agency (“NCA”), and operational partners to co-ordinate communications on child
vulnerabilities. [MR/050 - INQ000231070] The policy and funding decisions taken by the
Home Office were intended to support organisations, and individuals, providing front line

services to children, including children at risk of online harms.

Briefing for the Minister for Safeguarding’s weekly meeting with DfE’s Minister for
Children and Families on 2 April 2020 records Home Office actions, with operational
partners, to understand and monitor the threat to vulnerable children. These actions

included:

i.  Working with academics, experts, and third sector partners {o increase Home
Office understanding of the threats to vulnerable children from Covid-19

restrictions

ii. Regular meetings with policing and other safeguarding guarding partners to
support multi-agency working on domestic abuse and the impact on children,
child sexual abuse (online and contact), criminal exploitation and county lines
(the transportation of illegal drugs from one area to another by children or
vulnerable people), mental health, missing children and managing risks of

criminalising children who are non-compliant regarding social distancing
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99.

100.

101.

iii. Engagement with the NPCC lead, Chief Constable Simon Bailey, on these
threat areas and his team’s work to increase the data capture regarding child
sexual abuse, child neglect, missing episodes, and poor mental health (in
addition to regular reporting). [MR/051 - INQQO0Q0518575, MR/052 -
INQO00518576]

On 3 April 2020, the Home Office formally requested support from the Centre of
Expertise for Child Sexual Abuse to help inform the Department’s understanding of child
sexual abuse in the context of the Pandemic. In response, the Centre of Expertise noted
the ‘open and flexible way’ the Home Office was working with the centre and committed
to providing the latest sector intelligence. [MR/053 - INQ0O00518583]. The Centre of
Expertise provided information to the Department throughout the Pandemic. [MR/054 -
INQO00518777]

Following a request by the Home Secretary to provide an action plan and gap analysis
for cross government work on domestic abuse, a further briefing was sent to the Home
Secretary and the Minister for Safeguarding, on 3 April 2020. [MR/055 - INQG00052918]
This confirmed that engagement with the sector indicated that online services might be
the only way some victims could access help due to the difficulties of reporting whilst in
lockdown with their abuser. Home Office officials therefore recommended an immediate
increase in funding to the sector to support the development of technology and provision
of online services. The aim of the funding was to mitigate the effect of the national
measures on victims of domestic abuse by: (i) supporting and sustaining sector
organisations; (ii) finding novel ways to support victims, such as chat rooms, code words
and apps; and (iii) communicating effectively with victims, perpetrators, and the wider

public.

Separate advice was sent to the Security Minister on 3 April 2020 providing analysis of
how Covid-19 restrictions were impacting the ability of technology companies to combat
online child sexual exploitation and abuse. The Minister was informed that technology
companies had reduced availability of moderators because restrictions in the UK and
other countries limited office working, whilst the nature of the work meant that it was
difficult to undertake at home. The Security Minister was updated on the actions Home
Office officials were taking with law enforcement and external agencies to mitigate the
risks associated with fewer industry moderators available to work. [MR/056 -
INQO000231091]
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102. As part of the £750 million provision for frontline charities announced by the Chancelior
of the Exchequer on 8 April 2020, £76 million was allocated across government
departments specifically to support victims of sexual violence, domestic abuse, modern
slavery and vulnerable children and their families. [MR/057 - INQ000518799] National
and regional domestic violence charities providing support in the community, for which
other domestic abuse-focused funding streams, managed by MOJ and MHCLG, were
not specifically designed, were subsequently invited to apply for funding from an
additional £1.7 million managed by the Home Office on 22 May 2020 and again on 6
July 2020. [MR/058 — INQO00518810] There were 28 successful bids from domestic
abuse organisations and the funding enabled them to continue to respond to victims of

domestic abuse.

103. On 11 April 2020, the Home Secretary announced a £2 million fund to enhance online
support services and domestic abuse hotlines. This funding was allocated to providers
of national helpline and web-based services. The funding announcement coincided with
the launch of a Home Office public awareness campaign (under the hashiag
#YouAreNotAlone) in recognition of the increased risk of domestic violence as a result
of the national lockdown. [MR/059 - INQO00053039]

104. The #YouAreNotAlone campaign aimed to reassure victims and publicise the support
available including the freephone, 24-hour National Domestic Abuse Helpline number —
0808 2000 247 — run by Refuge, and www.nationaldahelpline.org.uk. It had a Black,
Asian and Minority Ethnic strand working with social media influencers and specialist
media outlets to target diverse audiences (including through African, South Asian and
Polish media outlets). The campaign was delivered through paid-for advertising on

digital channels including social media, search engines and online banners.

105. On 15 April 2020, the Centre of Expertise on Child Sexual Abuse provided the Home
Office with a report on the implications of Covid-19 public health measures for vulnerable
children. The report summarised information received by the Centre during the initial

weeks of the Pandemic, and is outlined below. [MR/060 - See MR/054 - INQ000518777

Increasing vulnerability Reduction in safeguarding referrals for children
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Impact on children living in poverty / without

access to public funds

Concerns about online harms (not specified)

Increased contact from families regarding

harmful sexual behaviours

Mental health and wellbeing risks for students

at universities

Physical and verbal assaults against Chinese

students

Restricting key protecting

activities

Less engagement from statutory agencies
Reduction in privacy / access to private spaces

Inappropriateness of online contact for recovery
work and concerns from practitioners about

delivering remote support

Significant disruption in the coping strategies

used by children and adults

Increase in online abuse and harassment

reporting

Police Covid-19 absences and the need to
support front line policing diverting resources

from investigations

National Police Chiefs Council and College of
Policing focusing on domestic abuse risks, and

not specifically on risks to children

Concerns about access fo PPE in secure

accommodation and children’s homes, and
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reporting of children not being accepted into

homes without testing

Finding Solutions Consideration of how to provide information to

children on support

Provision of support from Barnardo’s to police

forces

106. The insight provided from the Centre of Expertise’s report, combined with other
information being received by the Department throughout the period, informed Home
Office actions in relation to protecting children from physical and online harms (for

example see paragraphs 107-110 below).

107. On 22 April 2020, the Minister for Security and DCMS’ Minister of State for Digital and
Culture co-hosted a virtual roundtable on child online safety in the context of Covid-19.
In attendance were representatives from the National Society for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Children (“NPCC"), Barnardo’s, Parentzone, UK Safer Internet Centre, the
Samaritans, and the Internet Watch Foundation. The Security Minister outlined the
Home Office’s work with law enforcement to understand the changing threats to children
and to prioritise action to protect vulnerable children. He also asked for information on
the experiences of the charities and for advice on further action the UK Government
could take to protect children online. [MR/060 — INQ0O00518777]

108. The key issues raised by the charities were:

i.  The significantly increased risk for children of online abuse and exploitation

since lockdown

ii. Increased exposure to harmful online content and activity, including
pornography, sextortion, pro- anorexia information, cyber bullying and trolling

activity
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iii. The movement of offline relationships to online and the sharing of consensual

images between children to maintain relationships
iv. Increase in emotional and mental health concerns from children

v. A sustained increase in demand for support and advice from parents. [MR/060
INQO00518777]

109. On 23 April 2020, in recognition of the increased risks of online abuse being raised by
third sector organisations and law enforcement through various channels, the Home
Office, DfE, and DCMS published new guidance for parents and carers on how to keep
children safe from online harms, including child sexual abuse. This guidance was
updated throughout the Pandemic. [MR/061 -~ INQO00518754;, MR/062 -
INQO00518741]

110. Additionally, on 23 April 2020, the Home Secretary was sent draft advice to be
provided to No. 10 on options for further work to tackle hidden harms crimes including
child sexual abuse. [MR/063 - INQ000518582, MR/064 - INQ000518579] The advice
was produced in response to a request from No. 10, and outlined the then current
threat picture, work undertaken by the Home Office to mitigate risks, and options for
further work. The Home Secretary was updated, through the draft response to No. 10,

on actions in relation to:
i.  NCA's prioritisation of operations against child sex offenders
i. Insight and data sharing within law enforcement

iii. Assessments of the threat picture and how it might change with the easing of

lockdown measures

iv.  Funding and support to charities including the NSPCC and the Lucy Faithfull

Foundation
v. Media and public awareness campaigns.

111. In response to the submission, the Home Secretary asked Home Office officials to ask
for additional funding including for refuges and for data and intelligence gathering.
[MR/063 - -
INQO00518582 - MR/064 -
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INQO00518579; MR/065 — INQO00518578;, MR/066 — INQO00518581;, MR/067 -
INQO00518580]

112. A further £3.1 million for specialist support services for children who had been directly
or indirectly affected by domestic abuse was announced by the Home Secretary on 28
April 2020. [MR/068 - INQ000053203] The funding was split between local authorities,
children’s charities and Police and Crime Commissioners across England and Wales.
An additional £2.9m of DCMS funding was distributed by the Home Office to small and
micro charities via Violence Reduction Units. [MR/069 - INQ000231228;, MR/070 -
INQO000231229;, MR/071 - INQ000231230]

113. On 1 May 2020, briefing was sent to the Minister for Safeguarding on the easing of
Covid-19 restrictions and outlining plans for supporting victims of domestic abuse, child
sexual abuse, modern slavery, serious violence, and county lines. The briefing included
summaries of the latest threat assessments, work underway to mitigate the impacts of
lockdown and other social distancing measures, and work with DfE to plan for schools
re-opening. [MR/072 - INQO00231149]

114. On 6 May 2020, the Youth Endowment Fund launched a £6.5m Covid-19 grant round to
support vulnerable young people aged 10 to 14, at risk of youth violence. The Youth
Endowment Fund was established in 2019 with a ten-year £200m endowment from the
Home Office to support programmes and community partnerships working with children
at risk of being drawn into crime and violence. The Home Secretary was briefed on the
grant applications in June 2020. [MR/073 - INQ0O00053481]

115. In advance of her weekly call with DFE on 7 May 2020, the Minister for Safeguarding
received briefing outlining current Home Office activity to support the protection of
children. In May, this work included planning for the easing of the national lockdown.
The Minister was informed that the National Assessment Cenire had been
commissioned to understand the impact of relaxing restrictions might have on child
sexual abuse, modern slavery, and human trafficking. The subsequent insight would
then be used to further develop Home Office plans. [MR/074 — INQO00518766]

116. The Security Minister wrote to technology industry partners on 7 May 2020 requesting a
‘frank and collaborative exchange of data’ and for the companies to share key trends
and insight into online risks for children. The minister shared the latest National Crime
Agency insight briefing, committed to ensuring that the most vulnerable people in our

community are educated about how online platforms and services are used to facilitate
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abuse, and acknowledged the work of some companies’ ‘early efforts to respond to the
increased risk’. [MR/075 - INQ000231162; MR/076 - INQ000231163]

117. On 14 May 2020, the Home Secretary presented a threat assessment relating to hidden
harms crimes at the General Public Sector Ministerial Implementation Group (“GPS
MIG”). The threat assessment considered changing trends in reporting from police data
and expert insight. Data provided by the police indicated that reporting was consistent
with levels in 2019, however the National Domestic Abuse Helpline had reported a 29%

increase in calls in the week before 14 May 2022.

118. The Home Secretary’s presentation to the GPS MIG outlined the cross-government work

Home Officials were supporting, including:

i.  Working with DfE, DHSC and operational partners to prepare for a surge in

reporting following easing of lockdown restrictions.

i.  Working with DHSC and DfE to ensure equitable access to PPE, testing and

childcare for frontline workers (including Domestic Abuse workers).

iii. Working with DfE to drive up school attendance across vulnerable cohorts,
ensuring local safeguarding partners have effective systems in place for
keeping those vulnerable children not in school safe (including early years,

schools and colleges) and improving data collection.

iv. ldentifying and sharing areas of good practice across non-statutory support

provision (e.g. youth work) to protect at risk groups.

v. Ensuring efficient dispersal of additional funding for charities to increase
operational capacity and support in priority areas, including building reach and

capacity for the NSPCC helpline for concerned adults.

vi.  Working with DCMS to build on industry and sector engagement to push

comms campaigns and reduce online harms.

vii.  Supporting role of Family Courts and Cafcass to reduce parental and family

conflict and escalation of harm.

viii.  ldentifying and addressing pinch points in criminal justice for vulnerable victims,
including those who have had their cases delayed by Covid-19 measures.
[MR/O77 - INQO0O0231111]
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119. In May 2020, the Home Office began allocating funding to domestic abuse charities and
initiatives. This included providing £173,000 to Operation Encompass to launch a
national specialist teacher’'s helpline for support during the Pandemic. [MR/078 -
INQO00518751] Operation Encompass is a police and education early information
safeguarding partnership enabling schools to offer immediate support fo children
experiencing domestic abuse. Operation Encompass’ evaluation of the Helpline in June
2022 concluded that there had been a ‘unanimous positive response to the usefulness
of the helpline with regards to the impact, change over time and direct effect on the
child.” [MR/079 — INQO00518773]

120. On 21 May 2020 the Prime Minister chaired the Hidden Harms Summit which brought
together representatives from across Government and other bodies including the NHS,
police, charities and sector organisations, to discuss the best ways to protect victims of
‘hidden’ crimes such as domestic violence; modern slavery; child sexual abuse and
county lines. The Government report of the virtual summit was published on 26 June
2020. [MR/080 — INQQ00527682]. Home Office actions following the Hidden Harms

Summit are summarised at paragraph 128 and 129.

121. To coincide with the summit the Home Secretary announced two further Home Office /

policing initiatives:

a) A police pilot across three police forces (Cumbria, South Wales and Sussex)
aimed at identifying those posing a high risk of perpetrating domestic abuse

and multiagency approaches to prevent re-offending; and

b) An initiative across four forces (North Yorkshire, Devon and Cornwall,
Metropolitan Police Service and Sussex) involving a ‘deep dive’ into all
available data and information on current patterns of abuse, to inform domestic
abuse policing approaches during the Pandemic. The Home Office convened
a ministerial roundtable of academics on 22 May 2020 to inform this work.
[MR/081 - INQO00053891]

122. On 3 June 2020, the Minister for Safeguarding chaired a voluntary sector county lines
vulnerability roundtable. At this meeting, the minister heard concerns about the summer
holiday people when those children and young people vulnerable to exploitation would

be out of school and at risk.
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123. In advance of Cabinet on 16 June 2020, the Home Secretary received briefing which
outlined Home Office involvement in cross-government work to support vulnerable
children. The briefing recorded that the Department was working with the regional
Violence Reduction Units (“VRUs”) who were proactively engaging with vuinerable
children, Regional School Commissioners, and schools to target and support children
who were better protected by attending school. Additionally, the Department was also
working with DfE to develop support for individuals at risk of county line crimes, and with
DCMS on plans to re-open youth centres. The Home Secretary’s speaking notes for
Cabinet included questions for her to raise in respect of i) summer arrangements to help
children suffering from a widening attainment gap and ii) plans for free school meals
during the summer holidays. [MR/073 - INQO00053481]

124. The Home Office’s support for schools re-opening in September was outlined in the
Home Secretary’s briefing for Covid-O on 25 June 2020. Her speaking notes record that
the Home Secretary supported the Secretary of State for Education’s ‘particular focus
on driving up attendance from vulnerable children’ and that she strongly supported
proposals for providing devices to disadvantaged children and young people as a
contingency measure for future outbreaks. [MR/082 - INQ0O00053528]

125. In preparation for schools re-opening, the Home Office bid for £300,000 from the Cabinet
Office’s Covid-19 Response Fund to run a short ‘back to school’ media campaign
promoting the help and support available for children and young people if they became
victims of abuse, including sexual, physical and / or domestic abuse. The Home Office
Communications function had, through stakeholder engagement and data analysis,
identified the need for a government communication campaign to directly reach children,
in addition to DfE’s Together We Can Tackle Child Abuse and the National Crime
Agency’s ThinkUKnow campaigns which were targeted at parents and carers. [MR/083
- INQ0O00231224]

126. Advice sent to the Home Secretary on 31 July 2020 on the proposed campaign outlined
that the National Crime Agency and charities were predicting an increase in demand for
support services for children when schools re-opened, and that whilst social distancing
measures remained in place in schools it may take longer for abuse to be uncovered.
Home Office Communications recommended running a non-government branded
website for children covering help and advice for child sexual abuse and exploitation,
criminal exploitation (such as county lines), domestic abuse and mental health. The site

was also aimed at children who suspected their friend may be a victim or was at risk.
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127. To reach children, the Home Office proposed to use paid-for social media advertising
on Facebook, Snapchat, and Instagram (identified as the most frequently used social
media platforms by 12-15-year-olds by OFCOM). Additionally, the Home Office
proposed to work with trusted voices, including influencers and community groups, to
make sure the campaign reached children from diverse ethnic backgrounds who may
not be reached by mainstream channels. [MR/083 - INQ000231224] Following
ministerial agreement, the Home Office developed the campaign with children’s
charities, including the NSPCC, Children’'s Society, Barnardo’s, Internet Waich

Foundation and the Marie Collins Foundation.

128. On 7 October 2020, the Minister for Safeguarding received briefing from Home Office
officials on i} progress since the Hidden Harms summit on 21 May 2020, and ii) Home
Office planning for Winter 20/21. This included consideration of the impacts of the
Pandemic on victims of domestic abuse, child sexual abuse, and modern slavery.
[MR/081 - INQO00053891]

129. The briefing outlined the work of the Home Office in partnership with DfE, DHSC, MOJ,
and the national police lead for vulnerability, Chief Constable Simon Bailey, in engaging
with charities and multi-agency safeguarding partners to understand and respond to the
emerging picture of harm to children during the Pandemic. This included participation in
fortnightly calls, chaired by CC Bailey, with relevant charities which provided important
information about emerging issues and trends. The Home Office also worked with DfE’s

National Board for Vulnerable Children to engage key stakeholders.

130. Throughout this period, the Home Office maintained regular dialogue with our third
sector partners delivering the cross cutting £13.2m Trusted Relationships Fund to
ensure the continued delivery of support to 10-17 year olds at risk of sexual exploitation,
county lines gang crime, or relationship abuse. Work also continued on the development
of the Tackling Child Sexual Abuse Strategy (published January 2021) to ensure it
reflected the impacts of Covid-19. [MR/084 — INQ0O00518808]

131. The Minister for Safeguarding was also briefed on the work of the Department in
planning for the impacts of any future national lockdown on victims of modern slavery.
This included consideration of information from law enforcement agencies and the Joint
Slavery and Trafficking Centre on the changing nature of exploitation during the
Pandemic. Planning for winter 20/21 noted the flexibility within the Victim Care Contract,
awarded to The Salvation Army on 29 June 2020, to address potential impacts of
increased restrictions. [MR/085 — INQ000518803]
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Decision Making Relating to the Second National Lockdown

132. Throughout early autumn 2020 Home Office ministers and officials continued to attend
cross-government decision and advisory committees, including Cabinet, Covid-O, and
SAGE, where consideration was given fo the worsening epidemiological situation. Home
Office records show that ministers and officials continued to raise the need to consider

vulnerable people, including the children and young people.

133. On 28 September 2020, the Security Minister attended Covid-O which considered
options to address the rate of R [the rate of Covid-19 infection] in higher education
settings. Internal Home Office briefing provided in advance of the meeting outlined the
Department’s position that the police would only enforce the Covid-19 regulations in
higher education seftings as part of a local area’s wider multi-agency response.
[MR/086- INQ0O00053854]

134. The Home Secretary’s speaking notes for Cabinet on 29 September 2020 requested
that, in line with the Public Sector Equality Duty, consideration was given to the ‘second
order impacts’ of any new measures implemented to ensure that the Government did
not ‘inadvertently amplify disadvantage’. [MR/087 - INQ0O00053857]

135. Following confirmation from SAGE that the Reasonable Worse-Case Scenario for
infections and hospital admissions had been breached, the Home Secretary received
briefing in advance of Covid-O and Cabinet on 11 October 2020. The briefing outlined
the proposed local tiers approach and highlighted the ‘red line’ that schools and
universities would not close in any of the tiers. The Home Secretary was supportive of
the proposed approach. [MR/088 - INQO00053905; MR/089 - INQO00053907]

136. On 31 October 2020, the Prime Minister announced the implementation of the second
national lockdown from 5 November 2020. The Home Office position was that i) a multi-
agency response was required to support public compliance with the new regulations
rather than assume enforcement to be the starting point, ii) hidden crimes increased
during lockdown and that iii) impacts on the most vulnerable needed to be minimised.
[MR/090 - INQO00054040]

137. In advance of the Government’s decision to implement the second national lockdown,
the Home Office was not asked to contribute to an assessment on the impact on children
or vulnerable people, including the victims of domestic abuse and other hidden harms
crimes. However, the Home Secretary’s speaking notes for Cabinet on 31 October 2020

stated:
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= ‘We saw from the first lockdown in March that such severe measures, which force
people to stay at home, increase opportunities for Hidden Harms to increase. This

is particularly the case for domestic violence and online child sexual exploitation.

= Helplines are however, beginning to report that they will need to begin scaling back
their opening hours and capacity as the initial DCMS funding terminates around

now.

= To accompany any decision to reimpose strict lockdown measures, we need o
ensure we are providing avenues of support when needed. This is critical.” [MR/090
- INQ000054040]

Response and Contingency Planning: Winter 2020/2021

138. Following the implementation of new restrictions, the Home Office continued its work to

stop young people being drawn into criminal activity and to support the victims of crimes.

139. On 5 November 2020, the Minister for Safeguarding and the Minister for Crime and
Policing were briefed on the Department’s proposed approach for preventing further
increases in serious violence and county lines activity in the context of the new period
of restrictive measures. Subsequent written advice recorded these increases in sharps
injuries, unique operational lines, and county line referrals into the National Referral
Mechanism, in addition to a decrease in referrals into children’s social care. [MR/091 -
INQO000054123]

140. Following the meeting, formal written advice was submitted to the ministers and Home
Secretary on 12 November 2020. The advice was based on experiences from the first
lockdown and the expected challenges for the November lockdown. These challenges

included:

i. Increased pressures on partners, including public health workers, leading to a

reduction in support for Violence Reduction Units

ii. Less contact with professionals leading to young people at risk being less easily

identifiable

iii. Impactonyoung people’s engagement with services delivered online. [MR/091
- INQ0O00054123]
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141. In response to these expected challenges, ministers were advised that Home Office
officials would use data on recent trends' to work with the areas most at risk of
experiencing increases in violence and exploitation to i) disrupt offending in hotspots
where it was mostly likely to occur and ii) divert young people at risk by sustaining and
increasing access to support services. To do this effectively, we proposed to work with
other departments to use all levers at government’s disposal, including working closely
with DfE to ensure statutory services are reaching those at risk. Additionally, the Home
Office proposed to provide additional funding to Barnardo’s See, Hear, Respond Project
which provided targeted support to vuinerable young people and families affected by
Covid-19. [MR/091 - INQO00054123]

142. Operation Sceptre began on 9 November 2020, involving policing and Border Force.
The aims of the operation were to tackle knife crime, disrupt the supply of knives, and
to engage with children, young people, and parents to educate them about the risks of

knife carrying.

143. The Home Office’s ‘Somethings Not Right’ campaign, developed in the summer, was
launched on 17 November 2020 during the second national lockdown. In addition to
signposting young people to additional support, secondary school teachers also
received lesson plans to guide classroom discussions around different forms of hidden
abuse, and advice on what to do if a pupil disclosed abuse to them. [MR/092 —
INQO000518811]

144. On 18 November 2020, the Home Office, ModJ, and MHCLG announced £11m funding
arrangements to support victims of domestic abuse and rape during winter 20/21, and
£7m for innovative programmes aimed at perpetrators to prevent abuse. [MR/093 -
INQO00054174]

145. The Home Secretary was sent advice on 18 November 2021 outlining the impacts of
continuing social distancing measures and the actions being taken to mitigate risks of
the second national lockdown in relation to hidden harms crimes. The Home Secretary
was advised that it was possible that there was a reduction in the identification of
vulnerable children, with referrals into children’s social care at 6% less than average in
October 2020, and that approximately only 80% of children with a social worker were

attending school on 22 October 2020. Home Office officials advised the Home Secretary

1 The trends were also set out in the advice to ministers, and included an increase in hospital admissions
for sharps injury (under-25s); on county lines activity, an increase in unique operational lines; below
average rates of referrals into Children’s Social Care; and a fall in secondary school attendance, with
vulnerable children less likely to be attending school.
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that they would work with DfE officials to address low school attendance and the
reduction of referrals into children’s social care. [MR/094 — INQO0O0518756].

146. The following day, the Minister for Safeguarding met with the DfE Minister for Children
and Families. Briefing prepared by Home Office officials in advance of the meeting
advised the Minister for Safeguarding to ask her DfE counterpart for an update on the
work of DfE to improve school attendance. [MR/095 - INQO00563565]

147. On 27 November 2020, the Home Office Deputy Director, Tackling Exploitation and
Abuse Unit, attended a Cabinet Office chaired meeting on vulnerable children and young
people. [MR/096 - INQO00563574] This meeting included consideration of school
attendance and the Home Office Deputy Director was advised by Home Office
colleagues to use the meeting to encourage DfE led action to improve attendance for
vulnerable children. [MR/097 — INQO00563567]

148. On 2 December 2020, Home Office officials attended DfE’s Vulnerable Children and
Young People’s Safeguarding Stocktake which included consideration of referrals into
social care. The informal Home Office note of the meeting did not record any direct
actions for the Department. [MR/098 — INQO00563575]

149. On 7 December 2020, the Minister for Safeguarding and the Minister for Crime and
Policing wrote jointly to Police and Crime Commissioners, Chief Constables, and the
Directors of Violence Reduction Units to announce that a further £2m would be available
to charities and social enterprises supporting children and young people at risk of
violence, exploitation, and county lines. [MR/099 - INQO00054274]

Decision Making Relating to the Third National Lockdown

150. Home Office ministers and officials continued to attend Covid-O meetings throughout
November and December 2020, as local restrictions and the Christmas regulations were
agreed, implemented, and amended in response to the changing epidemiological

situation.

151. For Covid-O on 29 December 2020, the Home Secretary’s briefing reflected the
uncertainty about plans for the new school term in January 2021. Her speaking notes
record her position that: ‘Securing the full opening of education settings is the very
best protective factor for vulnerable children and young people, such as those that live
in homes where there is domestic abuse, sexual abuse or risks of exposure to online

harms, gangs and county lines.” Additionally, the Home Secretary was in favour of

37

INQO00474944 0037



DfE’s mass testing plan for schools as a method for protecting vulnerable children by
keeping schools open. [MR/100 - INQ0O00054391]

152. In advance of the third national lockdown beginning on 5 January 2021, the Home
Secretary was sent advice on 4 January 2021 outlining the potential impacts of further
restrictions on vulnerable people, including children, and the Department’s work in
addressing the most acute risks. The Home Secretary was informed that, in respect of
child sexual abuse and exploitation, the Department would:

i.  Ensure statutory safeguarding partners (health, social care and police) focus
on any increased risk to vulnerable children and ensure health visitors
continue to support safeguarding activity;

ii.  Continue to support - and potentially increase support - for organisations like
Barnardo’s (See, Hear, Respond) and NSPCC (helpline for concerned adults)
o support ‘eyes and ears’ in the wider community to identify risks to children,
and refer them to support services;

iii. Maximise reach of Home Office funded initiatives working with vulnerable
adolescents like ‘Trusted Relationships’ pilots;

iv.  Rerun our child abuse campaign, ‘Something’s Not Right’, for vulnerable
children, driving them to Childline services if they are experiencing increased
exposure to a range of harms because of the lockdown. [MR/107 -
INQ000231239; MR/102 - INQ000231240]

153. The Home Secretary’s briefing for Cabinet on 5 January 2021 included consideration
of the impact of a third national lockdown on victims of hidden harms crimes. Her
speaking notes, prepared in advance of the meeting, state: ‘| am extremely concerned
about the impacts of the new measures on vulnerable people. My department will be
working with DfE to ensure a support package is in place for vulnerable children, as
well as ensuring support for victims of domestic abuse who may also be negatively
impacted by the new measures.” [MR/103 - INQ0O00054399]

Governance Structures, Data, and Monitoring

Governance

154. Throughout the Pandemic, Home Office ministers and officials participated in the
following cross-government governance and co-ordination groups in relation to domestic

abuse and vulnerable people (including children):

38

INQO00474944 0038



i Cabinet, COBR, GPS MIG, and Covid-O: UK Government decision making bodies
ii. Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies (*“SAGE”): UK scientific advisory body
iii. Weekly ministerial calls between the Home Office and DfE: Departmental co-

ordination
iv.  DfE’s National Board for Vulnerable Children: DfE chaired board
v. Weekly Domestic Abuse Commissioner call with MHCLG, MoJ, DWP, DHSC,
police, and stakeholders: Sector information sharing and co-ordination
vi.  Weekly officials call with MHCLG, Mod, DfE, DHSC: Departmental co-ordination
vii.  Weekly victims call led by MoJ, with MHCLG, DfE, DHSC and stakeholders: Sector
information sharing and co-ordination
viii.  Weekly call with the National Police Chiefs’ Council lead for child protection:
Sector information sharing and co-ordination
iX. National Police Chiefs’ Council lead for child protection fortnightly call with
charities: Sector information sharing and co-ordination
X. A ministerial trilateral weekly call between the Home Office, MOJ and MHCLG:
Departmental co-ordination
xi. A weekly cross-government communications call: Departmental co-ordination on
abuse relating to children and young people to develop consistent government
campaigns. [MR/104 - INQ000053220; MR/083 - INQ000231224; MR/081 -
INQO00053891]

155. The specific scope and frequency of these formal and informal meetings varied
throughout the Pandemic, as did record keeping arrangements. The Home Office does
not have exhaustive records of all meetings it attended, but has disclosed the formal
minutes and informal ‘read outs’ it has been able to identify relevant to this Rule 9

request.

156. As stated in the withess statement of the Right Honourable Dame Priti Patel MP, the
Home Secretary raised concerns with me about Covid-19 governance structures for the
Pandemic [MR/029 - INQ000279975]. The Home Secretary’s specific concerns in May
2020 related to decisions about health measures at the border and self-isolation
regulations. [MR/105 - INQ0O00239639] However, as outlined in my email to the Deputy
Secretary to the Cabinet on 18 May 2020, the Home Secretary and senior Home Office
officials considered that the governance arrangements in place at the time could lead to
siloed discussions without all the relevant Secretaries of State. [MR/106 -
INQO00239640] An example of this occurred on 16 March 2020, when Home Office

officials had to request the Home Secretary’s attendance at COBR(M) for consideration
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of further social distancing measures (as outlined in paragraph 72 and 73) and the public
safety implications of such measures. At this meeting, the Home Secretary raised the

need to include children in the Government’s definition of vulnerable people. [MR/107 —

i see MR/030 - INQ000518565 i As stated in the witness statement of the Right Honourable Dame Priti

Patel, MP, provided for Module 2 two of this inquiry, there was concern in the Home
Office that collectively the UK Government was not considering widely enough the
people impact of the measures that were being introduced. [MR/029 - INQ0O00279975].

157. The reset of Covid-19 governance arrangements and the introduction of the Covid-O
committee structure in June 2020 improved cross-government working at ministerial and
official level. The Home Secretary’s concerns about governance were provided to the
Cabinet Office as part of the review which led to the introduction of the Covid-O
committee. As outlined above, Home Office ministers attended Covid-O meetings
throughout the Pandemic and were supported in their decision making by officials.
Nevertheless, as highlighted in my email of 18 May 2020, agendas and papers
continued to arrive late for committees, throughout the Pandemic, leaving limited time

for effective consideration or contribution by Home Office officials or ministers.
Data and Monitoring

1568. The Home Office had no lead government department responsibilities to monitor and
assess the impact of school restrictions or other non-pharmaceutical interventions on
the safety and wellbeing of children. However, as outlined above, available data, insight,
and expert advice was used throughout the Pandemic to inform official advice and

ministerial decision making.

159. Throughout the Pandemic, the Department received data and monitoring from law
enforcement including the National Crime Agency, National Police Coordination Cenire
(“NPoCC"), and the National Police Chiefs’ Council lead for child protection. Additionally,
the Home Office received information and data from sector stakeholders including
charities. The Home Office also received scientific data and advice from SAGE and its

sub-committees, and expert advice from academics.

160. The Home Office established a data cell to ensure there was a shared situational
awareness of the impact of Covid-19. Interpreting the trends in crime data was difficult
due to the variable effects of holidays and lockdown restrictions. Regular meetings were

held with policing to add context to reporting and discuss issues. Briefings and advice
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provided to ministers throughout the Pandemic provided the latest insight whilst
reflecting the uncertainty in the available data. Monthly and then weekly Covid-19 crime
data monitoring reports were provided to the Home Secretary, ministers, and senior
officials. This reporting included data and trends in relation to child sexual exploitation

and abuse, domestic abuse, and county lines crimes.

161. Part Six outlines relevant external evaluation, conducted with Home Office funding, of
the impacts of the Pandemic on vulnerable children and young people.

PART FIVE: IMMIGRATION AND ASYLUM

162. This Part outlines the work of the Department in relation to children and young people
in the immigration and asylum system during the Pandemic. It covers summaries of
relevant policies, actions taken by the Department, and concerns raised during the

Pandemic in respect of:
i.  Immigration: Visas and enforcement
i. No Recourse to Public Funds
iii. Unaccompanied Migrant Children.
Immigration

163. The Covid-19 Pandemic had a significant impact on the UK immigration system, both in
terms of restricting migrant movements to and from the UK and the impact on operational
capacity. The Home Office’s global Visa Application Centres closed throughout the
Pandemic in line with local restrictions. In the UK, visa and immigration Service Support
Centres also closed in response to national and local regulations. Staff absences for
Covid-19 reasons, including illness and self-isolation, and social distancing

arrangements in our offices also had an impact on operational delivery.

164. Throughout the Pandemic, the Department took action to mitigate the impacts of the
Pandemic on children and young people with temporary leave to remain in the UK, and

those in families who no longer had the right to remain in the country.
Visa Data

165. The Home Office continued to issue visas to children and young people for family and

study reasons throughout the Pandemic. Published data for the period Q1 2020 to Q3
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2022 records that 60,631 visas were issued to children. Annex C provides a breakdown

of this data by quarter and visa type.
Visa Concessions

166. During the Pandemic, the Home Office committed that no one would have a negative
outcome through the immigration system for circumstances beyond an individual's
control. As a result of global travel restrictions and self-isolation requirements, some
individuals, including children and young people, were unable to leave the UK when that
permission expired. To avoid affected individuals being considered overstayers due to
circumstances beyond their control, the Home Office made a series of policy

concessions:

i.  The Coronavirus Extension Concession Period: 24 January 2020 to 31 July
2020. Concessions in this period covered individuals unable to return initially
to China and then to other countries as the virus spread. Additionally, students
awaiting decisions on their visa applications were allowed to begin their studies

subject to specific conditions.

i. Grace Period: 1 August 2020 to 31 August 2020. Following the ending of the
Coronavirus Extension Concession on 31 July 2020, the Home Office gave a
grace period from 1 August to 31 August 2020 to allow individuals time to make
arrangements to leave the UK. During this period, individuals were not subject
to the sanctions that applied to overstayers, and the conditions of the person’s
stay in the UK were to be the same as the conditions of their previous leave. If
their previous conditions allowed them to work, study, or rent accommodation

they could continue to do so during this grace period, ahead of leaving the UK.

iii. The Exceptional Assurance Concession: 1 September 2020 to 28 February
2023. Exceptional assurance was introduced on 1 September 2020 as a
response to ongoing international travel disruption caused by the Covid-19
pandemic. It followed the Coronavirus Extension Concession and the grace
period which had come to an end. Exceptional assurance offered individuals a
short-term protection against any adverse action or consequences after their
permission had expired, where they were unable to leave the UK due to Covid-
19. [MR/108 — INQ0O00518755]
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167. Further temporary policy concessions were made to support migrant students, including
child students and students under 25, and their sponsors in the education sector. These

concessions included:

i.  Sponsors did not need to report students who were absent from their studies

for Covid-19 reasons

ii. Sponsors were not required to withdraw sponsorship if an existing student was

unable to return to the UK due to travel restrictions

iii. Students and child students could start studying by distance learning from
overseas in the academic year 2021-2022, provided they transitioned to face
to face learning when they arrived in the UK, which had to be no later than June
2022

iv.  Sponsors did not need to report students undertaking distance learning from

overseas for missing expected face to face contact points

v.  Students with work rights and who were employed directly by an NHS trust in
specified professions were not restricted to working 20 hours work per week
during term time and could work without limit for the number of hours permitted
for that NHS role. [MR/109 — INQ000518780]

168. There were no concessions issued on a sponsor’s duty of care for child students. Child

safeguarding duties for sponsors of children studying in the UK include ensuring:

i.  Appropriate policies and procedures are in place to ensure the safety,

wellbeing and protection from exploitation for sponsored children.

ii. Sites at which children will be taught or accommodated meet all legally

required standards for those purposes.
iii.  All staff who come into contact with the children have a current enhanced
Disclosure and Barring Check (England and Wales), Protecting Vulnerable

Groups Scheme (Scotland) or Disclosure and Barring Check (Northern
Ireland). [MR/109 — INQ000518780]
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Immigration Enforcement: Families Return Process

169. In response to the Pandemic, the Home Office paused the Families Return Process
(“FRP”) between March 2020 and April 2021. The FRP is the process for removing
families, with children under 18 years, who no longer have any right to remain in the UK
and are liable to be removed from the country. [MR/110 — INQG00055024]

170. The FRP has three stages beginning with early engagement on voluntary returns and
escalates eventually to an ensured return commensurate with the family’s compliance.
In advance of re-starting the FPR in April 2021, the Independent Family Returns Panel
and the Office of the Childrens’ Commissioner were notified to assist with overseeing all
aspects of vulnerability, safeguarding, and the welfare of children for when the
Department began transferring families to the Ensured Return stage. [MR/110 —
INQO000055024]

No Recourse to Public Funds

Policy Overview

171. The principle of No Recourse to Public Funds (“NRPF”)} was established in the
Immigration Act 1971 and has been maintained under successive governments since
that date. [MR/111 — INQO0O0518654]

172. The Home Office is the lead government department for the overarching UK
Government NRPF policy. It works with DfE, DWP, Devolved Administrations, and Local
Authorities to operationalise the policy. [MR/112 — INQO00518809] The policy and

access to public funds or services relating to children are outlined below.

173. The expectation of the UK Government is that, in general, migrants coming to the UK
should be able to maintain and accommodate themselves without recourse to public
funds. Consequently, most individuals must demonstrate that they can financially
support themselves, and their dependants, when applying for permission to enter or stay
in the UK. For this reason, most temporary migrants are granted permission subject to
a condition that they cannot access public funds - NRPF. Individuals in the UK without
lawful status are also subject to NRPF. [MR/113 — INQ0O00518812]
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174. Individuals with leave under the Family and Human Rights visa routes can apply to have
their NRPF condition lifted by making a ‘change of conditions’ application if they are
destitute or at risk of destitution, if the welfare of their child is at risk due to their low
income, or where there are other exceptional financial circumstances. [MR/114 —
INQO000518801]

175. The Migrant Victims of Domestic Abuse Concession, previously the Destitute Domestic
Violence Concession, provides protection for eligible migrant victims of domestic abuse
and their children. The concession provides migrant domestic abuse victims with the
ability fo apply for recourse to public funds to enable financial support where required.
An individual applying for the concession can include any dependent children under the
age of 18, or who are aged over 18 at the date of application if they were last granted
permission as the dependent child of their parent or parents and are not leading an
independent life, who need to apply for 3 months’ permission under the concession.
[MR/115 — INQ0O00518802]

Access fo National Benefits and Services

176. For immigration purposes, benefits and services classed as public funds are set out in
section 115 of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999 and at paragraph 6 of the
Immigration Rules. [MR/116 — INQ0O00518791] Public funds include Universal Credit,

disability and carers’ allowances, and housing benefit.

177. Individuals with NRPF who have paid the necessary National Insurance contributions or
have relevant periods of employment or self-employment can claim contributory benefits
and statutory payments. Examples of benefits and statutory paymentis that are not

considered to be restricted for immigration purposes are:
i. New-Style Jobseeker's Allowance
ii.  Guardian’'s Allowance (if in receipt of Child Benefit)
iii. New Style Employment and Support Allowance (ESA)
iv.  Maternity Allowance
v. State Pension
vi.  Statutory Sick Pay

vii.  Bereavement Support Payment
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viii.  Industrial Injuries Disablement Benefit

ix.  Statutory parental payments (Statutory Maternity Pay, Statutory Paternity Pay,
Statutory Adoption Pay, Statutory Shared Parental Pay and Statutory Parental

Bereavement Pay).

178. Compulsory school age education does not count as a public fund for the purposes of
the Immigration Rules. However, if a student has been granted permission to study at
an independent fee-paying school but studies at a state funded school (maintained or
academy school) instead, they will have breached the conditions of their permission to
enter or stay in the UK (unless the independent school has become an academy after

the student was admitted), and risk having their leave curtailed.

179. NHS ftreatment does not fall within the definition of public funds for immigration
purposes. Health is a devolved matter and the UK’s four nations have separate rules on
access to NHS treatment. People coming to the UK to work, study, or join family for
more than 6 months or applying for further permission are required to pay the
Immigration Health Surcharge (unless covered by one of the exemptions) covering the
duration of their permission to enter or to stay. Payment of the Immigration Health
Surcharge entitles applicants to access healthcare on broadly the same basis as UK

nationals.

180. Exemptions from paying the Immigration Health Surcharge include the following
categories of people:
i. Refugees (people who have been granted asylum, humanitarian protection or

temporary protection under the immigration rules) and their dependents

ii. Asylum seekers (people applying for asylum, humanitarian protection or
temporary protection whose claims, including appeals, have not yet been

determined) and their dependents

iii. A child under 18 who has been taken into care by a local authority (including

unaccompanied asylum-seeking children)

iv.  People receiving support under section 95 of the Immigration and Asylum Act
1999 from the Home Office

v. Victims, and suspected victims, of modern slavery or human trafficking, as
determined by the UK Human Trafficking Centre or the Home Office, plus their
spouse or civil partner, and any children under 18 provided they are lawfully

present in the UK
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vi.  Prisoners and immigration detainees. [MR/117 — INQOG0518804]

Access to Local Services

181. Section 17 of the Children Act 1989 imposes a general duty on local authorities to
safeguard and promote the welfare of “children in need” in their area. Support provided
to a child by local authorities under Section 17 of the Children Act 1989 is not dependent

on the immigration status of the child or their parent(s).

182. Local authorities may also provide basic safety net support to an individual, regardiess
of their immigration status, if there is a genuine care need that does not arise solely
from destitution, including, where there are community care needs, they have serious
health problems or there is a risk to a child’s wellbeing. Local Authorities can use
judgement to decide what legal powers and funding can be used to support individuals
who are ineligible for support from public funds. [MR/7112 — INQ0O00518809]

Asylum Support

183. The United Kingdom has a statutory obligation to provide destitute asylum seekers
with accommodation, transportation, and subsistence support whilst their application
for asylum is being considered. The support for unaccompanied asylum-seeking

children is set out at paragraphs 198 — 208.
Cohorts of Migrants Subject to NRPF

184. At the start of the Pandemic, Home Office Ministers were advised that there were five
main cohorts of migrants subject to NRPF. The position as at 25 March 2020 for these

groups is detailed below:

i. Migrants in the UK without valid leave. Migrants in the UK without valid leave
are generally denied all access to public funds including benefits and social
housing. Local authorities may provide support and assistance if failure to do

so would result in a breach of ECHR rights or EU Treaty rights.

ii. Family and Human-rights route. Migrants with leave to remain under the
partner, parent and private life routes, outside the private life rules, and under
ECHR Article 8 on the basis of exceptional circumstances, are able to work and
access the NHS, but are generally subject to the NRPF condition. They can

apply for a “change of conditions” if there is a change in their financial
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circumstances. The NRPF condition will be lifted if they supply appropriate
evidence that they are at risk of destitution, the welfare of their child is at stake,

or there are other exceptional financial circumstances.

iii. Non-EEA migrants (e.g. workers, students). This group has access to the
NHS and the right to work but they are subject to the NRPF condition and often
a range of other conditions (e.g. restrictions on where they can work, the hours

they can work) and cannot make a ‘change of conditions’ application.

iv. EEA migrants. EEA and Swiss nationals (and their family members) with
settled status under the EU Settlement Scheme have full access to public funds
on the same basis as a British citizen or other settled person. Those with pre-
settled status or those potentially eligible who have not yet applied can access
benefits if they meet the requirements in benefit-specific secondary legislation.
EEA nationals who are exercising Treaty rights (working, studying, self-
employed, self-sufficient, job-seeking) or are habitually resident have access

to public funds on the basis of their lawful residence under EU law.

v.  Asylum. Asylum seekers who would otherwise be destitute are supported by
the Home Office under section 95 of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999.
Failed asylum seekers who would otherwise be destitute are also supported

under section 4 of the 1999 Act if they are unable to leave the UK or take steps

to leave for reasons beyond their control. [MR/718 - iexhibit not disclosed]

NRPF During the Pandemic

185. On 25 March 2020, the Home Secretary was sent advice on Covid-19 support for
migrants subject to NRPF. The advice outlined that Parliamentarians and Non-
Governmental Organisations ("NGOs”) were pressing for more information about the
support available for migrants in the UK who were unable to access public funds,
including migrant parents of British children. The Home Secretary was informed that
officials considered that emergency measures being implemented by the UK

Government would be accessible to individuals with NRPF. These measures included:

i. Housing: MHCLG had announced additional funding for local authorities to
allow them to accommodate rough sleepers to allow for self-isolation and were
working to ensure that all rough sleepers were eligible for this support. MHCLG

advised local authorities to take the steps they considered {o be necessary in

48

INQO00474944_ 0048



managing Covid-19 and not to be concerned that immigration restrictions would

prevent the provision of urgent and necessary assistance.

ii. Health: Testing and treatment for Covid-19 was provided without charge to
everyone living in the UK, including anyone with No Recourse to Public Funds

and anyone living in the UK without permission.

ii. Employment Support: Migrants with NRPF in employment would be eligible
for Government support (up to 80% of their salary) as payments were made

direct to employers.

186. The Home Secretary was also briefed on work underway in the Department to train
additional staff to handle the expected increase in demand for change of conditions
applications for individuals, including those with leave under the Family and Human
Rights visa routes. [MR/118 -iexhibit not disclosed}

187. On 23 April 2020, the Home Office published guidance for individuals who did not have
permission to live permanently in the UK. This guidance included advice for applying for

public funds for individuals with a UK Family or Private Life visa if an individual:
i.  Was destitute or at risk of destitution
i. Had a child whose welfare was at risk due to low income
iii. Was in other exceptional financial circumstances. [MR/114 — INQ0O00518801]

188. On 5 May 2020, the Home Office published a blog summarising the measures in place
to support individuals with NRPF. The blog stated that the many of the emergency
measures implemented were not considered to be public funds and were therefore

available to migrants with NRPF, including:
i.  Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme
i. Self-Employed Income Support Scheme
iii.  Protections for renters from evictions
iv.  ‘Mortgage holiday’ for those who needed it
v.  Additional funding for local authorities in England and additional funding for the

devolved administrations
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vi.  Temporary extension of the eligibility criteria for free school meals.

189. The blog also stated that ‘local authorities may provide basic safety net support,
regardless of immigration status, if it is established that there is a genuine care need
that does not arise solely from destitution, for example, where there are community care
needs, migrants with serious health problems or family cases where the wellbeing of a
child is in question.” [MR/119 - INQ000518807]

190. On 8 October 2020, the Minister for Justice and Tackling lllegal Migration spoke at a
Westminster Hall Debate on No Recourse to Public Funds. His speaking notes,
prepared by officials before the debate, restated the Government’s commitment to
supporting vulnerable people through the measures listed in paragraph 177 and through

additional funding arrangements for vital services including:

i. £4.3b of funding to help councils manage the impacts of Covid-19 responding

o spending pressures

ii. £300m extra funding for the Devolved Administrations, including £155
million for Scotland, £95m for Wales and £50m for Northern Ireland. This
funding was in addition to the £780m for Scotland, £475m for Wales and
£260m for Northern Ireland announced by the Chancellor on 16 March 2020.

ii. £750m additional funding to support the charitable sector.

191. The minister's speaking notes also recorded that the Home Office was pricritising
change of conditions applications, with the Depariment experiencing a 672% increase
in these from April to June 2020. [MR/111 — INQ00O0518654]

192. From Quarter 1 2020 to Quarter 3 2022, the Home Office received 18,240 applications
for a change of conditions. The Home Office approved 13,609 of these applications.
[MR/120 — INQO00518786]

Concerns and Legal Challenges

193. On 6 May 2020, the Minister for Immigration Compliance and the Courts was sent advice
on The Children’s Society report, A Lifeline For All, which detailed the impact of NRPF
restrictions on migrant families, particularly their children. [MR/1271 - INQ000231158;
MR/122 - INQ0O00231160]. The Minister was advised that the report was critical of Home

Office immigration policy.
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194. The research for the report was conducted before the Pandemic and focused on
vulnerable families who had leave to remain on Family and Private Life grounds on the
ten-year route to settlement. However, the report does consider the impact of Covid-19
and states that the ‘lack of access to the lifeline of social security has come into sharp
focus in the current context of a national public health emergency.” The report made
recommendations for short and long-term changes to NRPF. [MR/123 - INQ000281061]

195. The Minister was advised that in response to media queries to the report, the Home

Office would issue press lines including:

i.  Migrants with leave under the Family and Human Rights routes could apply to
have the restriction lifted by making a ‘change of conditions’ application if there
had been a change in their financial circumstances. The Home Office had
recently digitised the application form to make sure it is accessible for those
who needed to remain at home, and those who did not have internet access or
were not confident using a computer can access phone support to complete

their application.

ii. Individuals with leave under the 5-year parent route, or the 10-year family or
private life route, could apply for a fee waiver if they were destitute, would be
rendered destitute by payment of the fee, or where there were other exceptional
circumstances. [MR/121 - INQ0O00231159; MR/122 - INQ000231160].

196. The briefing to the Minister set out the report’s recommendations for government action,
separated into immediate and long-term changes needed. The briefing did not
individually analyse each recommendation in The Children’s Society report but noted,
for example, that some of the issues raised in the report were the subject of litigation
that had been previously highglihted to the Minister, as well as pre-action protocol letters
and other correspondence. The Minister was also advised on the  existing UK
Government and local authority support available to people with NRPF during the
Pandemic was summarised. [MR/122 - INQ000231160]

197. Home Office NRPF policy and guidance in respect of children was subject to legal
challenge relating to Covid-19 during the Pandemic. In May 2020, the High Court found
that internal Home Office case working instructions did ‘not adequately recognise, reflect
or give effect to the Secretary of State's obligation not to impose, or to lift, the condition
of NRPF in cases where the applicant is not yet, but will imminently suffer inhuman or

degrading treatment without recourse to public funds.’ The Judicial Review on behalf of
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the child claimant was filed on 31 July 2019 before the Pandemic, however the High
Court’s finding considered internal Home Office guidance issued in April 2020 in respect
of Covid-19.2 Updated guidance was accordingly published by the Home Office on 29
May 2020, confirming that ‘in all cases where an applicant has been granted leave, or
is seeking leave, under the family or private life routes the NRPF condition must be lifted
or not imposed if an applicant is destitute or is at risk of imminent destitution without
recourse to public funds’. The guidance document later advises caseworkers that: ‘It is
good practice to check before concluding consideration of an application where a
specific request has been made for access to public funds that the risk of imminent

destitution has been properly addressed’.
Unaccompanied Asylum-Seeking Children

198. In response to the Rule 9, this section considers the impact of the Pandemic on

unaccompanied asylum-seeking children. It provides:

i. An overview of policy frameworks and responsibilities for the care of

unaccompanied asylum-seeking children

ii. The impact of self-isolation and quarantine on arrangements for

unaccompanied asylum-seeking children arriving in the UK

iii. A chronological account of actions taken by the Home Office, in partnership
with DfE, local authorities, and third sector organisations to address the impacts

of the Pandemic on children arriving in the UK

iv.  Concerns raised about the arrangements for unaccompanied asylum-seeking

children arriving in the UK during the Pandemic.
Overview

199. The policy framework for unaccompanied asylum-seeking children is defined in the joint
DfE and Home Office Safeguarding Strategy for Unaccompanied Asylum-Seeking and
Refugee Children and DfE’s statutory guidance for local authorities on the Care of
Unaccompanied Migrant Children and Child Victims of Modern Slavery, both published
in November 2017. [MR/124 — INQO00518782;, MR/125 - INQOO0477404]

2R (W, A Child By His Litigation Friend J) v Secretary of State for the Home Department & Anor [2020]
EWHC 1299 (Admin)
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200. An unaccompanied asylum-seeking child is defined as an individual who is:
i. Under 18 years of age when the asylum claim is submitted
ii. Applying for asylum in their own right

iii. Separated from both parents and is not being cared for by an adult who in law
or by custom has responsibility to do so [MR/124 — INQ000518782; MR/116 —
INQO00518791].

201. A child victim of modern slavery is defined as any child [individual under 18 years of age]
who is recruited, transported, transferred, harboured, or received for the purposes of
exploitation whether or not they have been forced or deceived. [MR/125 -
INQO00477404]

Local Authority Responsibilities

202. Section 17 of the Children Act 1989 places a general duty on every local authority to
safeguard and promote the welfare of children in need within their area by providing
services appropriate {o those children’s needs. Any child who lacks accommodation or
is destitute is a child in need for the purposes of s.17(10)(b) of the Children Act 1989.
Unaccompanied asylum-seeking children arriving in the UK will inevitably be children in
need for the purposes of s.17. An unaccompanied asylum-seeking child is therefore
entitled to the same local authority support as any other looked after child In the United

Kingdom.

203. As children in need, the relevant local authority (in which they are physically present)
must provide unaccompanied asylum-seeking children with accommodation under
Section 20 of the Children Act 1989. Once s.20 accommodation has been provided to a
child for more than 24 hours, the child becomes “looked after” pursuant to s. 22(1) (b)
and (2) of the Children Act 1989. Assessment and care provisions for the child should
commence immediately as for any looked after child, irrespective of whether an
application (e.g. an asylum claim) has been submitted to the Home Office. [MR/125 -
INQO00477404]

204. All looked after children, including unaccompanied asylum-seeking children, must be
given priority in school admissions, as set out in the School Admissions Code. Local
authorities should also take steps to ensure robust procedures are in place to monitor

educational progress and a culture of proactive commitment to secure the highest
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educational outcomes for unaccompanied children or child victims of modern slavery.
[MR/125 - INQOO0477404]

Home Office Responsibilities

205. The Home Office member of staff who first encounters an asylum-seeking child in the
UK is responsible for ensuring that the local authority administration lead and social care
team is notified at the earliest opportunity of the child’s presence and in practice this
notification results in the attendance of local authority social workers. Where the child is
encountered by the police, the police will notify the local authority administration lead
and social care team, and request the attendance of the duty social worker to transfer
the child into local authority care. The police will also notify Home Office Immigration
Enforcement staff who will make arrangements, as soon as possible after notification,
for the welfare interview and associated checks to be conducted. [MR/126 -
INQ000518763]

206. The Home Office is subsequently responsible for processing asylum claims for children.
The Home Office’s Children’s Asylum Claims guidance outlines the legal and policy
framework for processing claims. [MR/126 - INQO00518763]

207. The Home Office has no statutory duties to accommodate unaccompanied migrant

children.

208. Unaccompanied migrant children may be detained for immigration purposes. This could
be for the purpose of examination at the time a migrant child is encountered at the border
or for the purpose of removal. If unaccompanied children are detained under immigration
powers, it must be for the shortest possible time, with appropriate care arrangements in
place. This may include detention overnight, but a person detained as an
unaccompanied child must not be held in an immigration removal centre in any
circumstances. Where detention is for the purpose of removal an unaccompanied child

may only be detained in a short-term holding facility for a maximum of 24 hours.
Home Office Support for Local Authorities

209. Certain local authorities receive a disproportionate number of unaccompanied asylum-
seeking children because entry sites for asylum seekers are situated within their local
authority area. Consequently, there have been systemic pressures in these local
authorities in the provision of accommodation and care for unaccompanied asylum-

seeking children.

54

INQO00474944 0054



210. The National Transfer Scheme ("NTS") was established by the Home Office in 2016 to
enable the safe transfer of unaccompanied children in the UK from one local authority
to another. The purpose of the NTS is to ensure a fair and equitable distribution of
unaccompanied children across local authorities. In 2020, local authorities could refer
unaccompanied asylum-seeking children to the NTS when the authority was supporting
at, or above, 0.07% of the authority’s general child population. Sections 69-73 of the
Immigration Act 2016 contain provisions which facilitate the transfer of children’s social
care functions between local authorities and give the Home Secretary a power to set up

a scheme (the NTS) for the transfer of these functions (section 72).

211. The Home Office provides a contribution to the costs incurred by local authorities
supporting unaccompanied asylum-seeking children and those leaving care. However,
most of the funding Local Authorities receive for supporting children’s services, including

looked after children, is provided through the local government funding settlement.

212. The NTS initially performed well but slowed through 2018 and 2012. In May 2020, Home
Office ministers were advised that the NTS had ‘effectively stalled’ over the previous
year as it remained on a voluntary basis. A lack of placement offers and delays to
transferring children meant that the NTS was unable to sustain the required demand
placed upon the local authorities with key entry sites. The concentration of arrivals by

small boats in Kent during 2020 presented additional pressures on the NTS.

213. During the Pandemic, the Home Office made changes to the NTS and funding
arrangements to reflect increasing demands on local authorities. These changes, in the
context of the Pandemic response, are included in the below chronological account of

Home Office actions in relation to the arrival of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children.
Overview of Covid-19 Impacts

214. During the Relevant Period, as specified within the Rule 9 (1 January 2020 to 28 June
2022), the challenges experienced by the Home Office and local authorities in
supporting unaccompanied asylum-seeking children were predominately pre-existing.
However, Covid-19 restrictions placed further pressures on children’s services,

including:

i. International Travel Restrictions: The Pandemic made methods of entry to
the UK, including by air and ferry, more difficult; resulting in increased arrivals
by small boats. The seasonal nature of sea crossings compresses large

numbers of migrants into small time periods and places greater pressure on
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the local authority services receiving those children entering the country

illegally.

i. Quarantine and Self-Isolation: The need to provide infected or potentially

infected children with appropriate care and suitable accommodation presented

additional logistical and financial challenges for local authorities.

215. During the Relevant Period for this Inquiry, the number of children and young people

arriving by small boat increased significantly as shown in Table 1 below:

Table 1: Small boat arrivals, by age and sex, 2018 to 2022

. 2022

Age group and sex | | 2021 | January

| -June

17andunder | 25| 308 | 1,449 47321 1,866

Male 16 207 1,089 3,347 1,365
Female 9 101 360 925 400
Unknown 0 0 0 49 101
18 to 24 41 288 1,926 9,579 3,749
Male 39 264 1,785 9,035 3,477
Female 2 24 141 533 257
Unknown 0 0 0 11 15

Unaccompanied Asyium-Seeking Children Arrivals: Impact of the Pandemic

216. From February 2020, Home Office officials worked with DfE, Public Health England, and

local authorities to manage the impact of the emerging Pandemic on unaccompanied

asylum-seeking children arriving in the UK.

217. Advice from PHE on 27 February 2020 stated that local authorities should assume that

all children with uncertain travel histories had travelled through Category One countries

/ areas and were therefore required to self-isolate.® Local authority officials raised

concerns that it was not practical to provide appropriate care for children and ‘avoid

accommodating them with other people, either a foster family or in supported

3 Category One countries / areas were: Wuhan city and Hubei Province (China), Daegu or Cheongdo

(Republic of Korea), Iran, and ltaly.
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